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Afghanistan, A History Already Forgotten
Counterinsurgency Lessons U.S. Senior Military Leaders Must Not Ignore

By Daniel Rix AND doug livermore
December 31, 2025

The United States fought a counterinsurgency 
in Afghanistan for almost 20 years, resulting 
in the loss of 2,448 U.S. military, 3,846 U.S. 
contractors, over 100,000 Afghan lives, and 
costing trillions of dollars.

“This article identifies clear strategic failures 
throughout this counterinsurgency that the United 
States must learn from and endeavor never to 
repeat.”
— Daniel Rix

Bookended by al-Qaeda’s attacks on the U.S. homeland 
and Afghans clinging desperately to the tires of an Air 
Force C-17 during the evacuation of Kabul while Marines 
were slaughtered at Abbey Gate, the war in Afghanistan 
will be remembered as one of the greatest strategic losses 
in American history. Worse than the collapse of the South 
Vietnamese government, which persisted for two years 
after U.S. troop withdrawals, Ashraf Ghani’s Afghan govern-
ment fell even before the U.S. military frantically departed
the Hamid Karzai International Airport. Even the Soviet-
backed Afghan government remained in power for three 
years after the Red Army left, highlighting the ineptitude 
of U.S. conduct in this conflict. 

This article identifies clear strategic failures throughout 
this counterinsurgency that the United States must learn 
from and endeavor never to repeat. An inability for U.S. 
senior military leaders to understand them and effectively 
apply appropriate lessons in a future counterinsurgency or 
hybrid war, in which counterinsurgent and irregular warfare 
tactics will indeed manifest, will result in more lives lost un-
necessarily and another U.S. strategic failure.
 
The task of postmortem on America’s longest war is, no 
doubt, a massive undertaking. One that scholars, politi-
cians, and military experts will debate for years to come. 
Many intellectuals will delve deeply into the failures in 
Afghanistan, such as the congressionally mandated Af-
ghanistan War Commission . There will be no shortage 
of analyses and opinions on why the most powerful na-

tion in the world lost a counterinsurgency war against a 
financially, technologically, and tactically inferior group of 
insurgents. This article seeks to add to the body of knowl-
edge in a small way by identifying clear counterinsurgency 
failures in the campaign to root out the Taliban. It focuses 
on the counterinsurgency against the Taliban, not on coun-
terterrorism targeting al-Qaeda, though the latter is used 
to explain failures of the former. It also does not attempt to 
address the counterinsurgency in Iraq, which no doubt lim-
ited resources into Afghanistan. Finally, it will not describe 
the interplay between other sources of instability, such as 
the Haqqani Network in eastern Afghanistan. Though not 
comprehensive, this article identifies six strategic failures 
largely based on David Galula’s Counterinsurgency Warfare: 
Theory and Practice, recognizing that there are other coun-
terinsurgency frameworks with which to conduct analysis. 
David Galula, a veteran of World War II and the Algerian 
War, observed and experienced several insurgencies before 
codifying a simple framework of complex principles to 
counter seditious activities.
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Failure 1: Counterterrorism vs. Counterinsurgency, 
Lacking an Enduring Cause

An insurgency is a protracted struggle designed to 
overthrow an existing power, which is measured in years 
and decades rather than months. The longer the struggle, 
the better it is generally for an insurgency as it takes root 
within the populace. Mao Zedong’s establishment of 
the People’s Republic of China in 1949, for example, was 
preceded by years of guerrilla warfare against Chiang Kai-
shek’s Nationalists and Japanese invaders. Mao’s theory 
of insurgency allows for an insurgency to move back and 
forth between phases – latent and incipient organization, 
guerrilla warfare, and conventional “war of movement”– 
as conditions require to ensure survival. Additionally, there 
can be synchronized efforts between conventional and 
insurgent forces , or hybrid warfare, based on the need as was 
the case of North Vietnamese Army regulars and Viet Cong 
insurgents operating in different areas in South Vietnam 
against U.S. and South Vietnamese forces. Throughout this 
protracted struggle and its shifting phases, an insurgency 
needs a galvanizing cause that helps drive a wedge between 
the people and the established government.

The counterinsurgent must have an equally compelling 
cause. Though the United States had the political will 

to fight a counterinsurgency in Afghanistan for almost 
20 years, spanning four presidencies – no small feat – it 
lacked a coherent and enduring cause or overarching 
goal to unify the Afghans, and by extension, the American 
people, against the Taliban. From the heights of optimism 
following the ouster of the Taliban in late 2001, Afghan 
popular support for the subsequent governments of Hamid 
Karzai and Ashraf Ghani saw a consistent downward spin 
in approval amid widespread incompetence, corruption, 
and tribal cronyism – issues that the Taliban had popularly 
positioned themselves against in their initial rise in 1994.

The United States’ justifiable cause in the early days 
after the terrorist attacks on September 11, 2001, was 
counterterrorism focused: punish and defeat al-Qaeda for 
perpetuating the largest terrorist attack on America. The 
Taliban regime was merely a stumbling block to get to this 
terrorist organization. Their refusal to hand over Osama bin 
Laden , al-Qaeda’s leader, to the United States put them in 
the crosshairs of military action beginning on October 7, 
2001.

Aside from installing the rag-tag Northern Alliance and 
providing humanitarian aid, there was no holistic U.S. 
counterinsurgent strategy to consolidate gains after 
toppling the Taliban regime, let alone a unifying cause
around which to rally the Afghan people. In fact, the U.S. 
National Security Strategies (NSS) throughout this con-
flict highlighted the counterterrorism efforts in Afghani-
stan with little to no mention of counterinsurgent activity, 
lumping the Taliban in with al-Qaeda as a terrorist organi-
zation instead of an insurgent group.

This gave the remnants of the Taliban regime time to 
morph back into an insurgency and codify their own cause 
(and legitimacy) against a foreign “infidel” power. Though 
a stated cause becomes less important as the conflict drags 
on and the people pine for a clear winner, in the latent or 
incipient stages of an insurgency, it is the driving force be-
hind the movement. Unfortunately, the failure of the Unit-
ed States to help provide an indigenous-led cause to the 
Afghan people gave the Taliban an open door to exploit for 
their own purposes.
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