
Afghanistan: 
Not ours to lose D. Michael Shafer

The air is hot with harsh words about Afghanistan. Journalists who covered the war on the ground or in the halls of 
power, combat vets and combat commanders, generals at home, politicians in office trying to find a grip for spin and 
those out of office delighting in attacking what they once sold, all have strong opinions. These “stakeholders,” often 
“experts” turned TV commentators, battle over questions such as, “How did we screw up the withdrawal so complete-
ly?”, “Why didn’t we know that the Afghan army would fold without a fight?” A few more sophisticated ones may ask, 
“Why did we stick around for so long?”, even “How did we get involved in this mess in the first place?” If these ques-
tions are asked at all, however, they are asked in a tactical, political sense, as in, “What circumstances led us to do 
that?”

Oddly, the real question, “Why Hearts and Minds?” seems 
never to be asked. (The Hearts and Minds Doctrine – which 
changed names many times over the course of the Cold 
War – is built on the comforting [and almost always false] 
notion that insurgencies are provoked by external bad guys 
working to overthrow good and legitimate but weak govern-
ments. It argues, therefore, that counterinsurgents must win 
the “hearts and minds” of the local population by helping 
the local government “secure” them against the bad guys 
and provide them with basic needs and good government.) 
The assumption that with the support of foreign troops and 
organizations a (fragile) state will be able to provide basic 
services, security, and economic prosperity remains uncon-
tested today, despite having failed the French in Indochina 
and Algeria, the English in Kenya, and the US in Vietnam 
and Central America and now all of us in Afghanistan. These 
false, but uncontested assumptions doomed the Afghan ad-
venture to failure as soon as its mission moved beyond the 
simple military defeat and ouster of the Taliban and into its 
twenty-year nation-building “phase.”

What makes the failure of critics to ask the question “Why 
Hearts and Minds?” even odder (and more telling) is the 
related question: What made Hearts and Minds so com-

pelling to both the gung-ho, post 9/11 Bush team and the 
rather more judicious NATO allies who soon tossed their 
hats into the ring?1 What made not raving radicals of any 
stripe but the “best and the brightest,” as we once called 
them, believe that we could win in Afghanistan with Hearts 
and Minds? Or more to the present discussion, why do even 
critics shy away from investigating the failed assumptions of 
Heart and Minds? and Why did Hearts and Minds lead all of 
us ultimately to decide that the war in Afghanistan, indeed, 
“Afghanistan” itself was “ours” to lose in the first place?

GETTING BEYOND THE PETTY POLITICS EXPLANATION FOR 
GETTING IN
Let’s deal first with the tactical, political reasons for which 
Hearts and Minds superficially facilitated entering Afghani-
stan and then made it hard to leave. Before we start, how-
ever, let us remember a point seemingly lost today. When 
launched, the war had a simple, defined, easily measured 
and finite goal: defeat the Taliban – an honest, military goal 
that we had the means to achieve and, it is often forgot-
ten, did achieve within months. Gaining public support for 
even this limited end proved difficult in Europe, however. 
(The post-9/11 American desire for revenge opened the 
door wide to aggressive, new international and domestic 
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programs, not least Afghanistan abroad and the Patriot Act 
at home.) Military projects, however, did not sit well with the 
European public. Today’s discussion of Afghanistan – how 
we got embroiled and why we stayed – focuses on Hearts 
and Minds apparently exclusively as a way to explain how we 
eased these political frictions.

Hearts and Minds dressed up the parochial politics of win-
ning allies at home and avoiding the loss of political face 
abroad the way obedience blinded the eyes of the emperor’s 
subjects to his nakedness. Hearts and Minds’ long record 
of failure never mattered because, as a doctrine, Hearts 
and Minds has great virtues as an idea, a mental construct, 
virtues that obscure its sordid past. Hearts and Minds pro-
vides a simple, easily understood explanation for otherwise 
complex situations (such as in Afghanistan) that lead, in 
turn, directly to equally simple, easily understood prescrip-
tions for what to do that are also ideologically pleasing 
(“this is the ‘XXX’ - American, British, Dutch, German, Italian 
- way”). As in Indochina and Vietnam, in Afghanistan, Hearts 
and Minds explained that a good people struggling to be 
free and led by a weak but good government needed (our) 
help to secure themselves against attack by the forces of 
evil. It therefore prescribed strengthening the government 

by improving its ability to provide for “its” people, especially 
by improving its ability to “secure” them from attack by the 
bad guys.2 By extension, protection and presents would win 
the people’s trust and support, paving the way to democrat-
ic elections (the ultimate litmus test of good) that would 
confirm the good guys’ legitimacy. For better – this was a 
very effective sales pitch – and/or worse – it unchained 
two decades of undirected fighting and final defeat – the 
explanatory, prescriptive and ideological utility of Hearts and 
Minds were hopelessly naïve and immensely seductive in 
both presidential US and parliamentary Europe.

Once in, things only got worse. Governments deal with gov-
ernments, and so we went with the government in Kabul. 
We had no way to know whether the government in Kabul 
was “good” or legitimate, but it seemed a safe bet. After all, 
the Taliban wanted it gone and as an enemy of our enemy, 

Atlantisch perspectief   5

The end point of the Hearts and Minds Doctrine was the establishment of a liberal, democratic state, built on regular, democratic elections. Depicted is a polling station during 
the Afghan Presidential elections of 2014 (photo: Wikimedia / USAID Afghanistan / Public Domain)

These false, but uncontested assumptions 
doomed the Afghan adventure to failure as 
soon as its mission moved beyond the simple 
military defeat and ouster of the Taliban



it was a friend. This proved not to be a good metric, but 
once in, that did not matter. The assumption was that being 
“anti-Taliban” (like us) legitimated the government in power 
and justified securing it and its outposts against attack. In 
what was a struggle to establish the very basis of legitimacy, 
we threw our support behind an unknown horse that was 
just one among many struggling to win power, legitimacy be 
damned. Giving our horse (the Kabul government) arms and 
armed guards (troops, air cover) did nothing to improve its 
legitimacy, but greatly improved its ability to run ahead with 
impunity doing as it liked. It was, after all, our horse.

It mattered a lot at home that it was our horse. Despite 
American’s desire to avenge 9/11 and prove to the world 
that terror had no place to hide, simply attacking a “people’s 
uprising” in a distant land raised bad memories of Vietnam 
in Europe and antagonized the Greens who often played 

kingmaker in European Parliaments. Hearts and Minds 
calmed concerns. We were not out to kill people; we were 
out to free oppressed people from the control of terrorists or 
at least protect their freedom. This was a limited action just 
to get them on their feet so that they could hold their own. 
How could anyone not like the sales pitch? And so, notwith-
standing the War Powers Act in the US and its equivalents 
across Europe, majorities acquiesced to involvement.

So why stay twenty years? Again, petty politics the pundits 
argue. With every year, it became more and more embar-
rassing to say, “No more.” To say, “We’re out of here” would 
be to say “We see no value in pursuing this any further,” 
which would soon inevitably turn into an admission that 
there had never been much of a reason in the first place. If 
our purpose in going to war had been to defeat the Taliban, 
to disappear “the” bad guy, we won in six months and elim-
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After the defeat of the Taliban, many Western governments chose to support and thus legitimize the new anti-Taliban government in power. Depicted are the then US Defense 
Secretary Donald Rumsfeld and the Afghan President Hamid Karzai in September 2006 (photo: Wikimedia / Helene C Stikkel / Public Domain)
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inated the threat – as we defined it – to the security of the 
government and people. The longer we stayed on, the less 
credible the Hearts and Minds rubric became. The problem 
was that we were there. We were spending money and lives. 
We were killing and destroying. We had to have a reason. 
So we said, “We are needed.” One is bound, as Stanley 
Hoffman commented, “by one’s commitments. One is com-
mitted even by one’s mistakes.”3 

Beyond the politics of getting in and staying, however, lie the 
big questions: How did the US and its NATO allies transform 
a simple, defined, military mission into a vague, undefined 
“mission” to convert the territorial expression of Afghani-
stan into a “modern” liberal democracy” using the military? 
Did Hearts and Minds have anything to do with the transfor-
mation? How did Afghanistan become “ours” to lose?4 

HEARTS AND MINDS: “NATURAL” VEHICLE FOR 
“DEMOCRATIZATION”
Hearts and Minds seems “natural” or “logical” to us be-
cause it is us. Embedded in Hearts and Minds is our self-con-
gratulatory notion of the nature, direction and purpose of so-
ciety, development and history. Hearts and Minds is a highly 
stylized, rose-tinted version of the rise of the state in Europe 
and with it, economic, industrial and social development. It 
is the story of how we got from the Dark Ages to Democracy 
as we would like it to have happened. The centerpiece is the 
state, its nastier bits tucked away to leave only its ability to 
overcome politico-military impediments to external expan-
sion (upstart lords, smaller states), promote growth through 
the regulation of weights and measures, taxation and con-
tracts, investment in infrastructure and the like. Needless 
to say, the military capacity of the state is also essential to 
secure people, property and productivity from bandits of all 
sorts. And, because we all know that the end point of this is 
good – the modern state, advanced infrastructure, bureau-
cracy, economy, technology, etc., then anything supporting 
this is good and all that stands in its way, especially security 
threats (bandits, AKA terrorists) are bad. Naturally, as per-
ceived by us, the end point is “us:” the liberal, democratic 
state, built on the combined wisdom of free citizens, a state 
of being best expressed in regular, democratic elections.

Here, then, are the deep roots of Hearts and Minds. Here 
is the “explanatory utility” it offers, the template of how de-
velopment ought to take place and so, too, the easy identi-
fication of all bad turns that deviate from the way it ought to 
go. Here is the “prescriptive utility” it offers, the template 
of solutions that it offers to the challenges of development 
and to any deviations from the correct course. Finally, here 
is the “ideological utility” of Hearts and Minds, the reassur-
ance that those who follow its prescriptions are doing the 
right thing. Here are the origins of the simple, prescriptive 
tools that drove NATO policy in Afghanistan: the “security 

ought” (we ought to “secure” the people under government 
control to protect them) and the “good government ought” 
(we ought to improve the government’s capacity not only to 
secure but also to govern the people by providing training 
in court systems, IT and management, agriculture, etc.).5 
Finally, here, too, lies the ultimate evaluative metric, the 
presence or lack of elections. Elections provide the ultimate 
evidence of the transformation of subjects into citizens and 
traditional state into modern state (i.e., into a liberal democ-
racy). (And here is the explanation for the otherwise inexpli-
cable importance we attributed to elections in Afghanistan, 
irrespective of their actual freedom or inclusiveness.)

BEHIND HEARTS AND MINDS: THE DEEP ARROGANCE OF 
THE WEST
Viewed this way, it is easy to see why Hearts and Minds lent 
itself to the program we pursued in Afghanistan and why de-
spite appearances and politicians’ failure to follow through,6 
our involvement continued to have an apparent logic to it 
after the Taliban had been eliminated the first time. The 
question remains, however, why we decided we needed to 
– or could quickly and effortlessly – transform the sprawl-
ing, never before united territorial expression “Afghanistan” 
into a modern, liberal democratic state? After all, the US 
occupied Japan, and the US, France and England occupied 
Germany for years and barely dented the structure of either.

There is no way to say it politely. The only explanation for 
taking on the transformation of Afghanistan is the deep ar-
rogance of the NATO allies. Afghanistan was nothing and the 
Afghan people were nothing. They were clay in our hands to 
be formed as we wanted. We wanted an example of what we 
could achieve and Afghanistan was there, perhaps the most 
perfect test case possible because it was the least devel-
oped place in the Near East. (Libya did not yet figure.) We 
had a universal explanation and a universal prescription, a 
universal endpoint and a universal feel-good in hand. Where 
better? Why stick with a limited, unimaginative, military mis-
sion when the glory of nation building beckoned? 

Here all the pieces come together. True, Hearts and Minds 
made it easier to calm the concerns of needed political al-
lies and helps to explain why, once in, we wanted to stay 
in to avoid immediate embarrassment, but the real reason 
lies deeper than the sales pitch. Hearts and Minds worked 
because deep inside everyone believed it. Everyone un-

We will likely not “do” another Afghanistan for 
a while
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derstood that if we did not help, the people of Afghanistan 
would be subjected to terrorist control. Everyone understood 
the universal explanation of the problem, prescriptions for 
fixing it and measure of success. (The common criticism 
that you cannot teach democracy with a gun misses the 
point. The gun was but a means to secure the people so 
that they could be democratic. The gun was never meant to 
make them democratic.) All this, too, explains both why we 
stayed in for twenty long years and why getting out was so 
traumatic. Failure not only embarrassed us; it represented 
as big an ideological defeat as the Soviet’s earlier failure did 
for the already faltering USSR. Failure was not only defeat at 
the hands of these nobodies. It represented the defeat of 
our very sense of who we are – and who “they” are. 

It is not surprising that no one wants to address the big 
questions: How did our mission morph into nation building 
and how did Afghanistan become ours to lose? It is also 
disturbing – because it suggests that the underlying arro-
gance, hopelessly naïve, immensely seductive and entirely 
unrealistic explanations and prescriptions, to say nothing 
of misplaced self-satisfaction live on. They continue unchal-
lenged to shape our thinking. We will likely not “do” another 
Afghanistan for a while. We will wait a decent interval as we 
did after Vietnam. The fundamental foundations of our arro-
gance unchecked and unchallenged, however, we will almost 
certainly try again.

1. The governments of NATO did throw in with the US. Europeans would like 
to believe that this resulted from American pressure. True, the Americans 
applied a great deal of pressure – on governments – but the publics went 
along, too. This needs a better explanation than a big stick.

2. Combat vets suggest that distinguishing the “bad guys” from “government 
guys” was often hard.

3. Stanley Hoffmann, “Restraints and Choices in American Foreign Policy,” 
Daedalus 91 (Fall 1962), p. 678.

4. An interesting variant of this question for Americans is: “What explains 
the loss of the realist clarity that prevailed during the years of the Soviet 
occupation when we stood aside, let the Soviets bog themselves down 
and then bled them white by feeding weapons to the partisans?”

5. There is an amazing blindness here. The assumption of good leads to the 
belief that stronger governments are better governments. By this logic, 
after all, Nazi Germany, would win any competition for crowd control hands 
down.

6. The routine underfunding of the war is reminiscent of the evidence Daniel 
Ellsberg offers in Papers on the War (New York: Simon and Schuster, 
1972).
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Winning over the “hearts and minds” of the Afghan populations became a central objective in the war in Afghanistan. Depicted is a US Army Sergeant reading a book to local 
children in the Afghan province of Paktika (photo: Wikimedia / DVIDSHUB / CC BY 2.0)


