
Narrating The Exit From Afghanistan: A Tale of
Triumph and Tragedy
For more than two decades, Afghanistan has been a battleground for different
world powers and ideologies. The country witnessed the rise and fall of the
Taliban, the United States-led invasion, and a continuous cycle of violence and
conflict. However, after years of bloodshed, the world is now witnessing a
monumental event in history - the exit of foreign troops from Afghanistan.

The withdrawal of troops marks the end of America's longest war, which claimed
the lives of thousands of soldiers, civilians, and Afghan forces. The tale of this exit
is one that is filled with triumph and tragedy, hope and despair, and a glimmer of
uncertainty for the future of the Afghan people.

The Beginnings: The US-led Invasion and Nation-Building

In the wake of the devastating 9/11 attacks, the United States, under the
leadership of President George W. Bush, launched a military intervention in
Afghanistan. The primary objective was to root out the Taliban regime, which
harbored and supported the terrorist group responsible for the attacks - Al-Qaeda.
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Over the years, the US-led coalition, along with Afghan forces, successfully
weakened the Taliban's grip on power. Schools were reopened, girls were
allowed to receive an education, and millions of Afghan citizens experienced
newfound freedom. However, true stability and a lasting peace seemed elusive as
the Taliban insurgency regrouped and continued to pose a threat to the fragile
nation-building process.

The Changing Tides: Shifting International Commitments

As the years passed, the international commitment to Afghanistan started to
wane. The sacrifices made by the coalition forces, both in terms of lives lost and
financial investments, became increasingly difficult to sustain. Nations began
questioning the effectiveness of their presence and the ability to create a stable
nation in a region with deep-rooted ethnic and tribal divisions.

In addition to this, the rise of other global challenges, such as the emergence of
ISIS and the ongoing conflicts in Syria and Iraq, diverted attention and resources
from Afghanistan. The initial sense of unity and purpose that drove the coalition
forces started to disintegrate.

The Doha Agreement: A Glimmer of Hope

Amidst this shifting landscape, the signing of the Doha Agreement in February
2020 between the United States and the Taliban brought a ray of hope for a
peaceful resolution. The agreement outlined a framework for the withdrawal of
foreign troops and commitments by the Taliban to cut ties with terrorist groups
and engage in intra-Afghan peace talks.
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However, this agreement was met with skepticism, both domestically and
internationally. Critics argued that the deal granted legitimacy to the Taliban, an
insurgent group responsible for countless atrocities against the Afghan people,
particularly women and minorities.

An Uphill Battle: The Challenges of the Withdrawal

The process of withdrawing troops from Afghanistan posed numerous challenges
from a logistical, political, and security standpoint. The Afghan security forces,
though significantly improved over the years, still faced difficulties in countering
the Taliban's offensive. The sudden departure of foreign military advisors and
intelligence support left a void in terms of capabilities and expertise.

Moreover, the withdrawal meant abandoning vulnerable segments of the Afghan
population, especially those who collaborated with international forces and
promoted democratic values. Many Afghans feared a return to the darkest days of
Taliban rule, where human rights were violated, and women were oppressed.

The Fall of Kabul: A Tragic Turn of Events

As the withdrawal process reached its final stages, the unforeseen happened -
the rapid collapse of the Afghan government and the fall of Kabul. The Taliban
swiftly took control of major cities and provincial capitals, prompting chaos and
panic among the Afghan people.

The sight of desperate Afghans clinging onto departing planes at the Kabul airport
became an enduring image of this tragic turn of events. The Afghan President,
Ashraf Ghani, fled the country, leaving many feeling abandoned and betrayed.

Looking Ahead: The Future of Afghanistan



As the Taliban regains its grip on power, questions about the future of Afghanistan
loom large. Will the gains made in the past two decades be lost? Will the rights of
Afghan women and minorities be protected? Can the international community find
a way to support a democratic and inclusive Afghanistan?

The exit from Afghanistan serves as a cautionary tale about the limits of military
interventions and the complexities of nation-building. It highlights the need for
nuanced approaches, diplomatic efforts, and a long-term commitment to fostering
stability and development.

As the world watches the narrative unfold, it is important to remember that the
story of Afghanistan is not solely about war and conflict. It is a tale of resilience,
courage, and the unyielding spirit of the Afghan people who have endured
decades of suffering.

The Lessons Learned: A Call for Reflection

The exit from Afghanistan provides an opportunity for introspection and reflection
on the global stage. It is a reminder of the consequences of hasty interventions,
the complexities of regional dynamics, and the need for sustainable peace-
building efforts.

While the withdrawal may be seen as a defeat for some, it is also an
acknowledgement of the limitations of military might in achieving lasting peace. It
calls for a reevaluation of priorities, a focus on diplomacy and dialogue, and a
commitment to protecting the rights and well-being of affected populations.

The exit from Afghanistan marks the end of a chapter in history, but it is by no
means the end of the story. The tale of Afghanistan's triumphs and tragedies will
continue to evolve as the nation finds its footing in a post-withdrawal era.



It is our collective responsibility to ensure that the narrative of Afghanistan is not
forgotten, that the sacrifices made are honored, and that lessons learned are not
in vain. The Afghan people deserve a future of peace, stability, and prosperity,
and it is up to the international community to support their aspirations.
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With the United States and NATO set to withdraw all or most forces from
Afghanistan in 2014, a key question is: How do we want to be remembered for
our efforts there? The current narrative of the Afghanistan war is a mess. Yet the
narrative of the war, as history will tells it, will affect future domestic support for
counterinsurgency operations and our credibility with local populations where
conflicts take place. If the Taliban return to power, the war will be a failure in its
own terms.
But there is still time to repair the narrative of the Afghanistan war. This book by
experts in history and strategic communication provides guidance for that effort.
Beginning chapters review lessons learned from Vietnam and the Soviet invasion
in the 1980s, expose the Taliban effort to project an inevitable return to power and
its key weaknesses, and explain how narratives are used in contests to define
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history. The last chapter assesses the narrative up to now and shortcomings of
current plans for ending it, then draws on other ideas the book to make concrete
suggestions for creating a fitting end.
Strategic communication of our narrative can save a potentially humiliating
departure from Afghanistan as American and Western militaries withdraw. This
book provides a critically essential history and “play book” to right continuous
narrative wrongs and save U.S. credibility in world and at home. From Vietnam
through today, its analysis of failed attempts to "spin" wars to locals, regional
friends, international partners and foes, to lastly the American people, is eye
watering. This is the book to read, learn from, and operationalize. We needed this
kind of thinking before 9/11, during our efforts with two wars while fighting, and
especially now as the United States pivots its way to the Pacific.
Amb. Lt. Gen. (Ret.) Dell Dailey, former U.S. Ambassador at Large for
Counterterrorism & former Director, Center for Special Operations, U.S. Special
Operations Command
This is a timely and valuable study coming as it does exactly as ISAF's nations
need to think through how we manage the end of the ISAF mission and the
continuing support to Afghanistan that will follow. Readable and accessible, the
chapters provide a thoughtful study of historical parallels and use of narrative that
should be of real practical value to policy makers and communicators. While
much of it may make uncomfortable reading it is no dialogue of despair, making
constructive suggestions and encouraging a more holistic approach to
information strategy that looks beyond reacting to today's headlines.This is the
right kind of book at the right time.
Mark Laity, Chief Strategic Communications, NATO SHAPE & former NATO
Spokesman, Kabul
It may, once, have been idiomatic that a conflict’s victor wrote its history. No
longer. In today’s hyper-connected world of user generated content multiple and
often competing commentaries abound. What, too, of a conflict where there is no



apparent victor or loser, where the best that might be said is ‘we prevailed’? CSC,
under the thoughtful stewardship of Prof Steve Corman, have published a timely
and thought provoking study of how a post Afghan narrative may look. Policy
makers should take note. Just as al-Qaeda successfully bound together regional
and local grievances to form a [false] narrative of ‘global jihad’ there is danger
that the coalition’s collective efforts in Afghanistan, of which I was proudly part,
are added to the populist epitaph of ‘Afghanistan: Graveyard of Empires’. This
would be a disservice to all who served and more importantly to the majority of
Afghans who seek nothing but peace and prosperity.
Cdr. Steve Tatham, Commanding Officer, 15 (UK) PsyOps Group & co-Author of
Behavioural Conflict: Why Understanding People and their Motivations Will Prove
Decisive in Future Conflict
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