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 A Secret History of the War 

 Thesis: A story of how three successive presidents and their 
 military commanders deceived the public year after year about 

 the longest war in American History. 

 ●  Craig Whitlock:  Is an investigative reporter for  The  Washington Post  . He 
 has covered the global war on terrorism for  The Post  since 2001 as a 
 foreign correspondent, Pentagon reporter, and  national  security specialist. 
 In 2019, his coverage of the war in Afghanistan won the George Polk 
 Award for Military Reporting, the Scripps Howard Award for Investigative 
 Reporting, the Investigative Reporters and Editors Freedom of Information 
 Award, and the Robert R. Kennedy Journalism Award for international 
 reporting. He is a three-time finalist for the Pulitzer Prize. 

 o  Twitter 
 o  Personal Website 
 o  Videos  The Afghanistan 

 Papers 

 Why this book is important for the Military Professional: 
 In the aftermath of the disastrous non-combatant evacuation from Afghanistan in 2021, the United States military 
 needs to conduct a thorough debrief of the conflict in Afghanistan. Written just prior to the pullout from Kabul, this 
 book takes a contrarian viewpoint on U.S. involvement in Afghanistan. This viewpoint is one that should be 
 considered carefully as military professionals chart a course into the future. The reasoning behind initiating and 
 remaining in conflict must be watertight and continually reevaluated as circumstances change. 

 deceive  /dəˈsēv/: (of a person) cause (someone) to believe something that is not true, 
 typically in order to gain some personal advantage 

 Part One: A False Sense of Victory, 2001-2002 

 ●  On April 17, 2002, President George W. Bush gave a speech declaring victory against the Taliban-led 
 government in Kabul. 

 o  Airpower, CIA-backed-warlords and commando teams achieved this victory in six months of 
 conflict which saw very few U.S. casualties initially. 

 ●  In the months that followed, the administration, including the Secretary of Defense seemed to lose sight 
 of the details in Afghanistan. In October 2002, Rumsfeld even declined to meet with the incoming 
 three-star Army general that was taking command of U.S. Force in Afghanistan. 

 ●  Reports from the field painted a different picture from the one being sold in Washington. 
 o  By late 2002, reports began to mount that if there was victory in Afghanistan, most U.S. forces on 

 the ground there couldn’t see it. 
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 ●  According to the Bush administration, the initial reasoning for the invasion into Afghanistan was not 
 nation-building. However, the narrative began to shift and establishing a central Afghanistan government 
 quickly became an objective of the U.S. government – an  objective  that would ultimately  fail  . 

 Part Two: The Great Distraction, 2003-2005 
 ●  On May 1, 2003, President Bush gave another victory speech, this time from the deck of the aircraft 

 carrier USS  Abraham Lincoln  . 
 o  With a large  “Mission Accomplished”  banner waving behind him, the President declared that 

 “major combat operations have ended”  in Iraq. 
 o  Yet, five months later, Rumsfeld sent a  snowflake  communication memo to some of his aides and 

 generals asking:  “Are we winning or losing the Global War on Terror?” 
 ●  After a successful presidential election in Kabul, there appeared to be some signs of stability in late 2004. 

 However, the cultural differences between the Afghan approach to government and the U.S. approach 
 were vastly different. The conflict in Iraq continually  distracted  from the efforts in Afghanistan. 

 o  Establishing a cohesive police force proved problematic. 

 ●  Using Pakistan as a staging point, the Taliban were able to maintain offensive pressure in Afghanistan 
 while insulating themselves behind the cloak of an international border. 

 Part Three: The Taliban Comes Back, 2006-2008 
 ●  The Taliban were underestimated by those in Washington, D.C. whose job it was to outfit the U.S. military 

 to fight effectively against the guerilla-style combatants in Afghanistan. 

 ●  Consequently, the Taliban were able to exploit the power vacuum left by a  crooked and feckless  Afghan 
 government. 

 o  Privately, the U.S. braced for an intense 2007 as the Taliban insurgency reached new heights. 
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 o  Publicly, however, U.S. leaders expressed little concern. 
 ●  Opium in the Helmand province began to drive a spike in violence that the U.S. struggled to control amid 

 other competing interests to kill or capture al-Qaeda leaders 

 Part Four: Obama’s Overreach, 2009-2010 
 ●  May 11, 2006, Defense Secretary Robert Gates announces the results of an analysis of operations in 

 Afghanistan. 

 ●  In 2008 General David Petraeus is put in command of the U.S. Central Command and in 2009 Major 
 General Stanley McChrystal is put in command of U.S. forces in Afghanistan. 

 o  McChrystal’s approach to the counterinsurgency assumed the Afghan people saw the Taliban as 
 an  oppressor  – this  assumption was questionable  . 

 o  In June 2010, Petraeus is brought in front of the Senate Armed Services Committee to testify on 
 the status of the conflict in Afghanistan. 

 ●  President Obama admitted in late 2009 that  progress  in Afghanistan had moved  backwards  for several 
 years. 

 o  Strengthening the Afghan government and economy became the foundation of the Obama 
 administration’s approach to the counterinsurgency. 

 ●  Increasing levels of corruption permeated the Afghan government form 2009-2010. The Kabul Bank fraud 
 case resulted in nearly $1 billion in falsified loans. 

 Part Five: Things Fall Apart, 2011-2016 
 ●  May 1  st  , 2011 – a team of U.S. Navy SEALs aided by the CIA kill Osama bin Laden. 

 ●  Two years later, in 2013, the commander of U.S. and NATO forces in Afghanistan declared they were on 
 a path to victory. 
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 o  By 2016, U.S. fighter, bomber, helicopters and drones continued daily strikes against the Taliban 
 in Afghanistan even as the Obama administration insisted the U.S. would be leaving Afghanistan 

 o  Allied presence in Afghanistan dropped but continued Taliban attacks stalled the retrograde. 
 o  8,400 troops remained in Afghanistan after President Obama left office in 2017. 

 Part Six: Stalemate, 2017-2021 
 ●  President Donald Trump announced a pivot from the previous administration’s drawdown in Afghanistan. 

 ●  President Trump would routinely highlight strikes against the Taliban as evidence of success in 
 Afghanistan. 

 o  However, important indicators about the success in Afghanistan were begging to become hidden 
 from public view.  In September 2017, the Pentagon stopped releasing data on casualties 
 suffered by the Afghan security forces. 

 ●  In November 2017, the U.S. military launched Operation Iron Tempest. A series of airstrikes against a 
 clandestine network of opium-processing labs in Afghanistan followed. 

 ●  The U.S. government spent  $4.5 billion  on drug interdiction in Afghanistan between 2002 and 2017. 
 o  Even with such efforts,  less than 2%  of the  opium  produced in Afghanistan per year was  seized  . 

 ●  Exploration of diplomatic were explored beginning in early 2018. 
 o  In September of 2020 the Afghan government met with the Taliban 
 o  Troop levels we’re ordered to be reduced to 2,500 by the end of President Trump’s term in 

 January 2021. 

 Resources and Additional Reading 
 ●  The Pentagon Papers 
 ●  Directorate S 
 ●  Ghost Wars 
 ●  Operation Pineapple Express 
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 Thanks to Chris Mundy for compiling this Executive Summary. Chris is a former 
 Commander of the 99  th  Reconnaissance Squadron and  a retired command pilot with nearly 
 3,000 hours of flight time in the T-37, T-38, A-10, and U-2 aircraft. Chris has also served on 
 the Headquarters Air Force staff, routinely interfacing with the Office of the Secretary of 
 Defense, other military services, industry partners, and Congress. This executive summary 
 is composed of both verbatim excerpts and summarizations from  The Afghanistan 
 Papers,  by Craig Whitlock. Chris can be reached through  Linkedin  . 

 If your office or command  is in need of one book or a hundred we would be honored to  source  them 
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