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INTRODUCTION 

 

U.S. and the coalition forces began series of precision air strikes against the Taliban regime in October 2001, as the U.S. military’s Operation Enduring 

Freedom (OEF) Afghanistan was launched in response to the 9-11 attacks to combat against the extremist. In this regard, former U.S. president George W. Bush 

described the military operation as a war against the “international terrorists” that “will not be short”. 

 

In the context of partnership, the U.S. military force worked closely with the Northern Alliance (NA) and International Security Assistance Force (ISAF) in 

striking the extremist regimes. U.S. gained excess from the second front in the south and east of Afghanistan after seeking support from the Pashtuns despite NA 

was considered as an enemy by the Pashtuns. In the meanwhile, Kabul was captured by ISAF coalition forces in November 2001 where a deadly standoff outburst 

between the extremists and the coalition forces and had resulted the loss of Kandahar. At a conference held on 5 December at Germany, four Afghan factions 

agreed to establish an interim government with Pashtun royalist Hamid Karzai appointed as the leader and to hold elections in 2004. After several dialogues in 

which as many as 16 countries, included Britain, France, Germany, Spain, Argentina, Australia, New Zealand, Canada, Jordan, and Malaysia, among them, 

participated, ISAF was assisted by the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) and dispatched to help the Afghan Transitional Authority and the United 

Nations (UN) and to maintain security in and around Kabul. Malaysian troops did not participate in combat operations, instead the Malaysian Medical Teams 

(MALMEOTIMs) involved in providing healthcare to the Afghan public. 

 

U.S. air force’s bombing missions over Tora-Bora and Kandahar continued. In June 2002, the loya jirga or the Grand Council officially elected Karzai as 

interim head of state, while second loya jirga in January 2004 approved a new constitution. Although the terrorist regime was overthrown in 2001, the insurgents 

and warlords resurfaced and attacked the coalition forces and election officials. Many aid workers sacrificed, and foreigners were frequently kidnapped. The 

upsurge of violence forced the postponement of elections until October 2004 and a change in U.S. strategy from a narrow military focus to more emphasis on 

counter-insurgency and reconstruction efforts. Subsequently, Karzai won an easy victory in the election despite protests from the tribal warlords.  

 

In 2005, U.S. and Afghanistan signed a Memorandum of Agreement in order “to strengthen U.S.-Afghan ties in ensuring Afghanistan’s long term security, 

democracy and prosperity.” Parliamentary elections were held on 18 September 2005, resulted more than half of the legislature was pro-Karzai, and oppositions 

remained strong in Afghanistan’s lower house. Subsequently, anti-foreigner riots occurred in Kabul as anger grew over civilian deaths in the U.S.-led war against 

the extremist regimes, remained as one of the challenges faced by the U.S. forces.  

 

Abstract 
 
During the Afghanistan Wars, U.S. launched several military operations with coalition powers between 2001 and 2012 which 
illustrated effective superior military strategies and resources. Nevertheless, U.S. has its share of military deterioration parallel 
with its success stories. The total victory which is expected by U.S. is illusive due to high level resistance and casualties despite 
its decision for withdrawal from the “Graveyard of Empires”. By putting Sun Tzu’s Art of War as the center of gravity, the 
objectives of this paper are to analyze the U.S. military strategies conducted in Afghanistan as well as to examine the prevailing 
opportunities and challenges. This paper is prepared based on qualitative research method that embraces primary and 
secondary data collections. After a comprehensive study, comparisons are made in line with the principles of Sun Tzu has 
revealed the potential opportunities and challenges that are exhibited in the U.S. military operations deployed in Afghanistan. 
The study shows the challenges emerged with U.S.’ ignorance of human and financial factors, geo-political elements, 
underestimate its enemies, heavy reliance on coalition forces, conflict of interests and insufficient human intelligence. On the 
other hand, the opportunities arose when the U.S. military developed diplomatic relations with its alliances as well as enhanced 
military operations in Afghanistan’s difficult topography. In a nutshell, Sun Tzu emphasizes the vital importance of war to a 
nation and human capacity because it determines the destiny of state. Therefore, the matter of war indeed deserves an 
extensive study. 
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There are three out of six crucial factors of violent conflicts in South Asia which were relevant to the crisis in Afghanistan. First, political ideology of the 

extremists was the driving force for fighting. Second, huge distinctiveness of ethnic composition, regional and linguistic were challenges to the national identity. 

The third factor was inadequacy of accommodative historical impulses [1]. In the other words, the turbulent scenario in Afghanistan was caused by power struggle 

between Afghan warlords and tribal alliance since the establishment of the Afghan state in 1747.  

 

Problem Statement: 

The 9-11 attacks created an opportunity for U.S. to launch military operations in Afghanistan, implementing its “hard” and “soft” approaches. U.S. had also 

been working with the coalition forces such as ISAF and local Afghan military forces to suppress the crisis. Additionally, advanced ammunition and Special 

Forces were stationed in the rough configuration of Afghanistan as one of the advantages. In reference to all of these, Sun Tzu’s Art of War has suggested that 

U.S. as a superior power, not only possesses opportunities in terms of human resources and financial strength, but also the capability in analysing enemy and 

planning military strategies to restrain extremist regimes in Afghanistan. Nonetheless, U.S. has its fair share of challenges side by side with the opportunities. The 

U.S. existence had accelerated hatred and resistance from the Afghan people and annihilated innocent lives [2]. Sun Tzu’s theory also recognizes the challenges 

which strained the U.S. military intervention due to Afghanistan’s difficult configuration of terrain and insurgent forces’ guerrilla tactics.  

 

Methodology: 

The methods applied in the qualitative research identify the U.S. actions in Afghanistan and linking them to Sun Tzu’s Art of War. Besides, the research 

methods also involve collecting data and analysing the activities of the U.S. forces in Afghanistan since 1921 in order to delineate the historical military 

background. The sources are obtained from newspapers, journals and news magazines. Meanwhile, the study too needs reading up and analysing the principles 

stated in Sun Tzu’s Art of War, including books and different interpretations on Sun Tzu’s Art of War. Subsequently, the study provides suggestions in terms of 

the adoption of principles in U.S.’ military campaigns at Afghanistan. 

 

U.S. MILITARY INTERVENTION IN THE AFGHANISTAN WAR, 2001-2012 

 

U.S. initiated military intervention has opened a new chapter in its conventional war history. In line with its operations, U.S. military cooperated 

spontaneously with Russian forces to eradicate extremism influences and possible terrorist threats posted to the international community. U.S. military intervention 

was developed into three distinctive phases: (i) Bush’s Global War on Terror (GWOT), 2001 to 2003; (ii) The Forgotten War, 2003 to 2008; and (iii) Obama’s 

War of Necessity, 2009 to 2013.  

 

The first phase of intervention resulted rapid removal of the Taliban regime, followed by political, economic and social development programmes of the 

power vacuum era. Meanwhile the Forgotten War phase, President Bush shifted his focus away from Afghanistan to Iraq in search of non-existent weapons of 

mass destruction (WMDs). Nevertheless, the extremists revitalized and took advantage to re-infiltrate the Pashtun belt in southern and eastern Afghanistan to 

which resulted in serious casualties and suicide bombings [3]. Whereas, the third phase of the intervention was themed the Obama’s War of Necessity as it adopted 

persuasive counter-terrorist campaign and population-centric “clear and hold” operations at the district level [4]. Therefore, Sun Tzu has the following quote in 

line with the opportunities obtained in manoeuvring troops,   

“Victory in war is based on deception and tricks. Move when it is advantageous to do so. Disguise or concentrate the troops in accordance with the 

changing situations… He who knows the tactics of the circuitous and the direct will be victorious. This is the principle of gaining an advantageous position.” 

 

Operation Enduring Freedom Afghanistan: 

Operation Enduring Freedom (OEF) Afghanistan was an essential air-dominated offensive conducted by the U.S. Central Command (CENTCOM) and 

coalition forces. It focused on six principal objectives to destroy the extremist leadership and military capabilities, enhance capabilities and support military 

advances of the Northern Alliance (NA), mobilise opposition to the Pashtun-dominated southern and eastern regions and support its military advances, prepare a 

post-conflict settlement, manage the interests of coalition partners, and finally provide humanitarian relief supplies to Afghan civilians [5]. 

 

The OEF Afghanistan military operations consisted of three major phases, which included air strikes and ground wars that employed contemporary and 

advanced weaponry, as well as reconstruction support. The air strikes exhibited an opportunity in term of air superiority compared with the extremists which was 

inefficient of integrated military defence. In line with this, Sun Tzu illustrates this as an opportunity for U.S. to “strike at the weaknesses of enemy” as he has 

concluded that,  

“The laws of military operations are like water, which flows from higher to lower places. The law of a successful operation is to avoid the enemy’s strong 

points and strike at the weaknesses. Water changers its course according to the contours of the land. Tactics change according to the specific circumstances of the 

enemy.” 

 

U.S. also enjoyed an opportunity when the ground wars employed “light footprint” strategy and mobilised the anti-Taliban forces during the air strike phases. 

Advanced weaponry such as B-1 and B-52 bombers, F-14 and F/ A-18 strike aircraft, Tomahawk land-attack cruise missiles were used, where the regions around 

Kabul, Kandahar, Jalalabad and Mazar-e-Sharif were concentrated. The bombings targeted on anti-aircraft systems, military headquarters, terrorist camps, military 

airfields and concentrations of armour and other military equipment, as well as the presidential palace and other communication infrastructure. 

 

Besides, the terror attacks too initiated another chapter in Afghanistan’s age of insurgency in obtaining an opportunity of collaboration with alliance forces 

[6]. Realising the situation required an unconventional approach, the Bush administration sought attention from Pakistan and a consensus was achieved. The 

strategy encouraged commingling of the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) paramilitary teams, U.S. Special Operations Forces, airpower and Afghan NA forces 

in order to strike the extremist regimes. The NA forces were also required to assist in air attacks, gather intelligence, and deliver humanitarian aid. Meanwhile, 

CIA team Jawbreaker was landed in the Panjshir Valley in north-eastern Afghanistan on September 2001 to join with U.S. Special Operations Forces A-teams, 

which consisted of the Operational Detachment Alpha (ODA) 555 [7]. U.S. bombing campaign achieved striking victory when the extremist regime collapsed. In 

regards with this, Sun Tzu has stated that, 

“When a victorious army is five times stronger in strength than a vulnerable army, the latter will be at a serious disadvantage. An army that is certain of 

victory is like the irresistible torrents from a precipice thousands of metres in height. This is the power of military might.”  

 

Strategically in the military operations, both U.S. and NA forces were mobilised from three directions: conquered the northern area of Afghanistan, 

progressed to southern Afghanistan and finally advanced from the south. The first remarkable victory achieved was the forays in northern area, and eventually, 

Ac’capruk on the Balkh River was seized which opened the door for a rapid advance to Mazar-e-Sharif. U.S. forces shifted its attention to southern Afghanistan 

aftermath the defeat of the extremists in Kabul. Concurrently, two U.S. forces with support from Karzai and warlords manoeuvred to Kandahar City from the north 

and south respectively which had caused the extremists fled to the border of Pakistan. Hence, international and local attention then turned to nation-building and 

reconstruction in Afghanistan.  

 

While the al-Qaeda remnants were alluding to the Pakistan border, Operation Anaconda was launched in March 2002 to expel the threats caused other 

extremist groups from the Shah-i-kot Valley and surrounding mountains east of Gardez. However, the Coalition forces were facing a major challenge where the 

enemy was revived and fought stronger with intense guerrilla tactics in treacherous mountain terrain. Hence, Sun Tzu sees it as a strategy that,  
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“Avoid having a decisive battle if troops are far weaker than the adversary. Weak troops will eventually fall captive if the engage in desperate fighting 

against a stronger enemy.” 

 

In this regard, although the extremist fighters were equipped with light weaponry which were meant for ground warfare, they were useful for unconventional 

warfare and were threatening to low-flying aircrafts, especially helicopters. Moreover, rugged mountainous terrain offered excellent concealment for the 

insurgents, enabled them scattering in small teams and hiding in caves and along steep ridge lines. It was unlikely for the Coalition forces to surround and seal off 

the areas, or even to target insurgents from the gunships circling overhead. Eventually, the U.S. and the Coalition forces managed to clear the valley, which 

resulted in serious casualties. The extremist survivors who including the significant leaders managed to escape across the Pakistani border en masse, and 

subsequently the two enemies engaged in the Battle of Tora Bora. 

 

Meanwhile in Kabul, a CIA team with eight personnel was dispatched to Jalalabad after receiving intelligence report [8]. At the same time, another 14-

member-intelligence team with a combination of U.S. force and local guides arrived at southern Jalalabad in the pursuit of the extremists around the Tora Bora 

area. Despite heavy bombardment attacks by the air strikes, the extremist fighters managed to escape into Pakistan border. There were three major challenges 

possessed to the U.S. forces which had contributed to the getaway, included lack of efficient blocking forces around Tora Bora, incompetence of the local forces as 

well as sustainable morale among the extremist fighters [8]. 

 

By the end of the Bush era, the responsibility was left to President Obama’s administration. The Obama government has decided to impose a new strategy in 

order to end the extremist threats in war-torn Afghanistan.  

 

The Af-Pak Strategy: 

In line with the efforts in countering violent extremist groups in Afghanistan and elsewhere, President Obama’s administration formulated an approach 

known as the “Af-Pak Strategy”. The strategy allowed the president to emphasize on direct leadership, time and attention to Afghanistan and Pakistan, as were 

pronounced in two speeches dated 27 March and 1 December 2009. The first address concentrated on comprehensive counterterrorism themes, particularly to 

combat the extremists in Pakistan and Afghanistan, and to prevent their return in the future. In conjunction with the themes, an additional 21,000 U.S. forces were 

stationed in Afghanistan. On the other hand, a wider counterinsurgency strategy or the “Surge Strategy” was reflected in the second address. A surge troops were 

deployed to Afghanistan in 2010 in order to reclaim the military and political initiatives, to neutralise extremists’ momentum and strengthen the capacity of 

Afghanistan’s security forces and government. Despite all the efforts made by U.S., Afghanistan was still inflicted by political and economic instability. 

 

Hence, despite the strategic approaches adapted by U.S. and the coalition forces, as well as other peace-building organizations, there was still no immediate 

end in sight to the Afghanistan wars. The sophisticated dilemma and weak governance eventually fuelled other emerging conflicts, including resistance extremist 

regimes based in Afghanistan. 

 

OPPORTUNITIES AND CHALLENGES IN THE VIEW OF SUN TZU 

 

Sun Tzu’s Art of War or Sunzi Bingfa was written in the fifth century by Master Sun (Sun Tzu or Sunzi) and has long been considered as a well-known 

military classic in the East and the West. The world’s oldest military treaties emphasized on the conduct of war in a peaceful manner, be it political, diplomatic, 

economic or psychological involvements, unless the state is under sieged by the enemies. For he writes, “the best stratagem is to subdue the enemy without 

fighting.” Sun Tzu illustrates war from various points of views, from offering advice on estimation of the enemy, calculation of costs, studies of topography to 

command and control as well as use of espionage [9]. 

 

In addressing opportunities positioned in the U.S. military operations in Afghanistan, Sun Tzu asserts that, “opportunities multiply as they are seized.” In line 

with Sun Tzu’s view on opportunities, the U.S. forces created an opportunity when diplomacy ties were formed with alliances, including Pakistan, Iran, 

Turkmenistan, Uzbekistan, Tajikistan, Russia and China, in order to counteract the extremism regimes in Afghanistan. U.S. cooperated with the NA forces and 

ISAF in assessment and preparation, geographic expansion, stabilisation process, as well as transition and redeployment of Afghanistan political and social 

architecture. Hence, Sun Tzu advocates to form alliances in the focal ground during wars for it is the best stratagem that, 

“In focal ground, form alliances with the neighbouring states so as to gain support from the majority.” 

 

Meanwhile for the U.S. and the Coalition forces, OEF Afghanistan and the Battle of Tora Bora were considered successes although the opportunity to 

eradicate the extremist regime was missed. Indigenous political leaders who were knowledgeable of the nation and culture was a critical for the opportunities to 

achieve victorious goals in Afghanistan. Coalition’s practices and technology were also a decisive factor for obtaining victory in a conventional warfare. 

Therefore, Sun Tzu observes that U.S.’ opportunity lies in its military strength that, 

“An army that is certain of victory is like the irresistible torrents from a precipice thousands of meters in height. This is the power of military might.”  

 

In contrary, Sun Tzu’s view regarding challenges are embedded in the capability and decisiveness of a commander as he emphasizes that,  

“Winning strategists are certain of triumph before seeking a challenge. Losing strategists are certain to challenge before seeking a triumph.”  

 

In the context of Afghanistan, U.S. also was facing large extent of challenges when its existence in Afghan soil had caused deathly casualties for both 

military and civilians during the intensive air strikes. These armed conflicts had made Afghans and Americans suffering from loss of families and hence the 

intervention has provoked about the rationale for this war. Sun Tzu has mentioned that warfare is the greatest affairs of the state, therefore, Sun Tzu suggests that 

U.S. takes careful consideration of the Afghans and its own troops. He has this to say that,  

“War is a question of vital importance to the state, a matter of life and death, the road to survival or ruin. Hence, it is a subject that needs a comprehensive 

study.”  

 

The second challenge for the U.S. was the rise in the troop level deployed in Afghanistan Wars subsequently caused a rise in military expenditure and 

impacted the national economy. The major factor was exorbitant costs in the U.S. military operations, including administration, base security, reconstruction, 

foreign assistance, embassy costs and veterans’ healthcare. Thus, U.S. was running a positive budget deficit due to the efforts on GWOT. Sun Tzu’s Art of War 

correlates the linkage between military expenditure spent in the Afghanistan War and U.S.’s national resources and recommends  to U.S. that a wise commander to 

weaken the enemy and strengthen his own country’s human and financial resources. In this regard, he comments that, 

“Victory is the main objective in war. A protracted war would lead to blunted weapons, depressed morale and increased spending. When troops attack cities, 

their strength will be exhausted.” 

 

In regards with the challenges that Sun Tzu has justified, diversified topography in Afghanistan possessed negative impacts to U.S. in terms of mobilisation, 

communications, logistics, and equipment and weapons functionality [10]. Since the extremist fighters optimised the network of caves and tunnels, it has been 

challenging for U.S. to locate, ascertain and identify caves. Meanwhile, severe weather and climate in Afghanistan affected U.S. in planning and operations, as 

well as logistics re-supply. Blowing sands and grassy vegetation impacted on U.S. ground movement, handling of equipment and weapons, as well as 

communication. Sun Tzu suggests that such prolonged warfare to be avoided where there wasn’t so much of advantages to U.S. Thus, Sun Tzu emphasizes on the 

vital importance in configuration of terrain and logistic that,  
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“Conformation of the ground is of the greatest assistance in battles. Therefore, to estimate the enemy situation and to calculate distances and the degree of 

difficulty of the terrain so as to control victory are virtues of the superior general. He who fights with full knowledge of these factors is certain to win; otherwise, 

he will surely be defeated.” 

 

Subsequently, the challenges faced by U.S. too were disclosed in deficiencies on human intelligence, analysis and planning. These limitations could be 

detected in the Battle of Tora Bora especially when U.S. leaders were said to have unrealistic expectation on achieving the goals in Afghanistan, insufficient 

consistency and experience in force management levels in the military [11]. Sun Tzu suggests that accurate intelligence, analysis and planning could be obtained 

via thoroughly analytical, mandating careful planning and the formulation of an overall strategy before commencing a campaign. He stresses the importance of a 

comprehensive study of own enemies that,  

“Know your enemy and know yourself, and you can fight a hundred battles without perils.” 

 

CONCLUSION 
 

The study of U.S. military intervention in the Afghanistan wars requires sophisticated solution not only from Afghanistan, but also from the international 

community. The principal criterion of the war is the diversity of the Afghan population, both ethnically and linguistically which is governed based on a Pashtun-

style-feudal basis which made Afghanistan ruled by warlords of different major ethnic groups. Hence, Afghanistan has never been colonized by any external 

powers due to high degree of resistance to foreign excursions and thus nicknamed “the graveyard of empires.”  

 

Meanwhile, the 9-11 attacks have created impacts to the U.S tremendously. U.S. intelligence and counter-terrorism authorities pinned the blame for the 

extremism network. One of the prominent uses of force pre-emptively in the Bush presidency was the launching of OEF as an effort of global war on terror in 

order to foretell the identified nexus of security threats. U.S. deposited opportunities and challenges at its military operations, which included the “light footprint” 

that was stationed in Afghan soil, advanced technology weapons that were optimised against the extremist regimes, as well as the difficult geographical 

configuration. 

 

The challenges faced in the well-equipped Battle of Tora Bora were caused by heavy reliance on alliance forces. Furthermore, the extremist forces were 

highly motivated by their spiritual leaders and hence were fighting on a high morale ground when engaged in guerrilla warfare with the U.S.-led coalition forces. 

The alliance’s inability to curb the extremist activities meant both nations have little intention of clamping down on terrorist groups and might have come to an 

understanding with extremism groups. 

 

The Obama’s administration, on the other hand, adopted a “smart power” approach which combining hard power of coercion or payment with the soft power 

of attraction into a successful strategy, and ultimately generated the Af-Pak Strategy [12]. The Af-Pak Strategy does not only implement “hard” military power, 

but also enables U.S. the opportunity in imposing humanitarian assistance to the Afghan community as well as emphasized on cooperation with the coalition 

forces.  

 

In a nutshell, Sun Tzu would suggest a few helpful elements in his Art of War in order to turn the challenges into opportunities. There are four challenges in 

the view of Sun Tzu’s Art of War, included neglect the fact that warfare involves human lives, expensive military expenditure would collapse the national 

economy system and people’s welfare, incapacity of ground operations that launched in Afghanistan, as well as insufficiency of experiences in the human 

intelligence aspect. There is one of the opportunity possessed by the U.S. in this context, however, is in line with Sun Tzu’s principles regarding forming alliances 

to gain supports from the majority as well as the strength of the U.S. forces.       
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