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Waging for nearly twenty years now, the war in Afghanistan is the longest war in the history of the United
States. This convoluted conflict has cost the lives of more than 40,000 Afghan civilians, 65,000 Afghan military
and police personnel, 2,500 American soldiers, as well as causing more than 2.5 million Afghan people to
flee their homes and the country. Moreover, it has left more than 20,000 American soldiers severely injured,
a staggering amount which does not even include the number of veterans, soldiers, and civilians who suffer
from permanent emotional traumas (McCarthy 2020). What was initially planned to be a fairly quick
intervention on the side of the American military rapidly turned into a crisis for all actors involved. Since first
entering the Afghan territory, each US administration has tried to manage this difficult crisis in its own way.
From extensive intervention to minimal military presence, aggressive counter-insurgency operations to small
counter-terrorist operations, from nation-building to sole military support, every such strategy has been tried
and tested during the US-Afghanistan war.
And to what end?
•

Only about 33% of the country is under the control of the Afghan government, which is supported
by the US and a coalition of other states.

•

Consequently, 47% of the country’s territory remains contested and 19% is under control of the
Taliban (Hegseth 2017).

•

The US has been forced back into negotiations and concessions with the Taliban, a policy that is
opposed to the political objectives that were set out before the invasion of Afghanistan in 2001.
What then explains the radical differences between the strategies taken by the Bush, Obama and

Trump administrations with regards to Afghanistan? And has this discontinuity contributed to the failure of
the US in trying to solve the ‘Afghanistan crisis’?

1

This paper will argue that the different approaches of each US administration in trying to manage
and resolve the crisis in Afghanistan was heavily influenced by the so-called ‘two-level game’ between
domestic and foreign politics. The two-level game determines the number of resources and time that a head
of state can commit to furthering national interests abroad, without suffering a domestic political defeat.
Changes at the domestic and international level have caused the Bush, Obama and Trump administrations
to vary in their level of commitment towards resolving the ongoing conflict in Afghanistan, resulting in a
discontinuity in the foreign policy of the US. Additionally, it will be illustrated how this discontinuity has
contributed to the ongoing and violent nature of the Afghanistan conflict. The broader aim of this article is
to understand which factors influence crisis-management state policies. It will become clear that theories
that aim to construct executable policies to manage crises are in reality thwarted by influences from both the
domestic and international levels. This should be taken into consideration while constructing or analysing
crisis-management strategies.
First, this paper will explain what the two-level game is and how it is capable of influencing the
negotiation position of state leaders at the international level. Secondly, a summary of the state of
Afghanistan before the US-led intervention in 2001 will be provided. The initial military campaign and
strategy of the Bush administration will be examined in this part of the paper as well. Thirdly, the paper will
analyse the strategy of the Obama administration with regards to Afghanistan. The theoretical framework of
the two-level game will be applied to this period of 8 years in order to understand why certain policy choices
were made. Following up on this, the piece will examine the approach of the Trump administration regarding
the conflict in Afghanistan. This will allow us to understand why the US is currently in a process of negotiations
with the Taliban.
Overall, this paper will be engaging with the broader theme of crisis-management by constructing
a broader understanding of the nexus between international politics and national politics. Many American
presidential administrations have developed theoretically sound strategies that could have resolved the USAfghanistan war, but failed to do so in practice due to material and political constraints. By understanding
the volatile nature of politics, one can also understand how extensive and time-consuming policies
sometimes fail to achieve their intended purposes. Therefore, politicians often do not resort to the
‘theoretically perfect’ solution to a crisis, but to the policy that gives a desired outcome in the short-term.
This bias should be taken into consideration by policymakers and politicians alike.
It shall be noted that the number of perspectives from which the US-Afghan war has been analysed
are diverse in their scope, theoretical groundings and focus, and each study can shed more light on the
conflict. The chosen approach to this topic, through a broad time frame while focusing on the interaction
between ‘critical junctures’ in American domestic politics and international politics, serves best to address
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the questions posed in the introduction. The two-level game allows for a theoretical framework to support
this multilevel analysis.

Theoretical framework: The two-level game
The two-level game refers to a theoretical model that describes how leaders of states are constantly engaged
in negotiations on the domestic level, whilst simultaneously engaging in international negotiations with other
state leaders and non-state actors. Wins and losses can be experienced on both levels, which provides for
benefits or disadvantages for leaders as individuals and the collectives that they represent. Multiple actors
are part of the two-level game, but the national political leader is the most important actor to analyse in this
framework. A national political leader is susceptible to the influences of domestic groups, such as
government coalitions, specific groups within the electorate, lobbyists and the political opposition (Putnam
1988). This applies to national leaders in democracies and in autocracies, as both need a domestic base of
power to support their regime and policies. State leaders need to satisfy their allies through constant
negotiations in order to prevent a loss of power. In a globalized world, many promises need to be fulfilled
through international negotiations. Think, for example, about promises that leaders make to reduce the
number of refugees arriving in a country, or to drastically decrease CO2 emissions, or to intervene in conflict
areas where human rights are being violated (Carnegie Endowment for International Peace 2018). When
national leaders come to power by promising their domestic allies these kinds of policies, they will need to
deliver in the international arena to make them feasible. On this level, they meet other national leaders who
have a seat at the international negotiating table with their own specific agenda, aimed at furthering their
national interests and delivering on the promises they have made to their respective domestic allies and
voting base (Putnam 1988).
As a result, national leaders find themselves constantly engaged in negotiations on two levels. Due
to the nature of the system, changes at the international and domestic levels are reflected in policies and
negotiations in both (Putnam 1988). This trade-off and balancing act between negotiations on the domestic
and international level is present in many political areas. It is also reflected in the policies of the US regarding
its activities in Afghanistan. Policies derive from the decisions made by political actors and are meant to
translate these decisions into reality. Therefore, radical changes on the domestic or international levels,
which influence the decisions of national leaders, will change existing policies as well. Thus, the more volatile
the two-level game, the more likely it is that a high-level of discontinuity will be found in the policies of a
state. It is therefore no surprise that campaigns, presidential elections, public opinion polls, domestic crises
and developing international crises have had a significant impact on the decisions that different US
administrations have made regarding the conflict in Afghanistan.
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Historical Background
On the 11th of September 2001, the United States witnessed a shocking terror attack on its own soil. Close
to 3,000 people lost their lives as a result of Al-Qaeda operatives hijacking four planes, two of which crashed
into the World Trade Center and one into the Pentagon in Washington D.C. These attacks irrevocably
changed the face of the United States and the world. In the months following 9/11, the Taliban provided
Osama Bin Laden - figurehead of Al-Qaeda at the time of the attacks - shelter and protection in Afghanistan.
When the US demanded the Taliban expel Al-Qaeda and hand Bin Laden over, the organization refused to
do so, citing that there was insufficient evidence of his involvement in the attacks. To ensure that the Taliban
would no longer enable the operation of the terrorist organization within Afghanistan, the United States
launched military operations in Afghanistan on October 7th of the same year (CFR 2020).
However, this was not the first major war that took place on this land. Since the time of Alexander the
Great, empires had found their way to and through the Afghan territory and struggled with its mountainous
terrain and the local resistance. In the nineteenth century, for example, the country became the site of many
international power struggles. The Russians and the British fought to increase their control in the area and
engaged in multiple instances of warfare (Bearden 2001). Moreover, during the final quarter of the twentieth
century, the country had experienced a continuous period of wars that were exacerbated by international
intervention. In 1978, the Soviet Union invaded the country to help suppress unrest against a communist
government. As a response to this Soviet invasion, different resistance groups formed and became
collectively known as the Mujahideen. They operated within Afghanistan and across the border in Pakistan.
As this fight took place in the background of the Cold War, the Mujahideen received funding and assistance
from many countries, predominantly the US and Pakistan (Bowman and Dale 2009).
Although the Soviet troops left in 1989, a civil war continued between different factions. In this unrest,
the Taliban arose in 1993 in the southern region of Kandahar. By 1995, the group had gained control over
most of the country, excluding the north, and was able to capture the capital city of Kabul only a year later.
The main military opposition to the Taliban was the Northern Alliance, a loose network formed by separate
actors (Bowman and Dale 2009). Although the Taliban government was recognized by some states, it was
also subject to much international condemnation, with UN Security Council Resolution 1267 condemning
the Taliban for its involvement in international terrorism, the protection of Osama bin Laden and the training
of Al-Qaeda operatives (UNSC 1999).
Following the 9/11 attacks, and after the Taliban continued to refuse to hand over Osama bin Laden,
then President George W. Bush launched the War on Terror and started the active military engagement of
the US in Afghanistan. The main strategic objectives of ‘Operation Enduring Freedom’ (OEF) were capturing
Osama bin Laden and toppling the Taliban regime in Afghanistan. Bush equated those harbouring terrorists
to committing terrorist actions and stated that those protecting terrorists “will share their fate” (Bush 2001).
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In doing so, the United States wanted to ensure that Afghanistan would not continue to act as training
grounds for additional international terrorist networks. However, the operation in Afghanistan also had a
broader scope. Although concrete targets such as the immediate capture of Osama bin Laden were at the
forefront of public rhetoric, the desire to develop Afghanistan into a stable nation built on democratic
institutions was also significant (Murray 2013). Thus, besides military activities, Bush’s administration
committed to a strategy coined ‘nation-building’ in Afghanistan. Given the broad scope of these objectives,
significant amounts of time and resources were needed to achieve all goals and for this operation to be
considered a success.
Fortunately, the Bush administration was able to count on domestic and international support for
this broad and resource-intensive policy against the Taliban. The domestic shock around the events of 9/11
created a sense of urgency that meant that the Joint Resolution 23, the resolution to initiate military
engagement “against those responsible for the recent attacks launched against the United States,” was
passed without objections in Congress (U.S. Congress, 2001). Winning the game of politics at the domestic
level thus enabled a great deal of options at the international level for Bush. Furthermore, at the international
level, UNSC resolution 1368 implied that the use of force against regimes harbouring terrorists would be
internationally acceptable under certain circumstances (Katzman and Thomas 2017). Although OEF was not
authorized specifically with reference to the UN Charter, this resolution made international cooperation
easier and made international allies pledge their (future) support for the cause. Therefore, both levels of the
two-level game as stipulated by Putnam created a set of choices that enabled the start of OEF.
American involvement in Afghanistan during this period was mostly limited to air-strikes that relied
heavily on a strong cooperation between the CIA and the US Special Forces. These strikes were mostly aimed
at aiding the Northern Alliance, who conducted most of the fighting on the ground against the Taliban. At
the end of 2001, the fruits of this cooperation became clear, as the operation proved to be successful. As the
year drew to a close, the Taliban had left Kabul and their stronghold of Kandahar, and a majority of the
Taliban and Al-Qaeda operatives had fled to neighbouring Pakistan (Katzman and Thomas 2017). In
December of that year, a conference in Bonn hosted by the United Nations established an Afghan Interim
Authority from what were up until that point disparate opposition groups and installed an International
Security Assistance Force that would ensure military stability in the Kabul area (CFR 2020).
The Bonn Agreement marked a new phase in the conflict: a period of more overt nation building
(CFR 2020). The US committed to the establishment of democratic institutions in Afghanistan, supplying
monetary aid to the new Afghan government and for infrastructure projects. It further oversaw safety and
order in Afghanistan through increasing military operations, and after 2003 through the NATO-led
International Security Assistance Force (CFR 2020). During these first two years, the number of US troops in
the country increased from a thousand to almost three thousand (Chugtai and Qazi 2020).
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However, this increase in engagement was disrupted by changing international commitments in
2003, as the American-led invasion of Iraq caused a shift in focus for US foreign policy. As the situation in
Afghanistan appeared to become more stable and headed towards a resolution, US policy makers and
politicians alike preferred to reallocate resources to managing the crisis in Iraq – resources that were
originally intended for the conflict in Afghanistan. This Iraq War appeared to be a more urgent and important
crisis than the relative calm situation in Afghanistan, and both the intelligence personnel and troops were
focusing on this newer threat. Staff, financial sources, and troops were increasingly being shifted from
Afghanistan to Iraq. This severely constrained the opportunities for effective operations, particularly in the
joint manner that had proven successful in the initial phases of the war (Salt 2018). More importantly, the
transfer of attention gave the Taliban the time and opportunity to regroup during this period.
In this early period of the war, we can clearly see an interplay between the negotiations at a national
and the international level. The international situation enabled opportunities at the domestic level, as shown
at the start of OEF. Yet only two years later the changes to the international conditions severely constricted
the domestic opportunities. Therefore, the changes in US policy after the start of the war in Iraq show that
the international situation can also restrict the approaches available to an administration.

Important Figures
Figure 1. Humanitarian Costs of the US-Afghanistan War
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Figure 2. Afghan Civilian Casualties & Us-coalition Airstrikes
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Figure 3. Deployed American Troops in Afghanistan
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Figure 4. Afghan National Security Forces’ Increasing Losses
Against the Taliban
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The US-Afghanistan conflict under the Obama administration
Former President Barack Obama implemented yet another change in the American approach
towards Afghanistan after his appointment in 2008. Throughout his presidential campaign, Obama
had stated that Afghanistan would be a high priority in his foreign policy approach (Miller 2016). This
contrasted with the policy of the Bush administration, which had prioritized Iraq since the start of
American military activities there since 2003. As Obama had announced his willingness to commit
more resources to Afghanistan in his campaign, he had more freedom and support to do so when
he was elected to office.
Notably, however, the situation on the ground in Afghanistan had changed drastically since
the US had downgraded Afghanistan in terms of importance on its foreign policy agenda, especially
considering how close the country had gotten to achieving its political objectives around 2002-2003.
However, due to a shift of attention and resources from Afghanistan to Iraq, the process of ‘nationbuilding’ was stopped in its tracks. The Taliban managed to regroup, and the conflict re-escalated
around 2005. Data shows that the number of Taliban attacks rose significantly from this point
onwards, and with it the amount of Afghani civilians and military casualties (CFR 2020).
The Obama administration thus inherited a situation in Afghanistan that was both
deteriorating and escalating. His administration had the domestic political support to allocate more
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resources to the conflict, and consequently imposed an extensive crisis-management policy which
entailed a surge in the amount of deployed American troops in Afghanistan. This is illustrated in
figure 3 (Gollob and O’Halon 2020). The number of US troops in Afghanistan rose from 25,000 in
2007 to 100,000 in August of 2010 (Peters and Schwartz 2016). The Obama administration used their
vast military resources to conduct counter-insurgency operations (COIN) against the Taliban. This
increase in military activities resulted in military reactions from the Taliban, thereby escalating the
conflict further (United Nations 2019). The Taliban were operating on their home-ground, which
gave them an advantage whilst engaging in a long-dragging, draining conflict (Posen 2003). Figure
1, 2, and 4 show how this period of COIN operations resulted in an increase in the amount of
Internally Displaced People in Afghanistan, a sharp increase in the amount of Afghan civilian
casualties and a gradual increase in the number of casualties amongst the Afghan National Security
Forces.
Moreover, domestic support for the extensive COIN operations of the US military was
decreasing and forced the Obama administration to reconsider its strategy in Afghanistan. As
previously explained, domestic political support forms the basis of operational power for national
leaders (Putnam 1988). Therefore, leaders have the tendency to refrain from decisions and policies
that undermine their domestic support base, and the campaign promises that had garnered this
support. This phenomenon becomes increasingly important for politicians in democratic countries
during times of elections, as their re-election is so heavily influenced by their domestic popularity at
that moment in time. Low-approval ratings for a national leader in times of elections cycles therefore
provide an added incentive to revise certain policies that have evidently decreased their popularity
among the general population.
The Obama administration found itself in a situation like this around 2011-2012. Between
2010 and 2012, the approval ratings for the president were low, forecasting a tough presidential
election campaign in 2012 (Gallup 2012). This low popularity could be attributed to several factors,
such as the global economic recession of 2008, but also to the expensive and violent war in
Afghanistan. Several public opinion polls between 2009 and 2011 recorded an all-time low support
for the policies of the government with regards to Afghanistan (Polling Report 2011). The upcoming
presidential election of 2012, in combination with low-approval ratings for the Obama
administration, incentivized the administration to revise policies that were unpopular. This created a
desire to withdraw a substantial number of US troops from Afghanistan.
However, withdrawing US troops without showing the international community and the
American population that the surge of troops had resulted in tangible achievements would be seen
as a defeat for the US in general, and as a political defeat for Obama specifically. The killing of Osama
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Bin Laden in May 2011 thus provided the Obama administration with a reason to conduct a partial
withdrawal from Afghanistan without suffering substantial political fallout in the international and
national political arenas. Finding Osama Bin Laden had been one of the core political objectives of
the US, having been set out already by the Bush administration at the starting stages of the
intervention in Afghanistan, and the Obama administration managed to accomplish this (CFR 2020).
It is therefore no surprise that Obama announced a gradual withdrawal three months after the
assassination of Bin Laden, “as the US had achieved success in Afghanistan” (Chughtai and Qazi
2020). Moreover, Obama’s COIN strategy could be framed as a success to his domestic audience,
as became evident by the positive public reactions in several American cities after hearing the news
of the capture of bin Laden (Cox and Wood 2017). Additionally, the shift in policy from COIN to
partial withdrawal, which aligned more with the preferences of the American audience, came at a
crucial time right before the presidential elections of 2012.
The following withdrawal of the large number of American troops from Afghanistan was
realized through a timetable (Chughtai and Qazi 2020). Around 2012, the number of US troops had
decreased to around 10,000. Even though the US had achieved its political objectives of eliminating
Osama bin Laden, the conflict in Afghanistan raged on. Obama’s surge had escalated the conflict
and pushed the Taliban to develop its military capabilities in such a way that it was able to continue
the fight against the American troops (McNally and Bucala 2015). Now that the number of US troops
in Afghanistan had decreased from 100,000 to a mere 10,000, the burden of continuing the conflict
and securing the previously made gains shifted to the Afghan National Security Forces, the ANSF
(Gollob and O’Halon 2020). The Taliban proved to be more of a match for the ANSF once they had
to operate without significant assistance from the US (McNally and Bucala 2015), as is visible in figure
4 from the amount of ANSF casualties (Gollob and O’Halon 2020).
Thus, the situation in Afghanistan became hard for the Obama administration to manage
and almost impossible to resolve. On the international level, a commitment of resources was
required in the Levant to tackle the rise of the Islamic State, Daesh, which tied into a larger
geopolitical struggle in Syria between Turkey, Iran, Russia, the Kurds and the US. In Afghanistan, the
Obama administration had opted to withdraw due to the domestic unpopularity of their counterinsurgency strategy. This meant that the US’s ability to change the course of the conflict in
Afghanistan was constrained due to a limited amount of available resources. Additionally, the
Taliban had developed into a competent military force over the years, proving to be a strong rival to
the ANSF, and the Afghan government ran the risk of being overrun without American support (Hezir
2014). Due to the US’s limited available resources in Afghanistan, it could not assist the ANSF to such
an extent that a resolution of the conflict would be possible. The conflict seemed then to come to a
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stalemate between the Taliban and the Afghan government where, due to continued American
military presence, neither side was able to overpower the other.
Interestingly, this situation made peace-talks a realistic and potentially rewarding option for
all actors involved in the conflict. Domestically, achieving a peace-agreement would mean that the
sitting American administration could frame the country’s long operations in Afghanistan as having
been successful, and terminate them after many years of expensive and casualty-laden wars. In the
international political arena, it meant that the US could reallocate resources from Afghanistan to
other areas like Syria, Iraq, or the Pacific, where American interests had to be furthered. Withdrawing
from Afghanistan without at least a peace-agreement would be seen as a defeat by both the
international community and the domestic sphere. Therefore, every US administration hopes to
withdraw from Afghanistan with either their strategic objectives achieved or with a negotiated
peace-agreement with the Taliban, so they would be able to claim that their operations have been
successful.
Nevertheless, the Taliban understood that by continued use of violence, it could push the
US towards constructing peace-talks in a three-party format, consisting of the Taliban, the Afghan
government, and the American government. Therefore, even though the situation on the ground
seemed to be ripe for a peace-agreement and withdrawal, violence continued to ensue. It appears
that still today, the Taliban continues to act according to the logic that inflicting costs on the Afghan
government and the US could push these parties to make more concessions in a future deal.

The US-Afghanistan conflict under the Trump administration
Following the elections in 2016, a new administration came into office led by former President
Donald Trump. Crucially, the foreign policy Trump has espoused to execute in Afghanistan when
running for presidency was significantly different from that which he had enacted in practice. After
Trump won the presidential elections in 2016, the new administration was dealt a difficult hand.
Although the former President had been vocal about his desire to pull out of Afghanistan, the
situation on the ground did not allow for him to follow through on these plans. There was a palpable
conflict between the promises he had made to his base, and the reality of an increasingly violent
conflict in Afghanistan where the Taliban was gradually gaining the upper hand. These factors led to
the surprising announcement of Trump’s 2017 security strategy. In contrast to his initial plans, the
President soon started engaging in a long-winded path to resolution, which resulted in peace talks
with the Taliban at the start of 2020. In the remainder of this article, it will be shown that the changes
in Trump’s Afghanistan policy can be understood through the lens of the two-level game.
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The newly elected president of the United States has been vocal about the need to withdraw
from Afghanistan even before his political career started. Throughout the years, he has expressed
this on social media platforms, arguing that the war was a waste of money and American lives (Diaz
2017). It is, however, important to note that in the 2016 election cycle, both candidates Clinton and
Trump did not mention the conflict in Afghanistan often. The decrease in troop levels and financial
commitment by the Obama administration had decreased the importance of the conflict in the eyes
of the public. This was strengthened by the fact that there were other security threats that demanded
attention, such as the expanding Islamic State and the Syrian conflict or increasing tensions with
North Korea (Dorani 2019). Thus, although Trump had been very vocal about his opinions on the
war, it was not a key concern in the elections compared to previous cycles. The conflict between the
demands of the domestic level and the realities of the international situation was therefore easier to
resolve for him than for his predecessors.
Nevertheless, Donald Trump faced a difficult situation when he came into office. His previous
statements about immediate withdrawal did not align with the deteriorating situation on the ground
(IISS 2017). Since Obama initiated disengagement, the Taliban had become stronger while the
Afghan forces were being significantly weakened. Thus, although withdrawal aligned with Trump’s
isolationist foreign policy, it was clear that this was not a legitimate option at that point in time.
Moreover, despite repeated calls from the US, other states were not willing to contribute sufficient
resources to the government of Afghanistan in their fight against the Taliban. Due to its earlier
established military presence, and the high-quality of its military apparatus, the US was still the most
capable and likely actor to support the Afghan government against the Taliban. This difficulty was
further exacerbated because the US had started this war, and a disengagement without a defeated
Taliban or a signed peace-deal would mean a loss of face for the US both in the international
community and in front of the administration’s domestic audience. Perhaps even more crucial, an
established Taliban regime in Afghanistan could turn into a base of operations for terrorist networks
who seek to harm US targets globally. From the perspective of the US, maintaining the costly
stalemate in Afghanistan, where neither the Taliban nor the Afghan government seemed to be able
to topple the other, was eventually favoured over withdrawal.
Consequently, the combination between international and domestic factors only left two
options to the president, both of which meant continued engagement. One was the proposal made
by General John W. Nicholson, which promoted a relatively small increase in troops to assist and
prepare the Afghan National Security Forces, or to do nothing and remain in a stalemate (Dorani
2019). The anti-engagement camp argued in opposition that any increase in resources was futile
and thus wasteful. According to them, the complexity on the ground did not permit effective

12

engagement, and the resources would be better spent on Trump's campaign commitments to his
supporters (IISS 2017). After one of these pessimists, Steve Bannon, left the White House, the
President was provided more room to alter his political strategy. This is because there were less
conflicts within his inner circle, and because the severity of the situation on the ground outweighed
Trump’s previous statements. Furthermore, as already mentioned, public opinion on the Afghanistan
conflict had not been central to his election and thus it did not restrict him as much as one might
expect. This resulted in a consensus that an increase in engagement was the most suitable solution.
The pro-engagement camp argued that a relatively small increase in troops would be
enough to reverse the stalemate and they vehemently disagreed that it would be futile. They argued
that it was necessary to continue the War on Terror and avoid Afghanistan becoming a breeding
ground for further terrorist activities. This argument was strengthened by the high mortality in terror
attacks perpetrated across Europe by the Islamic State. Daesh’s perceived ability to inflict so much
damage was linked to its ability to train individual cells in its Caliphate, giving it an advantage over
other organizations that did not have training grounds. Although Daesh was mostly centred around
Syria and Iraq, the fear of organizations training in Afghanistan in a similar manner was revitalized in
this period (IISS 2017). This reminder that the War on Terror had not yet been won gave the proengagement camp more power, since they saw Afghanistan as a clear ‘battleground’ to focus on in
this war (similarly to the previous presidents). They also saw US influence in Afghanistan as central to
a stable South Asia; particularly with regards to the increasing nuclear armament in Pakistan, and the
potential effect this would have on the relationship between Pakistan, China and India (Dorani 2019).
All these concerns were clearly visible in the new South Asia Strategy that President Trump
revealed at Fort Myers on August 21st, 2017. Trump announced a small increase in troop
deployments, and his clear focus was on “killing terrorists” (Trump 2017). At first glance, his policy
was similar to that of his predecessor, however there were also some important changes from
previous US policy in the area. The former President switched from a time-based approach
(announcing a timeline for disengagement) to a condition-based approach: meaning that the US
would only pull out based on the conditions on the ground. Trump also eased the rules of
engagement on the ground, enabling the American military to take a stronger position against the
opposition, but also increasing the number of air-strikes. Within the region, Trump also sought to
take a more hardline approach towards Pakistan, and increase the strategic relationship with India,
which he hoped would provide support on the ground. Lastly, Trump attempted to stay true to his
motto of America First, and to ensure that it would look like he kept his promises to his constituency
he distanced himself from the ‘nation building’ project.
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This South Asia Strategy provides a good example of how foreign policy is often informed
by the negotiations that are happening at the different levels of the game. Trump’s initial instinct was
to pull out of the conflict. This is what he had loosely promised his voters, and some members of his
early cabinet had urged him to do so. However, the experience of direct withdrawal from Iraq and
fears over the regional and international stability meant that this was not a feasible option. These
international constraints ensured that the disagreements at the domestic level were resolved and
that continued engagement became the only viable, and most pragmatic course of action. This
pragmatism appealed to Trump and his self-proclaimed “problem solver” mentality and thus
allowed a clear range of options at the second level that were pursued.
However, the increase in military engagement and aerial campaigns by the US and its allies
resulted in an upsurge in violence by the Taliban and the Haqqani Network (CFR 2020). As a
response to this violence, Trump said at the end of January 2018 that he did not “see any talking
taking place.” Only days later, however, at the end of February of that same year, the Taliban issued
a statement calling for talks with the United States to negotiate an end to the conflict. Remarkably,
instead of the US, it was the Afghan President Ashraf Ghani who offered the Taliban an opportunity
for legitimate political negotiations.
This precisely exemplifies a change at the international level that impacted domestic
decisions in the US. Although the US initially refused to enter negotiations, observers soon noticed
that the war was still at a stalemate and the realization dawned that it was too costly to continue. This
meant that a political settlement became the most viable and desirable option to see the war to an
end. In a reversal from Trump’s previous statements, the administration decided to enter direct
negotiations with the Taliban (Mashal and Schmitt 2018). Representatives from both the Taliban and
the US government met in Doha, Qatar, in 2018. It is important to note that the appointment of
Zalmay Khalilzad, an Afghan American diplomat in charge of these negotiations, was central to these
developments and aided the negotiations substantially (Kelemen, Hadid and Romo 2018).
These talks between the parties seemed to have reached a conclusion in September of 2019.
The deal, drawn, called for the gradual withdrawal of US troops over 16 months, which would be
met with counterterrorism efforts by the Taliban (Baker, Mashal, and Crowley 2019). During the
negotiation process there were increasing tensions within Trump’s inner circle, at the domestic level
of the game. Mike Pompeo, Secretary of State at the time, was a staunch supporter of Khalilzad and
the deal he was proposing, however he was firmly opposed by national security advisor John R.
Bolton. This domestic tension over the peace talks, combined with issues on the Afghan side, meant
that the talks were definitively broken off by President Trump after a US soldier was killed in a Taliban
attack (Baker, Mashal and Crowley, 2019).
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Soon after this, the departure of John Bolton enabled the internal pressures to reach a
conclusion on the domestic level. Combining this with a clear external commitment by the Taliban
at the international level meant that the peace talks were resumed only three months later (Thomas
2020). On the 29th of February 2020, the United States and the Taliban had reached a
comprehensive peace agreement that was signed by Khalilzad and the Taliban’s chief negotiator
Mullah Baradar (“Agreement Bringing Peace,” 2020). They agreed on a significant reduction of US
troops that would result in the complete withdrawal of all US forces within 14 months. Furthermore,
they agreed on assistance in intra-Afghan talks and the removal of sanctions on Taliban members.
In exchange, the Taliban ensured that Afghan soil would not be used for terrorist activities and other
activities that could harm the US and its allies. These peace talks were only possible after the US had
reached internal agreement at the domestic level. The breakdown of the peace talks in 2019 was
clearly influenced by internal disagreement as well as changes at the international level. Once these
constraints were lifted the focus on the negotiations at the first level (between the Taliban and the
US) was able to resume. This case thus demonstrates the importance of agreement at the domestic
level to enable crisis management and conflict resolution at the international level.

Conclusion
This paper has explained and examined what the two-level game between domestic and foreign
politics entails, and how it influences politicians and policymakers in general. This framework has
been applied to the US-Afghanistan conflict, in order to understand the rationale behind the
different strategic approaches of various American administrations with regards to the conflict. It has
become clear that the domestic support for the commitment of time, resources, and human capital
to the conflict in Afghanistan has been a critical factor in the policy-making and political decisions of
different US presidents. As was shown, the Bush administration enjoyed broad domestic support for
its original approach, which later also entailed a phase of nation-building but adapted its policies in
the wake of changes at the international level. Decreasing domestic support for Obama’s COIN
strategy forced the administration to drastically decrease the number of US troops deployed in
Afghanistan. The Trump administration remained limited in its ability to force a favourable settlement
of the conflict due to the promises that it has made to its domestic audience regarding the
Afghanistan conflict. This explains why the Trump administration sought to negotiate a peace-deal
with the Taliban, which is a 180 degree turn on the original political and strategic objectives of the
US as formulated in 2001. The achievement of a peace-agreement became more urgent as the
presidential elections of 2020 came closer, with the Trump campaign hoping to be able to frame the
resolution of the conflict and the bringing home of troops as a victory to its domestic audience.
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Additionally, this article has shown that changes in the international political arena impact
this very same policy-making process. The invasion of Iraq, the financial crisis of 2008 and its
subsequent political backlash, and the emergence of Daesh have been pointed out as events that
caused policymakers and politicians to reconsider their previously conjured policies targeting the
Afghanistan conflict. Once a state has committed to a certain foreign policy, the international political
arena might change in such a way that the allocated resources are of better or more urgent use
elsewhere than had they been allocated along the lines of the previously agreed foreign policy.
Volatility forces policymakers to reconsider the importance of certain issues in the international
political arena, as resources to tackle these changes are limited. The nature of the international
political sphere, which is marked by selfish actors who operate in a structure in which power is
horizontally distributed, makes for a high-level of volatility.
The consequences of these simultaneous pressures from the international and domestic
levels on the decisions of politicians are reflected in the discontinuous foreign policy of the US in
regard to the conflict in Afghanistan. Strategies of intervention and nation-building have been traded
in for aggressive counter-insurgency operations and air-strike campaigns. This discontinuity has
increasingly militarized the conflict and pushed the Taliban to develop its capabilities and transform
itself into a competent military force vis-à-vis the Afghan National Security Forces. An even balance
of power between the ANSF and the Taliban, combined with limited and constrained US involvement
in the conflict, explains the current situation in Afghanistan and the ongoing peace-talks.
Finally, these findings are critical to take into consideration when framed in the light of crisismanagement. Theoretically sound crisis-management policies, such as intervention and nationbuilding or extensive COIN operations, are thwarted by the volatility of the domestic and
international political arenas. This volatility disrupts the time and resources that are given to execute
these policies. The possibility that the effectiveness of a preferred policy might be very sensitive to
changes in the domestic or international arena should be taken into consideration when politicians
decide on which policy to promote or implement in order to manage a certain crisis. The various
policies of US administrations, which have been constrained or reversed due to changes in the twolevel game, serve as an example of this. In essence, ‘reality’ can thwart the success of theoretically
sound crisis-management policies. Therefore, policymakers find themselves trying to balance a
precarious agenda that both garners domestic support and international acceptance. Crisismanagement policies, especially those concerning armed conflict, must therefore account for these
constraints and be designed in a manner far less susceptible to alteration. As the conflict in
Afghanistan continues to drag out, our eyes are pointed at the incoming Biden administration to see
if it finally manages to formulate a clear-headed policy that can win the two-level game.
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