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Oppose Continued Militarized Counterterrorism in Afghanistan
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The idea that it is necessary to maintain residual forces in Afghanistan to conduct 
counterterrorism operations is based on the flawed premise that “terrorism” 
must be fought and can be defeated militarily.

To be sure, military force—whether via ground troops, proxy forces, or air 
strikes—can and does kill members of terror groups.1 The United States has 
in fact been quite successful in racking up a sizable body count in an effort to 
decimate these groups. Yet their strength continues to grow. The fact is that the 
number of acts of terror worldwide per year has increased fivefold since 9/11.2 
In 2018, about half of the victims of global terror attacks were Afghans.3

It is now obvious that the militarized approach to countering terrorism has the 
unintended effect of radicalizing local populations and helping terror groups’ 
recruitment efforts.4 U.S. bombings and occupation forces not only create new 
grievances and perpetuate cycles of retribution, violence, and trauma, but also 
turn American soldiers and bases into convenient, high-visibility, and high-
value targets. The 2003 U.S. invasion of Iraq, for example, directly set in motion 
conditions that led to the powerful rise of ISIS.5 Additionally, al-Qaeda explicitly 
named U.S. occupation and sanctions as a reason for its violence.6

Common sense and a growing body of evidence tell us that militarized 
counterterrorism not only fails to address the root causes of terrorism, it often 
makes it worse. In order to significantly reduce the level of recruitment to and 
violence conducted by terror groups, Congress should embrace these principles:

Put the challenge of terrorism in its proper context. 

It is important to remember that not all terror groups have the capacity or even 
the desire to harm the U.S. homeland7 and that Americans are not the primary 
victims of transnational terrorism. Research indicates that the likelihood 
of foreign individuals conducting acts of terror within the United States is 
vanishingly low,8 and even the Department of Defense’s own 2018 National 
Defense Strategy dismisses terrorism as a primary threat to U.S. security.9

Acts of terror occurring in the United States are generally characterized as mass 
shootings, fueled by white nationalism,10 and enabled by lax gun laws, rather 
than being facilitated, organized, or inspired by a transnational terror group 
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such as ISIS.11 Americans are statistically more likely to be struck by lightning 
than to suffer a foreign terror attack.12

Acknowledge that it is not possible to eliminate terror groups or deny them  
safe haven. 

As the last couple of decades have shown us, terror groups are still able to 
rebuild, even after their fighters and top leaders die, as long as their sources 
of power—funding and recruits—are intact. Most terror networks dissolve not 
through military clashes but through politically mediated processes.13 

Further, the premise that the United States must not “allow safe haven” to terror 
groups falls apart under scrutiny. While the United States can and should do 
what it can to support strengthened governance and justice systems in order to 
address community grievances and reduce the spaces where terror groups can 
gather and operate freely, it simply is not possible to eliminate their ability to 
meet or communicate. 

Paul Pillar, a former chief analyst for the U.S. intelligence community, warned 
more than a decade ago against the fallacy of “merely invoking Sept. 11 and 
taking for granted that a haven in Afghanistan would mean the difference 
between repeating and not repeating that horror.”14 After all, he noted, the 
planning for the 9/11 attacks themselves “took place not in training camps in 
Afghanistan but, rather, in apartments in Germany, hotel rooms in Spain and 
flight schools in the United States.”15

Develop a non-military peacebuilding strategy to marginalize and weaken 
terror groups. 

Terrorism is not an ideology, it is a tactic: the use of violence against civilians to 
achieve political aims. Evidence shows us that people often join terror groups 
for personal reasons such as a lack of financial resources, a sense of injustice, 
isolation, and exclusion from political processes.16

Thus, the United States can better confront the challenge of terrorism through 
peaceful, civilian tactics that starve groups of resources, recruitment, and 
impunity. These include stemming illicit financial flows; cracking down on 
trafficking in persons, arms, conflict minerals, and other sources of income for 
terror groups; strengthening the rule of law; expanding economic opportunity; 
improving governance; and opening peaceful avenues for social and political 
change.

In Afghanistan, this means ending militaristic tactics that only assist terror 
recruitment, working multilaterally to pressure other regional actors to cease 
their support for terror groups in Afghanistan, using diplomacy to press for fair 
and inclusive political solutions, and providing assistance for the establishment 
of reliable, accountable systems of justice. 
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All these efforts require international cooperation and a significant investment  
of time and patience, since long-term structural change happens at a generational 
pace. However, such approaches are far less costly in human and financial  
terms and far more sustainable over the long term than the current hyper-
militarized approach.

End military counterterrorism operations. 

To effect a responsible withdrawal from Afghanistan, t he United States should 
cease its military counterterrorism operations. This should include repealing the 
2001 Authorization for Use of Military Force (AUMF), which undergirds those 
operations. Some mistakenly believe that such actions would “tie the hands” of 
the president and render the executive incapable of using force to defend the 
United States. 

As a Quaker organization, the Friends Committee on National Legislation 
opposes all wars and the threat of war. However, the truth is that the United 
States Constitution and international law alike are clear that the president may 
take necessary and proportionate lethal action without prior authorization in 
order to repel an armed attack. Without the 2001 AUMF in place, Congress 
would simply be required take affirmative and specific action to approve foreign 
military operations, as is its constitutional duty, rather than allowing unlimited 
and endless war.
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What Members of Congress can do:

• Mandate a comprehensive non-military peacebuilding strategy to marginalize and weaken terror groups and 
provide adequate long-term funding for the administration to carry it out. 

• Conduct robust oversight over existing counterterrorism operations and make public the names of all the 
countries where U.S. military forces are engaged and all the groups against which they are fighting.

• Repeal the 2001 Authorization for Use of Military Force (AUMF).

• Oppose maintaining a residual counterterrorism force in Afghanistan, which would only serve to perpetuate 
cycles of violence and bolster recruitment for terror groups.
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For more information, please contact Heather Brandon-Smith, 
legislative director on militarism and human rights at HBrandon-Smith@fcnl.org.
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