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The US and the Defeat in Afghanisan: What an
Unhealthy Elite Means
Thursday, February 10, 2022

he end of the war in Afghanisan and, essentially , the entire US misadventure in
the Middle Eas marks the conclusion of a clearly defned period in global
hisory . While it might take several generations before the real impact of the

debacle can be fully assessed, the defeat says a great deal about the sate of the
American elite and political class. Hisorian Dmitry Shlapentokh of Indiana
University South Bend argues that, with the drums of war beating again over Ukraine,
it is worth recognizing that the motivations and interess of leaders and their revered
advisors and experts do not often coincide with those of the country or society.

The elite at work – US president Barack Obama and his cabinet, January 31, 2012: Advisers and experts sit along the walls (Credit: Lawrence
Jackson/The White House)

The defeat in Afghanisan and implicitly the collapse of the American escapade in the Middle Eas meant
the end of unipolarity. The American elite came to realize that it could not maintain a global presence and
that retreat from some endeavors is essential. This seems an obvious conclusion. But there is another less
apparent but no less important implication of the withdrawal. The disaser of the mission and the pitiable
response speak to the very degeneration of that esablishment, which is very diferent from those who
governed the United States generations ago. 

One of the elements of a healthy polity and trusworthy elite is the sense of social responsibility of
individuals for the sate and the citizenry . Success is not defned by personal triumph but by the
achievement of the group or the cause. As the Ancient Roman poet Horace, whose heyday coincided with
the reign of the frs Roman emperor Augusus (who ruled from 27 BCE until 14 CE), put it, “dulce et
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decorum es pr o patria mori” – “Sweet and honorable it is to die for one’s country.” One should not take
this lyrical declaration at face value. There was certainly enough individualism, cynicism and corruption at
that pivotal time, as republic gave way to empire. 

Still, there is no doubt that a considerable number of citizens of Rome shared the sentiment – how else
could a village have transformed itself into a global hegemon? When Roman legions sufered major
defeats such as in the third century BCE at the hands of the Carthaginian military masermind Hannibal,
these were tragedies for all the people of Rome and not jus its leaders . This underscored how the sense of
citizenship and social cohesion, the deep socialization of people, and the valuing of the common good are
signs of the srength and resilience of a sable and enduring society .

Lowering the American fag at the handover of a military base in southern Afghanisan to local forces, May 2, 2021 (Credit:
Afghanisan Minisry of Defense Press Ofce)

In the pas, the US exhibited these characterisics. The defeat in the Vietnam War was considered a
catasrophe not jus for those who died in the confict but also for the entire nation. The American elite was
not excluded. Following sudent demonsrations, considerable casualties and the blow to the nation’ s
presige, president L yndon Johnson decided not to seek re-election in 1968. Cynics reckoned that he would
have los anyway . But a defeat was not certain, and if he had been so concerned with his political survival
and reputation and did not care about what was good for the country, he could have employed the tools of
narrative control and spin to turn perceptions around and convince voters that victory was imminent. He
might well have been returned to ofce.  

But Johnson chose to bow out. He could not seek a personal victory in the mids of a national disaser . The
principle of noblesse oblige seemed to have been something of a creed for him and the American elite of
the time. While not all public fgures emulated LBJ and fell on their swords in the wake of the debacle in
Vietnam, the sense of duty to country, not jus to party , interes group or self, prevailed. Elites were trused
to make decisions or ofer advice for the greater good of the nation and its people.

Since the Vietnam War and the Watergate scandal, however, this code among the healthy elite has eroded
quickly and markedly.

From healthy to anomic elite

In assessing the American elite’s response to Afghanisan with a haphazard withdrawal that punctuated the
US debacle in the Middle Eas, it is important to remember the ideological context after the end of the
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Cold War and the collapse of the Soviet Union. The commentariat buzzed with talk of the “end of hisory”,
Francis Fukuyama’s proclamation of an everlasing triumph of Wesern democracy . Political scientis
Samuel Huntington had predicted a “clash of civilizations” between the Wes and the Eas. One “doctrine”
attributed to neo-conservative analys Michael Ledeen  posited that every 10 years the US needed to fnd
some “crappy little country and throw it agains a wall, jus to show the world we mean business.” The
“neo-con” line, possibly bes articulated by Robert Kagan, cas Europe as feeble and naïve “V enus” that
believed in such trifes as international law , with the US as “Mars”, frm in the belief  that all matters in
foreign policy could be decided by force. 

Strategizing with the expert advisers – President George W Bush meets his national security and communications teams after he
authorized military action agains Iraq, March 19, 2003 (Credit: Eric Draper/The White House)

After the US retreat from Afghanisan, it might have been reasonable to expect the purveyors of this
ideology of imperial expansionism in both Democratic Party and Republican Party adminisrations to have
delivered mea culpas, acknowledging that their approach was wrong and that they regretted the deaths of
thousands of Americans and the wase of trillions of dollars. They might have owned up to the fact that the
wars in Afghanisan and Iraq had led to incredible desruction in the Middle Eas and the death of
hundreds of thousands, if not millions, of civilians. They might not have sincerely felt this way, but they
could have made such satements of contrition, out of humility and a sense of responsibility and the need
for healing. 

That did not happen. Key fgures such as Condoleezza Rice, Geor ge W Bush’s secretary of sate, or Leon
Panetta, who was defense secretary and Central Intelligence Agency chief under Barack Obama, have been
largely unrepentant, defending the US mission in Afghanisan. They have moved on to consulting
positions or sinecures in academe and continue to have careers as experts and analyss. This complete
separation of personal professional interess from those of one’ s wider community or the sate is a mark of
what French sociologis Émile Durkheim called the “ anomie”, individuals who think and act regardless of
what is for the good of society. 

Practical implications of an anomic elite

What are the practical implications of the spread of anomic behavior among the elite? 

Firs, it indicates how the elite or , to be precise, those who make decisions receive advice. The anomic
ruler is not interesed in counsel that outlines how his actions could beneft his class or country in general,
if the suggesed actions do not beneft him or his narrow interes group (the base). In this context, advisors
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also become anomic. It is in their interes to present information or guidance which either beneft the
leader or confrm decisions already made by him. In their anomic sate, these advisors consider how to be
useful to their leader and be rewarded by him, even if the recommendations they make could harm society
or even the leader’s career, interess or legacy in the long run. The anomic advisors become modern
courtiers, fattering their liege and shifting their views to suit the maser ’s wishes. 

The incumbent in the Situation Room: Those who sudy the United States and deal with the country should consider the “anomie”
in the sysem (Credit: The White House)

This behavior has been around since time began. The “Dialogue of Pessimism”, an ancient Mesopotamian
text, composed in Akkadian, that presents a conversation between a maser and a slave is a good example.
The maser shares his intention to take certain actions, whether about lovemaking or waging war . He keeps
changing his mind and abruptly proposes markedly diferent plans. In both cases, the slave ofers advice
that jusifes the diametrically opposite decisions. This sort of “posmodernis” fexibility can be explained
simply enough: The slave as “expert” wants to be treated well by the maser . 

Today’s anomic advisors operate the same way. What they advise depends on the needs of the market, that
is, the public or the leaders. The elite package their proposed approaches and srategies, which often are
not well thought out, to ft the demand. For their part, the leaders, those who are to implement these
actions, focused as they are on their own personal, parochial or tribal interess, typically take a very limited
time horizon. They do not plan so far ahead. 

It would, of course, be an oversimplifcation to condemn the elite in the US as entirely anomic. But the
sysem has produced a considerable segment of the political, economic and intellectual frmament who are
anomic in their approach to the world. Those who sudy the United States and deal with the country should
recognize this.
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