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President Barack Obama inherited two major wars 
when he entered the White House on January 20, 
2009. Both resulted at least in part from the Septem-

ber 11, 2001, terrorist attacks on the U.S. and their after-
math. The war in Afghanistan, now more than 10 years old, 
began just three weeks after those attacks by the al-Qaeda 
transnational terrorist organization. It led within a couple 
of months to the overthrow of the Taliban government that 
had tolerated al-Qaeda’s presence on Afghan soil for years. 
But while the ouster of the previous government was a quick 
process, establishing a democracy and meaningful stability 
has proven far harder. Hamid Karzai was quickly chosen 
to lead the country, by popular acclaim within Afghanistan 
and throughout much of the international community, and 
was then formally elected president in 2004 and 2009. A 
constitution was also passed and parliamentary elections 
were held in 2005 and 2010. But in recent years the Taliban 
has mounted a comeback, at the same time that Karzai’s 

government has lost credibility among many Afghans and 
been challenged as well by less than cooperative policies 
across the border by the government of Pakistan. As a result, 
a North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO)-led coalition 
has responded with a major buildup of forces and has finally 
checked the growth of the insurgency, though it has not yet 
really reversed it.

The Iraq war was linked by the Bush Administration to 
9/11 as well, even though Saddam Hussein’s government had 
no meaningful operational ties to al-Qaeda. It did, however, 
have a track record of extreme brutality against its neigh-
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