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Year/Date Key Event Comment 

2001 

11 September Worst terrorist attack on 

American soil, plotted and 

orchestrated by Al Qaeda, which 

is led by Osama Bin Laden. 

Nineteen hijackers commit 

murder-suicide flying two 

commercial airliners into both 

World Trade Center towers in 

New York City, which collapse, 

and one plane into the Pentagon 

in Washington, D.C., which 

sustains serious damage. As a 

result, in 2,997 persons killed 

(2,606 at the World Trade Center, 

and 125 at the Pentagon) and over 

6,000 injured. A fourth hijacked 

plane crashes into a field in 

Pennsylvania 

U.S. involvement in Afghanistan 

commences in response. Fifteen 

of the 19 hijackers are from Saudi 

Arabia. Osama Bin Laden is in 

Afghanistan, under the protection 

of the Taliban, which refuses to 

hand him over to the U.S. 

7 October U.S. commences air campaign 

striking Al Qaeda and Taliban 

Additionally, U.S. Special 

Operations Forces and Central 
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targets in Kabul, Kandahar, 

Jalalabad, and other locations. 

The Taliban’s air defenses and 

small air force is destroyed. 

Intelligence Agency agents enter 

Afghanistan to help guide the 

bombing, plus organize Afghan 

forces to oppose Al Qaeda and 

the Taliban, namely, the Northern 

Alliance. The Taliban continue to 

refuse to hand over Bin Laden. 

13 November U.S.-backed Northern Alliance 

forces enter Kabul, and the 

Taliban withdraws to Southern 

Afghanistan. Other cities fall to 

the Alliance. 

Within one month, Taliban 

leaders flee from Southern 

Afghanistan to Pakistan. U.S. and 

its allies fail to catch them at the 

Tora Bora cave complex, hence 

they live to fight another day. 

December U.S. bombs the Tora Bora cave 

complex in Eastern Afghanistan. 

Osama Bin Laden, reportedly in 

the Tora Bora cave complex, slips 

over the Afghan-Pakistani border 

into Pakistan, where he 

disappears for nearly 10 years, 

during which he continues to 

direct and inspire Al Qaeda 

operations around the world. 

2003 

20 March-

1May 

The U.S., along with Australia, 

Poland, and U.K., invade Iraq 

with the intent to topple Iraqi 

leader President Saddam Hussein, 

who America alleges has 

weapons of mass destruction 

(WMDs) and ties to Al Qaeda. 

The U.S. fails to win United 

Nations Security Council 

approval for this second Iraq War 

(in contrast to the first one, in 

January 1991). 

2 May U.S. officials declare major 

combat operations in Afghanistan 

are finished, and under President 

George W. Bush, U.S. focuses on 

its invasion of Iraq (which 

occurred in March 2003). 

U.S. divert troops, equipment, 

and intelligence collection from 

Afghanistan to Iraq, thus allowing 

the Taliban to regroup, staring in 

Southern and Eastern 

Afghanistan. 

2004 

26 January Afghanistan’s Loya Jirga (Grand 

Assembly) agrees to a new 

Constitution, which envisages 

Presidential elections in October 

2004. 

Negotiations over the 

Constitution were protracted. 

7 December Hamad Karzai, the leader of the 

Popalzai Durrani tribe, is elected 

the first President of Afghanistan 

under the new Constitution. 

Mr. Karzai serves two five-year 

terms as President. 

2006   



May British troops deploy to Helmand 

Province, in Southern 

Afghanistan, which is a Taliban 

stronghold. 

The initial mission of the British 

troops is to assist with 

infrastructure projects, but 

quickly they are drawn into 

combat. Ultimately, over 450 of 

them are killed. 

2009 

17 February In his first significant military 

decision as Commander in Chief, 

President Barack Obama orders a 

surge of 17,000 troop deployment 

to Afghanistan to fight the 

Taliban’s intensifying insurgency. 

The 17,000 additional troops 

reinforce 38,000 American 

soldiers, plus 32,000 soldiers 

from 40 NATO allies. The surge 

is modelled after similar 

American efforts in Iraq, where 

the U.S. bolstered its forces to kill 

militants and protect civilians. 

2011 

1-2 May U.S. Special Operations Forces, 

specifically, Navy Seals, kill 

Osama Bin Laden in Abbottabad, 

Pakistan, in the Hazara region of 

Khyber Pakhtunkhwa (formerly 

the Northwest Frontier Province) 

in Eastern Pakistan, about 125 

kilometers (75 miles) north of 

Pakistan’s capital city, Islamabad. 

Bin Laden is buried at sea. 

No prior notice is given to 

Pakistani authorities, for fear the 

plan to raid on Bin Laden’s 

compound will be leaked. 

Because Bin Laden is killed on 

Pakistani soil, the U.S. accuses 

Pakistan of being an unreliable 

ally in the War on Terror. Owing 

to a surge of troops, the number 

of U.S. forces in Afghanistan 

peaks at about 140,000. The CIA 

intensifies drone strikes on 

Taliban and Al Qaeda targets. 

December U.S. reveals that its diplomats 

have been holding approximately 

six secret meetings, in Germany 

and Qatar, with the Afghan 

Taliban. 

The meetings had been occurring 

over the previous 10 months, 

implying the U.S. realizes there is 

no military solution to the Afghan 

conflict, and seeks to identify 

moderates within Islamist violent 

extremist organizations (VEOs) 

who may be amenable to a 

diplomatic solution to end the 

war. 

15 December U.S. formally declares an end to 

the Second Iraq War, and 

prepares to withdraw its troops. 

Though U.S. Special Operations 

Forces eventually capture 

Saddam Hussein (in “Operation 

Red Dawn” on 13 December 

2003, in Ad Dawr, near Tikrit, his 

hometown), and the U.S. executes 

him (on 30 December 2006, 



following his conviction by an 

Iraqi Court for crimes against 

humanity), the U.S. never 

uncovers evidence of Iraqi 

WMDs, nor of Iraqi ties to Al 

Qaeda. 

2013 

23 April Mullah Mohammad Omar, 

founder and leader of the Taliban, 

dies. 

The Taliban conceal his death for 

over two years. Afghan 

intelligence officials say he died 

of health problems in a Karachi, 

Pakistan hospital, but the 

Pakistani government denies he 

was in Pakistan. 

2014 

27 May President Barak H. Obama 

announces a plan to withdraw all 

U.S. troops, save for 9,800, by the 

end of 2014, and pull out the rest 

of them by the end of 2016. 

The plan reflects the war-

weariness of the American public, 

and is mindful of the 2014 mid-

term Congressional elections, and 

2016 Presidential election. 

28 December At a ceremony in Kabul, the U.S. 

and NATO announce the official 

conclusion of their combat 

mission in Afghanistan, and 

withdraws most of its troops. 

The U.S. transitions toward an 

Afghan-led war, and leaves 

10,000 troops in Afghanistan 

focused on training Afghan forces 

in counter-terrorism. 

2015 

January-

December 

Throughout the year, the Taliban 

launch car bombings, suicide 

attacks, and other assaults across 

Afghanistan, including in 

Kunduz, and on the Parliament 

building in Kabul. 

Along with the resurgence of the 

Taliban, Islamic State begins 

operations in Afghanistan. 

2017 

21 August President Donald J. Trump 

announces a strategy of open-

ended deployment of U.S. forces 

to pressure the Taliban to 

negotiate with the American-

backed government in Kabul. 

The strategy is redolent of 

President Richard Nixon’s 

Christmas 1972 bombing of 

Hanoi with the aim of bombing 

the North Vietnamese and Viet 

Cong to the peace table. 

2018 

4 September The U.S. appoints Zalmay 

Khalilzad, an Afghan-born U.S. 

diplomat, to negotiate with the 

Taliban. 

Direct negotiations between the 

U.S. and Taliban follow 

thereafter. 

2019 



25 January Afghan President Ashraf Ghani 

announces that over 45,000 

Afghan Security Forces have 

been killed since he became 

President in 2014. 

The 45,000 estimate is much 

higher than previously 

understood. 

2020 

29 February In Doha, the U.S. signs with the 

Taliban an agreement, called the 

“Agreement for Bringing Peace,” 

whereby America and its NATO 

allies agree to withdraw their 

troops within 14 months (by May 

2021), if the Taliban keep to the 

deal, that is, by May 2021. 

The agreement is nearly an 

unconditional withdrawal of U.S. 

and foreign forces, and also calls 

for peace talks between the 

Taliban and American-backed 

government in Kabul. 

12 September In Doha, the Taliban and 

American-backed government in 

Kabul begin peace talks. 

These talks had been delayed for 

several months. 

2 December The Taliban and American-

backed government in Kabul 

reach a preliminary agreement 

concerning peace talks. 

The agreement covers only the 

procedures for peace talks, 

though it is the first written deal 

between the two sides after 19 

years of conflict. 

2021 

14 April President Joseph R. Biden 

announces U.S. forces will stay in 

Afghanistan beyond the May 

deadline set forth in the U.S.-

Taliban Peace Agreement, but 

will withdraw unconditionally by 

11 September 2021. 

The Taliban do not agree to any 

delay beyond May in the U.S. 

troop withdrawal, and threaten 

combat against foreign forces 

remaining in Afghanistan. They 

also note they never agreed to 

cease combat against American-

backed Afghan government 

forces. 

May Taliban begins an offensive in 

earnest to retake Afghanistan. 

The offensive proves successful. 

Within weeks, the Taliban 

overrun more than half of 

Afghanistan’s roughly 400 

districts, often without a fight, 

and threaten most of 

Afghanistan’s 34 provincial 

capitals, and Kabul. 

26 June President Biden meets at the 

White House Ashraf Ghani, the 

President of the American-backed 

government in Kabul. 

President Biden pledges 

continued security assistance to 

the government in Kabul, but 

declares that Afghans must 

decide their future. 



2 July U.S. forces withdraw from 

Bagram Airbase, 60 kilometers 

north of Kabul, which had been 

the center of combat operations 

since the start of the war. 

Violence around Afghanistan 

reaches historic highs, and the 

Taliban gain control of more 

territory than at any time since 

the U.S. drove them from power 

in November 2001. 

8 July President Biden defends his 

decision to withdraw all U.S. 

forces from Afghanistan, saying: 

“Just one more year of fighting in 

Afghanistan is not a solution, but 

a recipe for fighting there 

indefinitely,” i.e., maintaining the 

status quo was not an option.2 

The heart of his defense were 

three points: (1) “I will not send 

another generation of Americans 

to war in Afghanistan with no 

reasonable expectation of 

achieving a different outcome,” 

and (2) It was “highly unlikely” 

the Afghan government would be 

able to control the entire country 

[presumably, given point (1), 

even with continued U.S. 

presence],3 but a Taliban takeover 

is not “inevitable” because its 

force of roughly 75,000 fighters 

was no match for the 300,000 

U.S.-trained Afghan security 

forces,4 and (3) “We did not go to 

Afghanistan to nation build.”5 

12 July America’s longest-serving 

commander in Afghanistan, four-

star General Austin Miller, 

relinquishes command and leaves 

Afghanistan. 

U.S. Marine General Kenneth 

McKenzie, head of Central 

Command, says Taliban seeks a 

“military solution” and opines: 

“If this government is 

overthrown, if the Taliban 

prevail, I think we’re going to 

expect a return to medieval 

standards here in Afghanistan, 

particularly in the domain of 

women’s rights, human rights, 

education and so many other 

things.”6 

14 July Taliban capture (with no 

resistance) the Wesh-Chaman 

border crossing in the Spin 

Boldak district (in Kandahar 

Wesh-Shaman is land-locked 

Afghanistan’s “second busiest 

entry point and a main 

commercial artery between its 

 
2  Quoted in Biden Defends Decision. 
3  Quoted in Taliban Capture Key. 
4  Quoted in Biden Defends Decision. 
5  Quoted in Biden Defends Decision. 
6  Quoted in In Symbolic End. 



Province, south of Kandahar 

City), a major transit point 

between Afghanistan and 

Pakistan, in Kandahar. 

sprawling southwest region and 

Pakistani sea ports” (i.e., it links 

that region to Pakistan’s ports, 

and thus is vital for trade), with 

roughly 900 trucks crossing 

daily.7 

 

This Taliban victory follows ones 

in previous weeks in which the 

Taliban captured border crossings 

with Iran, Tajikistan, and 

Turkmenistan. 

21-22 July U.S. military aircraft based in the 

Persian Gulf and/or the aircraft 

carrier U.S.S. Ronald Reagan 

strike Taliban targets across 

Afghanistan, including in 

Kandahar. 

The air strikes are a response to 

the stunning gains the Taliban 

made since launching its 

offensive in May, “reflect both 

the level of American worry and 

the Afghan military’s continued 

need for U.S. air support,” and 

are condemned by the Taliban as 

“disobedience” with respect to 

the Peace Agreement, and may be 

met with “consequences.”8 

24 July Afghan government imposes one-

month long nationwide curfew 

from 22:00 to 04:00 daily, so as 

(per the Ministry of the Interior) 

“to curb violence and limit the 

Taliban movements.”9 

Under the curfew, all movement 

is banned, other than in Kabul 

and two provinces, Panjshir and 

Nangarhar. 

26 July America signs an agreement with 

Iraq to end formally the U.S. 

combat mission in Iraq by year-

end 2021. 

The accord, signed by U.S. 

President Joseph R. Biden and 

Iraqi Prime Minister Mustafa Al-

Kadhimi in the Oval Office, 

heralds the end of America’s 

second longest war – over 18 

years since the March 2003 

invasion. President Biden states: 

“Our role in Iraq will be … be 

available, to continue to train, to 

assist, to help and to deal with 

ISIS as it arises, but we’re not 

going to be, by the end of the 

 
7  Afghan Taliban Seize Border Crossing. 
8  U.S. Strikes Taliban Targets. 
9  Quoted in Afghanistan Curfew Imposed. 



year, in a combat mission.”10 At 

the time the deal is signed, 2,500 

U.S. forces remain in Iraq to 

counter ISIS, but per the deal and 

the President’s remarks, 

America’s role “will shift entirely 

to training and advising the Iraqi 

military to defend itself.”11 

31 August Formal end-date for all U.S. 

combat operations in 

Afghanistan. 

Though U.S. does not say 

whether airstrikes might continue 

beyond 31 August, it appears 

Afghan Security Forces are 

largely “on their own” after this 

date. 

11 September Final scheduled date for 

withdrawal of U.S. forces from 

Afghanistan. 

That date is the 20th anniversary 

of the 9/11 terrorist attacks, and 

marks the end of America’s 

longest war. 

 

 

 
10  Quoted in Biden, Kadhimi Seal Agreement. 
11  Biden, Kadhimi Seal Agreement. 


