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Abstract
This article raises the question of how NATO became bogged down in Afghani-
stan. I scrutinise how the alliance became involved in Afghanistan and how it for-
mulated its strategy. In doing this, I follow the general premises of practice theory. 
However, instead of the common focus on diplomats and their everyday doings, this 
article suggests an approach that pays more attention to the structure of the field of 
positions. I demonstrate that the actions of permanently seconded representatives of 
member states and of NATO’s administrative cadre were crucial in drawing the alli-
ance into Afghanistan. I argue that their actions significantly contributed to the crea-
tion of a fatal common sense: namely that the alliance had to become and remain 
engaged even in the absence of clear political goals. This provided the basis for a 
means-focused and endless mission.

Keywords NATO · Afghanistan · Alliance policy · Pierre bourdieu · Practice theory

Introduction

After more than one and a half decades, NATO appears bogged down in Afghani-
stan. It is still the largest current NATO operation by far. Even at first glance, the 
alliance’s course appears erratic: engaged in Afghanistan since 2003 when NATO 
took command of the International Security Assistance Force (ISAF), the alliance 
initially intensified its engagement. NATO then reduced troop numbers in the early 
2010s and transitioned to the downsized Resolute Support (RS) mission, only to 

I would like to thank the editor and the reviewers for enabling this publication. Special thanks goes 
to Anne Menzel for her invaluable comments on various versions of the manuscript.

 * Philipp Münch 
 Philipp1muench@bundeswehr.org

1 Potsdam, Germany

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1057/s42738-021-00067-0&domain=pdf


139Journal of Transatlantic Studies (2021) 19:138–166 

increase it again in 2017 and begin reducing it by 2020. The Afghanistan engage-
ment has turned into a “fruitless but never-ending effort”, as Walt aptly character-
ised it in a recent article.1 Most independent scholars agree on the core problems 
of NATO’s Afghanistan engagement: the majority of studies point out that member 
states did not (or not early enough) agree on a clearly defined common goal that 
would have allowed the organisation to set priorities. They only defined a vague, 
overambitious mandate that unrealistically sought to help transform Afghanistan in 
a relatively short timeframe into both a peaceful country, free of “terrorists”, and 
a modern liberal state.2 Apart from this debate on strategic mistakes, scholars also 
point out that “on the operational level” member states did not apply the appropriate 
approaches and never fully cooperated or were willing to dedicate enough resources 
to the enormous tasks.3

The focus of the literature on strategic mistakes and operational shortcomings 
provides a convincing explanation for why NATO has struggled to execute and suc-
cessfully end its engagement in Afghanistan. Yet, while the problems of strategy-
making and gathering domestic political support and other questions of the execu-
tion of the mission have been well addressed, we still lack an understanding of why 
the mission started at all. The main question should be: Why did NATO become 
at all involved to such an extent in Afghanistan without a clear and widely shared 
purpose? I divide this broad question into two sub-questions: Why did the alliance 
ever engage in a mission with an unclear purpose (the main reason behind all stra-
tegic problems)? Why did it expand its engagement despite the lack of clear goals 
and most member states’ unwillingness to risk the lives of an adequate number of 
soldiers?

To answer these questions, it will be necessary to move beyond approaches that 
focus on states and international organisations as unified actors. Such approaches 
struggle to provide fully convincing explanations for the alliance’s course of action 
in Afghanistan. Instead, it will be helpful to pay attention to groups of real-world 
actors who constitute what we usually perceive and interpret as states and interna-
tional organisations. With this perspective and in response to the research question, 
my main argument is that the alliance’s paradoxical moves were caused by the com-
mon sense held by NATO’s “administrative cadre” (i.e. the “secretariat”) and mem-
ber states’ “seconded representatives” (i.e. diplomats, military officers etc.), accord-
ing to which the alliance had to be intensively involved in Afghanistan. Their actions 
alone did not weigh heavily enough to cause fundamental decisions on the direction 
of the alliance. But combined with occasional support from the national leadership 
(“major national representatives”) of important member states, they provided the 
necessary weight in favour of the alliance’s paradoxical decisions. I argue more gen-
erally that, in order to understand NATO, the practice of these three groups of actors 
(namely the administrative cadre as well as seconded and major national representa-
tives) has to be drawn into the focus. This perspective will advance our theoretical 

2 Berdal and Suhrke (2018), Farrell (2017), Bird (2013), Carati (2015).
3 Auerswald and Saideman (2014), Johnson (2011), Rynning (2012).

1 Walt (2018).
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understanding of NATO, which has, so far, mostly either rendered the alliance a 
reified entity or only differentiated between member states’ preferences and those 
of the alliance secretariat. In addition, I will contribute to recent practice-oriented 
approaches that have already focused on seconded representatives.4

In the following sections, I position my approach and arguments within current 
theoretical and conceptual debates, especially with regard to the booming field of 
Pierre Bourdieu-inspired practice theory and research in International Relations 
(IR) scholarship. In contrast to the current mainstream within IR practice theory 
and research, and in line with Bourdieu’s original concept, I argue for a more struc-
tural perspective that relates the ideas and actions of actors more strongly to their 
position. To this end, I depart from the common micro-focus on practices (plural)—
meaning specific things actors do on an everyday basis. Similar to bureaucratic poli-
tics and organisational theory approaches that argue that “actors stand where they 
sit”, I choose instead a broader perspective and relate the positions of actors to the 
structure of the field of positions. Through this, I seek to understand their practice 
(singular)—meaning a structured mode of action that results from a specific and 
largely habitualised common sense.

In my empirical analysis, I answer the main research question (why did NATO 
become involved to such an extent in Afghanistan without a clear and widely shared 
purpose?) by showing that the alliance’s administrative cadre and seconded repre-
sentatives were unconsciously guided by a common sense to preserve and increase 
NATO’s importance by participating in the Afghanistan intervention and expanding 
the engagement. They also cooperated with elements of the member states’ govern-
ments who were in favour of expanding the mission. As will be elaborated in more 
detail below, this study is based on multiple sources, including mostly declassified 
documents and numerous interviews. Finally, I draw conclusions about the role of 
member state representatives and the administrative cadre in NATO.

A Bourdieusian structuralist perspective

What distinguishes practice theory from most mainstream approaches is that it takes 
real-world actors instead of theoretical entities like “states” as level of analysis. 
Practice theorists are interested in what these actors actually do instead of analys-
ing norms or policy outcomes. Broadly speaking, they assume that practice evolves 
from social context rather than from a rational cost–benefit calculation. Yet, beyond 
these commonalities, there is still a lively debate about the exact place and content 
of practice theory.5 One of the major fault lines between practice theorists seems to 
run between those who see practice as a result of structure and those who analyse 
practice in its own right. There is no universal understanding of “structure” in prac-
tice theory and it is impossible to elaborate on all available interpretations. I will 
therefore elaborate on the concept provided by Pierre Bourdieu who is probably the 

4 See e.g. on NATO: Mérand (2010), Adler-Nissen and Pouliot (2014), Pouliot (2010). For a more com-
prehensive overview see: Kustermans (2016).
5 See e.g.: Bueger and Gadinger (2015).
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most frequent theoretical reference for practice theory. Next, I only briefly address 
alternatives.

For Bourdieu, the meaning of structure is most closely associated with his con-
cept of field, a web of “objective relations between [social] positions”.6 According 
to Bourdieu, positions are more important than the actors who occupy them since, 
in his concept, it is the specific structural position that grants a relative amount of 
power to its occupants. The constellations of actors on differently endowed posi-
tions on a field also create specific stakes all players common sensically internal-
ise through socialisation. From this evolves a field-specific practice in which actors 
compete for power in struggles they do not necessarily understand as such and in 
which they do not fully strategically plan their actions (position-takings).7

Bourdieu’s concept to explain the internalisation of structural conditions and its 
consequences is the habitus, the sum of a person’s dispositions. The habitus tends to 
be adjusted to specific fields, as all dispositions—including field-specific stakes—
are acquired through socialisation on the fields. In consequence, the habitus pro-
vides actors with schemes of perception that filter reality in such ways that actors 
favour decisions that appear to benefit them in struggles on the field. The habitus 
therefore works as a “structuring structure”: it leads actors to internalise and—for 
the most part unconsciously—reproduce the structure of the field.8

For instance, Bourdieu demonstrated that scholars’ political preferences (con-
servative or revolutionary) tend to reflect their position in the academic apparatus 
(powerful or weak) and that taste for specific styles mirrors actors’ positional loca-
tion on the field.9 While actors also strategically calculate their actions, the habitus 
makes them do these calculations only within the narrow boundaries of a common 
sense defined by the structure of the field of positions. Decisive in Bourdieu’s con-
cept is that actors’ subjective preferences can only be understood with reference to 
the objective conditions under which they have been socialised and that they rest on 
a largely unconscious common sense.10

There is some debate among Bourdieu experts about the theoretical nature of his 
approach. It appears that most scholars consider him a structuralist—at least at some 
point in his career.11 This is because the position of actors on the field, particularly 
with regard to its material socio-economic foundation, is so important in Bourdieu’s 
theory. This holds especially true for his assumption that actors are (mostly) unable 
to grasp reality since the filters for their perceptions are determined by structure. 
Also his conviction that only an outside observer (or a reflexive researcher) is able 
to properly analyse practice—if he or she properly applies methodology to overcome 
structural bias—is seen as structuralist.12

8 Bourdieu (1984).
9 Bourdieu (1988 [1984]), Bourdieu (1994).
10 Jackson (2008).
11 See e.g.: Ibid., 165; Frère (2004), 86.
12 Frère (2004), 94.

6 Bourdieu and Wacquant (1992).
7 Ibid., 99.
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Especially practice scholars who do not refer to Bourdieu have criticised his struc-
turalist approach as being too static.13 Even scholars whose interpretation of practice 
theory is mostly informed by Bourdieu often do not (fully) embrace his structuralist 
assumptions and conceptualise practice as being (more) independent from structure, 
“not merely outcomes to be explained but also explanans”.14 In the same vein, one 
of the forerunners of IR practice theory, Emanuel Adler, while sharing many aspects 
of Bourdieusian theory, recently distanced himself from Bourdieu’s focus on socio-
structural and material factors and the idea that actors cannot properly reflect their 
actions.15

Yet, these Bourdieu-inspired scholars still use most of Bourdieu’s theoretical 
repertoire, which renders their interpretation of practice theory somewhat incon-
sistent.16 But even non-Bourdieusian practice theorists still assume that practice is, 
to some degree, structured or organised and point to recurrent features.17 However, 
in contrast to Bourdieu, alternative non-structuralist approaches lack a clear idea of 
what precisely it is that structures practice. Since they refuse to give much weight 
to the structure of the field, non-structuralist practice theorists have been assuming 
a micro-perspective focusing on actors’ practices as everyday activities in interna-
tional relations. A prominent question is usually how specific actors “navigate a 
social milieu successfully”.18 By contrast, I understand practice as what actors actu-
ally do with a sense of agency, yet wherein they are decisively limited and intuitively 
led by structure as incorporated in their habitus. Structural conditions are decisive 
for determining the logic of practice of a field that results from the field’s particular 
distribution of positions and the character of dispositions habitualised by the actors 
on it.

Practice studies of the non-structuralist strand of literature have greatly enhanced 
our understanding of precisely how international relations are conducted, includ-
ing NATO’s ISAF mission.19 Yet, their focus on how actors pursue strategies in the 
“engine room of world politics”20 is at the expense of why they do so. Also, their 
understanding of practice as both explanans and explanandum at the same time 

13 Ibid., 165; Bueger and Gadinger (2015), 455.
14 See probably most prominently: Pouliot (2016), 30 (quote); Emirbayer and Johnson (2008).
15 Adler (2019), 111, 121–5.
16 For instance Pouliot  (2016), 247 rejects Bourdieu’s structuralism, but, also distancing himself from 
mainstream constructivists who treat discourse independently from structure, adds that ‘[m]eaning-mak-
ing and social position […] are [also] clearly connected to one another’. See also Adler (2019), pas-
sim. Adler also makes it hard to prove his point since he did not “incorporate detailed case studies”—as 
Bourdieu did—, but hopes “that the book will open a space for original empirical work that revises or 
contests cognitive evolution theory”. Ibid., 9.
17 Ibid., 453.
18 See the systematisation of: Kustermans (2016), 177, quote: 185.
19 See the excellent study by Schmitt (2017), which is also one of the few existing detailed IR participant 
observations.
20 Pouliot (2016), 2.



143Journal of Transatlantic Studies (2021) 19:138–166 

has made the approach vulnerable to critique that it is impossible to provide cause 
and effect explanations that still underlie all scholarly work.21 The strong focus on 
micro-level interactions between permanent representatives or diplomats of different 
nations has also prevented a broader outlook on the field on which these actors inter-
act and a relational perspective vis-à-vis other actors.

Practice scholars who stick more closely to Bourdieu’s original theoretical idea 
have demonstrated the explanatory power of a structuralist approach with regard to 
national foreign policy and European Union policy.22 I will use my empirical study 
to demonstrate that a structural approach also furthers our understanding of NATO 
policy. Its usefulness in this regard as well underlines the broader benefits of taking 
practice theory into a more structuralist direction.

The structuralist approach shares core strengths of bureaucratic politics (BP) and 
organisational theory IR approaches and further advances them. BP is to be credited 
for opening up the black box of the state by demonstrating that foreign policy is 
not the result of rational decision-making by one unified actor (“the” state). Rather, 
the varying interests of state representatives lead to often paradoxical compromises. 
BP also demonstrated that “actors stand where they sit”, that is, the interests of 
state representatives result from their position in the state apparatus.23 Yet, unlike 
Bourdieusian practice theory, BP does not provide the epistemological depth to 
explain why this is the case. Also unlike Bourdieu, the majority of BP approaches—
mostly implicitly—assumed that actors act consciously and rationally.24 Further-
more, BP has only been applied to national foreign policy actors and not to those 
of international organisations or those working at the interface between them. The 
most convincing critique, however, refers to BP’s failure to explain the emergence of 
political ideas that actors want to see implemented.25

Organisational theory scholars convincingly demonstrated that international 
organisations like NATO are not mere instruments of states, but increasingly develop 
policies independent of their member states.26 They have focused on the relation-
ship between states as patrons and organisations as principals who usually strive for 
more autonomy.27 By doing so, they have also assumed that organisations act ration-
ally. As most non-BP scholars did with regard to states, organisational theorists have 
reified organisations as black boxes. Organisational theory therefore does not allow 

22 Jackson (2008), 176–81; Pouponneau and Mérand (2017). Mérand (2010), 351. In his path break-
ing study, Neumann appears to—probably unconsciously—share this idea as well without reference to 
Bourdieu in his ethnographic analysis of a speech writing process in a ministry of foreign affairs. He con-
cluded that actors in the ministry only agreed to the speech’s content as they found their sub-unit—i.e. 
their position on the field in Bourdieusian terms—represented in it. Neumann (2007).
23 Allison and Zelikow (1999), Halperin et al. (2006).
24 Halperin  et al. (2006), 9–15, who stress how actors are socialised into their bureaucratic unit and 
share its image, seem to be closest to a Bourdieusian approach.
25 Freedman (1976), Krasner (1971).
26 See on NATO: Dijkstra (2016), Schmimmelpfennig (2016), Mayer (2014), 17–20 and other contribu-
tions in his volume.
27 See for the most recent example Dijkstra (2016) and most prominently on ISAF Auerswald and Saide-
man (2014).

21 Bueger and Gadinger (2015), 456; Kustermans (2016), 183.



144 Journal of Transatlantic Studies (2021) 19:138–166

for a differentiation between groups of actors who constitute organisations—like the 
administrative cadre and those who are only temporarily seconded to them.

A Bourdieusian structuralist approach fills significant blind spots of BP and 
Organisational Theory. First and foremost, its concept of “common sense” helps to 
understand how political ideas evolve among practitioners and how they are shaped. 
This concept also helps to incorporate insights from earlier studies that show how 
actors often do not decide rationally—without getting lost in a post-structuralist 
“anything goes” theme. Finally, due to its focus on relations, the “field” enables and 
demands a close analysis of the relationships between pertinent actors who actually 
constitute those processes that appear as interactions between member states and 
NATO.

Mapping the structure of the NATO field

Practice scholars have already demonstrated the analytical value of conceptualiz-
ing NATO as a field. Yet existing studies have mostly conceptualised NATO as one 
field in relation to other fields (e.g. EU, NGOs etc.) without scrutinizing its struc-
ture.28 Some recent works on NATO have been somewhat more differentiated but 
still remain limited to scrutinizing fields that appear to be only populated by diplo-
mats (who I include in my definition of seconded representatives);29 or they do not 
differentiate between the positions and dispositions of diplomats and those of the 
alliance’s administrative cadre.30 The relations between heads of state and govern-
ment and sometimes ministers for foreign and security affairs were mostly left to 
traditional IR scholarship. However, a structuralist approach demands that one has 
to scrutinise the whole NATO field with all its inhabitants in order to understand its 
practice.

This means that the relations between the relevant positions have to be deter-
mined. These relations are crucial for understanding why the “occupants” of specific 
positions develop a certain view on issues, desire certain sorts of capital and take 
stances (position-takings).31 In my conception, the NATO field is the field on which 
the alliance’s direction is determined, that is, where the most momentous decisions 
like major organisational reform or war and peace are made. One should keep in 
mind that Bourdieu conceptualised the social space as three-dimensional and fields 
as overlapping, depending on the relations of its inhabitants. The NATO field is 
therefore also a node on which fields formed between NATO representatives and 
actors as different as journalists, IR scholars or members of the pro-NATO Atlantic 
Treaty Association overlap. Yet, I limit my study to the positions most pertinent to 
influencing NATO affairs.

28 Huysmans (2002).
29 Pouliot (2016); Adler-Nissen and Pouliot (2014), 889–911. Mérand (2010), includes national policy-
makers but without going into too much detail.
30 Græger (2016); Schmitt (2017), 502–18.
31 Bourdieu and Wacquant (1992), 104–5.
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Evidently, the most powerful positions on the NATO field fall to actors that I 
term major national representatives: heads of state and government, ministers of 
foreign affairs and defense and their deputies. On the few occasions during which 
they are personally dedicated to NATO affairs, they form a field (identical with the 
North Atlantic Council, NAC) on which they struggle for unanimous decisions on 
the most important issues with the major national representatives of the other mem-
ber states.32 Given their important domestic role, major national representatives only 
occasionally convene on the NATO field at summits or ministerial meetings. Since 
they are rarely exposed to the NATO field, their habitus is more strongly formed by 
their domestic foreign policy fields.

For those national actors who reside more permanently than major national rep-
resentatives on the NATO field, I chose the term seconded representatives.33 This 
analytical term should not be confused with the legal practitioner term for govern-
ment representatives who are seconded for a certain time period to an international 
organisation. Here, the term seconded representatives encompasses all actors who 
only temporarily serve at NATO, for instance those who are legally “seconded” as 
officers in the command structure. Because I have observed a similar practice among 
them (as will be discussed in more detail below), I extend the term to the national 
civilian and military representatives who belong to the permanent representation of 
their home country at NATO, led by an ambassador.34

Seconded representatives deal with NATO issues on two different sorts of fields. 
They form one field with their superiors in their domestic foreign and defence min-
istries headed by major national representatives. Seconded representatives also form 
fields with the seconded representatives of other member states they interact with. 
The superiors expect not only permanent representatives and their deputies but also 
officers in the NATO command structure to enhance the “national interest” on the 
NATO fields. Superiors sit on more powerful positions since they rate and may relo-
cate seconded representatives. Yet, as practice and some principal-agent studies have 
demonstrated, seconded representatives sometimes also follow policies that are not 
perfectly congruent with orders from their domestic superiors. Due to their direct 
and daily involvement in NATO affairs, they can draw on superior information and 
shape reports for their domestic superiors.35 The habitus of seconded representatives 
is formed on these actors’ domestic and the alliance’s fields, as is most obvious with 
military officers who often have trained or served in a NATO context.36 Bourdieu’s 

32 NATO Office of Information and Press (2001).
33 I prefer this term over “permanent representative” that is also used in the practice studies literature. 
The reason is that the latter term might easily by confused with the formal diplomatic rank of the head of 
a national delegation, while “seconded representative” is more general and allows to integrate less senior 
and also military personnel.
34 NATO Office of Information and Press (2001), 219, 257–9.
35 Pouliot (2016), 130–1, 135–8; Dijkstra (2016), 8.
36 Charles Moskos, ‘Multinational Military Cooperation: Enhancing American Military Effective-
ness, Final Report. Prepared for Headquarters, US Air Force and the Science Applications International 
Corporation’ (Department of Sociology, Northwestern University: Evanston, IL August 2002), 4–5, 
11-L-0559/0SD/11479.
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concept of hysteresis helps us understand why former seconded representatives even 
speak out for NATO long after their service.37

The third group of actors sits on positions that formally belong to what I term 
the NATO administrative cadre. Officially, they only organise the national decision-
making process of member states representatives and execute their decisions. How-
ever, numerous studies have demonstrated how “the secretariat” of NATO follows 
its own policies and tries to achieve maximum autonomy from member states.38 
Since they tend to work more permanently (up to a working-life time) on the NATO 
field, they can often draw on even more information and direct involvement than 
seconded representatives.39 Members of the administrative cadre also have consider-
able leg room for interpreting policies in ways that further their goals; such room is 
left to them by the often vague decisions that emerge from compromises between 
member states. They form fields with representatives of all member states. Yet, pre-
vious research demonstrated that the administrative cadre’s practice is most strongly 
shaped by the secretary general’s relations with major national and seconded rep-
resentatives of powerful member states. The secretary general is therefore forced 
to maintain good relations with them, in particular with NATO’s most important 
military commander, the US-appointed Supreme Allied Commander Europe 
(SACEUR).40

After having assessed the structure of what I conceptualise as the NATO field, it 
becomes necessary to establish the shared stakes for the three most pertinent groups 
of alliance actors. It appears that these stakes boil down to one widely shared com-
monsensical conviction: namely the idea that the alliance is necessary to ensuring 
security and that it has to be maintained. Therefore, major national representatives 
of all member states prefer to be seen by others as contributing to this end. They 
want their respective country to look like a “good ally” and make efforts to avoid 
appearing like a free rider or spoiler working against NATO cohesion.41 They do 
this by trying to avoid minority positions in voting and (even if only symbolically) 
participating in common efforts. Evidence from NATO’s ISAF politics has provided 
further proof of this logic of practice among major national representatives.42

Yet, as the vast literature on differing perceptions of the purpose of the alliance 
among member states demonstrates,43 while major national representatives broadly 
agree on the general relevance of the alliance, they often disagree on the exact 
purpose and relevance of NATO for a specific policy issue. It appears that such 

41 Pouliot (2016), 94–5, 102.
42 Schmitt (2017), 509; Norwegian Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Ministry of Defence (2016), 11–2.
43 See for good recent summaries of this literature: Hallams et al. (2013).

37 For instance, NATO’s former Supreme Allied Commander Europe General James Jones promoted as 
National Security Advisor most vocally a stronger NATO role in the Obama administration’s Afghani-
stan strategy debate. Woodward (2010), 238, 253. See also the recent pro-NATO opinion piece by former 
US permanent representatives to NATO Burns and Lute (2019).
38 Dijkstra (2016), 37. See on the results without stating that they were intended by the NATO adminis-
trative cadre: Mayer (2011).
39 Dijkstra (2016), 8.
40 Hendrickson (2006), 138–9; Pouliot (2016), 107–11.
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disagreements are due to the different logics of domestic fields where “the national 
interest” is formulated. Apparently, they strive to reconcile both logics and are vul-
nerable to influence by actors who try to achieve decisions more in favour of the 
NATO or domestic field. I will not elaborate on the national logic of practice that is 
not determined by NATO positions, but only refer to it in the empirical part as far as 
it effected key decisions made on the alliance’s field. In contrast to seconded repre-
sentatives and the administrative cadre, major national representatives do not hold 
any kind of capital whose value is determined by NATO’s role, they therefore seem 
to have a more instrumental view on the alliance.

As they have been socialised on and are rated by actors on their domestic fields 
(with consequences for their respective careers), seconded representatives share the 
basic elements of their major national representatives’ stakes in that they try to pro-
mote the “national interest”. Yet, judged by the evidence of detailed historical stud-
ies and other non-political science accounts it appears that their judgements often 
show pro-NATO tendencies.44 For instance, historians found that NATO diplomats 
formed informal networks with other NATO diplomats and its secretariat during the 
Cold War and thereby worked as a bridge between national governments and the 
alliance. These diplomats often promoted a different, more NATO-friendly policy 
than their government.45 It therefore appears that seconded representatives advise 
their superiors and filter information in ways that underline NATO’s importance. 
Rarely do they give advice that would, in effect, make the alliance appear less 
relevant.

Bourdieu’s concept of cultural capital helps to understand this practice. It 
describes actors’ potential benefits from acquired knowledge like training and exper-
tise. As pointed out by Mustafa Emirbayer and Victoria Johnson in their application 
of Bourdieu’s concepts to organisational theory, cultural capital “is a key source of 
power in organisations”, since it is hard to acquire.46 In his analysis of the French 
public administration, Bourdieu demonstrated that (subaltern) actors fight to pre-
serve the value of their cultural capital because much of their power rests on it.47

It appears that this is why the habitus of national NATO experts like permanent 
representatives or desk officers responsible for NATO affairs in national ministries 
makes them intuitively prefer options that strengthen the alliance’s international rel-
evance. It is precisely here that Bourdieu’s assumption of an overlap between objec-
tive position and subjective meaning comes into play. Accordingly, one should not 
assume that actors necessarily strategically plan to increase or maintain the value of 
their cultural capital. Rather, the habitus’ mechanism of sorting and judging infor-
mation makes them unconsciously adopt a common sense that NATO should be 
an important player. It is this common sense that defines their stakes on the NATO 
field. In contrast to the administrative cadre, the perspective of seconded representa-
tives marries the importance of NATO with their member state’s aspirations. For 

44 Gordon and Shapiro (2004).
45 Weisbrode (2009), Kieninger (2016).
46 Emirbayer and Johnson (2008), 25.
47 Bourdieu (2005 [1988]).
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instance, US seconded representatives tend to see NATO as enhancing the power of 
the USA instead of constraining it as American critics of the alliance argue.48

Members of NATO’s administrative cadre internalise very similar stakes. Even 
more than in the case of seconded representatives, the value of their cultural capital 
rests on the relevance of NATO—their direct employer. The very same Bourdieu-
sian social processes make them embrace ideas and policy-options that give the alli-
ance a more important role. This has been most thoroughly demonstrated by studies 
on the heads of the administrative cadre, the secretary generals. Especially after the 
Cold War, they have lobbied for involving the alliance in the solution of interna-
tional crises and for better resourcing of its activities. Bourdieu argued that, if actors 
are in homologous situations, they often share similar interests and follow common 
strategies even if they are mostly based on different fields. For instance, workers and 
leftist intellectuals mostly act on very different fields, but while leftist intellectuals 
mostly belong to the privileged classes, they are on a homologously low position on 
the field of the privileged as workers are in society as a whole.49 The same appears 
to apply to members of NATO’s administrative cadre and seconded representatives 
who—from very different positions—share the interest to protect and elevate the rel-
evance of NATO.

Research approach and methods for the empirical study

To answer the question of why NATO became engaged in Afghanistan without a 
clear political purpose, I will look at what I consider key decisions that led to this 
result. These were: the invocation of Article 5 of the North Atlantic Charter (col-
lective defense) after the attacks of 11 September 2001; the assumption of the com-
mand of ISAF by the alliance in August 2003; and the formulation of a strategy 
for and geographical expansion of the mission from 2003 until 2006. In accordance 
with Bourdieusian methodology, as a first step I will seek an understanding of the 
common sense that guided the administrative cadre and seconded and major national 
representatives by reconstructing their position-takings in terms of decisions, rec-
ommendations and internal deliberations.50

Next, I spell out the unquestioned common sense implicitly inherent in these 
position-takings. To be precise, this is my empirically grounded interpretation of 
NATO actors’ common sense, which is made possible by an observant and rela-
tively disinterested outside position. My position is “relatively disinterested” in the 
sense that I do not share the stakes shared by the actors whose practice I analyse; 
however, I am interested in writing about NATO and in making my interpretation 

48 See e.g.: SIGAR, Interview of Ambassador Nicholas Burns, January 14, 2016, 16–7, https:// www. 
washi ngton post. com/ graph ics/ 2019/ inves tigat ions/ afgha nistan- papers/ docum ents- datab ase/ docum ents/ 
burns_ nicho las_ ll_ 01142 016. pdf?v= 26; “Memorandum for Secretary of Defense from Gen. Montgom-
ery C. Meigs: Answers to SecDef ‘23 Questions,’” June 18, 2001, 11–2, https:// www. esd. whs. mil/ Porta 
ls/ 54/ Docum ents/ FOID/ Readi ng% 20Room/ Speci al_ Colle ctions/ Docum entsR eleas edToS ecret aryRu msfel 
dUnde rMDR. pdf.
49 Bourdieu (1985).
50 Pouliot (2013).

https://www.washingtonpost.com/graphics/2019/investigations/afghanistan-papers/documents-database/documents/burns_nicholas_ll_01142016.pdf?v=26
https://www.washingtonpost.com/graphics/2019/investigations/afghanistan-papers/documents-database/documents/burns_nicholas_ll_01142016.pdf?v=26
https://www.washingtonpost.com/graphics/2019/investigations/afghanistan-papers/documents-database/documents/burns_nicholas_ll_01142016.pdf?v=26
https://www.esd.whs.mil/Portals/54/Documents/FOID/Reading%20Room/Special_Collections/DocumentsReleasedToSecretaryRumsfeldUnderMDR.pdf
https://www.esd.whs.mil/Portals/54/Documents/FOID/Reading%20Room/Special_Collections/DocumentsReleasedToSecretaryRumsfeldUnderMDR.pdf
https://www.esd.whs.mil/Portals/54/Documents/FOID/Reading%20Room/Special_Collections/DocumentsReleasedToSecretaryRumsfeldUnderMDR.pdf
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known. Then, I contrast NATO actors’ common sense with a “rational” problem-
solving solution to NATO’s impasse in Afghanistan in order to point out how actors’ 
position-takings were actually products of their habitus and its relation to the condi-
tions they acted on. In other words, I use this “rational” problem-solving solution 
as a necessary analytical construct to render visible the structural conditions that 
unconsciously underlay actors’ practice. I realise, of course, that even this analyti-
cal construct is positioned and can be contested. But its use should be acceptable as 
long as its positionality is acknowledged and made transparent.51

Such a complex methodology has to be based on multiple sources. Primarily, I 
rely on declassified documents from several online archives like the National Secu-
rity Archive, The Rumsfeld Papers, and the Freedom of Information Act online 
reading rooms of the US Departments of State and Defense and some that I received 
from the German Federal Chancellery and Federal Foreign Office pursuant to the 
German Freedom of Information Law.52 I also analysed the memoires of decision-
makers who held positions in NATO and relevant member states during this time 
period. However, while actors often consciously or unconsciously rearrange or con-
fuse historical events in retrospect, formerly classified documents in particular have 
the advantage of enabling researchers to uncover the actors’ position-takings at the 
time under scrutiny. They and other written sources can also be read by other schol-
ars who can thereby test the validity of my arguments. Furthermore, in the years 
2011 until 2020, I conducted semi-structured face-to-face or telephone interviews 
with individuals who worked as civilian staff and military officers in a NATO role 
at the time of the interview or shortly before. I also scanned through the almost 600 
interviews the US Office of the Special Inspector General for Afghanistan Recon-
struction (SIGAR) conducted with decision-makers in the Afghanistan engagement 
up to the ambassadorial and four-star general level.53

Whether in the form of official documents or interviews, I do not simply take 
actors’ statements as evidence for their actual practice. I only accept their accounts 
of practice as actual practice if I have found other sources that confirm these 
accounts. Due to space limitations, I am not able to elaborate on each single case 
and on my decision to accept an actor’s account—or not. Instead, I focus on relating 
actors’ statements to their position within the alliance and to the positions of other 
NATO representatives. This allows me to draw attention to relationships between 
actors and to the “common sense” aims that inform and guide their practice.

51 See on this problematique: Ibid., 50–1.
52 The largest trove of documents stems from the 61,122 pages of the Department of Defense’s “Snow-
flakes Litigation Release” (https:// www. esd. whs. mil/ FOID/ Snowfl akes/). I quoted these sources with 
“11-L-0559/0SD/” followed by the respective page number(s) at the end of the document.
53 Following a successful lawsuit, the documents were declassified for and published by the Washington 
Post (WP). Often, the names of the interviewees were redacted but determined by the WP. https:// www. 
washi ngton post. com/ graph ics/ 2019/ inves tigat ions/ afgha nistan- papers/ docum ents- datab ase/.

https://www.esd.whs.mil/FOID/Snowflakes/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/graphics/2019/investigations/afghanistan-papers/documents-database/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/graphics/2019/investigations/afghanistan-papers/documents-database/
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Afghanistan, NATO and ISAF

Making Afghanistan a NATO issue

To understand how NATO became involved in Afghanistan, it is necessary to ana-
lyse the practice of the most powerful actors after the 11 September 2001 attacks. In 
the immediate aftermath of the events, actors on the NATO field and on the national 
fields of the alliance’s member states made very different position-takings. There is 
no evidence that actors on the governmental fields of NATO member states consid-
ered to consult the alliance at that point in time. Senior members of the US admin-
istration were occupied with emergency measures and—since nobody declared 
responsibility—assessing intelligence on the possible perpetrators of the attacks.54 
Decision makers in allied governments condoled and contemplated how they could 
support the US or protect their own countries from similar attacks.55

The only actors who instantly referred to NATO as news of the “9/11” attacks 
spread were seconded representatives and members of the administrative cadre. 
Most witnesses agree that it was the Canadian dean of NATO ambassadors, David 
Wright, who in a conversation with the US permanent representative, Nicholas 
Burns, brought the idea on the table to invoke Article 5 of the North Atlantic Char-
ter that would call for collective defence.56 The NATO ambassadors soon agreed on 
this initiative and reached back to their capitals to receive authorisation.57 At the 
same time, senior members of the NATO administrative cadre discussed the Article 
5 option and also reached consensus on its invocation.58 Their head, Secretary Gen-
eral George Robertson, enthusiastically embraced the idea and started to lobby for 
it among the major national representatives.59 SACEUR General Joseph W. Ralston 
also supported the invocation of Article 5.60 Unsurprisingly, there is evidence that 
no more than one day after the attacks, seconded representatives at NATO started 
contingency planning for “an assault [that] would involve tens of thousands of 
ground troops”.61

It is worth noting the ease with which seconded representatives and mem-
bers of the administrative cadre “quickly satisfied [themselves] that there was a 
good case for declaring that the attacks had triggered the Washington Treaty’s 

54 Morell (2006), National Commission on Terrorist Attacks upon the United States (2004).
55 See e.g. on Britain, Germany and Norway: Farrell (2017), 38–45; Fischer (2011), 12; Norwegian 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Ministry of Defence (2016), 21, 25.
56 See the eyewitness accounts of the then NATO Assistant Secretary General for Defence Planning and 
Operations Buckley (2006) and Ambassador Burns. SIGAR, Interview of Ambassador Burns, 6.
57 SIGAR, Interview of Ambassador Nicholas Burns, 8; Rynning (2012), 73.
58 Buckley (2006). See also the accounts of then Secretary General George Robertson (2011), and then 
Head of the Secretary General’s Policy Planning Unit Michael Rühle (2013), 54.
59 Hendrickson (2006), Robertson (2011).
60 SIGAR, Interview of Ambassador Burns, 6.
61 Borger et al. (2001), cited by Hallams (2010), 58.
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collective-defense provisions”, as one of them recalled.62 Designed for an “armed 
attack against one or more of” the members states that constitutes a breach of “inter-
national peace and security”, the article, in fact, clearly referred to inter-state war 
and not to acts of “terrorism” by non-state actors like those behind the attacks. To 
include the vague category of “terrorism” could have involved the alliance in con-
tested internal struggles like Turkey’s Kurdistan issue. Especially the major national 
representatives of France and Germany had therefore prevented an unambiguous ref-
erence to counter-terrorism as a NATO task in its 1999 Strategic Concept.63 Another 
argument against the invocation was that the supposedly “attacked” state did not ask 
for collective defence. The US rather had to be urged to do so. But the habitus of 
seconded representatives and members of the administrative cadre disqualified all 
these objections in favour of a common sense that gave way to a situation which 
increased the value of their cultural capital. Accordingly, about a week after the 
attacks, US Ambassador Burns pointed out in a NAC session that the invocation of 
Article 5 “did not only send out a clear political signal, but it also made every single 
US citizen aware of the importance of the alliance”.64

However, supporters of the Article 5 invocation had to overcome the resistance 
of major national representatives. Most important was the support of the “attacked” 
state, the US, for the proposal. Yet, Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld opposed 
the idea.65 Eager to keep US military forces under his authority, he had unambigu-
ously written in an internal memo in February 2001:

The command structure must be something we can control – not UN control or 
a joint or collective command structure, where command decisions are made 
by others or by a committee. Neither NATO, the UN or any other coalition 
should be in a position to control US decision-making.66

As the value of his cultural capital rested on the relevance of multilateral relations, 
Secretary of State Colin Powell perceived collective defence more positively.67 
Burns was therefore able to convince him to support the invocation of Article 5 and, 
after President George W. Bush’s approval, received a corresponding guidance.68

63 Lansford (2002).
64 Permanent Delegation of Germany to NATO, Cable no. 617, Terrorismusbekämpfung, hier: Unter-
richtung durch US-Delegation über Meinungsbildung und Stand der Beratungen in Washington [Coun-
ter-terrorism. Information from the US delegation on opinion-forming and the state of discussions in 
Washington], September 19, 2001, Restricted, 1 [my translation].
65 Kreps (2008).
66 Office of the Secretary of Defense, Snowflake Memorandum, From Donald Rumsfeld to Zal Khal-
ilzad, ‘Use of Force Issue”, 23 February 2001, 11-L-0559/OSD/73—74.
67 In contrast to the Department of Defense’s stance, an early internal Department of State paper called 
the “UN resolution, NAC and EU statements” a “foundation for coordinated action against terrorism”. 
US Department of State, “Talking points”, 13 September 2001 [excised], http:// nsarc hive. gwu. edu/ 
NSAEBB/ NSAEB B358a/ doc04. pdf.
68 Hendrickson (2006), 120; Buckley (2006).

62 Buckley (2006). See also similarly his then colleague: Rühle (2013), 54 and SIGAR, Interview of 
Ambassador Burns, 7.

http://nsarchive.gwu.edu/NSAEBB/NSAEBB358a/doc04.pdf
http://nsarchive.gwu.edu/NSAEBB/NSAEBB358a/doc04.pdf
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Also in other member states, advocates of the Article 5 invocation had to over-
come the reluctance of major national representatives. The latter were looking for 
ways to show solidarity with the US and participate in her reaction to the attacks. 
But, contrary to the most widely known narrative about the events of these days,69 
their position-takings were not too different from Rumsfeld’s.70 Like him, most 
heads of government and ministers of defense preferred to see Article 5 as a dec-
laration of mere political support. They were reluctant to give a military carte 
blanche not only to the US, but also to NATO. This indicates that they did not want 
to contribute numerous troops to the massive ground operation some on the NATO 
field envisioned at the time.71 From the perspective of major non-US representa-
tives, the formalised force generation process posed another disadvantage since it 
was harder to escape than a bilateral agreement.72 In some cases, they also feared 
that the domestic political opposition might criticise the soon to come mission as 
military adventurism in favour of the unpopular and “unilateralist” Bush administra-
tion. Therefore, a significant number of them only approved the Article 5 request 
on the condition that the US would provide evidence on the attackers. Also, they 
highlighted the provision of Article 5 that they would only have to provide “such 
action as it deems necessary”. Only under these conditions did NATO decide on the 
self-defence clause on 12 September 2001.73

On the US administration’s field, actors identified Usama-bin Laden as the master-
mind of “9/11” and unsuccessfully demanded his host—the Afghan Taliban regime—
to extradite him. In consequence, President Bush decided to attack Afghanistan and—
as Rumsfeld had demanded to be able to act quickly and avoid interference of NATO 
allies in operational planning—that this operation should not be conducted under 
NATO command but through the US-led Operation Enduring Freedom (OEF).74 Yet, 
probably as a concession to the multilateralists, the Bush administration asked NATO 
for help outside Afghanistan and used its institutions as a forum to bilaterally gather 
Afghanistan-related support.75 On 2 October 2001, US representatives also provided 
evidence on the attackers, which representatives of other member states accepted as 
a condition to invoke Article 5. Some did so reluctantly, but also did not want to be 
seen as “bad allies”.76 Even though NATO did not fully participate in the Afghanistan 

69 See e.g.: Porter (2015), 185; Gordon (2001).
70 Smith (2017).
71 According to a US official interviewed by Hallams (2010), 59, “there wasn’t any European official 
who said let’s have a NATO flag, a NATO operation […]”. See similarly: SIGAR, Interview of Ambas-
sador Burns, 10. For instance, the British and Norwegian chiefs of defense advised against a large mili-
tary engagement in Afghanistan. Norwegian Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Ministry of Defence (2016), 
51–2; Farrell (2017), 92–3. The German chief of defense—who aspired to become chairman of the 
NATO Military Committee—approved it, but the cabinet rejected this. Fischer (2011), 16–7, 42–3.
72 Deni (2014).
73 Lansford (2002), 74–5.
74 SIGAR, Interview of Ambassador Burns, 11–3; Kreps (2008), 542–3.
75 Lansford (2002), 79, 88, 132; Kreps (2008), 542–4.
76 Fearing a debate about arms exports to Pakistan, representatives of the German Federal Chancellery 
and Federal Foreign Office also did not support the U.S. demand to assist non-NATO states who support 
the “war on terror”. However, they stepped back from this for the sake of unity. Federal Chancellery, 
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intervention, the position-takings of the majority of seconded representatives and of the 
administrative cadre were decisive steps to get NATO involved in the first place. They 
contributed to the emergence of a common sense that was tailored to their positions on 
the alliance’s field. This common sense demanded that NATO had to be engaged in 
Afghanistan. The invocation of Article 5 made it harder for national representatives to 
legitimise decisions that did not involve NATO in Afghanistan.

Assuming responsibility against all odds

On 7 October 2001, the OEF intervention into Afghanistan started and, with the help 
of Afghan opposition forces, within a few months led to the collapse of the fragile 
Taliban regime.77 Early on, major US representatives struggled over the direction of 
post-conflict policy. The multilaterally-oriented representatives of the Department 
of State (DoS) favoured a preferably UN-led, long-term, countrywide peacekeep-
ing and nation-building project significantly supported by the US.78 Representa-
tives of the Department of Defense (DoD) also considered a peacekeeping force, 
but clearly spoke out against nation-building.79 Furthermore, they suggested that the 
“US should not commit to any post-Taliban military involvement, since the US will 
be heavily engaged in the anti-terrorism effort worldwide”.80 They also feared that 
heavy US involvement would take incentives from other states to contribute. There-
fore, Rumsfeld ruled against a US military participation in a UN- or NATO-led 
post-Taliban peacekeeping force, which might create an “in together, out together”-
logic that could eventually pull the US into it. To avoid interference with the heavy-
handed OEF, the peacekeeping force (of yet undetermined shape and origin) should 
be limited to Afghanistan’s capital Kabul and its immediate surroundings.81

Again, not too different from Rumsfeld, most allied major national representa-
tives did not have big appetite for becoming engaged in a long-term peacekeeping 
force in Afghanistan. Most forward-leaning were those of the United Kingdom, who 
tried “to be seen as the senior partner to a US-led war”.82 Therefore, the British 

77 Wright et al. (2010).
78 See the account of the then Special Envoy for Afghanistan Dobbins (2008), 129–31. Woodward 
(2002), 192, 219, 231, 308, 314, 333.
79 Memo from Paul Wolfowitz to Secretary Rumsfeld, “A Marshall Plan for Afghanistan”, September 
30, 2001, Secret [excised], http:// www. esd. whs. mil/ Porta ls/ 54/ Docum ents/ FOID/ Readi ng% 20Room/ Inter 
natio nal_ Secur ity_ Affai rs/ 06-F- 2381_A_ Marsh all_ Plan_ for_ Afgha nistan_ 09- 30- 2001. pdf.
80 Office of the Secretary of Defense, Rumsfeld to Douglas Feith, “Strategy”, Attachment, “US Strategy 
in Afghanistan”, National Security Council, October 16, 2001, Secret/Close Hold/ Draft for Discussion 
[excised], https:// nsarc hive2. gwu. edu/ NSAEBB/ NSAEB B358a/ doc18. pdf.
81 Assistant Secretary of Defense International Security Affairs to Secretary of Defense, “Thoughts on 
Afghanistan Diplomacy”, November 15, 2001, Secret [excised], http:// www. esd. whs. mil/ Porta ls/ 54/ 
Docum ents/ FOID/ Readi ng% 20Room/ Inter natio nal_ Secur ity_ Affai rs/ 10-F- 0668_ Thoug hts_ on_ Afgha 
nistan_ Diplo macy. pdf; Rumsfeld (2011), Feith (2009), Dobbins (2008), 123–4.
82 Farrell (2017), 422.

Footnote 76 (continued)
Division 211 through Friedrich, „Terrorangriffe auf die USA, hier: Konkrete Anforderungen der USA 
an die Bündnispartner in Umsetzung des am 2.10. festgestellten Bündnisfalles “ [Terrorist attacks on the 
United States. Concrete requirements of the USA to the allies in implementation of the collective defence 
clause determined on 2 October], Restricted, October 3, 2001, 1–2.
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declared that they would lead the peacekeeping force, but demanded that it should 
be integrated in OEF. However, major representatives of Germany and France and 
other member states fought this proposal in order to avoid strong US control over the 
mission. Finally, the British decided to lead the mission anyways, but only until June 
2002. ISAF—established in the 2001 international Bonn agreement—deployed in 
January 2002 to Afghanistan. It was limited to operating in the Kabul area, where it 
patrolled and trained Afghan security forces.83

Contrary to Rumsfeld’s assumption, American absence from ISAF rather decreased 
incentives for allies—who mostly sought proximity to the US—to contribute costly 
capabilities and take on the burden as a lead-nation. Not bound to any international 
organisation, ISAF increasingly struggled to gain those assets. The US even had to 
materially support Turkey in exchange for its willingness to succeed the United King-
dom as lead-nation in June 2002.84 Representatives of the DoD therefore began to 
revise their stances on ISAF. Especially as violent conflicts between armed factions 
increased after the fall of the Taliban, they now also considered to expand ISAF 
beyond Kabul and/or to bring it under the authority of an international organisation. 
Yet reservations against an expansion of ISAF and its subordination to an international 
organisation remained in principle. Rumsfeld’s stances on these issues after the fall 
of the Taliban regime were “a little inconsistent” as his close former advisor Marin 
Strmecki later admitted.85 In April 2002, Rumsfeld spoke out against ISAF expan-
sion.86 Yet, in June 2002, he wrote that he had “no problem with expanding the ISAF 
[…]. If there are folks who want to do it, I agree with you, let them do it. We need to 
keep our focus where it is”.87 During the summer of 2002, the US government decided 
to expand US instead of multilateral efforts in Afghanistan. The means to this end 
were US inter-agency civil-military Provincial Reconstruction Teams (PRT) that, one 
after another, started to become operational in January 2003.88

In this undecided and dynamic struggle, seconded representatives at NATO and 
members of its administrative cadre made position-takings that decisively supported 
those domestic representatives of member states who supported a NATO assump-
tion of ISAF command and its expansion beyond Kabul. NATO ambassadors from 
the first two lead-nations, the United Kingdom and Turkey, viewed ISAF positively 
and advised major representatives back home to let the alliance assume command.89 

83 Ibid., 92–3, 96; Rynning (2012), 83–4.
84 Rynning (2012), 86.
85 SIGAR, Interview with [Marin Strmecki], October 19, 2015 [excised], 3, https:// www. washi ngton 
post. com/ graph ics/ 2019/ inves tigat ions/ afgha nistan- papers/ docum ents- datab ase/ docum ents/ backg round_ 
ll_ 01_ xx_ xx_ 10192 015. pdf?v= 26.
86 United States Mission to the United Nations, Briefing Memorandum for the Permanent Represent-
ative, From: Josiah Rosenblatt through: Ambassador Cunningham, “Issues for discussion during your 
meeting with SYG Annan, April 16”, April, 15 2002, Secret, 4, https:// foia. state. gov/ searc happ/ DOCUM 
ENTS/ Dec16 Jan17/F- 2013- 18510/ DOC_ 0C057 42076/ C0574 2076. pdf.
87 Rumsfeld to Khalilzad, “ISAF”, June 18, 2002, 11-L-0559/0SD/13,844. An August 2002 memo of Rums-
feld in which he asked “What do you think we ought to do about the ISAF” demonstrates how undecided he 
was on the issue. Rumsfeld to Paul Wolfowitz et al., “ISAF”, August 1, 2002, 11-L-0559/0SD/5960.
88 Wright et al. (2010), 227.
89 Schmitt (2017), 512.
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Yet this did not help overcome resistance in member state capitals. NATO policy on 
ISAF only started changing with the next two lead-nations. In the summer of 2002, 
the governments of Germany and The Netherlands agreed to assume the lead-nation 
role, but only if they received NATO command support.90 Secretary General Rob-
ertson endorsed this proposal and successfully gathered support among the member 
states, who approved the request in October 2002.91

NATO’s support role provided the decisive basis for its eventual assumption of 
ISAF command, which was still a contested policy among major representatives of 
the member states. For instance, the French even initially opposed the German-Dutch 
proposal and “force[d] the ISAF issue back to the Military Committee” as a DoD offi-
cial noted.92 Especially the seconded representatives at the alliance’s major command, 
headed by the SACEUR, Supreme Headquarters Allied Powers Europe (SHAPE), 
who now assisted ISAF, proved crucial in pushing NATO’s engagement. This was not 
quite in accordance with established procedures: to ensure that military planners in the 
NATO command structure do not constrict member states’ political decisions, they 
require an “initiating directive” from the NAC to start planning. Yet, SHAPE planners 
did not wait for such a directive. The only reasonable explanation for this being that 
they had a strong interest in NATO assuming command. They started to draft options 
for NATO assumption in early 2003 and presented them to the secretary general, who 
supported and lobbied for assumption,93 and to member state representatives. This 
provided the basis for an official request in March to assume command by Germany, 
The Netherlands and Canada—who had voiced willingness to assume command as 
next lead-nations if ISAF were posed under NATO command.94

To make NATO assume command of ISAF and overcome resistance among 
the member states required the support of the most powerful alliance member—
the USA. For this, US seconded representatives Ambassador Burns, the SACEUR 
and other NATO experts in the US government were crucial. Burns recalled that 
“particularly in the second half of 2002 […] we push[ed] hard, my mission and I, 
assisted by my military colleagues in Europe [the SACEUR is dual-hatted as Com-
mander of US European Command95], to convince Washington that we ought to 

90 Then-commanding general of 1 German-Netherlands Corps Lieutenant-General (ret.) Norbert van 
Heyst, communication with author, January 17, 2020; then-chief of staff of 1 German-Netherlands Corps 
Lieutenant-General (ret.) Rob Bertholee, communication with author, January 29, 2020.
91 U.S. Department of State to European Political Collective Priority, “U/S Grossman’s meeting with 
Finnish Foreign Minister Erkki Tuomioja, 9/14/02, New York”, September 18, 2002, Confidential, 4, 
https:// foia. state. gov/ searc happ/ DOCUM ENTS/ NEA/F- 2012- 30126/ DOC_ 0C053 19481/ C0531 9481. 
pdf; NATO, ‘NATO to support ISAF 3”, November 27, 2002, https:// www. nato. int/ cps/ su/ natohq/ news_ 
19209. htm? selec tedLo cale= en.
92 [U.S. Department of Defense], “Illustrative List of Recent Examples of French Opposition to the 
United States”, October 23, 2002, http:// libra ry. rumsf eld. com/ doclib/ sp/ 302/ Re% 20Ill ustra tive% 20List% 
20of% 20Rec ent% 20Exa mples% 20of% 20Fre nch% 20Opp ostion% 20to% 20the% 20U.S. pdf.
93 Rumsfeld to Feith, “NATO and ISAF”, February 20, 2003, 11-L-0559/0SD/14612.
94 Beckman (2005).
95 More generally, Burns later mentioned that he was “assisted by the US Military in Europe, by General 
Ralston, who has—who was dual hatted”. SIGAR, Interview of Ambassador Burns, 29.
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think of a NATO deployment”.96 A former US National Security Council (NSC) 
staffer observed at the time that “NATO was anxious to expand their role, and so 
were people inside DoS and DoD working on European/NATO directorates who 
were suddenly important again”.97 One of them was a senior DoS official responsi-
ble for European affairs who also advocated NATO assumption and identified Frank 
L. Miller as another crucial NATO expert who during this time “kept insisting that 
we needed NATO”.98 Miller was Special Assistant to President Bush and Senior 
Director for Defense Policy and Arms Control on the NSC staff. Immediately before 
these postings, he had served at NATO HQ and previously had been responsible 
inter alia for NATO issues at the DoD.99

By early 2003, in the struggle for NATO assumption, Rumsfeld had become 
more favourable towards an alliance command over ISAF.100 Yet, while the per se 
more multilaterally-oriented DoS representatives endorsed NATO assumption, 
Rumsfeld still did not dare to make a final decision.101According to a US military 
officer and eyewitness, the efforts of the most senior US military seconded repre-
sentative, SHAPE’s SACEUR General James Jones as successor to Ralston, even-
tually won him over. Aided by DoD officials with responsibilities for NATO, who 
acted as “NATO lobbyists” in the Pentagon, Jones finally “sold Rumsfeld on turn-
ing Afghanistan over to NATO”.102 Eventually, the numerous position-takings of the 
seconded representatives and administrative cadre created the necessary momentum 
to make major national representatives of all member states agree on 16 April 2003 
to assume command of ISAF by 11 August.

Expanding ISAF without strategy

After NATO had assumed ISAF command, the question of an expansion of the mis-
sion beyond Kabul remained contested. Alliance representatives strongly lobbied for 
expansion. To achieve this, SHAPE officers proposed a broad interpretation of the 

97 SIGAR, Interview of [former U.S. National Security Council staffer], October 21, 2014 [excised], [3], 
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area of operations provided in ISAF’s UN mandate and drafted plans for expansion. 
Yet, most member states did not support expansion.103 Especially DoS representa-
tives saw the need to expand,104 but Rumsfeld and his closest aides still feared to 
be pinned down in Afghanistan through NATO while they needed troops for the 
looming Iraq intervention.105 They therefore called for their allies to assume some of 
its OEF PRTs, but most Europeans shied away from getting involved in costly opera-
tions in the Afghan countryside. Only its closest ally, the United Kingdom, and New 
Zealand agreed in early 2003.106

During this time, major Belgian, French and German representatives criticised 
the unlawful and unilateral tendencies of the US “war on terror” and rejected Ameri-
can attempts to rally UN and NATO support for their Iraq invasion plans. In the eyes 
of most contemporaries, the conflict seriously “damaged” transatlantic relations.107 
After the US had begun the Iraq intervention in March 2003, the Germans therefore 
“sent numerous signals they wish to move the relationship [with the US] forward” as 
a DoS official noted.108 To this end, Chancellor Schröder, who had declined similar 
requests before, in May 2003 vaguely promised Secretary of State Powell to advo-
cate an expanded role of ISAF. Afterwards, Minister of Defense Struck indicated 
that Germany could assume command of a PRT. Yet, for the following months, seri-
ous discord between the German ministers of foreign affairs, defence and develop-
ment, who all had to contribute to the PRT, jeopardised the whole plan. The minis-
ters of foreign affairs and development insisted on a location far distant from Kabul 
to increase the “visibility” of their effort. Contrary to that, the minister of defence—
relying on military security assessments—judged these areas as too dangerous and 
instead sought proximity to the capital.109

In this conflict, the only military member of the alliance’s administrative cadre, 
Chairman of the NATO Military Committee, General Harald Kujat, appears to 
have made the decisive position-taking to achieve ISAF expansion. Having served 
as German chief of defence before, he contacted his former superior Struck and 
recommended Kunduz Province as a proper location for a PRT.110 Though Kujat’s 
assessment later proved wrong in light of the intensifying violence in this province, 
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Struck’s decision for Kunduz created the necessary inter-ministerial consensus since 
this province was far enough away from Kabul and therefore “visible”.111 Glad that 
Germany had made a first step by assuming command of an ISAF PRT, other major 
national representatives followed suite and decided on ISAF expansion through a net 
of PRTs in October 2003.112

Looking at the practice of seconded representatives at NATO and members of 
its administrative cadre in the period outlined in this section, it becomes evident 
that they were driven by a common sense that NATO should assume command of 
ISAF and expand it to the whole country. Viewed from an observant outsider’s per-
spective, this made sense in respect to the fact that NATO command brought more 
continuity and that major Afghan issues could not properly be addressed from Kabul 
alone. Yet, the core question the observant outsider would pose is: What issues 
were these? What exactly did NATO want to achieve in Afghanistan? The answer 
is that, as demonstrated, major representatives of the member states mostly did not 
have Afghanistan-related goals or—if they did—they did not agree on these goals 
with their allies. They were also not willing to provide the necessary resources. In 
a rational decision-making process, seconded representatives at NATO and mem-
bers of its administrative cadre would then have concluded—and advised major 
national representatives accordingly—that it makes no sense to engage the alliance 
in Afghanistan.

What happened instead was that this “rational” option appeared untenable 
through the filter of the habitus of the seconded representatives and the representa-
tives of the administrative cadre. What appeared sensible to them instead was an 
option that—at least in the short run—maintained or increased the value of their 
cultural capital as NATO experts. After the decision to expand ISAF, they drafted a 
“Longer-term Strategy” that depicted the mission as doable but only included a very 
broad goal:

A self-sustaining, moderate and democratic Afghan government, in line with 
the relevant United Nations Security Council resolutions, able to exercise its 
authority and to operate throughout Afghanistan, without the need for ISAF to 
help provide security.113

As the US Central Intelligence Agency had already criticised with regard to the 
same formulation in the US Afghanistan policy guidelines of that year, the terms 
“moderate and democratic” were too vague to serve as a measurable end state for 
what the Afghan state should eventually look like.114 It was also not clear whose 
“security” to what extend was meant. The description did not prioritise between the 
competing goals of creating a “moderate and democratic” state on the one side and 
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one that was authoritative as well. In addition (and even more fatally), the NATO 
strategy did not establish why these changes to Afghanistan mattered for the alli-
ance’s members. Reflecting on this issue 13 years later, Ambassador Burns admitted 
that they had not considered this fundamental issue:

After 2003 and 2004, once we were fully engaged in both wars, I can’t remem-
ber us ever saying: “Should we be there? Are we being useful? Are we suc-
ceeding?” […] I don’t remember us asking those questions, really until Presi-
dent Obama’s administration, and I was out of government by then, and I think 
just having looked at it, I think we would have done better if we had made 
some more specific, strategic assumptions.115

Besides this lack of concrete political goals on the side of major national representa-
tives, the strategy was deficient because “[t]here was no sense of common purpose” 
according to a NATO official.116 In particular, the US representatives gave more 
weight to counter-terrorism as a goal while the (continental) Europeans tended to fol-
low “a vague idea about the mission that it was something like ‘protected develop-
ment.’”117 In effect, they only agreed on a broad goal that was too vague to serve as 
basis for a coherent strategy. Based on this broad goal, NATO representatives only 
formulated sets of actions and processes like training for the Afghan National Army, 
a disarmament, demobilisation and reintegration program, counter-narcotics activi-
ties etc. But due to the lacking precision of the goal, these processes could not be pri-
oritised or measured.118 SHAPE officers planned according to the scarce capabilities 
that member states were willing to contribute—not the other way around, defining 
necessary measures and then matching them with adequate resources or deciding that 
necessary measures could not be achieved with the resources at hand.119

As confirmed by several witnesses, this general constellation did not much change 
over the following years.120 The strategic SHAPE operational plan (OPLAN) 10302, 
which was approved by the NAC on 14 April 2004121 and maintained until the end 
of ISAF, included almost the same vague and ambitious political end state plus sets 
of non-prioritised tasks.122 Canadian Lieutenant-General Rick Hillier, who served as 
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ISAF commander in 2004, in retrospect aptly characterised the paradoxical practice 
of NATO representatives he witnessed:

People at the NATO headquarters were talking about all kinds of pie-in-the-
sky ideas for Afghanistan, but they had no strategy, no clear articulation of 
what they wanted to achieve, no political guidance and no forces.123

As they could not change the lack of political goals and unity among member states, 
the habitus of NATO representatives produced a common sense according to which 
strategy was not the problem; instead, their preoccupation was with resourcing and 
managing the mission. An article by a senior member of NATO’s administrative 
cadre from the late years of ISAF reflects this attitude. Instead of discussing the lack 
of political goals, he concluded: “What we got wrong was not the planning but the 
resources”.124

By focusing internal NATO debates about ISAF on means instead of ends, NATO 
representatives contributed to spreading this means-centric common sense more 
widely among and within member states. This becomes clear by looking at the posi-
tion-takings of the most influential seconded representatives and members of the 
administrative cadre on the issues that proved decisive for making NATO responsi-
ble for almost all security matters in Afghanistan: the formal expansion of ISAF to 
the whole country as well as the actual generation and deployment of the necessary 
forces. Their position-takings, in effect, strengthened NATO’s role. They mostly 
supported major representatives who, for other reasons, followed a similar policy on 
these issues.

Even before the initially limited ISAF expansion to northern Afghanistan, “key 
NATO leaders together with SHAPE and JFC [Joint Forces Command Brunssum] 
planners had waged a campaign […] to develop a comprehensive plan that would 
establish the basis for a broader expansion of the ISAF”.125 General John Abizaid, 
who was responsible for operations in the greater Middle East (including Afghani-
stan) as Commander of US Central Command and sought to free US forces for Iraq, 
supported this effort and worked hand in hand with SACEUR Jones.126 He asked 
US Secretary of Defense Rumsfeld for political support on the matter in Novem-
ber 2003.127 Afterwards, senior US DoD officials lobbied accordingly among the 
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member states.128 Finally, as prepared by SHAPE planners, major representatives 
agreed to an expansion in five stages that was incorporated in OPLAN 10302.129

Yet, during the coming years, non-US major representatives consistently 
remained reluctant to provide the military forces necessary to execute expan-
sion.130 In response, Secretary General Robertson applied “much pressure” on 
major representatives and publicly demanded that “expansion must be credible”.131 
Similary, since January 2004, his successor Jaap de Hoop Scheffer publicly urged 
the member states that “they must now provide the military assets needed to carry 
it out”.132 Until the end of his service as SACEUR in 2006, General Jones also 
demanded more forces from member states.133 Apparently to minimise the pos-
sibility that member state representatives could duck away by pointing to troop 
contributions for NATO missions in other parts of the world, his SHAPE plan-
ners organised the first Global Force Generation Conference in November 2004.134 
These measures as well as contributions and pressure from the US finally gener-
ated the necessary forces to execute expansion.135 Yet, force generation remained 
a problem, leading Secretary General de Hoop Scheffer and SACEUR Jones in 
2005 to “both call for common funding of operational expenses by Allies”.136 
While this would have dramatically strengthened NATO’s autonomy by giving it a 
much larger budget, the major national representatives rejected this breach of the 
principle of “costs lie where they fall”.

Conclusion

My detailed analysis of the initial decisions that paved the way for NATO in Afghani-
stan has demonstrated that some of the most common explanations in political sci-
ence, those that argue from an aggregated state or international organisation perspec-
tive, miss the point in many respects. Looking at the practice of the very actors who 
constitute NATO, it becomes evident that it was not only the “unilateralist” major US 
representatives who were initially reluctant to invoke Article 5 of the Washington 
Treaty. Rather, this reluctance was shared by representatives of most member states. 

128 US Embassy (Rome), Cable, “Italian Officials Receptive to U/S Feith Briefing on Global Force Pos-
ture”, December 11, 2003, Confidential, https:// wikil eaks. org/ plusd/ cables/ 03ROM E5540_a. html.
129 Beckman (2005), 11.
130 Rynning (2012), 132.
131 Lellouche (2004), No. 17; Beckman (2005), 10.
132 De Hoop Scheffer (2004).
133 James Jones to Rumsfeld, “Periodic Report from NATO/EUCOM”, May 18, 2004, 
11-L-0559/0SD/23785; Lellouche, ‘Operations in Afghanistan’, No. 17; Gallis (2006), 7.
134 Beckman (2005), 13.
135 Rynning (2012), 132.
136 Rumsfeld to Stephen J. Hadley, “Funds to Help Transform NATO”, Attachment, “Money Needed 
to Transform NATO”, August 12, 2005, For Official Use Only, 2, http:// libra ry. rumsf eld. com/ doclib/ sp/ 
4052/ 2005- 08- 12% 20To% 20Ste phen% 20J% 20Had ley% 20re% 20Fun ds% 20to% 20Help% 20Tra nsform% 
20NAT O-% 20Memo% 20Att achme nt. pdf# searc h=% 22Fun ds% 20to% 20Help% 20Tra nsform% 20NATO% 
22.

https://wikileaks.org/plusd/cables/03ROME5540_a.html
http://library.rumsfeld.com/doclib/sp/4052/2005-08-12%20To%20Stephen%20J%20Hadley%20re%20Funds%20to%20Help%20Transform%20NATO-%20Memo%20Attachment.pdf#search=%22Funds%20to%20Help%20Transform%20NATO%22
http://library.rumsfeld.com/doclib/sp/4052/2005-08-12%20To%20Stephen%20J%20Hadley%20re%20Funds%20to%20Help%20Transform%20NATO-%20Memo%20Attachment.pdf#search=%22Funds%20to%20Help%20Transform%20NATO%22
http://library.rumsfeld.com/doclib/sp/4052/2005-08-12%20To%20Stephen%20J%20Hadley%20re%20Funds%20to%20Help%20Transform%20NATO-%20Memo%20Attachment.pdf#search=%22Funds%20to%20Help%20Transform%20NATO%22
http://library.rumsfeld.com/doclib/sp/4052/2005-08-12%20To%20Stephen%20J%20Hadley%20re%20Funds%20to%20Help%20Transform%20NATO-%20Memo%20Attachment.pdf#search=%22Funds%20to%20Help%20Transform%20NATO%22


162 Journal of Transatlantic Studies (2021) 19:138–166

In fact, only the seconded representatives and NATO’s administrative cadre clearly 
pushed the issue. I also demonstrated that NATO’s assumption of ISAF command 
on the one hand, and ISAF expansion on the other, should not be conflated. They 
did not go hand in hand with a total revision of the DoD’s position. Major national 
representatives of the most significant member states were still very reluctant to vote 
for assumption and later expansion. It was not a rational cost–benefit assessment that 
guided their eventual decision in favour of NATO assumption and not all saw the 
need to reconcile the relationship with the US through ISAF expansion.137 Only the 
interference of seconded representatives and the administrative cadre in favour of a 
NATO solution appears to have outbalanced the critics in member state capitals. My 
analysis of NATO policy-making after assumption of ISAF command shows that, 
even though there was no agreed upon political goal, seconded representatives and 
the administrative cadre pushed for an intensification of the mission.

These insights provide evidence to answer the research question of why NATO 
became so intensively engaged in Afghanistan without concrete political goals. Cer-
tainly, the immediate reason for this political deficit originated in major national 
representatives’ lack of political ideas for Afghanistan or disagreement among 
them on which ideas to follow; this is in line with the findings produced by most 
detailed studies on the national policies of ISAF contributors.138 Yet one also has to 
consider an important prerequisite that made it possible to not perceive the lack of 
shared political goals as an impediment to ISAF. This prerequisite was the unques-
tioned common sense that evolved since “9/11”, according to which NATO had to 
be engaged in Afghanistan as intensely as possible − even without clearly defined 
political goals. This common sense was first and foremost created by the habitus of 
seconded representatives and NATO’s administrative cadre. It unconsciously guided 
their position-takings in a way that kept or increased the importance of their cultural 
capital as NATO experts, meaning that they worked towards getting the alliance as 
intensely involved as possible.

Only with the (temporary) support of major representatives of important mem-
ber states were these position-takings successful in steering NATO’s course in 
the desired direction. Yet, while these major representatives were only occasion-
ally interested in enhancing NATO’s role in Afghanistan, namely when this stance 
supported their national policies, the seconded representatives’ and administrative 
cadre’s position-takings created the necessary consistency to get the alliance more 
intensely involved. A preliminary look indicates that from 2006 until 2014, NATO 
debate on ISAF centred around means instead of ends: how the burden of fighting 
should be equally distributed among the member states; what operational concepts 
like the “comprehensive approach” or “counterinsurgency”—often wrongly termed 
“strategies”—should be followed, or how to “transition” to Afghan responsibility.139 
It therefore appears that in the long run, seconded representatives and administrative 

137 See for this assumption: Bird (2013), 126.
138 See for Britain, the US, Germany and Norway: Farrell (2017), 422; Irwin (2012), 127; Münch 
(2015), 165–9; Norwegian Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Ministry of Defence (2016), 51.
139 Rynning (2012), 109–10, 157–9; Panetta and Newton (2014), 417–8.
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cadre de facto took over much of NATO’s Afghanistan policy making, as political 
guidance from major representatives became increasingly less needed and desired.

My empirical findings demonstrate the general value of practice theory. In par-
ticular, they demonstrate the explanatory power of a structuralist approach to prac-
tice theory that combines the usual focus on real world actors with closer attention 
to field characteristics and takes seriously the Bourdieusian assumption of a mutual 
constitution of actor and structure. This more structuralist approach also contributes 
to our theoretical understanding of the character and perseverance of NATO after 
the Cold War. A structuralist perspective suggests that the formation and endur-
ance of NATO can be understood in analogy to the modern statebuilding process 
as interpreted by Bourdieu. He saw this process not as a conscious project but as an 
unintended result of the colluding interests of monarchs with those of their admin-
istrative cadres. Accordingly, especially the kings’ jurists developed an interest in 
defining the state as the superior authority in all fields of life. Through their judge-
ments, they contributed to establishing a common sense that saw the state and its 
categories as an unquestionable natural thing.140 The perseverance and transforma-
tion of NATO from a mere military alliance into a complex international organisa-
tion should be understood as the result of a similar constellation.

Acknowledgements I would like to thank the editor and the reviewers for enabling this publication. Spe-
cial thanks goes to Anne Menzel for her invaluable comments on various versions of the manuscript.

Funding Open Access funding enabled and organized by Projekt DEAL.

Open Access This article is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License, 
which permits use, sharing, adaptation, distribution and reproduction in any medium or format, as long as 
you give appropriate credit to the original author(s) and the source, provide a link to the Creative Com-
mons licence, and indicate if changes were made. The images or other third party material in this article 
are included in the article’s Creative Commons licence, unless indicated otherwise in a credit line to the 
material. If material is not included in the article’s Creative Commons licence and your intended use is 
not permitted by statutory regulation or exceeds the permitted use, you will need to obtain permission 
directly from the copyright holder. To view a copy of this licence, visit http:// creat iveco mmons. org/ licen 
ses/ by/4. 0/.

References

Adler, Emanuel. 2019. World Ordering. A Social Theory of Cognitive Evolution. Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press.

Adler-Nissen, Rebecca, and Vincent Pouliot. 2014. Power in Practice. Negotiating the International Inter-
vention in Libya. European Journal of International Relations 20 (4): 889–911.

Auerswald, David P., and Stephen M. Saideman. 2014. NATO in Afghanistan. Fighting together, fighting 
alone. Princeton: Princeton University Press.

Beckman, Steve. 2005. From Assumption to Expansion. Planning and Executing NATO’s First Year in 
Afghanistan at the Strategic Level. Carlisle Barracks: US Army War College.

Berdal, Mats, and Astri Suhrke. 2018. A Good Ally: Norway and International Statebuilding in Afghani-
stan, 2001–2014. Journal of Strategic Studies 41 (1–2): 61–88.

140 Bourdieu (1994).

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


164 Journal of Transatlantic Studies (2021) 19:138–166

Bird, Tim. 2013. ‘Perennial Dilemmas’: NATO’s Post-9/11 Afghanistan ‘Crisis’. In NATO Beyond 9/11. 
The Transformation of the Atlantic Alliance, eds. Hallams, Ellen, Luca Ratti and Ben Zyla, 118–
139. Basingstoke; New York: Palgrave Macmillan.

Borger, Julian, Richard Norton-Taylor, Ewen MacAskill, and Ian Black. 2001. US Allies the West for 
Attack on Afghanistan. The Guardian (London), September 3.

Bourdieu, Pierre. 1984. Distinction. A Social Critique of the Judgement of Taste. Cambridge, Mass: Har-
vard University Press.

Bourdieu, Pierre. 1985. The Social Space and the Genesis of Groups. Theory and Society 14 (6): 
723–744.

Bourdieu, Pierre. 1988 [1984]. Homo Academicus. Translated by Peter Collier. Stanford, California: 
Stanford University Press.

Bourdieu, Pierre. 1994. Rethinking the State. Genesis and Structure of the Bureaucratic Field. Sociologi-
cal Theory 12 (1): 1–18.

Bourdieu, Pierre. 2005 [1988]. The Social Structures of the Economy. Cambridge, Malden: Polity.
Bourdieu, Pierre, and Loïc. J. D. Wacquant. 1992. An Invitation to Reflexive Sociology. Chicago: Univer-

sity of Chicago Press.
Buckley, Edgar. 2006. Invoking Article 5. NATO review. https:// www. nato. int/ docu/ review/ 2006/ Invok 

ation- Artic le-5/ Invok ing_ Artic le_5/ EN/ index. htm.
Bueger, Christian, and Frank Gadinger. 2015. The Play of International Practice. International Studies 

Quarterly 59 (3): 449–460.
Burns, Nicholas and Douglas Lute. 2019. NATO at Seventy. An Alliance in Crisis. Cambridge: Harvard 

Kennedy School Belfer Center.
Carati, Andrea. 2015. No Easy Way Out. Origins of NATO’s Difficulties in Afghanistan. Contemporary 

Security Policy 36 (2): 200–218.
De Hoop Scheffer, Jaap. 2004. A Bruised Alliance Marches on: NATO. International Herald Tribune 

(Paris), January 30.
Deni, John R. 2007. Alliance Management and Maintenance. Restructuring NATO for the 21st Century. 

Aldershot: Ashgate.
Deni, John R. 2014. Perfectly Flawed? The Evolution of NATO’s Force Generation Process.’ In NATO’s 

Post-Cold War Politics. The Changing Provision of Security, ed. Mayer, Sebastian, 176–193. 
Houndmills, New York: Palgrave Macmillan.

Dijkstra, Hylke. 2016. International Organizations and Military Affairs. Global Institutions. London, 
New York: Routledge.

Dobbins, James. 2008. After the Taliban. Nation-Building in Afghanistan. Washington: Potomac Books.
Emirbayer, Mustafa, and Victoria Johnson. 2008. Bourdieu and Organizational Analysis. Theory and 

Society 37: 1–44.
Farrell, Theo. 2017. Unwinnable. Britain’s War in Afghanistan, 2001–2014. London: The Bodley Head.
Feith, Douglas J. 2009. War and Decision. Inside the Pentagon at the Dawn of the War on Terrorism. 

New York: Harper.
Fischer, Joschka. 2011. I’m Not Convinced. Der Irakkrieg und die rot-grünen Jahre [The Iraq War and 

the Red-Green Years]. Köln: Kiepenheuer & Witsch.
Freedman, Lawrence. 1976. Logic, Politics and Foreign Policy Processes. A Critique of the Bureaucratic 

Politics Model. International Affairs 52: 434–449.
Frère, Bruno. 2004. Genetic Structuralism, Psychological Sociology and Pragmatic Social Actor Theory. 

Proposals for a Convergence of French Sociologies. Theory, Culture and Society 21 (3): 85–99.
Gallis, Paul. 2006. NATO in Afghanistan. A Test of the Transatlantic Alliance. Order Code RL33627, 

Congressional Research Service, August 22. https:// www. every crsre port. com/ files/ 20060 822_ 
RL336 27_ 32b63 b20c0 01cd1 59b40 f08f6 17418 bf854 1317c. pdf.

Gordon, Philip H. 2001. NATO after 11 September. Survival 43 (4): 89–106.
Gordon, Philip H. and Jeremy Shapiro. 2004. Allies at War. America, Europe, and the Crisis over Iraq. 

New York: McGraw-Hill.
Græger, Nina. 2016. European Security as Practice: EU–NATO Communities of Practice in the Making? 

European Security 25 (4): 478–501.
Graham, T. Allison and Philip Zelikow. 1999. Essence of Decision. Explaining the Cuban Missile Crisis. 

New York: Longman.
Hallams, Ellen. 2010. The United States and NATO since 9/11. The Transatlantic Alliance Renewed. Lon-

don, New York: Routledge.

https://www.nato.int/docu/review/2006/Invokation-Article-5/Invoking_Article_5/EN/index.htm
https://www.nato.int/docu/review/2006/Invokation-Article-5/Invoking_Article_5/EN/index.htm
https://www.everycrsreport.com/files/20060822_RL33627_32b63b20c001cd159b40f08f617418bf8541317c.pdf
https://www.everycrsreport.com/files/20060822_RL33627_32b63b20c001cd159b40f08f617418bf8541317c.pdf


165Journal of Transatlantic Studies (2021) 19:138–166 

Hallams, Ellen, Luca Ratti, and Ben Zyla. 2013. Introduction. In NATO Beyond 9/11. The Transformation 
of the Atlantic Alliance, ed. Hallams, Ellen, Luca Ratti and Ben Zyla, 1–23. Basingstoke; New York: 
Palgrave Macmillan.

Halperin, Morton H., Priscilla Clapp, and Arnold Kanter. 2006. Bureaucratic Politics and Foreign Policy. 
Washington: Brookings Institution Press.

Hendrickson, Ryan C. 2006. Diplomacy and War at NATO. The Secretary General and Military Action 
after the Cold War. Columbia: University of Missouri Press.

Hillier, Rick. 2010. A Soldier First. Bullets, Bureaucrats and the Politics of War. Toronto: HarperCollins 
Publishers Ltd.

Holländer, Lutz. 2007. Die politischen Entscheidungsprozesse bei Auslandseinsätzen der Bundeswehr 
1999–2003. [Political Decision-making Processes for Bundeswehr Missions Abroad 1999–2003]. 
Frankfurt a.M.: Peter Lang.

Huysmans, Jef. 2002. Shape-Shifting NATO. Humanitarian Action and the Kosovo Refugee Crisis. 
Review of International Studies 28: 599–618.

Irwin, Lewis G. 2012. Disjointed Ways, Disunified Means. Learning from America’s Struggle to Build an 
Afghan Nation. Strategic Studies Institute Book. Carlisle: Strategic Studies Institute, US Army War 
College.

Jackson, Peter. 2008. Pierre Bourdieu, the “Cultural Turn” and the Practice of International History. 
Review of International Studies 34 (1): 155–181.

Johnson, David E. 2011. What are You Prepared to do? NATO and the Strategic Mismatch between 
Ends, Ways, and Means in Afghanistan: and in the Future. Studies in Conflict and Terrorism 34 (5): 
383–401.

Kieninger, Stephan. 2016. Dynamic Détente. The United States and Europe, 1964–1975. Lanham; 
Boulder; New York, London: Lexington Books.

Krasner, Stephen D. 1971. Are Bureaucracies Important? (Or Allison Wonderland). Foreign Policy 7: 
458–470.

Kreps, Sarah. 2008. When Does the Mission Determine the Coalition? The Logic of Multilateral 
Intervention and the Case of Afghanistan. Security Studies 17 (3): 531–567.

Kustermans, Jorg. 2016. Parsing the Practice Turn. Practice, Practical Knowledge, Practices. Millen-
nium Journal of International Studies 44 (2): 175–196.

Laity, Mark F. 2011. NATO’s Strategy for Afghanistan, 2003–11. MilitærtTidsskrift 140 (4): 58–66.
Lansford, Tom. 2002. All for One. NATO’s Response to the Terrorist Attacks on the United States. 

Burlington: Ashgate.
Lellouche, Pierre. 2004. Operations in Afghanistan and the Expanding NATO Role. General Report: 

NATO Parliamentary Assembly, 13 November.
Mayer, Sebastian. 2011. Embedded Politics, Growing Informalization? How NATO and the EU Trans-

form Provision of External Security. Contemporary Security Policy 32 (2): 308–333.
Mayer, Sebastian. 2014. ‘Introduction. NATO as an Organization and Bureaucracy.’ In NATO’s Post-

Cold War Politics. The Changing Provision of Security, ed. Mayer, Sebastian, 1–27. Houndmills, 
New York: Palgrave Macmillan.

Mérand, Frédéric. 2010. Pierre Bourdieu and the Birth of European Defense. Security Studies 19 (2): 
342–374.

Morell, Michael J. 2006. ‘The Turn to War. 11 September 2001: With the President.’ Studies in Intel-
ligence 50(3): 23–34. https:// www. cia. gov/ libra ry/ readi ngroom/ docs/ DOC_ 00014 07035. pdf.

Münch, Philipp. (2015). Die Bundeswehr in Afghanistan. Militärische Handlungslogik in internation-
alen Interventionen. [The Bundeswehr in Afghanistan. Military Logic of Action in International 
Interventions]. Freiburg im Breisgau: Rombach.

NATO Office of Information and Press. 2001. NATO Handbook. Brussels: NATO Office of Informa-
tion and Press.

Neumann, Iver B. 2007. “A Speech that the Entire Ministry may Stand for,” Or: Why Diplomats Never 
Produce Anything New. International Political Sociology 1: 183–200.

National Commission on Terrorist Attacks upon the United States. 2004. The 9/11 Commission 
Report. Final Report of the National Commission on Terrorist Attacks upon the United States. 
New York: Norton.

Norwegian Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Ministry of Defence. 2016. ‘A Good Ally: Norway in 
Afghanistan 2001–2014.’ Official Norwegian Reports 2016: 8, Oslo, 6 June.

Panetta, Leon E. and Jim Newton. 2014. Worthy Fights. A Memoir of Leadership in War and Peace. 
New York: Penguin Press.

https://www.cia.gov/library/readingroom/docs/DOC_0001407035.pdf


166 Journal of Transatlantic Studies (2021) 19:138–166

Porter, Gareth. 2011. ‘How Afghanistan Became a War for NATO.’ Inter Press Service (Rome), Janu-
ary 3. http:// ipsne ws. net/ news. asp? idnews= 54020.

Porter, Jack J. 2015. ‘North Atlantic Treaty Organization. Transformation under Fire.’ In Coalition 
Challenges in Afghanistan. The Politics of Alliance, ed. Mattox, Gale A. and Stephen M. Grenier, 
184–198. Stanford, California: Stanford University Press.

Pouliot, Vincent. 2010. International Security in Practice. The Politics of NATO-Russia Diplomacy. 
Cambridge, UK; New York: Cambridge University Press.

Pouliot, Vincent. 2013. ‘Methodology. Putting Practice Theory into Practice.’ In Bourdieu in Inter-
national Relations. Rethinking Key Concepts in IR, ed. Adler-Nissen, Rebecca. 45–58. London; 
New York: Routledge.

Pouliot, Vincent. 2016. International Pecking Orders. The Politics and Practice of Multilateral Diplo-
macy. New York: Cambridge University Press.

Pouponneau, Florent, and Frédéric. Mérand. 2017. Diplomatic Practices, Domestic Fields, and the 
International System: Explaining France’s Shift on Nuclear Nonproliferation. International Stud-
ies Quarterly 61 (1): 123–135.

Robertson, George. 2011. ‘Being NATO’s Secretary General on 9/11.’ NATO Review. https:// www. 
nato. int/ docu/ review/ 2011/ 11- septe mber/ Lord_ Rober tson/ EN/ index. htm.

Rühle, Michael. 2013. ‘Reflections on 9/11: A View from NATO.’ In NATO Beyond 9/11. The Transfor-
mation of the Atlantic Alliance, ed. Hallams, Ellen, Luca Ratti and Ben Zyla, 54–66. Basingstoke; 
New York: Palgrave Macmillan.

Rumsfeld, Donald. 2011. Known and Unknown: A Memoir. New York: Sentinel.
Rynning, Sten. 2012. NATO in Afghanistan. The Liberal Disconnect. Stanford, California: Stanford Uni-

versity Press.
Schmitt, Olivier. 2017. International Organization at War. NATO Practices in the Afghan Campaign. 

Cooperation and Conflict 52 (4): 502–518.
Seliger, M. 2010. Kunduz. Was läuft falsch? [What is wrong?]. Loyal 1: 20–25.
Smith, Martin A. 2017. How NATO Survived George W. Bush: An Institutionalist Perspective. Journal 

of Transatlantic Studies 15 (1): 61–76.
Van Loo, Erwin. 2014 ‘Dutch Forces in Pul-e Khumri, 2004–2006. Learning on the Job in Baghlan Prov-

ince.’ In From Venus to Mars? Provincial Reconstruction Teams and the European Military Experi-
ence in Afghanistan, 2001–2014, ed. Chiari, Bernhard, 177–194. Freiburg im Breisgau: Rombach.

Vom Hagen, Ulrich, René Moelker, and Joseph Soeters. 2006. ‘Introduction: Cultural Interoperability.’ 
In Cultural Interoperability. Ten Years of Research into Co-Operation in the First German-Nether-
lands Corps, ed. Hagen, Ulrich vom, 7–13. Breda; Strausberg: Sozialwissenschaftliches Institut der 
Bundeswehr.

Walt, Stephen M. 2018. ‘It Still Doesn’t Get Worse Than Afghanistan,’ Foreign Policy (Washington), 9 
July 2018. https:// forei gnpol icy. com/ 2018/ 07/ 09/ it- still- doesnt- get- worse- than- afgha nistan/.

Weisbrode, Kenneth. 2009. The Atlantic Century. Four Generations of Extraordinary Diplomats who 
Forged America’s Vital Alliance with Europe. Cambridge: Da Capo Press.

Woodward, Bob. 2002. Bush at War. New York: Simon and Schuster.
Woodward, Bob. 2010. Obama’s Wars. New York: Simon and Schuster.
Wright, Donald P., James R. Bird, Steven E. Clay, Peter W. Connors, Scott C. Farquhar, Lynne Chandler 

Garcia, and Dennis F. Van Wey. 2010. The United States Army in Operation ENDURING FREE-
DOM (OEF) October 2001–September 2005. A Different Kind of War. Fort Leavenworth: US Army 
Combined Arms Center.

Publisher’s Note Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in published 
maps and institutional affiliations.

Philipp Münch is a project director at the Bundeswehr Center of Military History and Social Sciences, 
Potsdam (Germany). From 2016 until 2019, he taught at the Bundeswehr Command and Staff College 
(FüAkBw) and served at the German Federal Ministry of Defence. He worked at the Stiftung Wissen-
schaft und Politik (SWP) from 2009 until 2015. He has been researching NATO, U.S. and German secu-
rity policy with a special focus on military interventions. As a second focus, he has also done research on 
state formation and conflict in Afghanistan, including extensive field research.

http://ipsnews.net/news.asp?idnews=54020
https://www.nato.int/docu/review/2011/11-september/Lord_Robertson/EN/index.htm
https://www.nato.int/docu/review/2011/11-september/Lord_Robertson/EN/index.htm
https://foreignpolicy.com/2018/07/09/it-still-doesnt-get-worse-than-afghanistan/

	Creating common sense: getting NATO to Afghanistan
	Abstract
	Introduction
	A Bourdieusian structuralist perspective
	Mapping the structure of the NATO field
	Research approach and methods for the empirical study

	Afghanistan, NATO and ISAF
	Making Afghanistan a NATO issue
	Assuming responsibility against all odds
	Expanding ISAF without strategy

	Conclusion
	Acknowledgements 
	References




