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 War and it’s Lasting Effects on Behavior 

 Of the 240 years the United States has been in existence, the world has been waging war 

for 223 of them. In Afghanistan, one of the most recent and ongoing wars has taken its toll on the 

world. It has taken its toll on the psyches of soldiers, of citizens, of families, of doctors. The 

mindsets of so many have changed due to the war torn environment around them. Malcolm 

Gladwell’s The Power of Context theory explains the actions of those directly and indirectly 

involved in this war by looking at the effect of a person’s immediate environment. Although 

Gladwell's, the Power of Context, says that the immediate environment has a direct effect on 

character, the effect of War has a stronger lasting effect on the behaviors of those both directly 

and indirectly involved. 

 The current war in Afghanistan has lasted 15 years, but the country has had a long history 

with ceaseless war.  The country had long been under British imperialist control, did not gain its 

independence until August 19th, 1919. Afghanistan attempted to maintain democracy, until its 

effort was ended with a military coup in 1973. A weakened Afghan state was then the target of 

another coup in a 1978, this time with communist convictions. Afghanistan was then invaded by 

the Soviet Union in 1979, in an attempt to revitalize and support the communist coup, starting a 

long fought war on Afghan soil. In 1989 the Soviet Union withdrew, seeing that the Afghan 

intervention was leaving a negative economic impact. The Soviet’s withdrawal left the Afghans 

without a proper state, leading many groups to compete over who would gain control. After 
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many civil wars without clear victors, in 1996 the capital, Kabul, fell to the Taliban. The Taliban, 

at the time, was a Pakistani sponsored movement that attempted to recapture power and end the 

chaos of the last 20 years. They were both a religious and political militant organization that 

attempting to unify the middle east under a common set of beliefs that followed Sharia law. 

 The Taliban maintained control until 2001, following the terror attacks on 9/11 in the 

United States. At which point the United Nations began to delve into political reconstruction in 

Afghanistan that mandated the adoption of a new constitution. Because of the events of 9/11, 

U.S. involvement in Afghanistan was at an all time high, with the U.S. attempting to topple the 

Taliban regime. The U.S. attempted to defeat the Taliban military and rebuild many of the pivotal 

institutions of the Afghan State, like medical centers, banking, and others political institutions. 

This lasted until 2009, when President Obama increased U.S. troop presence to protect the 

Afghan population from Taliban attacks and further support the rebuilding of pivotal institutions 

and oversee the reintegration of insurgents into Afghan society. In 2011 the U.S. began to 

withdraw its troops handing over responsibility to the Afghan military and government. Over its 

history of independence Afghanistan has seen much internal turmoil, having extreme 

repercussions on its population and those who find themselves within Afghanistan's borders 

(Historical Timeline PBS).  

 Malcom Gladwell’s the Power of context attempts to explain the state of mind that the 

people of Afghanistan and those involved in the war, found themselves in. Gladwell’s strongest 

explanation of the Power of Context occurs within an experiment conducted by Philip Zimbardo. 

Zimbardo’s experiment consisted of giving people roles in a specific setting and seeing if the 

context changed their character. Zimbardo “decided to create a mock prison in the basement of 
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the university’s psychology building”(Gladwell 160) and enlist the help of twenty-one men who 

appeared the most normal and healthy on psychological tests out of all the other applicants who 

applied for the study. Zimbardo controlled the experiment by splitting the group up, half were 

chosen to be prison guards and the other half were to be prisoners. To further impact their state of 

mind, Zimbardo had those chosen to be prisoners formally arrested, charged, fingerprinted, and 

cuffed before being blindfolded and brought to the mock prison in the Psychology Department 

Basement. Zimbardo’s results supported the idea that a person's immediate environment impacts 

their actions. “The guards, some of whom had previously identified themselves as pacifists, fell 

quickly into the role of hard-bitten disciplinarians”(Gladwell 161).  

 Even before U.S. involvement in Afghanistan, the people had seen so much turmoil. They 

were already like the prisoners in Zimbardo’s experiment. They had been pushed to their limits 

and it had begun to show. Many carried symptoms of depression, anxiety, and PTSD. 

Afghanistan’s history is consistently based on these traumatic and chaotic events. Their 

immediate context had a lasting effect on the minds of the Afghan people. But does the 

immediate context versus long term environment make a difference in the outcome of those 

effected? In the case of Zimbardo’s experiment the majority of the people were able to return to 

their normal lives and behaviors, but the key difference is the long term environment. Those who 

participated in Zimbardo’s experiment were taken out of their normal environment and put 

through chaotic and undermining activities to measure their ability to handle the duress. The 

Afghan people consistently live in an environment filled with chaos and turmoil. The outcome 

and effect on behavior is going to play a much larger role.   
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 In 1994, during some of Afghanistan’s deadliest times, looking at what the civilians in 

Afghanistan went through helps to understand their later struggles. Products of their 

environment, the people changed. They became desensitized to the bloodbath that was around 

them. Afghanistan Unbound, a historical account by Kathy Gannon, attempts to bring the 

atrocities that happened on a daily basis to light. Gannon, a first hand witness of the war torn 

Afghanistan, tells it as she witnessed it. “I saw one young boy raise his hand to catch a ball, only 

to have it sliced off at the wrist by a rocket. A 13-year-old girl, running home to retrieve blankets 

and clothes left behind by her fleeing family, stepped on a land mine, which exploded and blew 

off the bottom of her leg.” (35) Such became the norm.  

 The norm began to dictate the future of those Afghan citizens through the environment 

that they experienced. Looking at the effects of wartime violence on postwar behavior in Bosnia 

can help relate behavior back to citizens of Afghanistan. Studies have been made, and data 

collected on the effect of wartime violence on youth directly involved in conflict in Bosnia. “The 

study tested the effect of violence exposure on the level of postconflict criminality [in youth]” 

The study also looked at if the reintroduction of youth following wartime violence, had a lasting 

effect on their behaviors. (McCouch) The study asked “Do heightened levels of exposure to the 

violence of armed conflict diminish young people's ability to thrive in their burgeoning political, 

social, and economic roles as adults postconflict?”(McCouch)  

 “623 13-24 yr olds participated. Results indicate that those young people experiencing 

the most violence during the war in Bosnia appeared to withdraw from positive, prosocial 

investment in the collective and its future after the conflict, and instead tended to engage in more 

antisocial criminal behaviors” (McCouch) The youths who found themselves a part of the 
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violence become changed by their environment, they adapted and knew only violence as 

acceptable behavior. Everyone around them, their fathers, brothers, mothers, and neighbors, all 

experienced the negative aspects of war. They could not escape the lasting effects of war and 

were a part of it, even long after they reached adulthood. The lasting effect of the pain they 

experienced played a pivotal role in how they turned out, many turning to a life of crime and 

repeated violence. An extremely important question for the future of any war torn nation, is if 

steps can be made to circumvent the same patterns and break from the anarchy. 

 Keeping in mind the negative effects of war on not just soldiers, but the civilians 

involved, led to the development of an agenda for personality psychology in the Afghan postwar 

era. A study was made to see the mental health effects of wartime violence on the population. 

“More than 2 decades of conflict have led to widespread human suffering and population 

displacement in Afghanistan.” (Mental Health, Social Functioning, and Disability in Postwar 

Afghanistan). In 2002, the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention performed a mental health 

survey in Afghanistan, designed to give estimates  on the mental health status of the Afghan 

population over 15 years old. “In this nationally representative survey of Afghans, prevalence 

rates of symptoms of depression, anxiety, and PTSD were high.” (Mental Health). 62.0% of 

those surveyed reported experiencing trauma relating to depression, anxiety, or PTSD. Even 

before U.S. involvement in Afghanistan began, the Afghan people had experienced strong 

negative effects on their behavior due to previous wartime violence.  

 “Coping mechanisms included religious and spiritual practices; focusing on basic needs, 

such as higher income, better housing, and more food; and seeking medical assistance.” (Mental 

Health). Religion and spiritual practices changes the context of the peoples environments. It acts 
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as a distraction of sorts. Instead of the people letting the their context and environment control 

their behavior, they made a conscious decision to change and use their behavior to control their 

context. Their new behavior is part of the expanding ideology that the people present to 

themselves in an attempt to overcome the adversity that plagued them.   

 The people of Afghanistan had found themselves devastated by decades of chaos. 

Everyone from the soldiers, to the people who lived in the war torn country had found 

themselves affected in some way or another. Their war torn environment dictated their behavior 

and their mental state in the years to come. With a majority of the population who had been 

involved in or close to wartime violence reporting mental health issues like depression, anxiety, 

and PTSD, it is tough to not overlook the longstanding effects of war on a nation. Youths become 

more likely to keep the cycle of violence going, and adults turn to coping mechanisms to forget. 

War ravages the minds of those involved. Their environment controls their character. Through 

extreme stress and hardship the people lose who they are, they lose their personality, they lose 

their memory of the norm before times of war. Context determines behavior, yet war is a special 

case, as it permanently distorts determined character even after conditions change. The 

prolonged oppressive context produces more intense, more anti-social behaviors. Even those 

who are not directly involved in the violence still pay the ultimate price for many years to come. 
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