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The Melting Point: High Command and War in the
21st Century. Gen. Kenneth F. McKenzie Jr., USMC
(Ret.). Foreword by Gen. James Mattis, USMC (RET.)
and 26th Secretary of Defense. 1st ed. La Vergne: Naval
Institute Press, 2024.

Review by Adib Farhadi, Ph.D.
University of South Florida

Introduction

The Melting Point by General (Ret.) Frank McKenzie offers a unique, first-
person analysis of the United States Central Command (USCENTCOM)),
examining its complex origins, defining missions, and future outlook.
Through a precise and candid narrative, McKenzie provides a critical
account of major developments in international conflict from his
perspective as a combatant commander during USCENTCOM's most
pivotal operations. His detailed descriptions of key events and influential
figures offer profound insights into the challenges of leading this crucial
command within the broader context of the Great Power Competition
(GPC). The book traces USCENTCOM's trajectory from its inception to its
final harrowing days in Afghanistan. It offers a rare and cogent analysis of
the often-overlooked factors contributing to the strategic failure of the U.S.
mission in Afghanistan.

The book critically explores key issues, including U.S.-Iran relations,
lessons from Afghanistan, and the Central Region's strategic role in the
Great Power Competition (GPC). Three central themes emerge: the
primacy of civilian oversight in U.S. foreign policy and military operations,
the distinct responsibilities of a combatant commander, and the pivotal
role of leadership in decision-making. The text's clarity and accessibility
render complex military and strategic concepts understandable, offering
readers a comprehensive account of recent U.S. military engagement in
the region. The book’s incisive insights into major geopolitical inflection
points make it a vital resource for policymakers and scholars of regional
security issues.

113

Produced by The Berkeley Electronic Press, 2024






115



116



concept of Afghanistan as a state—even if this vision of
a state did not align with what Westerners thought it
should be. We continued to pour vast wealth into
Afghanistan in an attempt to create a society with at
least some Western values. These decisions, again,
were not military ones. At the same time, we did not
attempt—or allow—any meaningful outreach to the
Taliban in 2002 or in the years immediately after to
see if they could be coopted into the government. This
was a policy error.”
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McKenzie offers a detailed analysis of the Central Region's pivotal role in
U.S. security, geopolitical, and economic interests. The region’s wealth of
natural resources, strategic trade routes, and complex political
environment make it central to global stability. McKenzie outlines the
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is the strategic significance of Afghanistan to U.S. national security, and
how should America approach re-engagement with the Taliban-led
Afghanistan? What might such re-engagement entail in practical terms?
Furthermore, how does Afghanistan fit within the broader framework of
the Great Power Competition (GPC)? These questions, especially those
related to accountability to the Afghan people amid ongoing terrorism
concerns, human rights issues, and humanitarian crises, prompt readers
to consider the ethical and strategic imperatives that should guide future
U.S. engagement in the region. Rather than offering simplistic solutions,
McKenzie encourages readers and policymakers to engage in a deeper and
more nuanced reflection on these complex and essential issues.

Ultimately, The Melting Point offers unprecedented and invaluable
insights into USCENTCOM'’s operations and the Central Region’s critical
role in U.S. strategic planning. Its unique perspective provides essential
lessons for policymakers and researchers, making the book highly relevant
for shaping U.S. foreign policy over the short, medium, and long term.
With its detailed historical context, firsthand narrative, practical
observations, and incisive analysis, the book stands as an indispensable
resource for understanding the future of U.S. engagement in the Central
Region and beyond.

The author would like to thank Sarah White for her contribution.
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