Long overdue:
Biden right to pull U.S. troops out of Afghanistan
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Former U.S. President Donald Trump and current
Commander-in-Chief Joseph Biden were right to
withdraw U.S. troops from Afghanistan because it was
the right thing to do for America.
From Washington to Brussels, governments struggled
to make sense of the chaotic events that unfolded in
Afghanistan. President Biden had insisted1 the Taliban
takeover of Afghanistan was not inevitable; the
assumption then was that the Afghan government and
its military leadership had both the capacity and will to
hold off advancing Taliban forces2.
As became subsequently clear, U.S. policy
underestimated3 the impact of corruption in the
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country and overestimated4 the Afghan military’s
ability to defend the country. Leadership misjudged5
the Taliban’s ability to win6 back the hearts and minds
of its countryside people and to successfully recruit
enough young men to sustain the fight against U.S.
forces. Now everyone is asking7 what went wrong?
Was America’s longest war justified? Was the
withdrawal warranted, despite the manner in which it
was executed? Did America achieve any of its
objectives in Afghanistan? Under Taliban rule, will
Afghanistan allow Al Qaeda and other extremist
groups to use the country – a crossroads of Central and
South Asia – as a base for international terrorist
attacks?
For some, it will be impossible for President Biden to
wash away the deadly stain8 of a tumultuous exit from
Afghanistan. These folks will insist9 the U.S. should
still keep10 an active fighting presence in Afghanistan.
Others will argue that Islamic extremists11 and
jihadis12 – particularly ISIS-K and al Qaeda – will
return to Afghanistan with the removal of U.S. troops.
A number of analysts will position the withdrawal as a
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failed13 U.S. “civilizing” mission. And there are
certainly those who will point to all of the above as
factors working against Biden’s public opinion poll
ratings, which dipped to the lowest point of his young
presidency. By comparison, Trump’s record-low
presidential ratings had less to do with his commitment
to remove U.S. troops from Afghanistan.
The graveyard of empires
In the 19th century – seemingly a world away from the
conflict of today – the Afghans inflicted heavy losses
on British forces in the British-Afghan wars14(183842, 1878-80, 1919-21). Decades later in 1979, the
Soviet Union invaded15 and occupied the country until
the Geneva Accords were signed in 1988. This led to
Soviet withdrawal the following year – without
victory. Next, in 2001, the United States and its
Western allies invaded16 Afghanistan and now, after
nearly two decades, the U.S. is leaving the country
without a formal military victory. Like the British and
the Soviets before them, the U.S. made colossal
errors17 in the country.

was a collapse – a two-decade catastrophe – in U.S.
policymaking. According to a study by the Center for
Complex Operations at the U.S. military’s National
Defense University, the U.S. nation-building
experiment19 in Afghanistan was “doomed to fail.”
I’ll say it again: Both Trump and Biden were right to
pull U.S. troops from Afghanistan, because it was the
right thing to do for this country. Trump made it a
policy issue20, Biden executed what previous U.S.
presidents failed to do. But, whatever the
circumstances, whatever the political motivations, the
withdrawal of American troops should provide our
current administration the opportunity to focus more
intently and effectively on matters of internal crises: a
budget approval process that threatens our
government’s ability to conduct business, the ongoing
COVID-19 epidemic and its aftermath, an economy
staggered by the pandemic, and overdue infrastructure
improvements in many areas, including transportation,
utilities, and the environment.

What emerged in Afghanistan went far beyond the
original mission; it became – as perceived by those
who would ultimately storm Kabul – a war of
occupation18. What has been shown in Afghanistan

For Trump, Afghanistan represented the “forever
wars21.” So eager was the president to end U.S.
involvement that he bypassed the Afghan government,
went directly to the Taliban, and struck a deal22 in
February 2020 to withdraw all U.S. troops by May
2021. Four months following his January 2021
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inauguration, Biden pushed back the removal23
deadline to August 31 to allow more time for U.S.
troops and administrators, as well as those who helped
the U.S. in the war-torn country.
However, the writing was always on the wall. The
Washington
Post’s
“Afghanistan
Papers24”
documented what was known privately by presidents,
senior U.S. officials, and military leaders: the war had
become unwinnable25. Contrary to boots-on-theground reality, claims of progress in villages,
settlements, and on the battlefields ignored the facts26.
Progress was nearly27 nonexistent and unsteady at best;
the conflict would never be resolved in the U.S.’s
favor. In fact, the Taliban made inroads in many areas
and did not show any signs of defeat or backing down.

troop numbers and the attending land, air, and sea
weaponry. Today, surgically-targeted air strikes are
used to take out key individuals, to obliterate convoys,
to vaporize opposition strongholds. Such tactics and
weaponry – vastly changed from the earlier days of the
conflict – will be considered as the Taliban calculates
the cost of warfare moving forward. Drones can be
quickly deployed28 remotely over long periods of time
and distance and provide the calculus of lethal results
at a lower financial cost and risk to U.S. troops.
Western Nation-building

Moving forward, Taliban-branded business as usual –
especially harboring extremist factions and terrorist
groups that could attack the U.S. – may take a
directional detour as the Islamist organization seeks to
bring some semblance of governance and security to
the country, not least as there appear to be increasingly
violent conflicts between the Taliban and ISIS-K
elements. And there’s this: The U.S. has changed how
it wages war on terrorism. It no longer relies purely on

This nation’s original mission – the defeat of al Qaeda
and elimination or capture of senior al Qaeda leaders –
has largely been accomplished29. Al Qaeda’s ability to
plan, finance and execute terrorist attacks against the
U.S. and its allies has been greatly degraded and
severely diminished.
There was no ideal context in which the U.S. could pull
troops out without consequences. But the rapid-speed
and total collapse of the Afghan National Army30
(300,000) in the face of a relatively modest
number31 of Taliban forces (75,000) was not
anticipated. Despite U.S. spending of more than $88
billion to train and equip Afghan security forces32,
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including the Afghan National Army and police force,
little, if any, consequential resistance met the Taliban
as they took control of the country.

the local Afghans. They were able to bide their time,
recruit supporters, and build a coalition that ultimately
pushed the U.S. out of the country.

More importantly, there is massive support for ending
U.S. involvement in Afghanistan. While there was
widespread disapproval33 of Biden’s handling of the
seemingly disorganized and frantic withdrawal, the
majority34 of Americans approve35 of pulling U.S.
troops from the country.

The Taliban have had decades to absorb the lessons
from insurgents in formerly colonized38 regions.
Indonesia’s escape from colonial domination by the
Dutch is an example. North Vietnam’s victory over
French and ultimately American forces is another.
Kenya’s freedom from the British conquest and
Algeria’s defeat of the French in a war so tumultuous
it brought down the French republic offer two more
lessons to be learned, with two different outcomes to
their insurgencies and ways of achieving
independence; hard schooling has been at the forefront
for the losers.

The cost of the war has been extraordinary. Over $2
trillion was spent and more than 775,000 U.S. troops
fought in Afghanistan. Nearly 2,500 American lives
have been lost in the fight and over 20,000 troops
wounded in action. According to the Afghanistan
Papers36, an estimated 157,000 people have been killed
in the war in Afghanistan since 2001 in the efforts to
build a pro-Western democracy. The human and
economic cost of the war to the U.S. will not end with
its full withdrawal from Afghanistan. According to the
Costs of War Project, the full cost of the war – such as
the financial costs of U.S. veterans’ care37 – will
continue for decades.
The defeat of U.S. and allied forces in Afghanistan is a
reminder that there is no substitute for deep
understanding of local context. Despite spending
nearly two decades fighting in Afghanistan, the U.S.’s
contextual and cultural knowledge was no match for
33
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War is fought as much in the minds of men and women
as it is physically contested on the battlefield;
Napoleon once said39, “In war, three-quarters turns on
personal character and relations; the balance of
manpower and materials counts only for the remaining
quarter.” If one cannot directly defeat the mighty, then
one must resort to guerrilla warfare, a war of attrition,
tiring the opponents and wearing down the will to
fight. Once morale is low, it does not require might to
turn the tables on the battlefield.
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To put it bluntly, the U.S. does not have a positive40
recent track record in engineering nation and state
building overseas41, and even less in the Middle East
and Asia. If the hard experience42 gained from the
Vietnam War was that the U.S. should never intervene
in a foreign country’s conflict without a clear plan, exit
strategy and popular support, then that lesson was
forgotten or was not applied in Afghanistan. The U.S.
overstayed and couldn’t gather popular local support.
In the end, the U.S. was perceived as an occupying
force, like in Iraq. The Taliban – armed with local
knowledge, vast networks and popular support, as well
as a long background of fighting in the country –
managed to come to power by drawing on a deep well
of popular support and deep-rooted resistance43 to
foreign occupation – not their ability to go toe-to-toe
with our military might.
The original mission of disrupting al Qaeda,
eliminating terrorist leaders and preventing another
terror attack against the United States has seen some
success; probably more than we know. The ill-fated
Afghanistan conflict should serve as a reminder to U.S.
foreign interventions and experiments in nation and
state building that there is a fine line between invading
a country to disrupt terror networks and overstaying
the assignment.
40
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Conclusion
The cold, realpolitik fact that underscored Trump’s
and Biden’s decision44 is simply that Afghanistan is no
longer a matter of national interest45. The U.S. exit
undoubtedly could have been better planned and
executed, but extending the U.S. stay in Afghanistan
would not have served U.S. interest46 any more now
than it has in the past two decades.
Despite military leaders47 making the case to keep a
limited number of US troops in Afghanistan, foreign
policy experts, were divided over the decision48
whether to stay or leave. Other commentor would have
preferred the US stays to deny49 al-Qaeda a safe haven
in the country and help overseas a peace deal with the
Taliban. Those that made the case of continual US
involvement overlooked the massive cost of such an
operation, the continual radicalization that US
presence fueled, and the fact the US was not going to
win the war in Afghanistan. Keeping American troops
in Afghanistan would have only deferred the
inevitable. Biden ultimately stood by his decision50 to
pull all combat troops out before the end of August
2021.
45
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The trillions of dollars that the United States has
spent51 in failed52 nation-building projects53 in
Afghanistan and elsewhere could have, should have
been invested at home; hopefully it will be in the future
with at least one international distraction removed.
Certainly, the internal needs of this country are there:
the strengthening of the U.S. economy, the critical
battle against coronavirus and the focus of
infrastructure challenges, including the much larger
catastrophe54 that is climate change.
America has far greater priorities55 here and around the
world that should be addressed through efforts and
policies that demonstrate a bipartisan focus on what
makes this country great, safe from outside intrusion
and a positive force in international goodwill. Despite
its military might, the U.S. must accept that rarely can
it bend existing circumstances; it cannot succeed when
it is forced to change such circumstances.
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