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Riccardo Perissich, a former Director General of the European Commission, is Senior 
Fellow of the School of European Political Economy of the LUISS University in Rome.

Whatever one may think of the US 
withdrawal from Afghanistan, a 
decision that President Biden shared 
with his predecessor Donald Trump, 
most observers on the two sides of the 
Atlantic seem to agree that both the 
planning and the execution phases of 
the withdrawal were botched.

Europeans in particular, including 
the ever-faithful US allies in the UK, 
complain about not having been 
adequately consulted or involved in 
the decision and execution of the 
withdrawal. Whatever the merits of 
this debate, it has inevitably led to 
fundamental questions about US 
foreign policy and its future trajectories. 
After four years of Trump, many in 
Europe are legitimately concerned. 
Old and by now familiar academic 
debates about Washington’s priorities, 
credibility and handling of global 
affairs have resurfaced as a result.

The underlining question is: to what 
foreign policy tribe does Biden belong? 
Is he an optimist or a pessimist? 

A realist or an idealist? A liberal 
internationalist or a nationalist? Is he a 
Wilson or a Roosevelt and if the answer 
leans towards latter, which of the two 
Roosevelts’ are we referring to?

Unfortunately, such questions and 
comparisons will not take us very far. 
Conceptualisation can be useful to 
simplify complex issues; however, in the 
real-world, politicians and diplomats 
are seldom driven by concepts or 
ideology. What matters are the concrete 
problems they are confronted with 
and the available options they chose to 
pursue.

Some of these problems are expected, 
some are not foreseen and others still 
are unexpected and simply happen. 
Concepts contribute to the decision, 
sometimes they help to rationalise it 
post factum, but action in foreign policy, 
as in many other fields, is ultimately the 
result of a complicated balancing act, 
one that involves striking a balance 
between interests, values, capacity and 
context.

US Credibility and the Afghanistan 
Withdrawal
 
by Riccardo Perissich
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The domestic context also plays an 
important role. The stronger the 
domestic consensus, the higher the 
probability that a government will be 
confident enough to take bold action 
and shoulder the risks. However, a 
government in trouble can also use 
bold action to recover consensus (as 
UK Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher 
did in the Falklands). Of course, there 
also is history’s trump card: mistakes, 
the many cases when we misjudged 
the context, our strength or that of our 
adversary and as a result the outcome 
was not what we had originally 
expected.

Autocrats may have the leisure to act 
according to a plan or be driven by 
ideology, most often for the worse. 
Democratically elected leaders – 
even Donald Trump – do not have 
that privilege and are obliged to be 
pragmatic. This does not mean that all 
democratic leaders are similar, but that 
they resist being constrained in simple 
categories.

Some leaders learn from mistakes, 
others do not. Some, like Churchill and 
De Gaulle, are propelled to leadership 
by events. Others surprise us; few were 
prepared to bet on German Chancellor 
Helmut Kohl or Angela Merkel at the 
beginning of their mandates. At the end 
of the day, the real test is competence 
and consistency; which can only be 
determined by the results achieved over 
time. Former President Trump failed on 
both accounts.

When a perceived failure, or indeed 
also a success, concerns a great power 
such as the United States, there is also 
the irresistible temptation to interpret it 

as a game changer, a turning point in 
history. For the never-the-samers, if the 
Berlin wall falls and the Soviet Union 
collapses, it is “the end of history”. If the 
US botches the exit from Afghanistan, 
it is “the end of the American century”. 
Short of a major war, even big events 
are seldom a turning point. Or, maybe 
the correct way to put it is that the 
wheel never stops turning; only the 
speed changes.

Two Roman senators meeting for a 
drink in the dramatic months that 
followed the overthrown of Nero, with 
three aspiring Emperors competing for 
the throne, may well have agreed that 
what they were witnessing was “the 
end of Rome”. In fact, the “real Roman 
century” was only about to start.

The debate about Afghanistan is 
strangely focused on the failure to 
“export democracy”. In reality we went 
there for a variety of reasons that varied 
over time. One of them, at some point 
and for some people, was to export 
democracy; but to be honest, we never 
really tried. The reason for the failure is 
not that democracy was not exported, 
but that we were there without a clear 
strategy.

What has happened in Afghanistan has 
probably damaged the US’s reputation, 
which confines but does not necessarily 
coincide with credibility. Reputation 
concerns the past, credibility is what 
friends, foes and your own people 
expect you to do in the future and how 
confident they are that you will deliver.

In this respect, Afghanistan tells us very 
little about Biden’s future intentions 
and ability to confront Russia in Europe. 
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Or about the much more complicated 
task of confronting China in Asia, from 
Taiwan, to technological decoupling 
and the complex relationship with 
actual or potential allies in the Indo-
Pacific. If anything, it confirms that 
Biden is essentially a pragmatist that 
seeks to reconcile a divided country 
with the difficulty to confront a 
potential Chinese threat in a world that 
has acquired the habit of expecting too 
much from the US.

It remains to be seen how competent 
and consistent Biden will be and how 
capable he is to learn from mistakes. 
The test for his credibility will be the 
ability to convince partners as well 
as foes that the refocusing of his 
foreign policy priorities is an element 
of strength and not weakness. More 
importantly for us Europeans, how far 
will Biden be prepared to listen to our 
concerns and treat us as partners and 
not only as supporting actors?

Afghanistan may have been a blunder 
but so was the Bay of Pigs; probably a 
worse one. This did not prevent John F. 
Kennedy from being remembered for 
the masterful handling of the Cuban 
missile crises and ascend to the heaven 
of great statesmen. Not all Presidents 
have George H.W. Bush’s privilege to 
faultlessly terminate the Cold War, 
achieve German unification, win the 
Gulf War… only to move on to lose re-
election.

History is only beginning now.

8 September 2021
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