
 
 

Reflections on President Biden’s remarks today about Afghanistan  
from the Alliance in Support of the Afghan People 

 

Washington, D.C. (August 16, 2021) – In his remarks today about the unfolding humanitarian 
catastrophe in Afghanistan, President Biden asserted that the Afghan government and military leaders 
have lost the will to defend their country against the existential threat of Taliban terror and squandered 
the considerable support the U.S. provided them over the last 20 years. 

Whatever the shortcomings of the Afghan leadership, that characterization is unfair and an incomplete 
interpretation of the story of how we got to this moment. Hundreds of thousands of Afghans 
volunteered over the last 20 years to fight the Taliban. Tens of thousands of them died, and many 
fought hard even after the U.S. abandoned them. It is inaccurate victim blaming to claim that the 
Afghans never stood up for their country. Also, the sudden switching off in recent weeks of all U.S.-
designed contractor support to the Afghan military unnecessarily neutered the security force’s ability to 
stop the Taliban advance.   
 
This line of argumentation also suggests that the U.S. had no power or responsibility to prevent the 
disastrous consequences of the Taliban’s return to power. It has been clear to all that our abrupt 
withdrawal would allow the Taliban to gain power again and prompt a humanitarian and strategic 
tragedy. That prediction has now come to pass.  It was not inevitable, especially if we had executed a 
sound strategy for withdrawal instead of this rush for the exits. Indeed, it was possible to withdraw 
without provoking such a disaster, as one of our leaders has argued.  
 
We welcome President Biden's stated commitment to continue to militarily, economically and 
diplomatically press the Taliban leadership to refrain from the sort of human rights and politically 
repressive tactics that characterized its reign over Afghanistan through 2001. We wonder, however, if 
the President can make good on that commitment in light of reports from around the country of 
extrajudicial killings in the streets, forced marriage of girls and women, threats to the well-being of 
religious minorities and muzzling of free speech and press. All this suggests that the Taliban may already 
be picking up where they left off in 2001. The U.S., especially without a presence inside Afghanistan, has 
already surrendered most of the leverage we will need to stop such atrocities. 

One of the saddest aspects of the disastrous developments in Afghanistan is that they were predictable 
– indeed, were predicted – and preventable, even with the minimal U.S. military presence on the ground 
there until recently. The harrowing scenes we are now seeing in Afghanistan were not inevitable. Our 
abrupt and ill-considered withdrawal allowed them to happen.  

The most important problem we must confront, however, is that the crisis is not over. It is not yet time 
to sit back and cast blame or frame rhetorical defenses. Many thousands of Afghans, whose lives are at 
risk because they worked with the U.S., are yet stuck around the country. The poorly planned 
evacuation has led to avoidable human tragedies at Kabul’s airport. The U.S. has committed nearly two 
combat brigades to Afghanistan (far more, ironically, than the 2,500 troops President Biden removed 
from the country over the summer).   
 
There is still time to save those who worked and fought alongside us and keep some faith with people 
who trusted us. We should focus now on that urgent task. 

https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/speeches-remarks/2021/08/16/remarks-by-president-biden-on-afghanistan/
https://www.nytimes.com/2021/08/12/opinion/biden-afghanistan-taliban.html


 
 
The Alliance in Support of the Afghan People (or ASAP) represents a cross section of American national 
security, military, civilian and human rights leaders who advocate for continued U.S. engagement that 
protects, sustains, and advances the progress the Afghan and American people have made in 
Afghanistan since 2001. For more information: https://www.allianceforafghans.org/ 
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