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PROLOGUE

ABBEY GATE, HAMID KARZAI INTERNATIONAL AIRPORT

KABUL, AFGHANISTAN

AUGUST 26, 2021

The crowd was packed shoulder to shoulder. Every man, woman, and child shouted and waved pieces of paper—their contents indiscernible—in frantic attempts to gain the attention of the US Marines and Air Force special operators standing on the wall above them. The promise of a new life lay just beyond the Americans guarding the gates. Sunset was less than an hour away, but the temperature exceeded 90 degrees F, and the air was filled with the stench of sweat and human excrement from the desperate souls who had been waiting outside for days with nowhere else to relieve themselves. There was no respite other than a dry wind periodically blowing from east to west, away from the gate and down the canal full of civilians struggling to shove their way to the front.

Most of the crowd had no reason to be there. They had no connection to the US government and no legitimate claim to US protection. Many had remained on the sidelines during the decades-long fight against the Taliban. But most of them posed no active threat, either. They knew that Afghanistan’s US-backed government was no more and that sharia law enforced by the Taliban was on the horizon, and they desperately wanted to find a way out. Some had showed up because they had sincerely believed social media posts saying that the Americans would take anyone who wanted to leave.

For men such as “Amir,” the others’ motives didn’t matter. He had a right to be there, and he was trying to push through the throngs to take his wife and four children to safety. He had served as an interpreter for US special operations units and the Defense Intelligence Agency (DIA) for nearly a decade. As such, he had an advantage over the hordes holding up clearly forged “admission documents.” US troops were looking for him and had given him a call sign to confirm his identity. The US veterans and intelligence operatives he’d served alongside, now back in the United States, had arranged it.

Amir could see Abbey Gate. He took a picture of the troops standing on the wall, so they’d know where to look, and another of the call sign he’d been told to paint on a placard: PALE RIDER. Then he took one more of his two sons and two daughters standing below him in the crowd. His younger son stood on the far left of the frame, and his two daughters stood on the right. His older daughter, six years old with soft brown eyes, gazed directly into the camera with an inquisitive smile. His younger daughter, the baby of the family, was distracted by the ongoing commotion and blissfully unaware of the moment. Between his younger son and daughters stood his oldest child, an eight-year-old boy with large eyes, tousled hair, and a troubled expression. He seemed to be the only one who realized that things weren’t okay.

At 5:30 p.m., Amir sent the photos to his handlers in the United States, who in turn would relay them to the troops waiting for his family. His family was a hundred feet away from freedom. The US-based operatives acknowledged his message and replied with further instructions. But Amir’s transmissions went silent.

A few minutes later, 3rd platoon of Echo Company, 2nd Battalion, 1st Marines (known as “2/1”), gathered 1,250 feet away for a group photo. In less than an hour, they’d begin their final shift at Abbey Gate. Their platoon sergeant tried his best to capture a moment to commemorate what they’d endured together. He took a few shots, then told the platoon to turn ninety degrees and face toward the gate, where the fading sunlight offered the best picture. The Marines first saw a flash of light, then felt the concussion of a blast in their chests. For a few seconds, everyone remained frozen in place while their brains attempted to process the sensory overload. Reality set in as body parts started raining down on the cement around them. The entire platoon sprinted toward the gate.

By nightfall, military officials announced that thirteen US service members had been killed in action in a suicide bombing at the entrance to the airfield: eleven Marines, a Navy corpsman, and an Army staff sergeant from a special operations unit. At least 170 civilians were killed in the blast as well. Amir’s oldest son was among them.
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The deaths of the thirteen American heroes of Abbey Gate—and those of the innocent civilians they were attempting to save—were neither inevitable nor the product of good-faith decisions poorly executed. The same goes for the thousands of Americans and tens of thousands of Afghan allies left behind in Afghanistan on August 30, 2021. Those outcomes were caused solely by the Biden administration’s toxic combination of ignorance and self-assurance.

The wisdom of the overarching decision to withdraw US troops from Afghanistan is immaterial. Plenty of Americans—and plenty of Afghanistan veterans—hold differing views on that topic in good faith. No matter which side you choose in that debate, one thing is painfully clear: things didn’t have to turn out the way they did.

And unlike the tens of thousands of Americans and Afghan allies abandoned in Afghanistan on August 31, 2021, the consequences of the administration’s failures in Afghanistan have not remained in Kabul; they’ve unleashed a dangerous new global dynamic that will be felt for some time to come.

This book tells that story.







ONE

WRONG ABOUT EVERYTHING

Joseph R. Biden, Jr., was first elected to the US Senate in 1972, the year Richard Nixon won his second term as president. Over the subsequent half century, he adopted many public, and often paradoxical, personas, ranging from an apologist for Dixiecrat segregation to a purportedly lifelong civil rights crusader. But he has been remarkably consistent in one respect: he has been wrong on every major foreign policy issue he confronted, from Vietnam, Cambodia, and China to Afghanistan and Russia. And he has consistently changed his story, after the fact, to cover his failures.

“NO OBLIGATION”

Biden’s initial foray into foreign policy as a thirty-year-old senator ominously foreshadowed the crisis that would unfold under his watch five decades later. In April 1975, the South Vietnamese government was collapsing under a sustained offensive by communist forces from the North. Only a few thousand US soldiers remained in the country, and President Gerald Ford ordered a massive rescue effort to save thousands of South Vietnamese who had helped the United States during the war. Ford believed that the United States had a moral obligation to honor its commitment to its South Vietnamese allies, who “had been very loyal to the United States” until the bitter end.1 It was a foreign policy imperative as well: if the United States’ allies were to trust US leadership in the future, our government needed to keep its word.

Biden, a foreign policy novice, disdained Ford’s moral concerns and dismissed the potential damage to the United States’ relationships with her allies. Too late to play a prominent role in the antiwar movement, he made his mark by becoming the Senate’s most strident opponent of US assistance to South Vietnamese refugees. He strenuously opposed Ford’s evacuation plan and request for refugee resettlement funds. During a Senate Foreign Relations Committee hearing on April 14, 1975, he declared, “I do not believe the United States has an obligation, moral or otherwise, to evacuate foreign nationals.… The United States has no obligation to evacuate one, or 100,001, South Vietnamese.”2 In a meeting in the White House later that afternoon, Secretary of State Henry Kissinger protested that Biden’s posture meant abandoning the Vietnamese “to whom we are obligated.” Biden conceded that the United States would be abandoning its allies, but he doubled down anyway: “I will vote for any amount for getting the Americans out. I don’t want it mixed with getting the Vietnamese out.”3 Exactly forty-six years later, he would announce his Afghanistan withdrawal plan, which unfolded with similar, coldhearted indifference to our allies.

Rather than evacuating US allies, Biden sought “a negotiated settlement” with the North Vietnamese, naively trusting the North Vietnamese to guarantee that “endangered South Vietnamese” allies would be afforded “safety in place.”4 Wiser heads prevailed, and the Senate overwhelmingly approved Ford’s request for evacuation funds over Biden’s objections. Still, thousands of South Vietnamese allies were left behind when Saigon fell on April 30, 1975. Despite Biden’s rosy assumptions, the North Vietnamese had no intention of providing “safety in place” to any South Vietnamese who had fought alongside the United States. Most ended up in reeducation camps, where they were abused, tortured, and/or killed.

Biden similarly downplayed the related, looming disaster in Cambodia. In early 1975, months before Pol Pot launched a genocidal campaign that murdered millions and killed or exiled 40 percent of his nation’s population, Biden declared that there was no reason to think that Pol Pot would be any worse than any other Cambodian leader. He opposed aid to Cambodia, saying “I may be the most immoral son of a gun in this room,” but “I’m getting sick and tired of hearing about morality, our moral obligation.”5

During the forty-six years from the Vietnam pullout to the Afghanistan withdrawal, Biden apparently learned little. The parallels between his glib assertions that the Taliban could be trusted and his naive willingness, decades earlier, to trust the North Vietnamese are impossible to miss.

A BLIND APOLOGIST

Vietnam was Biden’s first foreign policy failure, but it was hardly his last. In 1979, the future commander in chief visited China, beginning a decades-long campaign of arguing that the totalitarian nation’s rise would be a plus for the United States.6 Over the next forty years, the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) showed little interest in cooperation and outright hostility to any notions of freedom and self-governance. Ten years after Biden’s visit to China, the CCP massacred thousands of pro-democracy protestors in Tiananmen Square. But his conviction was as unshakable as it was unfounded.

In a press conference with Chinese state media in Shanghai in 2000, Biden declared that “China is not our enemy” and there was “nothing inevitable about China and the United States not being as cooperative as other nations.”7 As vice president, he lavished praise on China during a state visit in August 2011: “Let me be clear: I believed in 1979 and said so then, and I believe now, that a rising China is a positive development not only for the people of China but for the United States and the world as a whole.” During the same visit, he refused to condemn China’s brutal “one-child” policy, telling an assembly of Chinese students, “I fully understand and I’m not second-guessing one child per family.”8 The communist government enforced the population control edict through mass surveillance, unwilling sterilizations, and coerced abortions, but Biden was either ignorant of or indifferent to those realities.

Biden played apologist for the Chinese government on other occasions as well. During a May 2019 speech to Iowa voters, he extolled the virtues of the Chinese government and concluded his lecture with the inexplicable claim that “they’re not bad folks.” And as late as January 2020, he guffawed, “We talk about China as our competitor?… Give me a break.”9

BLUNDERING ALONG: “I’M GROPING HERE.”

As chairman of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee, Biden’s response to the 9/11 terror attacks presaged his reaction to the fiasco in Kabul twenty years later. In both instances, his first instinct was to lie about his own foresight and to project blame outwards. Hours after the World Trade Center collapsed, he falsely (and shamelessly) claimed to ABC News that he’d predicted the attacks the day before.10 Less than a month later, the future president launched into a rambling “stream-of-consciousness monologue” in a meeting with Senate Foreign Relations Committee staffers before finally conceding, “I’m groping here… but it seems to me this would be a good time to send, no strings attached, a check for $200 million to Iran.”11 He apparently believed that the unsolicited payment to the Middle East’s greatest state sponsor of terrorism would buy the United States some “goodwill” in the Muslim world.12 The 9/11 Commission later concluded that the Iranian regime had facilitated the travel of several 9/11 hijackers and was protecting al-Qaeda leaders. Iran’s alliance with the al-Qaeda leadership continues to this day.

“THE MILITARY DOESN’T FUCK AROUND WITH ME”

Biden’s career in public office has spanned eight presidents, five popes, and pop artists from the Bee Gees to Beyoncé. Through it all, he has consistently voiced distrust of military leaders. Ahead of a key meeting with the Joint Chiefs of Staff early in Barack Obama’s presidency, Biden warned the new commander in chief, “You’ve gotta stand up to these guys, because if you don’t, they’re going to treat you like you’re their puppy for the next three years.” Obama coolly replied, “You know, Joe, it’d be fun to let you be president for just five minutes to see how you’d handle it.”13 Biden told others in private in 2009 that “the military doesn’t fuck around with me.”14

Biden repeatedly urged Obama to reject the military’s advice. He harbored deep-seated grudges against the generals who rejected his positions, telling Obama that the Pentagon was producing “bullshit” on the war in Afghanistan. In private conversations, he routinely expressed the belief that Obama had been overpowered by the military, describing the joint chiefs as “fucking outrageous.” “They thought they were outsmarting everybody,” he said of the Pentagon. But he saw himself as wielding greater influence over Obama: “They’re all over there having war games, but I was having lunch games.”15

Time and experience failed to improve Biden’s foreign policy judgment. In 2009 he said, “We’re assuming that if al-Qaeda comes back into Afghanistan, where it wasn’t, it would be welcomed by the Taliban. Is that a correct assumption? We have no basis for concluding that.” He insisted that “we have to differentiate” between various factions within the Taliban, arguing that the group was not a monolith and included only a small number of true believers.16 He echoed that statement in 2015, when he claimed that “the Taliban per se is not our enemy”—seemingly ignoring the fact that the Taliban had happily provided al-Qaeda a safe haven in Afghanistan before 9/11, refused to hand over Osama bin Laden and other al-Qaeda leaders after the attacks, and killed thousands of American soldiers in the years that followed. Despite downplaying the threat the Taliban posed, he acknowledged that a Taliban takeover of Afghanistan would certainly create “a problem for us.”17

Robert Gates, a highly respected secretary of defense who served under both President George W. Bush and President Obama, wrote at length in his autobiography Duty: Memoirs of a Secretary at War about Biden’s involvement in the Obama administration’s decision making on Afghanistan. “Not too many meetings had occurred in the Situation Room before the president started impatiently cutting Biden off,” he wrote, adding “I think he has been wrong on nearly every major foreign policy and national security issue over the past four decades.”18

Gates reported that Biden had seemed overly focused on the political fallout of the Afghanistan conflict. After one June 2009 meeting on Afghanistan, Gates said, he felt “discouraged less about the skepticism regarding more troops than about the total focus on the politics. Biden was especially emphatic about the reaction of the Democratic base.” Biden remained hyperfocused on politics in the ensuing months, Gates intimated, as he reacted to planned troop increases by saying “The Democrats hate the idea, and the Republicans will just say you’re on your own.”19 Biden’s judgment on Afghanistan was affected not only by political myopia but also by ignorance of the realities on the ground. Gates highlighted Biden’s inability to grasp the implications of the “fighting season” in Afghanistan—a blind spot that would come back to bite him as president when he ordered the military to reduce its defensive posture just as the Taliban ramped up its fighting season in spring 2021.

“FUCK THAT”

In hindsight, Biden’s fateful decision to break faith with tens of thousands of Afghan interpreters who had slept, eaten, and fought alongside our troops (and at times saved their lives) was predictable. According to Richard Holbrooke, Obama’s special representative for Afghanistan and Pakistan, Biden insisted, as far back as 2010, that the United States needed to leave Afghanistan the same way it did in Vietnam. When Holbrooke responded to Biden with concern for the plight of women under a Taliban regime, “Biden erupted,” Holbrooke wrote. Visibly angry and almost rising up from his chair, Biden said, “I am not sending my boy back there to risk his life on behalf of women’s rights. It just won’t work. That’s not what they’re there for.”20 Beau Biden, who died of brain cancer in 2015, figured prominently in Biden’s withdrawal decision as president. Biden’s refusal to keep the United States’ promises to foreign allies was deliberate—and emotion driven.

When Holbrooke raised the idea of leaving a residual force in Afghanistan to train the Afghan forces, Biden responded dismissively that Holbrooke didn’t “understand politics.” He ranted that the administration was already “facing a debacle politically” due to high unemployment and that the war in Afghanistan was just another “issue that could pull us down.” He said the administration needed “to be on our way out” and “to do what we did in Vietnam.” Holbrooke, taken aback, responded that he “thought we had a certain obligation to the people who had trusted us.”21 Biden mocked the notion: “F—that, we don’t have to worry about that. We did it in Vietnam, Nixon and Kissinger got away with it.”22

RUSSIA RESET

Biden’s ineptitude in foreign matters was not restricted to the Middle East and Asia; it extended to Russia, too. In 2010, FBI director Robert Mueller informed the White House that the bureau had identified four Russian “spy couples” living in the United States and asked permission to arrest them. Vice President Biden forcefully opposed the idea, arguing that “our national security interest balance tips heavily to not creating a flap” with the Russians.23 Biden was speedily overruled. The Russian sleeper agents were arrested and sent back to Russia in a prisoner exchange.

During the 2012 presidential election, Biden repeatedly mocked Republican candidate Mitt Romney’s warnings that Russia and Russian president Vladimir Putin posed a threat to US interests. He was particularly scornful of Romney’s claim that Russia was “our number-one geopolitical foe.” He ridiculed Romney as a “Cold War holdover” with an “apparent determination to take US–Russian relations back to the 1950s.”24 Biden believed that Russia was a possible ally for the United States’ efforts against Iran but that it certainly wasn’t a threat anymore.

In February 2014, two years into Obama and Biden’s second term, Russia annexed Ukraine’s Crimean Peninsula and launched military incursions into eastern Ukraine. Eight years later, in February 2022, it launched a full-scale invasion of Ukraine under Biden’s watch.

REWRITING HISTORY: FROM “DON’T GO” TO “GO”

“I said, among—with others, we’d follow Osama bin Laden to the gates of hell if need be,” President Biden boasted in April 2021 as he announced his disastrous withdrawal. “That’s exactly what we did, and we got him.”25 Except that was not what had happened, and Biden had admitted it nine years earlier.

At a House Democratic Party retreat in January 2012, Biden had said that when Obama had been making his decision about whether to authorize Operation Neptune Spear, he had told the assembled advisers, “We owe the man a direct answer.… Mr. President, my suggestion is: Don’t go.” By 2015, Biden had fully reconstructed his account of the events, changing his advice from “Don’t go” to “Go.” According to his new narrative, he had privately encouraged Obama to approve the operation. During the 2020 campaign, he offered a slightly different version, claiming he had quietly told Obama to go with his gut.26 That revisionist history, however, is flatly contradicted by the public accounts of Hillary Clinton, Secretary Gates, former CIA director Leon Panetta, Obama administration staffers, and even Obama himself: “Joe also weighed in against the raid.”27 Gates wrote in his memoir: “Biden’s primary concern was the political consequences of failure.… Biden was against the operation.”28 Optics, not tactics, guided Biden’s decision making, and taking credit for other people’s work was a habit he’d practiced since his first year in law school.

DEAD WRONG ON IRAQ

As vice president, Biden spearheaded the Obama administration’s Iraq policy. He confidently predicted in 2010 not only that Iraqi prime minister Nouri al-Maliki, whose reelection he had supported, would extend the status of forces agreement but also that Iraq would be “one of the great achievements of this administration.”29 Both predictions were dead wrong. The agreement with Iraq didn’t materialize, and Obama pulled all US troops out of the country the following year. ISIS swiftly capitalized on the power vacuum and seized control of large swaths of Iraq and Syria. During the self-described Islamic Caliphate’s three-year reign of terror, ISIS fighters enslaved thousands of Yazidi women—many of whom were sold to the highest bidder in open-air markets—and executed captured adversaries by burning them alive, beheading them, or strapping them in chains and drowning them in oversized water tanks. Who can forget the image of the Christian martyrs in orange jumpsuits paraded onto the beach for their execution?

The general in charge of the US withdrawal from Iraq was Biden’s future defense secretary, Lloyd J. Austin III. Incredibly, Biden pointed to Austin’s track record in Iraq (and Austin’s friendship with Beau Biden) as the key reason for selecting him in late 2020 to lead the Pentagon. “General Austin got the job done. He played a crucial role in bringing 150,000 American troops home from the theater of war,” he wrote in December 2020, adding “Today, I ask Lloyd Austin to once more take on a mission for the United States of America.”30 Austin’s next withdrawal operation—this time in Afghanistan—would result in another terrorist takeover.
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In sum, nothing in Biden’s forty-eight-year political career before his presidency provided any reassurance that he was capable of navigating a national security decision such as the withdrawal from Afghanistan. As his former boss President Obama bluntly cautioned, “Don’t underestimate Joe’s ability to fuck things up.”31

31







TWO

DOHA

The Trump and Biden administrations’ pursuit of a “peace deal” with Taliban representatives in Doha paved the way for the slow-moving train wreck that unfolded in August 2021. Time and again, US “negotiators” made substantial concessions in exchange for the Taliban’s vague (and wholly unreliable) promises to “consider” a potential cease-fire and to ensure that al-Qaeda didn’t pose a threat from Afghanistan—things the Talibs never intended to follow through on.

There’s plenty of blame to go around for the Doha debacle, but a small group of individuals played outsized roles in the failure. Trump’s secretary of state, Mike Pompeo, amplified politically palatable narratives about the discussions instead of providing clear-eyed assessments of the Taliban’s true intentions. Biden’s point men, National Security Advisor Jake Sullivan and Secretary of State Antony Blinken, provided case studies in naiveté and wishful thinking.

And the utter incompetence of the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, General Mark Milley, and the State Department’s special representative for Afghanistan reconciliation, Zalmay Khalilzad, spanned both administrations. The US officials overseeing the Doha talks were a veritable who’s who of foreign policy failures. However, nearly all the national security officials we spoke with who worked with Khalilzad (often called just “Zal”) expressed the feeling that he distinguished himself through a unique combination of mendacity and ineptitude.

As a former high-level US intelligence official with years of experience in Afghanistan and direct knowledge of the Doha talks remarked to us, “The beginning of the end was when Zal Khalilzad got involved in the negotiations.”

Biden officials repeatedly claimed that their administration’s hasty withdrawal had been predetermined by a binding agreement negotiated by their predecessors, but that is simply not true. The Trump administration brokered a flawed yet conditional deal with the Taliban that would take effect only after the Talibs fulfilled several concrete obligations. The Biden team simply ignored those conditions altogether and chose to withdraw on its own accord—with predictably disastrous effects.

MOAB

When Donald Trump entered office in January 2017, the United States had roughly 11,000 troops in Afghanistan, down from more than 100,000 during Obama’s surge. Trump promised to bring US troops home from Afghanistan, but, on the advice of Secretary of Defense James Mattis, he increased the number of US forces there starting in September 2017, with troop totals reaching 15,000 by the end of his first year in office.

Trump also drastically increased US air strikes against the Taliban and ISIS-K. The now-famous “Mother of All Bombs”—MOAB—was dropped on an ISIS-K stronghold in eastern Afghanistan in April 2017, killing about a hundred ISIS-K terrorists.

ZAL

In 2018, President Trump ordered the State Department to resume direct talks with the Taliban. He tapped Zal to lead the negotiations—a decision that proved to be a disaster. From the outset, the “special representative” appeared to be more concerned with the Taliban’s and Pakistan’s interests than with zealously advocating for the United States’. He began the process by asking Pakistan to release Abdul Ghani Baradar, the Taliban’s cofounder and second in command, ostensibly as a sign of goodwill to jump-start the process.1 Baradar had been in captivity since the CIA had captured him in Karachi in 2010.

In a lunch meeting at a luxury resort in Doha shortly afterward, Zal laughably told Baradar, “I’ve studied you. I know you’re a man of peace.” In fact, Baradar was anything but peaceful. He’d commanded all Taliban forces in northern Afghanistan after 9/11, led the fight against US forces and the Northern Alliance, and continued to direct attacks against US troops in the years after. The Taliban number two, however, was happy to let Zal’s false characterization go uncorrected. He simply replied, “I realize that I would not be sitting at this table if it weren’t for you.”2 Members of the “Taliban Five”—the military commanders held at Guantánamo Bay until they were swapped by Obama in exchange for the return of Army deserter Sergeant Bowe Bergdahl in 2014—joined Baradar across the negotiating table soon after his release. Within a few years, they would all be holding key posts in the new Taliban government.

By January 2019, Zal was already bragging to colleagues that he’d secured a peace deal. Without a shred of evidence, he claimed that “the Taliban have committed, to our satisfaction, to do what is necessary that would prevent Afghanistan from ever becoming a platform for international terrorist groups.”3 Afghan president Ashraf Ghani’s chief of staff, Abdul Matin Bek, warned Zal that he was being played, but Zal dismissively replied, “I’ve cornered them. There will be a political settlement.”4 Yet it was the US military and the Afghan government that Zal had painted into a corner. Bek later told us, “I don’t know if he was just naive or Taliban himself.” Either way, he added, “this man is responsible. He is responsible for what is happening today in Afghanistan.”

Biden would inexplicably keep Zal in charge, with Blinken calling his work “vital.”5

“PEACE” AGREEMENT

Trump said in August 2019, “We’re working on negotiating a deal right now, as you probably have heard, and you know, at some point, we want to get out as quickly as we can.”6 But negotiations were briefly paused after the Taliban killed a dozen people, including Sergeant First Class Elis Angel Barreto Ortiz, in a car bomb attack near the US Embassy in Kabul in September. Trump had planned to hold a meeting at Camp David with Taliban leaders around the eighteenth anniversary of 9/11, but that was scuttled because of the Taliban attack. By 2019, the number of US troops in Afghanistan had fallen to 15,000.

On February 29, 2020, the so-called Agreement for Bringing Peace to Afghanistan, or the Doha Agreement, was signed by the United States and “the Islamic Emirate of Afghanistan which is not recognized by the United States as a state and is known as the Taliban.” The deal committed the United States “to withdraw from Afghanistan all military forces of the United States” by May 1, 2021, and included the release of up to five thousand Taliban prisoners. Most of those five thousand immediately returned to the battlefield.7 In exchange, the Taliban would take “steps to prevent any group or individual, including al-Qa’ida, from using the soil of Afghanistan to threaten the security of the United States” and its allies. The Taliban had no intention of keeping those promises. Edmund Fitton-Brown, the coordinator of the United Nations’ Analytical Support and Sanctions Monitoring Team for al-Qaeda activity in Afghanistan, told us that his group had observed frequent and high-level coordination between the Taliban and al-Qaeda throughout 2020 and 2021. Fitton-Brown’s team was not alone in that analysis. When the special inspector general for Afghanistan interviewed Zal for a report about the Taliban’s adherence to the peace deal conditions, Zal insisted that “we have succeeded in getting [the] Taliban” to break with al-Qaeda. The Pentagon, however, told the IG the exact opposite: that al-Qaeda “maintains close ties to the Taliban in Afghanistan.”8

Misguided as they were, Zal’s efforts drew vocal support from one senior member of the Trump administration: Mike Pompeo. The secretary of state was the Doha Agreement’s biggest cheerleader within the Trump cabinet and repeatedly claimed that the Taliban was “prepared to break with their historic ally al-Qaeda.” He even asserted that the Taliban would “work alongside us to destroy” al-Qaeda. A collection of intelligence reports nearly the size of a phone book reported that the fever dream of Taliban cooperation was simply false, but Pompeo continued to promote the false narrative. Pompeo also falsely claimed that the Taliban “recognized that military victory was impossible” even though the Taliban saw the battlefield as its surest way of taking over.9

The Trump administration’s Doha deal was inadvisable at best, but it carried one silver lining: the agreement was conditional. The Pentagon and NATO were in full agreement: if the Taliban didn’t fulfill their end of the bargain, the United States had no obligation to withdraw. Even Pompeo—who repeatedly cast the Taliban as good-faith negotiators—pointedly noted, “Our commitment to reduce our forces to zero is conditioned on them executing their obligations under the agreement.”10

“VICTORY”

The Taliban, of course, had no intention of following through on anything discussed in Doha. Its supreme leader, Haibatullah Akhundzada, trumpeted the agreement as a “collective victory of the entire Muslim and Mujahid nation” and described the “complete withdrawal of all foreign forces” as “undoubtedly a great achievement.”11 As soon as the ink was dry, the Taliban published a fatwa, or religious decree, stating that “there cannot be another ruler of Afghanistan” besides Akhundzada.12 Al-Qaeda likewise called the deal a “historic victory” and reaffirmed its allegiance to Akhundzada, telling its fighters to join the training camps in Afghanistan.13

The United States quickly collected convincing evidence that the Taliban did not intend to follow the terms of the deal.14 In May 2020, a UN monitoring team concluded that al-Qaeda remained in Afghanistan, was still close to the Taliban, and was happy about the deal. The team warned, “The Taliban remain confident that they can take power by force.”15 The Pentagon’s inspector general noted in March 2020 that the Taliban had “ramped up attacks” on the Afghan military “almost immediately after signing” the Doha Agreement. The watchdog concluded, “Taliban levels of violence escalated throughout Afghanistan, raising questions as to the future of the agreement.”16

General Milley dutifully defended the Doha Agreement and repeatedly downplayed the significance of Taliban attacks against Afghan forces and US troops. He boasted, “This is a significant step forward, this agreement, and it’s going to lead to intra-Afghan dialogue, and it ultimately leads to a peace agreement.”17

A BAD IDEA ABANDONED

Toward the end of his term, President Trump strongly considered removing all US troops from Afghanistan. He even signed a (quickly withdrawn) order to that effect in late 2020. Still, he ultimately chose to keep a small contingent of 2,500 to 3,500 troops in the country, avoiding the mistake that Biden would soon make.

During a speech on October 8, 2020, National Security Advisor Robert O’Brien announced a reduction of US forces to 2,500 by early 2021. In early November 2020, Secretary of Defense Mark Esper sent Trump a classified memo saying that a precipitous withdrawal from Afghanistan was a bad idea.18 Christopher Miller took over as secretary of defense when Trump fired Esper by tweet just after Election Day.

Trump apparently soon signed a directive calling for a full US troop withdrawal by early 2021—which he quickly reversed after pushback from his officials. The aborted withdrawal effort was spearheaded by John McEntee, the director of the White House Presidential Personnel Office, and retired Army colonel Douglas Macgregor, who had been interviewed by McEntee about becoming a senior adviser to Miller.19 McEntee provided Macgregor with a note on November 9, 2020, that allegedly relayed Trump’s wishes, including “1. Get us out of Afghanistan.”20 Macgregor helped McEntee with the language for an order from Trump, which stated, “I hereby direct you to withdraw all US forces… from the Islamic Republic of Afghanistan no later than 15 January 2021.”21

In 2022, General Keith Kellogg, Vice President Mike Pence’s national security advisor, testified to the January 6th Committee, “An immediate departure that that memo said would have been catastrophic. It’s the same thing what President Biden went through. It would have been a debacle.”22

Miller told the January 6 Committee that the order he had received from Trump on the evening of November 9, the day after he was made acting secretary of defense, “was to draw down to 2,500 in Afghanistan” and called that “completely achievable.”23 He had been blindsided by the full withdrawal memo. Milley and Miller quickly met with O’Brien at the White House. O’Brien and White House counsel Pat Cipollone talked with Trump about their concerns,24 and Miller, Milley, and O’Brien opposed the plan during an Oval Office meeting, telling Trump that it would look terrible if one of the final images of his presidency was of the Taliban taking over Afghanistan—which ended up happening under Biden. Trump withdrew the full withdrawal order, avoiding the mistake that Biden would soon make.25
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