US credibility is in doubt, but it’s still holding post-Afghan withdrawal
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The fall of Kabul is, then, perhaps not the bellwether of American decline or retrenchment that it seems. Then again, the 2020s are not the 1970s. Indeed, over the course of the 2010s, US credibility took several hits. President Barack Obama’s failure to respond to Syrian despot Bashar al-Assad’s use of chemical weapons against dissidents—crossing, in the president’s words, a “red line”—evidently called into question American security guarantees to countries in the Middle East. John Kerry, Obama’s secretary of state, later acknowledged that the failure to strike al-Assad “cost us significantly in the region. And I know that and so does the president. … Perception can often just be the reality.”36 Giving voice to this notion, Jordanian King Abdullah II remarked to a reporter, “I think I believe in American power more than Obama does.”37 There were other serious doubts raised under Donald Trump, who questioned the stationing of US troops in South Korea and mused about not honouring Article 5 of the North Atlantic Treaty, leading less nationalist-minded members of his administration to offer assurances to wary allies.38 But apparently the damage was done. “The times when we could completely rely on others are, to an extent, over,” German chancellor Angela Merkel commented after Trump’s fateful trip to Europe in May 2017. “We Europeans must really take our fate into our own hands.”39 Trump’s increasingly erratic and punitive conduct toward friendly governments over the course of his administration led some analysts to urge a revaluation of Canadian foreign policy. In particular, talk of a new Third Option emerged, with the aim of lessening dependence on Canada’s southern neighbour. As then Canadian foreign minister Francois-Philippe Champagne remarked in 2020, “Pax Americana is probably behind us.”40 What the future holds is unclear, but as in 1975, analysts today might wonder of the United States: how reliable an ally?
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