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Preface

This study draws extensively both on the Afghan war veterans' newspapers and correspondence and conversations with veterans and those working with, caring for and studying them in what was then still the USSR. Along with all those Soviet citizens who were prepared to fill in my questionnaires, answer my questions or merely vent their prejudices in my direction, I would particularly like to thank Aleksandr Karatetskii and Aleksandr Babin of the newspapers K sovesti and Kontingent, respectively, as well as Aleksandr Burbela of St Petersburg and Georgii Medved of Arkhangel'sk for their help.

In the West, thanks are due particularly to Dominic Lieven and Howard White, as well as Roy Allison, Chris Donnelly, David Isby, Martin McCauley, Craig Oliphant, Mike Orr, Jim Riordan, Caroline Schofield, Pete and Laura Swartz, Mark Urban and Anne White. Grants from the ESRC and University of London's Central Research Fund were invaluable in supporting study trips to the USSR. It is traditional also to acknowledge those who kept one sane through one's labours, but after three years buried deep within combat reports and veterans' biographies, I am unsure how far I could confidently make that claim. I will settle for noting my grateful thanks to my parents, Bridget and Renzo, and Judith Fenn for helping put such arcane concerns into perspective. And Brutus, of course, but as he is a dog, I strongly doubt he will get to read this.

A Brief Note on Transliteration

I make no particular apologies for pedantry. I have retained 'hard' and 'soft' signs in transliteration, while the Russian 'ye' is represented by 'e' throughout, except in cases such as 'Boris Yeltsin' where it seems futile to buck the journalistic trend.

MARK GALEOTTI


1
 Introduction: Invasion


War puts nations to the test. Just as mummies fall to pieces the moment that they are exposed to the air, so war pronounces its sentence of death on those social institutions that have become ossified.

Karl Marx



When Soviet troops seized the main centres of Afghanistan on Christmas Day, 1979, there were those who saw it as proof that after the years of détente, the USSR was once again on the offensive. Headlines spoke of 'the empire striking back', of 'red legions on the march'. At the same time, a relatively unknown Party administrator from the sleepy and prosperous region of Stavropol had just been brought onto the Politburo, albeit as a non-voting member. Eventually, after Mikhail Gorbachev had become the Party's General Secretary, his decision to withdraw his troops from this 'bleeding wound' was to leave one of the most striking series of visual images of his revolution, proof not only that the USSR was no irresistible military colossus, but that its goal, far from expansion, was simple survival. The regime that was left in Kabul managed to outlive Gorbachev's Soviet Union, but not by long, and as of writing, the same guns and rockets are being used in civil war, not only in Afghanistan but in former Soviet Moldova, Tajikistan and Georgia. The war seems not so much to have 'Sovietised' Afghanistan as 'Afghanised' the whole USSR.

Thus, for many, it looms large in explaining the downfall of the old order in Moscow. Many of its veterans, for example, find obscure satisfaction in the thought that the war that left them physically or mentally scarred, shunned or destitute, inflicted as painful a toll on the regime that sent them there in the first place. Others, especially in the Islamic southern republics, are keen to portray it as a purely imperial war, a chapter in the story of Russia's drive south in which its subject peoples finally came face to face with the truth about their despotic masters and began to resist the Muscovite yoke.

Certainly the war was important in its effect on the people and government of the old USSR and, indeed, its successor states. It touched more than the veterans. It touched every mother whose son served there or whose prayers or cash managed to prevent that fate. It touched every bereaved sweetheart, wife, father, son or daughter. It still touches everyone who has to live or work with the afgantsy, the veterans of this war, or care for them, or speak on their behalf. It is a powerful image in the developing debate of the USSR's and Russia's future in the world, and for many a damning indictment of its past.

Yet it did not destroy the Soviet Union. For this was a relatively minor, if ill-conceived and uncomfortable military adventure, eminently supportable, a negligible drain on the resources of the USSR. Its real importance is two-fold: as a myth and as a window. In the context of the collapse of the Soviet system, the war became used as a symbol for a variety of issues, from the cost of supporting such a huge and seemingly useless army to the arrogant foolishness of the old regime. Scattered, politically marginalised, ostracised, disempowered, the veterans and the other victims of the war could not make their views heard, and thus the mythological picture of the war, conjured from the prejudices, perceptions and political needs of a variety of journalists, politicians, academics and propagandists, came to dominate. For the outsider, though, the war also provides an extraordinarily rich source of insights into the Soviet Union of the 1980s and early 1990s and the new Russia which succeeded it. This book looks largely at central politics and Russia rather than the other republics. It will also perforce touch but lightly on the complex question of foreign policy. Yet above all, this analysis of the war is, inevitably, a case study of the political and social processes of the decaying late Soviet order, opening a window onto the forces at work. The war was by no means a critical factor and its realities became increasingly indistinguishable behind a thick patina of rumour, myth, sensationalism and wishful thinking, yet it did play a role in influencing a wide array of issues, from the spread of informal political movements through the shift away from conscription to the rise of Russian vice-president (and afganets) Aleksandr Rutskoi. Even for the military, for whom it had more direct importance, it was largely important in illustrating and emphasising other processes and pressures already at work, and the friendships and alliances formed in war could as easily be set next to or trumped by other affiliations based on ideology, comradeship or self-interest.

Thus my image is of a small war, a squalid and trivial expression of imperial arrogance, swept up into the whirlwind of politics of the dying years of the Soviet Union, used as a political tool and symbol by one élite group or another, until it was superseded by other, newer, better, bigger symbols. At this point it was largely discarded and those for whom it had real importance, the veterans, the war wounded, the bereaved, found themselves trying and largely failing to salvage something from the wreckage. By late 1992, a mere four years after the final Soviet withdrawal, the Afghan War has definitely become history, its victims stranded in its limbo.

Afghanistan in Crisis


If the revolution is put down, left progressive forces will sustain a crushing blow. If the revolution is successful, we will get a lasting headache.

Colonel General Akhromeev, at the time of the 1978
 'April Revolution' in Afghanistan1



One of the shrewdest military minds of his generation, Akhromeev was quite right. As with so many 'people's' regimes, that of the Democratic Republic of Afghanistan was established not by revolution, but by coup. This was, after all, hardly fertile soil for socialism. The educated, West European Karl Marx would no doubt be astonished and horrified to see what sort of groups and countries have since tried to wrap themselves vainly in the red banner of his ideology. For Afghanistan is an unruly country, with a tradition rich in war and unrest, a product of the perennial struggle between the centralising power of the kings and the cities, and the authority of the tribes, the villages and the local religious leaders, a struggle which the countryside usually won.

The ethnic character of the country is dominated by the division between the Pushtu-speaking Pathans of the south and east, who made up around 42 per cent of the population before 1979, and the Turkic and Iranian minorities of the north, which include Tajiks, Uzbeks and Turkmen. Traditionally the Pathans have dominated the country, and their natural ties are with their fellow Pathans in Pakistan, divided by the wholly arbitrary Durand Line, the border imposed by Britain in the last century, whereas the Turkic and Tajik peoples looked to their ethnic brothers to the north, in the Soviet Union. Yet Pathan, Tajik and Turkic peoples did share the Sunni form of Islam, and there are other groups, most notably the Hazaras of the central mountains and Farsiwans of the west, who are Shia Moslems, who ultimately accepted the spiritual writ of the imams of Iran.

The country is no less fragmented and hostile geographically. Afghanistan is largely a dry and rugged land, dominated by the high Hindu Kush mountains of the east and centre and by the plateaus and deserts of the west and south. In the mountains, a modern, mechanised army was limited to a handful of vulnerable, winding passes, and in the desert it was choked in dust and sand. The climate is one of extremes, and men and machines were stretched to their limits by cold, snowy mountain winters and dry, suffocating desert summers. Life is no less hard, with average life expectancy in the late 1970s of no more than 40, and only half of all children surviving beyond their fifth birthday. In such an environment, the local community had to develop and retain strong bonds to survive and such were the difficulties in maintaining communications in this land that these communities retained an independence and, indeed, exclusivity rarely matched in the modern world. Thus, the Soviets were to come to discover that the Afghans were not urbanised Westerners like the Czechs and the Hungarians, but a people still raw in warlike vigour, a people for whom blood feud and banditry were a way of life ('Have you an enemy?' goes the Afghan proverb, 'Yes, I do have a cousin.') and for whom civil war was as much a national sport as buzkashi, their distinctive form of polo, which tastefully substitutes a rotting sheep's carcass for the ball. A people, in short, with a will to continue the war that ultimately proved to be lacking in Moscow.

Various forms of monarchy and a rough-and-ready constitutional republic all failed to tackle the underlying problems of the weakness of central authority and were thus expressions of the politics of the handful of cities and proportionally minute urban elités. In 1979, of a total population of some 15 million, the capital held no more than 700,000 —and the total urban population was estimated at around 1,700,000. Prince Daoud had seized power in a coup in 1973 and founded a republic with himself as president, but he too found himself unable either to impose his will on the countryside or satisfy the demands of the educated city intellectuals, for social, political and economic modernisation. They wanted to see Afghanistan with a literate population, sexual equality, factories and all the other trappings of a modern state, and when Daoud failed to deliver, many began to turn against him.

One of the beneficiaries was the People's Democratic Party of Afghanistan (PDPA), which began to build for itself a power base within the officer corps and civil service, and when Daoud began to round up their leaders in April 1978, they themselves seized power in an effective and truly 'Leninist' counter-strike. The coup left the country in the hands of Nur Mohammed Taraki, Chairman of the Revolutionary Council, and Hafizullah Amin, his Prime Minister. The coup caught the Soviet Union by complete surprise. After all, the PDPA had never been rated that highly and the orthodox line at the time had been more pragmatic than principled. Régimes such as Daoud's had been perfectly acceptable to Moscow so long as they could be of use. There was a need
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for a quick policy decision on this new regime in a neighbouring and allied country.

Most political systems depend on the informal chat and the nod and a wink to some degree, but in the Soviet Union of the 1970s, the formal structures of power and bodies such as the Politburo (the Communist Party's 'cabinet') had become little more than rubber-stamps for the ad hoc gatherings of various grandees. In this case, the key group was built around the structure of the Politburo Commission on Afghanistan. Chaired by Foreign Minister Gromyko, this included as permanent members KGB Chair Andropov, Defence Minister Ustinov and possibly Chief of the General Staff Ogarkov and First Deputy Foreign Minister Kornienko; Mikhail Suslov (as Central Committee Secretary for Ideology and thus high priest of Brezhnevian orthodoxy) and Leonid Brezhnev himself were also privy to its deliberations. Following the 'April Revolution', the Commission met in an expanded session which also called in Boris Ponomarev, director of the Central Committee's International Department and his deputy, Rostislav Ulyanovskii as well as Arkhipov, who represented the Council of Ministers. Thus, ten men, representing the Party, the military, the KGB and the civil service could meet and effectively dictate Soviet foreign policy on the spot. The decision was taken to recognise the new regime. How could they do otherwise? The PDPA was an avowedly pro-Soviet socialist movement. By seizing power, it had shown itself to be more effective and with deeper military support than the previous regime. There seemed no viable alternative; and Moscow could hardly afford to repudiate the new masters of a country on its southern and conceivably vulnerable borders.

The decision may have seemed obvious, but in making it, the Soviets linked their fates with a regime lacking a real social base in this overwhelmingly rural, Islamic, even medieval nation. The urban intelligentsia of the PDPA launched a heavy-handed and insensitive programme, ranging from land redistribution to the education and emancipation of women, which violated religious laws, traditional customs and the very balance of power between the centre and the localities. Popular dissatisfaction mounted; by October 1978, this had become armed insurrection (in the Nuristan province), a classic product of what Fred Halliday called the 'malign marriage of exported Soviet bureaucratic and authoritarian political practices with ones already present in the political cultures and social structures of the countries concerned'.2 Moscow — especially in the shape of the Central Committee and Nikolai Simonenko, the director of its Middle East division —tried to counsel Taraki to take a more gradualist line, but he was both confident in his eventual success and aware that he risked being outflanked by Amin if he seemed to be back-pedalling on previous commitments.

Meanwhile, the PDPA was increasingly torn by internal disputes as the Khalq ('Masses') faction to which both Taraki and Amin belonged froze out Babrak Karmal's Parcham ('Banner') group. This began to tear apart the army, which represented the PDPA's main and vital source of support. Major General Zaplatin, a Soviet adviser to the Afghan army's political administration who had been asked by Ponomarev particularly to keep an eye open for such signs, found that even by May 1978, there was open discrimination against Parchamis in the military. In August, Babrak Karmal was effectively exiled to head the embassy in Prague, other colleagues being scattered to London, Belgrade, Tehran and Islamabad, and in November, he was accused of organising a coup against Taraki: the split in the PDPA had become open.

In March 1979, the regime's bid to introduce education for women sparked a revolt in the western city of Herat. The bulk of the government's 17th Infantry Division supported the mutiny and loyal troops took a week to suppress the uprising. Amongst the approximately 5,000 dead were 100 Soviets, including the wives and families of military advisers, hacked to death by the mob. Herat was to prove decisive: it stimulated the first serious contingency planning for intervention (either to stabilise the country or rescue Soviet nationals) and conditioned attitudes in Moscow to the 'savages' of Afghanistan.

The power of the regime — rooted largely in the armed forces — was draining away daily, not least given the role of the now excluded Parcham within the officer corps and the division of Khalq between supporters of Taraki and Amin. By the end of the year, desertions had more than halved the government army, from 90,000 to 40,000 as entire brigades began to join the rebels. The regime began bombarding Moscow and its agents in Kabul with a stream of requests for military assistance and matériel. In response, the commission sent General Epishev, head of the Military Political Administration, to assess the situation in April. Although Colonel General Volkogonov, one-time near-Stalinist and later born-again radical, exonerated him, it appears that, concerned with the political consequences of the fall of Kabul, Epishev felt assistance was warranted. As a result, arms transfers were stepped up and on 8 July, a battalion from the 105th Guards Airborne Division — the unit which eventually spearheaded the occupation — was secretly transferred to Bagram air force base, masquerading as air crew, to establish a secure airhead, whether for intervention or evacuation.

In August 1979, the Commission met again to hear reports from the Chief Military Adviser in Afghanistan, Lieutenant General Gorelov,
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and the senior KGB officer in-country, Lieutenant General Ivanov, Gorelov counselled strongly against any deployments in Afghanistan, but Ivanov made a good case for the opposite. After all, Ivanov's career was somewhat becalmed, and to be at the centre of a major initiative receiving top-level attention would provide a potential opportunity for real advance. Besides, while in Kabul, he, like all the Soviets, had inevitably begun to 'go native' and to support one side or another. Ivanov had become a strong partisan of Taraki and they were both keen to agitate on his behalf. In this he received critical support from the Soviet ambassador, Puzanov. Neither an experienced diplomat nor with any prior experience of an eastern country, Puzanov was just the sort of second- or third-rater one would expect to find assigned to a country for which Moscow cared little. Yet such was the speed of developments, that it was this mediocrity who was to prove to have quite an important role. On the one hand, his amateurish and insensitive reports were to be one of the sources upon which Moscow based its decisions. Indirectly, his overt support for Taraki also soured relations still further with Amin, who demanded his recall and replacement.

That month, the Commission dispatched another fact-finding mission, headed by General Pavlovskii, Commander of Ground Forces, while Soviet forces near the Afghan border began to be brought to readiness. Like Epishev, Pavlovskii had performed a similar role in preparations for the intervention in Czechoslovakia, but unlike Epishev, he came out against further involvement, primarily on the grounds of the lack of a clear military mission. But Marshal Ustinov just ignored his practical cautions, suggesting that a political decision had already been taken by his patron Brezhnev, despite the added protests of Ogarkov and his deputy, Colonel General Akhromeev.

Arguably, though, the Soviets were pushed over the edge by the assassination of Taraki by Amin in September, dashing hopes that Taraki could eliminate the erratic and uncompromising Amin and rebuild the PDPA's legitimacy in the country by political moderation, or at least political unity. There had already been Soviet concerns about the powers being amassed by Amin, and a unit of Soviet Central Asians, drawn from the paratroopers and Spetsnaz special forces, had been formed by the GRU (military intelligence) in the Turkestan military district. Unable to assume its intended role as Taraki's guards, this 'Moslem Battalion' was to avenge him by assisting the KGB in the elimination of Amin. That same month, mobilisation of low-readiness units from the neighbouring Central Asian and Turkestan military districts began, with the 360th and 201st motor-rifle divisions (MRDs), followed by the 66th and 357th MRDs in November. Ivanov and Puzanov stepped up their own campaign in support of vigorous action against Amin.

The assassination also strengthened the hand of Yurii Andropov, the Chair of the KGB. Although there was obvious political capital for Andropov after the event in distancing himself from the official line on Afghanistan, it seems clear that he had been at best lukewarm in his support, and critical of early suggestions of military intervention. This would certainly tally with his 'maximum results, minimum effort' strategy, refined during his tenure on Dzerzhinskii Square, relying on indirect controls and pressures rather than crude and physical methods, which he saw as frequently counter-productive. He had always felt that Taraki lacked the necessary political skills while Amin was dangerous and had championed Karmal from the first. Thus Andropov's personal views on Amin hardened, while renewed interest began to be given Karmal's Parcham faction, should there be the need or the opportunity to topple Amin.

Under the guise of acceding to Amin's requests for military assistance, Colonel General Tukharinov — the first commander of the 40th Army, the structure established for the occupation, also sometimes the Limited Contingent of Soviet Forces in Afghanistan, or OKSV —met Afghan Major General Babadzhan and established a formal agreement for the arrival of his forces. A field command was formed at Termez under First Deputy Defence Minister Marshal Sokolov and Colonel General Maksimov of the Turkestan military district, while Colonel General Magometov replaced the 'dove-ish' Gorelov as Chief Military Adviser.

A Timetable for Intervention

A preliminary political decision was reached in early December, but never committed to paper. On 10 December, Ustinov ordered that the 105th Guards Airborne Division be brought to combat readiness and reinforced by another regiment of paratroopers from each of the 103rd and 104th Guards Airborne Divisions. Two regular divisions from the Turkestan military district and a bridging unit also began final preparations for action, albeit still serenely convinced that they were to be used in nothing more than a realistic training exercise. That same day, Major General Zaplatin was hurriedly recalled to Moscow to brief Epishev, Ustinov and Ogarkov. Again, Ustinov apparently brushed away any advice which opposed the new line. Some 30 directives were issued by the General Staff, bringing fully 100 units to combat readiness, but most — including many of the senior officers concerned — were still encouraged to believe that this was merely a large-scale exercise. Meanwhile Suslov began preparing his new protégé, Babrak Karmal, to replace Amin, whom the Soviets had come to regard as at best erratic, at worst ideologically unsound.

Inside Afghanistan, preparations were also stepped up. On 10 December, a satellite communications link was established at Bagram. A few days later, a battalion of paratroopers from the 105th Guards Airborne Division moved from Bagram to secure the strategically vital Salang tunnel on the Termez-Kabul road, ostensibly in response to Kabul's security needs. Soviet advisers neutralised the Afghan 7th and 8th Mechanised Divisions by calling in ammunition for a 'stock check' and having batteries removed from tanks 'to prepare them for winter', while fuel was siphoned from tanks in the Kabul garrison. The 'Moslem Battalion', which had been brought to full combat readiness in September, was sent into Afghanistan on 9 November. On 18 November, it was transferred to Kabul, where it lived frugally and secretly in the south-west of the city until 27 December.

The final political decision was made on 24 December at a meeting in Brezhnev's office. Unminuted, with all its participants — Brezhnev, Suslov, Ustinov, Andropov and Gromyko — safely buried, exactly what was said is unknown, but one can draw some general conclusions. A variety of general reasons have been advanced for the intervention, most of which tend to come down to one or more of the following:

	Expansionism: generally seen as part of a drive towards the oil-rich 'rimlands' of the Middle East — whether out of the traditional Tsarist quest for warm-water ports or Marxist-Leninist expansionism — and necessitating determined Western resistance. A rather unconvincing line that ignored the facts of the essentially conservative nature of Soviet foreign policy while talking up (overwhelmingly exaggerated) military deployments and strategic infra-structural development in the region. It tends to come down to a gut belief in the essential acquisitiveness of the USSR. As one émigré put it: 'The Soviet government behaves like an ordinary Soviet consumer. He grabs anything which happens to be on the counter, even if he doesn't need it, knowing that tomorrow it may no longer be available.'3
 	Brezhnev Doctrine: with an ally state about to fall to anarchy or outright hostile forces, intervention was an essentially defensive, reactive move to forestall such a humiliating and potentially dangerous outcome. On the whole, this is the most tenable line, as is discussed below.
 	 Fear of Americanism: a more extreme version of the Brezhnev Doctrine argument, that sees the Russians convinced — rightly or wrongly — that Amin is cutting secret deals with the USA, and even a CIA agent, and ready to let Washington use Afghanistan to repair the break in their 'chain' around the USSR left by the Iranian revolution. This was a line adopted by Soviet sources for a while and echoed by some of their more slavish supporters elsewhere, but soon fell into disuse until late in the Gorbachev era, when the KGB began resuscitating it, in a bid once again to stoke up the image of a foreign threat.
 	 Fundamentalism: Afghanistan became a cordon sanitaire to insulate Soviet Central Asia from Islam Resurgent. Certainly the Kremlin was fully aware of the potential danger that religion could pose — witness its concern to muzzle, suppress or tame organised religion within its own territory. Yet there is no evidence that it felt fundamentalism was some sort of moral plague, contagious through physical contact, still less that religion could be penned behind a wall of tanks and left to wither and die. What is more, had Islam been the main motive behind the intervention, then one could have expected some clear policy on relations with, or the suppression of, the faith in Afghanistan, or at least evidence of an awareness that it was a factor in the country's spiritual life. As it was, though, there was no such policy and briefings for political officers serving in the 40th Army contained literally nothing on Islam.
 	 Prancing Proconsuls: The Kremlin thought it was in command, but it was led about by the nose by Afghan Communists eager to use it to solve internal disputes and by local Soviet officials with a personal interest or prejudice at stake. Though in its 'pure' form this line does not really stand up, there is more than a little truth here. Soviet officers and advisers brought into Afghanistan apparently soon split into Khalq and Parcham factions and 'went native' in their immediate political interests. Certainly figures such as Ivanov, Puzanov and perhaps Karmal were very important in feeding Moscow information biased in certain ways, and the USSR would hardly be the only state to fall foul of the machinations of its pawns.


Ultimately, though, the answer probably lies in the instincts and prejudices of the handful of old men who took the decisions, all Russian oligarchs of the old order, whose careers dated back to Stalinism and the Great Patriotic War, and who combined a gut-level belief in the USSR's prerogatives as a superpower with a crude and manichean ideological world-view and a fair amount of simple racism towards the 'blacks' of Asia. Gromyko had built his career on rigid loyalty to the hierarchy, and the steady expansion of the USSR's role and authority beyond its borders. Suslov, unbending in his dogmatic adherence to a creed ossified into catechism, was locked into the world-view in which a country 'lost' to the Soviet bloc had been 'won' by the capitalist camp. If troops had to be deployed and people killed, that was a regrettable but necessary price to pay. Andropov reluctantly agreed: events had gone too far to ignore, and failure to act might appear as cowardice or weakness; this represented an opportunity to put right his colleagues' blunder in relying on the Amin-Taraki Khalq regime. Military force may not have been his preferred weapon, but it was better than inaction.

Brezhnev, already nearly senile, faltering in his grip on power, aware of Andropov's increasingly contemptuous and confident campaign for the General Secretaryship, was confused. Through the dim mists of his memory, Brezhnev may well — admittedly, this is pure speculation — have harked back to Czechoslovakia '68, which he saw as an unalloyed success, and striven for a similar triumph. His henchman and ally, Ustinov, certainly anticipated such an outcome: a quick, neat show of military force, the installation of a docile new leadership and prompt withdrawal. After all, there had been no planning for a lengthy occupation and the first wave of troops was neither structured nor trained for counter-insurgency operations.

On 24 December, Ustinov called a meeting of the Deputy Defence Ministers and service chiefs which finally disabused those who thought they were planning for a combat exercise: zero hour — Vremya 'Ch' —was set for the next day, 15:00 Moscow time.

25 December 1979


Soviet—Afghan relations are a vivid example of relations of a new type among equal and independent states.

TASS commentary, January 19804



On 25 December, mechanised forces began crossing the Soviet—Afghan border, with the 356th and 66th MRDs occupying first Herat, then Shindand, Farah and Kandahar, the 360th MRD passing through the Salang to reach Kabul by 26 December, and the 201st moving to Kunduz, Badakhshan and Baghlan. Lieutenant General Mikhailov, Tukharinov's advance force commander, established a forward command centre at Bagram, while a continuous airlift brought Soviet forces in Kabul to some 5,000 by 27 December. At this stage, the Soviets were busy placating Amin by presenting this as a massive and convincing response to his requests for aid; the troops were there to shore up his regime and crush the guerrilla strongholds. Yet after several failed attempts to assassinate him by poison and bullet, Amin's elimination and the capture of Kabul was to be the aim of Operation Shtorm, a coordinated plan involving the finest troops at Moscow's disposal, from its paratroopers to KGB and military intelligence commandos. On 27 December, the trap was closed.

Colonel Ivan Ryabchenko led remaining elements of the 105th Guards Airborne Division as they deployed to Kabul and Bagram. Despite the loss of one aircraft (and 37 men) to an air crash, his paratroopers captured the Interior Ministry in Kabul that evening, while others blocked off the city to pro-Amin reinforcements. Meanwhile, a KGB Spetsnaz unit codename Zenit (drawn from the Border Troops Directorate) took the central radio and telegraph stations, post office and Pul-i-Charkhi prison. The 'Moslem Battalion' attacked the Defence Ministry and, along with elements of Zenit, stormed Amin's residence. Their orders were clear: Amin and his closest supporters were to be liquidated; no quarter was offered or given. In what seems characteristic behaviour for strong, ruthless leaders, used to dominating their environ-
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ment and their situation, when events seem to go awry, Amin for some time refused to believe what was going on. The parallels would, after all, include Stalin's paralysis in the early days of the German invasion of 1941 and Hitler's in the last days of the war. At about 9:15 pm, a prerecorded broadcast was beamed from Soviet transmitters on Radio Kabul's frequency, in which Karmal announced that he had assumed power and appealed for Soviet military assistance. By the next day the city had been secured, Amin had been killed (the commandos lost only 12 men) and Soviet military police of the Commandant's Service were even controlling rush-hour traffic. The troops were followed by Babrak Karmal and a host of Soviet bureaucrats, teachers, technicians and secret police and within days, some 4,000 civilian administrators had been brought to Kabul. The KGB and Spetsnaz forces were withdrawn to the USSR by 7 January 1980 — and the real war began.

Brezhnev's War: Tactical Innovation, Policy Stagnation

The Soviets had anticipated a quick operation to install a more stable and reliable leader, rebuild the Afghan army, enforce a new alliance on the various wings of the PDPA and overawe opposition to the regime. Once the new regime was secure — the Afghan 8th Infantry Division resisted until 5 January — Soviet forces would simply be used to establish garrisons securing key lines of communications and support DRA units as, freed from this duty and backed by Soviet artillery and airpower, they inflicted a convincing defeat on the rebels.

Life rarely runs so smoothly and, as the British discovered in the nineteenth century, Afghanistan is never so easily controlled. The Afghans did not prove — Western propaganda and their own macho boasts apart — to be particularly good warriors or insurgents, but Afghanistan's mountains and fertile 'green zones' are perfect guerrilla country and the rebels were possessed of an extraordinary will to resist, a passion for a fight and the traditions of jihad, holy war. The PDPA did not prove so easy to unite, the divide being not just political but also —perhaps predominantly — ethno-cultural, between the urban, Persian-speaking intelligentsia of Parcham and the tribal and Pushtun Khalq. The DRA's forces proved unable or unwilling to fulfil their allotted role, and the Soviet army found itself forced to participate in a war for which it was neither trained nor equipped lest it be forced instead to withdraw. By the end of January 1980, there were 50,000 Soviet troops in-country; by the end of summer, this had risen to 80,000. As the stakes mounted, the USSR found itself locked into the war, and although Brezhnev toyed with the idea of withdrawal and even asked Chief of the General Staff Ogarkov to look into the possibilities of extricating the OKSV in time for the XXVI Party Congress in 1981, there was never the political will present to win or end the war.

Instead, the Brezhnev era was marked by making do, by a series of often stop-gap measures to respond to the war's special needs in the absence of any strong mandate or guidelines from the political centre. Nor was there any serious notion of pushing on to secure Pakistan, as some Western analysts claimed, underlining the essentially reactive, conservative nature of the late Brezhnev-era leadership. In 1980, the end of the original reservists' tours of duty provided the OKSV with an opportunity to begin to restructure and it took the first steps towards creating specialised counter-insurgency forces, forming the 66th and 70th independent brigades as experimental prototypes. The 40th Army was expanded and more helicopters introduced, while periodic, if always clumsy and stereotypical conventional offensives were launched against rebel concentrations.

Despite the fact that he had opposed intervention and then been given no clear political objectives, Pavlovskii was scapegoated, pensioned off into the ranks of the military inspectors in December 1981. He was replaced by the dynamic Marshal Petrov, whose experience, tellingly, had been in the Far East and then in another of Moscow's foreign adventures, having directed operations in the Ogaden 1977-78. Under Petrov, the Soviets began to emphasise the role of light infantry and air-mobile troops and evolve new tactics for the war.

Andropov's War: Willing Spirit, Weak Flesh

Andropov, during his brief tenure as General Secretary 1982-84, had little energy to spare for Afghanistan, though he did make tentative moves towards sounding out chances for a negotiated withdrawal. Andropov's earlier reluctance to endorse military intervention in Afghanistan, as well as his experiences in rebuilding a safe Soviet satellite in Hungary after the intervention of 1956 (during which time he had been the ambassador in Budapest) would have led him to favour such an extrication. In addition, he was closely linked with Oleg Bogomolov, director of the Institute of the Economics of the World Socialist System, who had been a consultant to Andropov during his tenure as head of the Central Committee's international department in the 1960s. As will be discussed later, it was Bogomolov and his team who produced the first critical assessment of the war's impact. They also developed the thesis that Soviet influence would be best (and more cheaply) served by its spread 'by force of example' rather than force of arms, a catch phrase Andropov would adopt in November 1982 and Gorbachev in his turn. Most importantly, though, all his policy objectives, from improving relations with both Europe and China, to freeing up resources for internal economic investment, would have required it.

Hence, he made genuine efforts to accelerate existing talks under the auspices of the United Nations, but in the light of his ill-health and the need to ensure the succession of 'his' team, Afghanistan was never a priority. A series of unfortunate incidents or coincidences — notably the destruction of Korean airliner KAL007 by Soviet fighters in September 1983 — served to hinder efforts at reconstructing détente. Andropov lacked the energy or will to concentrate efforts on what was still, after all, a relatively minor part of the problems facing him. What changes there were concentrated on tactics over policy. He ensured that the DRA built up its own equivalent to the KGB, the KhAD, which also took on an increasing role in operations and in expanding its network of informants and paid allies. Lieutenant General Leonid Generalov replaced Lieutenant General Viktor Ermakov in charge of the OKSV and continued the steady improvement in training and equipment and the expansion of the role of light, special and airmobile forces.

Chernenko's War: Limited Armageddon

It was Konstantin Chernenko, General Secretary 1984-85, who came closest to trying to win a military victory in Afghanistan, both owing to his personal inclinations and his desire to win for himself at least one triumph before succumbing to his emphysema. Once again, vanity clearly shows itself to have a role in the exalted circles of geopolitics. Still under Lieutenant General Generalov, the OKSV adopted far more aggressive and brutal tactics, from high-altitude carpet-bombing to massive major assaults such as attacks on refugee camps and the Panjshir 7 offensive of 1984, which involved some 15,000 Soviet and 5,000 Afghan government troops, as well as heavy bombing by Tu-16 aircraft flying from bases inside the USSR and large heliborne landings, reportedly of up to 2,000 men at a time. The aim appears to have been to win by shattering rebel morale and destroying their support infrastructure by, quite simply, encouraging mass emigration from rural areas outside Kabul's control: a policy of 'migratory genocide'. By mid-1984, there were an estimated 3,500,000 refugees in Pakistan and 1,500,000 in Iran out of a total population of perhaps 13 million.

Soviet casualties increased during this period, but it is still important to stress how limited the war remained. There was no major increase in the size of the OKSV, nor was there much recourse to such measures as cross-border bombing, as practised by US forces in Vietnam. Nevertheless, Chernenko's iron fist did not lead to a convincing military success, just temporary victories which, in turn, sparked a more assertive response from the USA and other backers of the rebels. The United States, which had provided the rebels with $400,000,000 worth of aid by the end of 1984, promised another $250,000,000 for 1985 alone. In April 1985, President Reagan signed National Security Directive 166, promising $470,000,000 for 1986 and $630,000,000 for 1987, while the US Agency for International Development provided another relief programme which reached $40,000,000 by 1988. The prevailing mood in Reagan's America seemed to be, as Representative Charles Wilson so delicately and elegantly put it, 'there were 58,000 dead in Vietnam, and we owe the Russians one,'5 The war was escalating.

Gorbachev's War: Bringing the Boys Back Home

Gorbachev's obvious priorities included staunching this 'bleeding wound' (he used this expression at the XXVII Party Congress in 1986) so that the resources being ploughed into the war could be diverted to more productive uses, and putting an end to the fighting which was impeding Soviet efforts to build bridges not just with the West, but also with China and the Arab nations. The arrival of portable surface-to-air missiles, including the US 'Stingers', did not change the face of the war, but they were a powerful symbol of the continuing will of the West and the Arab world to support the rebels. Former Soviet policy had generally been framed within rather long-term policies, despite Chernenko's flurry, looking to the creation of Sovietised elites and the progressive elimination of the rural Afghan population. Gorbachev, though, needed not just to get out of Afghanistan, but to do so quickly. He raised the issue as early as October 1985, at talks with Karmal and a delegation which included the man later to be Moscow's ally in Kabul, Dr Mohammed Najibullah. Karmal allegedly replied that were the Soviets to withdraw, 'next time you would have to move in a million troops', but Najibullah used the opportunity to distance himself from his leader and hence make himself an attractive candidate to succeed him. Karmal's protests notwithstanding, by the end of 1985, a decision in principle to withdraw had been made by the Soviet leadership.

With the mix of humanitarian reformism and cold-blooded ruthlessness that was to characterise his era, Gorbachev engineered Karmal's downfall and near-exile to the USSR in May 1986 and his replacement by the more sophisticated and flexible Najibullah. Formerly the head of KhAD, the DRA's secret police, Najibullah was prepared to accept that a victory would not be won by force of arms and gambled, instead, on a mix of co-optation and compromise, his 'policy of national reconciliation'.

The OKSV's operations, although they were beginning to bear fruit, were scaled down as Gorbachev decreed that the priority was to limit casualties and concentrate efforts on building up the capabilities of the Afghan forces to hold their own after a withdrawal. Increased effort was concentrated on exploiting tribal divisions and suborning or simply hiring local militias; joint government/militia operations thus became a new and important feature of the war. While counter-insurgency techniques were refined and developed, the political underpinnings of the war had been removed. The success of the operation to withdraw and the longevity of the Soviet-retrained government forces they left behind attest to the fact that the General Staff was beginning to master this new style of war, for all the problems associated with getting a modern bureaucratic military machine to reform itself.

Following a Soviet-Afghan summit in December 1986, talks were opened in Geneva to draw up some basis for Soviet withdrawal, while Najibullah's 'policy of national reconciliation' sought to heal divisions within the PDPA and provide an umbrella for deals and understandings with rebel and neutral leaders. There was certainly a mismatched opposition to the peace process, from fundamentalist Afghan guerrillas resistant to any compromises, fearful Kabul bureaucrats and Soviet conservatives and nationalists aghast at any retreat or 'betrayal'. Senior Gorbachev advisor Aleksandr Yakovlev claimed it took the reformists four years to overcome passive resistance in the Politburo to withdrawal. Similarly, there have been suggestions that attempts were made to hinder or sabotage negotiations, such as when new troops were deployed to compensate for most of the six regiments Gorbachev pledged to withdraw as a good-will gesture in 1986. Nevertheless, negotiations were finally concluded in Geneva on 14 April 1988. They envisaged complete withdrawal of all but advisers by 15 February 1989. Despite later dispute over the issue of 'symmetry', the mutual cessation of the provision of arms to Kabul and to the rebels by Moscow and Washington, on 15 February 1989, Lieutenant General Boris Gromov, last commander of the OKSV, walked over the Friendship Bridge back onto Soviet soil: the 40th Army had come home.

Assessing the Impact


The process of unravelling the Soviet Empire can begin in Afghanistan.

Abdul Rashid, rebel field commander6




One of the characteristics of local war is that its scope may expand many fold as the war develops. Therefore, it is necessary to take any local war very [seriously] . . .

From the text of a lesson at the Voroshilov General Staff Academy7



The irony is that the Kabul regime outlasted the USSR, even if only for a few months. For this was a war which evolved over time, and its impact on Soviet — and, for the purposes of this book, predominantly Russian — politics and society was played out against the backdrop of the decay of the Brezhnevian order, the rise and fall of the Gorbachev revolution and the collapse of the USSR itself. As a result, this study cannot but be eclectic and often tentative: Afghanistan was not a critical factor, but it fed into a wide range of other processes, from the retreat from globalism in foreign policy to the rise of the 'informal' movements, the seeds of the political changes which eventually led to the post-Communist, if not especially democratic order.

The veterans of the war, largely from the fighting underclass who fuel most such wars, left Afgan with a set of experiences which will be with them until their deaths. Yet their story is only a part, arguably a very small part, in the wider matter of the importance of the war to the Soviet Union. For they were relatively few and predominantly marginalised or forced to mimic the mainstream to avoid ghettoisation. In the true spirit of the kollektiv, the war became communal property, an image upon which the new generation of nationalist politicians could trade, a theme around which the newly liberalised journalists could build a reputation for gory populism, a cautionary tale for mothers to mumble to their draft-age children. In so many ways, study of the war's impact on the USSR and Russia through the 1980s and into the 1990s has very little to do with what actually happened 'over the river' — and everything to do with the collapse of the Soviet state and all the hopes, fears and potentials with which it had been vested.


Historical developments are irreversible. To understand them, even more to assess them, is not possible in the square and at the meeting, nor from the podium, but only as a result of thoughtful historical analysis . . .

Anatolii Gromyko, son of Andrei Gromyko8
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Part 1
 The Veterans
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TABLE 1.1

Afghan requests for military assistance, 1979

14 April 15-20 combat helicopters with pilots

16 June 2 divisions

11 July battalion-strength Spetsnaz (special forces) units

12 July ‘assistance’

18 July 2 divisions

19 July paratroop division

20 July paratroop division

21 July 8-10 Mi-24 helicopter gunships with crews

24 July 34 battalions

1 August Spetsnaz brigade

12 August 3 Spetsnaz battalions with transport helicopters

20 August anti-aircraft battalion

21 August 1,500-2,000 paratroopers

25 August Spetsnaz battalion for Amin’s guard

2 October ‘military assistance’

17 November special security battalion for Amin’s guard

20 November special security battalion for Amin’s guard

2 December reinforced regiment

4 December police units in the northern provinces

11 December garrisons in northern towns to protect road
routes

17 December garrisons in northern towns to protect road

routes
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