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INTRODUCTION



Its significance often overlooked, the Soviet–Afghan War stands as one of the seminal events of the last quarter of the 20th century. In less than a decade it exposed fatal defects in the Soviet political structure as well as in communist ideology itself, helped trigger and sustain the policy of internal reform led by Mikhail Gorbachev (1931–2022) from 1985, contributed strongly to the collapse of the Communist Party and the consequent end to the Cold War and, finally, played a decisive contributing role in the disintegration of the USSR. The conflict rapidly involved other nations with strong political interests at stake in Central Asia, not least the United States, which clandestinely siphoned billions of dollars in aid to the Mujahideen through Pakistan. Pakistan itself not only strongly supported the resistance in general, but particularly those elements of religious extremists who in the wake of Soviet withdrawal took a prominent part in the internecine struggle between rival Mujahideen factions which ultimately led to the Taliban’s triumph in the autumn of 1996. In short, the network that became al-Qaeda took root as a direct consequence of the Soviet–Afghan War, in which Osama bin Laden and others like him provided substantial funds to large numbers of jihadi.




[image: ]


Tough, resourceful, and inured to hard living, the Mujahideen possessed many qualities which compensated for sophisticated Soviet weaponry and more reliable logistic and communication systems. (Photo by Pascal Manoukian/Sygma via Getty Images)





The international implications soon became apparent. Quite apart from the horrific wave of repression which their regime unleashed, the Taliban offered Afghanistan as a training and recruiting ground for other extremist groups whose political and ideological agenda stretched far beyond the borders of their war-ravaged country. By hosting al-Qaeda on Afghan soil, the Taliban sowed the seeds for the terrorist attacks of 11 September 2001, which in turn triggered a devastating reaction from the United States and the United Kingdom, soon followed by other NATO powers. All of this ‘Pandora’s box’ may be traced to the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan and the ghastly war it inaugurated.
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Recognizing the folly of the war as ideologically unsound and economically unsustainable, Mikhail Gorbachev drew the correct conclusion and withdrew Soviet forces from Afghanistan. (Photo by Peter Turnley/Corbis/VCG via Getty Images)




The foundations of a full understanding of the West’s involvement in Afghanistan in the early 21st century must rest upon a firm grasp of the causes, course, and outcome of the Soviet–Afghan War. The lessons from this confirmed the folly that underpinned Soviet strategy: unrealistic political aims, pursued by armed forces unable to cope with the unconventional methods of an adversary which, though vastly disadvantaged in weapons and technology, managed to overcome the odds through sheer tenacity and an unswerving devotion to freedom and faith.

In 1979, political leaders in Moscow directed a sceptical military to intervene in the Afghan civil war in order to maintain in power a nominally communist regime in Kabul, which was struggling against a resistance movement of disparate groups known collectively as the Mujahideen or ‘fighters for the faith’. Deeply unpopular with large swathes of rural, deeply conservative, tribal peoples stretched across a country divided on religious, ethnic and tribal lines, Nur Mohammad Taraki’s (1917–79) government of the Democratic Republic of Afghanistan (DRA) controlled urban areas but very little of the countryside, where tribal elders and clan chiefs held sway. Even within the Communist Party apparatus, rival factions grappled for sole control of the affairs of state, denying them the time or ability to implement the socialist reforms they espoused, including the emancipation of women, land redistribution, and the dismantling of traditional societal structures in favour of a more egalitarian alternative. None of these reforms resonated with a traditional, Islamic nation, whose opposition manifested its outrage in open civil war. Taraki was overthrown by his own prime minister – a member of the opposing communist faction – but he proved even less effective at imposing rule than his predecessor. Lack of political direction and anger at unwanted reforms precipitated mutinies and mass desertions within the army and outbreaks of bloody revolt in cities, towns, and villages across the country, which the Soviets immediately appreciated as a threat to their influence over a neighbouring state sharing a border with three of the USSR’s Muslim republics.

Leonid Brezhnev (1906–82), the General Secretary of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union, concerned at the disintegrating situation in Afghanistan and determined to maintain a sphere of influence over the region, ordered an invasion – despite the fact that neither the climate nor the terrain suited Soviet equipment or tactics. When Soviet troops rolled over the border in December 1979, ostensibly in aid of a surrogate government in Kabul, they expected to conduct a brief, largely bloodless campaign with highly sophisticated mechanized and air assault forces, easily capable of crushing Afghan resistance in a matter of months before enabling a newly installed government to tackle the resistance thereafter. Events exploded at least two myths prevalent in the West: the Soviets never intended to remain long in Afghanistan, as supposed in Washington, and their relatively small troop numbers attested to this fact. Nor did the invasion represent the belated realization of the historic Russian drive to establish a warm-water port on the Indian Ocean. Theirs was to be a temporary – albeit an internationally condemned – presence.

Yet the Soviets comprehensively failed to appreciate the quagmire in which they found themselves. Their forces possessed very limited combat experience – none at all in counterinsurgency – and they foolishly assumed their successful interventions in East Germany in 1954, in Hungary in 1956, and in Czechoslovakia in 1968 offered models for any military operation executed against a popular struggle. Western analysts, too, predicted Soviet victory, but the political and military circumstances behind the Iron Curtain offered no parallels with Afghanistan. Unlike the Soviets’ client states in Eastern Europe, Afghanistan stood embroiled in the midst of a civil war – not a straightforward, effectively unarmed, insurrection – and thus applying simple but overwhelming military might could only guarantee protection for the central government in Kabul, and perhaps control of larger cities and towns, but not the countryside. Soviet intervention in December 1979 achieved its initial objective with predictable ease: elite troops overthrew the government, seized the presidential palace and key communications centres, killed the head of state, Hafizullah Amin (1929–79), and replaced him with a Soviet-sponsored successor.
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Soviet tanks in Kabul. Afghan terrain proved almost entirely unsuited to armour, which could defend roads and main areas of concentration, but encountered serious difficulty manoeuvring in mountainous terrain. (Bettmann/Getty Images)




The plan thereafter seemed straightforward: stabilize the political situation, strengthen, retrain and enlarge DRA forces to enable them to quell the insurgency on their own while concurrently performing the more passive roles of garrison duty and, finally, protect the country’s key infrastructure such as major roads, dams and its sources of electricity and gas. Thus, within three years, the Soviets, confident in the notion that the Afghan government could stand on its own feet when backed by the continued presence of Soviet advisors including army officers, KGB personnel, and civilian specialists in engineering, medicine, education and other spheres, and furnished with a continuous supply of arms and technology, believed their forces could withdraw across the border, leaving a friendly, stable, compliant and ideologically like-minded regime firmly in power behind them.

None of these objectives stood up to the reality of the situation, however. The civil war continued to spiral beyond the government’s ability to suppress it and the DRA forces’ morale plummeted further, decreasing their operational effectiveness and causing concern in Moscow that withdrawing its troops would amount to both humiliation and the collapse of all Soviet influence over its client state. Thus, what began as a fairly simple military operation – overthrowing a government and occupying key positions throughout the country, a task which the Soviet military, trained in large-scale, high-tempo operations, could manage with ease – soon developed into a protracted, costly and ultimately unwinnable fiasco. The conflict pitted small, ill-armed but highly motivated guerrilla forces – employing fighting methods bearing no relation to those practised by opponents trained and armed to fight in central Europe – against troops of utterly different organization and doctrine. Experience soon demonstrated the limited efficacy of heavy infantry, tanks, artillery, and jet fighters in a struggle that decisively depended upon more helicopter gunships, more heliborne troops, and more special forces to meet the demands of the fluid, asymmetric war conducted by the Mujahideen.

As the years passed and casualties steadily mounted, the war graphically exposed the weaknesses of the Soviets’ strategy and the poorly suited structure of their armed forces, which never succeeded in overcoming an ever-growing resistance movement operating over a vast, varied, and exceedingly challenging landscape. Indeed, both Soviet tactics and strategy contained fatal flaws. Their doctrine directed the use of armoured and motor-rifle (i.e motorized) units to advance along narrow axes, maintaining secure lines of communication while wreaking destruction upon any resistance they encountered through combined arms (the co-ordination of firepower offered by infantry, artillery, armour, and air assault units). With little experience or training in a counterinsurgency role, the Soviet armed forces chose a simplistic approach to the problem: they merely cleared territory in their path, which translated into the widespread killing of civilians, as well as resistance fighters – who avoided where possible the superior weight of fire which their opponents could bring to bear. Everywhere circumstances appeared to confirm Alexander the Great’s dictum that ‘one can occupy Afghanistan, but one cannot vanquish her’.

Civilians who survived the onslaught naturally fled, embittered, abandoning their destroyed villages and property to seek refuge in cities or over the border. Such ruthless exploitation of air and artillery power was deliberately meant to clear areas, particularly along the border with Pakistan, so as to deprive the resistance of recruits and local support as well as to aid in the interdiction of supplies crossing over into Afghanistan. This strategy caused horrendous human suffering: only six months after the Soviet invasion, approximately 800,000 Afghans had fled into Pakistan.

At the outset of the war the Soviets’ strategy involved persuading the population to support the communist-led Kabul government, thus denying aid to the resistance in the anonymity of the provinces. This soon proved unrealistic, not least owing to the regime’s heavy-handed measures. They then turned to denying the insurgents supplies, which led to driving civilians off their land or destroying their livelihoods as a warning to withhold their support from the insurgency. This policy also involved interdicting supply routes that connected the insurgents to the vital materiel moving through Pakistan, the principal source of aid to the Mujahideen. The Soviet 40th Army mounted numerous substantial operations against areas known to be actively supporting the resistance and severed supply lines whenever possible, but the ‘drip, drip’ effect caused by the guerrillas’ constant ambushes, sniping, raids, and mine-laying ultimately inflicted unsustainable losses on the invader.
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Afghan civilians flee during fighting between rival Mujahideen fighters, including the emergent Taliban, who after the fall of Najibullah’s government in 1992 began to vie for national control. (SAEED KHAN/AFP via Getty Images)




The Soviet–Afghan War differed from other conflicts of the Cold War era. Although it was a limited conflict, it was longer than most – slightly over nine years in length – and thus did not share the decisive nature of the Arab–Israeli wars of 1948, 1956, 1967, and 1973, or the Falklands War of 1982. The Soviet imbroglio lacked the scale of the Korean War (1950–53) and did not conclude with a clear political outcome, in contrast to that proxy conflict. Nor can it be seen as some sort of Soviet ‘Vietnam’, especially in terms of scale. The Soviets never deployed anything approaching the numbers the Americans sent to Southeast Asia between 1965 and 1973, with over half a million personnel by 1968, compared with the average of approximately 118,000 Soviets serving at any given time in Afghanistan. Whereas the Americans conducted numerous operations involving several divisions, the Soviets’ entire 40th Army in Afghanistan consisted of a mere five divisions, four independent brigades, and four independent regiments, plus various small support units. Numbers as insufficient as these denied the Soviets – by their own faulty strategic calculations – any realistic chance of securing over 20 provincial centres plus various key industrial sites, to say nothing of the manpower required to secure whole swathes of remote and practically inaccessible territory inhabited by a seething population supporting elusive, seldom-visible opponents who moved by stealth, struck at will, and melted back into civilian life with little or no trace. The protection demanded for hundreds of miles of roads, communication lines, and points of strategic importance – some of which the Soviets had to occupy outright or, at the very least, deny to the Mujahideen – placed a colossal burden on the invaders, who failed to appreciate both the sheer scale of the enterprise and the immense commitment in manpower it required.
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