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Michael Fredholm
THE POWER OF FEAR. SOVIET INTELLIGENCE, THE
POLITBURO, AND THE 1979 THREAT FROM AFGHANISTAN

Michael Fredholm
Professor, historian and former military analyst, currently Head of Research
and Development at IRI, Stockholm. He has published extensively on the
history, defense strategies, security policies, intelligence services, issues
related to terrorism, and energy sector developments of Eurasia.

Contact: michael.fredholm@hotmail.com

Zusammenfassung:
DIE MACHT DER FURCHT. SOWJETISCHE GEHEIMDIENSTE, DAS POLITBURO UND DIE BEDROHUNG
SEITENS AFGHANISTANS 1979

Wihrend der ersten Jahrzehnte ihres Bestandes begegnete die Sowjetunion von allen Seiten existenzbedro-
henden dufleren Bedrohungen, insbesondere seitens einer westlichen Allianz gegenrevolutionirer Regie-
rungen, die mit Truppen im Russischen Biirgerkrieg intervenierten. Gleichwohl stammte eine besonders
ernste Bedrohung von den pan-islamischen Gefiihlen der Muslime in Zentralasien und im Kaukasus. Die
sowjetische Intervention in Afghanistan 1979 war in erster Linie das Resultat der Sorge, dass Afghanistan
nach seinem Ubertritt ins westliche Biindnis pan-islamische Aufstéinde im sowjetischen Teil Zentralasiens
befeuern konnte. Diese bei der sowjetischen militdrischen Fithrung unpopulére Intervention gehorte zur
Strategie der UdSSR, ihr Territorium zu verteidigen, aber nicht, neues zu gewinnen. Die sowjetische Fiih-
rung intervenierte aus Angst vor erwarteten negativen Folgen und um ihr Land vor Angriffen muslimischer
Fanatiker zu schiitzen. Allerdings erhielt als Hauptergebnis der Intervention die antisowjetische Allianz die
Moglichkeit, muslimische Extremisten als Waffe gegen die UdSSR einzusetzen. Der sowjetische Einmarsch
und die Reaktion des Westens gaben dem islamischen Extremismus und Terrorismus eine ideale Chance, sich
selbst als ein wichtiger Faktor der Weltpolitik zu etablieren. Getrieben von der Macht der Furcht, strebte die
sowjetische Fiihrung Sicherheit an; allerdings ist das psychologisch motivierte Streben nach Sicherheit ein
unverldsslicher Begleiter beim Treffen von Entscheidungen. Die Ergebnisse waren katastrophal — sowohl
fiir die Sowjets als auch fiir den Rest der Welt.

SOVIET FEARS

During the first decades of its existence, the young
Soviet Union faced external, existential threats
from all sides, most obviously from Britain and
other counterrevolutionary governments which sent
military force to intervene in the Russian Civil War.
Even so, one particularly serious threat emanated
from the Muslims of Central Asia and the Cauca-
sus. In Soviet Central Asia, the anti-Bolshevik Bas-
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machi revolt broke out in the Ferghana valley in
1918. Although the Basmachi had been defeated in
the plains by 1923, fighting continued until 1928 in
the mountains and until at least 1936 in the Turk-
men steppes.! A number of Turkish officers sup-
ported the Basmachi, while Afghan King Amanul-
lah (1892-1960, r. 1919-1929) made contact with
the insurgents and sent agents, mullahs, and troops
into Soviet territory. The Basmachi uprising, and
the support the Basmachi received from both Tur-



key and Afghanistan, scared the Bolsheviks. Thus,
Afghanistan presented a threat to the Soviet Union
from Pan-Turkic and Pan-Islamic activities since
the very beginning of Soviet political power. Even
when the Soviet Union had gained undisputed
power in both Central Asia and the Caucasus, the
perception of a clear and present threat from Cen-
tral Asia remained. The Soviet leaders never forgot
what they assessed as three linked problems and
dangers:

1. Pan-Turkic sentiments in Soviet Caucasus and
Soviet Central Asia, fanned from Turkey.

2. Pan-Islamic sentiments in Soviet Central
Asia, fanned from Afghanistan.

3. Banditry linked to a generally rebellious atti-
tude among Muslims against Russian and So-
viet domination in both Soviet Caucasus and
Soviet Central Asia.

Each of these three threats would bring significant
repercussion on twentieth-century political devel-
opments.? But it was not the threats as such which
materialized. Instead it was the attempts by Soviet
leaders to forestall the threats which resulted in di-
sastrous consequences, for the Soviets and for oth-
ers. With regard to Afghanistan, the threat was real
enough, but it was the actions of the Soviet lead-

Fig. 1: King Amanullah of Afghanistan (r. 1926-
1929) was born 1892 in Paghman, Afghanistan,
and died 1960 in Switzerland.

© Public Domain
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ers, motivated by fear of the dangers that might
come out of the country, which set the events in
motion.

FEAR AS A DRIVER OF POLICY AND
INTELLIGENCE REQUIREMENTS

The concerns of the Soviet leaders constituted a
prime example of the power of fear. For psycho-
logical reasons, fear is a powerful motivator for hu-
man actions. The psychologist Abraham Maslow,
in his well-known theory of human motivation,
noted that as long as the physiological needs (food,
water, and so on) are relatively well gratified, a new
set of needs emerges, which he categorizes as the
safety needs.’ Safety becomes the primary concern.
However, the need for safety is most commonly
expressed by the feeling of fear: fear of losing se-
curity, possessions, social contacts, and influence.
It is this fear which frequently drives political ac-
tions, and it will be shown that Soviet fear certainly
had a momentous effect on Soviet policy towards
Afghanistan. Fear also drives the process of issuing
intelligence requirements, that is, the assignation
of priorities to intelligence services. Intelligence
requirements are expressed in terms of perception
of threats, not fears. Yet, these perceptions certainly
reflect the fears of policy-makers, and at times per-
haps also of the intelligence officers assigned to the
tasks.

This paper will examine the changing focus of
Soviet intelligence in Afghanistan, from the early
years of Soviet power up to the Soviet Politburo’s
decision to intervene in Afghanistan in 1979. It will
show that up to the early 1930s, the Soviets were
greatly concerned with threats to Soviet domestic
security emanating out of Afghanistan. Then, from
about 1935, when the Basmachi no longer consti-
tuted a serious threat, foreign policy concerns as-
sumed a higher priority. This situation lasted un-
til developments in Afghanistan and abroad in the
1970s again caused worries of threats to Soviet do-
mestic security emanating out of Afghanistan.

SOVIET INTELLIGENCE ACTIVITIES IN
AFGHANISTAN

Until 1919, Afghanistan’s foreign policy was loose-
ly subordinated to Britain, which was Russia’s and
the Soviet Union’s traditional great power rival in
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Central Asia. By the time of the Russian Civil War,
Afghanistan was an independent country and thus
functioned as a buffer state between Soviet Central
Asia and British India. Yet, the Soviets soon not-
ed that independent Afghanistan could be hostile,
too, since the Afghan king sent troops and advi-
sors to Muslim insurgents in Soviet Central Asia.
Although these reinforcements played no decisive
role, it was obvious to Moscow that Afghanistan
still might constitute a threat — and that Soviet Mus-
lims easily might side for the Afghan enemy in case
of war.

The fear of Muslim revolts was regarded as a
matter for domestic security, not foreign intelli-
gence, which wanted to know what the Afghan rul-
er was up to. Soviet intelligence ran agents in Af-
ghanistan already in the period up to and including
the Second World War, for which purpose it estab-
lished a residency in Afghanistan’s capital Kabul.
Previously, Soviet intelligence had been represent-
ed in Meymaneh, near the border with Soviet Turk-
menistan. When a residency was established in or
around 1930, it was the Soviet intelligence chief
in Meymaneh who was appointed resident. From
1930 to 1934, the residency in Kabul was subordi-
nated to the Soviet security and intelligence service
OGPU* in Tashkent. By the early 1930s, there was

b

Fig. 2: Habibullah Kalakani (seated, left)
pictured with his followers in Afghanistan,
gave a safe haven for Basmachi fighters.
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also a residency in Mazar-e Sharif near the border
with Soviet Uzbekistan. From October 1935, the
Kabul residency was directly subordinated to the
Fifth Department of the GUGB.?

The OGPU in Tashkent, and its subordinate
residencies in Afghanistan, dealt with Muslim in-
surgents from a counterinsurgency perspective.
Soviet foreign intelligence in Afghanistan primar-
ily concerned itself with political developments
in Afghanistan as well as work against the activi-
ties of the British, Japanese, and in time, German
intelligence services in Afghanistan.® Yet, from a
counterinsurgency perspective, the Afghan sup-
port to Basmachi gangs was a particular concern.
In 1925, Soviet OGPU units retaliated by seizing
Urta-Tagay, an island in the Amu Darya on the bor-
der with Afghanistan that had become a Basmachi
base. The OGPU units remained until August 1926,
when a treaty of neutrality and mutual nonaggres-
sion was signed between Afghanistan and the So-
viet Union (Moscow had by then ceded its claims
to Urta-Tagay).’

OGPU would soon again have to deal with
Muslim insurgents in Afghanistan. One source
of information to the Soviets may have been Af-
ghanistan’s future king, Muhammad Nadir Khan
(1883-1933), who Soviet intelligence claimed had
been “drinking vodka with the chekists® of the Ka-
bul trade representative’s office”. The chronology
for this claim remains unclear, since Nadir Khan
spent the latter half of the 1920s in Paris. However,
following Afghan King Amanullah’s forced abdi-
cation in January 1929 in response to a rebellion,
Nadir Khan reportedly entered into an agreement
with the Soviets, through the OGPU chairman Vy-
acheslav Menzhinskiy (1874-1934) and the head
of INO OGPU’ Mikhail Trilisser (1883-1940), that
the Soviets would send military support against the
rebels. As a result, in April 1929 a former Cossack
commander named Vitaliy Primakov (1897-1937)
led a primarily Soviet expeditionary force into Af-
ghanistan. Ostensibly subordinated to the Afghan
ambassador to Moscow, Ghulam Nabi (died 1932),
the Soviet-Afghan force captured Mazar-e Sharif
and other places in northern Afghanistan. However,
they failed to gain popular support, and Moscow re-
called the force, which returned in June 1929.'°

The threat to Soviet power from Muslim insur-
gents was not yet over. In spring 1930, Moscow
again sent OGPU units into Afghanistan, this time



to a distance of a hundred kilometers. Their target
was the Basmachi group of Ibrahim Bek (1889-
1931). Moscow only recalled the force when Nadir
Khan, having succeeded Amanullah as king under
the name Nadir Shah, went to Moscow, where he
signed a treaty of mutual friendship and nonag-
gression in June 1931.!! The Basmachi group of
Ibrahim Bek was subsequently destroyed through
a plan hatched by the Soviet residency at Mazar-e
Sharif. In 1931, Ibrahim Bek was enticed to leave
Afghanistan for Soviet Tajikistan where he was
cornered and killed by OGPU units.!?

From 1935 onwards, the Kabul residency han-
dled foreign intelligence. As noted, the key interest
of Soviet foreign intelligence in Afghanistan was
political developments and the activities of for-
eign powers. For instance, the official history of
the Russian foreign intelligence service describes
how one such informer, a beautiful and talented
lady of Polish origin known as Maryam who was
active from 1935 onwards, was a key source of
information on activities and opinions within the
Afghan government. Having lost her first husband
already during the Russian Civil War, she began
to work for Soviet intelligence in Tashkent. She
married an Afghan diplomat, Azizurrahman Fathi,
which enabled her to report on Afghan activities
in Tashkent, then followed her new husband to
Kabul when he returned home. It turned out that
Azizurrahman Fathi’s brother was Ali Muhammad
(c. 1893-1977), who served as Afghanistan’s Min-
ister of Foreign Affairs in the period 1939-1952.
Ali Muhammad too fancied Maryam, and when
Azizurrahman Fathi died “under unclear circum-
stances” (as the Soviet official history put it),
Maryam became Ali Muhammad’s unofficial wife.
Ali Muhammad subsequently became a deputy
prime minister and, in 1963, Minister of Court un-
der King Zahir Shah (1914-2007, r. 1933-1973).
This position gave him considerable influence in
Kabul. Besides, Zahir Shah liked Maryam’s Rus-
sian cooking. Maryam was also an obstetrician,
and she was in this capacity consulted by Zahir
Shah’s wife. Maryam remained an active and use-
ful source for Soviet intelligence at least into the
1960s. Ali Muhammad’s service as Minister of
Court ended in 1973, when Zahir Shah was ousted
in a coup, led by Muhammad Daud who abolished
the monarchy and made Afghanistan a republic
and a one-party state.'?
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Fig. 3: Muhammad Daud abolished the monarchy
and proclaimed himself president.

Daud’s coup came as no surprise to the Soviets.
The KGB also had informers among Afghan left-
ists. These included Nur Muhammad Taraki (1917-
1979), the Marxist leader of the People’s Democratic
Party of Afghanistan (PDPA), who with other Af-
ghan informers had provided intelligence on Daud’s
plans." Another source was known as Salih, who
served Soviet intelligence for 42 years. During this
time, Salih worked in various capacities within the
Afghan Foreign Ministry, including as head of the
cipher section. Salih eventually recruited three in-
formers and handed them over to the residency.'

The same pattern of Soviet foreign intelligence
activities continued throughout the Cold War, dur-
ing which Afghanistan retained its role as a buffer
state. Soviet foreign intelligence focused on Afghan
politics and the activities of foreign intelligence
services. In the mid-1950s, Soviet military intel-
ligence reportedly sent a group of 56 agents from
Tajikistan and Uzbekistan into Afghanistan, with
orders to carry out operations against the United
States and its allies in Afghanistan in case of war.
However, two of them turned themselves in, and
the attempt failed.'® Soviet intelligence personnel
in Afghanistan were also the focus of foreign in-
telligence services, including those of the People’s
Republic of China."”
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Meanwhile, the Soviets were successful in im-
proving relations with Afghanistan. Their major
means of influence was the distribution of foreign
aid. The Soviets also provided military equipment
and training to the Afghan government. Follow-
ing Muhammad Daud’s coup, the close relation-
ship with the Soviet Union deepened further. As in
the past, during the periods of British and Russian
jockeying for influence in the country, the close re-
lationship largely consisted of the provision of gen-
erous foreign aid.

THE SAUR REVOLUTION

The Daud government lasted for only five years.
Ambitious but insufficiently ruthless, Daud possi-
bly began to believe in his own republican rhetoric
and thought that a one-party state provided suf-
ficient security from rivals. On 27 April 1978, a
coup by leftist military officers of the PDPA under
Taraki brought the PDPA to power, overthrowing
and murdering Daud and all members of his fam-
ily, either during the coup or immediately after-
wards.'"® The name of the country was changed to
the Democratic Republic of Afghanistan (DRA).
The PDPA radicals regarded their action as emerg-
ing from within the Marxist-Leninist tradition and
being on a par with the Russian October Revolu-
tion. The PDPA accordingly referred to the coup as
the Saur Revolution, after the Afghan lunar month
of this name. Taraki took power with Hafizullah
Amin (1929-1979) as his trusted deputy.

Taraki had a chequered career in business, jour-
nalism, and fiction writing, and even included, in
1953, a brief assignment as press attaché in Wash-
ington, DC. He was also a Marxist who firmly be-
lieved in the cause. He spoke limited English and
no Russian. Taraki’s protégé Amin, who eventually
turned against his mentor and killed him, was more
cosmopolitan in outlook. Amin had studied at Ka-
bul University and Columbia University in New
York and had also worked as a teacher.”” While
at Columbia, he had some contacts with the CIA.
Not denying the contacts, Amin later claimed that
he had been short of money and merely played the
CIA for what it was worth, yet both Afghans and
Soviets later worried about these links.?* Amin was
fluent in English but spoke no Russian.?! A third
key PDPA leader was Babrak Karmal (1929-1996),
who had studied law and played a prominent part
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Fig. 4: Nur Muhammad Taraki, the second pre-
sident of Afghanistan.

in student politics. A Soviet intelligence report later
described him as “emotional, inclined to abstrac-
tion to the detriment of concrete analysis. He has
little knowledge of or interest in economic matters.
He speaks English fluently and knows some Ger-
man.”?

Both Taraki and Karmal were recruited by Sovi-
et intelligence in the 1950s.% Taraki reported to the
Soviet intelligence service KGB that his rival Kar-
mal worked for the Afghan security service and for
West German intelligence. Karmal reported to the
KGB that Taraki worked for American and British
intelligence.”* Both had their respective followers
within the PDPA, known as the Khalq and Parcham
factions, respectively. The Soviets spent years at-
tempting to reconcile the two respective groups
of Marxists, without ever succeeding. The PDPA
and its newspaper were financed by the Commu-
nist Party of the Soviet Union (CPSU) Central
Committee.? It was a party of city intellectuals. In
1978, only 5 percent of the membership consisted
of workers and peasants.?

There is no evidence that the Soviet KGB was
behind the Saur Revolution, despite rumors to this
effect, which may have emerged since it was KGB
personnel — not the Soviet ambassador or chief
military advisor — who retained contacts with the

© nacionalmarxista



PDPA during the time of the Daud government.?”’
Apparently, the KGB only learnt of the planned
coup immediately before it took place, having in-
deed been instructed by Moscow in 1974 to inform
Taraki and his second-in-command Amin that they
should cooperate with the Daud government.”®
Nonetheless, since the Soviets could not prevent
the coup, found it hard to abandon fellow Marxists,
and in any case did not wish to abandon their sub-
stantial investments in the country, Soviet foreign
aid continued.

The Afghan Marxists adhered to Stalinist and
revolutionary policies long since abandoned in the
Soviet Union itself. Problems emerged immediate-
ly, despite the best intentions of the revolutionar-
ies. The PDPA had little support outside the ma-
jor cities and had no roots in Afghan rural society.
In effect, it was a segment of the urban minority
that came to power under the name of the PDPA.
This population segment regarded the traditional,
conservative, and rural culture as standing in the
way of necessary reforms. Moreover, they held it in
contempt. As a result, the PDPA leaders set about a
social revolution. On 9 May 1978, only a few days
after the revolution, the PDPA unveiled a radical
program of social, political, and economic reform.
Following Lenin’s example, the PDPA leaders
aimed to sweep away institutional barriers to Af-
ghanistan’s transition into a modern, socialist soci-
ety. For them, Soviet Central Asia was a very real
example of what a modernized Afghanistan would
look like. And reform seemed to be within reach,
since the Soviets had achieved what the Afghans
had failed to accomplish.

However, the reform program was soon met
with violence. The PDPA government’s literacy
campaign caused an immediate reaction. Con-
fronted with secular teachers and textbooks with
Marxist content, most village mullahs reacted neg-
atively. Many incited the villagers into murdering
the teachers. Then there was the land reform. From
1978 onwards, the size of personal landholdings
was limited by decree, and land above the limit was
confiscated without compensation. The PDPA lead-
ership hoped, mistakenly, that land reform would
appeal to the rural poor who made up the majority
of the population, but, again, many village mullahs
reacted negatively. This caused widespread resis-
tance to the reform even among those who were
supposed to benefit. Even those who might have
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profited from the land reform often felt unable to
take advantage, since they were bound with the
landowners through a web of social relations. The
damage to the rural economy provoked extreme
hostility to the Kabul government among the ru-
ral poor who were most seriously affected by the
inept policies, encouraging them to join the emerg-
ing insurgency.” In effect, the PDPA’s ideological
zeal blinded it to the nuts and bolts requirements
of good governance. For these various reasons, the
reform program caused significant resentment in
rural areas, and as early as November 1978, U.S.
intelligence reported that fighting was escalating in
the provinces, and that the insurgents were receiv-
ing arms and support from Pashtun organizations
operating from Pakistan.*

Believing in their own revolutionary righteous-
ness, the PDPA leaders were more eager to purge
their own ranks in vicious infighting for power than
to lead the country. Soon after the 1978 coup, mem-
bers of the Khalq faction of the PDPA began to
purge those of the Parcham faction. The infighting
began with Taraki, not with Amin who continued
this policy and later received most of the blame,
but the latter certainly accelerated the intra-party
tensions as he steadily increased his influence with-
in the Taraki government. Appointed deputy head
of government after the Saur Revolution in April
1978, Amin in April 1979 became chairman of the
Council of Ministers, that is, prime minister and
head of government.

When KGB informers came to power, such as
happened in Afghanistan, the KGB had to change
the nature of its relationship with the informer.
The latter would then cease his previous activi-
ties, instead becoming what the KGB referred to
as a trusted contact or, in case of a head of state or
government, special unofficial contact. Henceforth,
Taraki and the others continued to provide assis-
tance to the Soviet Union, but they did so within
limits chosen by them, not the KGB.3! A formal
KGB connection was eventually established. The
Taraki government requested KGB support from
the Soviet Union on 8§ May 1978, and a KGB rep-
resentative office was established in Kabul on 30
June 1978. Its first head, KGB Colonel Leonid
Bogdanov, arrived on 2 August. The representative
office remained until early 1992 .3

There had been a previous Afghan intelligence
and security service, known merely as Istikhbarat
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(“intelligence™).?® By the 1970s, it was extremely
ineffective and not much trusted by the Afghan
leaders who relied more on personal connections.*
However, because of the coup that brought the
PDPA into power, and the vastly increased degree
of repression introduced to keep the new govern-
ment in power, a new organization was needed.
For this reason, Taraki with the help of the Soviets
in September 1978 established a security service
named AGSA, led by Asadullah Sarwari.** Follow-
ing the 1979 coup d’état by Amin, which will be
described shortly, Amin changed the name of the
security service to KAM. It was led in short suc-
cession by Sarwari’s cousin Aziz Ahmad Akbari
and Amin’s cousin Asadullah Amin.** Both AGSA
and KAM primarily engaged in the arrest, torture,
and extrajudicial execution of those perceived to be
enemies of the PDPA government. The AGSA and
the KAM were subordinated the Minister of the In-
terior.”’

Fig. 5: Asadullah Sarwari, an Afghan politi-
cian, who was appointed head of the Afghan
Security Service.

TARAKI REQUESTS SOVIET INTERVENTION

In March 1979, a violent uprising took place in the
Afghan city of Herat. At the time of the Herat Up-
rising, Taraki immediately appealed to the Soviet
government for help in the form of military equip-
ment, ammunition, and rations. He also asked for
support from Soviet ground and air forces to put
down the rebellion and prevent government col-
lapse. Amin, too, asked for Soviet troops. As a
result of the repeated demands, the Soviet Polit-
buro met to discuss the situation in Afghanistan
on 17, 18, and 19 March 1979. Transcripts from
the meeting show that the Soviet leaders did not
have a cavalier attitude to military intervention
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in Afghanistan, even though the option remained
on the table. The tasks of a General Staff include
the constant preparation and reassessment of plans
for this or that strategic contingency, and the So-
viet Union was no different. During the meeting,
Defense Minister Dmitriy Ustinov (1908-1984) re-
ported that contingency plans for intervention had
been prepared.®

To lose Afghanistan was unacceptable. Foreign
Minister Andrey Gromyko (1909-1989) summa-
rized the thinking of the Soviet leadership: “For
60 years now we have lived with Afghanistan in
peace and friendship. And if we lose Afghanistan
now and it turns against the Soviet Union, this
will result in a sharp setback to our foreign poli-
cy.” Prime Minister Aleksey Kosygin (1904-1980)
agreed: “We must put up a struggle for Afghani-
stan; after all, we have lived side by side for 60
years.” However, while the Politburo was unwill-
ing to lose Afghanistan, the Soviet leaders were
already disillusioned with the Taraki government.
First, they were exasperated with the Afghan gov-
ernment and its excesses, in the form of destructive
party infighting and botched reforms, and under-
stood that both Taraki and Amin had lied to them.
Kosygin was particularly blunt in his assessment:
“Amin and Taraki alike are concealing from us the
true state of affairs. We still don’t know exactly
what is happening in Afghanistan.” Second, the
Soviet leaders realized that Taraki and Amin had
created their predicament through their own inept
policies and poorly conceived reforms, essentially
ruining whatever support they otherwise might
have gained in the country. Kosygin argued that,
“we must speak to Taraki and Amin about the mis-
takes that they have permitted to occur during this
time. In reality, even up to the present time, they
have continued to execute people that do not agree
with them; they have killed almost all of the lead-
ers — not only the top leaders, but also those of the
middle ranks — of the ‘Parcham’ party.”*

Andrey Kirilenko (1906-1990), Politburo mem-
ber and secretary of the Central Committee of the
CPSU, agreed: “Taraki must be instructed to change
his tactics. Executions, torture and so forth cannot
be applied on a massive scale. Religious questions,
the relationship with religious communities, with
religion generally and with religious leaders take
on special meaning for them. This is a major policy
issue. And here Taraki must ensure, with all deci-



siveness, that no illicit measures whatsoever are
undertaken by them.”® The Soviet leaders were
also very aware of the risks inherent in sending
troops to Afghanistan, both from a practical and
legal perspective. They did not wish to fight the
entire Afghan people to prop up the incompetent
PDPA government. Kirilenko asked, rhetorically,
“whom will our troops be fighting against if we
send them there[?] Against the insurgents? Or have
they been joined by a large number of religious
fundamentalists, that is, Muslims, and among them
large numbers of ordinary people? Thus, we will be
required to wage war in significant part against the
people.”!

KGB chairman Yuriy Andropov (1914-1984)
agreed, with an emphasis on the nature of the in-
surgents: “Our operational data tells us that about
three thousand insurgents are being directed into
Afghanistan from Pakistan. These are, in main part,
religious fanatics from among the people.” For this
reason, he argued that the PDPA revolution should
not be supported with Soviet troops, making it clear
that “we can suppress a revolution in Afghanistan
only with the aid of our bayonets, and that is for us
entirely inadmissible. We cannot take such a risk.”
Andropov explained: “To deploy our troops would
mean to wage war against the people, to crush the
people, to shoot at the people. We will look like ag-
gressors, and we cannot permit that to occur.” Gro-

Fig. 6:

Soviet Minister of Foreign Affairs
(1957-1985), Andrey Gromyko in 1972.
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myko too concluded that if the Soviet army entered
Afghanistan, it would be portrayed as an aggressor
and would have to fight the entire Afghan people.
Besides, there had been no foreign aggression, he
noted, merely an internal struggle: “I completely
support Comrade Andropov’s proposal to rule out
such a measure as the deployment of our troops into
Afghanistan. The army there is unreliable. Thus,
our army, when it arrives in Afghanistan, will be
the aggressor. Against whom will it fight? Against
the Afghan people first of all, and it will have to
shoot at them.”*

Gromyko continued by concluding that “we
must keep in mind that from a legal point of view
too we would not be justified in sending troops. Ac-
cording to the UN Charter, a country can appeal for
assistance, and we could send troops, in case it is
subject to external aggression. Afghanistan has not
been subject to any aggression. This is its internal
affair, a revolutionary internal conflict, a battle of
one group of the population against another.”*

As result, the Politburo decided to send in-
creased foreign aid, substantial military supplies,
and additional advisors from the ministry of defense
and the KGB, but no Soviet troops.* By the end of
the discussions, Kirilenko summarized his feelings
with regard to the situation created by Taraki and
Amin: “The government of Afghanistan itself has
done nothing to secure the situation. And it has a
hundred thousand man army at that. What has it
done? What good has it accomplished? Essentially
nothing. And after all, Comrades, we gave very,
very good support to Afghanistan [...] We gave it
everything. And what has come of it? It has come
to nothing of any value. After all, it was they who
executed innocent people for no reason and even
spoke to us of their own justification. [...] So you
see what kind of Marxists we have found.”*

While the Politburo transcripts make abundantly
clear Moscow’s exasperation with the PDPA gov-
ernment, and Moscow’s unwillingness to intervene
militarily, why then were Kosygin and Gromyko so
adamant that having lived in peace with Afghani-
stan for 60 years, the Soviet Union would have to
put up a struggle for the country? The transcripts do
not explain their thinking and, since all participants
in the meeting have passed away without leaving
memoirs, there can be no certain answer. For the
context in which they had gained an understanding
and formed their opinions of Afghanistan, we must
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search for clues elsewhere, in particular in the by-
then-common knowledge of Soviet relations with
Afghanistan. It has already been described how
in the 1920s and 1930s, Soviet troops intervened
several times in Afghanistan, which in those years
indeed was regarded as a dangerous source of Pan-
Islamic beliefs. As noted, it was also known that in
the early years of his reign, Afghan King Amanul-
lah had funneled some support to Basmachi in So-
viet Central Asia, an insurgency that threatened
the very cohesion of the Central Asian parts of the
Soviet Union and took years to extinguish. As se-
nior CPSU members who were old enough to have
been involved in politics in those days, both Kosy-
gin and Gromyko can be expected to have had at
least some knowledge of these events, if only from
hearsay. Moreover, Afghanistan as a neighbor-
ing country was a reality for the Soviet leadership
to a far higher degree than it was for most other
countries, including those in the West. The Soviet
school system had a centrally planned curriculum,
and the standard history textbook included infor-
mation on Soviet relations with Afghanistan. The
Basmachi Revolt, for instance, was described in
some detail, including its support from (unnamed)
imperialist countries. The treaty of friendship and
neutrality with Afghanistan and Nadir Shah’s 1931
treaty of mutual friendship and nonaggression were

also mentioned as means through which the Sovi-
et government had disrupted a united anti-Soviet
front among the capitalist countries.* It follows
that in the eyes of the Politburo, peaceful relations
with Afghanistan were not a mere ideological pos-
ture but a genuine security prerequisite. The squab-
bles in Kabul directly affected Soviet security. If
Moscow lost influence in Afghanistan, the Soviets
would eventually have to face armed Muslim ex-
tremists in Tajikistan or Uzbekistan; of this, the So-
viet leaders were certain.

Kabul restored a measure of control in Herat
after about a week. For Moscow, this made the Af-
ghan question less urgent, but the problem did not
go away. On 1 April 1979, Gromyko, Andropov,
Ustinov, and Boris Ponomarev, head of the Inter-
national Department of the CPSU Central Commit-
tee and a Politburo candidate member, submitted a
policy document in which they analyzed the situa-
tion in Afghanistan. The document was discussed
in the Politburo on 12 April. The Soviet leaders
concluded that the reasons for the recent sharp de-
terioration in the situation in Afghanistan included
complex inter-ethnic and tribal controversies, reli-
gious fanaticism, extreme nationalism, economic
hardships, and the consolidation of all opposition
(“counter-revolutionary”) forces. The PDPA pro-
gram of social and economic transformation was in
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Fig. 7: A group of Soviet Special Forces soldiers of the GRU.
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the very beginning of its implementation, and most
of the population had not experienced for them-
selves the advantages of the new order and there-
fore did not appreciate its progressive character.
Moreover, the Politburo saw the Afghan leadership
as inexperienced, overzealous, insufficiently flex-
ible, and unwilling to listen to Soviet advice. Their
socialist reforms had not been thought through and
had backfired. They would need to allow religious
freedom and work with the Muslim clergy, except
those who opposed the government — whose influ-
ence instead should be divided and undermined.
However, the PDPA should observe the rule of law
even when suppressing subversion. While the Sovi-
et Union would continue to deliver military weap-
ons and supplies and provide training, no Soviet
military units would be sent to Afghanistan.*’

Even so, the Soviet General Staff continued
its task of contingency planning for a possible in-
tervention, and some concrete preparations were
undertaken. In May 1979, the Soviet military in-
telligence service, GRU, began to set up a special
airborne battalion that consisted of Soviet soldiers
of Tajik, Uzbek, and Turkmen ethnic background.
This Muslim Battalion consisted of some 500
men and was provided with a special uniform that
looked like those of the Afghan army and showed
no Soviet markings.* Then, following a Politburo
meeting on 29 June, a regular Soviet airborne bat-
talion in July deployed from the Soviet Union to
Afghanistan’s Bagram Airport, together with a de-
tachment of KGB special forces.®

AMIN’S COUP

By the end of summer, Moscow had all but given
up hope on the Taraki and Amin government’s abil-
ity to lead Afghanistan. Ever since the Herat Up-
rising, the Soviets had advised Taraki and Amin
to broaden their government’s political and social
base by putting an end to intra-party purges, un-
popular land reform, and a host of other initiatives
introduced by the PDPA in order to bring about so-
cialism overnight. On 1 September 1979, the KGB
submitted a report on the situation in Afghanistan,
which concluded that Taraki and Amin ignored
the advice from Soviet representatives. Both, but
in particular Amin, thought that military force and
terror would resolve the many problems engen-
dered by their failed political and social policies.
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The report suggested that since Amin was the driv-
ing force behind the failed policy, a way should be
found to remove him from power. Taraki should
then be persuaded to form an ostensibly democrat-
ic coalition government, still with the PDPA in the
leading role but with representation also from patri-
otic clergy, national minorities, and the intelligen-
tsia so as to give a progressive face to proceedings.
Finally, Babrak Karmal, who previously had gone
into exile, should be brought into the planning pro-
cess for an alternative PDPA government, should
one become required.*

In plain language, the KGB advised the removal
of the dangerous and incompetent Amin and the
putting into place of a government that would be
loyal to Moscow, display a minimum level of com-
petence, and show a democratic face so as to look
acceptable to both the domestic Afghan opposition
and at least those foreign states that were not too
anti-Soviet in their policies. Essentially, the KGB
advised that Afghanistan be included in the appli-
cation of the Brezhnev Doctrine, which had been
introduced after the Soviet-forced regime change in
Czechoslovakia eleven years earlier and was meant
to safeguard the cohesiveness of the Eastern Bloc
under Soviet leadership.

On 10 September, CPSU General Secretary
Leonid Brezhnev (1906-1982) met Taraki in Mos-
cow, warning him that it was dangerous to permit
the concentration of excessive power in the hands
of people such as Amin.’! Whether Taraki failed to
understand or merely chose to ignore Brezhnev’s
advice, he sealed his fate by not acting on the So-
viet warning. Following a period of escalating ten-
sions that involved the attempted assassinations of
key PDPA officials by their intra-party rivals, Amin
on 16 September 1979 deposed Taraki in a coup
and assumed sole power.”> Amin subsequently had
Taraki murdered, together with hundreds of other
PDPA members who were killed under Amin’s rule.
The post-coup killings presided over by Amin were
only the culmination of the intra-PDPA purges that
had followed the PDPA assumption of power. In to-
tal, an estimated 10,000 PDPA members may have
been killed in 1978-1979; however, records either
did not survive or were not kept, so there is no way
of knowing for sure.*

The Soviet leadership was unhappy with
Amin’s excesses. In a highly confidential statement
on 1 October 1979 (written before the Soviet lead-
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ership knew of Taraki’s murder) the CPSU central
committee explained that “one cannot be uncritical
of many of Amin’s methods and activities, in par-
ticular his extreme lust for power, ruthlessness in
his relations with former colleagues, forming opin-
ions and making decisions singlehandedly.”>*

SOVIET DECISION TO INTERVENE

The Soviet leaders had many reasons to be up-
set about Amin, including one that was personal.
Brezhnev had promised Taraki protection and, after
Amin’s coup, the Soviets had asked Amin to spare
Taraki’s life. Amin chose not to listen. This upset
Brezhnev greatly, and the murder of Taraki became
the immediate trigger for intervention.”> But there
were other reasons as well. Amin had suddenly
taken all state power into his own hands, and his
implementation of the party’s social, political, and
economic reform was, if possible, yet more radical
than before. Even within the PDPA, opposition to
his policies grew so rapidly that the future of Af-

ghanistan’s Marxist government appeared to be at

stake. There was also the risk of losing Afghanistan
to the West. The KGB reported that Amin was turn-
ing toward the Americans. On 27 September, Amin
met Bruce Amstutz, the senior U.S. diplomat in the
country, suggesting an improvement in relations.
The Soviets had counted five such meetings with
Amstutz since February 1979. Similar overtures
were made by other of Amin’s officials as well.
Moreover, Amin’s supporters began openly to ac-
cuse the Soviet Union of plotting against Amin.*®
Earlier intelligence reports that Amin had been in
contact with the CIA while in the United States in
the 1960s were now accorded a new importance,
interpreted by some as evidence that Amin might
have been recruited by the CIA at the time.

In early December 1979, Andropov wrote a
personal memorandum to Brezhnev in which he
summarized the KGB’s take on the many problems
with Amin’s government: “After the coup and the
murder of Taraki in September of this year, the situ-
ation in Afghanistan began to undertake an unde-
sirable turn for us. The situation in the party, the
army and the government apparatus has become
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more acute, as they were essentially destroyed as a
result of the mass repressions carried out by Amin.
At the same time, alarming information started to
arrive about Amin’s secret activities, forewarning
of a possible political shift to the West. [These in-
cluded:] Contacts with an American agent about
issues which are kept secret from us. Promises to
tribal leaders to shift away from USSR and to adopt
a ‘policy of neutrality.” Closed meetings in which
attacks were made against Soviet policy and the
activities of our specialists. The practical removal
of our headquarters in Kabul, etc. The diplomatic
circles in Kabul are widely talking of Amin’s dif-
ferences with Moscow and his possible anti-Soviet
steps.”” Andropov also concluded that “right now
there is no guarantee that Amin, in order to protect
his personal power, will not shift to the West.”>® To
the old fear of Afghanistan becoming the origin of
a Muslim threat to Soviet Central Asia was now
added the fear that Moscow might lose Afghanistan
to the Western alliance.

The KGB had already begun to prepare a con-
tingency plan for the removal of Amin from power.
It was probably believed that any such plan, as well
as plans for a variety of other contingencies, could
be supported by Soviet forces already in place in
Afghanistan. In addition to the airborne battalion
deployed in July, the Soviet Muslim Battalion and
additional KGB special forces had been sent to Ba-
gram on 9 November.*® On 4 December, KGB Gen-
eral Vadim Kirpichenko was sent to Kabul to plan
for this contingency, and by 11 December, he and
his men had drawn up a preliminary plan for a mili-
tary coup against Amin.** There was not yet any
formal decision, however, and when Kirpichenko
arrived in Kabul with orders to mount a coup, he
understood that neither the Soviet ambassador nor
the GRU resident had been told about the plan.®!

On 8 December 1979, Brezhnev met with lead-
ing members of the Politburo, including Andropov,
Gromyko, and Ustinov. Notably, it was not the full
Politburo which met. Formally, the full Politburo
retained its centrality in Soviet policy-making.
Yet, the events suggest that it was its key mem-
bers who dominated the foreign-policy process.
While no transcript of the meeting seems to have
survived, they reportedly discussed the situation
in and around Afghanistan. Andropov and Usti-
nov listed the reasons for a military intervention,
including CIA activities which they interpreted as
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efforts to create a “new Great Ottoman Empire”
that would include the southern republics of the
Soviet Union; the inadequacy of Soviet air defense
systems in the southern union republics including
around the space center in Baikonur, which meant
that any deployment of U.S. missiles in Afghani-
stan, following an Afghan turn to the West, would
threaten vital objects; the risk that the Afghan ura-
nium deposits could be used by Pakistan and Iraq
to build nuclear weapons; the prospects for opposi-
tion bases in northern Afghanistan and annexation
of that region by Pakistan; and so on. If Afghani-
stan turned to the West, the country would no lon-
ger function as a buffer on the southern border. It
was also worrying that anti-Soviet sentiments were
growing in Afghanistan. The threats were manifold
and, in the end, the Politburo decided to work on
two options: (1) to remove Amin from power and
replace him with Karmal; and (2) to send Soviet
troops into Afghanistan to ensure the forthcoming
succession.®

Four days later, on 12 December, the Politbu-
ro, including Brezhnev, Andropov, Gromyko, and
Ustinov, met again. They decided to intervene and
remove Amin, but also to support the PDPA gov-
ernment and destroy the insurgency.® The deci-
sion was, as far as is known, only documented in
a handwritten resolution.** It is quite possible that
the handwritten document was merely the formal
process of demonstrating that the Politburo stood
united behind its collective decision, even though
the decision probably had already been taken on 8
December.

Andropov’s arguments about the possibility that
Amin was turning to the West were not quite as
paranoid and unfounded as later observers might
wish to believe. In February 1979, Khomeini’s Is-
lamic revolution in Iran had deprived the West of a
staunch ally in the region, and in November, Amer-
ican diplomats had been taken hostage in Tehran.
The United States had also lost its signals intelli-
gence (SIGINT) facilities in Iran, and the CIA had
in spring 1979 considered the possibility of estab-
lishing replacement facilities in Afghanistan.®® On
3 July 1979, President Jimmy Carter (born 1924,
president 1977-1981) in a secret presidential find-
ing ordered the provision of clandestine aid (cash,
radios, medical supplies) to Islamic extremist op-
ponents of the pro-Soviet Afghan government. On
the very same day, Carter’s National Security Ad-
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viser, Zbigniew Brzezinski (born 1928; national
security adviser 1977-1981), wrote a note to the
president in which he explained that, in his view,
the aid would lead to military intervention by the
Soviets. According to Brzezinski’s own statement
several years later, his intention was to draw the
Soviets into their own Vietnam war.® This is in part
borne out by a memorandum that Brzezinski wrote
for the president on 26 December 1979, in which
he discussed the recent Soviet intervention in Af-
ghanistan and what could be done to turn Afghani-
stan into a Soviet Vietnam.®” If it is correct that So-
viet intelligence immediately had learned about the
beginning of the provision of American clandestine
aid to Islamic extremist groups in Pakistan in the
summer of 1979, as per President Carter’s secret
decision, this too might have influenced the deci-
sion (although the transcripts do not mention this
as being part of the discussion).®® Besides, contin-
gency planning for worst-case scenarios formed an
integral part of the Cold War, and the two sides did
constantly plot against each other. It would have
been naive for Moscow to assume that the West
was uninterested in taking advantage of the unrest
in Afghanistan. Besides, détente was unraveling
and the United States was developing new strategic
weapons systems that would undermine the princi-
ple of strategic parity that for a while had stabilized
relations between the superpowers. As for the sus-
picion that Amin was on the CIA payroll, this has
subsequently been denied, but such an allegation
was hard to prove or disprove under the conditions
of Cold War.%

Besides, the issue was not as simple as Amin
being on the CIA payroll or not. The KGB worried
that Amin would follow Egyptian President Anwar
Sadat’s lead. Sadat had in 1972, in a sudden policy
shift that took the world by surprise, downgraded
his relations with the Soviet Union and made a turn
to the United States. The Western world interpreted
Sadat’s move as the expulsion of his Soviet advis-
ers and described the policy shift as “probably the
most severe defeat the Soviet Union has suffered
since it began to buy friends and influence nations
in the non-Communist Third World.””® Although
the actual rift between Egypt and the Soviet Union
only appears to have taken place after the Arab-
Israeli October War of 1973,"" a similar policy shift
seemed to be a real possibility in Afghanistan as
well. In addition to contacts with Americans, the
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Kabul KGB residency reported, possibly inaccu-
rately, that Amin’s envoys at the end of September
had met the “extreme Muslim opposition” during
which the possibility of expelling the Soviets, re-
leasing imprisoned Muslim insurgents, and ending
the civil wars had been discussed. The Soviets also
contemplated the prospect of an Afghanistan-Iran
rapprochement, with the accompanying establish-
ment of a truly radical Islamic state in Afghani-
stan.”” Or possibly, since it was too early for the
Soviets to know what impact, if any, Khomeini’s
Islamic revolution might have, an anti-Soviet co-
alition between Iran and the People’s Republic of
China and the latter’s protégé Pakistan.”

The Americans were not the only threat. KGB
officers in Afghanistan had reported that the West
German intelligence service, the BND, was active
in and around Afghanistan.” Before he was over-
thrown and killed, Taraki too had reported about
West German intelligence activities, as well as
similar activities by the United States, the People’s
Republic of China, Iran, and Saudi Arabia.” West
German specialists had indeed been involved in
Afghanistan. By the time of the Daud government,
Bonn had, for instance, provided ten West German
police advisors and technical support to the Afghan
Ministry of the Interior.” These were replaced by
Soviet and Warsaw Pact advisers in 1979.”7 Amin,
too, compounded the worries that West German in-
telligence was operating in Afghanistan, since he
had denounced his rival Karmal as an agent of ei-
ther the United States or West Germany.”

Besides, it is factually correct that American
intelligence had considered the potential of Islam
as a possible rallying point against Soviet rule.
Foremost among CIA officers who supported this
view was Paul B. Henze (1924-2011), the CIA sta-
tion chief in Ankara, Turkey, from 1974 to 1977.
From 1977 to 1980, Henze worked with Zbigniew
Brzezinski in the U.S. National Security Council.
There he chaired the Nationalities Working Group,
an interagency task force that focused on the non-
Russian regions of the Soviet Union.”

This worried the Soviets, possibly more so than
the Americans had expected. In December 1980,
at a meeting to celebrate the 60th anniversary of
the Azerbaijan SSR’s KGB as well as in an article
published in the newspaper Bakinskiy rabochiy,
then-First Secretary of the republic Heydar Aliyev
(1923-2003), a candidate member of the Soviet



Fig. 9: Hafizullah Amin, the Afghan dictator,
was supposed to be removed on the first day
of the Soviet intervention.

Politburo and former head of the republic’s KGB,
spelled out the threat. “In connection with the situ-
ation in Iran and Afghanistan, the US special ser-
vices are trying to use the Islamic religion as one
of the factors in influencing the political situation
in our country, especially in places with a Muslim
population.”*

SOVIET INTERVENTION

Since the Herat Uprising of March 1979, both Tara-
ki and Amin had repeatedly asked for Soviet mili-
tary intervention.®' Following the murder of Taraki,
Moscow was ready to respond. On 14 December, a
military operational group was established in Ter-
mez, in Soviet Uzbekistan near the Afghan border.
The group set up a new army, the 40th, which would
deploy in Afghanistan as the Limited Contingent
of Soviet Forces in Afghanistan.®” Airborne forces
began to be airlifted into Kabul and Bagram air-
ports on the night between 24 and 25 December.®
On 25 December, the Soviet 40th Army received
its marching orders, and entered Afghanistan from
Soviet Uzbekistan and Turkmenistan within a few
hours.* The intervention was justified by the multi-
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ple requests for military intervention by the Taraki
and Amin governments and by being in accordance
with the provisions of the Soviet-Afghan treaty of
1978.%

The plan was to remove Amin on the first day
of the intervention. However, the coup, formally
designated Operation Agat (Agate) but afterwards
more often referred to as Operation Shtorm-333
(Storm-333) from the code word that was used in
radio communications to initiate the action, had to
be postponed for two days due to the complexity
in pinpointing Amin’s whereabouts and current se-
curity precautions while making sure that Afghan
units loyal to Amin would not be in a position to
interfere either at Amin’s palace or the other facili-
ties that had to be taken (ministries, army head-
quarters, communications centers, and so on). On
27 December 1979, preparations were completed
and the circumstances appeared as auspicious as
could be. Soviet KGB special forces, the Muslim
Battalion, and airborne troops stormed Amin’s Taj
Bek palace, fighting their way toward the private
residence in a desperate battle with Amin’s well-
armed Presidential Guard. Amin was killed during
the assault, possibly deliberately by one of the few
Parcham loyalists who were brought along to take
part in the action, possibly by accident.®

Meanwhile, the KGB had flown in Karmal, who
waited at Bagram under KGB protection. On the
evening of 27 December, before the assault on the
palace had been concluded, Andropov informed
Karmal that he had been appointed chairman of the
Revolutionary Committee of the Democratic Re-
public of Afghanistan. The next morning, Karmal
was moved into Kabul, protected by bodyguards
from the KGB Ninth Directorate (responsible for
the physical protection of members of the Politbu-
10).8” KGB personal security specialists henceforth
had to protect the Afghan leadership, and were
brought in from Moscow as needed.*®

It was a regime change imposed from abroad.
Amin had been a turbulent and vicious dictator and,
as has been shown, the Soviet leaders could no lon-
ger stomach his excesses. Even so, the Soviet coup
did not prevent continued unrest in Afghanistan.
The first rural resistance was localized, decentral-
ized, and largely spontaneous. Clergy would exhort
the community to violence, then a mass uprising
would occur, generally focusing on an attack on
a government post. However, the violence stayed
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localized, since members of the community would
not attempt to go beyond their own territory.* In
effect, this was the traditional pattern of uprisings,
the type encountered by the early Afghan mon-
archs. But this also meant that there was no center
of resistance which could easily be defeated by a
numerically stronger or technologically superior
military force.

WESTERN RESPONSE

It was not only for Brezhnev that personal feel-
ings caused by Amin’s betrayal of Taraki and in-
deed Brezhnev himself affected how he reacted
in Afghanistan. On the other side of the Atlantic,
President Carter too felt betrayed. Notwithstand-
ing the fact that he had ordered the provision of
clandestine aid to the Islamic extremist groups (the
aforementioned cash, radios, and medical supplies)
soon after meeting with Brezhnev in Vienna in June
1979, he felt that he had achieved a rapport and un-
derstanding with Brezhnev during their summit.
Carter spoke of “continuing cooperation and hon-
esty in our discussions”, and after the meeting, he
reported to Congress that “President Brezhnev and
I developed a better sense of each other as leaders
and as men.” For this reason, Carter too felt person-
ally betrayed, by the subsequent Soviet intervention
in Afghanistan. Carter interpreted the Soviet justi-
fication, a request by the Afghan government, as a
false claim and an insult to his intelligence.*® Carter
wrote in his diary: “the Soviet invasion sent a clear
indication that they were not to be trusted.”!

In contrast, Secretary of State Cyrus Vance ar-
gued that “the primary motive for the Soviet actions
was defensive, that the Soviets do not have long-
term regional ambitions beyond Afghanistan.”?
Meanwhile, national security adviser Brzezinski,
as noted, on 26 December wrote his memorandum
for the president, in which he discussed the Soviet
intervention in Afghanistan and what could be done
to turn Afghanistan into a Soviet Vietnam.” While
it is fair to conclude that Brzezinski’s view came to
dominate U.S. policy, Vance was not alone. A vet-
eran observer of Soviet affairs, Raymond L. Gar-
thoff, a former CIA analyst who until 1979 served
as a senior Foreign Service inspector, produced the
best early analysis of the Soviet take on Afghani-
stan, and he agreed with Vance.** In late December
1979, Carter signed an amended presidential find-
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ing that permitted the CIA to deliver weapons to
the extremists, and the first CIA-procured weapons
to the Afghan Islamic extremist groups arrived by
way of the Pakistanis on 10 January 1980, just two
weeks after the Soviet 40th Army had entered Af-
ghanistan.”

RESULTS OF 1979

The Soviet intervention in Afghanistan was pri-
marily a result of the fear that Afghanistan, af-
ter it had been won over to the Western alliance,
would become a source of Pan-Islamic revolts in
Soviet Central Asia. The intervention, which was
unpopular with the Soviet military leadership, was
a strategy intended to defend existing Soviet ter-
ritories, not gaining new ones. However, the Soviet
intervention degenerated into a series of bloody
civil wars, in which Afghan government forces and
Soviet troops attempted to eradicate a variety of in-
surgent groups, many of which derived from the
Islamic extremist movement which had emerged in
Afghanistan during the 1960s and 1970s. The result
became the opposite of what was intended; Soviet
forces left Afghanistan in 1989, two years before
the dissolution of the Soviet Union, and the Afghan
government collapsed a few years later, in 1992.
Instead, Islamic extremism steadily grew stronger,
since it for years was supported by an informal alli-
ance of countries, chiefly the United States, Britain,
France, China, and Pakistan, which responded to
the Soviet intervention by activating and support-
ing an international Islamic jihad against not only
the Soviet forces in Afghanistan but against the
Afghan government as well. Iran, too, supported
insurgents in Afghanistan.’

The Soviet leaders had intervened out of fear
of perceived future negative consequences, in or-
der to protect their country from attacks by Muslim
fanatics. However, the chief result of the interven-
tion was the provision, to the anti-Soviet alliance,
of an opportunity to use Muslim extremists as a
weapon against the Soviet Union. Moreover, the
security consequences were devastating for both
the Soviet Union and Afghanistan — and since the
late 1990s also for the United States and much of
the rest of the world.”” The Soviet intervention and
the Western response created the ideal opportunity
for Islamic extremism and terrorism to establish it-
self as a major factor in global politics. Moreover,
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Islamic extremism established a foothold in the So- ism within the Soviet Union itself.”® Motivated by
viet Union, both in the form of raids from Afghani- the power of fear, the Soviet leaders wanted se-
stan into Soviet Tajikistan from December 1986 curity, but the psychological urge for safety is an
onwards and through the reinforcement of existing  unreliable companion in decision-making, and the
and propagation of new strands of Islamic extrem- results were disastrous.
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