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Introduction1

Foreign policy practitioners and scholars immediately viewed the Soviet invasion
of Afghanistan in December 1979 as a decisive event in the Cold War. Whether or not
one wishes to accept Ji m my Ca rter ’s claim that the inva s i on was a major stra tegi c
ch a ll en ge to the West and “the gre a test threat to pe ace since Second World Wa r,”2

there can be no doubt that the invasion was an historical turning point. The invasion
and the occupation of Afghanistan constituted the largest Soviet military action since
World War II, while US support for the anti-Soviet resistance was the principal para-
military operation of the Reagan Doctrine.

The Afghan war was one of the decisive events in the final, terminal phase of the
Cold War. Now that the war has moved from current events to recent history, it is
time to reassess the whole affair, and to place it in historical and comparative per-
spective. Fortunately, several studies have emerged that begin this reassessment,stud-
ies that I will review in this essay. In addition, I will discuss some important revela-
tions regarding US foreign policy in Afghanistan revealed in a recent interview with
Zbigniew Brzezinski in the French press.

Before proceeding with the survey, it is important to note that the Afghan invasion
has come to look somewhat different in retrospect than in 1979, when even the most
s ober ob s ervers were of ten swayed by the sen s a ti onal qu a l i ty of the events bei n g
recorded. At the time, the invasion did, indeed, look menacing to Western security
i n tere s t s , e s pec i a lly for the sec u ri ty of the Persian Gu l f . In retro s pect , h owever, t h e
strategic significance of Afghanistan seems doubtful–a point belatedly acknowledged
by US officials wh en the Sovi ets wi t h d rew in 1989.3 The image of Afgh a n i s t a n’s
strategic significance has thus changed over time.

In ad d i ti on , the image of the va rious pro t a gonists in the Afghan war has also
ch a n ged . The Islamic guerri llas who fo u ght against the Sovi ets were wi dely portrayed in
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the We s tern media in high ly favora ble term s , while their more unsavory qu a l i ties – thei r
i n to l era n ce of d i s s en t , propen s i ty for vi o l en ce , i nvo lvem ent in narco tics tra f f i ck i n g, ret-
rogre s s ive atti tu des tow a rd wom en – were gen era lly esch ewed , i f not altoget h er disre-
ga rded . Ma ny ac ademic analysts wro te from a pers pective that open ly favored the guer-
ri ll a s .4 Now, with the end of the Cold War and the rise of the Taliban govern m ent in
Afgh a n i s t a n , the image of the Afghan guerri llas (from wh i ch the Taliban de s cen ded) is
m ore nega tive . We s tern su pport for the guerri ll a s , du ring the 1980s, t hus appe a rs less an
act of i dealism and more an act of simple stra tegic calculati on .

Differing Perspectives on Afghanistan
Out of Afgh a n i s t a n, is a co ll a bora ti on by Di ego Cordovez and Selig S. Ha rri s on .

Cordovez is the United Nations-appointed mediator whose actions ultimately led to
the Geneva Accords of 1988 and the Soviet withdrawal the following year. Harrison is
a lon g time journalist and re s e a rch er on So uth Asia assoc i a ted with the Ca rn egi e
E n dowm ent for In tern a ti onal Pe ace . The book adopts a som ewhat unconven ti on a l
format as both authors write separate chapters. A chapter of analysis, heavily foot-
noted and written in somewhat academic style, by Harrison, is followed by a memoir
by Cordove z . The analytical ch a pters pen n ed by Ha rri s on are espec i a lly ri ch in
empirical detail, based on extensive interviews with American, Afghan, and (former)
Soviet officials, including Mikhail Gorbachev. By far the most useful portions of the
book are Ha rri s on’s ch a pters , a l t h o u gh the autobi ogra phical su pp l em ents by Cor-
dovez provide supporting detail.

A major theme of Out of Afghanistan is that both the Soviet Union and the United
States had considerably less control over events in the Afghan war than is commonly
su ppo s ed . In Ha rri s on’s word s . “the Cold War world was dom i n a ted by the su per-
power r ivalry but not by the superpowers. Moscow and Washington saw themselves
as the puppeteers pulling the stri n gs . More of ten than not, h owever, t h ey were
m a n i p u l a ted by cl i ents who had their own agen d a s” ( p. 1 0 ) . This would seem to
apply particularly to the Soviet relationship with the Afghan communists, the Peo-
ple’s Democratic Party of Afghanistan (PDPA). This was the party that seized power
in a coup d’état of April 1978, under the leadership of Mohammad Nur Taraki and
Ha f i z u llah Am i n , who became re s pectively Pre s i dent and Forei gn Mi n i s ter of t h e
n ew “revo luti on a ry ” govern m en t . The com munist govern m ent initi a ted a series of
hastily conceived and poorly implemented reforms, which triggered a sizable popular
reaction. A collection of Islamic guerrilla groups, loosely referred to as the Mujahid-
din, sought to oust the communists. The Soviets provided military support for the
PDPA in the form of equipment and advisors, leading to the eventual invasion of the
country in late December 1979.

It has always been assumed that the Soviets welcomed the opportunity to occupy
Afghanistan, and that Soviet officials viewed the occupation in a manner very much
l i ke that of We s tern of f i c i a l s , i . e . , as a major stra tegic asset . Out of Afgh a n i s t a n, i n
con tra s t , pre s ents new evi den ce that direct ly con trad i cts this interpret a ti on . Th e
authors argue that Soviet officials were,in fact, reluctant to intervene. This reluctance
was dramatically demonstrated in March 1979, when a rebellion in Herat, in western
Afgh a n i s t a n , prec i p i t a ted a forei gn policy crisis for Sovi et leaders . In the co u rse of
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the Herat rebell i on , Afghan leaders asked the Sovi ets to send troops to aid in su p-
pressing the rebell i on , and the Sovi et Po l i tbu ro met to con s i der po s s i ble interven-
tion. A verbatim transcript of the politburo discussion has become available and is
provided by the authors. Its content is fascinating:

[ Yu ri] An d ropov: Com rade s , I have thought this issue over very
t h oro u gh ly since ye s terd ay and have con clu ded that we should
consider very, very seriously whether it would make sense to send
troops into Afgh a n i s t a n . The econ omy is back w a rd , the Is l a m i c
rel i gi on predom i n a te s , and nearly all of the ru ral pop u l a ti on is
i ll i tera te . I do not  think we can uphold the revo luti on in
Afghanistan with the help of our bayonets. The idea is intolerable
and we can not risk it.

[Andrei] Gromyko: I fully support Comrade Andropov’s view that
we should exclu de the dispatch of troops to Afgh a n i s t a n . Th e
Afghan army is unreliable and our army would become an aggres-
sor. With whom will it fight? With the Afghan people! Our Army
would have to shoot them! To be blunt, the Afghan [communist]
l e aders have made many mistakes and haven’t got the su pport of
their own people.

[ An d rei] Ki ri l en ko : Tanks and arm ored veh i cles cannot re s c u e
them [the PDPA]. I think that we must frankly tell them that. We
must say that we will support them to the hilt, we shall give them
a ll of the aid that we have prom i s ed to give , but we cannot sen d
troops (pp. 36-37).

Several conclusions may be drawn from the above. First,it is clear that Soviet lead-
ers had a very low opinion of their Afghan protégés, whose lack of popularity and
leadership skill was fully recognized. Second, there is no evidence from this meeting
that Soviet officials regarded Afghanistan as a strategic prize that would project com-
munist influence into the Persian Gulf or Indian Ocean regions. Finally, there can be
little doubt that the Politburo members were not enthusiastic about the prospect of
invading Afghanistan.

Soviet reluctance to intervene gradually changed, however, primarily due to inter-
nal events within Afghanistan, combined with a substantial measure of blunder and
m i s percepti on . S pec i f i c a lly, the Sovi ets had long been su s p i c i o u s , i f not down ri gh t
hostile, toward Amin, who was regarded as reckless and impulsive. Soviet leaders also
su s pected that Amin had con n ecti ons to Am erican intell i gen ce . Con tra ry to Sovi et
wishes, Amin’s faction of the PDPA continued to gain in power during 1979, at the
ex pense of the less en er getic Ta ra k i . In a Septem ber 1979 co u p, Amin overt h rew
Taraki and fully consolidated his position. This coup was a major setback for Soviet
policy, which had sought to reduce Amin’s sway.



O n ce in power, Amin began to curry favor with the Am eri c a n s , in a de s pera te
effort to broaden his international supporters. Amin appealed to American officials
for support; he even hinted at a possible shift in Afghanistan’s international orienta-
ti on du ring a publ i s h ed intervi ew with the Los An geles Ti m e s. It is clear that the
Americans were not receptive to Amin’s entreaties and never seriously considered an
alliance with the Afghan communists. Nevertheless, Soviet officials became increas-
ingly fearful that Amin was going to “do a Sadat,” i.e.,that he would shift Afghanistan
to a pro-American and anti-Soviet stance in the manner of Anwar Sadat during the
1970s. That the United States had rebuffed Amin was unknown to the Soviets.

All of this occ u rred in a con text wh ere the Sovi et leaders assu m ed that d é ten te wi t h
the Un i ted States was de ad in any case, and there was little to lose from an inva s i on .
Thu s , it is argued , the Sovi et inva s i on did n ot re sult from a Sovi et de s i re to move aga i n s t
the Persian Gu l f ,n or did it occur because of m i l i t a ry su ccesses by the Mu jahiddin force s ;
it re su l ted from a Sovi et de s i re to su bju ga te the Afghan com munist party and to rem ove
Amin and his key su pporters . Above all , the inva s i on ref l ected a lon gstanding Sovi et fe a r
of h aving a pro - Am erican regime on its sout h ern fron ti er.

Wh en the Sovi ets began their inva s i on , Amin was qu i ck ly assassinated . Th e
internecine feuds that had debilitated the PDPA were brought under control by Sovi-
et military power. For the next dec ade , Sovi et forces bore the brunt of the figh t
against the Mujahiddin guerrillas, while the United States, Pakistan, and China sup-
plied weapons to the guerrillas. In 1982, the United Nations appointed Cordovoz, an
Ecuadorian diplomat, as official mediator in the dispute. The “diplomatic” phase of
the Afghan war began at this point.

Here again, Out of Afghanistan substantially revises our understanding of the con-
flict. The authors explore in considerable detail the policy-making processes in both
the Soviet Union and the United States (as well as in Pakistan, among other key play-
ers), and how these processes interacted with UN mediation. According to Cordovez
and Ha rri s on , Sovi et leadership began to qu e s ti on the wi s dom of the inva s i on as
early as 1982, with the accession to power of Yuri Andropov. Originally, Andropov
had been one of the key Soviet figures who had acquiesced to the invasion in 1979,
but he and other assoc i a tes began to shift po s i ti on after the death of Bre z h n ev.
Andropov’s receptiveness to diplomacy is emphasized by both Harrison’s and Cor-
dove z ’s sep a ra te acco u n t s . Ha rri s on bases his analysis on intervi ews with form er
Soviet officials, while Cordovez’s judgements are based on his own direct interactions
with Andropov.

According to Cordovez and Ha rri s on , “m a ny of his [An d ropov ’s] close assoc i a tes cite
persu a s ive evi den ce that An d ropov was prep a red to wi t h d raw Sovi et forces under the
aegis of the Un i ted Na ti ons de s p i te oppo s i ti on from the arm ed forces and from more
ort h odox Com munist leaders” ( p. 9 1 ) . The Sovi et divi s i ons were para ll el ed within the
Pakistani regime of Zia al-Hu q , a key player, and also in the Re a gan Ad m i n i s tra ti on . Th e
d ivi s i ons in the Re a gan Ad m i n i s tra ti on are discussed in con s i dera ble dept h . Cert a i n
Ad m i n i s tra ti on officials sought to coopera te with UN med i a ti on ef fort s , and these of f i-
cials argued that military su pport for the Mu jahiddin must be co u p l ed with diplom a ti c
ef fort s . This gro u p,“the de a l ers” as Ha rri s on terms them ,i n i ti a lly appear to have been in
the minori ty, a l t h o u gh their cl o ut grew tow a rd the end of the Re a gan ye a rs . Yet , a secon d
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gro u p, the “bl eeders ,” wel com ed the Sovi et occ u p a ti on of Afghanistan and sought to
“bl eed ” Sovi et force s . This latter gro u p, wh i ch was influ en tial in the CIA and other
“opera ti on a l ” dep a rtm en t s , d i s d a i n ed UN diplom ac y; t h ey sought a military defeat for
the Sovi et Un i on . Cordovez and Ha rri s on em ph a s i ze that the bl eeders were uncoopera-
tive with UN med i a ti on ef forts and sought to sabo t a ge them :

[ T ] h ere can be no do u bt abo ut the fact that the Un i ted States stron gly
d i s l i ked the U. N . a pproach to a set t l em ent du ring 1983 and that the
Am erican atti tu de ti pped the scales in the deb a te within the Pa k i s t a n i
l e adership bet ween April and Ju n e . Iron i c a lly, du ring the very peri od
wh en An d ropov was groping for a way to disen ga ge from Afgh a n i s t a n ,
su pporters of s tepped-up Am erican invo lvem ent were on the ascen-
dant in the Re a gan Ad m i n i s tra ti on (p. 1 0 2 ) .

Part of American skepticism resulted from a conviction — unjustified as it turned
out — that the Soviet Union would never leave Afghanistan via a diplomatic settle-
m en t . However, Cordovez and Ha rri s on of fer an ad d i ti onal re a s on : CIA director
William Casey and other key Reagan Administration officials sought to prolong the
war as much as possible and to delay a withdrawal. General Edward C. Meyer, who
was US Army Chief of Staff, stated: “Casey would say that he wanted them out, but
he actually wanted them to send more and more Russians down there and take casu-
alties” (quoted in Corodovez and Harrison, p. 103).

It has long been assumed that the United States and Pakistan wanted the Soviets to
leave Afghanistan and that US military pressure had the long-term objective of end -
i n g the Sovi et occ u p a ti on . Cordovez and Ha rri s on argue that this interpret a ti on is
inaccurate and, on the contrary, key American and Pakistani officials sought to keep
Soviet troops in Afghanistan as long as possible to maximize their losses. These offi-
cials also sought to block any diplomatic efforts that might enable a face-saving Sovi-
et withdrawal.

The authors of Out of Afghanistan also challenge conventional wisdom regarding
m i l i t a ry aspects of Sovi et occ u p a ti on . According to the conven ti onal vi ew, Sovi et
withdrawal constituted a vindication of the Reagan Doctrine and, in particular, the
US dec i s i on to su pp ly Mu jahiddin guerri llas with incre a s i n gly soph i s ti c a ted
weapons. The US decision in 1986 to supply the Mujahiddin forces with Stinger anti-
aircraft missiles has often been cited as a decisive factor in blunting the Soviet coun-
terinsurgency efforts. The supply of these missiles, it has been argued,increased Sovi-
et willingness to withdraw its forces. This interpretation is challenged by Cordovez
and Harrison. Top-level Soviet officials (including Aleksandr Yakovlev, Eduard She-
va rd n ad ze , and Gen eral Va l en tin Va ren n i kov, com m a n der of Sovi et forces in
Afghanistan) are cited as dismissing the Stingers as a significant factor in leading to a
negotiated settlement. Indeed, Yakovlev claims that the Stingers delayed Soviet with-
d raw a l , by increasing the influ en ce of h awks within the Sovi et military and in the
overall decision-making process. In addition, Cordovez and Harrison emphasize that
top-level Soviet leaders were receptive to a diplomatic solution several years before
the Stingers were introduced.
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The factors that overcame resistance to a negotiated settlement and made possible
the US-Soviet-Pakistani agreement, formalized in the 1988 Geneva Accords, remain
murky. Accounts by Cordovez and Harrison are quite lucid in laying out the assorted
ob s t acles that long fru s tra ted a nego ti a ted set t l em ent of the Afghan war. However,
the text falls short in explaining how these obstacles eventually were overcome. The
book implies that the Geneva Accords were accomplished because of tenacious medi-
ation efforts by Cordovez, repeated Soviet concessions,and a more conciliatory inter-
n a ti onal envi ron m ent assoc i a ted with pere s tro i k a. Al s o, the cen ter of power wi t h i n
the Reagan Administration gradually shifted away from the hard-line “bleeders” and
more toward the position advocated by the “dealers.” Various officials who had previ-
ously stayed on the sidelines during these disputes became increasingly sympathetic
to the de a l er po s i ti on and to Cordove z ’s med i a ti on ef fort s . A pivotal figure in this
regard was Secretary of State George Schultz. After an extended period of equivoca-
ti on , S chultz became an advoc a te of a diplom a tic soluti on . S chultz later ack n owl-
edged (p. 268), “the heat I was taking from some on the hard right who, I suspected,
did not really want the Soviets to leave Afghanistan; they preferred to ‘bleed’ them to
death through indefinite continuation of the war.”

Th ere are points wh ere the Ha rri s on / Cordovez account may be ch a ll en ged . Cor-
dove z ’s acco u n t , at ti m e s , sounds sel f - prom o ting or exc u l p a tory. While Gorb ach ev was
determ i n ed to ach i eve a diplom a tic soluti on to the war, the con ten ti on that this po l i c y
h ad begun with An d ropov wi ll not persu ade all re aders . However, this book provi de s
com pelling evi den ce that the Sovi ets were far more receptive to diplom ac y, while the
Am ericans were sign i f i c a n t ly less receptive than previ o u s ly recogn i zed . The Re a gan po l i-
cy of i n ten s i f ying and pro l on ging the war in order to bl eed the Sovi ets — and inciden-
t a lly the Afgh a n s , too — is an important and previ o u s ly unrecogn i zed fe a tu re of t h i s
con f l i ct . The vast ra n ge of doc u m en t a ti on and its en dors em ent by high level of f i c i a l s
f rom both the Re a gan and Ca rter ad m i n i s tra ti ons lend a con s i dera ble air of a ut h ori ty to
this acco u n t . Futu re studies wi ll add furt h er to our understanding of these even t s , a s
m ore inform a ti on tri ckles out of the arch ives in the Un i ted State s , Ru s s i a , Pa k i s t a n ,a n d
o t h er co u n tri e s . At the mom en t ,h owever, Out of Afgh a n i s t a n is the most important and
t h oro u gh ly doc u m en ted book on the Afghan war, and it sets a standard against wh i ch
a ll futu re studies on this su bj ect wi ll be ju d ged .

The second boo k , Afghanistan: Mu ll a h , Ma rx , and Mu ja h i d, by Ra l ph Ma gnus and
E den Na by, of fers a useful co u n terpoi n t . This stu dy holds to the trad i ti onal vi ew that the
i nva s i on of Afghanistan repre s en ted a Sovi et ef fort to proj ect its power into the Pers i a n
Gu l f and thus con s ti tuted a major stra tegic ch a ll en ge to the We s tern powers . This boo k
is aut h ored by two ac adem i c s : Ma gnu s , a fac u l ty mem ber at the Naval Po s t gradu a te
S ch ool and form er forei gn servi ce of f i cer in Ka bu l , and Na by, a Mi d dle East specialist at
Ha rva rd who ga i n ed some fame in 1980 wh en she escorted Dan Ra t h er inside Mu ja h i d-
din con tro ll ed terri tory. Both wro te ex ten s ively on the Afghan war du ring the 1980s, a n d
t h eir new co ll a bora tive ef fort purports to be a gen eral introdu cti on to the Afghan con-
f l i ct , p l acing both Sovi et occ u p a ti on and the recent con f l i cts within an historical and
s oc i o l ogical pers pective . Con s i s tent with the ti t l e , f a i rly ex ten s ive , d i s c u rs ive discussion
of the Afgh a n i s t a n’s social ch a racteri s ti c s , the back ground and out l ook of Mu ja h i d d i n
gro u p s , and PDPA internal po l i tics are provi ded .
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Ma ghus and Na by em ph a s i ze the Sovi et occ u p a ti on of the co u n try. Aga i n , on e
s ees a marked con trast with the approach of Cordovez and Ha rri s on . Wh ereas the
l a t ter book con s i s ten t ly vi ews the Sovi et Un i on as relu ctant to invade , Ma gnus and
Na by vi ew the inva s i on as the culminati on of l on gstanding Sovi et ambi ti on s . Th e
Ma gnus and Na by book has a disti n ctively Cold War ton e , both in style and con ten t ,
a l t h o u gh it was publ i s h ed nearly a dec ade after the fall of the Berlin Wa ll . Th e
a ut h ors adopt a stron gly anti - Sovi et pers pective , while gen era lly fri en dly tow a rd the
Mu jahiddin guerri ll a s .

The authors argue that the Soviets had long sought influence in Afghanistan, and
that this objective was an extension of the traditional Russian expansionism in the
Near East/South Asia region. The invasion is thus regarded as an outgrowth of the
nineteenth century Great Game between Russia and Great Britain (with the United
States replacing Great Britain after 1945). The authors emphasize an upsurge in Sovi-
et interest in Afghanistan du ring the 1950s, wh en the USSR became the pri n c i p a l
su pp l i er of forei gn aid to the co u n try. In deed , du ring the peri od 1954-1978,
Afghanistan entered a category of a “third world Finland,” in that its foreign policy
underwent a pro-Soviet tilt; Afghanistan’s domestic politics, however, remained rela-
tively free of Sovi et influ en ce . Ma gnus and Na by argue that this aid was part of a
Soviet plan aimed at subverting and, ultimately, occupying the country.

It should be noted that other observers of these events have reached very different
conclusions from those of Magnus and Naby. There is evidence — neglected by Mag-
nus and Naby — that Soviet interest in Afghanistan during the 1950s was a reaction
to Western activities in the region, rather than a prelude to expansion. According to a
1954 National Intelligence Estimate (presented verbatim in The Foreign Relations of
the United States), “this increased Soviet attention to Afghanistan is part of a general
ef fort to cou n ter recent We s tern (parti c u l a rly US) gains in the Mi d dle East-So ut h
Asia area.”5 A weakness of the Magnus/Naby study is that it tends to avoid informa-
tion and interpretations at odds with its conclusions.

Du ring the 1970s, in light of US weakness after the deb acle of Vi etn a m , Sovi et
interest in Afghanistan increased further, according to Magnus and Naby.

The weakness of Pakistan, the tempting resources of the oil states
of the Middle East,and the United States distancing itself from for-
eign commitments,all raised the possibility of major, or even deci-
s ive geopo l i tical gains on the Sovi et sout h ern flank thro u gh the
utilization of Afghanistan’s central position...The stage was set for
the last foreign adventure of the Brezhnev era (p. 59).

The authors acknowledge that the PDPA was faction-ridden, and that these divi-
sions resulted in debilitating internal feuds. However, there is a strong suggestion that
a ll party facti ons were manipulated and ulti m a tely con tro ll ed by their Sovi et han-
dlers. The 1978 communist takeover, if not actually orchestrated by the USSR, was
cert a i n ly Sovi et su pported . The overwh elming ch a racter of Sovi et influ en ce in the
P D PA is a con s i s tent them e . The aut h ors state em ph a ti c a lly that the com mu n i s t
t a keover in 1978 was part of a com preh en s ive stra tegy: “the Sovi ets thro u gh the
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PDPA and the covert networks established over decades,had ensured that they would
be positioned to shape the future” (p. 115, emphasis added). Overall, the Soviets were
interested in Afghanistan because it offered “a secure base...for further advances into
more promising areas of the Middle East and South Asia” (p. 122).

It should be noted that although there is not mu ch novel in this interpret a ti on ,
Ma gnus and Na by do de s c ri be a 1971 visit by the Afghan mon a rch Zahir Shah to
Moscow that, to this reviewer’s knowledge, has not appeared elsewhere:

The king emerged from the meeting clearly shaken. In his explana-
tion later to delegation members and to his family, he [Zahir Shah]
said that Brezhnev had asked the Afghans to join with the Soviets
and India in finishing the job of c a rving up Pa k i s t a n . . . . Bre z h n ev
persisted by stating that all the Afghans would have to do was to
stand aside and let the Sovi ets transit thro u gh their co u n try to
accomplish their goal. Zahir Shah again refused (p. 117).

The purported revelation of a Soviet plan to carve up Pakistan with Afghan con-
nivance would certainly constitute new and important historical information. Unfor-
tunately, when checking the endnote (p. 258), one finds that the only basis for Zahir
Shah’s Moscow discussion is a third hand source, who is left unnamed. The research
for this volume, it must be said, is not always solid.

Magnus and Naby also provide discursive discussion of Afghan politics since the
Soviet withdrawal. The Geneva Accords that led to the withdrawal receive only per-
f u n ctory men ti on , and Cordove z ’s name does not even appear in the index . Th e
authors express regret and frustration that the Mujahiddin have been unable to pro-
vide a united government and have been fighting among themselves since 1989. They
a re equ a lly fru s tra ted that We s tern powers largely have lost interest in Afgh a n i s t a n
since the Soviet withdrawal. However, important questions follow from these points:
If Western powers have shown so little interest in Afghanistan in recent years, could it
be that Afghanistan ne ver held much intrinsic strategic value for the West and that
assertions to the contrary were mistaken?6 Perhaps the country’s alleged importance
for protecting Middle Eastern oil fields had been exaggerated during the 1980s? And,
i f the remnants of the Mu jahiddin forces have been implicated in perpetra ti n g
human rights abuses, dealing narcotics, and exporting terrorism, perhaps the heroic
image they enjoyed in the Western press during the 1980s was overblown? Could it
be that the Mujahiddin had always been less heroic than Western analysts were will-
ing to accept during the war against the Soviet occupation? Magnus and Naby tend
to avoid these questions.

Overall, the arguments of Magnus and Naby are neither original nor well docu-
mented. Apart from the dubious story of the Zahir Shah’s meeting in Moscow, little
new material is presented. The principal assertions – that the Soviets had long sought
a way to occupy Afghanistan and that this occupation was part of an offensive strate-
gy – are based largely on spec u l a ti on and con j ectu re . The su b s t a n tial amount of
archival information on this topic that has emerged from both the United States7 and
the former Soviet Union8 is passed over and not cited. Considerable primary materi-
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als have been published verbatim and are available at many university libraries; even
this material is negl ected . Nowh ere does one find the level of em p i rical depth and
documentation evident in Out of Afghanistan. The latter study is mentioned in the
footnotes, but Magnus and Naby make no effort to grapple with the implications of
its factual content, which is very much at odds with their own conclusions. Overall,
the Magnus/Naby study is useful, if only to remind the reader that Cold War inter-
pretations of the Afghan war are still adhered to by a significant subset of scholars
working on this subject.

The Revelations of Zbigniew Brzezinski 
Revel a ti ons provi ded by Zbi gn i ew Br ze z i n s k i , n a ti onal sec u ri ty advi s or to Pre s i-

dent Jimmy Carter at the time of the invasion deserve careful scrutiny. These revela-
tions appeared in a 1998 interview with the French political and cultural weekly Le
Nouvel Ob serva teu r.9 Si n ce the intervi ew reveals new and important inform a ti on ,
and since it has escaped notice in the English-speaking world, the entire transcript
follows in translation:

Question: The former director of the CIA, Robert Gates, stated in
his memoirs10 that the American intelligence services began to aid
the Mujahiddin in Afghanistan six months before the Soviet inter-
vention.11 In this period you were the national security adviser to
Pre s i dent Ca rter. You therefore played a key role in this affair. Is
this correct?

Brzezinski: Yes. According to the official version of history, CIA aid
to the Mujahiddin began during 1980,that is to say, after the Soviet
army invaded Afghanistan on December 24, 1979. But the reality,
closely guarded until now, is completely otherwise: Indeed, it was
Ju ly 3, 1979 that Pre s i dent Ca rter sign ed the first directive for
secret aid to the opponents of the pro-Soviet regime in Kabul. And
that very day, I wrote a note to the president in which I explained to
him that in my opinion this aid was going to induce a Soviet military
intervention [emphasis added].

Q: Despite this risk, you were an advocate of this covert action. But
perhaps you yourself desired this Soviet entry into war and looked
for a way to provoke it?
B: It wasn’t quite like that. We didn’t push the Russians to intervene,
but we knowingly increased the probability that they would [empha-
sis added].

Q : Wh en the Sovi ets ju s ti f i ed their interven ti on by asserting that
t h ey inten ded to fight against sec ret US invo lvem ent in
Afgh a n i s t a n , n obody bel i eved them . However, t h ere was an el e-
ment of truth in this. You don’t regret any of this today?
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B: Regret what? That secret operation was an excellent idea. It had
the ef fect of d rawing the Russians into the Afghan trap and yo u
want me to regret it? The day that the Soviets officially crossed the
b o rd er, I wrote to Pre s i d ent Carter, e s sen ti a lly: “We now have the
oppo rtu n i ty of giving to the USSR its Vi etnam wa r” [ em ph a s i s
added]. Indeed, for almost 10 years, Moscow had to carry on a war
that was unsu s t a i n a ble for the regi m e , a con f l i ct that bro u gh t
a bo ut the dem ora l i z a ti on and finally the breakup of the Sovi et
empire.

Q: And neither do you regret having supported Islamic fundamen-
talism, which has given arms and advice to future terrorists? 

B : What is more important in world history? The Taliban or the
collapse of the Soviet empire? Some agitated Moslems or the liber-
ation of Central Europe and the end of the cold war?

Q : “Some agi t a ted Mo s l em s”? But it has been said and repe a ted :
Islamic fundamentalism represents a world menace today...

B: Nonsense! It is said that the West has a global policy in regard to
Islam. That is stupid: There isn’t a global Islam. Look at Islam in a
rational manner, without demagoguery or emotionalism. It is the
leading religion of the world with 1.5 billion followers. But what is
t h ere in com m on among fundamentalist Saudi Ara bi a , m odera te
Morocco, militarist Pakistan, pro-Western Egypt, or secularist Cen-
tral Asia? Nothing more than what unites the Christian countries...

The Brzezinski interview must be approached with a measure of caution. At some
poi n t s , Br zezinski comes close to su gge s ting that he pers on a lly was re s pon s i ble for
policies that led to the co llapse of com mu n i s m , not a terri bly modest po s i ti on to
adopt. One must consider an element of self-aggrandizement in evaluating Brzezins-
ki’s remarks. Some aspects of this account are confirmed in other sources (specifical-
ly Gates’ memoirs), but for other parts we have only Brzezinski’s word. One hopes
that other persons who were involved in the Carter foreign policy, notably President
Carter, will offer their views regarding the veracity of the above statements.

With those qu a l i f i c a ti ons out of the way, it is clear that Br zezinski of fers som e
ex trem ely intere s ting inform a ti on . The key revel a ti on is that Br zezinski had urged
Carter to send aid to the Mujahiddin, knowing that this would probably cause a Soviet
i nva s i o n.1 2 Br zezinski denies that he actu a lly went so far as to provo ke the Sovi et s
into invading, but comes rather close to saying the same thing. He also reveals that,
when the invasion actually occurred several months later, he welcomed the opportu-
n i ty to give “the USSR its Vi etnam war.” All of this runs con tra ry to previ o u s
accounts of US policy toward Afghanistan. It had always been assumed that US poli-
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c y - m a kers were aghast wh en the Sovi et Un i on invaded ; according to Br ze z i n s k i , a t
least some key officials wanted the Soviets to invade and had taken concrete actions
to make it more likely. The Brzezinski statements, if true, would suggest that the Rea-
gan policy of “bleeding” the Soviets and “fighting to the last Afghan” (Cordovez and
Harrison, p. 10) actually began during the Carter period. Carter’s foreign policy may
have contained a greater element of realpolitik than is commonly supposed.

In addition,it is interesting to reflect on Brzezinski’s flippant remark regarding the
Afghan Mujahiddin and Islamic fundamentalism. This interview was conducted only
a few months before the con f ron t a ti on bet ween the Un i ted States and the Ta l i b a n
government over the status of alleged terrorist Osama bin Ladin. One can only won-
der whether Brzezinski still would regard the decision to aid the Mujahiddin as an
unqualified success if the interview were to be conducted today.13

Conclusion
One con s equ en ce of the end of the Cold War has been the ava i l a bi l i ty of n ew

materials for studying the international conduct of the major powers.A considerable
qu a n ti ty of n ew inform a ti on has em er ged from the arch ives of the form er Sovi et
Un i on , as well as several of the USSR’s com munist allies in Eastern Eu rope . Th e s e
new materials have greatly influenced debates among social scientists and historians,
even if t h ey have not alw ays set t l ed basic qu e s ti on s . Two basic sch ools of t h o u gh t
have emerged. On the one hand, John Lewis Gaddis has argued that the new docu-
mentation demonstrates the central importance of ideology in guiding Soviet policy,
not only in its domestic affairs but in foreign policy as well. The US role, according to
this vi ew, was to con s train the innate Sovi et ten dency to ex port com munism and
expand its sphere of influence. The essential ly aggressive and expansionist nature of
Soviet policy is the central conclusion that Gaddis and his followers derive from the
n ew doc u m en t a ry materi a l s . One the other hand, m ore recen t ly, G ad d i s’s con clu-
sions have been challenged by other scholars, notably Melvyn Leffler, who argue that
the new documents often show caution on the part of Soviet foreign policymakers,as
well as reluctance to assume new global commitments.

On balance, the new materials on Afghanistan tend to conform to Leffler’s inter-
pretation, rather than Gaddis’s. Thus far, evidence that has emerged strongly suggests
that the Soviets invaded Afghanistan with great reluctance; their primary motivation
was to prevent Afghanistan from becoming a hostile state on their southern frontier.
The Sovi et materials pre s en ted in Cordovez and Ha rri s on leave little do u bt that
access to the Persian Gulf was not a major factor influencing the decision to invade.
The Magnus and Naby study avoids these new materials, and it thus presents a far
less persuasive argument. From a normative standpoint, the Soviet invasion appears
every bit as brutal and outra geous as it did at the ti m e ; n one of the new evi den ce
ch a n ges our percepti on that the Sovi ets had indeed i nva d ed Afgh a n i s t a n , and that
this invasion violated international law. While the invasion was clearly a threat to the
inhabitants of Afghanistan, there is little evidence that it was a major threat to the
Western powers.

In addition, source materials presented by Cordovez and Harrison suggest that US
policy was con s i dera bly more aggre s s ive and less defen s ive than it had previ o u s ly
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appeared. American policy went beyond simply supplying the resistance groups with
weapons; for an extended period,US policy aimed at increasing the intensity of com-
bat, while undercutting efforts to seek a diplomatic solution to the Afghan war. If the
s t a tem ents of Br zezinski are to be bel i eved , these ef forts to bl eed the Sovi et Un i on
began during the Carter Administration, several months before the Soviet invasion.

To be su re a con s i dera ble amount of m a terial remains unava i l a bl e . Mu ch of t h e
US archival record, particularly from the intelligence agencies, is still classified. The
information pertaining to China’s role in the conflict remains largely unexplored. As
noted, we require corroboration for Brzezinski’s very interesting revelations present-
ed above. However, the record that is now available on Afghanistan has transformed
our understanding of this crucial chapter of Cold War history.

NOTES

1. I thank John Son n ett for su gge s ti ons on a draft of this arti cl e . This arti cle was wri t ten
with support from the Morris K. Udall Center for Studies in Public Policy, University of
Arizona.

2. Q u o ted in Edw a rd Wa l s h , “Ca rter Sees No Early End to Cri s e s ,” The Wa s h i n g ton Po s t,
(January 9, 1980), Section 1, p. 20.

3. See Elaine Sciolino,“ To U.S., Afghanistan Seems to Move Further Away,” New York Times
(February 12, 1989), Section 4, p. 3.

4. The wri ters of one arti cle on the Afghan war took the unu sual step of ack n owl ed gi n g
their predispositions: “While we have t ried to be as objective as possible in our analysis,
readers should be warned that our sympathy lies with the Afghan resistance.” Pierre Allan
and Al bert A . S t a h el , “Tribal Gu eri lla Wa rf a re Against a Co l onial Power: An a lyzing the
War in Afghanistan,” Journal of Conflict Resolution, Vol. 27, No. 4 (1983), p. 590.

5. From Foreign Relations of the United States,1952-1954, Vol.XI (Washington, DC:US Gov-
ernment Printing Office, 1983), p. 1491, emphasis added.

6. For specific evidence on this point, see Sciolino, op. cit., Section 4, p. 3.
7. Important materials pertaining to the US perception of Soviet policy in Afghanistan dur-

ing the 1950s are available in the State Department’s Foreign Relations of the United States
s eri e s . Some of these materials were ex p l ored in an early arti cle by the aut h or: D avi d
G i bb s , “ Does the USSR have a ‘Grand Stra tegy’? Rei n terpreting the Inva s i on of
Afghanistan,” Journal of Peace Research, Vol. 24, No. 4 (1987), pp. 365-79.

8. A substantial number of ex-Soviet documents have been published in English translation.
See “ New Evi den ce on the Sovi et In terven ti on in Afgh a n i s t a n ,” Cold War In tern a ti o n a l
History Project Bulletin, Nos. 8/9 (Winter 1996/97), pp. 128-184.

9. I thank William Blum for bringing this source to my attention and also for furnishing a
translation. I have checked Blum’s translation against the original source and made some
small changes. Note that the ellipses in the text appeared in the original.

10. See Robert Mi ch ael Gate s , From the Sh a d ows: The Ul ti m a te In s i d er ’s Sto ry of Five Pre s i -
dents and How They Won the Cold War (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1996), pp. 146-147.

11. It may be argued that this statement is inaccurate. The Soviets already were intervening at
this poi n t , s i n ce they were su pp lying we a pons and advi s ors to the PDPA govern m en t ;
their invasion of Afghanistan occurred six months after the 1979 CIA decision to supply
the Mujahiddin.
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12. Note that these points are not mentioned in Brzezinski’s latest book or, to my knowledge,
in any other English language source . See Br ze z i n s k i , The Grand Chessboa rd: Am eri c a n
Primacy and its Geostrategic Imperatives (New York: Basic Books, 1997).

13. This debate is summarized in Melvyn P. Leffler, “Inside Enemy Archives,” Foreign Affairs,
Vol. 75, No. 4 (1996), pp. 120-136.
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