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The period from 1979 to 1989 marks a significant chapter in Cold War history, characterized by the
Soviet Union's military intervention in Afghanistan. Often referred to as the Soviet-Afghan War, this
decade-long conflict was fueled by complex geopolitical interests, ideological battles, and regional
dynamics. The Soviet forces, known colloquially as "afgantsy" (a term derived from "Afghanistan"
and used by Russians and other Slavs to refer to their troops in Afghanistan), entered the country
under the pretext of supporting the Afghan communist government against insurgent groups. The
intervention had profound consequences not only for Afghanistan but also for the Soviet Union,
regional stability, and global politics.

The Background of the Soviet Invasion

Political Context in Afghanistan

Following a series of coups and political upheavals, Afghanistan?s government fell into the hands of
a communist faction known as the People's Democratic Party of Afghanistan (PDPA) in 1978. The
new government, led by Nur Mohammed Taraki and later Hafizullah Amin, embarked on radical
reforms that alienated traditional power structures, including tribal leaders, religious authorities, and
the rural population. The PDPA?s policies, inspired by Marxist-Leninist ideology, included land
reforms, suppression of religious institutions, and alignment with the Soviet Union.

Regional and Global Factors

The Soviet Union viewed Afghanistan as a strategic buffer zone and a potential ally in extending its
influence into South Asia. The United States, Pakistan, China, and other regional actors saw
Afghanistan as a battleground for ideological and geopolitical rivalry. The U.S., through its CIA,
sponsored Afghan resistance groups (collectively known as the Mujahideen) to counter Soviet
influence, marking the beginning of a covert proxy war.

The Soviet Military Intervention (1979-1989)

Initial Invasion and Objectives

In December 1979, the Soviet Union launched a full-scale invasion of Afghanistan, ostensibly to
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support the faltering Afghan communist government and to stabilize the country. Soviet troops, often
called "afgantsy," entered with a formidable military force, including tanks, aircraft, and special
forces. Their primary objectives included:

- Protecting the Afghan government against insurgent groups.
- Suppressing resistance and consolidating control.
- Preventing the fall of a communist regime to anti-government forces.

Nature of the Conflict

The Soviet-Afghan War was characterized by asymmetric warfare, with the Mujahideen employing
guerrilla tactics, sabotage, and hit-and-run attacks. The rugged terrain of Afghanistan favored the
insurgents, complicating Soviet military operations. The Soviet forces faced numerous challenges:

- Difficult mountainous terrain hampered logistics.
- Resistance from well-organized Mujahideen fighters.
- International support for the insurgents, especially from the U.S., Pakistan, and Saudi Arabia.

Soviet Tactics and Military Engagements

The Soviet military employed heavy artillery, air strikes, and special forces operations. They also
built fortified bases and used helicopter assaults to strike insurgent hideouts. Despite their
technological advantage, the Soviets suffered significant casualties and found it difficult to win
hearts and minds of the Afghan population.

The Role of "Afgantsy" and Their Experiences

Who Were the Afgantsy?

The term "afgantsy" is a colloquial Russian term referring to Soviet soldiers who fought in
Afghanistan. They were often conscripts or volunteers tasked with combat missions in a hostile
environment. Their experience was marked by:

- Harsh living conditions.
- Constant threat from insurgent attacks.
- Exposure to guerrilla warfare and asymmetric combat.

Impact on the Soldiers and Society
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The afgantsy faced physical and psychological hardships. Many suffered injuries, and some became
PTSD cases long after returning home. The war also had a significant impact on Soviet society:

- Public opinion initially supported the intervention but turned sour as casualties increased.
- The war was costly economically and politically.
- The term "Afghanistan syndrome" describes the collective trauma and disillusionment

experienced by Soviet veterans and the nation.

The International Dimension and Support for Resistance

U.S. and Allied Support

The United
 
Afgantsy: The Russians in Afghanistan 1979?1989

The Soviet Union?s military intervention in Afghanistan, lasting from 1979 to 1989, remains one of
the most significant and complex chapters in Cold War history. Known in Russia as ?Afgantsy,? a
term that roughly translates to ?participants? or ?veterans? of the Afghan conflict, these Soviet
soldiers faced an arduous and often misunderstood conflict that left profound impacts on their lives
and the geopolitical landscape. This article explores the origins, course, and consequences of the
Soviet-Afghan war, offering a comprehensive yet accessible overview of this pivotal period.

The Roots of the Soviet Intervention in Afghanistan

Historical Context and Geopolitical Motivations

In the late 1970s, Afghanistan was a nation embroiled in internal turmoil. A series of coups, political
upheavals, and power struggles created a fragile government, increasingly influenced by communist
ideologies. The pro-Soviet People's Democratic Party of Afghanistan (PDPA) came to power in 1978
after the Saur Revolution, but their rule was met with widespread resistance from traditional and
conservative factions, leading to a brutal civil war.

The Soviet Union, aiming to secure its southern flank and maintain influence in Central Asia, viewed
Afghanistan as a vital strategic partner. The communist government in Kabul requested assistance
to quell insurgencies, and Moscow responded with a decision to deploy troops?initially
limited?culminating in a full-scale invasion in December 1979.

The Invasion and Soviet Objectives

Published by: crystalcleanlongisland.com Page 3 of 8



Afgantsy The Russians In Afghanistan 1979 89 Workbook Vol. 2026, Issue 11

The Soviet invasion was ostensibly to support the Afghan government against insurgent forces, but
it also aimed to prevent the spread of Islamic fundamentalism and contain American influence in the
region. Moscow?s leadership believed that a stable, pro-Soviet Afghanistan would serve as a buffer
zone and bolster Soviet prestige.

The initial Soviet objectives included:

- Protecting the Afghan communist regime
- Suppressing insurgent groups (collectively known as the Mujahideen)
- Establishing a friendly, Soviet-aligned government

However, these aims quickly evolved into a protracted military engagement characterized by
guerrilla warfare, asymmetric combat, and significant political and human costs.

The Course of the War: 1979?1989

The Soviet Military Strategy

The Soviet military strategy in Afghanistan was marked by a combination of conventional warfare
and counterinsurgency tactics. Key features included:

- Deployment of approximately 100,000 Soviet troops at the height of the conflict
- Use of heavy artillery, airpower, and armored vehicles
- Establishment of military bases and fortified garrisons
- Deployment of specialized units such as Spetsnaz (special forces)

The Soviets aimed to secure key urban centers and transportation routes, while attempting to crush
insurgent bases hidden in rugged mountain terrains and rural areas.

The Mujahideen and Resistance

The Afghan resistance, known as the Mujahideen, was a loosely organized coalition of tribal
fighters, religious leaders, and former government soldiers. They employed guerrilla tactics,
ambushes, and hit-and-run attacks, exploiting their knowledge of the mountainous terrain and local
support networks.

The Mujahideen received significant support from external actors, notably:
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- The United States, via the CIA?s Operation Cyclone
- Pakistan?s Inter-Services Intelligence (ISI), which supplied weapons and training
- Countries such as Saudi Arabia and China

This support transformed Afghanistan into a Cold War battleground, with the Mujahideen fighting
against Soviet troops and equipment.

Key Battles and Turning Points

Over the decade, several significant events shaped the conflict:

- The Soviet invasion of Khost and Jalalabad, with intense fighting
- The Battle of the Salang Pass, a critical mountain route
- The use of chemical agents by Soviet forces, notably Agent Orange, to clear insurgent hideouts

(a controversial and heavily criticized tactic)
- The assassination attempts against Afghan leaders and Soviet military commanders

Despite their technological and numerical advantages, the Soviets faced persistent guerrilla warfare
and mounting international condemnation.

Human and Political Costs

The war exacted a heavy toll:

- Estimated Soviet military casualties ranged from 15,000 to 25,000 killed
- Over a million Afghan civilians died, and millions more were displaced
- Thousands of Soviet soldiers returned with severe injuries, trauma, and psychological scars
- The conflict drained Soviet economic and military resources

Internally, the war contributed to political instability within the USSR, fueling public dissent and
exposing weaknesses in Soviet military and political systems.

The End of Soviet Involvement and Aftermath

The Soviet Withdrawal (1989)

By the late 1980s, the Soviet Union was facing mounting economic crises and political reforms
under Mikhail Gorbachev?s policies of glasnost and perestroika. Recognizing the unsustainability of
the Afghan conflict, the USSR began withdrawing its troops in 1988-1989.
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The final Soviet troops left Afghanistan in February 1989, leaving behind a fragile government and
ongoing insurgency. The withdrawal marked the end of direct Soviet military involvement, but the
country continued to experience internal conflict for years.

The Impact on Soviet Soldiers: The Afgantsy

The term ?Afgantsy? became a symbol of Soviet veterans who fought in Afghanistan. Their
experiences were often characterized by:

- Deep psychological trauma, including what is now recognized as PTSD
- Feelings of betrayal and disillusionment upon returning home
- Challenges adjusting to civilian life
- A sense of camaraderie and pride for their service

Many Afgantsy faced social stigma and struggled with mental health issues, a reality that was
largely overlooked in Soviet society at the time.

The Afghan Civil War and Aftermath

Post-1989, Afghanistan plunged into civil war, leading to the rise of the Taliban in the 1990s. The
Soviet withdrawal left a power vacuum, with various factions vying for control. The enduring
instability was partly rooted in the destructive legacy of the Soviet intervention.

Legacy and Reflection

Geopolitical Consequences

The Soviet-Afghan war significantly influenced global politics:

- It drained Soviet resources and contributed to economic decline
- It became a catalyst for the eventual dissolution of the USSR in 1991
- It demonstrated the limits of superpower intervention and the resilience of insurgent movements

The war also set a precedent for future conflicts involving external powers supporting proxy fighters,
exemplified by later interventions in the Middle East.

Lessons Learned

The conflict highlighted several critical lessons:
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- The importance of understanding local dynamics and culture
- The dangers of asymmetric warfare and guerrilla tactics
- The costs of prolonged military engagement without clear objectives

For Russia, the Afghan experience remains a poignant chapter, influencing military doctrine and
foreign policy debates.

The Memory of the Afgantsy

In Russia and former Soviet states, Afgantsy are remembered with respect and reflection.
Monuments, memorials, and veterans? associations honor their sacrifice, while public discourse
continues to grapple with the war?s legacy.

Conclusion

The Soviet Union?s decade-long intervention in Afghanistan was a complex, costly, and ultimately
transformative conflict. Known as the Afghan war to outsiders and Afgantsy to those who fought, this
war left scars that extend beyond battlefield injuries to shape national identities, military strategies,
and international relations. As history continues to scrutinize this chapter, the enduring lesson
remains: foreign military interventions in unfamiliar terrains are fraught with peril, and the human
cost can be profound and long-lasting.
 

 QuestionAnswer Who were the Afgantsy and what was their role in the Soviet invasion of
Afghanistan? Afgantsy is a Russian term referring to Soviet soldiers who fought in Afghanistan
between 1979 and 1989. They played a crucial role in the Soviet Union's military intervention aimed
at supporting the communist government against insurgent groups. What were the main reasons
behind the Soviet Union's decision to invade Afghanistan in 1979? The Soviet Union invaded
Afghanistan to support the struggling Afghan communist government, prevent the spread of Islamic
insurgency, and secure their strategic influence in Central Asia during the Cold War. How did the
Afghan resistance, known as the Mujahideen, oppose the Soviet forces during this period? The
Mujahideen used guerrilla tactics, hit-and-run attacks, and relied on external support from countries
like the United States, Pakistan, and Saudi Arabia to combat the Soviet military presence in
Afghanistan. What impact did the Soviet-Afghan War have on the Soviet Union and its military
personnel? The war caused significant casualties, psychological trauma, and economic strain on the
Soviet Union. It also contributed to internal dissent and is often cited as a factor leading to the
USSR's eventual dissolution. How many Soviet soldiers, or Afgantsy, lost their lives during the
Afghanistan conflict? Approximately 15,000 Soviet soldiers, or Afgantsy, were killed during the
Soviet invasion and occupation of Afghanistan from 1979 to 1989. What were some of the long-term
effects of the Soviet-Afghan War on Afghanistan? The war led to widespread destruction, ongoing
insurgency, and political instability in Afghanistan, setting the stage for future conflicts including the
rise of the Taliban and ongoing insurgencies. How did international support influence the outcome of
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the Soviet-Afghan War? External support, especially from the United States, Pakistan, and Saudi
Arabia, bolstered the Mujahideen insurgents, prolonging the conflict and making it difficult for Soviet
forces to achieve a decisive victory. What is the legacy of the Afgantsy and the Soviet-Afghan War
in Russia today? The war is remembered as a costly and controversial conflict that impacted Soviet
society and military policy. It also influenced Russia's military engagements and foreign policy in the
post-Soviet era. Were there any notable Soviet military leaders or figures associated with the Afghan
conflict? Yes, figures such as General Valentin Varennikov and other senior military officials played
significant roles in planning and executing Soviet operations in Afghanistan, and some faced
criticism for their leadership during the war. 
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