Aftermath of the Saur Coup:
Insurgency and Counterinsurgency in
Afghanistan
THOMAS M. CYNKIN
When the Soviet Union invaded Afghanistan in December 1979, the
attention of the world was focused on this arid mountainous country,
strategically situated between Pakistan and Iran. Afghan insurgents engaged Soviet and Afghan Army forces in a fierce guerrilla war. Recently,
the conflict has received less attention in the West, but thefighting continues.
In this article, Thomas Cynkin looks at the events following the precipitous
Saur Coup which led to today's conflict, and then analyzes the insurgent
factions and strategies, and the Societ response.
The Saur Coup of April 1978 was proclaimed by its formulators to be
a great step forward for the people of Afghanistan, yet it was to drag the
Afghans into the morass of insurgency against a foreign occupier. After
the coup, the Afghan communists engaged in a brutal internecine struggle,
as if unaware of the deep resentment against their regime felt by the
overwhelming majority of Afghans. In their reckless attempt to supplant
traditional Afghan society with a new order over which they would preside,
the Afghan communists drew in a massive Soviet invasion to save them
from themselves. Hence the Saur Coup set off a chain of events which
resulted in a brutal campaign of insurgency and counterinsurgency in
Afghanistan.
THE SAUR COUP

Significant Marxist organization in Afghanistan began in 1965. The
new democracy" policy of King Mohammad Zahir initially not only
allowed but encouraged formation of political groups for election purposes.
On 1 January 1965 an organizational meeting was held at the Kabul home
of Nut Mohammad Taraki to form the People's Democratic Party of
Afghanistan (PDPA). Taraki was unanimously elected Secretary General.
The Central Committee that was established included Hafizullah Amin
and Babrak Karmal.
Thomas M. Cynkin is a candidate for the MALD degree at The Fletcher School of Law and
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The PDPA ideological slant was evident in its publication, Khalq
("Masses" in Persian), which published six issues between 11 April and
16 May 1966. Khalq stated:
The main issue of contemporary times and the center of class
struggle on a worldwide basis, which began with the Great
October Socialist Revolution, is the struggle between international socialism and international capitalism.'
The publication was banned on 23 May by the Afghan Attorney General
for being anti-Islamic.
The PDPA was not monolithic, but was divided over a variety of
fundamental issues. These differences led to a split in 1967 with Taraki
heading one faction and Karmal another. The Taraki wing, which included
Amin, was nationalistic, taking a strong stand on the "Pushtunistan"
issue (unification of Pushtuns into one state); the wing which emerged
under Karmal's leadership was pro-Moscow. Taraki believed in the primacy
of class struggle, while Karmal supported the notion of forming a United
Front of all antimonarchist forces. Besides the difference in philosophy
between evolution and revolution, different ethnic backgrounds provided
strong incentives for the split. Taraki's faction had largely humble tribal
origins, primarily within the Pushtuns, while Karmal's group had a greater
Tajik representation and evolved out of the urban middle class. Finally,
personality clashes and desires for personal power played a key role in the
breach. Deadly internecine rivalry has plagued the PDPA ever since.Between 1969 and 1973, Khalq, as Taraki's wing came to be known,
and Parcham, as Karmal's wing was called, grew further apart as they
delved into different social strata to increase their bases of support. Khalq
concentrated on the military and civil service, while Parcham focused on
the urban middle class and intelligentsia.
Differences were exacerbated during the Daoud period of 1973 to 1978,
which began when Mohammad Daoud came to power on 17 July 1973,
dethroning the king in a coup partly sponsored by Parcham. The new
republican government revolutionary council was dominated by Parchamis, while the Khalq was left out in the cold.
1. Louis Dupree, Leftist Movements in Afghanistan (Hanover: American Universities Field Staff,
1979), p. 8.
2. It should be noted that this debilitating split came about despite the miniscule support that
either faction could claim. Khalq probably never exceeded 2,500 members before the April coup,
while Parcham had perhaps 1,500 members. Louis Dupree, Repressions, or Security Through Terror
Purges (Hanover: American Universities Field Staff, 1980), p. 3. Further splinter groups proliferated later. The Eternal Flame group, which was crypto-Maoist and appealed to literate urban
minority groups, arose from Khalq, and from Parcham came the Maoist and ethnocentric group
known as Against National Oppression. See Dupree, Leftist Movements, p. 8.
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While Daoud at first manifested support for a leftist line, by 1975 he
began to purge the Parcham leaders, and to replace them with close
associates and moderates. By 1977, no Parchamis occupied important
positions.
In July 1977, the Khalq and Parcham factions abruptly papered over
their differences after a ten-year hiatus, and reformed the PDPA as an
integral unit in opposition to the regime. Although the PDPA unification
appears practical in view of the minor size and influence of each wing,
the prior feuding is easier to understand than its sudden absence. Subsequent events have amply demonstrated the superficial and transient
nature of this alliance, which could be viewed as a shotgun marriage
arranged by the Soviets. Some observers suspected that the Soviets were
carefully preparing to fill the vacuum once Daoud left the scene, using
the unified PDPA3 as a foundation for a move to push Afghanistan into
the Soviet camp.
Against this background, the precipitate Saur Coup of 27 April 1978
seems premature but not unanticipated. In fact, Amin had been personally4
responsible for recruiting susceptible army officers for just such a move.
The catalyst for the premature coup was the assassination of Mir Akbar
Khyber, a prominent Parchami, on 17 April 1978. Massive demonstrations
of mourning staged by both PDPA factions flooded the streets of Kabul,
with many participants shouting anti-American slogans as they rallied
past the US Embassy. The government responded apprehensively by arresting the leaders of the Khalq and Parcham factions. However, a fatal
lapse occurred involving the arrest of Amin, upon which the outcome of
the coup hinged.
Amin was placed under house arrest on 26 April, but was permitted
to write. Amin took advantage of this to write down precise instructions
to collaborators for a coup on 27 April. These messages were sent by
Amin's teenaged children and their friends who were allowed free passage,
and by Khalq members who were allowed to visit Amin during this period
of "house arrest." Late that night, Amin was taken to jail, but the plot
had already been hatched. 5
The coup began shortly after eight a.m. on 27 April 1978. It was
largely finished by the end of 28 April after fierce fighting had left some
two thousand people dead. The "Saur6 Revolution" had taken place, but
the true revolution had yet to begin.
3. Theodore L. Eliot, Jr., Dean of The Fletcher School of Law and Diplomacy; interviewed at The
Fletcher School on 16 December 1981. Eliot formerly was US Ambassador to Afghanistan.
4. Louis Dupree, The Accidental Coup, or Taraki in Blunderland (Hanover: American Universities
Field Staff, 1979), p. 5.
5. Mbid.
6. The "revolution" was named for its date on the Afghan calendar - 7 Saur 1357. Dupree, Leftist
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A central revolutionary committee was organized which named Taraki
President and Prime Minister. The basic tenor of the new regime was
reflected in its leaders' public pronouncements, such as Hafizullah Amin's
statement, quoted in the DemocraticRepublic Annual:
As the Great October Revolution shook the world and commenced the downfall of imperialism and left a good example
for proletarian movements in capitalist countries, so the glorious Saur Revolution, at this stage of history, also surprised
and frightened imperialism, international reaction and its
agents, and foretold the defeat of regimes connected with
imperialism in developing countries, and became a shining
example for the peoples in developing countries. 7
Taraki meanwhile was quoted:
In order to successfully have a revolution, a past path must
be established. It was on this basis that the Great October
Revolution triumphed, with the help of a powerful workers'
party, and we have followed that path. 8
While the rhetoric raged, so did renewed internecine quarreling within
the PDPA. The central revolutionary committee had struck a tenuous
balance of Khalq and Parcham members immediately after the coup,
although Khalq dominance was indicated by the leadership role granted
Taraki. The friction peaked in July, when the Parcham leadership was
essentially exiled by Taraki through appointments to foreign diplomatic
posts. 9 Babrak Karmal, the head of the Parcham faction, was sent to
Prague. Additionally, Parchami teachers and students were dismissed or
jailed, and 800 military officers sympathetic to Parcham were arrested.
The middle and upper ranks of the civil bureaucracy were also purged.
In October 1978 the exiled Parchamis were declared traitors and ordered
to return to Kabul for trial. They wisely remained abroad under Soviet
protection.
KHALQI REFORMS

Concurrent with Khalq's consolidation of control were Khalqi efforts
to remold Afghan society through implementation of a radical program
Movements, p. 3. This was certainly a coup, not a revolution. Tass referred to it as a "coup d'tat'"
or a "military revolutionary coup" for weeks after the event. Dupree, The Accidental Coup, p.
14.
7. Dupree, Leftist Movements, p. 2.
8. Ibid.
9. This was a pattern begun by Daoud in lieu of execution. See Dupree, Repressions, p. 5.
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of reforms. These reforms appeared to be designed to attack local hierarchies
deeply rooted in Afghan culture. An explanation for this push may be
a Khalqi fixation with ideologically sound methods of gaining and consolidating power. This ill-conceived assault on tradition would prove the
undoing of the Khalq.
One attempt at reform was Revolutionary Decree Number Six of 12
July 1978, the purpose of which was the "ensurance of the well-being
and tranquility of the peasants and relieving them from the heavy burden
of mortgage and back-breaking interests collected by the landlords and
usurers." ' This decree strove to eliminate all usurious arrangements involving the rural poor. As such, it "struck at the very heart of the reciprocal
rights and obligations around which rural life in Afghanistan is organized."'" This attempt to turn the small farmers against the rich actually
served merely to disrupt traditional credit patterns and had the adverse
effect of drying up needed credit for small farmers without providing
substitute sources. In its effort to smash local hierarchical structures, the
regime only damaged the interests of those from whom it sought support.
Another powderkeg was Decree Number Seven of 17 October 1978,
which purported to "remove the unjust patriarchal and feudalistic relations
which exist between husband and wife." This decree fixed a maximum
dowry of 300 Afghanis ($6 U.S., whereas dowries had formerly reached
as high as $1,000), forbade forced marriages and set the minimum age
for marriage at eighteen years for men and sixteen for women. 12 Marriages
had long been used as a means of forming alliances or ending feuds.
Hence, Decree Seven struck at the family authority system in an attempt
to destroy another form of local Afghan hierarchy.
The most critical of the abortive Khalq reforms was announced on 28
November 1978. Decree Number Eight was meant to achieve "elimination
of the feudal and pre-feudal relations from the socioeconomic system of
the country."' 3 Three million acres of land were to be redistributed to
some 300,000 poor farming families. Again, the purpose of this reform
was to break down the order of the rural community and gain mass support
for the regime by benefitting some elements at the expense of the old
elite.
The following spring the regime claimed this distribution was complete,
yet according even to Khalq figures, 92 percent of the land was retained
by the original owners. Large amounts of land apparently were taken from
10. Nancy P. Newell and Richard S. Newell, The Struggle for Afghanistan (Ithaca: Cornell University
Press, 1981), p. 74.
11. Dupree, Leftist Movements, p. 5.
12. Newell, p. 76.
13. Dupree, Leftist Movements, p. 8.
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Afghanistan
[Source: From overleaf: Francis Fukuyana, The Future of the Soviet Role in Afghanistan: A Trip Report.

(Rand Corporation, N-1579-RC, September 1980)]

the most prominent landowners, but by and large the decree went unenforced. One adverse effect was a one-third decline in the spring wheat
harvest, due to a lack of planting by farmers fearing expropriation. Meanwhile, many small farmers were reluctant to receive confiscated land owing
to Islamic respect for property rights, and many tenants were driven off
by landlords to negate possible land claims. The disruptions caused by
the land reform program led to violent resistance. "
Finally, the Khalq introduced a system of mandatory education for both
sexes shortly after coming to power. Before the Saur Coup, roughly half
the Afghan boys and one-tenth of the girls had been enrolled in schools.
Acceptance of secular education had developed only since the late 1950s,
and interest in education for girls was sparse due to a lack of corresponding
careers.
The Khalq announced a ten-year program modeled on that of the Soviet
Union in which Russian was to replace English at the secondary school
level. A fundamental purpose of the proposed system was Marxist indoctrination. Resistance to these reforms was widespread.
14. Newell, p. 83; and Dupree, Leftist Movements, p. 8.
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The Khalq package of reforms designed to remold Afghan society by
smashing the existing social structure was pursued uncompromisingly by
the regime, without so much as an initial attempt at a model program. 'S
The new "revolutionary officialdom," made up primarily of radical recent
graduates, pushed for immediate and sweeping enforcement, with limited
success. This generated fierce resentment due to intrusion by the regime
into traditional areas of authority. The communistic and anti-Islamic
nature of the regime was made clear by the tenor of the attempted reforms
6
as well as by the demeanor of those who attempted to enforce them.'
Concurrent with the effort to implement the reforms was a direct move
by the regime against the traditional rural leadership. By November 1978,
large numbers of rural secular and religious leaders had been arrested and
executed. 17 This attempt to liquidate the traditional local leaders who
were expected to oppose the reforms was not preceded by any successful
effort to discredit them; consequently, potential mass-based resistance was
magnified, not eliminated.
The first major indication that the regime was faltering came on 22
March when Pushtuns seized control of Herat. Regime officials and Soviet
advisors were brutally killed. The regime regained control after three days
by a bloody air and armored strike at the city. 18
Nonetheless, armed opposition began to snowball. Attacks by insurgents were reported in Jalalabad, Kandahar, Mazar-i-Sharif, and Pul-iKhumri. Especially fierce fighting at Jalalabad in April 1979 triggered
a revolt by Afghan Army units ordered to suppress it; the revolt was
finally quelled by other units.
This incident was followed in May by a large-scale attack by several
thousand tribal troops on Jalalabad in an attempt to seize the city. This
event, which was repulsed by large armor and air assaults, was especially
significant in that it demonstrated both the limitations of open warfare
9
against the regime, and the rapidly eroding position of the Khalq.'
Despite a resultant influx of Soviet military support, security even in
and around Kabul was problematic. Demonstrations of opposition in the
region began in June, and, while suppressed, were followed on 4 August
by the mutiny of an Afghan armored unit in the capital, which was
15. Newell, p. 81.
16. The adoption of a red flag on the Soviet model in preference to the flag of Islamic green was
one such blatant manifestation.
17. Newell, p. 77. Former Ambassador Eliot feels that the Khalq program to eliminate the old elite
and to form a new one, as the Soviets did in the late 1940s in Eastern Europe, had a fundamental
ideological underpinning. He points out that rural khans are largely father figures; their leadership
is familial. Consequently, he notes, it is futile to try to buy a new social structure with land.
18. The Economist, 22 September 1979, p. 60.
19. Washington Post, 16July 1979, p. 12.
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crushed by force. The lack of security in the capital was reflected by the
reported evacuation of the families of Taraki and Amin to the Soviet
Union, the evacuation of dependents by foreign missions and the sequestering of sensitive ministries in military compounds. 20
The Soviets apparently responded to the diminishing viability of the
regime by counseling a more moderate program and administrative structure along the lines of a United Front. While Taraki apparently acquiesced,
Amin resisted the idea of adopting a softer line. Amin had come to gain
nearly total control of the regime following the Herat uprising, shunting
Taraki to figurehead status and in fact taking over the Prime Minister
post. Therefore the Soviets apparently decided to eliminate Amin and
remove a major obstacle to the United Front concept.
Following a conference of the Non-Aligned Nations in Cuba, Taraki
stopped in Moscow in September, at which time final agreement presumably was made for Amin's ouster. Taraki returned to Kabul and apparently
arranged for Amin to be shot as he entered the Presidential Palace for a
cabinet meeting summoned at Taraki's behest on 15 September. However,
Amin's bodyguard took the shots, allowing Amin to escape and to enlist
the support of the Palace Guard. A shootout ensued, involving senior
officials. Amin emerged victorious; several days later, the regime announced that Taraki had died due to sudden illness. 2 '
Taraki's demise did not mean the death of Moscow's wish for adoption
of a United Front policy by the Afghan regime. Soviet military logistic
arrangements suggest that an invasion was planned shortly after Taraki
died. 22 Meanwhile, Amin further hacked away at the minimal Khalq
following by arresting known Taraki sympathizers, including much of
the student base of Khalq support. As the insurgency expanded, Amin's
following became so negligible that he was forced to resort to placing
close relatives in the most vital governmental positions and moving his
headquarters to the outskirts of Kabul.23
In October, Amin's Foreign Minister condemned Soviet "unreliability
and treachery" before an assembled group of Warsaw Pact representatives. 24
This was indicative of the final breakdown of Kabul's relations with
Moscow. On 25 December 1979, nearly 100,000 Soviet troops began to
move across the Oxus River into Afghanistan. A Soviet parachute unit
20. Newell, p. 87. Some 5,000 Soviet advisors were in the country by early summer; this number
rose to 10,000 by December. Newell, p. 109.
21. This illness was presumably more political than medical. See Newell, p. 79.
22. Newell, p. 108.
23. Ibid., p. 90. At this point guerrillas controlled about twenty-two of the country's provinces.
See Alfred L. Monks, The Soviet Intervention in Afghanistan (Washington, D.C.: American Enterprise Institute, 1981), p. 26.
24. The Economist, 3 November 1979, p. 52.
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took over Amin's palace; one way or another, Amin was dead before the
assault had ended. The Soviet invasion was facilitated by the heavy bridges
and roadbeds built earlier with their aid; in four days they controlled all
major Afghan cities. 25
Babrak Karmal returned from exile by Soviet transport plan to take up
the reigns of the regime. His initial pronouncements went out over Soviet
radio from Tashkent on the frequency of Radio Kabul.26 Karmal tried to
implement the United Front policy which he had advocated and which

the Soviets now supported. His total lack of legitimacy would make this
effort a complete failure.

INSURGENCY

Resistance to Afghanistan's communist regime has been almost universal. Nonetheless, most publicity given the Afghan insurgency in the
Western press is focused on a number of liberation groups based outside
of Afghanistan proper.27 The leaders of the ideologically disparate groups
have engaged in internecine squabbling punctuated by shifting alliances.
However, the minaret politics of Peshawar, where most of the major
groups are based, reflect only tangentially upon the internal conflict. Total
forces directly under the control of the Peshawar-based groups have been
estimated to number only several thousand, operating primarily in the
provinces of Paktia and Nangarhar, which border Pakistan. 2 Nonetheless,
the Peshawar-based groups serve as a conduit of supplies to those battling
within Afghanistan. Alliances with internal groups, tenuous and temporary, are purchased with aid and support procured by the Peshawar
groups through their direct access to outside sources of supply; the end
result is that supplies are indeed funneled in.
There are six principle insurgent groups headquartered in Pakistan,
ranging from liberal to orthodox in Islamic orientation. The ideologically
most liberal group is the National Front for the Islamic Revolution of
Afghanistan led by Sayyid Ahmed Gailani. A member of the important
Naquib family, with a large spiritual following among several Pushtun
tribes in the Paktia region, Gailani claims to be a descendent of the
25. New York Times, I January 1980, p. 1.
26. Neu, York Times, 30 December 1979, p. 10; and Newell, p. 119.
27. A number of leftist splinter groups also oppose the regime, including the Social Democratic
Party, the Organization for the Liberation of the People of Afghanistan, and Eternal Flame.
These groups' actions are not very significant. Far Eastern Economic Review, 23 January 1981,
p. 26.
28. Francis Fukuyama, The Future of the Soviet Role in Afghanistan: A Trip Report, N-1579-RC (Santa
Monica: The Rand Corporation, September 1980), p. 18.
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prophet. Once an important businessman having close contacts with the
former king, Gailani reportedly favors a political role in the future of
Afghanistan for the former monarch.
Gailani's receptivity to reform led him to serve as an advisor to Taraki
for two months after the Saur Coup. When it became apparent how antiIslamic and crudely Marxist the new regime was to be, Gailani left his
stockaded headquarters in Sorkhrod (near Jalalabad) to organize resistance
from Pakistan. Gailani's influence over a segment of the population with
great military importance apparently has allowed him to form and control
one of the largest fighting forces of the Pakistan-based groups, with Paktia
Province being his main area of operations. Gailani's forces are formed
in a rather loose, large coalition; their primary element is the Suleimankhel
tribe.
Gailani's close links to the Saudi royal family imply some measure of
Saudi material support for his cause, yet Gailani has seen the need to
pursue support not only among Moslem nations, but also in the West.
In early 1981, during one of his many trips to the West, Gailani met
with American officials. Following Gailani's visit, President Reagan announced American willingness to supply the resistance, which implied
that some such support would be received by Gailani. 2'
Gailani appears reconciled to the notion of a negotiated settlement of
the Afghan situation. Early in the conflict, he broadcast conciliatory
statements, recognizing the necessity for Afghanistan to exist in harmony
with its Soviet neighbor. Consequently, he has not specified rigid attitudes
toward the possible structure of any future government, although he has
insisted that Afghanistan retain an Islamic, non-aligned and independent
character.
Successively more conservative groups than Gailani's, although still
relatively moderate, are the Afghan National Liberation Front led by
Sibghatullah Mujadidi and the Islamic Revolutionary Movement of Mohammad Nabi Mohammedi. Mujadidi is from a prominent Afghan family
which became identified with modernist reforms. Regarded as an opponent
of Daoud, he was jailed during Daoud's first rule in the 1950s. Mujadidi
later left the country to direct an Islamic studies center in Denmark,
where he established a reputation as a modernist Islamic scholar. He
formed the Front in the spring of 1978, just after the Saur Coup, with
the assistance of Moslem intellectuals from Saudi Arabia and other Gulf
states. The Front gets its support largely from Katawaz region tribes;
however, its military efficacy is limited. 30 Nabi's movement is somewhat
29. The Economist, 2 February 1980, p. 52.
30. Intelligence source.
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more conservative,
and is regarded by most observers as even less significant
1
militarily. 3
Both groups tend to support Gailani's position on aid from the West,
and do not oppose a political role for the former king. They also tend to
avoid speculating upon the particulars of the organization of a future
government, preferring to focus on the military aspects of the situation.
Neither group wishes to close the door on a negotiated settlement,
however.
A more conservative group is the Islamic Association of Afghanistan
led by Burhanuddin Rabani. Rabani was formerly a professor of Islamic
Law at Kabul University. A fundamentalist theologian, Rabani has a long
history of involvement with the Moslem Brotherhood. Rabani's wellfunded group, composed mainly of Tajiks, is active around Ghazni in
west-central Afghanistan. 32
Rabani, far from being supportive of or even neutral toward the monarchy, has reportedly been sympathetic to the idea of a trial for the former
king and his associates. Rabani favors establishment of a government in
Afghanistan based on a literal reading of Islamic law, and opposes any
negotiations with the Soviets, averring that there can only be a military
solution to the Afghan situation.
Rabani views aid from the West with disfavor, and wants aid from
outside to come primarily from Moslem states. He reportedly receives
some support from Saudi Arabia and the Islamic Association of Pakistan. 33
Despite Rabani's hard-line positions, he has been willing to cooperate
with the more moderate Peshawar-based groups. The Islamic Association
has gone so far as to favor establishment of a government which would
allow an open, competitive political system in which the "modernists"
could participate.
A more conservative and far less accommodating group is the Islamic
Party, which is split into two factions. Both factions are multiethnic, and
possess military forces which are small but well organized and supplied,
and highly efficient. 3 4 The smaller and somewhat less orthodox faction,
led by Yunus Khalis, split off from the main Islamic Party. Khalis, a
mullah, personally leads his forces inside Afghanistan. His faction has
31. The Economist, 2 February 1980, p. 52.
32. Seth Singleton, "The Soviet Invasion of Afghanistan," The Atlantic Community Quarterly (Summer
1981), p. 186. See also Far Eastern Economic Review, 26 August 1981; and New York Times, 2
March 1980, section IV, p. 2.
33. The Economist, 2 February 1980, p. 52.
34. Zalmay Khalilzad, "Soviet-Occupied Afghanistan," Problems of Communism (November/December
1980), p. 37. There are linguistic differences as well; Taraki spoke Pushtun, while Karmal
speaks Dari. Newell, p. 62.
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effective within the regions around Kabul, Nangarhar and
been especially
3
Jalalabad. 5
The major faction of the Islamic Party is headed by Gulbuddin Hekmatyar. His background reveals much about his current ultraorthodox
orientation. Born in Wardak Province, Hekmatyar was an engineering
student at Kabul University, where he led a successful move to oust Khalqi
and Parchami control of the student council in 1973. Having completed
only two years of study, Hekmatyar joined the Moslem Brotherhood's
effort to overthrow Daoud. In 1974 he was forced to flee to Pakistan where
he founded the Islamic Party along with a small cadre of orthodox Islamic
followers. The party has apparently received support from the Islamic
Alliance of Pakistan as well as from the Moslem Brotherhood.36
Hekmatyar's group has since specialized in urban guerrilla warfare. It
is responsible for perhaps 90 percent of all urban terror in Afghanistan
today. 37 Such extreme tactics have made Hekmatyar the prime target of
the regime's propaganda campaign; he is generally pictured with blood
streaming down his face. 38 In addition, the Afghan secret police have set
up special courts in Kabul to try
the group's members, testifying to the
39
efficacy of Hekmatyar's tactics.
Hekmatyar has also shown great sophistication in his propaganda campaign, spending large amounts of money and grabbing the attention of
the Western press. The group operates "Radio Free Afghanistan," whose
coverage includes Kabul.
Hekmatyar's faction is noted for its ruthlessness in competing with
rival factions. It has been accused of attacking other resistance groups in
Nuristan, Hazarajat and Kunar Provinces. 40 Incidents in Laghman suggest
that the Hekmatyar group has been attempting to dominate strategic
valleys, passes and routes. 4"
Both Islamic Party factions maintain positions similar to those of Rabani, if perhaps more extreme. The groups are similarly disinclined to
negotiate with the Soviets, and seem to favor establishment of an Islamic
Republic along the lines of Khomeini's regime in Iran. Both groups also
oppose material support from the West. Hekmatyar has stated: "We do
not want to wind up like Vietnam and drive out one superpower only to
35.
36.
37.
38.
39.
40.

New York Times, 2 March 1980, section IV, p. 2.
Fukuyama, p. 18.
Intelligence source.
Der Spiegel, 17 August 1981, p. 110.
Korea Herald, 27 August 1981; cited in FBIS, Vol. VIII, 27 August 1981, p. C4.
FarEastern Economic Review, 23 January 1981, p. 25. Incidents since that time have taken place
in the key centers of Kandahar, Kunduz, Kapisa, Paghman, Nangarhar and Parwan.
41. FarEastern Economic Review, 28 August 1981, p. 30.
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become the puppet of another. " 42 This view seems to be shared by his
followers. At one Islamic Party encampment, 43anti-communist slogans
were followed by cries of "Death to America!
Despite Hekmatyar's ideological proximity to Rabani, their competition
has been especially fierce. This rivalry has been manifested in a military
manner, as when a group of Hekmatyar forces attacked Islamic Alliance
forces in the rear while they were facing a Soviet offensive in the Panjshir
Valley. 44 In fact, the ideological similarities of the two groups may be
the stimulus of this rivalry. As the Rabani group may be the most successful
direct competitor of the Islamic Party in recruiting support from a like
ideological constituency, it may consequently pose the greatest threat in
the eyes of Hekmatyar.
The remarkably disparate nature of the Peshawar-based factions does
not bode well for a united effort by them against the Soviets and the
Karmal regime. Their differing backgrounds, diverse platforms and modes
of operation militate against unity, while even groups of similar ideological
slant are fiercely competitive; their differing size and importance hinder
their unity, with the smaller, less significant groups doubtless fearing a
loss of identity in the event of a complete coalition merger. However, the
desperation of their situation and financial inducements by the Saudis and
others seem to have demonstrated to the Peshawar groups' leadership the
logic of cooperation. While true unity may be problematic, conditions
where the groups at least do not work at cross purposes may be achieved.
In any event, given the fact that the Peshawar-based groups have less
influence over the internal Afghan situation than Western press reports
indicate - serving as conduits for supplies far more than as control centers
- a much more crucial indicator of the nature of the guerrilla campaign
in Afghanistan is the position of the internal resistance.
The nature of guerrilla warfare is such that guerrillas generally face an
opponent with superior numbers and equipment. Consequently, defeat
of the opponent in conventional battle is an unrealistic objective. Territorial goals are also generally inappropriate for other than tactical psychological purposes, as fluidity in the face of superior military force is
essential to the guerrilla's survival. The primary objective of the guerrilla
therefore must be to gain and maintain control of population regardless
of the presence of opposing forces. With such control guerrilla forces can
move freely through the population at large, without fear that supporters
of the regime will provide information to opposing forces. A secure pop42. New York Times, 20 July 1980, p. 1.
43. Der Spiegel, 17 August 1981, p. 110.
44. ChristianScience Monitor, 28 September 1981, p. 3.
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ulation base is therefore the prerequisite to successful operations against
the enemy.
In the case of Afghanistan, it is fair to estimate that 99 percent of the
population supports the insurgency. 45 Operating unimpeded in roughly
75 percent of the countryside, the guerrillas have consolidated their control
by forcing the abandonment of provincial police stations and district-level
administrative offices, thus eliminating the eyes and ears of the regime. 46
The Afghan guerrillas are therefore free to engage Soviet and Afghan Army
units in harassment attacks and to capture supplies and military
equipment.
With an estimated 70,000 to 100,000 guerrillas operating in Afghanistan, rural guerrilla warfare tactics have taken a high toll. 47 The
Karmal regime has estimated damage caused by the insurgency at US
$5.5 billion; the actual figure may be higher. 48 An accurate description
of general Afghan guerrilla tactics appeared in Pravda in June 1981:
The Afghan rebels have reduced the size of their individual
fighting units to 30-40 men, and they like to use ambushes
at bridges and narrow places. . . . They blow up a bridge or
create an avalanche, and then open fire from high terrain.
• . . If a strong military column is passing, they let the reconnaissance and advance units through. Then they open fire
suddenly and with close aim, and scatter quickly. They mine
roads, and then set up rifle and machine gun cover of the mined
area. 49
These ambush tactics used against Soviet military and supply convoys
are supplemented with attacks on outposts. Besides using sabotage, the
guerrillas are able to rush isolated positions with the help of informers.
A loud-hailer may be used to establish contact with intermediaries who
arrange meetings with potential informers. The guerrillas generally offer
safe conduct to those who provide details of minefields and other defense
layouts of the position, and to those who are willing to evacuate their
positions.50
45. Defense Intelligence Agency source. Eliot feels most regime support is limited to those directly
dependent upon it for livelihood.
46. Eliza, Van Hollen Afghanistan: A Year of Occupation (Washington, D.C.: US State Department,
February 1981), p. 4.
47. The lower figure is indicative of commonly operating forces; the higher figure includes part-time
or "occasional" guerrillas. Department of Defense source.
48. Hong Kong AFP 1316 GMT 20 March 1981; cited in FBIS, Vol. VIII, 23 March 1981, p.
C3.
49. Newell, p. 140.
50. Far Eastern Economic Review, 11 September 1981, p. 16.
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On a larger scale, regional patterns of resistance have been developing
within Afghanistan which may well be of great significance to the resistance. It is important to remember that the actual fighting within the
country is carried on by local units which have varying degrees of allegiance
to the Peshawar-based groups. These units are inspired by local grievances
against the regime. However, some observers have demonstrated that
there has been increasing cohesion and agglomeration among such groups,
along tribal and sometimes even multiethnic regional lines. This cohesion
may be only tactical, and due to the desperation of the situation; nevertheless, its continued practice would benefit the resistance.
Resistance has been strong in the northeast regions of Afghanistan
where the rough terrain facilitates ambushes and rockslides. Tajik and
Uzbek guerrillas have been very active, threatening the provincial capitals
of Baghlan, Faizabad, Kunduz and Talagan. A major regional guerrilla
network is operating in Badakhshan. 5 1 The guerrillas have consolidated
their positions there and in Takhan and are moving to threaten Kunduz
and Baghlan provinces. While the Soviets have maintained control of the
highway linking Kabul to the Soviet Union by repelling fierce guerrilla
assaults, the guerrillas
maintain control of the mountain areas and much
52
of the lowlands.
Guerrillas have also been active in eastern Afghanistan. Nuristanis and
Pushtuns have formed a regional network within Kunar Province and
activity is also heavy in Nangarhar. 3 However, the Kunar region has been
considered the most active corridor of resistance supply, as guerrillas are
able to withdraw to Pakistan to evade assault and to resupply and reorganize. Jalalabad, which straddles the vital Kabul-Khyber Pass highway,
in Nangarhar Province, has been a major focus of insurgent attacks. On
occasion, its power has been cut and its highways closed by insurgent
activity. The guerrillas and the Soviets have battled for control of the
Kunar Valley, at one time a primary guerrilla supply route, the Pich
Valley, which connects Kunar and Laghman, and the Kama Valley, connecting Jalalabad and the Khyber Pass.
Southeast Afghanistan has shown potential for resistance, although
activity has centered on Kandahar. The guerrillas have a geographic advantage, as the east is heavily wooded, while the southern part of the
region is hilly. Supplies may be funneled in from bordering Pakistan.
Resistance in the West has concentrated in Herat, and has focused on
51. Soviet Violation of Helsinki FinalAct: Invasion of Afghanistan, Hearing before the Commission of
Security and Cooperation in Europe, 97th Congress, 22 July 1981, p. 20.
52. Newell, p. 154.
53. State Department source. Insurgents here have no terrain advantage, as the area is fairly bare
and treeless. New York Times, I January 1980, p. 3.
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control of the city itself. In addition, guerrillas are known to be operating
in the Farah region. At one point a large amount of resistance was operating
from clandestine bases within Iran, but this activity has tapered
off as
54
Khomeini's domestic difficulties have reduced his commitment.
The provinces north of the Hindu Kush and west of Kunduz have been
relatively inaccessible to reporting. Guerrillas are known to be most active
in the hilly southern regions of these areas and night attacks have been
known to take place on Mazar-i-Sharif, the region's largest city. Soviet
troop concentrations have been low, however, indicating a correspondingly
low level of insurgent activity. 55
In marked contrast, the area known as the Hazarajat or Central Highlands of Afghanistan is almost completely under guerrilla control. The
rugged terrain, unblemished by a single paved road, rendors motorized
transport impossible until May of each year. 56 The Hazaras have formed
a regional grouping which cuts across ethnic lines, and57have established
a discrete government based upon traditional precepts.
Resistance also has been surprisingly high within the Kabul nexus.
Multiethnic cooperation has been established in the Wardak region among
Pushtuns and Hazaras, 58 while activity is concentrated especially in Parwan
and Logar. The Panjshir Valley has served as a guerrilla springboard for
attacks in the region, particularly on the main highway from Kabul north
to the Soviet Union. In fact, the Kabul-Mazar-i-Sharif highway has been
controlled by insurgents, who have searched passing vehicles for regime
employees. 59 The Paghman Mountains twelve miles north of Kabul also
remain under guerrilla control. The Kabul region is the political, economic
and agricultural center of the country, and is naturally heavily guarded.
Consequently, guerrilla operations there are a high-risk, high-gain
proposition.
Urban resistance has taken two major forms: mass demonstrations and
terror attacks. Resistance groups have taken the lead in each circumstance.
Mass demonstrations, ranging from general strikes to violent riots, have
been conducted in virtually every major urban center, including Kabul.
The strikes are often arranged by insurgent groups who circulate "night
54. Fukuyama, p. 14. Guerrillas operating within Kandahar are known to have formed a regional
network. See Soviet Violation, p. 19. The key resistance group operating from Iran is the Islamic
Movement of Afghanistan, led by Mohammad Asef Mohseni Kandahari, who claims to be the
leader of the Afghan Shiites. Khalilzad, p. 36.
55. Newell, p. 162.
56. Ibid., p. 163. The provinces comprising the Hazarajar are Bamiyan, Ghor and Uruzgan.
57. State Department source.
58. Ibid.
59. Hong Kong AFP 1552 GMT 27 October 1981; cited in FBIS, Vol. VIII, 28 October 1981,
p. C1.
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letters" - pamphlets and posters - calling strikes or issuing threats.
Mass protests generally begin after the fixed signal of the closing of the
bazaar.61 One pattern of protest is rooftop chanting of "God is great" by
thousands of protesters, as occurred in Kabul on 23 February 1980.62
Agitation also occurs on Afghan campuses, which is particularly significant
in assessing the future Afghan elite's view of the regime, and consequently
threatens the leadership. The campaign of protest has contested Soviet
control of some major provincial capitals. The Soviets have effectively lost
control of Kanhdahar, except for base areas on the periphery, 63 while
64
Herat has been under the control of the resistance at various times.
Urban terror is also effectively practiced by various groups, among
which Hekmatyar's group is said to dominate. Guerrilla groups are said
to organize in units of up to eight men, with each unit having at least
two armed caches. Only group commanders are given information about
the existance of other groups. 65 Assassinations of pro-regime sympathizers
by such groups make life a risky proposition for officials in all urban
centers. Continually updated lists of such people are maintained by the
guerrillas, who are thought to obtain duplicate photos of party members
from professional photographers sympathetic to the resistance. Between
twenty and thirty communists are killed, with a like number kidnapped,
every week in Kabul, according to estimates of Western diplomatic
sources. 66
The most spectacular terror attack to date came on 15 September 1981
when a commando squad destroyed a major portion of the Soviet Embassy
in Kabul. The alleged leader of the twenty-two commandos who participated stated that the guerrillas hid in two groups, each having six rocket
launchers, in bushes around the embassy, and began the attack at midnight. 6 A major portion of the commercial wing of the embassy was
destroyed by the rockets; an exchange of fire then ensued, which lasted
until dawn.
The insurgents have widely varied sources for the supplies needed to
carry out their campaign of rural and urban guerrilla warfare. Several
outside countries are known to be aiding the guerrillas, but the majority

60.
61.
62.
63.
64.
65.
66.

FranceSoir, 6 January 1980, p. 4.
Newell, p. 170.
New York Times, 24 February 1980, p. 1.
Department of Defense source.
Soviet Violation, p. 33.
Washington Post,
15 August 1981, p. 10.
Christian Science Monitor, 24 September 1981, p. 6. "We just go for the party members, not
their families. We don't believe the family should suffer if they are not responsible," stated
Masood, leader of the Panjshir Valley guerrillas.
67. Jasarat(Karachi), 27 September 1981, p. 6; cited in FBIS, Vol. VIII, I October 1981, p. C2.
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of arms acquired by the resistance come from within Afghanistan itself.61
Most arms have come from Afghan Army members who have either
defected or who remain as collaborators, funneling arms and supplies to
the guerrillas. 69 In fact, Afghan Army officers, police and other officials
who wish to assist the resistance often are asked not to defect, but to
remain in their positions, allowing them to pass along valuable information
70
and supplies.
Convoys and outposts are hit by guerrillas as another means of gathering
supplies, especially food for groups not near enough to Pakistan to benefit
from refugee aid. Nonetheless, there are very few reports of weapons being
captured directly from Soviet forces.
The weapons that the guerrillas have acquired in these ways include
76mm howitzers, 82mm mortars, mines, AK-47 and AKM rifles, and
132mm rocket launchers, as well as Sagger and Snapper antitank guided
missile launchers. Any bigger equipment which is captured is usually
retaken by Soviet forces within a matter of days, as aerial reconnaisance
can spot such items. 71
Much has been written about the dearth of SAM-7s and similar equipment that could be used effectively by the guerrillas against the deadly
helicopter gunships. Actually, such weapons were acquired early on in
the conflict by the insurgents from various Afghan Army units. The
disappearance of much of this equipment from the Afghan Army led the
Soviets to recall such heavy equipment from Afghan units in mid-summer
of 1980. The guerrilla groups apparently had no success in properly
operating the SAMs they did acquire,72 as occasional later reports of SAMs
in the hands of the resistance confirm. 73
The guerrillas also obtain arms in the Darra or Landi-Kotal shops inside
Pakistan. The guerrilla standard weapon, the .303 Lee-Enfield, is widely
manufactured there by artisans who may take a week or two to machine
and assemble each unit. While the workmanship of these artisans is
excellent, the materials they use are shoddy, so such weapons as they
manufacture may be inferior to the original models. Moreover, the handcrafted and captured items for sale in the shops go for enormous prices.
An Enfield sells for roughly $1,000 (US), and a Kalashnikov for about
$2,000, while an RPG-7 rocket-propelled grenade launcher costs ap68.
69.
70.
71.
72.
73.

Department of Defense source.
State Department source.
Washington Post, 15 August 1981, p. 10.
Far Eastern Economic Review, 5 September 1980.
State Department source.
Le Matin, 3 September 1981, p. 11, reported that Yunus Khalis' group had obtained and
unsuccessfully fired four of these devices.
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proximately $9,000. Still, local tribes wealthy from smuggling often
purchase such weapons. Sometimes
an entire tribe will pool its resources
74
to purchase an anti-tank weapon.
Outside supplies have been furnished by several states, apparently
largely at the initiative of the United States. Shortly after the invasion
took place, the Special Coordination Committee of the National Security
Council, chaired by Zbigniew Brzezinski, recommended that arms be
supplied to the guerrillas. President Carter approved the proposal, and
the Central Intelligence Agency began to supply light infantry weapons,
including Kalashnikov AK-47s, to the resistance in mid-January of 1980.75
Reportedly, $20 to $30 million initially was devoted to the project, and
in December 1980, President Carter expanded such aid. Upon entering
office, President Reagan is said to have further increased the flow. However,
Senator Birch Bayh, who chaired the Senate committee that approved the
C.I.A. plan, said that the level of aid had been deliberately kept low so
as not to "raise the conflict to the level of conventional warfare .. .or
provide so much assistance that the Soviets would pour troops in."'7 6 A
State Department source said that
press reports of the size of the American
77
effort were greatly exaggerated.
Egypt has played a major role in the American plans. On 23 September
1981, President Anwar Sadat announced that the United States was buying
Soviet-made arms from Egypt and delivering them to the Afghan guerrillas. 78 The Egyptians have supplied the weapons from their stocks of
Soviet-made arms and from factories manufacturing replicas of them.7 9
Sadat also declared his willingness to increase supplies if the Peshawarbased groups unified.8 ° Additionally, Egypt has been providing training
for Afghan guerrillas with the intent of sending them back to their own
country with arms and supplies. 8 '
The Saudis have supported the effort by bankrolling a considerable
portion of it. Saudi Arabian "organizations" are said to have funneled
millions of dollars of aid to the more moderate groups.8 2 It has also been
74.
75.
76.
77.
78.

79.
80.
81.
82.

Fukuyama, p. 13.
New York Times, 16 February 1980, p. 1. Reported by a senior official of the NSC.
The Economist, 8 August 1981, p. 30.
State Department source.
Far Eastern Economic Review, 2 October 1981, p. 9. The British allegedly have been playing a
similar game, selling arms to Arab states which then ship them tothe guerrillas; this follows
a United Kingdom government decision not to sell or give arms directly. Telegraph, 27 July
1980.
The Economist, 8 August 1981, p. 30.
In Cairo, in January 1981, to representatives of several of the groups. Le Monde, 12 September
1981, p. 7.
Announced by the Egyptian Ministry of Defense on 12 February 1980.
Arab Neus (Jidda), 12 April 1981, p. 1; cited in FBIS, Vol. VIII, 15 April 1981, p. C2. The
Saudis may be covering themselves by claiming that private "organizations" send the aid.
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reported that the Saudis send an occasional cargo of light weaponry bought
at Interarms in Manchester, England. 3
China, too, has shipped some weapons to the guerrillas, although in
view of China's own needs, it is doubtful that the number of such weapons
is very large.8 4 Nonetheless, Chinese-manufactured AK-47s have been
seen in Afghan guerrilla hands,8 56 and 12.7mm heavy machine guns also
have reportedly been delivered.
Pakistan has acted as a somewhat hesitant conduit for the arms shipped
into Afghanistan. Pakistan has been reluctant to provoke the Soviets
overtly or to damage its non-aligned status. This has led to a reluctance
even to protest border incursions by Soviet aircraft. In addition, Pakistan
has turned over to the Soviets Afghan Army deserters and Soviet soldiers
found captured by the guerrillas.
On the other hand, with an Afghan refugee population exceeding two
million, the Pakistanis can ill afford to antagonize the Afghan resistance.
Moreover, the promise of aid from the United States must make collaboration attractive. Therefore, the Pakistanis do allow the transit of weapons, reportedly limited to no more than two planeloads a week. 7
One other major actor is Iran, which has shipped a limited amount of
weapons to insurgents. Iran has been largely responsible for supplying
forces opeiating around Herat, but this support has apparently dwindled
since the onset of the war with Iraq. The main recipient of Iranian aid
has been Hekmatyar, who has claimed, however, that such aid is
insufficient.88
Despite the outside sources of supply for the Afghan resistance movement, the primary guerrilla source remains integrally linked to defections
from the Afghan Army. As these defections taper off, so inevitably must
this supply source. The Afghans have little money for arms purchases,
nor are they able to capture significant amounts of supplies from the Soviet
forces operating in their country. Consequently, with the passing of time
the Afghan insurgents will need more support from outside, support which
must be given for them to remain effective.
COUNTERINSURGENCY

Karmal and the Soviets have attempted to use political, economic and
military means to combat the guerrilla forces of Afghanistan. Theirs is
a two-pronged strategy of bribery and coercion. The initiatives are allegedly
83.
84.
85.
86.
87.
88.

Le Monde, 12 September 1981, p. 7.
New York Times, 7 February 1980, p. 8.
Fukuyama, p. 14.
Der Spiegel, 17 August 1981, p. 110.
The Economist, 8 August 1981, p. 30.
Le Monde, 12 September 1981, p. 7.
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Karmal's, yet the Soviets pull all the strings of the regime. Soviet "advisors" have permeated every level of Afghan bureaucracy, as fully admitted
by Karmal. The Soviets are actually responsible for even the day-to-day
functions of the Afghan regime, 8 9 hence, it must be understood that
initiatives for the counterinsurgency campaign being waged in Afghanistan
come directly from Moscow.
The first of these initiatives is an attempt to reverse course on the
catastrophic land reform program, which had been an effort to purchase
the destruction of the rural elite with land. After attempting to overthrow
this elite, the regime is now trying to win its cooperation through exemptions from the land reform program. "Surplus" land, or that which
is over the officially allowed limit, may be held by teachers and mullahs.
The exemptions also apply to landlords and tribal leaders in border areas
if they transfer this "surplus" to heirs who then volunteer for the Afghan
Army. 90 This convoluted system seems doomed to fail, as exemptions
from an unenforced and unenforceable program are meaningless. It also
appears naive for the regime to expect a positive response in wooing
individuals it had previously tried to eradicate.
A more subtle and more traditionally successful method being utilized
is the direct bribery of tribes with food, arms and money. Tribal chiefs
have long been susceptible to financial incentives; indeed, such incentives
have traditionally formed a major part of some tribes' income. 9' Tribes
so bribed are recruited to block insurgent activity, or even to combat
traditional enemies. 92 Nevertheless, the nature of such purchased allegiances is very tenuous. The khans tend to take the bribes, including
arms, for a time, and then later turn on the supplier.
The unreliability of such arrangements is amply illustrated by the fate
of former Minister for Tribal and Frontier Affairs, Faiz Mohammad, the
main force behind Karmal's policy of tribal bribery. Mohammad had been
attempting to make accommodations with the highly important Chadran
tribe of Paktia Province. He arrived at Laka Tiga by helicopter to seal
and two aides distribthe deal with roughly $28,000. After Mohammad
93
uted the booty, they were killed promptly.
Economic incentives also have been used to recruit a special militia,
89. "Diplomats in Pakistan say that the Karmal government shows no sign of actually functioning."
New York Times, 27 January 1980, p. 12.
90. Far Eastern Economic Review, 11 September 1981, p. 17.
91. Free wheat and oil have been offered to pro-regime tribes in Kunduz, Jauzjan, Balkh and
Samangan provinces. Guardian, 17 October 1980; cited in Afghanistan Council Newsletter. Vol.
IX, No. 1 (January 1981), p. 16.
92. The Jaji and Shinwari tribesmen of Paktia have been used against their traditional enemies. The
Economist, 4 October 1980, p. 38.
93. New York Times, 15 September 1980, p. 9.
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known as Defense of the Revolution battalions. Youths who join are paid
roughly $162 per month, which is greater than the salary of deputy
ministers before the invasion. 94 Several thousand militiamen have been
organized into groups of two to three hundred
along tribal lines, and sent
95
to regions of traditional tribal enemies.
A final effort to gain support for the regime is based on the United
Front notion of Karmal, as approved by the Soviets. The regime has put
on a more Islamic face in order to increase its appeal, and, recognizing
its total lack of support, has attempted to lure various groups into a
"National Fatherland Front," announced on 16 June 1981. The Front has
been a complete failure, and it has had the unintended effect of making
the pro-regime mullahs and khans into more easily identified targets for
the guerrillas. Twenty-seven senior Front members were assassinated
within a month of its founding. 96 As the Karmal regime's political initiatives have failed to broaden its base of support, the military option has
been Moscow's only viable alternative.
The political initiatives of the Karmal regime have been essentially
Soviet ones, as have the military operations conducted against the insurgents. This is partly due to the current state of the Afghan Army, debilitated by PDPA feuding and constant defections.
The Parcham-Khalq feuding has taken a heavy toll on the effectiveness
and reliability of the Afghan forces. Because Khalqis have accounted for
80 percent of the serving officers in the Afghan Army, 97 Karmal has been
actively purging the officer corps. So far, all Khalqi officers down to the
level of brigade commander (colonels and lieutenant colonels) have been
purged. 9s Mass arrests of Khalqi officers have taken place at least as late
as February 1981. 99
The purges undoubtedly have had a devastating effect on the Army,
not least due to revolts caused by the purges. '0 0 Such feuding has, according
to some reports, spurred formation of underground units by the Khalq,
which obtain weapons from civil police and army arsenals.' 0 ' However,
94. New York Times, 3 September 1980, p. 3.
95. Korea Herald, 3 September 1980; cited in Afghanistan Council Newsletter, Vol. IX, No. 4 (September 1981), p. 4.
96. Far Eastern Economic Review, 19 June 1981; and New York Times, 17 July 1981, p. 5.
97. The Economist, 8 August 1980, p. 34.
98. Fukuyama, p. 8.
99. BBC World Service 1500 GMT 26 February 1981; cited in FBIS, Vol. VIII, 2 March 1981,
p. C4.
100. E.g., in mid-July 1980, a mutiny of the 14th armored division took place in Ghazni when
the regime attempted to replace the Khalqi commander with a Parchamite. The garrison of
10,000 men attacked nearby Soviet forces, and apparently inspired the mutiny of yet another
garrison at Maidan Shahr. The Economist, 2 August 1980, p. 34.
101. New York Times, 7 November 1980, p. 3.
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as both factions have reportedly infiltrated each other, 102 the effectiveness
of the Khalq units is probably limited. Nonetheless, reports have circulated
of tacit cooperation between the Khalq and the guerrillas in some areas. 103
Such contacts would have to be of an extremely tactical and temporary
nature. As a former US ambassador to Afghanistan has noted, if the Soviets
leave Afghanistan, "the streets will run with Khalqi blood."' °4
Defections have been rampant among Afghan forces. At the time of
the Saur Coup, Afghan forces nominally numbered 120,000. At the time
of the Soviet invasion, these forces had diminished to 80,000. Today, the
Afghan Army comprises only 20,000 to 25,000 effective troops.' 0 5 The
dissipation of the armed forces has led the regime to desperate measures
to bolster them, including impressment, extension of service and economic
incentives.
Recruiting methods have included radio announcements claiming the
existence of many volunteers, and the sending of army regulars posing
as volunteers through the streets of Kabul on trucks, singing party anthems
and waving flags. Meanwhile, the official draft age has been completely
ignored by press gangs of militiamen and police. Boys aged thirteen to
eighteen years have been impressed in searches made to "help confirm
results of the recent census."'06 Such conscripts are generally sent to front
line posts refused by regulars and are often shot if they decline to go. 107
Discharged soldiers under the age of thirty-five also have been officially
recalled by the regime, while lengthening of the terms of service and even
a blanket ban on discharges have been announced.'o 8 In addition, pay for
conscripts jumped to $70 from $40 per month. 109
Afghans have not cooperated with these moves and the response sometimes has been violent. Demonstrations have taken place at virtually every
school in Kabul, and youths are being sent to live with relatives in the
countryside to avoid conscription. Demonstrations and mass exodus, triggered by the under-35 call-up, forced the regime to back down by announcing sweeping exemptions. "o
102. Hong Kong AFP 0320 GMT 30 August 1980; cited in FBIS, Vol. VIII, 3 September 1980,
p. C6.
103. The Economist, 22 November 1980, p. 38.
104. Interview with Eliot.
105. Department of Defense source.
106. Daily Telegraph, 20 August 1981. The regime states that such youths are "allowed to join the
army in view of their extraordinary zeal." Kabul New Times, 22 July 1980; cited in Afghanistan
Council Newsletter, Vol. IX, No. 4 (September 198 1), p. 4.
107. Far Eastern Economic Review, 5 December 1980, p. 36.
108. Hong Kong AFP 1436 GMT 21 January 1981; cited in FBIS, Vol. VIII, 22 January 1981,
p. C6.
109. Hong Kong AFP 1648 GMT 14 January 1981; cited in FBIS, Vol. VIII, 15 January 1981,
p. C3.
110. New York Times, 17 September 1981, p. 4.
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Morale, reliability, and consequently effectiveness of the Afghan Army
are now minimal. Army outposts reportedly are passive in many districts
out of fear or complicity.'' Meanwhile, the Afghan Air Force is now
entirely piloted by Soviets. " 2 Soviet mistrust of the Afghan forces has led
them to replace Afghan divisions garrisoning Kabul with Soviet forces, 13
and in August 1980, the Soviets confiscated all anti-tank and anti-aircraft
weapons from Afghan units, as mentioned above. Most of the Afghan
Army still is engaged in border duty along the southern frontier in the
provinces of Kandahar, Zabol, Ghazni, Paktia, Nangarhar and Kunar,
as it has been since the beginning of the Afghan conflict. This4 further
reflects its lack of utility in the counterinsurgency campaign."
Soviet military objectives in Afghanistan involve urban security, counterinsurgency and sealing of borders to prevent leakage of arms and materials that supply the guerrillas. They have placed differing emphasis
upon these objectives and their overall priority for the complete pacification
of Afghanistan appears to be low.
Despite the fact that the Soviets are spending roughly $15 million a
day to continue the conflict," 5 a successful resolution of the campaign
for the Soviets would seem to require far more effort than has been devoted
so far. It should be noted that standard estimates of the force ratio necessary
for a successful counterinsurgency campaign range from seven-to-one to
ten-to-one over the insurgent forces. With an estimated 70,000 to 100,000
guerrillas operating within the country, the Soviets presumably would
need at least a half million troops to achieve victory in Afghanistan. In
contrast, they presently have about 110,000 troops operating in the theater, including the related support elements based in the Soviet Union. 16
Seen in this light, recent reports of a Soviet buildup to 120,000 troops,
with a possible objective of 150,.000,1 7 would not seem to represent
anything more significant than a substitution for the disintegrating Afghan
Army.
A primary Soviet concern has been urban control, yet efforts to date
have not been highly successful. As mentioned above, Kandahar has been
in guerrilla hands, and there have been major civil disturbances in Herat
111. One report mentioned a phony attack on such an outpost to impress Western reporters and
to justify the disappearance of munitions passed by the garrison to the guerrillas. Hong Kong
AFP 0310 GMT 15 October 1981, cited in FBIS.
112. This is according to Pakistani intelligence officers. Fukuyama, p. 9.
113. Hong Kong AFP 0821 GMT 8 April 1981; cited in FBIS, Vol. VIII, 8 April 1981, p. C2.
114. Fukayama, p. 10.
115. Public Broadcasting Service, MacNeil/Lehrer Report, with Senator Lugar, Show #6106, 24
November 1980.
116. Department of Defense source.
117. Boston Globe, AP report, 5 January 1982, p. 3.
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and Jalalabad. Kabul, too, has had its upheavals. The Soviet response has
been fairly heavy-handed. Roughly 30,000 Soviet troops of the Category
2 level (half-manned units) serve as the garrisons for the urban centers
of the country, 118 while East German advisors largely staff and direct the
police. 119 Protest closing of shops is met with mass arrests or forced
reopenings, and teenage party thugs are said to patrol Kabul with guns
and electric cattle prods to prevent such disturbances. One anti-riot technique being used is the sealing off of an area at the first signs of unrest,
followed by the arrest of all young people found there. Most are released
within a few days, although some never reappear. 12o
Roughly 80,000 Soviet troops of Category 1 type (nearly fully manned
units) are available for rural operations.' 2' These troops are deployed
mainly in a crescent crossing from Timriz, just inside the Soviet border,
to Torghundi, embracing the major bases of Kunduz, Baghlan, Begram,
Kabul, Kandahar, Shindand and Herat. 22
' These forces primarily comprise
motor rifle divisions, armored units apparently having been rotated out
due to their lack of utility for counterinsurgency in Afghan terrain. Troops
are rotated out after three months of service in the country, partly to offset
low morale, and partly to mitigate penetration and black market contacts. 123 Soviet casualties have been low; a fair estimate would be from
8,000 to 10,000 total. 124 Guerrilla casualties probably have been much
higher.
The Soviets have committed themselves to holding the urban centers
and to maintaining some semblance of ground links between them, such
as the key Salang Pass through which the Soviet logistic lifeline passes. 121
Convoys on the Kabul-Khyber Pass road are heavily guarded by armored
personnel carriers and helicopter gunship escorts. 126 The Soviets do maintain complete control of the air and can consequently rely on air ferries
between major positions if necessary.
There are many potential targets for Soviet search-and-destroy missions,
since 75 percent of rural Afghanistan is in guerrilla hands.' 27 The initial
Soviet strategy of relying on Afghan units to pacify the countryside (while
118. Uri Ra'anan, chairman of the International Security Studies Program of The Fletcher School
of Law and Diplomacy; interviewed at The Fletcher School on 18 December 198 1.
119. R.T. Klass, "The Tragedy of Afghanistan," Asian Affairs (September/October 1979), p. 93.
120. The Economist, 14 June 1980, p. 43.
121. Interview with Ra'anan.
122. India Today, 1-15 August 1981, p. 39.
123. Interview with Ra'anan.
124. State Department source.
125. Department of Defense source.
126. FarEastern Economic Review, 18 April 1980, p. 25.
127. Van Hollen, p. 4.
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Soviet units occupied urban centers) was given up by February 1980.128
Since then, the Soviets have utilized their own forces for such operations.
Afghan units have been relegated to use as auxiliaries or as forward units.
The Soviets reportedly have divided the country into seven geographic
zones for operational purposes, presumably to allow for differing tactics
by region. Primary Soviet objectives have been to pacify the provinces in
the northeast near the Soviet border, and to seal off strategic east-west
guerrilla-held valleys in central Afghanistan which link Kabul to the
northeast and act as an arms conduit to the capital. 129 Sweeps have been
conducted to disrupt guerrilla strongholds, as in a well publicized move
through the Kunar Valley in March 1980 which caused the insurgents
to disperse. However, when the Soviets leave, the guerrillas generally
reinfiltrate. In some instances, the Soviets even have been denied access
to guerrilla strongholds, as in the Hazarajat and the Panjshir Valley.
Soviet tactics reveal a sensitivity to casualties; there is a marked substitution of firepower for manpower as the Soviets avoid committing
themselves to flushing out guerrilla snipers. Search-and-destroy missions
are preceded with intensive air and artillery strikes against suspected
insurgent positions, and then Soviet infantry stays buttoned up in armored
personnel carriers during the ground operations. Lack of an effective
informant infrastructure due to guerrilla control of the population cripples
any chance of Soviet tactical advantage and surprise, limiting the success
of such operations. Because the Soviets lack a nighttime counterinsurgency
capability, 1 30 once they leave contested areas the guerrillas regroup. Unless
the Soviets commit themselves to a greater reliance on paratroop assault
tactics and wean themselves from solely employing air and armored assaults, prospects for Soviet success seem doubtful.
The Soviets are enhancing their firepower through a variety of means.
Explosive shells filled with needle-like projectiles, called flechettes, are
being used against guerrilla concentrations. In addition, the AKS rifle
has been equipped with 5.45mm shells with a large length-over-diameter
ratio and special design to create greater than average instability when
the round hits, causing 31
a larger wound. Cluster bombs and napalm are
also being used widely.'

128. Newell, p. 136.
129. FarEastern Economic Review, 5 December 1980, p. 5; and ChristianScience Monitor, 22 December
1980. Reportedly, one Soviet military officer and one Afghan political commissar preside over
the operations in each district.
130. Fukuyama, p. 6.
131. Soldier of Fortune, October 1980, p. 58. This characteristic led to speculation that the Soviets
were using dum-dum bullets, which are outlawed by international convention. See also New
York Times, 10 July 1980, p. 8; and 11 September 1980, p. 6.
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There have been many reports, although no definite proof, that the
Soviets have used chemical warfare in Afghanistan to flush out insurgents.
The Soviets have deployed chemical defense battalions, standard in all
Soviet divisions, with three of the operational divisions in Afghanistan,
while the TMS-65 decontamination vehicle, again organic to Soviet forces,
has been seen in Kabul. 132 While these factors do not present proof of
Soviet use of chemical warfare, they do provide evidence of the Soviet
ability to use it if they so choose. Interviews with Afghan guerrillas and
defecting Afghan Army officers have provided compelling circumstantial
evidence of chemical warfare use, while sensitive US intelligence information is said to enhance the credibility of these reports. The conclusion
drawn by the US government is that it is "highly likely" that non-lethal
chemical agents have been used, while "the chances are about even" that
lethal agents have been used.' 33
Another major Soviet objective is the blocking of guerrilla and refugee
traffic through denial of border areas and main caravan routes. The
Soviets employ mining and helicopter gunship patrols to accomplish this
task. In addition, the Soviets set camouflaged "butterfly mines" and
booby-trapped items such as pencils, watches and green plastic birdshaped objects which look like toys. These appear to be largely34 ineffective
them.'
as the Afghans have figured out how to circumvent
Use of ground forces would seem to be necessary for effective border
denial. Yet there are numerous small trails other than the Khyber Pass
on the border between Afghanistan and Pakistan. Consequently, while
vehicles or large systems such as SAMs - which would have to be brought
across at one of a half dozen large passes - could easily be interdicted
by ground forces, guerrillas carrying lighter arms would pose a major
problem.' 35 Effective border denial would require large numbers of
ground troops in static positions, organized in small units. Red Army
soldiers are not trained to fight in this way. 136 Moreover, such an effort
would require roughly twice the number of troops the Soviets now have
stationed in Afghanistan. 37
132. StrategicImplications of Chemicaland Biological Warfare. Hearing before the Committee on Foreign
Affairs, 96th US Congress, 24 April 1980, p. 34. Additionally, Soviet troops near Kabul have
been seen carrying what appear to be gas masks in canvas cases, while decontamination stations
have been established in the northeast, p. 15.
133. Ibid., p. 49, according to Under Secretary of State Nimetz. The Soviet Union, in adhering
to the 1925 Geneva Protocol banning chemical warfare, included a reservation that stated the
Protocol would not apply to countries which have not ratified the Protocol. Nonetheless, the
Soviets have insisted in the past that the Protocol is binding on all states as a matter of customary
international law.
134. New York Times, 10 July 1980, p. 8.
135. Fukuyama, p. 26.
136. Department of Defense source.
137. New York Times, 20 July 1980, p. 1.
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The Soviets' poor rate of success in providing urban security, pursuing
counterinsurgency and denying borders has led them to take more extreme
measures. In particular, the Soviets have engaged in punitive attacks on
villages suspected of harboring guerrillas.
A regular pattern of attacks began in June 1980, when the Soviets
bombed suspected guerrilla refuges around Kabul. 13 8 Since then, mass
retaliatory raids against civilians believed to be supporting the insurgents
have become common. Soviet forces wipe out entire villages with air and
armored attacks in presumed search-and-destroy missions. In addition,
white phosphorous powder has been dusted
across sanctuaries by air and
'
then ignited, "burning villages away. 139
Guerrillas and their supporters are denied food through the bombing
of hundreds of acres of crops around major cities and in the fertile Kohi-Daman region north of Kabul. 14'
The Soviets also are using more indirect
methods of punishment or denial, such as embargoes on power and food
supplies to unfriendly areas.541
These indiscriminately brutal acts have led some to accuse Moscow of
committing "migratory genocide" against the Afghan people. 142 However,
this may be imputing too much rationality to the Soviets. Such methods
are frequently counterproductive, driving hostile refugees from remote
areas into the cities, greatly complicating the primary Soviet objective
of maintaining urban security. It is far more likely that the Soviets, lacking
an effective network of informants, are responding with frustration. In
so doing, they further alienate the people, without whose support they
cannot defeat the guerrillas.
The Soviets' only hope for victory in the short term remains the infusiorA
of massive numbers of troops. The prospect for the long term, however,
may be different. The Soviets are making it quite clear that they are
prepared to remain in Afghanistan indefinitely. They have constructed
permanent facilities for their military forces in Afghanistan, built two
new permanent bridges across the Oxus River, widened the 1Salang
Road
43
(their main supply line), and expanded the Afghan airports.
Aside from concrete infrastructure, the Soviets are also establishing a
political base for the future. A widespread program to teach Russian is
being instituted throughout the country. Furthermore, the Soviets are
attempting to train and indoctrinate a new communist elite of Afghans.
138.
139.
140.
141.

The Economist, 22 November 1980, p. 38.
New York Times, 2 January 1980, p. 14.
The Economist, 22 November 1980, p. 38.
Kandahar, for example, has been without electricity for at least six months. India Today. 115 August 1981, p. 40.
142. See for example Louis Dupree's Letter to the London Times, 7 January 1981.
143. Van Hollen, p. 4.
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Large numbers of students have been sent to Soviet universities, while
forty-two Soviet professors have been sent to Kabul University to teach
and to revise the curriculum along Soviet lines, presumably to include
indoctrination. A new Faculty of Workers has been announced, which
organizers ideologically, as has been done in
will serve to train party
44
Angola and Ethiopia.'
CONCLUSION

The Saur Coup has brought disaster to the people of Afghanistan.
Rejection of the reckless Khalq clique by its people brought about a Soviet
intervention to impose communism on the country by force. Yet the
Soviet Union has found it difficult to mold Afghanistan in its own image.
Resistance has been fierce among nearly all segments of Afghan society.
The desperation of the situation has caused increasing unity among the
resistance, in some cases cutting across ethnolinguistic lines. While this
strengthens the Afghans' ability to resist, it is due only to the presence
of an invader. If the Soviets left, the fragile unity would probably fragment.
The future of Afghanistan would be uncertain, as the militarization of
every ethnic group and sect would call into question the ability of any
central government ever to govern Afghanistan effectively again. Unity
must be encouraged, but not expected.
The present crucial problem now for the Afghans is the Soviet occupation
in the name of the Parcham. The Soviets have sought to combat the
insurgents with political and military means. The total opposition of the
population to foreign rule by alien methods has allowed complete guerrilla
control of the population, enhancing the effectiveness of the resistance and
causing great difficulties for the Soviets. The Red Army has lashed out
with punitive reprisals in frustration at its failure to provide urban security,
to search and destroy, and to seal the borders. Nevertheless, the Soviets
show every sign of accepting tactical defeat and settling in until they
achieve strategic victory. It is of the essence to alter the Soviet calculus
by increasing the cost of this strategy as significantly as possible. The
most direct means is to make the insurgency more effective. Yet, with
Afghan Army defections tapering off, the arms supply of the guerrillas
is drying up. Interested third states must recognize the increasing need
of the resistance for outside aid, and should provide it in order to challenge
the legacy of the Saur Coup.
144. New York Tines, 14 August 1980, p. 9. A 12 August 1980 protocol called for 1,500 students
to be enrolled in Soviet schools by early October of that year. Van Hollen, p. 4. This figure
is equal to more than half the enrollment at Kabul University before the Saur Coup. New York
Times, 14 August 1980, p. 9.

