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    Back from Afghanistan: Experiences of Soviet Afghan War Veterans in Transnational Perspective


    Felix Ackermann and Michael Galbas


    This special issue is aimed at discussing how states and societies have addressed the consequences of the Soviet–Afghan War (1979–89), not only during the Soviet period but also in the aftermath of 1991.[1] The primary intention is to analyze the different strategies used for (re)integrating veterans of an asymmetric war into society in a radically changing international context, which covers a period beginning with the break-up of the USSR and ending with current developments in the successor states, including the ongoing war in Eastern Ukraine.[2] Beyond a normative concept of successful (re)integration, contributors address the many contradictions between the soldiers’ self-perceptions, their post-war experiences, and the changes faced by the veterans in the new post-war and post-Soviet social settings.[3] Certain specific features of the Soviet–Afghan conflict, such as its asymmetric nature, and the unwillingness of Soviet officials to address the violent character of the Soviet invasion, have had a long-term impact on the veterans of the war. Furthermore, this impact has later resurfaced in different ways in the newly emerging post-Soviet societies.[4] By bringing together new original research on Ukrainian, Russian, and Tajik veterans we set out here to examine and compare the impact of the Soviet–Afghan War from a transnational perspective, across different post-Soviet contexts.


    From the perspective of conscripts from the European parts of the Soviet Union, this was a war that took place in a remote country; yet the war had a substantial impact on the different home societies, both before and after the soldiers returned from Afghanistan.[5] This special issue analyzes this impact with an emphasis on the ways in which the veterans dealt with the violent experience of the Soviet–Afghan War and its consequences in different Soviet and post-Soviet societies. The different contributions take into consideration the social, legal and media strategies applied with a view to (re)integrating the (often traumatized) veterans in radically changed political contexts after the dissolution of the USSR.[6] In this introduction we give a brief overview of the research on the war itself; we draw some parallels with the war in Afghanistan in the early 21st century; and finally, we formulate some relevant questions for the future study of the impact of war in a transcultural perspective.[7]


    The Soviet–Afghan War and its Consequences


    When Soviet troops entered Afghanistan on 25 December 1979, the last large-scale battle of the Cold War started. The declared official goal of the invasion was to uphold Soviet influence and the establishment of public order in a neighboring country troubled by a civil war that had been dragging on for years.[8] The Soviet troops were issued no direct order to fight in Afghanistan. Rather, they were supposed to be overseeing central infrastructure construction projects, training the Afghan army, and providing logistical support for its fight against the Mujahidin. Within a single decade, the Soviet Union sent in total over 600,000 military and civil personnel to Afghanistan. Almost immediately after the invasion, it became clear that the Soviet military presence had only provoked a further deepening of the civil war: instead of bringing peace to Afghanistan, the Soviet Union had become a party to the Afghan conflict in its own right. This had further military consequences.[9] The Mujahidin commanders focused on the deployment of guerrilla tactics, which resulted in about 15,000 Soviet casualties across the course of the war.[10] Eventually, having failed to achieve any of its strategic goals, the Soviet leadership finally decided to withdraw its troops and ended the intervention officially on 15 February 1989.


    In addition to the human losses caused by the war, the Soviet decision to violate the Afghan border had a negative impact on the reputation of the Soviet state and its institutions, both within and outside the Soviet Union. Formally the intervention was presented as an act of internationalist brotherly help for a friendly society and an act of self-defense according to the UN Charter.[11] Domestically, the obvious contradiction between the war’s official image and its reality served to multiply the doubts of ordinary Soviet citizens regarding the legitimacy not only of Soviet intentions in Afghanistan but also of Soviet institutions per se.[12] In 1980 the United Nations General Assembly condemned the Soviet intervention and “appeal[ed] to all States to respect the sovereignty, territorial integrity (…) of Afghanistan.”[13] Therefore, even while limited to the territory of Afghanistan, this war had global consequences since it put an end to attempts to contain the Cold War. The United States declared the Soviet intervention an expansionist move.[14] Even if the US were formally not directly involved in the conflict, they did provide financial support and weapons to the Mujahidin. Both superpowers reinforced their parallel nuclear programs during the conflict. In addition, many (Western) countries protested against the war and consequently boycotted the 1980 Moscow Olympic games. Moreover, from a midterm perspective, it is clear that the economic impact of the Soviet–Afghan War was one of the factors that weakened the Soviet Union in general, by worsening the situation in the course of the 1980s. Thus, we view this war as an accelerating factor, but not as the cause of the dissolution of the Soviet Empire.[15]


    The Soviet intervention and the subsequent withdrawal had various effects on Afghanistan itself and on neighboring societies.[16] After 1989 the Taliban gained more influence in Afghanistan. It was their support for Al Qaeda before the terrorist acts of September 11 that gave the formal occasion for an intervention of several NATO member states in Afghanistan. In October 2001 the US jointly with Great Britain launched “Operation Enduring Freedom”, which was profiled as a war against terror. Afterwards, the “International Security Assistance Force” (ISAF) was launched in December 2001 and formally organized as a stabilizing and training mission for the Afghan army and security forces.[17]


    The Soviet and the more recent war in Afghanistan share certain features.[18] Generally, the Soviet leadership had decided, much as ISAF would later do, to uphold only a minimum level of security and public order in Afghanistan. Securing strategically important locations and training the Afghan army were among the top priorities shared by the leaders of both interventions. The number of soldiers present in the Hindu Kush across the two interventions was also comparable.[19] A further structural similarity might be found in the euphemistic treatment of the war that characterized early public representations of both interventions. The evasive rhetoric used in reporting the more recent war was in some ways reminiscent of the 1980s Soviet discourse on “fraternal aid”. Thus, for example, in the early 21st century the employment of Bundeswehr soldiers in Afghanistan was initially presented in the German public sphere as a kind of militarily secured form of developmental aid.[20] A debate over whether this was a full-fledged war was initiated only after the first troops returned and the first soldier was killed.[21] Subsequently the German federal government changed tack and now for the first time described the war as “armed conflict in the sense of humanitarian international law”, but not as “war”.[22] In such attempts to camouflage the real nature of the war we see a parallel to the Soviet representation of the intervention in Afghanistan back in the 1980s. In the Soviet case there was an internal official order on precisely how to label the “brotherhood” and “solidarity” of the Soviet and Afghan peoples, in order to hide the violent nature of the intervention and to avoid its being perceived by the Soviet society and the international community as an expansionist move.[23]


    An important difference between the two cases arises out of the Soviet attempt, throughout the greater part of the war, to avoid reporting any casualties whatsoever. Throughout the 1980s, coffins bearing the mortal remains of soldiers fallen in combat were returning to all the Soviet republics. Instead of addressing the resulting family sorrow and loss as an effect of the war, the Soviet media coverage stressed the civil achievements as an effect of internationalist solidarity. It was only towards the end of the war that texts condemning the violence and its consequences were published in the Soviet press. The title of Svetlana Aleksievich’s documentary novel Zinky Boys,[24] for example, became a metaphorical phrase for the violence in Afghanistan recognized all over the Soviet Union. The official Soviet press coverage of the war also changed over time. Because of perestroika and glasnost a critical social debate about the war and the trauma experienced by the Soviet soldiers gained momentum.[25] The Committees of Soldiers’ Mothers made the deaths of their sons a public issue for the first time. Popular accounts such as Aleksievich’s documentary writings established a highly critical perspective on the individual price paid by the many conscripts sent to Afghanistan: the long-term presence of violence in the everyday life of the returnees, and its impact, on a small scale, on individual families, and on a large scale, on Soviet society as a whole.


    We see a further parallel in the political decisions that were made to withdraw troops in the late 1980s and in the early 21st century even though or rather precisely because no military victory was in sight. Both sets of troop withdrawals were based on a certain degree of acceptance of the following issues: 1) the intervention had been based on false assumptions about the military, political, and social situation in Afghanistan; 2) even a large military presence would not be able to guarantee a lasting stability; and 3) the intervention lacked legitimacy in the eyes of a considerable share of inhabitants of Afghanistan themselves. As early as in the mid-1980s, the Soviet leaders recognized that Soviet troops would not be able to establish a Soviet type of socialism in Afghanistan, even in the long run.[26] With their support of Mohammad Najibullah in 1986 they opted instead for a president who would try to consolidate society around his version of “pragmatic nationalism”.[27] A similar change in operational strategies can also be observed in the history of ISAF. From 2010 ISAF made a stronger push for political reconciliation between rival groups instead of concentrating on fighting against the Taliban with military force.[28] Finally, both in 1989 and 2014 the troop withdrawals were carried out based on political decisions taken because the outside societies involved in Afghanistan were no longer willing to pay the high price of human loss and the huge material costs of the interventions.


    Even given all the parallels above, there are obvious differences when it comes to the soldiers who fought the two wars. The most striking difference is between the large-scale conscription army deployed in the Soviet case and the compact professional military contingents that participated on behalf of several states in “Operation Enduring Freedom” and ISAF. Together with technological changes this resulted not only in a remarkable difference in terms of the soldiers’ equipment. Thus, the Soviet system of conscription brought thousands of barely prepared soldiers to Afghanistan. Many of them did not know in advance that they were about to operate in a full-fledged war and were not familiar with the regional specifics. In addition, most of them would not, if given the choice, have opted for risking their lives for the sake of “international solidarity”. In many cases conscripts experienced service in the Soviet army and in the Soviet–Afghan War in particular as a kind of forced migration and slave labor. This is obviously very different from the case of the early 21st century professional armies, whose soldiers are by definition volunteers who decide to join the armed forces knowing that they will likely be exposed to violence in one of the global conflict “hot spots”. The public discourses in the US and Western Europe on psychological consequences such as post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) and new programs of social care for veterans also reflect a considerably higher social awareness of the risks that the soldiers shoulder when returning from wars to their families.


    The Return of Soviet Soldiers to New Post-Soviet Republics


    The return of the last veterans from Afghanistan in 1989 was an important part of the political upheaval that helped to bring about the dissolution of the Soviet Union.[29] In a first phase after the break-up of the Union in 1991, the Afghanistan veterans were mostly left to deal with the new circumstances on their own. Next, newly emerging veterans’ organizations started to fight over resources, particularly in Russia, in an attempt to gain political influence, recognition, and social rights.[30] Due to a lack of state support, some veterans used their Afghanistan networks in order to establish new criminal structures.[31]


    After the collapse of the Soviet Union, the formal legal recognition of the returning soldiers’ rights as “veterans” was established to various degrees in the newly independent states in the mid-1990s. It was only then, when the process of recognition in new nationally defined contexts started, that the afgantsy, as the Soviet veterans of the Soviet–Afghan War were unofficially called, gained legal and social rights. In the Russian Federation former combatants were granted a new legal status by law in 1995. Thus, the veterans gained pensions in the event of long-term injuries, and a certain minimum level of public medical care.[32] However, to this day the afgantsy do not enjoy legal equality with the veterans of the Great Patriotic War, and have access to a lower level of social benefits.


    A rising level of cooperation with state institutions on the part of veterans’ organizations in Russia, aimed at gaining more recognition from the state, can be observed from the 2000s onwards. In the frame of the resulting new public-private partnership between the state and veterans’ organizations a joint vision of the history of the Soviet–Afghan War has likewise emerged. As part of this vision, representatives of both the state and the major veterans’ organizations have joined forces to draw a heroic picture of the Soviet intervention. Critical aspects such as the physical and psychological consequences for the soldiers as well as strategic and tactical mistakes made by both political and military leaders have been excluded from this heroic image. In Putin’s Russia state actors have deployed this picture of the war especially to support a new national patriotic identification with the state. At the same time representatives of the state offered the veterans a changed function in the public discourse—something we would describe as a kind of official co-optation of the veterans, who were promised greater recognition and social re-integration in exchange for their loyalty. For those veterans who were members of organized veterans’ groups, the cooperation with the state offered the prospect of a higher level of retrospective social approval for the Soviet intervention in Afghanistan and constantly a higher level of social acceptance and a higher social status for the war’s veterans.


    In other post-Soviet republics the picture is quite different. In Ukraine the afgantsy were also dissatisfied with the welfare and demanded political and social support from the state throughout the 1990s. But in contrast to the Russian case, in Ukraine this initially did not lead to tighter cooperation with state agencies. On the contrary, we saw afgantsy becoming highly active during the Maidan protests, where they supported first the protesting students and later the popular demand for Yanukovych’s dismissal.[33]


    In the Baltic states afgantsy are organized and active, but they do not make their claims for social rights public. In these societies the deployment of Lithuanian, Latvian, and Estonian conscripts in the Soviet–Afghan War is not easily combined with the dominant narratives of national pride. Nevertheless the veterans from Lithuania, for example, were able to gain some legal recognition as victims of totalitarian rule. Some insights into the conditions of their lives today are given by the visual anthropologist Anna Reich in her photo essay about Lithuanian veterans from the Soviet–Afghan War at the end of this issue.


    In the nearby Republic of Belarus the newly arisen veterans’ organizations developed different strategies and approaches to deal with state structures in order to gain social benefits from the 1990s onwards. On the one hand, several of the organizations have openly criticized the social policies of the Lukashenka administration. This became particularly challenging in 2007 after a new law was issued canceling all forms of special social welfare measures for Afghan veterans.[34] Due to the oppositional spirit of these associations their access to financial resources and to a broader public sphere beyond the Internet has been denied by the Lukashenka regime.[35] Therefore, apart from oppositional media channels such as internet portals, these organizations have almost no resources for organizing public activities beyond the ultra-local level or for providing material support for their members. On the other hand, those organizations which cooperated with the regime from the very beginning have succeeded in gathering enough resources not only to support their members but also to bring their memories and experiences into public space. The most prominent example of this is the foundation “Afghan Memory” (Pamiat’ Afgana), which runs a military recreation park near Minsk called “The Stalin Line” (Liniia Stalina). This park not only glorifies the defense of Minsk in 1941, but also uses military equipment dating to the Soviet–Afghan War for the purposes of “patriotic education of the youth”.[36]


    These examples illustrate how much variation there has been in dealing with the Soviet–Afghan war experience across the newly independent states after the collapse of the Soviet Union. In order to gain insights into the handling of the Soviet–Afghan war experiences by the veterans within the Soviet Union, we open this special issue with Yaacov Ro’i’s article “The Varied Reintegration of the Afghan War Veterans in their Home Society”. Ro’i shows the very different paths of afgantsy returning from war in Afghanistan into the Soviet society. In this context he analyzes the factors that affected the re-acclimatization of the afgantsy into civilian life. Based on this, Ro’i highlights the fact that the strategies used in the reintegration of the veterans were not only the result of conscious choice but depended to a large degree on objective conditions such as the timing of their return home, for example, before or after the emergence of glasnost and perestroika.


    In our understanding, the specifics of the returning veterans’ different responses and experiences are shaped by the asymmetry of the war in combination with the Soviet denial and refusal to recognize its character as a full-fledged war. It was this denial in particular which made it hard for political and social actors to make sense of the Soviet–Afghan War and even more of its casualties. Did the veterans actually support the development aid that they were providing by force of arms? Or could they even be seen as heroes, whose actions in Afghanistan might be viewed as a defense of the fatherland comparable to the feat of the veterans of the Great Patriotic War? To this day, the last Soviet war remains in the shadow of the Great Patriotic War—in particular because, first, the Soviet–Afghan War directly affected only a part of the Soviet society and, second, this was not a war that could be classed as a military success. The Soviet victory in the Great Patriotic War thus constitutes a much more valuable political asset, and hence its ongoing use in societies such as Russia and Belarus today as a central point of reference for further political engineering of post-Soviet national identities.[37]


    Four Dimensions of the Collective Afgantsy Experience


    The contributors to this special issue focus on the question of how the collective experiences of the afgantsy influenced them in navigating the radically changing social and political context in the late 1980s and beyond. We regard the veterans as a social group, spread across all of the former Soviet republics and united by a shared set of experiences, which makes them one of the last Soviet generations shaped by a particular historical moment.[38] These shared experiences include their service in the Soviet army, their (mostly forced) deployment in Afghanistan, and their return to their homes in the 1980s, at a time when glasnost, perestroika, and the decision to withdraw were either about to be launched or had already changed the configuration in which the Soviet–Afghan War was discussed in public. Thus, the afgantsy were caught between sharply contrasting attitudes towards and policies on the war. Furthermore, with the dissolution of the Soviet Union the afgantsy now had to find their place in the societies of the newly independent states.


    In order to consider how the veterans dealt with these experiences within different political and social settings, the contributors to this issue analyze four key dimensions of this issue. First, they examine how the veterans organized in network structures, which helped to preserve their experiences from the war and then transmit them into post-Soviet contexts. Our authors address how both the specific set of veterans’ experiences and their networks have been used as social capital with a view to gaining recognition in the newly emerging states. Second, the contributors look at the ways in which veterans’ groups have competed with each other for state support and recognition, and the role that afgantsy have occasionally played in giving support and legitimacy to state structures. The latter point is especially relevant to contexts where state structures have suffered from a lack of legitimacy, including in Tajikistan in the early 1990s and during the Euromaidan protests in Ukraine in 2013/14. Third, the articles focus on how narratives about the Soviet–Afghan War have changed in these different settings, and on the specific forms acquired by the general frame for remembering the Soviet–Afghan War in particular given societies. Finally, the authors explore the transnational dimensions of these developments. Without physically changing location, the afgantsy were transferred in 1991 into separate and in many ways new and different contexts, which were now formally organized as nation states. However, at the same time, transnational links among the veterans also remained in place. How did this post-imperial setting influence the veterans’ networks? To what extent did pre-1991 links remain important? And perhaps even more importantly, how does the imperial frame of the war experience still structure the relationship between the afgantsy in different settings?


    The present issue addresses these questions by dealing with three different cases, examining the situation of Afghan veterans in Russia, Ukraine, and Tajikistan. First, Markus Göransson’s paper on the Tajik case focuses on the impact of state dissolution in the early 1990s, which meant that the afgantsy had to choose which side to support in an emerging civil war. Göransson depicts how, during the 1980s, the common experience in the war in neighboring Afghanistan created a horizontal community of veterans that cut across regional, religious, and national identities. For the most part these horizontal links did not last. During the state crisis of the 1990s and beyond, the regional identities of the afgantsy were strengthened in particular as the mobilization of veterans’ networks in the conflict took place mainly in local settings.


    Next, Michael Galbas in his paper “‘Our Pain and Our Glory’: Social Strategies of Legitimization and Functionalization of the Soviet–Afghan War in the Russian Federation” examines the development of the relationship between state institutions and the veterans in Russia. He traces the transition of Russian afgantsy organizations from their beginnings as potentially oppositional structures to a situation in which they increasingly became part of the state apparatus transmitting social welfare. He argues that in exchange for this exclusive position vis-à-vis the state apparatus, Afghan veterans’ organizations became a loyal pillar supporting the government’s attempts to reshape the historical imagination of Russia as a glorious historical entity.


    An example of the ways in which the relationship between state and veterans differs in the respective successor states of the Soviet Union is provided by Iryna Sklokina’s article “Veterans of the Soviet–Afghan War and the Ukrainian Nation-building Project: from Perestroika to the Maidan and the War in Donbas”. In her analysis, Sklokina is interested in particular in the behavior of the Ukrainian afgantsy during state crises such as the events following the Euromaidan in 2013/14. In this context, she uncovers a certain breakdown in the emotional bonds that had previously linked the afgantsy in Ukraine as “former Soviet veterans of the war in Afghanistan”. Whereas some veterans supported the process of nation-building and the change of the political sphere in Ukraine, in contrast, others understand their personal Afghanistan experience as a part of the greatness of Russia and lean more towards the Russian imperial project.


    All of the papers presented here describe various strategies employed by the afgantsy in different environments in order to navigate the changing social and political contexts in the late 1980s and beyond. In a final comment Jan C. Behrends points out that the Afghanistan veterans had in common a fight for public recognition and social entitlements as well as being bonded by the experience of violence and their willingness to use it to achieve their goals. Therefore, Behrends considers the Soviet–Afghan War as the starting point for a history of violent entanglement that shaped the (post-)Soviet experience and has become particularly visible in the ongoing war in Eastern Ukraine. We see the Tajik, Russian, and Ukrainian cases covered in this special issue as just the beginning of a larger transcultural comparison incorporating additional perspectives and, in particular, covering the Afghan side of the war. Already at this stage it has been shown, that the long-term impact of the Soviet–Afghan War on post-Soviet societies and politics is not to be underestimated. The strategies of civil integration adopted by many veterans and the further employment of the military experience in post-Soviet conflict by other afgantsy are two sides of the same coin.
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    The Varied Reintegration of the Afghan War Veterans in Their Home Society


    Yaacov Ro’i


    Abstract: This article looks at the adaptation of the Soviet Afghan war veterans to Soviet civilian life in the unsettled 1980s. It discusses their problems as they sought to make the transformation from the war to a “normal” existence as regular Soviet citizens at a time of instability and economic and political crisis. In doing so, it explains how and why they opted for, or were channeled into, different directions, and suggests that it many cases it was not their own individual inclination or choice, but rather a wide gamut of constraints and external forces that propelled them into a given trajectory.


    


    “We came home anticipating a celebration,” veteran of the Soviet–Afghan War Ruslan Umiev said two years after coming back from Afghanistan. “But,” he went on,


    we landed in yet another war—a moral one. It’s not a question of material well-being, although none of us got rich in this war. Nor has anyone told us what it was all about—an aid mission or a miscalculation? We have difficulty finding friends, we have difficulty being understood. … Who are we—Afgantsy-soldiers, internationalists, or some guys who messed up the fate of other people as well as their own? We are constantly asked these questions—at work, on the street, at home. We ask ourselves these same questions.[1]


    This article sets out to look at the different paths taken by the Afghan war veterans as they sought to resolve these issues and reintegrate into their home societies. It will try to explain why their reintegration was as varied as it in fact was, since at first glance, the great majority of them had much in common, having undergone an identical formative experience. They had been sent to Afghanistan just a year or so after finishing school in a very stereotyped and rigid education system, without for the most part having had time to study or take up a profession, let alone to shape their personality or individuality. They returned to their Soviet homeland as young men in their early twenties after undergoing one and a half to two years in a particularly brutal and cruel war in a foreign and very different country; indeed, almost all of them had friends or at least knew people who had been killed, often in front of their very eyes, a large number of them over ten such people.[2] Their successful adaptation to civilian life was therefore not a foregone conclusion and their endeavor to do so and the different paths they chose or that came their way to attain that end are the topic of our present discussion.


    Indeed, I argue that in many instances the variety was not the result of any conscious choice on the part of the afgantsy. Often it emanated from options thrown their way by such objective contingencies as the timing of their return home, with those returning under glasnost and perestroika encountering conditions very different from those who came back earlier. Frequently, too, it was the outcome of a lack of options given the circumstances of the society to which they came back, for example in the case of those who returned to the countryside, especially in the periphery. In many cases, the veterans’ own psychological condition also precluded any free choice.


    Intending in the early 1990s to research the Soviet domestic implications of the Soviet–Afghan War, I needed to understand who exactly the afgantsy were, how they perceived their experience in Afghanistan, the way it influenced them as private individuals and as Soviet citizens, and how they re-acclimatized to civilian life in the Soviet Union. With this end, I conducted a survey of over 220 veterans in the first half of the 1990s in eleven of the Soviet Union’s fifteen successor states (all indeed except Georgia and the three Baltic states from which less than five percent of those who fought in Afghanistan actually came).[3] The survey was based on snowball sampling methods, starting with afgantsy clubs around the former Soviet Union. The interviews were grounded in a set questionnaire. Since the focus of these interviews was far broader than that of the present article and since a great deal has been written about the afgantsy both in the former Soviet Union or its successor states and in the West, I have necessarily had resort to many of these sources to supplement my own findings.[4]


    The aim of this article is to draw a more nuanced picture of the Soviet Afghan war veterans, who were frequently perceived by Soviet society as bing a homogeneous group, distinct from regular citizens,[5] and were duly dubbed by various epithets: drug addicts, criminals, heroes—to name just the most popular. My research, however, indicates that most of the veterans refute the idea that there was any typical afganets or characteristic afganets mentality despite their common background. My interviewees tended, however, to agree that the veterans could be classified in several groupings specified in my questionnaire. A total of 18.4 percent accepted their classification in two sub-groups—the so-called “lost generation” who resorted to drugs, crime, and violence, and those determined to help transform society; while 54.8 percent said they could be divided into three categories: those who returned with an active civic position; the so-called “lost generation”; and those indistinguishable from the population at large. Even among the 26.9 percent who denied altogether that there was a typical afganets, up to 35 percent attributed to members of their group certain features or inclinations listed explicitly in the questionnaire. These sub-divisions were designed to throw light on the ways and the extent to which the afgantsy adapted to civilian life or were accepted into their home surroundings.


    The majority, in fact, ultimately found their niche in civvy street even if they did not fulfill the Komsomol daily organ’s ambitious definition of the “found generation” as those who re-integrated into civilian life, took up key positions in Komsomol committees, helped restructure the education of the young, created clubs for reservists, entered higher education, and played an active part in perestroika.[6]


    The afgantsy belonged to different nationalities; came from a wide variety of surroundings, although most came from villages, kolkhozy, and small towns, and were sons of blue-collar workers, farmers, and junior white-collar employees;[7] had had a variety of experiences in Afghanistan, the main divide being between those who had participated directly in fighting and those who had not; and returned at different times, those coming back before glasnost and those coming back under glasnost arriving in rather dissimilar societies. Naturally, too, comprising a relatively large group of people—estimated at anywhere between 620,000 and approximately one million[8]—they could hardly be expected to reintegrate in their home society in the same way.


    A paper prepared for the Supreme Soviet Committee for the Affairs of Internationalist Soldiers in 1991 discussed the veterans’ heterogeneity—in their acknowledgement of the war, their value orientation, and their conduct in Afghanistan and back home. Their views of the war diverged, some recognizing its tragic nature, others perceiving it as a heroic epic; while some sought to preserve their sense of self-worth, others contented themselves with the status of legionnaire; some actually carried over their animosity toward the “adversary” in Afghanistan, found his equivalent at home (usually a local official) and were ready to destroy him.[9] Thirteen percent of my interviewees, responding to a multiple-choice question, visualized themselves on returning home as insufficiently appreciated heroes; 34 percent—as people to whom society owed a debt; and 53 percent—as pawns in a political game.


    Having different views of themselves, of the war, and of Soviet society, the afgantsy embarked on various paths as they re-integrated. It took them varying periods of time to overcome the moral and psychological upheaval they had experienced. Some never did,[10] while others, especially perhaps in rural areas and in the country’s southern periphery, moved ahead as if they had undergone a regular bout of army service. The difficulties the afgantsy encountered were more considerable than those known to troops returning from a prolonged period of war the world over, enhanced as they were by the upheavals that shook their home society in the latter half of the 1980s that entailed political uncertainty, economic crisis, and an ideological and ideational vacuum.


    Welcome Home?


    While in Afghanistan, most soldiers merely wanted to survive and return home. Just a few had qualms even then, and the seriously wounded were actually reluctant to go home.[11] But the afgantsy did not find the home they had been yearning for. “You never really return home,” one of them is recorded as saying.


    Those who came back early on in the war, one of my interviewees noted, were greeted as heroes.[12] But after the first years, this changed—although Soviet government policy dictated that local communities “conduct ‘welcome home’ ceremonies, … largely meaningless, empty rituals,” that the afgantsy called “the ‘false face of welcome’.”[13]


    Over time, the overriding sentiment of the returning afgantsy was almost certainly anger. They were angry at the way they had been sent to, and prepared for, Afghanistan. They were angry at the way they had been lied to and at the lies that continued to be told about the war.[14] If the lurid side of the war, including the fact that Soviet planes and helicopters sometimes attacked Soviet troops, were to be pushed under the carpet, one afganets said in reaction to Andrei Sakharov’s call for the entire truth about the war, “our children may also want, when they read about it, to take part in a war.”[15]


    In particular perhaps, the veterans were angry at the rapportage on the war in the Soviet press and at the treatment they received from officialdom. One soldier told journalist Artem Borovik already in Afghanistan that the Soviet papers “write such crap it makes you sick.”[16] Of my interviewees, only four percent thought the reporting of the war in real time reflected the reality.


    Certainly, the attitude of the authorities toward the returning veterans as reflected both in the media and in the practical, material sphere was at best ambiguous. On the one hand, they had participated in a “hidden” war (to use the term favored by Borovik); on the other hand, as of 1983, it was formally recognized that they were owed a debt and were entitled to material benefits, l’goty (lit. privileges). The decree of 17 January 1983 to this effect was the first official document to recognize soldiers of the 40th Army, the “limited contingent of Soviet troops” fighting in Afghanistan, as servicemen fulfilling an assignment of the Soviet state.[17] Yet, “the decree was not published, trapped in the limbo of this undeclared war,” and as a result often ignored. (In Uzbekistan, the situation seems to have been better than in the RSFSR, several afgantsy with whom I spoke there testifying that they actually began receiving their privileges in the mid-1980s; one afganets actually showed me the card entitling him to l’goty dated April 1984.[18]) Not until 1988 did public decrees detail the benefits and privileges due at least to the invalids, although by then, lack of funds, the general chaos of Soviet administration, and the poor state of the Soviet health system frequently precluded any adequate treatment even for them. As Galeotti has noted, the relevant authorities tended still to be totally ignorant of the legislation on veterans’ rights and those that were aware of their responsibilities toward veterans, war invalids, and bereaved families “often took the official silence to be a signal of the lack of priority to be granted the issue.”[19] The cavalier fashion in which officialdom related to the afgantsy was widely acknowledged and even given publicity in the media.[20]


    Many afgantsy were similarly infuriated—and humiliated—by the labels attached to them (junkies, rapists) and by the accusations hurled at them by a society that toward the end of the 1980s looked upon the war as a national disgrace and blamed the soldiers who had fought it. They felt misunderstood in face of the widespread refusal to acknowledge the hardships and sacrifices to which they had been consigned in a backward and unfriendly foreign country. Young boys, one of them said, had been “taken from their homes, had a gun stuck in their hands and [been] taught to kill. They were told they were on a holy mission and that their country would remember them. Now people turn away and try to forget the war, especially those who sent us there in the first place.”[21] In some places they encountered gibes, such as “Only fools go to Afghanistan,” or were told they had stolen the medals they wore.[22]


    A charge that was particularly stinging was that they had lost the war. “Who says we lost the war? Here’s where we lost it, back home, in our own country.”[23] In the words of the song “Afghan Syndrome” of the punk-rock troupe “Grazhdanskaia oborona”, losing the war meant to be ashamed of one’s medals, to be shunned like a thief, to live like a spring with a hand on the trigger.[24] The ultimate blow—and insult—came in December 1989 when the Congress of People’s Deputies condemned the war as a political and moral mistake that ineluctably stigmatized its veterans, in the words of one afganets, as “the victims of a political adventure.”[25]


    While the loyalty of some afgantsy to the Soviet regime and mother country was unimpaired by their ordeals, others acquired new perceptions. The secretary of the Supreme Soviet committee on the veterans stressed that the afganets “looks at the society which sent him to his death through different eyes.”[26] Many afgantsy could no longer stomach the falsehoods that Soviet society seemed to be based upon. The lies in the media “opened my eyes,” one of them said. “Afghan cured me of the illusion that everything’s OK here, and that the press and television tell the truth… I wanted to do something specific,… speak out, tell the truth, but my mother stopped me. ‘We’ve lived like this all our lives,’ she said.” Or another testimony: “It was quite a shock for me, the black marketeers, the mafia and the apathy—but they won’t let us get on and do something serious about it.”[27]


    Well before the war’s end, different perspectives were manifest among the afgantsy regarding both the war and the regime that had consigned them to Afghanistan. In 1986, one veteran wrote to a newspaper that “not everyone believes the old cliché that an 18-year-old youngster is happy to fulfill his internationalist duty in Afghanistan.”[28] His doubts evoked “a torrent of ‘ferocious and virulent letters’” from fellow afgantsy who insisted that “internationalism is not only a political concept, but first and foremost, a moral virtue, like honesty, decency and intelligence.”[29] Another, who had completed a year of higher education prior to being enlisted and returned to his studies on demobilization in 1986, decided he wanted out; after all the rottenness he had seen in Afghanistan, where officers stole “everything they could lay their hands on,” he decided there was no future in the Soviet Union. Regarded as a hero at the Moscow institute where he studied, he was unable to persuade people, especially professors and others of the older generation, that there was nothing good, heroic or nice about the war.[30]


    As time passed, the reality of their daily existence, on the one hand, and of the deteriorating situation around them, on the other, slapped the afgantsy in the face. On the personal level, they found themselves increasingly misunderstood, judged, marginalized. On the broader, public level, the lies about the war in the media opened their eyes to the falsity on which the Soviet system was based.


    Acclimatization: to Swim or Flounder in the Maelstrom of Perestroika?


    Settling back into civilian life entailed finding work or entering further education; acquiring accommodation; and learning to live with one’s experiences and memories. Often the third goal was the hardest to achieve.


    For many afgantsy the war did not end with their return. Afghanistan stayed with them, “followed them home, plaguing them as they tried to adapt to a new life.”[31] For years, they couldn’t sleep, they had nightmares. Alexievich cites many such cases. In the words of a nurse, for example, “all of us who were there have a graveyard of memories.” And a former private testified, “Two years after I got home I was still dreaming I was at my own funeral… or else waking up in a panic because I had no ammo to shoot myself with.”[32] Many were frightened to go out of the house for months and sometimes longer. A nurse who went there in 1980 said a decade later, “don’t tell me the war’s over now… I’ll be haunted by Afghanistan for the rest of my life. … You try and live a normal life, the way you lived before. But you can’t.” The men “came home, fell in love, had kids—but none of it really helped. Afghanistan was more important than anything else.” A woman who had served there as an NCO in the security service was even more pessimistic: “This war will never be finished—our children will go on fighting it.”[33] These sentiments that are common to war veterans, particularly to those who go to war at a very young age and who spend protracted periods in constant fear of death, appeared incongruous to a society whose term of reference was the Great Patriotic War that was a very different war, fought in totally different circumstances, and in which the entire population was enlisted. Nor was the afgantsy’s condition recognized as demanding medical or other treatment until the very end of the war.


    Hundreds and perhaps thousands of soldiers who returned before the war was over reportedly “stormed” the military commissariats demanding to be sent back to the war, either because they longed for the action or the camaraderie of Afghanistan or because they felt unwanted at home.[34] Some veterans sought to find the action they needed by going to places within the Soviet Union where there were risk and perils, “craving for real life instead of mere existence.”[35] They were in evidence wherever there was danger or fighting. One Ukrainian veteran volunteered to go to Chernobyl, then to the scene of the earthquake in Armenia (1989), and finally went to work at the Ministry for Emergency Situations.[36] Another, from Minsk, volunteered to go to Transdniestria when fighting broke out there (November 1990) because he wanted to go on fighting.[37]


    The war had transformed the afgantsy, changing many of them irremediably. In the words of a psychologist who had served in Afghanistan, coming into contact with the totally novel conditions of Afghanistan and the war had brought about a change in, indeed a break with, their previous personality and values. They had had perforce to shake off the shackles and the illusions that had surrounded them at every turn as they grew up in the Soviet Union and to fend for, and rely on, themselves. The afgantsy thus returned with new attributes—and illusions—and a new mental structure that nobody in the Soviet Union needed. This applied especially to those coming back at or toward the war’s end, who returned to a society that welcomed the termination of this unpopular war and did not know how to handle people who took pride in having participated in it and expected some sign of gratitude for just that. The situation was made even more complicated by the fact that the veterans’ new tough and uncompromising personality was more rigid than the immature one they had taken to Afghanistan and accordingly difficult to change.


    The same psychologist discerns two distinct stages in the veterans’ adaptation. The first was that of shock, the disappointment at encountering a totally unanticipated reality, to which different people reacted in different ways. Some resolved to fight for their rights, others to unite in order to withstand together the “strange” world into which they had fallen, a third group to withdraw to alcohol and drugs, a fourth to link up with the criminal world, and so on. While a minority entered quickly into the rut of the surrounding society, most moved on to the second stage—of enhanced alienation. They became overpowered by “negative experiences and complex emotional situations” and destructive actions took over. Their conduct became inconsistent and illogical, and they took unnecessary risks. Often this led to a profound psychological crisis, even to suicide, and the afganets was baffled: to what precisely should he adapt as the society around him disintegrated? Some wanted to feel needed and decided to cleanse society, but to do so by endeavoring to impose their own perceptions and by resorting to illegal methods, reverting to patterns they had known during the war.[38]


    Indeed, the returning veterans felt they were not like everyone else. They were more serious, “we had killed people and our friends had been killed before our eyes.”[39] They could not see in new fashions or forms of dance issues that genuinely concerned them, as they did their contemporaries.[40] Many of them could no longer intermingle with their former friends, for they had had experiences—whether in the barracks or in combat—they just couldn’t discuss with anyone.[41] Made to feel like outsiders, “they were confused in trying to decide what to do in order to start a normal civilian life.”[42]


    The afgantsy, like the veterans of Vietnam, “experienced prolonged emotional problems in the years following military service—Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder” (PTSD),[43] commonly known in the Soviet Union as the “Afghan syndrome”. The symptoms ascribed to PTSD are precisely those characteristic of the afgantsy: “flashbacks, emotional numbness, withdrawal, jumpy hyperalertness or over-compensatory extroversion.”[44] The incidence of psychological damage is reportedly particularly high in wars like Afghanistan: modern counter-insurgency wars and wars where soldiers fight without faith in their cause.[45] PTSD, moreover, frequently led to physical problems and early death from a wide range of illnesses.[46] Two articles published on the web in 2006 and 2013 maintained that the intensity of physical and psychological disorders among the afgantsy was actually mounting. The earlier article, published anonymously, maintained that five years after the final withdrawal, 41.5 percent of the veterans were diagnosed as suffering from heart disease, 53.7 percent from intestinal disorders, and a large (unspecified) number from various nervous ailments. A decade later, in 2005, over one thousand reportedly attempted to commit suicide and in 2006, according to a “rough estimate,” 100,000 were in jail.[47]


    There is no consensus as to the extent of the Afghan syndrome. According to a booklet of the Ukrainian Center for Psychotherapy and Medical Ethics and the Psychological Service of the Union of Afghan Veterans (SVA), Soviet academics considered that 80 percent of afgantsy suffered one form or another of post-traumatic stress. The same source described the impact of PTSD on the personality, values, and conduct of the veterans, stressing that it could be expected to worsen with the passage of time.[48]


    My own interviewees tended to see the picture in a more optimistic light. Over one-third (37 percent) maintained that all their personal acquaintances adjusted quickly to civilian life; another third (35 percent) said they personally knew veterans whom it took several months to readjust; 10 percent responded that some of their acquaintances needed psychological assistance but eventually re-entered society; and 18 percent said they knew cases of afgantsy who received psychological treatment but never made it back to normalcy.[49]


    The disparity may well be due to the fact that those who reported the ubiquitous nature of psychological disorders were looking particularly at Russia, Ukraine, and Belarus. Although cases were recorded in Central Asia and the Caucasus as well, they seem to have been rarer[50]—and not to have been professionally treated.[51] Certainly, the psycho-social impact of the war was neither uniform in content nor strength and worked on many levels, depending on the type of unit in which the soldiers served, their experiences, characters, home and social environment, and other variables. There were those who felt strengthened by the experience; in the words of one of them, “Thanks to Afghan, I became a human being.”[52] “For some, it bred zeal, a compulsive need for action and approbation. But at the other end of the scale, it produced violence, maladjustment, and suicide.”[53] Some drowned their problems in drink or resorted to drugs, to which a large, if not overwhelming, number of them had had recourse in Afghanistan.[54] Many afgantsy retired into themselves: “This feeling that I don’t want to go on living gets stronger with every passing day. I have no desire to meet anyone or see anything… The same thing’s happening to all the people I’ve kept in touch with from my time over there.”[55]


    The self-hate, self-disgust, guilt feeling, and social isolation, were reflected first and foremost in difficulty in forming and maintaining intimate relationships, especially when these sentiments bred into the general hostility of society, and a high rate of suicide.[56] These very same feelings brought some veterans into the fold of the Church.[57] Metropolitan Pitirim participated in several afgantsy fora and demonstrated manifest interest in their lot.[58] At an exhibition of afganets art in Moscow in 1991, the motif of crucifixion appeared in several pictures, with an afganets “nailed to the cross to expiate the sins of a whole people.”[59] This very etching, or one similar, appeared on the cover of the booklet of poems of paratroop officer Dmitrii Semenov, Bol’ (Pain; Moscow, 1990), in which many of the poems were of a manifestly Christian nature. And Union of Veterans of Afghanistan (SVA) organ Pobratim devoted considerable space to religious motifs.


    By the end of the war Soviet psychologists were studying and treating PTSD; in early 1990 Director of the SVA Psychological Service Madridin Magomed-Eminov wrote a major article on “The Syndrome of the Front-Line Soldier.” His basic premise was that the soldier’s return home was no less psychologically critical than his dispatch to the war and meant that on returning home he had yet another, internal war to fight.[60]


    The result of the moral conflict to which the soldiers were exposed during the war was that the soldiers returned home with a sharpened sense of justice and morality that made their acclimatization difficult and alienated the authorities.[61] Their “code of values” that was “at odds with civilian ethics” meant, when combined with the license to use a gun, a “heady” power of life and death which might be conducive to compulsive violence. Indeed, studies suggested “a trend towards criminality in a significant proportion of the afgantsy,” although it did not necessarily find expression in practice.[62] One American political analyst, commenting on the veterans’ problems, said that their difficulties in finding housing and employment led them in different directions. Some became “part of the restless youth underground of punks, heavy metalists, and other informal groups”; others became “hard-liners and set up veterans’ organizations dedicated to the military-political education of the youth or to violence against what they see as decadent critics of society.”[63]


    The difficulties the veterans encountered in entering civilian life in the latter half of the 1980s were made all the more acute by the uncertainties and chaos induced by glasnost and the economic stringency of everyday life. For perestroika undermined the traditional checks and balances that had regulated citizens’ living standards and lifestyle and provided a certain sense of security.


    In early 1986, the press was bringing stories of veterans deciding to take the law into their own hands to mete out justice to “money-grubbers” who evaded the courts and other anti-social elements.[64] Venting their anger, they ended up on the defendant’s bench for carrying out lynch laws against people whom they felt the authorities did not punish sufficiently for their deeds. Or they might attack and even murder members of a variety of subcultures—punks, rockers, heavy-metal fans,[65] particularly semi-Westernized youth cultures, the very same fraternities with which their fellow veterans had teamed up.


    My own interviews show that a rather high percentage of veterans approved resorting to force to change a situation or achieve one’s ends. Indeed, the veterans tended to see their mission or role in society as that of vigilantes who aspired to rectify the wrongs they saw around them by taking the law into their own hands. Some in fact became vigilantes by virtue of their employment in security organs and various organizations that wanted bodyguards or through their association with gangs (such as the Liubertsy or Kaskad) that sought to mend society by military discipline and paramilitary arts.[66]


    Some veterans felt it necessary to leave their native towns and villages. Unable to reintegrate into their home surroundings, they moved elsewhere to start a new life. One soldier who returned in 1985 wrote to an army newspaper: “I did not know what to do or where to go. I did not find understanding among my friends and all my family.” (His mother had died while he was in Afghanistan, one of a long list of parents who fell seriously ill or died from worry.) “My nerves started to fail. I decided to leave my native village for some place as far away as possible.” Eventually, he found work in a cotton-spinning factory, where there were other afgantsy among whom he could find understanding.[67] The need or, at least, aspiration to be among their own led them when the opportunity arose to build—and inhabit—their own housing communes.[68]


    On the surface, the afgantsy made different choices. Some opted for a quiet life. Others preferred to engage in public activity. Here too there were various options. Some resolved to focus on the fight for the rights they believed were their due from a state and society on behalf of which they had endured a hard war that had taken the lives of many of their comrades and crippled many more. Others were determined to assist in mending the wrongs and misdoings they saw all around them that glasnost was highlighting.


    The different paths the veterans followed, then, were frequently the outcome of objective circumstances, such as the clash between the political, moral, and psychological function of the way the Soviet Union surrounded its military past with an aura of heroic myth,[69] and the mood in society in the mid- and late 1980s. But probably no less often they emanated from their own personal situation and context.


    Career Patterns


    Employers frequently hesitated to hire Afghan war veterans because they were regarded as “difficult”.[70] Eventually, however, most seem to have found employment, apparently—judging from anecdotal evidence—in all sectors of the job market. According to Galeotti, the job advertisements in the veterans’ press (Pobratim 1989–91) divided approximately into one-third for military-related work, one-third for sales and entrepreneurial opportunities, and one-third for conventional blue-collar work.[71]


    By the time the Soviet Union broke up, 70,000 veterans had found careers in the Soviet armed forces.[72] Many, probably the great majority, were clearly officers or NCOs who had chosen a military career prior to serving in Afghanistan. Among others, they had the advantage of not having to endure the psychological shock of readapting to civilian life although some had difficulty in facing the rigorous discipline and formalism of Soviet army life. One pilot who returned to his native Barnaul in 1983 remained in the army for another two and one-half years, during which he constantly bickered with his commander and his political deputy over what he considered their abuse of authority; eventually, he was discharged as unfit for service.[73]


    The higher echelons of the armed services were similarly replenished with Afghan war veterans, clearly because their experience in directing combat was considered an important asset in a service that had seen relatively little fighting for well over a generation. Several of the 40th Army’s senior officers became generals, either in the course of the war—like former helicopter regiment commander Vitalii Pavlov and former paratroop division commander Al’bert Sliusar’—or after it ended. Many also took up or were appointed to teaching positions in military academies, including Sliusar’ who by 1985 headed the Riazan’ Higher Paratroop Academy.[74] Others were sent to various Military Districts. Yu. Kuznetsov, a lieutenant-colonel in the paratroop forces in Afghanistan, became a Hero of the Soviet Union, a full colonel, and commander of the Central Asian Military District (MD) Panfilov Motor-Rifle Guards Division. Viktor Kot who commanded a sub-division of fighter-bombers in Afghanistan likewise returned a Hero of the Soviet Union, took over command of an air force regiment, and was shortly afterwards promoted to the rank of major-general and deputy commander of the Far Eastern MD air force.[75] Lieutenant-Colonel Ruslan Aushev became commander of a mechanized infantry division in the same MD.[76] And Boris Gromov, the last commander of the 40th Army, was appointed commander of the Kiev MD.[77]


    By late 1991 too, 14,000 afgantsy had been recruited into the Ministry of the Interior (MVD), where, according to Gromov, by now First Deputy Minister of the Interior, they applied “professionalism acquired in Afghanistan,”[78] and another 20,000–22,000 in the emergency services, in criminal investigation units, the prosecutor’s office and special squads and as security guards. They were especially strong in macho, action-centered emergency units that were “most assiduous in recruiting veterans.” At first, afgantsy were not enlisted to the new Interior Ministry special units, the OMON, the MVD personnel department head considering their “youthful maximalism” potentially disadvantageous. Over time, however, this changed even in the center and did not apply a priori in some national republics (see below). The “alternative” law enforcement agencies where afgantsy served included the druzhina, the voluntary people’s militia organized to assist the police in maintaining public order; Workers’ Detachments set up to break up strikes and radical protest; and municipal militias, for instance in the Russian city of Tol’iatti, in Dushanbe, and ultimately in Moscow. Others were drawn to the fire service and trauma para-medicine.[79] “Essentially,” we are told, “national-patriotic forces want to use the ‘afgantsy’ as the basis of their military formations.”[80]


    The marked growth in the crime rate and general feeling of instability that accompanied the deterioration of the Soviet state was apparently the backdrop to the huge interest in the Soviet Union in the late 1980s in martial arts, such as unarmed combat, that became “a sure-fire money-spinner… for which the afgantsy were well prepared to cater.” Against the background of the new economic freedoms, the sense of insecurity was also conducive to the mushrooming of “a private security business, providing bodyguards, private investigators, security experts and even computer data crime specialists, culminating in the founding of the Independent Society of Private Detectives in 1991” whose chair was an afganets. The more professional agencies refused to hire veterans, preferring people with experience in the MVD or KGB, and the afgantsy found their way into “the shadowy world of bodyguarding, which so often shaded directly into criminality.” They in fact “acquired a reputation as bouncers and bodyguards,” the Union of Veterans of Afghanistan setting up its own firm to provide security for persons and property. “Groups and individuals of every political complexion took to finding afganets minders, from the liberal Aprel’ group (protected by volunteers from the Union of Democratic Afghan War Veterans) to … Russian nationalist icon…Aleksandr Nevzorov. In the Baltic [republics], the local [Communist] Party supported the formation of the Viking cooperative, whereby local afgantsy would moonlight and protect Party buildings from nationalists at the taxpayer’s expense. Afgantsy seem to have occupied a similar position within the underworld”; although none of the major criminals was an afganets, it “often had a respectable proportion of veteran ‘soldiers’.”[81] Likewise, they were easily recruited to groups like the right-wing, anti-semitic Russian nationalist organization Pamiat’, whose leader surrounded himself with veterans as bodyguards.[82]


    Almost at the other end of the scale, rather a large number of veterans seem to have found their way into the ranks of Komsomol-initiated activity. In 1985, MPA head Colonel-General Aleksei Lizichev cited the experience of the soldier-internationalists as a potent weapon in the military-patriotic education (VPV) armory “to defeat ‘pacifist tendencies’ in Soviet youth” and the following year, the Komsomol set up an Administration for Afghan Questions.[83] Already in the early years of the war, afgantsy were enlisted to speak in schools and to discuss in the Volunteer Society for Cooperation with the Army, Aviation, and Fleet (DOSAAF) their military service, the lofty duty of defending the motherland, and the value of military comradeship.[84] Now, in the latter half of the decade, this appears to have become full-time employment. The head of an oblast’ council of veterans in Tajikistan said in 1988, “we have a particularly great responsibility for preparing young people for military service.” This framework provided pre-conscription teen-agers “grounding” in military arts and reservists some brush-up training, as well as instruction in useful skills—driving, electronics, first aid—and the wider, ideological and propaganda network building and defending the party’s monopoly of authority and legitimacy. “There was money and hence power and blat (influence and power[85]) in such activities, the motors that drove any good Soviet careerist.” VPV meant jobs and “extra-curricular opportunities to collaborate with the system which were an essential aid to lubricating the rest of one’s life within the Party-State.” Not surprisingly, many delegates to the 1987 XX All-Union Komsomol Congress had served in Afghanistan.[86]


    Afghan veterans were given grants for professional training and retraining and admitted to university, which made entry somewhat easier for them. They received extra grants and required lower entrance marks. Those who were not Russians, however, seem not to have been enabled to continue to advanced studies in Russian universities.[87]


    Alleviating the afgantsy’s entrance into university was perceived by some veterans as designed to keep them out of trouble. One student who’d lost an arm in the war remembered how the dean “called me in to see him. ‘Look,’ he said, ‘we gave you a place even though your grades weren’t really good enough’.” He was given to understand that “they were frightened of us, because they knew that if we organized we’d fight for our rights and they’d have to give us flats and so on.”[88]


    Many, too, went into blue-collar jobs. Those who came from kolkhozy and returned home may have found work in the kolkhoz. One veteran, who returned with one arm, had no choice other than to do menial work on his kolkhoz in Belarus, for pensions became increasingly unsatisfactory as the economy deteriorated and the money ran out—until he resolved to take up studies.[89]


    In short, afgantsy entered all walks of life, with a disproportionately large number in the armed services and enforcement agencies, on the one hand, and in semi- or partially martial professions and niches, on the other hand. As they fought their way into a floundering economy, where they were seemingly disadvantaged by lost time and their singular experience, they felt an increasing need to consolidate and close ranks. In this way, they hoped to both sustain the camaraderie of Afghanistan and to create a framework for mutual assistance in an increasingly unfriendly environment.


    Veteran Associations: the Salience of Collective Action


    The veterans’ sense of togetherness, of having a similar, even identical, fate, entailing among others a feeling of singular vulnerability, comprised the basis for the afgantsy clubs. These associations, however, never represented a united, coherent force. They lacked both a uniform mentality and singleness of purpose; according to Galeotti, their generally low social profile deprived them “of a single, audible voice.”[90] This, although from my interviews it is apparent that the veterans believed for the most part that the afgantsy comprised a significant political force as the group in society that was most tightly consolidated.


    At first, most afganets activity united veterans on a local basis and as individuals or circles of friends. The Novosibirsk afgantsy, for instance, set up an informal network for self-help and mutual support as early as 1983—although (more commonly) most of the early sporadic grass-root afgantsy clubs surfaced in 1985–86.


    With the advent of state-initiated glasnost and the concomitant “enthusiasm of the Soviet people to test their new-found freedoms of speech and association, an appreciation of the unique needs of the afgantsy and of the advantages in unity began to spread.” This, as Galeotti points out, was the backdrop to the “first initiatives” of the Establishment—in the form of the Komsomol—to forge and direct the ‘afganets movement’,” within the general trend to “replace the leash with the harness, to release society and yet channel it to economic and political reconstruction.”[91]


    In 1987 the draft of a new law on public organizations was prepared, and although it was not enacted, a first officially sanctioned national conference of “informal” associations (neformaly) took place in Moscow that same year. However, these associations only acquired full legal rights with the passing in October 1990 of the Law on Social Organizations.[92] Notwithstanding, well before the disintegration of the Soviet Union, afgantsy clubs surfaced at both the national and the republican, regional, and even municipal, level.


    A postal survey was conducted by Galeotti in 1991–92 of nine veteran groups “ranging in size from 45 to 1,800 members, and geographically scattered from Kaliningrad to Karaganda,” with over 4,400 members between them. The survey found the groups “strikingly homogeneous, combining the imperatives of self-help and military-patriotic education with a generous portion of shrewd economic and political entrepreneurship,” designed to give help to the victims of the war and “other charitable causes.” The central focus would invariably be “the acquisition of resources to redistribute to the needy: themselves, their friends, the parents of their fallen comrades, a characteristically Soviet mix of Robin Hood altruism and hard-hearted self-interest. As such, economics lay at the heart of the ‘afganets movement’.”[93]


    Afgantsy working for the Perm association set up three teenager clubs for “working-class kids who would be the next generation of draftees and, had the war continued, afgantsy.” Moreover, veterans liked to find “the camaraderie of the groups, the macho heroism of stories and films shown at meetings and the opportunity to test one’s physical abilities.”[94] In Donetsk Oblast, where the Party, Komsomol, soviet and trade union organizations enlisted veterans in political education activities and strengthening public order through Komsomol volunteer militia detachments, one in ten former internationalist soldiers was a member of a Komsomol committee or bureau in May 1987.[95] The best known club was probably “Dolg” (Duty) set up in Moscow that same year, and so called because its members had fulfilled their internationalist duty; because they felt they had a duty toward their fallen comrades, the maimed and disabled and their families; and toward the younger generation “to tell them of their duty, transmit our experience, help them prepare better for their army service and altogether to overcome life’s difficulties.”[96] In November 1987, a first nation-wide convention of afgantsy, the All-Union Gathering of Young Reservists, took place—in Ashkhabad, capital of Turkmenistan, under Komsomol auspices. It assembled some 2,000 veterans from clubs and associations throughout the country.[97]


    For the veterans, the clubs that were at first a place where they could meet people like themselves and preserve their disparate identity in an unaccepting society, became over time primarily a framework for the fight for their rights. In the words of Hedrick Smith, the afgantsy associations lobbied for “proper health care, for preferred treatment as consumers, and for understanding from the home folks.”[98] One invalid afganets insisted that the veterans “all have the same problems—lousy pensions, the difficulty of getting a flat and a bit of furniture together, no decent medicines or prostheses… If ever all that gets sorted out our veterans’ clubs will fall apart. Once I get what I need, and perhaps a fridge and washing-machine and a Japanese video … that’ll be it! I won’t need the club any more.”[99]


    In parallel to developments throughout Soviet society and in the body politic, pressures began to build for the scattered community of afgantsy associations to unite within an umbrella formation. A consensus arose within the Afghan “movement” that it needed some “national-level body to articulate its views and… ensure that it was not overlooked at the center.” This was the sense of a decision taken by the March 1990 All-Union Conference of Chairmen of Afghan Veteran Organizations.[100] However, not one, but two bodies came into being, the Union of Veterans of Afghanistan—the SVA—and the All-Union Association of Reserve Soldiers’ Councils, Internationalist Soldiers and Military-Patriotic Unions.


    The SVA claimed in 1991 to represent more than 300,000 afgantsy, to embrace over one thousand primary organizations, in every union republic except Estonia, 185 regional sections, nine republican SVAs and to have an annual budget of 7,000,000 rubles, equaling $960,000.[101] Yet, just between one-half and two-thirds were active members, the others being there simply to “ensure a place in the queue for a special flat or access to charitable food parcels without any real feeling of belonging to a community.” Once out of uniform, many clearly preferred to perceive themselves first and foremost as “Soviets, Estonians, workers, students, Muscovites, Christians, or whatever.” (Of my own interviewees, approximately one-half were members of veteran clubs.)


    In the event, neither nationwide organization was capable of winning political recognition for its claims. The public mood became “increasingly angry and divided,” as a result of “hunger, shortage, disillusion and an apparent policy impasse in the Kremlin.” In this context, marginal groups such as the afgantsy received “short shrift.”[102]


    Afgantsy associations at the various levels continued to exist when the union republics became successor states. The founding conference of the Russian Federation SVA took place in November 1990. In 2014, the Bukhara provincial Afghan veterans’ association was still continuing to convene several times a year—on February 15, the anniversary of the final withdrawal; May 9, Victory Day of the Great Patriotic War; Uzbekistan’s Independence Day and “when [the] occasion arises.” Its members continued to meet with afgantsy from different regions of Uzbekistan, from other Central Asian states, and from different Soviet successor states further away, including Russia.[103]


    In March 1992 a Committee for Internationalist Soldiers Attached to the Council of the Heads of Government of the Commonwealth Member States was also established, headed by Ruslan Aushev. However, as a result of ongoing confrontation and conflicts between the successor states, coordinated activity between their respective organizations was difficult, if not impossible. For example, the United Council of the Georgian Federation of Veterans announced that the intention of the chairman of the Union of Afgantsy-Internationalists to represent Georgia in the parade planned by the Russian Boevoe bratstvo (“Fighting Brotherhood”) for May 2014 was no less than treason, since Abkhazia and South Ossetia were to participate as independent states.[104]


    There were other reasons as well for disagreement and clashes between afganets organizations. One chairman of the Russian Fund for Invalids of the War in Afghanistan was killed in 1994 and two years later, a subsequent chairman met the same fate, together with 14 others, apparently in an attempt to lay hands on the spoils. A few people at the top of the Afghan veteran organizations waxed rich, only a small part of the money actually getting to the disabled ex-servicemen for whom it was intended.[105]


    One summation perceived the “afganets movement” as


    taking advantage of freedoms offered by glasnost’, trying to fight for some share of resources in the period of democratization, then pushed back into the ghetto in the face of hard times and disinterest on the part of society as a whole. In many ways, … it reflected the evolution of Soviet—or at least, Russian—society, with its transition from informal groups within the existing structures to independent groupings, co-operatives and unions—a brief explosion of equal parts of idealism and pragmatism and then the slow, sullen retrenchment as times became even harder.[106]


    The Afgantsy, Perestroika and the Break-up of the Soviet Union


    There is little evidence that the majority of veterans were especially interested in politics. They were preoccupied helping one another and raising their families. According to one opinion, “Either they were so desperate to fit into mainstream society that they were too busy keeping their heads down, or they were just too tired and cynical to involve themselves in politics.” The politicized afgantsy who stole a great deal of limelight in the postwar years were a visible minority but not insignificant minority, for “in the light of the harsh lessons learned from the experiences of war, many felt the need to play their role in the unfolding fate and dissolution of the Soviet Union, whether in central politics or centrifugal localism.”[107]


    Asked about their participation in political activity and the events or manifestations in Soviet society that led them to take part in protests, just 35 percent of my interviewees answered that they undertook political activity of any sort and over half of these were motivated by the desire to improve their own lot and that of their afgantsy comrades. Interestingly, 20 percent responded to the question by saying they themselves had “no problems”—ergo, no motivation for undertaking political activity.


    The role of the afgantsy in Soviet society, however, was not determined solely by their active participation in political and social processes. According to a paper compiled in 1991, their very presence filled “a ‘liberating’ function… from the slumber of ignorance.” They became “a catalyst of the socio-political process” occurring in the country, enabling society to realize that the national interest did not entail military expansion into a neighboring country and bringing about an enhanced “national patriotism” for the war’s failure injured the national consciousness. At the same time, the afgantsy constituted “an obstacle to the tranquil life of a sector of the population and of many officials and a target of criticism of those inclined to see them as guilty of our social troubles.”


    The same paper, however, tells us that the veterans aspired “to use the various political forces to their own ends.”[108] In contrast, or in parallel, another source tells us that “both the ‘right’ and the ‘left’, the new political parties and social organizations, [tried] to use the Afgantsi for their own ends, to exploit their strength, their status, and their feelings of anger and bitterness in their political games.”[109] By 1990 afgantsy groups “campaigning for what they consider social justice” could be found maintaining “close contacts with Pamyat societies,” whereas a Sakharov Union of Democratic Afghan War Veterans defended “democratic activities,” including bodyguards for members of anti-Stalinist Memorial societies and other democratic organizations that came under attack from Pamiat’.[110] Their own subculture, however, as evidenced in their songs, indicates that their sympathies were rather with the latter grouping, the songs tending to have a clearly nationalist hue—a love of Russia, romanticism, intolerance of the West and of liberal and intellectual circles at home.[111]


    In the event, the Afghan veterans remained a marginal political group. The replacement of informal groups by more openly political ones in the later Gorbachev period “underpinned purely inward-looking or economic demands with a wider programme or world-view… [T]he need to pressure the State and unite to campaign for appropriate treatment of invalids fed into wider questions of political activity, of the socially just and necessary allocation of resources, and how groups could articulate their interests in wider for a.”[112]


    Yet, the Congress of People’s Deputies of the USSR elected in spring 1989 boasted a significant contingent of afgantsy.[113] Some were nominated by establishment institutions, others won in straight elections, sometimes “on a clear ‘afganets ticket,’ stressing either military-patriotic education or abhorrence of the war.” They were a veritable mix, from military candidates like Defense and State Security Committee member Colonel Valerii Ochirov to “party hack agitators” like the legless Komsomol appointee and official Serhii Chervonopys’kyi to L’viv Deputy Yurii Sorochyk and “veteran turned pacifist Vasilii Katrinich.” Deputy Senior Sergeant Yurii Shatrovenko was perhaps closest to being the “‘typical afganets deputy’ in highlighting three areas for concern”: the role of the army and its need for public support; youth affairs, “mixing authoritarian views on draft-dodging and military and civil indiscipline with an appreciation of the genuine problems of finding accommodation and meaningful work.” He also “appealed that the afgantsy and the country should be told, once and for all, whose fault the war was, and see that justice was done.” This mix was typical of the platforms of afgantsy candidates both in the USSR and the Russian elections, incorporating “the general concerns of the time: physical conditions, control of the organs of coercion, moral justice and the danger of civil anarchy.”[114]


    Although at the outset the afgantsy deputies resolved to work together, they at no stage represented a tight grouping since their political views were often very different. However, in April 1990 the USSR Supreme Soviet—the bicameral standing legislature elected by the Congress of People’s Deputies—set up a Committee for the Affairs of Internationalist Soldiers headed by Pavel Shetko who had lost an arm in the war and hurled himself into political activity. At first, the committee was to be comprised solely of afgantsy, but since they were inexperienced, it was decided to complement their number to assist in implementing its brief. Its secretary explained that its primary assignment was to give binding statutory authority to the various resolutions designed to assist the veterans. The committee succeeded in securing a 50 percent tax discount for afgantsy and a total exemption for their organizations; it developed links with the Ministry of Health to prepare coordinating plans for the war’s invalids; began negotiations with Mossovet (the Moscow City Council) on setting up memorials in the city. It hoped to get information on PoWs, some of whom had already set up families of their own, so as to inform their parents at home that they were alive, and Shetko went to Pakistan with a delegation and brought back two prisoners. When rioting occurred in Dushanbe in February 1990, the committee’s deputy chairman went there, “knocked together afgantsy ‘self-defense’ detachments and the situation normalized.” (This, at least, was the committee secretary’s version.) Over time, there were also working visits to the U.S. to meet Vietnam veterans and rehabilitation experts, and eventually, the Committee initiated a framework for the care and provision of veterans. It felt that the government’s draft program to help the afgantsy “lacked both an appropriate mechanism and an appreciation of the different needs of different veterans, as opposed to some notionally ‘average’ soldier-internationalist.”[115]


    When it came to the broader issues that were not directly related to the lot of the afgantsy, the veterans found themselves siding with liberals, conservatives, and radicals. Their estrangement from their peers, their contemporaries in their twenties and thirties, was accompanied by disgust at their materialism and lack of values.[116] But they were torn between the opponents of perestroika and glasnost on the grounds that Gorbachev’s reforms were leading to anarchy and Western values and fashions and endeavors to put an end to the ills of Soviet society with its corruption, nepotism, and endless bureaucracy.


    In parallel to strictly political activity, military or para-military activities took place in the Soviet Union’s last years and afgantsy were visible in all or most of them. The Kyrgyzstan OMON, for example, that played a significant role in quelling the ethnic disturbances in Osh in June 1990, had afgantsy in its ranks from the start.[117] Soon, riot policemen became Moscow’s instrument against nationalists in the local militias. This, although Gorbachev told Presidential aide Georgii Shakhnazarov in October 1990 that when “‘a leader of our afgantsy’ had told him that he must use whatever means necessary to impose order and he could then count on the army to support him,” Gorbachev had replied, “‘We are following another path’.”[118]


    In fact, the veterans showed enthusiasm defending nationalist causes in those union republics, where local politics became “tantamount to guerrilla warfare or warlordism.” Nationalism was both a cause that provided ideals to which they could pledge allegiance and offered employment “in which they could feel their experiences were an asset rather than a stigma.” Some 450 veterans took part in the Tbilisi demonstration in April 1989 and afgantsy fought in all Georgia’s wars—with Abkhazia in 1993, when they comprised a special unit and served as instructors, as other soldiers “knew nothing about fighting a war,” and again in South Ossetia in 2008.[119] Afgantsy became heavily involved on both sides in Armenian–Azerbaijani warfare in Nagorno-Karabakh, actually leading the opposing militias. In Lithuania, veterans joined defenders of the parliament in early 1991 when Soviet troops and OMON riot police which had recruited afgantsy stormed key buildings in Vilnius. They trained young volunteers in urban combat skills and the Lithuanian Union of Veterans of the War in Afghanistan warned the USSR Supreme Soviet Committee for the Affairs of Internationalist Soldiers that further attacks would “meet an ‘armed rebuff’.” With the first moves to form a Ukrainian army, the veterans were singled out as a vital source of recruits and an active constituency of support.[120] In fall 1991 Afghan war veterans joined Adolat (Justice) Party groups that began forming in the Ferghana Valley in Uzbekistan, and were part of an informal Muslim self-government structure that helped provide material assistance to the community, introducing zakat, the traditional Muslim tax intended to redistribute public wealth in favor of the poor.[121]


    In 1992, afgantsy joined the numerous military or paramilitary nationalist groupings that operated throughout the former Soviet Union (FSU)—the “Russian national legion” in South Ossetia, Chechen-Ingush insurgents, the Dniester Guard or the new Cossacks.[122] Indeed, Dzhokhar/Johar Dudayev, President of the Chechen Republic of Ichkeria, 1991–96, who had risen to the rank of major-general in the Soviet air force, participated in the war in Afghanistan, for which he had been awarded the Orders of the Red Star and the Red Banner. He actually introduced and developed carpet-bombing tactics against mujahidin forces and participated personally in bombing their strongholds. At the same time, the Russian Interior Ministry SOBR (Special Rapid Reaction Force) in Groznyi in 1995 was composed almost entirely of Afghan veterans.[123] Chechen afgantsy helped their Russian counterparts locate missing Russian soldiers in the First Russo–Chechen War (1994–96) and on one occasion fraternizing between the former and a captured Russian Afghan veteran officer enabled the liberation of the officer’s fifty men who had fallen into Chechen hands.[124]


    The Afghan war veterans continued to play a role in the FSU’s various states. In the year 2000, the anti-government Afghanistan War Veterans’ Party had a separate ticket and received 8 percent of the vote in the elections to Kyrgyzstan’s Legislative Assembly.[125] In Lithuania, Valdas Tutkus who had been a company commander in Afghanistan from 1983 to 1985 filled a number of senior command posts before becoming commander of the country's armed forces with the rank of Major-General from 2004 to 2009. Still in 2014, the highest-ranking officers in Uzbekistan were officers who had served in Afghanistan.[126] And in the Euromaidan protest movement in Kiev in late 2013–early 2014, the afgantsy were highly visible throughout the nearly four months that the demonstrations lasted.[127] Here again, Afghan veterans found themselves—as in Vilnius and Nagorno-Karabakh—fighting on both sides. (For the rationale behind the interventionism of Russian afgantsy in the Near Abroad, see following section.)


    The Role of Afgantsy Generals in Soviet and Successor State Politics


    Given the general turmoil that characterized the political arena in Gorbachev’s last years and the inefficacy of sectorial, afganets-centered activity, the higher-placed veterans inevitably sought to participate in both all-union and national, republic-based politics. Already prior to their actual involvement some of them had begun to take sides in the mounting confrontation between those who sought to preserve the traditional Soviet body politic and the reformists led by Gorbachev’s more radical advisers.


    Some veteran senior officers were called upon by virtue of their military posts to deal with internal unrest. Igor’ Rodionov, as commander of the Trans-Caucasus Military District, was charged with quelling the demonstration in Tbilisi in April 1989. Valentin Varennikov was sent in January 1990 to deal with the anti-Armenian pogroms in Baku, and in 1990–91, he coordinated the attempts to subdue the Baltic republics, notably in Vilnius (January 1991). The military was also becoming involved in unprecedented manner in politics. Varennikov, now Commander-in-Chief of the Ground Forces and Deputy Defense Minister, was among 53 people who called in December 1990 for a state of emergency and presidential rule in conflict zones if constitutional means proved ineffective. Afgantsy generals were among military leaders who accused Gorbachev of cowardice, demagogy, treachery, and responsibility for the collapse of Soviet power. This activity led ultimately to the August 1991 coup that sought to preserve the status quo without transferring new and real powers to the union republics.[128]


    Gromov, who in late 1990 became First Deputy Minister of the Interior, presided over a militarization of the police forces and the expansion of the Opnaz security troops. He found himself “drifting into a hard-line camp of soldiers and bureaucrats” who, when it became clear that the CPSU was “beyond resurrection… began grafting Bolshevik traditions [on]to a chauvinist Russian nationalism” aspiring to a Mother Russia, proud and strong, terrifying, glorious and eternal. He became involved in plans to seize power, including support for the “Word to the People,” the open letter to Sovetskaia Rossiia that was in effect the manifesto for the 1991 August Coup. Following the Coup, he left the political arena to become deputy commander of the ground forces.[129]


    Other afgantsy officers took the opposite side. In Galeotti’s words, “Tough war hero at Boris Yeltsin’s side during the August Coup, hard-talking champion of Russia’s national interest, Russian Vice-President Aleksandr Rutskoi epitomizes … the image of the afganets as political warrior prepared to surmount any obstacle, tackle any injustice.” Rutskoi’s “real strength… was that he made use of his Afghan pedigree,” but broke away from it to “find new causes, alliances and bases of support.” Rutskoi, like Gromov, rose thanks to the war, yet adopted issues far wider than purely afganets ones—any other option would have meant courting marginalization.[130]


    A number, perhaps the majority, of senior officers who had served in Afghanistan believed that Russia had the right to protect its interests by any and every means. That meant first and foremost to intervene where necessary in defense of ethnic Russians in the other successor states. The Afghan war had taught the military how to fight “local wars”; the politicians had only to apply the strength that had been proven. Indeed, a number of young officers at lower command levels than Varennikov or Gromov, such as Lieutenant-General Pavel Grachev, who became commander of the paratroopers in late 1990 and his deputy, Major-General Aleksandr Lebed’, were keen “for the Soviet army to expand the scope and role of its so-called ‘projection’ forces, the sort of units which … ‘can go and fight a war on someone else’s territory’.”[131] Interestingly, one of my Uzbek afganets interviewees dubbed Russian intervention in Ukraine “a new Afghan War.”[132]


    


    * * *
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