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The Soviet Invasion of Afghanistan
—— Anatomy of Decision Making in Foreign Policy —

Sung-Ho KIM

The purpose of this study is to analyze the cause of decision making and the decision
making process leading to the the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan in 1979. In this
study, I will develop an analysis which operates on three levels. First, there is the
level of international relations. Second, we will discuss the level of domestic organi-

zation and finally, we will deal with the level of decision-makers.

1. Awnalysis on Level of International Relations.

In this analysis, a hypothesis will be based on specifying the interest of the Soviet
Union for conducting its invasion of Afghanistan. In addition, it will be shown that
the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan was a logical step in pursuing a national interest.
The background for our analysis will be the international political situation at the time
of the invasion. Furthermore, this analysis proposes three hypotheses for explaining
the causes that determined the decisions made by the Soviet Union when it invaded
Afghanistan. These three hypotheses can be summed up as follows: (1) The Soviet
Union feared that Afghanistan at the south of its borders would become a base for the
US to conduct anti-Soviet activities. (2) Both the Soviet Union and US had already
abandoned their foreign policy of détente. Therefore, the Soviet Union assumed that
any further aggravation of the US-Soviet relations due to a Soviet invasion of
Afghanistan would not have any serious political repercussions. (3) The Soviet Union
feared that the collapse of the communist government in Afghanistan would cause a
detrimental ideological influence on its allies. In order to decide whether or not these
three hypotheses can be adopted as an explanatory tool, or which of the hypotheses is
most important, it becomes necessary to analyze them on the level of domestic

organization and the level of decision makers.

2. Awnalysis on the Domestic Organization Level.

This analysis assumes that Soviet foreign policy actions result from a process of
political interaction (“pulling and hauling”) by domestic organizations. This political
process is determined by answers to the following questions: What information and
suggestions were reported by each domestic organization (e.g. the Ministry of Foreign
Affairs, the KGB, the Ministry of Defence, the International Department of the
Communist Party etc.) that influenced the decision making process leading to the
invasion of Afghanistan? How did these domestic organizations relate to one another?

How did the Politburo sort out the ideological differences of opinion between organiza-
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tions? Our analysis of Soviet domestic organizations in relation to the decision making
process that led to the invasion of Afghanistan is based on originally secret material
that were published after the collapse of the Soviet Union.

The result of our analysis can be summed up as follows: (1) The Ministry of
Foreign Affairs, the KGB, and the Ministry of Defence had been active in Afghanistan.
Among these, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs assumed a leading role in Afghanistan.
(2) In the Politburo, the “Afghanistan Commission” was formed. Its main members
were the Foreign Minister Gromyko, the KGB chief Andropov, and the Defence
Minister Ustinov. Sometimes the chief of the International Department, Ponomarev,
joined them. Those who were second in charge in each organization (e.g. the chief of
the General Staff Office N. Ogarkov, the Vice-Minister of Foreign Affairs G. Kornien-
ko etc.) were invited when needed. According to our analysis, it is highly probable
that the “Afghanistan Commission” presented suggestions to the Politburo and they
became formal decisions through the approval process in regular Politburo meetings.
Furthermore, there is evidence that Andrei Gromyko played an important role in the
“Afghanistan Commission.” (3) The decisions to invade Afghanistan was made on
Dec. 12 1979 by only five men: Brezhnev, Gromyko, Andropov, Ustinov and Suslov.

3. Amnalysis on the Deciston-makers Level.

This analysis assumes that Soviet foreign policy decisions result from a process of
political interaction (“pulling and hauling”) by the decision-makers. One can under-
stand this process by finding answers to the following questions: What motivation did
the five men have when considering the invasion? What kind of personality did these
leaders have when their career background taken into account?

Our analysis shows the following results: (1) Brezhnev: The condition of his
health was quite serious. Therefore he could not assume an active role in the decision
making process with regard to the invasion of Afghanistan. (2) Gromyko: He regard-
ed the foreign policy towards the US as most important because he had a long
experience in the US as a diplomat. It seems that Gromyko decided for the invasion
based on an underestimation of US reaction. (3) Andropov: He drew parallels between
the intended invasion of Afghanistan and the invasion of Hungary in 1956. It seems
that Andropov assumed a similar reaction of the US, thus casting his vote in favor of
the invasion. (4) Ustinov: He probably defended the interest of the Soviet arms
industry, since he was involved in its development.

The conclusion of our study shows that the three initial hypotheses as postulated
by the analysis on the level of international relations find consistent support by the
other two analyses, e.g. that on the level of domestic organization and on the decision-

maker’s level. In other words, the results of our study confirm that the three hypoth-
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eses describing the causes for the decisions leading to the Soviet invasion of Afghanis-
tan can indeed be used as an explanatory tool for that political event by virtue of
supportive arguments from the above mentioned two analyses. In order to facilitate
the presentation of our concluding reflections, we list below the three initial hypoth-
eses.
[1] The Soviet Union feared that Afghanistan would be used by the US for
anti-Soviet activities.
[2] The Soviet Union considered the invasion of Afghanistan as unimportant for
US-Soviet relations.
[3] The Soviet Union feared ideological repercussions among its allies if the
communist government in Afghanistan would collapse.

Our study has shown that the “American factor” as represented by the above
hypotheses [1] and [2] is reinforced by two findings. First, one of the main persons
in the “Afghanistan Commission” was identified as Gromyko who exerted the influ-
ence on the decision making process. This is the result from the analysis on the
domestic organization level. Second, Gromyko regarded the Soviet foreign policy
towards the US as most important, a fact which has been confirmed by our analysis
on the decision maker’s level.

In addition, the “ideological factor” as defined by the above mentioned hypothe-
sis [3] has been supported by two points. First, Suslov appeared as a confident of
Gromyko, thus being involved in the decision making process related to the invasion.
This has been confirmed by our analysis on the domestic organization level. Second,
Suslov feared the detrimental ideological influence on Soviet allies in case the commu-
nist government in Afghanistan would collapse. This finding resulted from the
analysis on the decision maker’s level.

And we should point out that our study ascribes primary importance to the
hypotheses [1] and [2], because Gromyko played an important part in making a

compromise in Politburo.
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