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In the aftermath of the Soviet withdrawal
from Afghanistan in 1989, thousands of So-
viet soldiers started to find their strategies
for (re)integration into late Soviet society and
are still dealing with post-Soviet realities un-
der different national conditions. At the
end of the 20th century, the Soviet Union
fought its last war. This war turned out
to be an endeavor with a disastrous out-
come for the parties involved. Nearly 15,000
‘soldiers-internationalists’ died during their
official service in Afghanistan while they ful-
filled their ‘international duty’. More than
25 years later, the veterans of the Soviet-
Afghan War are still trying to find their place
in post-war societies, media and the legal or-
der. In a transnational context the organiz-
ers, Felix Ackermann (Vilnius) and Michael
Galbas (Konstanz) arranged a workshop to
argue gaps and contradictions between sol-
diers’ self-perception, their post-war expe-
rience and the circumstances veterans have
faced in a new social and national settings.
In their approach, they avoided the normative
concept of a successful (re)integration. In this
context, the different social and political prac-
tices of the veterans, oscillating between dis-
appearance and presence, were discussed by
the participants who compared the veterans’
own perspective, the veteran organizations’
view and the strategies pursued by state of-
ficials. Starting from this basic approach, the
presented papers discussed the effect the dis-
solution of the Soviet Union had on these ex-
periences, the long term psychological impact
of the war experience, the development of a
specific veteran memory culture, and the de-
velopment of networks in a transnational con-

text.
MARKUS GÖRANSSON (Aberystwyth)

contributed a paper which illustrated the rise
of the veterans’ movement in Soviet Tajikistan
during the 1980s and its decline in the early
1990s. Influenced by the important role the
Tajik soldiers played during the first years of
the conflict in Afghanistan, the soldiers were
marked by a high level of ‘sovietization’ and
did not turn against the Soviet state after the
Afghan invasion, unlike Western observers
predicted. It became apparent that the veter-
ans from Tajikistan were effectively coopted
into official bodies. During and shortly af-
ter the war, the efforts of the Soviet state in-
stitutions to organize and mobilize the vet-
erans were apparently successful in reinforc-
ing the symbolic and institutional links be-
tween the Afghan War veterans and the state.
For the most part, the veterans’ movement
became so heavily reliant on state sponsor-
ship that it showed signs of losing their bear-
ings when the state to which the veterans
had sworn their allegiance began to crack and
then collapsed shortly after. The paper un-
derlined three major reasons for the fall of the
movement: (1) The Tajik veterans had begun
to identify themselves closely with the Soviet
army and their units which led to the majority
supporting the communist elites during the
Dushanbe riots in 1990. (2) The rapid loss
of legitimacy in large parts of the population
during the post-soviet transformation a result
of that support. However, the paper demon-
strated the resources, the veterans had to mo-
bilize themselves – during the turmoil they
patrolled for security and arranged a network
to supply themselves and parts of the popu-
lation with goods. (3) It had also been found
to be near impossible to organize a strong ho-
mogeneously veterans’ movement in Soviet
Tajikistan afterward. Based largely upon the
fact that the Tajik society is shaped by regional
distinctions, that are not similar urban and ru-
ral areas and shaped by ethnical heterogene-
ity, the veterans failed to build up a strong
movement.

The associations of veterans in the Russian
Federation are supporting the current Russian
government and their political and ideolog-
ical course is important for the research of
MICHAEL GALBAS (Konstanz). Questions
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about the relationship between veteran orga-
nizations and the state, the change of the na-
ture of these links and the transformation of
the veterans’ self-conception were construc-
tive parts of the paper presented. It high-
lighted (1) altering public opinion about the
war and the deteriorating reputation of the
‘soldiers-internationalists’ during the last So-
viet years and the first post-Soviet decade. (2)
The significance of Soviet-Afghan war mem-
ory and (3) the strategy of the post-soviet po-
litical establishment to implement the veter-
ans’ experience, potency and to exploit their
fight to win recognition. As the paper un-
derlined, it is important to understand, that
the circumstances, the veterans had to deal
with changed from total refusal to a diffident
(re)integration into society during the last So-
viet years and the total lack of willingness to
deal with the consequences of the war in de-
tail under Boris Yeltsin. In answer to these
poor political echoes the veterans organized
themselves under the flag of fraternity. The
organizational level developed from local net-
works in the beginning to a political power
with significant support of Vladimir Putins’
current policy. To perceive the veterans in
Russia as a monolithic bloc seems to be wrong
as well, as there are differing private motives
to come to terms with their experiences – to
live as a part of the new social and political
networks – whether close to the state or inde-
pendently.

It is evident that dynamic and complicated
relations between the organized movement
of veterans and the state are similarities of
the first two papers. The Ukrainian Soviet
Socialist Republic’s situation during the last
years of the Soviet Union was a completely
different scenario embossed by questions and
vague meanings of the Soviet’s mission in
Afghanistan after the breakdown of the USSR.
The paper by IRYNA SKLOKINA (Kharkiv)
accentuated that the question „What did we
fight for?“ was important for the process of
development of a specific image and self-
image. This applies to the Ukrainian veter-
ans just as much as to all veterans in the for-
mer Soviet sphere. Yet unlike the groups fo-
cused upon, the Ukrainians had to deal with
different discourses. Incipient by a still Soviet
discourse, one important part of the lively de-

bate around the Soviet-Afghan War was a per-
ception of an Asian world versus a Slavonic
world impact, in that direction to highlight to
constructive labor of the Soviet military con-
tingents from for example the Soviet Ukraine.
However, the paper carved out how the vet-
erans’ movement in the Ukraine was subject
to changing political circumstances. It under-
lined the argument, that the heterogenic state
power was responsible for bringing the veter-
ans more in line with local authorities, than
in close relations to the state. What is clear
is that the situation changed – the veterans
in Ukraine began to be increasingly more in-
volved in official military positions after Eu-
romaidan, and during the war in the Don-
bas area. Furthermore, the conflict in Donbas
annihilated the former ‘Slavic unity’ between
the Ukrainian and Russian veterans.

Just like it was important for the Ukrainian
veterans to pass experience and a moral
concept to further generations during Euro-
maidan and to protect the younger fighters,
the Belarusian Soviet-war veterans took over
some of the legitimacy created by the So-
viet victory in World War II and projected
it into their own war in Afghanistan, as FE-
LIX ACKERMANN (Vilnius) illustrated. The
Belarusian veterans benefit from the strong
pro-Soviet discourse and the discovery of the
heroic Soviet past by the Belarusian state of-
ficials. The paper showed how a small group
of veterans know how to create a virtual conti-
nuity between the ‘Great Victory’ of 1945 and
the Soviet experience in Afghanistan, by the
help of networks and close links to the polit-
ical elite. These close links are to be found in
the complex ‘Stalin line’ as a reinterpretation
of the Soviet past and contain different aims
– (1) the political education of the Belarusian
masses by key attributes like heroism, patrio-
tism and comradeship. (2) A connection be-
tween two different war experiences, strate-
gies of memory and (3) how it is possible to
compass respect and social acceptability and
also to gain a certain discursive power by re-
sources, which are provided by the Belarusian
state itself.

The final discussion, led by JAN BEHRENS
(Potsdam) pointed out that on the one hand
it would be beneficial to survey the position
of the veteran organizations within the par-

© H-Net, Clio-online, and the author, all rights reserved.



Back from Afghanistan. Workshop on the experiences of veterans from the war in Afghanistan
in Tajikistan, Ukraine, Belarus, Russia, Lithuania and Germany

ticular national power vertical in the post-
Soviet states, especially in Russia. On the
other hand, the discussion clarified the in-
trastate mechanics linked to the veterans and
how they are dealing with the rules of the po-
litical game. On this note, one of the impor-
tant questions posed was how closely asso-
ciated the veteran organizations are with this
power vertical. Furthermore, the final discus-
sion underlined two major comparative di-
mensions – (1) ‘afgancy’ and its impact on the
actual setting of the particular post-Soviet so-
cieties and the impact of their war experience
on the state building-process after the collapse
of the Soviet Union, e.g. the specific char-
acteristics in respective countries like Tajik-
istan, Russia and Belarus. There is however
a second dimension – (2) the comparability
between the experience of veterans of World
War II and what their counterparts suffered
after the Afghan war. To compare their strug-
gle of recognition could gain insight into ana-
log or different developments and their cir-
cumstances as well as a view into their re-
spective civil societies. The discussion led
to important topics of Afghan war research,
like the inwards dimension in Afghanistan it-
self. It seems to be relevant to analyze more
deeply the factors the war in Afghanistan
has on the country’s contemporary civil soci-
ety, just as the experience of displacement –
Afghan war invalids, war crime or destruc-
tion of Afghan property. On the other hand
the situation in Russia changed – the Rus-
sian war invalids stashed away from the Rus-
sian normal course of life. At the end of
the workshop in Vilnius the participants dis-
cussed different possible narratives – (1) the
national, respectively the transnational narra-
tives to carry out historical research about the
war in Afghanistan. The two other discussed
narratives are closely related in a specific way:
(2) the imperial Soviet narrative and (3) the
ideological one. The ideology as a narrative
includes keywords like ‘internationalism’, ‘in-
ternational duty’ and ‘druzhba’ and was used
to legitimate the imperial dimension. Against
the background of actual contemporary Rus-
sian policy, former Soviet conflicts and inter-
ventions are coming to the fore. It seems that
the transnational perspective offers the pos-
sibility to research different national strate-

gies of (re)integration, without denegation of
a common past. The workshop discussed the
consequences of the Soviet-Afghan War un-
der these perspectives, started a new theo-
retical debate about the interdependency be-
tween the ‘in war-community’ and the ‘out of
war-society’. Furthermore, it opened up new
vistas and analyzed new topics in the area of
the Soviet-Afghan conflict. Time will tell if
the debate will get new factors by veterans of
combat operations from Chechnya, South Os-
setia, Abkhazia or future conflicts.
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