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Despite marginal improvements in convoy security, when Mikhail 
Gorbachev became general secretary of the Communist Party of the 
Soviet Union in 1985, it was becoming increasingly clear that victory 
was impossible, and Gorbachev soon made ending the conflict a top 
priority. The result of the invasion, he later said, was “the opposite of 
what we had intended: even greater instability, a war with thousands of 
victims, and dangerous consequences for our own country. . . . The 
greatest mistake was failing to understand Afghanistan’s complexity—its 
patchwork of ethnic groups, clans and tribes, its unique traditions and 
minimal governance.”vii By the time of the Soviet withdrawal, the war 
had officially claimed 15,000 Soviet and 1 million Afghan lives, 
although many experts believe that the conflict took many more lives 
than officially reported.
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Box 6.1  SOVIET LESSONS LEARNED (Continued)

“Land of the Unruly”
Afghanistan’s Amir Abdur Rahman Khan (1840 or 1844–1901) famously called his 
country the “Land of the Unruly.” This was certainly an apt description of the 
Kandahar region in 2004, when it was the hotbed of a formidable Taliban insur-
gency focused on destroying the central Afghan administration and driving out the 
US and NATO (North Atlantic Treaty Organization) presence.13 The Taliban had 
its origins in the brutal civil war among rival warlords and their militias that fol-
lowed the Soviet withdrawal in 1989, which devastated the country and destroyed 
what was left of the traditional tribal leadership system. With funding from Saudi 
Arabia and support from Pakistan’s Inter-Services Intelligence Directorate (ISID), 




