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 Afghanistan and the Influence of
 Public Opinion on Soviet Foreign Policy

 RONALD R. POPE

 E specially over time and on major issues, public opinion can
 have a significant influence on the foreign policies of the Western de-
 mocracies. The influence of the American public on US policy toward
 Vietnam is a classic example. No such public impact is anticipated,
 however, on Soviet policy toward Afghanistan.' In fact, the men in
 the Kremlin normally can expect at least passive acceptance of their
 foreign policy from everyone but a handful of Soviet dissidents. As
 Hedrick Smith has put it, with particular reference to the Soviet inva-
 sions of Hungary, Czechoslovakia, and Afghanistan:2 "The Soviet
 citizenry, fed belated and distorted versions of events by a controlled
 press, has historically taken patriotic pride in the power of the mother-
 land."

 In most of the extended discussions I have had with Soviet citi-

 zens about international affairs, they have either tried to defend even
 their government's most questionable behavior, or have listened with-
 out much comment to my answers to their questions and to my gen-
 eral opinions. In one particular case, when I asked an elderly gentle-
 man for his views, he declined, saying that the government had experts
 for that sort of thing. The implication was that he trusted their judg-
 ment on foreign affairs. This was true even though he was not at all
 reluctant to criticize the results of domestic policy, particularly the
 shortages and poor quality of consumer goods.

 In the past, the combination of patriotism, government success
 in limiting the availability of information contradicting the official
 position, and a tradition of leaving to the leaders "matters of national
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 importance" has, in addition to other factors, contributed to the
 general acceptance of Moscow's foreign policies by the Soviet public.
 Afghanistan, however, may prove to be an important exception.

 Patriotism and a determination to defend the homeland are sig-
 nificant forces in Soviet society, particularly among the majority
 ethnic Russians. During a trip to the Soviet Union in May 1980, I was
 told that workers and soldiers in particular felt that sending troops to
 Afghanistan was justified because the USSR had a right to defend its
 borders. In addition, the prominent Soviet historian and dissident,
 Roy Medvedev, has claimed that "many in the intelligentsia point out
 that in Czechoslovakia the Soviet forces suppressed the development
 of 'socialism with a human face,' but in Afghanistan the Soviet Union
 has intervened against feudalism and reaction."3

 At the same time, however, there is a special fear of war among
 Russians-a fear that somewhat ironically is fed by the pervasive govern-
 ment propaganda about World War II. During a 1979 trip, I was told
 by Soviet friends that at the time of the Chinese invasion of Vietnam
 that Spring, there was real concern-even among young people-that
 war might break out between the Soviet Union and China. Some of
 the older people who had survived the worst periods of the last war
 reportedly began preparing dried bread. In the case of Afghanistan,
 this fear of war is exacerbated by the absence of any detailed explana-
 tions in the Soviet press concerning exactly what is happening.4

 There is particular concern, despite official assurances, over Soviet
 casualties. Knowledge of the growing number of dead and wounded
 cannot be completely kept from the people, and the unavoidable
 result has been the spread of rumors. One young man told me that he
 had heard where he worked that there had been 16,000 Soviet
 soldiers killed in Afghanistan-this at a time when the Western press
 was reporting no more than 2,000 dead. Enough death notices are
 apparently being sent to families in Moscow and other major cities to
 cause significant unease-even though most of the seriously wounded
 are reportedly being taken to East Germany for treatment, while the
 dead are not being sent back to their families for burial.5 The official

 claims that there is only a limited contingent of Soviet troops in
 Afghanistan, that they are not engaged in major combat operations,
 and that they are warmly welcomed by the people of the country,
 make it difficult for the authorities to account for even relatively
 moderate casualties. But explaining away the dead and wounded is
 not the only problem facing the authorities. In addition to-and be-
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 cause of-the fact that this is their first foreign policy venture since
 World War II to result in significant Soviet losses, the men in the
 Kremlin are going to face what for them is a very unusual situation.
 For the first time, large numbers of people will have access to credi-
 ble information contradicting the official version of international
 events. The troops returning from Afghanistan are inevitably going
 to tell their friends and relatives that the Soviet Army is there in
 large numbers, and that they are meeting stiff-even fanatical-
 resistance from the vast majority of Afghans.6 Many of the Soviet
 soldiers will also be aware of the turmoil within the government of
 Afghanistan and the doubtful loyalty of much of the Afghan Army.
 And they will also know about the destruction which Soviet wea-
 pons have brought to that country.7
 But of necessity, these will be limited reports. Information be-

 yond that provided by returning soldiers would probably be needed
 before there would be much of an impact on public opinion. Nor-
 mally, however, criticism of Soviet foreign policy from sources such as
 the Voice of America and BBC seems to meet with considerable skep-
 ticism among most Russians. Even those young people who are becom-
 ing highly critical of many aspects of Soviet life seem to want to
 believe that their government is doing something right. One of the
 West's best-informed observers of Soviet society, George Feifer, has
 recently written:8

 Disillusionment in the Soviet system rarely carries over into
 opposition to Moscow's foreign policy. Even Russians brim-
 ming with discontent still tend, with their villagelike patrio-
 tism, to rally around the motherland when it appears to be
 in trouble. Mocked as it is in domestic matters, where
 "everybody knows life is getting worse and it screams how
 lucky we are," Soviet propaganda's skillful selection, mis-
 representation, and jingoistic distortion of news effectively
 manipulates Russians' propensity to see their long-suffer-
 ing selves as the injured party in world affairs.

 For example, if some sort of SALT agreement is not eventually rati-
 fied, the majority of both young and old will almost certainly blame
 the United States, in part because they do not know about, or do not
 believe, the charge that the Soviet government cannot always be
 trusted to live up to its commitments.9
 In the case of Afghanistan, there is a potentially significant dif-

 ference. In addition to their own very important impact, the first-hand
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 reports from returning Soviet troops should give much greater credi-
 bility to foreign versions of what is going on just across the Soviet bor-
 der. These will include, in addition to radio broadcasts and foreign
 literature brought into the Soviet Union, personal discussions with
 visitors-from Eastern Europe as well as the West. (Soviet citizens in
 general give special credance to what they hear in person.) These
 sources of information will make clear the gap between "official
 reality" and what is actually the case in Afghanistan. The result over
 time could be much greater public unease over Soviet foreign policy
 than has heretofore been the case.

 II

 If the potential for significant popular discontent over Afghanistan
 were the only problem facing the Soviet leaders, they could probably
 handle it without much difficulty. But they now face a broad range of
 other problems as well. The poor performance of the economy, espec-
 ially in the consumer goods sector and agriculture, is undermining pub-
 lic confidence in the regime. George Feifer writes:'0 "Deeply conserva-
 tive as he is, deeply loyal to the Socialist idea (as he has sternly been
 taught to be), the ordinary Russian has lost his optimistic belief that
 life will get better, and is losing faith in what he calls his 'unwork-
 able' system." Further complicating matters, recent events in Poland,
 in addition to adding to the immediate strain on the time and resources
 available to Soviet decisionmakers, are bound to have some influence
 eventually on the attitudes of Soviet workers and others-with or
 without a Soviet invasion of Poland." In this context, growing public
 concern over Afghanistan, heightened by the special Soviet fear of war,
 is likely to become a much more important problem for the men in
 the Kremlin than the image of a controlled Soviet society often sug-
 gests.'2

 In a democratic society, popular discontent affects government
 policy most quickly and directly at election time; leaders pursuing un-
 popular policies get voted out of office. But elections play no such
 role in the Soviet Union. In addition, more or less organized collective
 political protest does not seem likely in the near future, in view of the
 controls available to the regime and the traditional Russian sense of
 political impotence.'3 But there need not be direct political action for
 public discontent to be felt by the regime. Especially over time and
 in the face of already existing economic and social problems, indivi-
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 dual decisions to work less, have fewer children, and even to drink
 more vodka, are bound to have, in the words of one analyst, "impor-
 tant consequences for the Party's ability to establish realistic and
 achievable policy goals."14
 Significant discontent over Afghanistan is also bound to make

 itself felt in the impending succession struggle brought on by the
 advanced age of the current leadership. Some factions may promise
 an end to an unpopular war as they seek support from those groups,
 particularly in the economy and science, adversely affected by the
 deterioration of detente and the direct cost to the Soviet economy of
 the conflict in Afghanistan.1s But another, much more dangerous,
 possibility is that others, in a bid for support from key "conservative"
 sectors, may promise the military "everything it needs to do the job
 right," and-hopefully-quickly end the struggle with a Soviet victory.16
 The fact that, as in Vietnam, the application of increased force will
 probably cause more problems than it solves will most likely be irrel-
 evant-at least in the short run."7

 The Soviet system has never faced problems quite like those bear-
 ing down on it now. How the current leaders-and especially those
 who will shortly replace them-react, and how the society responds,
 will have major consequences both within and beyond the Soviet bor-
 ders. The days of muddling through while the vast majority of the Sov-
 iet people quietly acquiesce, may be coming to an end. Significant
 change is perhaps becoming more likely. The gap between propa-
 ganda and reality in Afghanistan, and the likely negative effect of
 this on Soviet public opinion, might well make an important con-
 tribution to the coming changes.

 NOTES

 1. See, for example, Terry L. Heyns, "Why Afghanistan Will Not Be the Soviet
 Union's Vietnam," paper presented at the 19th Annual Central Slavic Conference,
 Omaha, Nebraska, March 12, 1981.

 2. Hedrick Smith, "Russia's Power Strategy," New York Times Magazine, Jan-
 uary 27, 1980, p. 27.

 3. Roy Medvedev, "Interview: The Afghan Crisis," New Left Review, May-
 June 1980, p. 95.

 4. On Soviet reporting on Afghanistan, see Peter Kenez, "What Russia Is Read-
 ing about Afghanistan," iNew Leader, February 11, 1980, pp. 8-9; Adrian Karat-
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 nycky, "In for the Long Haul: Reporting the Line on Afghanistan," Commonweal,
 May 23, 1980, pp. 294-296; and also Current Digest of the Soviet Press and Soviet
 World Outlook, beginning with the January 1980 issues.

 5. See Christian Science Monitor, January 26, 1981, p. 10.
 6. Similar reports would have been brought back by Soviet troops from Hun-

 gary in 1956 and Czechoslovakia in 1968, but over a shorter period of time and
 under different circumstances.

 7. There are already reports of significant morale and discipline problems
 among Soviet troops in Afghanistan. See George Miller, "Afghanistan: No Quar-
 ter for Invaders," Soviet Analyst (London), June 11, 1980, pp. 1-2; "The Mar-
 shals' Battle for Morale," ibid., pp. 2-3; and Peter Niesewand, "Afghanistan's
 Bitter Fight: One Year On," Manchester Guardian Weekly, January 4, 1981, p. 8.

 8. George Feifer, "The Sick Man of Europe," Harper's, February 1981,
 p. 55. For a systematic analysis of problems with Soviet domestic propaganda,
 see Stephen White, "The Effectiveness of Political Propaganda in the USSR,"
 Soviet Studies, July 1980, pp. 323-348.

 9. On the probable willingness of the Soviet public to support an arms race
 with the United States, see Jim Gallagher, "Kremlin Faces Turbulent 80's,"
 Chicago Tribune, November 16, 1980, Section 2, p. 2.

 10. Feifer, loc cit., p. 46. (An earlier version of Feifer's article contains some
 relevant material not in the Harper's version. See George Feifer, "Moscow's
 Angry Silence," Sunday Times (London), July 20, 1980, pp. 33-35.) Also see
 Robert Marquand Jr., "Meetings with Ordinary Russians," Christian Science Mon-
 itor, October 9, 1980, Section B, pp. 11 ff, and especially John Bushnell, "The
 'New Soviet Man' Turns Pessimist," in Stephen F. Cohen, Alexander Rabinowitch,
 and Robert Sharlet, eds., The Soviet Union Since Stalin (Bloomington, Ind.:
 Indiana University Press, 1980), pp. 179-199.

 11. See "Repercussions of Poland in the Ukraine?" Soviet Analyst, December 3,
 1980, pp. 6-7; and "Depressing Background for CPSU Congress," ibid., Febru-
 ary 18, 1981, p. 2. A Soviet invasion of Poland would probably make matters
 even worse for Moscow, especially if there is serious and prolonged resistance
 to the Soviet occupation. For one thing, as implied in Roy Medvedev's observa-
 tion quoted above, the Soviet intelligentsia would certainly be much more immed-
 iately critical of a move into Poland than they were of the invasion of Afghanistan.

 12. A recently defected former Soviet KGB officer and Tass correspondent has
 asked in a copyrighted interview: "How can you justify to Soviet mothers and
 fathers the deaths of young Russian lads in Afghanistan? If they were dying for
 some high political motive, that would be another matter, but Afghanistan poses
 no threat to the Soviet state." Times (London), May 20, 1980, p. 8.

 13. See Feifer, loc. cit., pp. 41-45;and Arthur L. Unger, "Political Participation

 in the USSR: YCL and CPSU," Soviet Studies, January 1981, especially pp. 121-
 123.

 14. D. Richard Little, "Political Participation and the Soviet System," Problems
 of Communism, July-August 1980, p. 67. In more general terms, Walter D. Connor
 writes: "Presumably, satisfied populations will more readily acquiesce to govern-
 ment foreign policy directions, having more confidence that the correct lines are
 being pursued. Short- or long-term economic grievances or strong reservations
 about the moral atmosphere a regime creates will detract from such support."
 Walter D. Connor, "Mass Expectations and Regime Performance," in Seweryn
 Bialer, ed., The Domestic Context of Soviet Foreign Policy (Boulder, Colo.:
 Westview Press, 1981), p. 155.
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 15. Both Khrushchev and Brezhnev, for example, did not hesitate to argue
 that the "mass mood" called for specific policies when this suited their political
 purposes. See George W. Breslauer, "Political Succession and the Soviet Policy
 Agenda," Problems of Communism, May-June 1980, p. 40. Also see Connor,
 loc. cit., pp. 168-169.
 16. See Connor, loc. cit., pp. 169-171. For an argument suggesting that, in the

 early stages of the succession struggle, the "hardliners" are likely to prevail, al-
 though not necessarily in the long run, see Breslauer, loc. cit., pp. 44-45.
 17. A major reason why increased force will probably not bring a quick
 victory is the ability of the guerrillas to move into the cities, where they appar-
 ently have widespread support. See "The Afghan Urban Offensive," Foreign
 Report (London), February 11, 1981, p. 1. On the Soviet potential for mis-
 judging the likely consequences of their policies, see Ronald R. Pope, "Mis-
 calculation in Soviet Foreign Policy: The Case of Afghanistan," paper presented
 at the 19th Annual Central Slavic Conference, Omaha, Nebraska, March 12, 1981.
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