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Introduction: The Soviet-Afghan War, 1979-1989 

Throughout the seventy-two year history of the United Nations since its founding at the 

end of World War Two in 1945, the organization has intervened in numerous global conflicts in 

order to attempt bringing the conflicts to an end. One instance of the United Nations wielding its 

diplomatic prowess to bring an end to a deadly conflict was with its intervention in the 

Soviet-Afghan War which ravaged the countries of Afghanistan and Pakistan from December 

1979 to February of 1989. The Soviet-Afghan War occurred as a result of the invasion of 

Afghanistan by the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics in December 1979 after the Soviet 

friendly government of Afghan President Hafizullah Amin failed to be able to deal with Islamist 

rebel insurgencies by groups called the Mujahideen. The USSR was fearful that the failure of the 

Amin government to deal with these insurgencies would lead to a situation in Afghanistan 

similar to that of Iran during the Iranian Revolution of 1978 and 1979 along the shared border of 

the USSR and Afghanistan. As a result, the Soviets began amassing forces along this border to 

halt the possibility of Mujahideen forces being able to cross over into the USSR. The USSR 

finally sent over 100,000 soldiers into Afghanistan in December 1979 to fight the Mujahideen 

insurgents. In the process of the invasion, the Soviets assassinated Hafizullah Amin on 

December 27, 1979 in the Afghan capital of Kabul and installed communist Babrak Karmal as 

head of state (Agrawal). The Soviet invasion drew world condemnation headed by the United 

States of America and as a result the United Nations decided to immediately intervene in the war 

to secure the withdrawal of Soviet troops from Afghanistan beginning in January of 1980. The 

United Nations’ intervention in the Soviet-Afghan War should be critically analyzed by applying 

a specific question: Was the United Nations successful in its role in aiding to end the 
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Soviet-Afghan War with its direct intervention in Afghanistan from 1979 to 1989? The United 

Nations itself was involved with the war in many different aspects throughout its course, and 

remained in Afghanistan throughout the entirety of the conflict. The role that the organization 

took in the war will be examined, and proven to be a vital part of how the war ended. 

 

United Nations’ Response to the Soviet Invasion of Afghanistan, 1980 

In January 1980 the United Nations Security Council (UNSC) met in an emergency 

session to discuss the developments in Afghanistan immediately following the initial Soviet 

invasion in the region. The goal of the meeting was to seek an immediate solution to the ongoing 

conflict that would ultimately result in the USSR’s removal of soldiers from Afghanistan. The 

meeting ended without an official resolution being able to be passed condemning the Soviet 

invasion due to opposition of the USSR, which possessed the power to veto a resolution passed 

in the UNSC, against a proposed resolution calling for the withdrawal of Soviet troops from 

Afghanistan on January 7, 1980. As an alternative route, the UNSC adopted Security Council 

Resolution 462 on January 9, 1980 which called for an emergency session of the United Nations 

General Assembly (UNGA) to address the crisis which would become an important step in 

securing international recognition and protest against Soviet actions (U.N. Security Council, 

2190th Meeting). This strategic move by the UNSC to adopt Resolution 462 is important for a 

number of reasons. The first is that it bypassed the need for Soviet support in calling for the 

removal of Soviet soldiers from Afghanistan. The second is that this move shows that from the 

beginning of the conflict the UN was committed to ending the war in Afghanistan using any 

diplomatic means necessary. The emergency UNGA session was held five days later on January 
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14, 1980 and as a result the body passed General Assembly Resolution ES-6/2 with a large 

majority. The resolution recognized the UNSC Resolution 462 calling for the emergency UNGA 

session and officially made clear that UN member states were becoming increasingly concerned 

at the situation in Afghanistan. ES-6/2 conveyed that the events that started the Soviet-Afghan 

War carried dangerous “implications for international peace and security” and pushed for the 

UNSC to “consider ways and means which could assist in the implementation of the present 

resolution” (U.N. General Assembly, Sixth Emergency Special Session). Specifically, ES-6/2 

deplored “the recent armed intervention in Afghanistan” and called for “the immediate, 

unconditional, and total withdrawal of the foreign troops from Afghanistan in order to enable its 

people to determine their own form of government and choose their economic, political, and 

social systems free from outside intervention” in the face of the “dangerous escalation of 

tension....and increased recourse to military intervention, and interference in the internal affairs 

of states” (U.N. General Assembly, Sixth Emergency Special Session). The language of the 

resolution successfully brought attention to the misguided actions of the USSR and created a 

coalition of nations together within the UN that would continually pressure the Soviets to reverse 

their actions throughout the entire course of the war.  On January 15, 1980 the Washington Post 

reported on the passage of ES-6/2 and acknowledged the resolution’s more symbolic image than 

its ability to force the Soviets to remove themselves from Afghanistan. The article drew attention 

to the rareness of the emergency UNGA meeting that had been “invoked only six times in the 

United Nation’s 34 year history” in times of acute crisis as well as the fact that “diplomats 

acknowledged that the resolution....contains no direct provision for enforcement and is unlikely 

to result in the removal of any of the Soviet Union’s estimated 85,000 troops now in 
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Afghanistan” (DeYoung). The article highlighted that the resolution had overwhelming support 

after being passed by a vote of “104 to 18 to demand withdrawal of foreign troops” (DeYoung). 

The Washington Post article provides an insight into what the UN was doing diplomatically with 

ES-6/2 by making clear the situation in Afghanistan warranted enough action to call an 

emergency meeting of the UNGA and that the large majority of nations within the organization 

deplored Soviet moves in the Middle East. The article also shows that even without being able to 

pass a resolution that had an enforcement mechanism behind it, like a UNSC resolution would 

have, the UN was able to rally a majority of countries behind the cause of ending the war. Due to 

the fact that the UN did not have a unanimous backing of all UNSC member states, most 

importantly the USSR, in calling for the removal of all Soviet soldiers from Afghanistan, it did 

not have the ability to use military force to solve the crisis. Instead the UN skillfully chose to set 

the basis, starting with ES-6/2, for which it could diplomatically pressure the Soviet and Soviet 

friendly Afghan governments to bring the war to an end. ES-6/2 laid the groundwork that led to 

the adoption of eight other UNGA resolutions through the 1980s that condemned the Soviet 

occupation of Afghanistan. ES-6/2 most importantly acted as a guide for the UN that enabled the 

organization to establish official peace talks between the parties involved in the Soviet-Afghan 

War. This move by the UN General Assembly so early on in the conflict allowed the 

organization to gain a foothold that would lead to success in its intervention.  

 

 

The Geneva Talks, 1982-1987 
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One of the most important clauses of resolution ES-6/2 advised the United Nations 

Secretary General to seek a settlement related to the Soviet-Afghan War and led to important 

actions taken by Secretary General Javier Perez de Cuellar. Cuellar followed the direction of 

ES-6/2 and appointed Under Secretary General Diego Cordovez as his representative in 

Afghanistan. After his appointment there, Cordovez successfully convinced both Afghanistan 

and Pakistan to start negotiations for Soviet withdrawal from fighting between the two countries 

in February 1982. By following the guidance of ES-6/2, Cuellar and Cordovez were able to bring 

the UN into full intervention in helping to end the war. These negotiations that took place in 

Geneva, Switzerland began in June 1982 and would last in seven different rounds of talks that 

finally ended in 1987. The aims of these talks were based around four points of ES-6/2 that 

sought a “politically independent and nonaligned Afghanistan”, “the withdrawal of foreign 

troops”, “self determination for Afghanistan”, and the “conditions for the return of refugees” 

(U.N. General Assembly, Sixth Emergency Special Session). These stipulations that the UN laid 

out for the main negotiating points during the Geneva Talks ensured that any agreement that 

would be reached in negotiation would make certain that Afghanistan would be left in a 

relatively stable condition once Soviet troops would withdraw. By including aspects of the 

assurance that Afghanistan could once again operate independently of outside forces, the UN 

skillfully set up the expectation that neither Pakistan or the Soviets could have a continued 

involvement in the country. Indepth research conducted by law students at the Gujarat National 

Law University in India establish just how vital these UN talks were in securing peace in 

Afghanistan. During Geneva I, Under Secretary General Cordovez acted as a mediator between 

Pakistan and Afghanistan who refused to directly negotiate with each other but officially opened 
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a forum for which Soviet withdrawal could be discussed (Agrawal). When Geneva I failed to 

yield any significant results, Geneva II was held in April 1983. UN moderators during the talks 

continued to push ahead and the USSR began to indicate that under the right circumstances it 

would agree to a phased withdrawal of Soviet troops from Afghanistan. The USSR indicated to 

Cordovez and Pakistan’s foreign minister Yaqub Khan that they would withdraw if Pakistan 

ceased arm supplies to the Mujahideen (Agrawal). When both parties reconvened in June 1983, 

they had assumed hardened positions that included widespread disagreement over the time frame 

that would be applied to a Soviet withdrawal. Cordovez as a result had revised the framework for 

the negotiations around four new “instruments” that included “noninterference”, “international 

guarantees”, “the return of refugees”, and “interrelationships” (Agrawal). These “instruments” 

were similar to the original four points laid out in ES-6/2 but Cordovez eliminated any direct 

mention of Soviet withdrawal, a facet of negotiations that would be discussed in relation to 

“interrelationships”, and a subtle move on Cordovez’s part that softened the hardened stance 

both the USSR and Afghanistan had taken towards the Geneva talks. The UN’s ability to show 

flexibility around the main points that made up the Geneva Talks successfully brought a 

refreshed take on the negotiations that pacified both sides, especially the Soviets. Cordovez’s 

diplomatic maneuver here was able to keep the core of the talks intact. There was still the 

expectation that an agreement would entail that no other outside countries could interfere in 

Afghanistan’s government and that the war would be brought to a controlled end. In August 

1984, Geneva III began and would last in four rounds of talks that had a backdrop of intensified 

Soviet maneuvers on rebel strongholds along the border between Pakistan and Afghanistan. The 

four rounds of negotiation that made up Geneva III were met without breakthrough and marked 
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with intensified fighting and disagreement over the time table for Soviet withdrawal (Agrawal). 

Geneva IV was held in June 1985 with the intent that progress lost in Geneva III would be made 

up. Cordovez was able to oversee major understanding being reached on the “instruments” of 

“noninterference”, “international guarantees”, and “the return of refugees”. This portion of the 

UN sponsored talks successfully secured terms that a final treaty agreement would enforce the 

expected standard that Pakistan and the USSR would not only pull their forces out but would 

cease to interfere in the government of Afghanistan. The “interrelationships” aim that included 

Soviet withdrawal was left unaccounted for during the discussion and would be the last major 

part that both sides would work out. Geneva V and Geneva VI, which were held towards the end 

of 1985, were noteworthy for Afghanistan attempting to establish one on one government talks 

with Pakistan for the first time but was refused by Pakistan until the “interrelationships” 

component of the talks was substantively addressed (Agrawal). This portion of the talks placed 

an incentive on Afghanistan to finally push the Soviets to start engaging on a timeframe for their 

withdrawal. Geneva VII, which would be the last of the Geneva talks held in four separate 

rounds, began in May 1986 and would be the most successful of the UN sponsored talks. The 

main goal addressed within Geneva VII was the timeframe for Soviet withdrawal, or the last 

instrument of “interrelationships”. Originally Afghanistan insisted on a timeframe of three to 

four years while Pakistan insisted on six months maximum. To help achieve cooperation with 

Pakistan, Afghanistan replaced Babrak Karmal with Muhammad Najibullah as head of state. 

During this time period also, the new Soviet premier Mikhail Gorbachev expressed a strong 

desire to end military intervention within Afghanistan by rolling back the number of troops 

stationed there because he saw it as a failed venture (Agrawal). Initially the first two rounds of 
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talks in Geneva VII yielded no results due to timetable disputes as well as increased 

intensification of fighting that was aided by the United States expanding its stinger missile 

shipments from the Mujahideen to include the government of Pakistan in September 1986. 

During the last two phases of Geneva VII which occurred in 1987, the UN was able to negotiate 

with both Pakistan and Afghanistan to compromise on the timeframe for withdrawal. Pakistan 

raised a proposed withdrawal period to eight months while Afghanistan lowered the timeframe to 

sixteen months; this effectively narrowed disagreements of withdrawal time to less than a year. 

After Geneva VII ended in late 1987, the Soviets and Afghans experienced major setbacks that 

included increased disdain for one another as well as losing a number of provinces to rebel 

groups. This contributed to the Soviets and Afghans agreeing on a timeframe of Soviet 

withdrawal in 1988 with Pakistan that stemmed from the progress made at the end of Geneva 

VII. The final portion of the Geneva Talks, which had defined the backdrop of diplomatic 

actions to end the war, successfully addressed the last component of the Soviet removal of 

soldiers from Afghanistan which allowed for a finalized agreement to move forward. On April 

14, 1988 the Geneva Accords were signed by both sides. These accords established that Soviets 

would begin a phased withdrawal of soldier with all of them being removed by early 1989 

(Agrawal). The UN Geneva talks throughout the 1980s were responsible for creating a 

diplomatic pathway to peace in Afghanistan following the Soviet invasion. The talks as a whole 

addressed numerous areas that would need to be taken into account by both sides for peace to be 

found that laid a foundation for Afghanistan to be left in a stable position free from continued 

interference. The UN was able to use its diplomatic powers that UN General Assembly 

Resolution ES-6/2  gave to the Secretary General to find a peaceful solution for Soviet 
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withdrawal at the end of the 1980s. UN involvement in the form of the Geneva Talks ensured 

that the Soviet-Afghan War did not last well into the early 1990s and saved thousands of lives.  

 

The Geneva Accords and UNGOMAP, 1988-1989 

Following the signing of the Geneva Accords on April 14, 1988, the UNSC was tasked 

with finding a way to make sure that the terms of the accords were appropriately followed by 

everyone. In a series of letters in April 1988 from the UN Secretary General to the UNSC 

following the Geneva Accords, it was requested that a military observer mission be established, 

made up of military personnel from already existing UN peacekeeping operations, that would 

monitor the situation of Soviet withdrawal in Afghanistan until its completion (De Cuellar). 

These letters from Secretary General De Cuellar have significant value because they represent a 

push for the UN to follow through on executing the Geneva Accords that it was intrical in 

brokering. The UN was intent on being personally involved in the withdrawal of Soviet troops 

and reinforcing the terms agreed to in the accords. The member bodies of the UNSC 

acknowledged the requests made in the letters from De Cuellar and agreed to a “temporary 

dispatch of military officers….to Pakistan and Afghanistan” (U.N. Security Council, 2828th 

Meeting). The observer mission, formally titled the United Nations Good Offices Mission in 

Afghanistan and Pakistan (UNGOMAP), was implemented starting in May 1988 and was 

formally authorized by the UNSC in the unanimously adopted UNSC resolution 622 in October 

1988 (U.N. Security Council, 2828th Meeting). This resolution would be the final step by the 

UN in ensuring that the Soviet-Afghan War would be brought to a definitive end. The UN has 

taken steps to preserve the function and successes of this military operation in the source used 
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throughout this analysis which lays out the entirety of the observer mission 

(Afghanistan/Pakistan). UNGOMAP was organized in two units, one based in Islamabad, 

Pakistan and the other in Kabul, Afghanistan, both with five military officers and a civilian 

component. It was headed by a personal representative appointed by the Secretary General with a 

senior military officer directing military operations. The military officers organized into 

inspection teams to determine if any agreements of the Geneva Accords were violated during 

withdrawal. UNGOMAP organized Soviet withdrawal in two phases that started with visiting 

Soviet garrisons in Afghanistan, meeting with Soviet representatives to finalize departure plans 

and evacuation routes, and establishing three observation outposts in Afghanistan. By August 15, 

1988, with the assistance of UNGOMAP, the Soviets were able to withdrawal half of the 

100,000 troops in the country and evacuated ten main military garrisons (Afghanistan/Pakistan). 

This was insisted on by UNGOMAP due to a stipulation in the Geneva Accords that mandated 

50% of Soviet soldiers were to be removed upon entry into the agreement. A three month pause 

on withdrawal was enacted by UNGOMAP to make preparations for the second phase with 

UNGOMAP being notified in late January 1989 that the Soviets planned to be totally withdrawn 

within a month. By February 12, 1989 the last 50,000 Soviet soldiers had been evacuated from 

the remaining garrisons and was confirmed by UNGOMAP after finishing inspections on 

February 14; the Soviet-Afghan War had officially ended. In addition to successfully aiding the 

withdrawal of Soviet troops, UNGOMAP also acted in other ways. It served as a body that 

successfully monitored non-interference and non-intervention on the part of both Afghanistan 

and Pakistan in the withdrawal of soldiers and mediated complaints that the two lodged against 

each other (Afghanistan/Pakistan). UNGOMAP also helped to deal with the refugee crisis in a 

 



 
13 

limited way by working closely with the UN High Commissioner for Refugees by keeping them 

informed on the stability of the situation in Afghanistan and helped to coordinate efforts to safely 

resettle a portion of the five million people displaced by the war (Afghanistan/Pakistan). The UN 

was able to successfully make sure that the Geneva Accords were followed and that the Soviets 

did indeed go through with withdrawal because of the role that the UNGOMAP played. 

UNGOMAP brought stability to the end of the war that made sure tensions could not escalate 

again like they had throughout the 1980s that would have invalidated the Geneva Accords and 

prolonged the war into the 1990s.  

 

Conclusion: Was the United Nations Successful in its Intervention? 

The United Nations was indeed successful in its role in aiding to end the Soviet-Afghan 

War with its direct intervention in Afghanistan from 1979 to 1989. With its actions throughout 

the 1980s, the United Nations was able to bring international attention to the Soviet-Afghan War 

starting with the passage of UN General Assembly resolution ES-6/2, and was able to establish 

organized talks to end the war as a result of numerous resolutions that were passed. Within the 

broader picture of the Soviet-Afghan War, the United Nations was able to play a key part in 

being able to bring the conflict to a controlled and mediated end after nine years of political and 

armed unrest in Afghanistan and Pakistan. The Soviet-Afghan War was a deadly conflict in 

which over one million Afghan civilians, ninety thousand Mujahideen, and fifteen thousand 

Soviets died during ten years of fighting. More than five million Afghan civilians were displaced 

from their homes internally and fled to places such as Pakistan and Iran (Agrawal). In all of this 

though, the United Nations persevered and fought for a decade to ensure that the war was 
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brought to an end and that the nations that were responsible for atrocities were held accountable. 

The UN showed a quick response towards the Soviet invasion in late December 1979 by passing 

General Assembly Resolution ES-6/2 in January 1980. ES-6/2 effectively condemned Soviet 

aggression in Afghanistan and laid the groundwork for numerous future resolutions throughout 

the 1980s that held the Soviet and Afghan governments responsible for the ongoing war. ES-6/2 

also laid the groundwork for the Geneva Talks that were directly led by the UN. These talks, that 

took place in the form of seven distinct negotiations, proved, after many highs and lows, being 

successful to finding a diplomatic solution that ultimately ended the war in Afghanistan 

(Agrawal). The product of these talks, the Geneva Accords signed in April 1988, brought a 

mutually agreed end to the war and were implemented and monitored by the UN through the use 

of the United Nations Good Offices Mission in Afghanistan and Pakistan. UNGOMAP, 

established by Security Council Resolution 622, was able to guide the war to a mediated end in 

the ten months following the signing of the Geneva Accords by ensuring that Soviet withdrawal 

from the Afghanistan occurred within the timetable established in the accords and that neither 

side in the war, Pakistan aided by the United States and the USSR aided by the Afghan 

government, initiated additional provocation that could invalidate the agreement 

(Afghanistan/Pakistan). Through these efforts, the UN was able to secure the total and final 

withdrawal of the Soviets in February 1989 from Afghanistan: the official end of the 

Soviet-Afghan War. The Soviet-Afghan War is an instance in which the United Nations was, to a 

large extent, able to successfully intervene to end conflict during the Soviet-Afghan War 

between 1979 and 1989 by using its diplomatic skills in a way that brought a violent conflict to a 

non-violent end. Without the direct involvement of the United Nations from the immediate 
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outbreak of the Soviet-Afghan War to the official end of the war, there would have been no 

diplomatic peace talks arranged to bring about a final peace agreement nor would there have 

been any guiding force to reinforce the terms of any treaty. The sources used within this 

investigation had significant value. The majority of sources were primary resources from the 

United Nations during the time of the Soviet-Afghan War they are first hand documentations of 

the steps the UN took to intervene successfully in the war. Other primary resources have 

significance because they document from another viewpoint the success of the actions taken by 

the UN. The secondary resources used are again either from the UN documenting in retrospect 

actions that they took during the war or are from a major university report on UN actions during 

the the war. These sources presented the value of being able to convey a great amount of 

information on the successes that the UN took and are all focused on the context of the answer to 

the research question. The sources used presented a limited amount of limitations that inhibited 

analysis to be drawn from them and promoted the concept that the UN’s direct intervention in the 

Soviet-Afghan War had lasting positive impacts on the outcome of the conflict. For these reasons 

the United Nations intervention in the Soviet-Afghan War should be considered a success, and 

without the organization’s help the war would have developed into an even deadlier conflict with 

the potential to spread into additional regions.  
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