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In contemporary international relations, the importance of the "image" of the country is growing. This way, it should be considered one of the most influential factors in the establishment of new or restoration of old diplomatic relations between countries. It is necessary to mention that the historical basis can be called a key component of the country's image. 

While forming the image of Russia in Afghanistan, it is worth noting that nowadays Russia no longer has a direct presence in the country, but only makes attempts to maintain its indirect political influence, trying to bring three parties to the negotiating table: the United States, the official government of Afghanistan and the leadership of the terrorist organization, the Taliban. However, Russia did not inspire confidence among the parties, which prevented its plan from being implemented. This situation proved that the image of the country played one of the key roles, since due to the Soviet intervention, and then the withdrawal of troops during an unstable period in the country, the USSR and Russia, as a successor country, lost confidence among Afghan politicians and the Afghan people in general. 
There are different assessments of the perception of the USSR and Russia in Afghanistan in domestic and foreign historiography; no comprehensive empirical study has yet been performed. Current research mainly comprises studies of the dynamics of Soviet–(Russian–) Afghan relations (Belokrenitsky 1999; Katz 2014; Asef 2017; Korgun 2009;), and is usually based on published historical materials or personal experience (Kakar 1995; Laik, 2016). In contrast, the present study is based directly on the results of a survey of Afghans themselves and can help to fill gaps in understanding of the nature of modern Russian–Afghan relations. The main objective of this study was to clarify the image of Russia among the Afghan population.
To achieve the goal, the following tasks were set:

1. Conceptualize the concept of "image";

2. To study the relations between Russia and Afghanistan after the collapse of the USSR and to identify the key events that must be relied upon when drawing up a questionnaire and forming an image;

3. Identify the semantic units used in the formation of the image;

4. To find out the influence of the image on the current state of Russian-Afghan relations.

Research methodology. In October 2019 and February 2020, a survey in Afghanistan was conducted. It was carried out among the Afghan population, mainly in Kabul (51%) and the provinces of Afghanistan. 700 people were interviewed. The survey contained 27 questions, both open- and closed-ended. However, some features of the survey in Afghanistan should be mentioned. First of all, the conservatism of Afghan society, especially among the older generation, rendered young people who did not witness the Soviet military presence in Afghanistan more likely to participate in the survey. People over 30, who were either born during the Soviet intervention in Afghanistan or were directly involved in the events of the 1980s, were in most cases extremely reluctant to answer some of the questions (especially those related to the Soviet Union), considering them incorrect or not wanting to recall those times. Taking into account the specifics of modern Afghan society and the influence of the Islamic religion on the nature of public relations, we also faced the problem of access to women, who were also less interested in participating. Moreover, the response rate among those over the age of 50 was hampered by their low level of education and lack of access to information.
The study revealed that the collapse of the USSR marked the beginning of a new period of relations between Russia and Afghanistan, aimed at restoring diplomatic ties. Nevertheless, so far, Soviet-Afghan relations have had a strong influence on the perception of Russia by the Afghan population. The intervention of Soviet troops into Afghanistan is the most important element of this image, which largely influenced the relations between these countries.

It was revealed that the majority of those who are supporters of Soviet policy in Afghanistan believe that today's Russian influence has a positive direction. It was also shown that support for a pro-Soviet regime is the strongest predictor of Afghans' approval of current Russian policies. Besides, other indicators of a positive image of the Russian Federation were identified. First of all, it was revealed that most of the population supports Russia's initiative to establish a dialogue with the Taliban. This step in Russian-Afghan relations is considered to be a statistically significant predictor of a positive image of Russian policy in Afghanistan. Also, humanitarian assistance to Afghanistan appeared to be a significant positive factor. In total, about a fifth of Afghans perceives Russia positively, while the share of the population with an extremely negative attitude towards Russia is only about 7%.

The main semantic units were identified, influencing the formation of the image of Russia, and allowing concluding about its improvement. The older generation uses units such as "aggressor" and "traitor", while the new generation, on the contrary, focuses on the issues of cooperation in education and the economy, considering them to be the main factors in improving the country's image. To date, the level of awareness of the Afghan population (especially in the provinces) about Russia, as well as the assistance it provides to Afghanistan, remains low, which negatively affects their perceptions of Russia.
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