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The topic of the reviewed manuscript is of high significance. The region of Central Asia is 
not Russia's quiet backyard anymore. Since the early 2000s its importance for world politics 
is defined by the proximity to Afghan-Pak—a combined theater of operations against al-
Qaeda and its Taliban allies and the world's most dangerous place and its affiliation with 
major Eurasian actors like Russia, China, Iran, Pakistan, and India. A tendency of seeing the 
Afghan-Pak conflict exclusively from a South Asian perspective, ignoring security challenges 
in neighboring Tajikistan, Kyrgyzstan, Uzbekistan, and Turkmenistan is misguided. The 
author’s article may help to fill this gap.

Tajikistan, Uzbekistan and Turkmenistan share Afghanistan’s northern border. This region is 
divided from Pakistan by a narrow (around 20 km wide) strip of Afghan land. This makes it 
the closest post-Soviet territory to the Afghan-Pak conflict zone. Furthermore, Central Asians 
share ethnic ties with Afghanistan’s largest non-Pushtun Muslim “minorities”, as some 
40-50% of the Afghan population have their brethren “pori daryo” (beyond the river). 

However, it is unclear what specific militant groups the author is talking about in his paper. 
Do these include local protest groups that use violence occasionally, or are these exclusively 
international jihadists and terrorists? Seeing this difference is crucial for scholars writing on 
this region and making propositions on how to make the region safer. 

Among insurgents in Afghanistan and Pakistan are individuals from neighboring Central 
Asia. The biggest group of jihadists of Central Asian origin is associated with the Islamic 
Movement of Uzbekistan (IMU). It is comprised mostly of members of the banned Islamist 
organizations originating from the Republic of Uzbekistan and their families, who escaped 
(or performed hijrat) to Afghanistan between 1993 and 2001 onwards. The IMU represents the 
biggest group of foreign fighters in Pakistan. According to Pakistani authorities, around 90% 
of foreign militants operating in tribal zone are Uzbek.1 

In addition to Uzbek muhajeeds, hundreds of poor Tajik, Uzbek, Tatar, Kazakh and Kyrgyz 
youth have headed to religious schools in Pakistan for study in the past two decades. Many of 
these schools remained open to pro-jihadi Pakistani parties, which provided their recruits 
with special training facilities in the Pakistani tribal areas and Afghanistan. The Central 
Asian governments have perceived these radicalized students (talibs) as potential cadres for 
terrorism.

Finally, radical Tajik Islamists, the irreconcilable segment of the United Tajik Opposition 
(UTO) involved in the Tajik civil war (1992-1997), have found their own niche in an 

Forum of EthnoGeoPolitics 

Forum of EthnoGeoPolitics Vol.2 No.1 Spring 2014 

34



International Islamic Brigade in South Asia. Having refused to make peace with the secular 
Tajik government and integrate into Tajik society, these seasoned fighters opted to join jihad 
in Afghanistan. Most of them came from the Rasht Valley (Gharm) in Tajikistan.

These three groups—IMU with its break-away Islamic Jihad Union, radical pro-Salafi 
students, and the former UTO combatants—represent the bulk of the Central Asian jihad 
against the United States and its allies. They have diverse backgrounds and motivations that 
put them at the heart of the conflict in South Asia. They may have different if not conflicting 
approaches, in choosing roles they want to play in the region.

There is considerable disagreement over how the conflict in South Asia (Afghanistan and 
Pakistan particularly) may impact the neighboring Central Asian states. These assessments 
can be grouped into two broad categories:

Encouraging assessment

According to this assessment, the conflict in Afghanistan-Pakistan, by and large, has South 
Asian parameters. After the US-led invasion of Afghanistan in 2002 the IMU is spent force, a 
“tired scarecrow”, “a brand... generating revenues for intelligence consultants, career boosts 
for DOD officers, and a rhetorical crutch for the Uzbek government and its apologists”.2 The 
foreign jihadists who joined the Pashtun strife are developing an exit strategy. This is a good 
sign that the coalition forces have managed to localize the conflict and diminish the global 
support for the Taliban. Furthermore, al-Qaeda and the Taliban are amorphous by their 
structure, have dissimilar agendas, show little enthusiasm in developing a regional strategy, 
and have limited resources and disinterest in interfering in Central Asia.

Alarmist scenario

This assessment paints the conflict in Afghanistan and Pakistan as showing a vivid tendency 
of internationalization.3 The Obama Administration’s 2009 troop surge in Afghanistan 
elicited a matching response from radical Islamists worldwide eager to fight against the 
United States and its allies in South and Central Asia.4 Al-Qaeda and the Taliban have solid 
organizational structures, appeal, and potency, which allow them to spread into Central Asia, 
Xinjiang, and the Northern Caucasus. Taliban need foreign fighters, as they are better trained 
and better armed than local Afghan rebels.

The alarmist assessment is supported enthusiastically by local Central Asian governments 
and Russia. Russia particularly, in the period between the two Chechen wars (1996-1999), was 
keen to prove the existence of ties between rebels in its breakaway republic and the global 
Islamic cause. Likewise, the Tajik government wants to present itself as the biggest victim of 
terrorism and a reliable ally in the fight against it.

The US-NATO forces are leaning toward the more optimistic assessment of the problem. The 
principal US objective in Afghanistan has been the destruction of the Taliban and denying al-
Qaeda a safe haven. The recognition that Taliban not only survived but also expanded in 
neighboring territories requires a principal and resource-consuming strategic shift. So far, the 
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United States is not ready to drastically alter its vision of the conflict and has no clear 
strategy that can secure such a shift.

The author of the reviewed article seemingly supports the alarmist assessment of security 
situation in the region. In his opinion, ‘some of the militant groups that freely operate in 
Afghanistan and Pakistan, cross over to Tajikistan’. Indeed, the penetrations of radical 
Islamist groups in Tajikistan, Uzbekistan and Kyrgyzstan from Afghan territory have taken 
place many times since the 1990s and some of them including the last one (in Tajikistan’s 
Tavildara and Rasht valley in 2009-2010), raised some concerns about whether the 
Afghanistan-Pakistan conflict was spilling over and deteriorating the security situation in 
Central Asia. 

These concerns are not fully grounded, however. It is safe to say that al-Qaeda’s “Tajik plot” (if 
it indeed existed) failed in 2009-2010. The Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO) and the 
Collective Security Treaty Organization (CSTO) did not find it necessary to intervene with a 
mission in Tajikistan. Despite mostly deserved accusations of weakness, corruption, 
mismanagement and incompetence, the government of Tajikistan so far has managed to 
gradually stabilize the situation relying on its own recourses. 

It has been more than twelve years since the global jihad was proclaimed in Afghanistan (in 
October 2001). Have the Central Asian Muslims responded to this call for jihad? The answer 
is likely to be “no”. No Taliban emerged and no Muslim rage has been detected in Central 
Asia against the West. There have not been protests against local rulers for supporting the US 
invasion of Afghanistan. 

Pan-Islamism never prevailed over local, sectarian and national interests in Central Asian 
and Afghan political agendas. Throughout the 1980s, 1990s and 2000s no mujahedeen or 
Taliban forces have directly targeted Central Asian neighbors despite the latter’s support of 
the Soviet and Western military missions. 

In fact, the conflict in Tajikistan’s Tavildara and Rasht valley has little to do with the US 
presence in Afghanistan, Taliban and al-Qaeda. More likely it was a continuation of the civil 
war between the two major Tajik factions.

Against this backdrop, IMU appears to be a suppressed group of militants that joined the 
Taliban out of hopelessness and not because of deep-seated desire to build a caliphate with 
Afghanistan at its core. Similar to IMU, the irreconcilable elements of UTO suffered internal 
problems at home. They have shown no interest in fighting in support of the Taliban, who 
have long been antagonistic toward the Tajik-dominated Northern Alliance. 

Likewise, no feeling of solidarity has been developed between Afghanistan-based Tajik and 
Uzbek communities, mirroring the actual “cold war” between Tajikistan and Uzbekistan. The 
number of ethnic Tajiks in IMU is relatively low. In support of the view claiming Central 
Asia’s relative distance from the  global jihad, one may point out that Central Asia is not a 
territory “occupied by the infidels”, such as Chechnya, Xinjiang, and Kashmir. 
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Central Asia is not in the “jihad zone”, since no images portraying Muslim suffering and 
death in Central Asia are available on TV or Internet to attract volunteers for jihad from all 
over the world. In light of this, one should be skeptical of Tajik and Uzbek authorities’ 
interpretation and the media coverage of terrorist activities in their territories.

Nevertheless, people in Central Asia view South Asia with aversion and alarm. They are 
increasingly associating their future with violence in South Asia and growing Taliban and 
even Al-Qaeda influence. 

Even if the threat is not real, people’s overall perception is pessimistic. The threat of radical 
Islamism emanating from Afghanistan-Pakistan has been deeply entrenched in the political 
culture of Afghanistan’s neighbors since the Soviet-Afghan war. It justified the building of 
foreign bases and enhancing military cooperation within the framework of the region’s 
major international organizations led by Russia and China: the CSTO and the SCO 
respectively.  

Accordingly, outsiders see Central Asia through the same lens of radical Islam and as an 
arena for potentially “another Afghanistan.” Alteration of this paradigm is a tough challenge, 
and major domestic and international stakeholders including Russia, China seem unwilling 
to dispense this seemingly overstated threat, which has served them well as a universal 
political tool in achieving their goals.   

In sum, in both of the above assessments (encouraging and alarmist), it is obvious that the 
conflict in Afghanistan-Pakistan will have mid- and even long-term impacts on the region.

The reviewed manuscript focuses on various non-traditional threats facing regions of Central 
and South Asia. In particular, the author mentions militant groups, as well as drug-trafficking 
and heroin production, and this means that these problems are defined in the paper as non-
traditional. However, these issues (that is illegal drug business, proliferation of jihadism and 
terrorism) are of the highest importance for world politics and cannot be called non-
traditional. 

In my understanding, non-traditional threats are, as a rule, “softer” and less visible and 
obvious than traditional ones. I would suggest the author to connect these with each other to 
see how they interrelate in order to deepen our understanding of the security threats in 
Eurasia. 

The author also writes that the militants are transferring some of their laboratories to 
Central Asia, and “as a result Kyrgyzstan’s annual heroin output potential has suddenly 
skyrocketed to an estimated 180 to 220 tons.” This “alarmist” information should be checked 
thoroughly. Central Asia-based heroin laboratories are very rare (if any) as they cannot 
compete with Afghan heroin laboratories. 

Virtually all of the heroin shipped to Russia from Central Asia is made in Afghanistan. 
Central Asia is a major trafficker, not producer, of heroin. Also, since late 2001 till the present 
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in a NATO and US-controlled Afghanistan, opium production and heroin manufacturing 
survived and even risen and this fact has not been admitted in the article. 

When it comes to conclusion and prospects, the author proposes to set up “a global 
organization to quickly implement common counter measures to dispel the threats of 
terrorists and other militant groups”; and he also believes that “Central and South Asia need 
to launch a global educational and informational campaign against militant terrorists and 
religious extremists in order to educate the population about their heinous designs”. Good 
idea, but non-realistic. The nations of these two distinct regions (Islamic vs secular, or to be 
precise, Islamic vs Muslim) have different if not conflicting approaches and security threats 
perceptions. 

Even among post-Soviet Central Asian states threat perceptions vary. Tajikistan and 
Uzbekistan for example are in conflict over their understanding of the sources of terrorism 
and of the nature of political Islam. Uzbekistan uses a struggle against Islamic 
fundamentalism as a pretext to oppress any kind of dissent. The Uzbek government 
considers Tajikistan a haven for radical Islamic groups, especially the Islamic Movement of 
Uzbekistan (IMU). The Uzbek government also fears that a part of the sizable Tajik 
population residing in Uzbekistan may support Islamic extremism. 

Unlike Uzbekistan that puts hard pressure on all opponents of the regime, also by labeling 
them “fundamentalists”, Tajikistan opened political space for moderate Islamic parties in the 
region. Currently, the Islamic Renaissance Party of Tajikistan (IRPT) is the only Islamic party 
in Central Asia to be included in the political process. 

Over the years, the IRPT has moved toward moderation, despite governmental pressures and 
largely ungrounded accusations of terrorism. The IRPT is the only Islamic party that 
succeeded in gaining popular support and achieving visible political results. In neighboring 
countries, the rising Islamic militancy is more a result of the repressive counterterrorist 
policies than its cause. 

Most of the Central Asian states and Russia have exaggerated Islamism and the Taliban 
threat, both to justify strong cooperative international security measures against the 
perceived common threat and to gain support and assistance of Western governments. 
Declaring another “global war on terrorism” in Central and South Asia may result in an 
overall worsening of the situation, boosting both authoritarianism and radicalization of 
moderate Islamists in the region.

The reviewed paper brings us the idea that despite their diverse ideological trajectories, all 
states of the region under study are confronted with similar internal problems, which are 
supplemented by external tensions. Domestic conflict triggers include discredited elites 
drawn into parochial feuds and near-collapsed state institutions. 

Throughout Central and South Asia, Muslims encounter various problems including 
corruption, poverty, health issues and unemployment that produce complex responses, 
including tolerance of radicalism, militancy, and violence. 
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In Central Asia, the major security threat largely lies in the failure of political and economic 
transformation, growing authoritarianism, widespread corruption, and other political, social 
and economic ills that have little or no connection to religiosity or the situation in 
Afghanistan and Pakistan. If these problems are not addressed, even the defeat of the 
Taliban in Afghanistan and Pakistan will not eliminate the threat of “talibanization,” as a 
destructive de-modernization and involution process, in Central Asia.  

Instead of building up the military capabilities by channeling millions of dollars to corrupt 
governments, the West and the international community at large, should seek to strengthen 
national political institutions and processes, support state and civil society-building, aid 
economic development, and help the regional governments in fighting drug-trafficking. Such 
a strategy would have a great potential to combat traditional and non-traditional security 
threats in Afghanistan and Pakistan, as well as ensuring stability in Central Asia. 

Dr. Kamoludin Abdullaev is an independent scholar from Dushanbe, Tajikistan, with over thirty 
years of experience in the study and teaching of modern history of Central Asia with a focus on 
Tajikistan; see further http://kamolkhon.com.
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