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Abstract

After the collapse of the Soviet Union, the issue of stability and security of Post-Soviet
Central Asiais still relevant. The rising threat from neighboring countries, the civil war in Syria
and “Islamic State” in the Middle East are posing great risks to the region. If earlier terrorism and
Islamic radicalism were not a significant threat to the region and mainly were linked to externa
factors and Afghan Mujahedeen, the emergence of the “Islamic State” and activity of the new
radical groups put a new reality in the region. The existence of radical groups inside the region
was a surprise to the local authorities (Karin 2017, 5; Swansttom 2010, 35-51; Balchi 2014). The
article analyzes the new challenges connected to the activation of radica Islam and the
emergence of “Islamic State’. There is analyze of the threat in Central Asian countries when
citizens of these countries go to Syriaand Irag to fight and after coming back, create radical cells
in their home countries.

Keywords: “Islamic State”, terrorism, Central Asia, Radical 1slam.

In the spring of 2015, the so-called “Islamic State” declared about the creation of Vilayat of
Khorasan and aimed to recruit new members from Afghanistan and Pakistan. Vilayat of Khorasan
included historic cities of Persia: Nishapur and Tus (Iran), Merv and Sanjak (Turkmenistan), Samarkand
and Bukhara (Uzbekistan), Herat and Balkh (Afghanistan), Khujand and Panjakent (Tgikistan). In
August of the same year, the Isamic Movement of Uzbekistan (IMU) pledged the oath of alegiance to
the “Idlamic State” (1S). It is difficult to determine how many people joined the ranks of 1S in Syria and
Iraq, but in recent times, citizens of Uzbekistan and Kyrgyzstan have increasingly involved in the terrorist
attacks carried out by the IS. They have been mainly used for suicide attacks. In 2016 the IS attacked
Ataturk airport in Turkey and Chechen, Kyrgyz and Uzbek terrorists were accused of organizing it
(Abizaid 2017).

The activation of IS and declaration about the creation of Khorasan Vilayat, put post-Soviet
Central Asian countries in front of a new readlity. For them, the internal threat became more important
than external and questions arose: is a foreign threat more dangerous than an internal one? The internal
threat is created by those citizens, who go to fight to Syria and Iraq and will come back well-trained to
their homelands and likely will replace those radicals that have not been able to be trained in Afghanistan
and Syrian wars. Although there is no direct evidence on the existence of “Islamic State” and “ Al-Qaida’
in the region, the linkage between these groups and the above-mentioned terrorist attacksis obvious.

The Spread of Radical Islam in Post-Soviet Central Asia

The spread of radical Islam in Post-Soviet Central Asia began in the 1990s and is associated with
the opening of borders and the period of religious revivalism after the collapse of the Soviet Union.
Neighboring to Afghanistan and Pakistan threatened to spread terrorism and radical I1slam in the region.
Consequently, local elites had to fight politically and religiously against radical groups in order to prevent
spreading religion from outside the region. The collapse of the Soviet Union coincided with the last
period of the civil war in Afghanistan, which led to the 1992 civil war between the Communist elite and
the opposition® in Tajikistan (Abizaid 2017). The conflict covered Central Asian countries and as a result,
the local authorities declared the Idamic forces illegally. Islamic forces from Fergana Valley tried to
detain the government in Uzbekistan and Tgjikistan. This effort clearly showed the local governments that

Y In T4jikistan religious forces presented the opposition.
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political Islam was athreat to national governments and hindered the economic and social devel opment of
the countries.

If we look at the history of the spreading of Islam, it has the biggest influence on Uzbekistan and
Tajikistan among five republics of post-Soviet Central Asia, where the population was mostly farmers. In
Kyrgyzstan, Kazakhstan and Turkmenistan the influence of Islam was relatively light because of the
nomadic population. Kyrgyz, Kazakh and Turkmens were acquainted with Muslim neighbors in the early
days, but because of their nomadic lifestyle, their “Islamization” was managed only in the XVII-XIX
centuries (Ro'i 2000, 242; Sagdeev 2000, 8). Religion and ethnicity in the Post-Soviet Central Asian
discourse are combined and it is quite clear. Religious identity discourse was often used to differ ethnic
groups. For example, Kyrgyz were distinguished from Uzbeks, Kazakhs from Tajiks. Tagjiks and Uzbeks
were recognized as more religious than Kazakhs and Kyrgyz or Turkmens (Tromble 2017, 356). When
Kyrgyz describes a religious man, he compares him to Uzbek and says that this Kyrgyz is like “Uzbek”
(Tromble 2017, 356). Uzbeks believe, that they are better Muslims than Kazakhs and Kyrgyz, Tajiks, in
turn, think, that they are “true Muslims’ (Omelicheva 2010, 181).

The motherland of the emergence of Islamic movements and the Islamic Movement of
Uzbekistan (IMU)? in the 1990s became Uzbekistan. The IMU tried to carry out several terrorist attacks
(among them was the futile attempt of the terrorist attack on the president of Uzbekistan), but the
movement was weaker inside the country than outside Uzbekistan. Uzbek authorities were fighting
against IMU. In 1992-2005, about 6,000 people were arrested for the Islamist charge, many of whom died
due to ill-treatment and bad conditions or diseases. Tgjikistan and Afghanistan have become a safe
heaven for Tajik, Kyrgyz or Uighur members of IMU. The Islamic Movement of Uzbekistan contributed
to the creation of other radical movements. Islamic Jihad Union was formed from IMU. This organization
became the first terrorist group in Central Asia, which used suicide tactics (Dzhani 2009). The
organization collaborated with Afghanistan and al-Qaeda. The organization shared the ideology of global
jihad and therefore its members acted in different countries. After the formation of “Islamic State”,
members of the Islamic Jihad Union moved from Afghanistan and Pakistan to Syriato fight.

Jamaat Ansarullah (the Union of God's Warriors) was also separated from the |slamic Movement
of Uzbekistan. It was formed by Tajik fighters and became known only in 2010 after it had taken
responsibility for the explosion in the province of Sughd. In 2012, this group was declared illegal and
banned in Tagjikistan (Karin 2017, 22).

Katibat al-Tawhid wal-Jihad was formed by ethnic Uighurs in 2014. Nowadays there are 180-200
members from Kyrgyzstan, Pakistan and Xinjiang province of China, 35 of who are fighting in Syria. The
organization took responsibility for the attack on Russian armed forces in Syria. It is aso accused of
attacking the Embassy of Chinain Kyrgyzstan, when three people were killed (BBC 2016).

Katibat Imam Bukhari or Imam Bukhari’s battalion is the largest Central Asian military group
fighting in Syria. Up to 400 Uzbeks are fighting in the ranks of the group. The founder of the battalion,
Salahuddin in 1999 joined the IMU together with Juma Namangani and Tahir Yiuldashev (Eniseev). In
2011, Salahuddin went to Syria and created his battalion there. The group was considered as a part of the
“Idamic State”, but in 2015, it was merged with Jabhat Fateh al-Sham.

“Idamic State” in Central Asia

According to the US Department report of June 2016, 40,000 fighters from 100 countries were
fighting in Syria. It should be noted, that the number of fighters in Syria and Iraq is far more than the
number of people who have joined different terrorist groups during the last 20 years and have fought in
Afghanistan, Yemen, Somalia and other countries (RT 3 June 2016). According to the Soufan Group, in
Syria and Irag, 27,000-31,000 people fought in the ranks of IS and other radical groups. Among them,
about 2000 were from post-Soviet Central Asian countries. Since June 2014 the number of foreign
fighters has doubled and the number of combatants from Central Asia increased by 300% (TSG 2015;
Topchi 2016). It is difficult to determine the number of fighters from Central Asia because sometimes
local authorities do not distribute official information about the number of people leaving or if they
spread, the methodology and sources of information gathered by them, are unknown. Some sources

? Historically two Islamic sects were established in Central Asia: Hanafi mazhab of Sunni Islam and Deobandi. Some radical
groups follow the ideology of Deobandi. It shares Salafi ideology approach with the return to the Prophet’s period of lifestyle.
According to Deobandi ideology, Muslim is at first Muslim and then representative of any ethnic group, so his obligations are
related to Islam and only after that - the country. The Muslim should defend the interests of the Islamic Society - Umma and only
after that - the country or nation. Deobandi ideology justifies jihad as away to protect Muslimsin their countries.
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include children and women among people leaving for Syria and Irag when other sources do not consider
them.® More difficult is to figure out the number of returnees (Appendix 1).

Kazakhstan

Kazakhstan became the first target of Jihadists propaganda. “Islamic State” was distributing
videos, where the lives of the fighters from Kazakhstan and their going to Syria to fight were described.
Special attention is paid to the fact that the “Islamic State” used for the first time juveniles for its
propaganda. According to data of 2017, 500 fighters went to Syriaand Iraq to fight (Barret 2017, 12). 120
of them are fighting in Syria now.

Kyrgyzstan

The threat of terrorism is high in Kyrgyzstan and mainly associated with the city of Osh and
ethnic Uzbeks living there. For example, In February 2014 Kyrgyz security forces detained 10 residents
of the Osh region who were planning terrorist attacks in Kyrgyzstan. According to the investigation, some
of them were trained in Syria and participated in military operations. The fighters returning from Syriain
2013, who planned an explosion on Independence Day of Kyrgyzstan and Shanghai Cooperation Council
Summit, were arrested. One of the detainees was from Kazakhstan, two - from the Osh region of
Kyrgyzstan (TSG 2015). In December 2017, a member of the international terrorist group was arrested in
Kyrgyzstan. During 2016-2017, he fought in Syria and returned to Kyrgyzstan to create underground
terrorist cells and new channels for transfer militants from Kyrgyzstan to Syria (Mokorenko 2017).
According to data of 2016, 571 citizens of Kyrgyzstan went to fight in Syria, 63 of them were families
and about 100 - juveniles. It is noteworthy that 80% of the population of Syriais ethnically Uzbek (TSG
2015).

Tajikistan

Among Central Asian countries, most people joined the “Islamic State” from Tajikistan.
According to data from 2014-2015, from 200 up to 1000 Tajiks went to fight in Syria. After
independence, the danger of national security was the Islamic Movement of Uzbekistan. Since 2013,
“Idamic State” replaced the Islamic movement of Uzbekistan after hundreds of Tajiks joined IS. These
decisions put the country into a new reality. The specia threat to the country was IS fighters who would
return to their homeland.

Among 120 fighters from Tagjikistan, who joined IS, 24 hold Bachelor degrees. That's why the
government’ s narrative about poor, unemployed and illiterate people joining the “Islamic State” is lacking
the truth.

The IS fighters from Tajikistan are mainly 18-40 years old men, most of whom lived in Russia
and were recruited in mosques and training clubs in Russia. 80% of Tajiks were recruited in Russia by IS,
where they migrated to work. Most migrants from Central Asia are educated and more qualified than
those services that they do in Russia. Consequently, 50% of IS fighters are graduators of secular
universities (Lemon, Heathershaw 2017).

Tajikistan was one of the first countries to strengthen its law for participation in armed conflicts
outside the country. In 2016 368 members of terrorist organizations were arrested, including 133
members of IS, 18 of “Muslim Brothers’, 10 - Islamic Movement of Turkestan (Karin 2017, 17).

Uzbekistan

Uzbekistan has a long history of religious radicalism. Islamic Movement of Uzbekistan was
considered to be the main threat to the region that contributed to the emergence of their terrorist groups
such as Jamaat Ansar Allah, Jund al-Khilafa, Islamic Jamaat of Uzbekistan. Following the oath of loyalty
to the IS, members of IMU went to Syria and created militant groups such as Imam Bukhari’ s Battalions
and Katibaat Al-Tawhid wal-Jihad.

3 There are cases when people go to live in the “Islamic State” together with their families (Kaunekova 2016). For example, from
Tajikistan 150 familieswent to IS, from Kyrgyzstan - 63 (Karin 2017, 15).
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There is no official confirmed information about the number of Uzbeks who went to fight in
Syria. According to the unofficial data, from 3000 to 3500 fighters fight in Syria from Uzbekistan, but
according to the national security service data, from 500 to 600 citizens of Uzbekistan are in Syria now
(Karin 2017, 18).

Turkmenistan

According to the data of 2013, 190 citizens from Turkmenistan went to fight in Syria. They
joined different terrorist groups in Syria. Unfortunately, it is impossible to gather information about
people who went to fight in Syria, because the government has closed every source from where is
possible to get information.

According to severa experts, there are no obvious signs that religious, economic or political
factors influence the involvement of Central Asian citizensin “Islamic State” and “Export of Terrorism”.
This assumption is based on the view, that there are only a few terrorist groups operating in the region
and during 2012-2015, only 62 out of 85,000 terrorist attacks have occurred in Central Asia (Lemon
2017). Central Asian countries were facing similar threats from local groups connected to Taliban in
Afghanistan and Pakistan in the past and supposedly new connections to the “Islamic State” will threaten
the region as soon as the returning fighters will start to “import terrorism” to their homeland (Curtis
2016).
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Appendix 1
Official Data Unofficial Data
Country 2015 2017 2015 2017 Citizens who came
Y ear Y ear Y ear Y ear back to their
homelands
K azakhstan 300 200" * *
Kyrgyzstan 500 500 44
Uzbekistan 500 1500 *
Tajikistan 386 1300 147
Turkmenistan 360-400 *

* According to Kyrgyz authorities data of March 2016, 200 Kazakhs fought in Syria and Irag and lived together with their
families on the territory of “Islamic State” (Kaukenova 2016).
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