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Central Asian Sunni Islamic Extremism  
and Its Links to the Gulf

Professor Michael Fredholm 

Center for Central Asian Studies, University of Stockholm, Sweden 

In 1995, Sunni Islamic extremism – of the type usually referred to as 
Wahhabism – emerged as a disruptive political force in Chechnya. The dynamics of 
this are well understood. So is the fact that spillover from this conflict has touched 
the Gulf region, in the form of terrorism as well as unasked-for problems in the 
relations between Russia and those Gulf States from which the Islamic extremists 
in Chechnya came. Yet the fact that Sunni Islamic extremism in the same way also 
has emerged as a political force in Central Asia, and that the extremists there too 
maintain links to the Gulf, is often forgotten.

The Gulf States will ignore these links at their peril. The phenomenon of 
Islamic extremism in Central Asia, and its links with the Gulf, carries the same, very 
real potential as the one in Chechnya to impact upon the security and foreign policy 
relationships of the Gulf States, and not only with Central Asia but Russia, Europe, 
and the rest of the world as well. If anything, the extremist links between the Gulf 
and Central Asia are stronger, and go back further in time, than any links with 
extremists in Chechnya. So far, the real impact has been minor, yet the potential for 
further disruptions is significant.

This study aims to assess the importance of the links between the Gulf and 
Central Asian extremism, as well as to evaluate the kind of impact that these links 
might cause on the foreign and domestic policies of the Gulf States.
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The Power of Escalation
To assess the importance of the links between Gulf and Central Asian 

extremists, it is advantageous first to examine a chain of events, some well-known, 
others less so, that illustrate how the Gulf region and Central Asia have affected 
each other. Some of the following events directly influenced what followed, while 
others did so only indirectly, or not yet. However, taken together these events have 
produced an appreciable impact on the Gulf region and its foreign and security 
policies.

In 1912, Sayyid Shari Muhammad of Medina established the seemingly first 
Wahhabi presence in Tashkent and the Ferghana valley of Central Asia.1

In 1947-1948, a Soviet Central Asian cleric named Ziyauddin Khan Ishan 
Babakhanov, aged 39, studied Wahhabi thought in Saudi Arabia. In 1957, 
Babakhanov was appointed the official mufti (Islamic leader) of Soviet Central 
Asia, a position he held until his death in 1982. Babakhanov, in the words of 
some, was “the first official Wahhabite” in Central Asia.2 The Wahhabi influence 
thus survived the Russian Revolution and in the Soviet period, the official clergy 
frequently displayed signs of Wahhabi or Salafi beliefs, often issuing fatwas 
aimed at traditional beliefs. Another example of such a Central Asia-trained 
cleric was the newly-appointed imam-khatib (cleric who conducts the Friday 
sermon and prayer) in Leningrad at the very end of the 1960s or the early 
1970s, a recent graduate of the officially recognized Mir-e Arab seminary, who 
forbid women to participate in funerals and proclaimed that it was a sin to go 
to the theater.3 
By 1983, a group of 22 unregistered Islamic clerics, aged 22-45, in Kulob (then 
Kulyab) Oblast in Tajikistan came to the attention of the Soviet authorities. 
They called themselves Wahhabis and studied what Soviet officials referred to 
as documents advocating pan-Islamic ideas.4 Many such clandestine groups 

1.  Ahmed Rashid, Jihad: The Rise of Militant Islam in Central Asia (New Haven: Yale University 
Press, 2002), 45.

2.  Bakhtiar Babadzhanov, “Islam in Uzbekistan: From the Struggle for ‘Religious Purity’ to Political 
Activism,” in Central Asia: A Gathering Storm? ed. Boris Rumer (London: M. E. Sharpe, 2002), 
299-330, on 306.

3.  Yaacov Ro’i, Islam in the Soviet Union: From the Second World War to Gorbachev (London: Hurst & 
Co., 2000), 282.

4.  Ibid., 358-9.

•

•

•
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were established from the 1970s onwards, often inspired by formal or informal 
missionaries from the Middle East. The latter regularly visited the Soviet Union 
as part of the religious, scientific, and technical exchange programs through 
which the Soviet Union attempted to assist its allies in the Middle East. Others 
were undergraduate students who attended university in the Soviet Union.5

In or around 1992-1993, one or two Jordanians reportedly named Salahuddin 
and Isam Abu Mahmud Qiyadati, with the help of two Uzbeks, one of whom had 
previously studied under a Wahhabi teacher, established the first clandestine cells 
of the illegal Hizb ut-Tahrir party in Uzbekistan. Cells appeared in Farghona, 
Andijon, and Tashkent. Other cells were then established elsewhere in Tashkent 
as well as in the Ferghana valley, whence the movement spread throughout the 
country and to Kyrgyzstan from 1997 and Tajikistan from 1998.6

In 1995, the Jordan-born Habib Abdul Rahman Khattab (holding dual 
Jordanian-Saudi citizenship, his full name reportedly was Samir bin Salih bin 
Abdullah bin Salih bin Abdulrahman bin Ali al-Suelim7) arrived in Chechnya 
with a small group of foreign jihadists, soon after the outbreak of the first 
Chechen war. Members of the Khattab group claimed already to have fought 
in places as diverse as Afghanistan, Tajikistan, and Bosnia as well as Abkhazia, 
Nagorno-Karabakh, and Ingushetia in the Caucasus. Khattab himself claimed to 
have fought in Afghanistan, Nagorno-Karabakh, and Tajikistan for eight years. 
In Chechnya, he became the main commander of foreign Islamic extremists.8 
Most importantly, Khattab served as the conduit for various Gulf-based 
benefactors who supported the jihad in the Caucasus. So was, for instance, the 
Qatar Charitable Society accused of funding extremism in Russian Dagestan 
in 1999, and (together with the Kuwait-based Relief Fund for the Sick) even 
banned in Azerbaijan in October 2001 for this reason.9

5.  See, for example, Michael Fredholm, Islamic Extremism as a Political Force: A Comparative Study of 
Central Asian Islamic Extremist Movements (Stockholm: Stockholm University, Asian Cultures and 
Modernity Research Report 12, 2006); Michael Fredholm, Islam and Modernity in Contemporary 
Central Asia: Religious Faith versus Way of Life-A Story of Four Radical Disruptions (Stockholm: 
Stockholm University, Asian Cultures and Modernity Research Report 14, 2007).

6.  Fredholm, Islamic Extremism as a Political Force, with references.
7.  Roland Jacquard, Les archives secrètes d’Al-Qaida: Révélations sur les héritiers de Ben Laden (Paris: 

Jean Picollec, 2002), 294.
8.  Igor Dobaev, “Islamic Radicalism in the Northern Caucasus,” Central Asia and the Caucasus 6 

(2000), 76-86, on 79. Dobaev refers to newspaper articles including one by Umar ben Ismail, amir 
of the Wahhabi Jamaat of the Chechen town of Urus-Martan.

9.  Al-Rayah (www.raya.com), September 20, 1999; Nezavisimaya gazeta, April 9, 2002; Turan 

•
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On August 25, 1999, a Saudi citizen and Wahhabi named Zubayr ibn Abdul 
Raheem, newly-appointed religious leader of the Islamic Movement of 
Uzbekistan (IMU) and reputedly a descendant of the Mangit family which 
formerly ruled Bukhara, issued a declaration of jihad against the governments 
of Uzbekistan and Kyrgyzstan. The IMU had been established in the previous 
year in Kabul, under Taliban protection.10

On January 16, 2000, a six-man Chechen delegation headed by former acting 
president Zelimkhan Yandarbiyev met the Taliban leader Mullah Mohammad 
Omar in Kandahar. As a result of the meeting, the Taliban government formally 
recognised the Chechen Republic Ichkeria. Yandarbiyev then settled in Qatar.11

In March 2002, Khattab was assassinated by the Russian special services, 
dying within five minutes of opening a poisoned letter.12 The death of Khattab 
– and the subsequent 2003 US-led invasion of Iraq which diverted jihadist 
activity from Chechnya to Iraq – resulted in a decrease of funds from individual 
benefactors in Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, and Qatar who reportedly had supported 
him.13 Khattab was succeeded by Abd Al-Aziz bin Ali bin Said Al-Said Al-
Ghamdi, a Saudi better known as Abu Al-Walid, who reportedly had fought in 
Afghanistan and Bosnia.14

On February 13, 2004 in Qatar, Chechen separatist ex-president Zelimkhan 
Yandarbiyev was assassinated, and his 13-year-old son Daud was wounded, 
by Russian intelligence agents, who had planted a bomb in his car. A radical 
Islamist, Yandarbiyev had been raising money for the Chechen cause in Qatar.15 
The two Russian agents, employees of the Russian Embassy later acknowledged 

(Baku), April 9, 2002; Interfax, April 10, 2002. See also,for example, Steven Emerson and 
Jonathan Levin, “Terrorism Financing: Origination, Organization, and Prevention: Saudi Arabia, 
Terror Financing and the War on Terror,” Testimony before the United States Senate Committee 
on Governmental Affairs, July 31, 2003.

10.  Fredholm, Islamic Extremism as a Political Force, with references.
11.  RFE/RL News, January 17, 2000; ITAR-TASS, June 2,  2000.
12.  See, for example, The Guardian, April 26, 2002; Jacquard, Archives secrètes, 294.
13.  Jane’s World Insurgency and Terrorism 16, November 21, 2002; ITAR-TASS, April 8, 2004; Andrei 

Smirnov, “Russian Agents’ Return from Qatar May Finally Discredit the Islamic World in the 
Eyes of Chechnya’s Rebels,” Jamestown Foundation Chechnya Weekly 6: 1 ( January 5, 2005).

14.  Andrew McGregor, “Amir Abu Al-Walid and the Islamic Component of the Chechen War,” 
Central Asia - Caucasus Analyst, February 26, 2003 (www.cacianalyst.org). Other sources claim 
that Abu Al-Walid instead was a serving officer of the Saudi General Intelligence Service. Novosti 
Nedeli (Tel Aviv), November 28, 2002.

15.  AP, February 14, 2004.
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as being officers of the special services on counterterrorism duty,16 were arrested 
within days, tried and sentenced in June, and then, on December 23, 2004, 
returned to Russia, where they were released. The extremists did not take kindly 
to what they saw as a Qatari betrayal; an article posted on the Chechen website 
Daymokh carried the headline “The Muslim Qatar Made a Christmas Present 
to the Satanist Putin,” while another, posted on the Kavkaz Center website, was 
simply headlined “They Betrayed Us.”17

On April 16, 2004, the Saudi commander in Chechnya, Abu Al-Walid, died, 
apparently in a Russian air raid.18

On February 16, 2005, a Kuwaiti commander in Chechnya, known variously as 
Abu Zeyd and Abu Umar, was killed in Ingushetia by the special forces of the 
Russian security service, FSB. Linked to Al-Qaeda, Abu Zeyd had reportedly 
fought in Afghanistan and Bosnia before he went to the North Caucasus.19

On June 3, 2006, four Russian diplomats were kidnapped and subsequently 
killed in Baghdad. A fifth Russian was killed in the attack itself, which was 
carried out by the Mujahidin Shura Council of Iraq, which hitherto had fought 
only the US-led coalition.20 On June 25, a Chechen news report concluded 
that the murder of the diplomats (who were referred to as “spy-diplomats” and 
“terrorists and spies”) meant that “the judgment of the Almighty” had been 
carried out “in revenge for the torture, murder, and exile of our brothers and 
sisters by the infidel Russian government.”21

On July 8, 2006, perhaps inspired by the events in Baghdad, Chechen separatist 
acting president Dokka Umarov was authorized by the Chechen Majlis-ul Shura 
to use the Chechen “special services” to apprehend and eliminate “international 
terrorists and military criminals guilty of the genocide of the Chechen people” 
outside the borders of Chechnya itself.22

16.  RIA-Novosti, February 26, 2004. Russian Foreign Minister Igor Ivanov acknowledged their 
identity but denied any Russian involvement in the assassination.

17.  Smirnov, “Russian Agents’ Return.”
18.  Kavkaz Center (www.kavkazcenter.com), April 19, 2004; Kavkaz Center (http://eng.kavkaz.memo.

ru), April 20, 2004. See also Murad Batal Al-Shishani, “The Killing of Abu Al-Walid and the 
Russian Policy in Chechnya,” Central Asia - Caucasus Analyst, May 5, 2004 (www.cacianalyst.org).

19.  NTV Mir (Moscow), February 21, 2005.
20.  See, for example, Moscow Times, June 26, 2006 (www.themoscowtimes.com).
21.  Kavkaz Center (www.kavkaz.org.uk), June 25, 2006.
22.  Kavkaz Center (www.kavkazcenter.net), July 9, 2006.
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On November 26, 2006, the Jordanian (or Saudi) commander in Chechnya, 
Farid Yusuf Umeyra, also known as Abu Hafs, was killed in Khasavyurt, 
Dagestan, in a raid by the Russian security service, FSB. Abu Hafs maintained 
links to Al-Qaeda.23

On March 4, 2007, a terrorist attack aimed at Russian employees of the Russian 
company Stroytransgaz took place in Ain Defla, Algeria. The group known as 
the Al-Qaeda Organization in the Islamic Maghreb claimed responsibility, 
explaining the attack as a means to fight back against the Russian struggle 
“against Islam” and the killing of “our brothers in Chechnya.”24

This list illustrates a tragic chain of events. What began as religious 
proselytization and missionary activities, undertaken by Muslim leaders from the 
Gulf region and Jordan, among others, or Central Asian Muslims educated in the 
Gulf region, led first to increased radicalization among the Muslims following these 
men, and then, in 1995, to direct participation of Gulf citizens in violence and 
terrorism on the territory of CIS states (in the same way that their predecessors had 
involved themselves in Afghanistan during the 1980s). Many died in the struggle 
without ever returning home, but others, including citizens of CIS states, switched 
their activities to the Gulf region, only to kill or be killed there in the continuing 
struggle. So far, the governments of Qatar and Iraq have been directly affected by 
these events. But the struggle of the Islamic extremists, linking the CIS region with 
the Gulf, has transcended these bounds and made both regions the theaters of a 
far greater struggle, as illustrated by the last event in the list and, for that matter, 
most other acts of terrorism committed in the name of Al-Qaeda and Sunni Islamic 
extremism.

Central Asian Islam versus Islamic Extremism
A key problem in writing about Sunni Islamic extremism is to define what it 

is. Some do this from a theological viewpoint, while others, including this writer, 
study the phenomenon from a political perspective – since the acts of the extremists 
are political acts, having to do with the here and now as opposed to the after-life. 
For this reason, the definition of Islamic extremism employed here will be the one 

23.  Kommersant, November 27, 2006. On Abu Hafs, see also Agentstvo Federal’nykh Rassledovaniy 
website, www.flb.ru, August 3, 2006.

24.  Kavkaz Center (www.kavkazcenter.com), March 6, 2007.
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proposed by the Council of the Muftis (Islamic religious leaders) of Russia on 
June 30, 2000. The Council then singled out as extremist those movements that 
(1) rejected the basic Islamic traditions, (2) claimed the right to brand as “non-
Muslims” traditional believers who happened to disagree with their interpretation 
of Islamic law, and (3) claimed the right to kill “infidels” including traditional 
Muslims who had failed to side with them.25 This definition of Islamic extremism 
subsumes all varieties of political Sunni extremism, whether referred to as Salafi 
or Wahhabi.

Islam in Central Asia does not constitute a uniform religious, social, or political 
force. While all titular Central Asian ethnic groups, that is, the nations that states 
were named after, eventually embraced Islam, the religion did not penetrate the 
traditional cultures and social systems of these groups to an equal extent. While the 
sedentary groups generally embraced Islam fully, and often acquired a reputation for 
Islamic scholarship as well as occasional bouts of fanaticism, nomadic and pastoral 
groups typically assimilated Islam in a more perfunctory manner.26

These different degrees of Islamicization remain visible today. The Tajiks are 
generally regarded as most Islamic, followed by the Uzbeks. The Kyrgyz, Kazaks, 
and Turkmens, in roughly descending order, are regarded as comparatively less 
Islamic in their attitudes.27 The difference between sedentary and nomadic groups 
with regard to Islam can also be discerned among the non-titular ethnic groups. 
So are, for instance, the sedentary Uighurs regarded as far more Islamic than their 
formerly nomadic neighbours. This traditional ranking in Islamic piety continues to 
affect the development of Islamic extremism in Central Asia. In newly independent 
Tajikistan, the influence of Islamic extremism constituted an important factor 
among those that caused the 1992-1997 civil war. Uzbekistan produced an Islamic 
extremist guerrilla group, the Islamic Movement of Uzbekistan (IMU), which in its 
struggle against the secular regime had to relocate abroad and grew into an important 
part of the terrorist network around Al-Qaida. Uzbekistan is also the Central Asian 
country that appears to have been most susceptible to Islamic extremist politics in 
the form of the illegal Islamic party Hizb ut-Tahrir. Meanwhile, Kyrgyzstan has 

25.  Alexander Ignatenko, “Islamic Radicalism: A Cold War By-Product,” Central Asia and the 
Caucasus 1, 2001, 101-112.

26.  For further details, see Fredholm, Islamic Extremism as a Political Force; Fredholm, Islam and 
Modernity, with references.

27.  Alexei Malashenko, “Islam in Central Asia,” in Central Asian Security: The New International 
Context, eds. Roy Allison and Lena Jonson (London: Royal Institute of International Affairs, 
2001), 49-66, on 51.
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been somewhat less affected, but affected nonetheless. Kazakhstan, on the other 
hand, has been relatively little affected by domestic groups of Islamic extremists, 
while Turkmenistan so far may have been spared altogether. Among the Uighurs, 
an established but secular independence movement is currently losing ground to 
groups of Islamic extremists.

Besides, traditional Islam has lost ground in Central Asia. While the seven 
decades of Soviet rule by no means eradicated Islam, it certainly went a long way in 
undermining the authority of local religious leaders and in loosening many religious 
norms taken for granted when the region was an integral part of the Islamic world. 
The Soviet system produced a set of values within Central Asian Islam that set it 
apart from the rest of the Muslim world. Identifying oneself as a Muslim remained 
important, but Islam became regarded as synonymous with Central Asian customs 
and traditions (many of them of Sufi origin), not the strict observance of Islamic 
law and ritual. A person would identify himself as a Muslim because he was, for 
instance, an Uzbek, not because he considered himself particularly religious. Most 
Central Asians, Muslim clerics included, thus had a very limited knowledge of 
Islamic theology. This situation has to a large extent persisted in post-Soviet Central 
Asia. Islam no longer is, if it ever was, the central factor in life for a majority of 
Central Asians. Instead Soviet-style secularism seems to have become the norm for 
most people as they struggle to make a daily living. Yet, a vocal minority has turned 
its back on secularism, instead embracing Islam in its more extreme varieties.

Modern Sunni Islamic extremism originated in the Wahhabism of Saudi 
Arabia and was further propagated by the Muslim Brotherhood of Egypt. It 
had little if anything to do with the traditional, Sufi type of Islam that existed in 
Central Asia since before the Russian Revolution. However, the Islamic extremism 
in Central Asia is not pure Wahhabism and reflects in itself the fact that Islamic 
extremist thought reached Central Asia during several separate periods and from 
several directions. Many missionaries had only a rudimentary knowledge of the 
religion they preached, so it is often difficult to define exactly which strand of Islam 
influenced which particular movement.

There is a sizeable Central Asian diaspora in the Gulf region, or to be specific, a 
substantial population of Arabicized descendants of this diaspora. Their integration 
into Arab society was facilitated by the fact that most of their leading members, 
despite generations spent in Central Asia, claimed Arab origin. Even so, their 
descendants to this day remember that they came from Central Asia. In Saudi 
Arabia alone, there is an estimated 160,000 or more Uzbeks and approximately 
50,000 linguistically closely related Uighurs. Both groups are regarded as loyal to 
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the House of Saud, their benefactor. In the early years of Islamic revival in Central 
Asia, following the introduction of the perestroika period, a number of Saudi 
Uzbeks went there as Wahhabi missionaries.28

A foundation had already been laid in the Soviet period. Two influential 
Muslim clerics then came to inspire the resurgence of Islamic activities in Central 
Asia. The first, Muhammad Rustamov Hindustani, can be described as a Deobandi 
with Wahhabi tendencies. The second, Abdulhakim Qori, was a devoted Wahhabi. 
Together they prepared the ground for the various Islamic extremist groups that 
grew out of the 1970s and 1980s.29

Although Rustamov had studied at Deoband, India, he had done so before 
the school appeared to have reached its most radical Wahhabi phase. This soon 
became evident. The numerous splits with regard to doctrine among these men 
and their followers show that Central Asian Deobandism and Wahhabism grew 
increasingly radical as time passed. It became increasingly difficult to distinguish 
between Hanafism, which at least originally was the publicly claimed doctrine of 
most of these clerics, and Wahhabism. Each disciple gives the impression of having 
regarded his teacher as being too soft on doctrine, and in some cases, each disciple 
came to break with his teacher, publicly renouncing the teacher’s views as being 
insufficiently radical.

Yet, even those Muslim clerics who insisted that they never taught politics, 
such as Rustamov, typically concentrated their teachings on the works of Egyptian 
and Pakistani Islamic extremist thinkers such as Hassan al-Banna, Sayyid Qutb, 
and Sayyid Abul Ala al-Maududi. The Islamic schools also, in emulation of the 
extremists in the Middle East, soon widened their curricula to include physical 
training and the martial arts. Again following the example of their Middle Eastern 
role models, the extremist networks in the 1980s began to infiltrate the state power 
structures, including law enforcement. They also began to receive funds from a few 
local supporters, and, at first apparently with the help of Middle Eastern Muslim 
students in the Soviet Union, began to acquire the means for printing clandestine 
publications.

A direct genealogical link of thought can be traced from Rustamov, first to 
one of the early leaders of the Hizb ut-Tahrir in Uzbekistan, then also to one of the 

28.  Bayram Balci, “Uzbek and Uyghur Communities in Saudi Arabia and Their Role in the 
Development of Wahhabism in Present-Day Central Asia,” in The Prospects for Democracy in 
Central Asia, ed. Birgit N. Schlyter (Istanbul: Swedish Research Institute, 2005), 239-52.

29.  For further details, see Fredholm, Islamic Extremism as a Political Force; Fredholm, Islam and 
Modernity, with references, on which this section is based.
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splinter factions that in Central Asia grew out of the Hizb ut-Tahrir. Yet another 
genealogical link can be followed from Rustamov and probably Abdulhakim Qori 
to the Islamic Renaissance Party of Tajikistan (IRPT). One or perhaps two further 
links can be traced from Abdulhakim Qori to the Islamic Movement of Uzbekistan 
(IMU). However, at least the latter two or three strands of Islamic extremist thought, 
and probably all of them, were further radicalized along the way through direct 
connections with the Middle East.

The Islamic Movement of Uzbekistan
The Islamic Movement of Uzbekistan (IMU) originated in the Islamic 

movement called Adolat (“Justice”), which arose in the city of Namangan in the 
Uzbekistani part of the Ferghana valley in 1990 as a response to what was perceived 
as widespread corruption and social injustice exposed by the perestroyka era as well 
as the resurgence in Islamic activities no longer prohibited by the Soviet government. 
The movement, funded by sources in Saudi Arabia and therefore inspired by 
Wahhabism, was led by two young men: Tohir Yuldosh and Jumaboy Khojiyev. 
In 1990, the movement built the first of several mosques and madrasahs. From 
November 1991 to the spring of 1992, the movement, which primarily consisted 
of unemployed young men, went on to organize protest meetings and occupy 
government buildings. The movement formed its own vigilante religious police force 
which administered summary justice in the streets. In April 1991, President Islam 
Karimov, arriving to talk to the militants, was shouted down and Yuldosh even 
grabbed the microphone from the president’s hands. In December 1991, militants 
occupied the headquarters of the Communist Party of Uzbekistan in Namangan. 
Among many demands, they demanded that the government immediately proclaim 
the establishment of an Islamic state, use Islamic law as the only legal system, cease 
to orient the country towards Turkey, and introduce separate schools for boys and 
girls. In no time, branches of Adolat rose across the Ferghana valley, in Andijon, 
Margilan, Kuva, Farghona, and Osh (in Kyrgyzstan).30

Adolat was banned in March 1992, and the Uzbekistani government restored 
order, dissolving the movement. Several Adolat leaders, including Yuldosh and 
Khojiyev, who now took the name Juma Namangani after his hometown, fled to 
Tajikistan, where they eventually joined the Islamic Renaissance Party of Tajikistan 
(IRPT), which by then was preparing to launch a violent civil war in Tajikistan.

30.  For further details, see Fredholm, Islamic Extremism as a Political Force, with references, on which 
this section is based.
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When the civil war moved against the IRPT, Yuldosh joined the other key 
IRPT leaders in exile in Afghanistan. He also travelled to Pakistan and Saudi Arabia, 
and later to Iran, the United Arab Emirates, Turkey, and perhaps the Caucasus as 
well, to make contacts with other radical groups and to request funding from the 
intelligence services in these countries. Pakistan’s Inter-Services Intelligence agency 
(ISI) offered continuous funding and a base in Peshawar. Yuldosh remained based 
there from 1995 to 1998. He also received funds from various Islamic charities 
and, according to Russian and Uzbekistani officials, the intelligence services of 
Saudi Arabia, Iran, and Turkey. Saudi Arabia contained a large Uzbek diaspora, the 
ancestors of which had fled there during the 1918-1928 Basmachi revolts against 
the Soviet power. Being now committed Wahhabis, they eagerly offered their 
support to Yuldosh.

When Namangani arrived in Tajikistan, he brought with him some 30 Uzbeks 
and several Arabs, who had served as emissaries to Adolat from Saudi Islamic 
charities. These men formed the core of Namangani’s force, which within months 
attracted additional recruits from Uzbekistan, soon totalling some 200, as well as 
additional Arabs out of Afghanistan. Namangani then volunteered the services of 
his men and himself, as a subordinate commander, to the IRPT-supported United 
Tajik Opposition during the Tajik civil war. He also occasionally travelled to 
Afghanistan to meet the IRPT political leadership. After the Tajik civil war ended 
in 1997, Namangani became heavily involved in the transportation of heroin from 
Afghanistan to Tajikistan and onwards to Russia and Europe, at times travelling to 
Afghanistan himself.

In the summer of 1998, Yuldosh and Namangani met in Kabul to formally 
establish a new group, the Islamic Movement of Uzbekistan (IMU). Its first terror 
attack would seem to have been a series of six car bomb explosions in Uzbekistan’s 
capital Tashkent on 16 February 1999, which possibly was an attempt on the life 
of President Karimov. The car bombs killed 16 and injured more than 130 people. 
In one alleged IMU document from later in the year, the IMU would seem to take 
responsibility for the attack, although the group denied responsibility in another 
document. Uzbekistani intelligence accused Yuldosh of having organized the attacks 
from the United Arab Emirates. But more violence followed. Having proclaimed a 
jihad against the governments of Kyrgyzstan and Uzbekistan, from August 1999, a 
number of raids into these countries followed.

By early 2001, the IMU had bases in Afghanistan as well as Tajikistan. There also 
seemed to be substantial numbers of clandestine IMU sleeper cells in Uzbekistan. 
In the summer of 2001, IMU guerrillas were again attacking government forces on 
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the Uzbek and Kyrgyz borders. Little else was heard of these skirmishes before the 
September 11, 2001 terrorist attacks on the United States brought further attention 
to the region. When the Northern Alliance swept through Taliban-controlled 
Afghanistan, under American air cover, the IMU was swept aside along with its 
Taliban sponsors. Namangani died in the fighting.

Yet, the IMU to some extent survived the 2001 War on Terror in Afghanistan. 
The organization has probably regrouped in Tajikistan, where it may easily go into 
hiding while reforming after the losses suffered during the war. IMU survivors 
definitely also escaped into Pakistan together with Al-Qaeda. There they took up 
positions in South Waziristan, being financed by contributions from Arab countries 
out of an office in Karachi. Approximately 150 remaining IMU fighters led by 
Yuldosh went into hiding in Wana, Pakistan, where they remained until fighting 
with locals and Pakistani government troops forced them out and into new positions 
near the Afghan border.

It is unlikely that the IMU ever received much funding from supporters in 
Uzbekistan. While Islamic charities often collect funds for extremist groups, such 
collection would be difficult to organize in Uzbekistan due to the strict controls 
the state has imposed on mosques and religious institutions. There is, however, 
reason to believe that Islamic charities elsewhere, particularly in Pakistan, supplied 
the IMU, in the way they also supplied the Taliban and Al-Qaeda. The Al-Rashid 
Trust, for instance, run by Mullah Khail al-Rashid, was in 2001 accused of 
smuggling weapons and supplies, disguised as humanitarian aid, to the Taliban 
and IMU.

The Islamic Jihad Union

From 2003, the true successor to the IMU turned out to be not the remnant 
under Yuldosh but the so-called Islamic Jihad Union (IJU; Islomiy Jihod, or Itihaad 
al-Jihad al-Islami, perhaps more correctly translated as the Alliance of Islamic Jihad; 
its original name was Jamaat al-Jihad al-Islami, Society of Islamic Jihad, or simply 
Jamoat in Uzbek), as it became known in 2005 in the American and British lists 
of banned terrorist organizations. By then, the IJU had become known for a series 
of plots to use suicide bombers in Uzbekistan. The IJU, first known to outsiders 
simply as the Islamic Jihad Group, is generally believed to have been behind the 
suicide bombings in Tashkent and Bukhara in March and April 2004 and almost 
certainly conducted the co-ordinated bombing attacks in Tashkent on July 30, 
2004 against the American and Israeli embassies and the office of the Uzbekistani 
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Prosecutor General, for all of which the IJU claimed responsibility. The core of the 
IJU consisted of former IMU members who had broken away from Yuldosh to 
work more closely with Al-Qaida against its global rather than regional enemies. 
There was also an IJU cell in Kazhakstan.31

On the eve of the Andijon affair on May 13, 2005,32 the IJU posted a 
statement on the Internet, in which it expressed its support for any uprising against 
the Uzbekistani government, declared war on the Karimov government, and called 
on all Muslims to join in the attack. The statement was signed by the amir of the 
IJU, Muhammad Foteh Bukhoriy, and conveyed by an opponent of the Karimov 
government in exile, Hazratqul Khudoyberdi.33

The United States and Israeli embassies in Tashkent took the threat from the 
IJU very seriously. In response to a “specific terrorist threat” the two embassies in 
early June 2005 withdrew non-essential staff from the country.34

The IJU has since turned its attention towards Europe. On September 4, 2007, 
a plot to attack Frankfurt airport and a US air base in Germany was foiled with the 
arrest of three men, two of them German converts to Islam and the third a German 
Turk. The group had trained in Pakistan and had links with the IJU.35

Hizb ut-Tahrir
The Hizb ut-Tahrir al-Islami (“Islamic Liberation Party”) was according to 

official party history founded in 1953 by Shaikh Taqiuddin Al-Nabhani (1909-
1977), a Palestinian graduate of Al-Azhar and former member of the Muslim 
Brotherhood. Nabhani, who worked as a teacher and local Islamic judge among 
the Palestinians on the West Bank, soon became known for his anti-Western, and 
in particular anti-British, views. He escaped to Syria when Israel was created in 
1948, but in 1950 returned to the West Bank. Until 1951, Nabhani was involved 
with the secular Pan-Arab socialist Ba’ath party. He was also in contact with 

31.  For further details, see Fredholm, Islamic Extremism as a Political Force, with references, on which 
this section is based.

32.  On the events in Andijon, see Shirin Akiner, Violence in Andijan, 13 May 2005 (London, June  7, 
2005). Her report was subsequently published as Shirin Akiner, Violence in Andijan, 13 May 2005: 
An Independent Assessment (Washington, D.C. and Uppsala: Central Asia-Caucasus Institute & 
Silk Road Studies Program, July 2005).

33.  www.centrasia.ru.
34.  Reuters, June 6, 2005. On June 2, 2005, the United States Department of State issued a travel 

warning due to the sudden terrorist threat.
35.  See for example, Economist, September 8, 2007.
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a number of people who planned a coup against King Abdallah ibn Hussein 
(1882-1951) of Jordan with the intention of replacing him with a Ba’ath-inspired 
regime.36

Breaking with the Ba’ath Party, Nabhani began to organize his own political 
party. His dream was then to create an Islamic Caliphate and rid the Islamic world 
of all Western influences. Nabhani’s organization grew rapidly. By 1956, branches 
were established in Syria, Lebanon, Egypt, Iraq, and Kuwait. The Hizb ut-Tahrir 
acquired a reputation for involvement in coups against secular regimes, in particular 
in Jordan but also in Iraq and other countries. The Hizb ut-Tahrir was accordingly 
banned in most parts of the Middle East. For this reason, its leaders instead 
established the organization in Europe, in particular Britain. The goal was at first not 
to establish a branch in a Western country, but to woo young Arabs from influential 
families, who attended higher education in Britain, so that they upon returning 
home would work for the party there. This plan failed, but many local Muslims were 
recruited. Muslim students in British universities form an important segment of the 
organization’s membership. The Hizb ut-Tahrir has branches also in Germany, the 
Netherlands, France, Belgium, and the Scandinavian countries.  London is used as a 
base for many of the Hizb ut-Tahrir web sites and communiqués and press releases 
worldwide are generally published from London.

There are several Hizb ut-Tahrir branches in the Middle East and Asia. In 
2003, the Hizb ut-Tahrir even announced that a branch had been opened in Iraq, 
following the fall of Saddam Hussein earlier in the year.

In Central Asia, the party focused its attention on Uzbekistan. Independent 
analysts with access to a variety of sources, including within the Uzbekistani 
security service, estimated a total membership there between 6,500 and 7,000 in 
early 1999 and up to 15,000 in 2003. Unlike the Islamic Movement of Uzbekistan 
(IMU), which primarily recruited in rural areas, the Hizb ut-Tahrir appears to draw 
its supporters primarily from the educated urban elite as well as college students, 
educated but unemployed youth, and skilled factory workers. Most of the arrested 
Hizb ut-Tahrir members are educated, urban men in their twenties. They are not 
necessarily deprived or living in poverty. Quite a few, perhaps most, appear to have 
been introduced to Islam for the first time through the Hizb ut-Tahrir. The party 
has been banned in Uzbekistan, Kyrgyzstan, and Tajikistan but remains a popular 
underground movement.

36.  For further details, see Fredholm, Islamic Extremism as a Political Force, with references, on which 
this section is based.
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In Kyrgyzstan, the Hizb ut-Tahrir is very active in the Osh and Jalalabad 
regions. Sources within the Kyrgyzstani security service in 2003 estimated a 
membership of between 1,000 and 1,200. Osh in Kyrgyzstan serves as a center for 
the dissemination of Hizb ut-Tahrir propaganda; materials are sent from London 
to Osh over the Internet, where it is printed for distribution to Hizb ut-Tahrir 
groups in the Uzbekistani cities of Andijon and Tashkent. The Hizb ut-Tahrir has 
enjoyed high-level support in the Osh region. In September 2002, the chairman 
of the Kyrgyzstani National Security Service (SNB), Kalyk Imankulov, indicated 
Tursunbay Bakir uulu as a supporter of the Hizb ut-Tahrir. Bakir uulu, then a leading 
member of the opposition, was previously the president’s special representative for 
human rights and sat on the Constitutional Council.37 This writer has personally 
met officials serving in counterterrorism in Osh who did not hesitate to defend the 
Hizb ut-Tahrir in public.38 Several members of the State Commission of Religious 
Affairs of Kyrgyzstan have also reportedly displayed extremist sympathies, including 
Sadykjan Kamalov (also known as Sheikh Sadikjan Kamaloddin), who in October 
2004 became the head of the Islamic Center in Karasu.39

In Tajikistan, the Hizb ut-Tahrir seems to be especially strong in the northern 
part of the country. The Hizb ut-Tahrir membership is estimated to be a few 
thousands, at most.

The Hizb ut-Tahrir is since 2000 also gaining popularity in Kazakhstan, at 
least in the south and in Almaty, Kazakhstan’s largest city. There are probably no 
more than a few hundred members. Occasional reports indicate that Hizb ut-
Tahrir members are also active in Turkmenistan, as well as in Russia (Moscow, 
Tatarstan, and Bashkortostan). The movement even appears to have spread into 
China (Urumchi and Khotan).

The Hizb ut-Tahrir has also learnt what strategy works best in the modern, 
media-driven Western world. By assuming the role of an oppressed victim, the party 
manages to position itself as the persecuted keeper of the faith, truth, and innocence. 
Being victimised by the secular world, the party aims to show itself as morally and 
politically superior to the forces of secularism. In other words, the party aims to 
make use of the current political climate to gain an ideological advantage. Being a 
victim of the evils of secularism, the party suggests that it is merely waiting for the 
righteous time when good will defeat evil and truth will prevail over lies, in other 

37.  Kabar (Bishkek), September 4, 2002; RFE/RL Central Asia Report 1: 1, July 27, 2001.
38.  Personal statements by the officials involved, spring 2004.
39.  Zeyno Baran, Hizb ut-Tahrir: Islam’s Political Insurgency (Washington, D.C.: The Nixon Center, 

2004), 108.
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words, the introduction of the Caliphate. This strategy seems to work well. Despite 
having seemingly few members, the Hizb ut-Tahrir has made headlines throughout 
the world. In addition, the emphasis on victimhood ensures that the party meets a 
positive response from sympathetic Western academics and members of the media.

Although the Hizb ut-Tahrir remains banned, its very aura of resistance appears 
to encourage new recruits to the movement. This, together with the possibility that 
some of them will move on to violent means to bring an Islamic state into being, 
means that the Hizb ut-Tahrir remains a strong threat to secular rule in Central 
Asia. The Hizb ut-Tahrir sees its mission as consisting of three phases: inviting 
people to Islam, establishing an Islamic state, and finally, expanding the Islamic state 
through jihad. In the Islamic state, military conscription and training in preparation 
for jihad would be mandatory for all Muslim men over 15. This shows that although 
currently advocating non-violent means, the Hizb ut-Tahrir does not rule out the 
use of violence, especially against the non-Muslim world after the Islamic state has 
been re-established. Furthermore, although the Hizb ut-Tahrir itself eschews the 
use of force, it has stated its willingness to rely on outside “assistance” (nusrah) from 
those who are willing to fight for the party’s goals.

In June 2001, Hizb ut-Tahrir in a document published in Uzbekistan as Shahid 
bo’lish amaliyotlari (“General practices of becoming a martyr”) also stated its belief 
that suicide attacks with explosive belts, so-called martyr belts, were legitimate in the 
struggle against unbelievers. The party in addition seemingly reiterated its opinion 
that it was lawful to blow up or shoot down airliners in order to kill unbelievers. “A 
Muslim is allowed the use of any methods and means in the struggle against the 
infidels, if they are employed for the killing of the infidel...If the enemy is destroying 
our warriors, children, women, and old men by using missile systems, planes, cannon, 
and other weapons, we should use similar means and, in particular, use explosive 
substances. In such cases there is no difference whether we shall be killing enemy 
soldiers or together with them destroying their children, women, and old men,” the 
article concludes.40 Actual calls for arms against the kafirs (“disbelievers,” identified 
as the United States, Britain, and the other Coalition allies in the war against the 
Taliban as well as the Muslim leaders who support them or prevent Muslims from 
joining the “world jihad in Iraq”) have been noted in Hizb ut-Tahrir leaflets written 
in local languages in Central Asia (unlike the English-language leaflets produced 
for foreign journalists and non-governmental human rights organizations, which 

40.  “Shahid bo’lish amaliyotlari,” Al-Waie 170, June 2001 (www.al-waie.org). An abridged translation, 
from which this excerpt is taken, is provided in Vitaly V. Naumkin, Radical Islam in Central Asia: 
Between Pen and Rifle (Lanham, Maryland: Rowman & Littlefield, 2005), 154-5.
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typically do not include the radical anti-Semitic or anti-Christian statements that 
the Hizb ut-Tahrir publishes elsewhere).41

The Impact of Islamic Extremism on Central Asia
This writer has argued elsewhere that the impact of Islamic extremism was 

central to the geopolitical developments of Central Asia during the last decade of 
the twentieth century - and remains so since.42 Without the threat from Islamic 
extremism, it is unlikely, to say the least, that the United States would have devoted 
so much resources, money, and military power to the Central Asian region. The 
deployment of American military forces to what increasingly looks like permanent 
bases in the region (first in Uzbekistan and Kyrgyzstan, then in Kyrgyzstan and 
Afghanistan) has furthermore polarized the strategic situation between the United 
States and the two already present great powers, Russia and China. The meeting 
of these three great powers in Central Asia would not have occurred unless all 
three had been faced with the threat from Islamic extremism. However, Islamic 
extremists never succeeded in gaining uncontested control over any state within 
the region. Even the Taliban did not manage fully to control the territory of 
Afghanistan. Moreover, since the 2001 War on Terror, Islamic extremists are no 
longer in control of any state within the region, not even the most fragile of them. 
The conclusion must be that while Islamic extremism was central to the region’s 
geopolitical developments, this was more through its role as a catalyst in pushing 
great powers into action than through its actual power.

Islamic extremism also played an important role in the development of 
authoritarianism, in Central Asia as well as elsewhere. Since almost immediately 
after independence in late 1991, the impact of Islamic extremism has been central to 
the retention, and even strengthening, of authoritarianism within the Central Asian 
state structures. Islamic extremism thereby directly prevented the states within the 
region from acquiring any increased level of democracy and popular legitimacy. 
Again, this was attained through its role as a catalyst rather than through the direct 
participation in government by Islamic extremists.

41.  Martha B. Olcott and Bakhtiyar Babadjanov, “Hizb-ut-Tahrir in Uzbekistan: ‘Non-Violent 
Methods of Struggle’ or Instigation to Terror?” in State and Religion in Countries with a Muslim 
Population, eds. Zahidulla I. Munavvarov and Reinhard J. Krumm (Tashkent: Scientific and 
Educational Center of al-Imam al-Bukhari/Friedrich Ebert Foundation, 2004), 163-72, on 169, 
171 n.7, 172 n.25. Examples include leaflets dated March 20 and April 13, 2003.

42.  Michael Fredholm, The Impact of Islamic Extremism on the Geopolitics of Central Asia: Afghanistan 
and the Central Asian Republics in the War on Terror, 2001-2002 (Stockholm, 2004).
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While Islamic extremism is a political force in Central Asia, Islamic extremists 
have not, so far, showed much success in actually gaining political power. Political 
parties based on Islamic extremist ideology have been banned everywhere except in 
Tajikistan, but even there they have never done well in elections.

Moreover, Islamic extremism has invariably displayed a very simplistic 
ideology. There are no indications that any Islamic extremist leaders ever made 
actual preparations for, or indeed thought about, how to rule their much desired 
Islamic state, had they succeeded in creating one. Even the Taliban never bothered 
to build any form of civilian administration, being content with a military chain 
of command which in itself always remained vague and ill-defined. The often-
expressed desire to build an Islamic state purely on Islamic law thus does not 
inspire confidence in any Islamic extremist movement’s ability actually to run such 
a state.

Rejecting all forms of modernity except weapons of war, the proponents of 
Islamic extremism remain unable to gain political power in any Central Asian state. 
An armed Islamic extremist group could, perhaps, gain military power over certain 
regions, such as happened in Taliban-controlled Afghanistan, but it would still - 
like the Taliban - reject the means of ruling over any community more politically 
advanced than a cluster of villages. Neither the IMU in their Tajikistani bases nor 
the Taliban in Afghanistan ever bothered to rule their domains as anything but 
militarily occupied territories. They allowed, in most cases, their dependents to go 
on making a living through whatever means had been put at their disposal by earlier 
regimes, but they did not make any attempts to build public utilities, maintain the 
roads, or provide for the population under their control. In short, they had no 
interest in civil society and despised the means necessary to run a modern state.

Nor will they be given the chance. No present Central Asian extremist group 
can build a fighting force strong enough to defeat the full military might of the 
modern secular state. One could perhaps argue that a militarily weak country such 
as Kyrgyzstan could be overrun by extremists. However, even if this should occur, 
the argument would be irrelevant, since the very threat from international Islamic 
extremism would then bring in the forces of far more powerful states, such as the 
United States, Russia, and perhaps even China. Any overview of the means of 
coercion and violence available to the parties in such a conflict indicates that the 
states remain vastly more powerful with regard to the use of force. In the end, the 
proponents of Islamic extremism will not be able to take power in Central Asia 
– but they can strike back by assymetric means, that is, terrorism.
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The Impact of Central Asian Islamic Extremism on the Gulf Region
The fact that no Islamic extremist movement would seem able to take power 

in Central Asia does not rule out an impact, from extremist activities, on the states 
of the Gulf region.

The war in Chechnya already has exposed the Gulf region to loss of life (Gulf 
state citizens fighting against Russia), at least one bombing (the assassination of 
Yandarbiyev) and a series of diplomatic crises (notably, between Qatar and Russia). 
Yet the chain of events outlined early in this study indicates that the links between 
the Gulf region and extremist movements in Central Asia go back even further in 
time than those with the Caucasus and may yet result in a situation as bad, or worse, 
as the one having to do with Chechnya. The war in Iraq obviously brings yet other 
complications, and the fact that fewer Muslim extremists have volunteered for jihad 
activities in Chechnya since the jihad in Iraq began brings little consolation, since 
Iraq simply is so much more attractive as a destination for jihadists. As compared 
to Chechnya, Iraq provides an environment that possesses more pleasant climate, is 
less dangerous, feels more familiar in language and culture, and carries a far higher 
symbolic value to Islam than remote Chechnya. However, since the ancient Islamic 
centres of Central Asia also carry more weight, in symbolic terms, than the Chechen 
borderlands, this would be in the region’s favor for jihad activities and thus increase 
the odds for such to grow in intensity.

What might then be the impact of the specifically Central Asian Islamic 
extremist movements on the Gulf States? After all, links abound between these 
regions. The Gulf States have supported the Islamic revival in the former Soviet 
states through the donation of copies of the Koran, funding of Islamic missionaries 
and teachers, and, from 1990, sponsoring of pilgrims for the Haj to Mecca.43

Limiting ourselves to the impact of the Central Asian movements, and 
disregarding here the questions raised by the presence or potential of indigenous 
extremist movements in the Gulf region, the conclusion must be that the impact 
of these extremists, through their links with supporters and sponsors in the Gulf 
region, despite the grave risks of escalation so far appears to be rather limited. There 
is little chance that these movements, despite their origin on the Arabian peninsula 
years ago, would be able to extend a substantial physical presence into the Gulf 
region in the near future. Yet there is a potential impact, and it might turn serious.

First, there is the blowback phenomenon. This problem first came to light after 

43.  Marat Terterov, Gulf Cooperation Council Relations with the Commonwealth of Independent States 
(CIS) (Dubai: Gulf Research Center, 2005), 12, 55-6.
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the Soviet war in Afghanistan 1979-1989. Individual extremists of Gulf origin are 
trickling back to their native countries after spending a few years on jihad activities 
elsewhere.

Second, there is the undoubted potential to harm the foreign relations of the 
Gulf States. Any clear evidence of funding or sponsorship from sources, private or 
public, in the Gulf region that has supported the terrorist activities of Central Asian 
extremists elsewhere will bring repercussions in international politics. The potential 
is not limited to the relations between the Gulf States and the CIS states. As the 
example of the IJU has shown, the Central Asian movements have a capacity and 
ambition to commit acts of terrorism in the European Union and the United States 
as well. Would, for instance, any clandestine support of the IJU in their terrorist 
activities in Europe come to light, this would have an impact on foreign relations.

Third, the assassination of Yandarbiyev showed that the very presence, as 
refugees and representatives, of CIS extremists in the Gulf region might result in 
unwanted diplomatic entanglements.

Fourth, in the same way that the impact of the Islamic extremist movements 
on the Central Asian states has been geopolitical, in that the phenomenon of 
Islamic extremism directly brought the military presence of great powers into the 
region, any increased turbulence in the Gulf may well see an increased risk of great 
power intervention. While limited great power support might be helpful in fighting 
terrorism, escalation may reach a point when such forces instead begin to be seen 
as alien occupation forces – and thus serve to fan unrest rather than prevent it. A 
well-known case was the presence of US military bases in Saudi Arabia and the 
extremist reaction to them.

Fifth, as in Central Asia, a steady security threat from extremist groups will 
encourage the retention, and even strengthening, of authoritarianism within the 
state structures. As with great power intervention, such means, however well-
intentioned and necessary to fight terrorism, may come to be seen as part of the 
problem rather than the solution.

Keeping these five potential risks in mind, and remembering that there is a 
general threat from Islamic extremism to the Gulf region, as well as to many other 
regions of the world, a final and more general conclusion would be that despite 
everything, there is currently little need to worry overmuch about the threat from 
the specifically Central Asian extremist movements. With Iraq next door, the Gulf 
region already has problems with extremism. Yet, as the example of the Al-Qaeda 
attacks on the US on September 11, 2001 shows, a devastating terror attack is able 
to radically change foreign policy. Until that date, nobody, least of all the Taliban, 
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expected the US to go to war in Afghanistan. What would happen if a similar 
atrocity took place, and the world learnt that it was planned and carried out by 
members of, say, a Central Asian extremist group with support from and bases 
in one or the other of the Gulf States? It behoves the Gulf leaders to keep any 
jihadists, or jihadist sponsors, in line, so as not to invite similar repercussions upon 
themselves.

The conclusion to be drawn from this assessment is thus that the Gulf States 
will have to monitor the links from the region to these various extremist movements 
very carefully. It would hardly be in the interest of the Gulf States to allow a number 
of individual jihadists, through their support of extremist ideology, to drag their 
countries into violence and international confrontation even of the limited type 
that took place in Qatar with regard to the assassination of Yandarbiyev.

Certain steps have, of course, been taken to this effect. On February 27, 2004, 
Saudi Arabia established, by royal decree, the Saudi National Commission for Relief 
and Charity Work Abroad, to control and assume responsibility for the distribution 
overseas of charitable donations from Saudi Arabia.44 A key reason was obviously to 
prevent Saudi aid from supporting terrorism. This was a step in the right direction. 
Even so, more will have to be done. Besides, similar controls need to be imposed 
on missionary activities as well, since these are closely interlinked with the financial 
activities of the charities. Every single jihadist war since the one in Afghanistan 
in the 1980s has resulted in a blowback of violent extremists into the states that 
funded the fighting and supplied the men. Chances are that a similar blowback 
– from Chechnya and Central Asia – will be directed against the parent states of 
the thousands of jihadists born in the Gulf.

44.   Embassy of Saudi Arabia, Washington, DC, press release, March 2, 2004.




