TAJIKISTAN

Quick Facts
Population: 8,468,555
Area: 144,100 sq km
Ethnic Groups: Tajik 84.3%, Uzbek 13.8%, other 2%
Religions: Sunni Muslim 85%, Shia Muslim 5%, other 10%
Government Type: Presidential Republic

GDP (official exchange rate): $7.234 billion

Source: CIA World FactBook (January 23, 2018)

INTRODUCTION

The poorest of Central Asia’s former Soviet republics, Tajikistan is precariously situated along the
lawless northeastern border of Afghanistan and straddles the southern and western ends of the restive
Ferghana Valley. The end of Soviet official state atheism led to what, to many, appeared to be a sudden
reemergence of Islam in the public sphere, much as was the case in other newly independent republics.
However, uniquely among the former Soviet bloc, Tajikistan was the site of all out civil war that pitted
former communists against opposition forces that included Islamists.

While the civil war came to a close in the late 1990s, sporadic violence has persisted and fears
remain that Tajikistan could return to instability. Economic stagnation, a precarious geo-political
position and poor political management are all potential factors that could fuel a sudden revival of
Islamist militancy. Despite heavy-handed measures aimed at curbing the dangers posed by jihadists and
other anti-state movements, sporadic violence has demonstrated the ability of Islamists to survive, and
Tajikistan may well prove to be a springboard for further Islamic militancy should the Tajik government
make any serious mistakes.

IsLAmIST ACTIVITY

More than any other of the newly independent Central Asian republics, Tajikistan became the scene of
intense social conflict and violence after the collapse of the Soviet Union. In the other regional states,
the transition was not without challenges—particularly in Uzbekistan, where Islamists briefly took
over 8arts of the Ferghana valley. Yet in Tajikistan, political transition led to outright civil war. Elections
in 1991 favored the entrenched communist-era political elite, comprised mainly of apparatchiks from
the thtjand region. A broad-based coalition of opposition groups which would come to be known as
the United Tajik Opposition (UTO) challenged these results, and fighting broke out in early 1992.
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_ The UTO consisted of several different groups with wildly different aims and ambitions: sepa-
ratists from the ethnically distinct Pamir region, secularists with'liberal tendencies, and Islamists. The
latter rose to prominence during the course of the fighting, coalescing into the Islamic Renaissance
Party ofTagikistan (IRPT). The war raged for five years as the government vied with the opposition for
control of the mountainous countr¥, and attracted support from neighboring Uzbekistan and factions
in war-torn Afghanistan, as well as from Russia.

In 1997, a peace deal was brokered by the UN and signed by Emomali Rahmonov (today known
bF%, Rahmon, having abandoned the Russified version of his name) and Sayid Abdullah Nuri, head of the
IRPT, on behalf of the UTO. This agreement ended the civil war and granted the UTO, by this point con-
sisting mainly of the IRPT, a 30 percent share in the government of Tajikistan. The IRPT became the only
legal Tslamist party in former Soviet Central Asia. Nevertheless, the group’s willingness to compromise
with secularists and the central government was seen by many as a kind of betrayal of its core princi-
ples, and would have to struggle to remain relevant. Official experts regard the IRPT as just one part of
the United Tajik Opposition (UTO) and not as its main political force. The IRPT was formed during the In-
ter-Tajik Dialogue, and served as a party to the General A(t;reement on the Establishment of Peace and
National Accord in Tajikistan in 1997 to 1999.' There is little doubt that the political framework estab-
lished between 1997 and 1999 through balancing the interests of the government and the UTO, and
the accompanying political dialogue developed between the national and religious elements during
the talks, has broken down.

In this endeavor, the IRPT had to compete with rival Islamist movements that rose to challenge
the credentials it forged during the civil war, while at the same time struggling to maintain power as an
official opposition force. In its stead, Hizb ut-Tahrir (HuT), be%an to take over the role of the premier Is-
lamist movement in the country. In the late 1990s and early 2000s, HuT was able to mobilize elements
of the TaJikistzani population to advance its calls for the supposedly non-violent overthrow of the Tajik
government.

Contact with the political system, coug?led with competition with other more overtly anti-es-
tablishment Islamist movements, cost the IRPT popular support in Tajikistan. In parallel, Rahmon’s ef-
forts to consolidate power in a manner similar to other regional states led to the gradual undoing of
the power-sharing agreement that ended the civil war. Against the backdrop of the rise of the Islamic
State and a worsening of the insurgency in Afghanistan following the withdrawal of American troops,
the stage was set for Dushanbe’s political elite to move against what until then had been Central Asia’s
only non-proscribed Islamist opposition parties. In the two decades following the cessation of hostili-
ties, Rahmon’s People’s Democratic.PartP{_(P[_)P) has been able to consolidate its power, while the IRPT,
by contrast, lost many of its erstwhile allies in the str_uggle to maintain a foothold in the political sys-
tem. At the same time, the geopolitical realities in neighboring Afghanistan have shifted, and the IRPT
can no longer draw on reliable allies from across the border.

) During a contested election in March 2015, the IRPT proved unable to maintain its foothold
in the countr?/’s parliamentary system. Alleging intimidation, election fraud, and other irregularities,
the IRPT challenged the outcome of the elections. The newly strengthened Tajik %overnment rapid-
ly proceeded to crack down on the party’s leadership, charging its members with violating various
anti-extremist laws. An armed clash between deputy defense minister Abduhalim Nazarzoda and his
supporters and the Tajik police left 26 people dead in September 2015.2 In the wake of the violence,
the government was quick to arrest the leadership of the party, and in February 2016, nine members
of the IRPT leadership went on trial for conspiring with Nazarzoda to overthrow the government.*

Islamic Movement of Uzbekistan (IMU) and Splinter Groups

_Despite its name, the Islamic Movement of Uzbekistan (IMU) was active beyond the borders of
Uzbekistanin the late 1990s. Having emerged in the Ferghana Valley in the wake of Soviet collapse, the
movement was forced out of Uzbek territory and set itself up in Tajikistan during the civil war, where it
took up arms in support of the UTO. In 1999, the group launched a series of raids into Uzbekistan and
Kyrgyzstan, engaglng police and military units and raising funds through kidnappings. Ultimately the
%roup retreated into Afghanistan, and became embedded in the Taliban’s attempts to consolidate its

old over the northern part of the country. During the U.S.-led post-9/11 intervention, the IMU sided
with the Taliban, which resulted in the death of its leader, Juma Namangani, and a hasty withdrawal
into the tribal areas along Pakistan’s border with Afghanistan.’

Languishing in exile in Pakistan, the IMU shifted its efforts away from directly ooiapo_sing national
tgover'nments in Céentral Asia to becoming specialists firmly entrenched in the world of international
errorism. The h|gh|¥] literate Central Asians, with a hIStOI’}i of technical and scientific expertise, are
prized throughout the jihadist milieu as expert bomb makers. But not until 2010 did the group re-
emerge in Tajikistan, when it was implicated in the jailbreak of 25 imprisoned Islamists that August and
a subsequent attack on Tajik security forces in the Rasht Valley, as well as a car bombing in the northern
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city of Khujand.®

Token attacks notwithstanding, the IMU is now a mere shadow of its former self in Central Asia.”
Thec?roup has been confined mainlyto Afghanistan and Pakistan in recent years. It was further weak-
ened in September 2014 when its leader, Usman Ghazi, denounced the Taliban and pled%ed allegiance
to Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi.? In subsequent clashes with the Taliban, what was left of the IMU was severely
weakened, and Usman Ghazi himself likely was killed. However, a surviving faction of the IMU that
remains loyal to the Taliban has reconstituted itself, and a%pears to be taking part in battles a?ainst
the Afghan government.® Other IMU fighters have gathered in Syria under the umbrella of the Tmam
Bukhari Brigade, which is loyal to al-Qaeda. As the Taliban insurgency shifts into the northern part of
Afghanistan, IMU fighters with their avowed hostility toward the secular governments of Central Asia
are again coming closer to the border of Tajikistan, and it is not inconceivable that their attention may
again be directed at the country in the future. In 2017, Tajikistan raised the issue of political and ideo-
logical interference from the Islamic Republic of Iran. The government discussed concerns regardin
the neg?ajclve role Iran played in the civil war in Tajikistan in" 1992 to 1997, including its use of the IRP
as a political tool for its geopolitical ends.™

Hizb ut-Tahrir (HuT)

Hizb ut-Tahrir is unusual because of its a?enda of establishing a caliphate that unites all Muslims
in a single entity by peaceful means, though it remains unclear exactly how this transformation would
be brought about without the use of force. Entering Central Asia in the late 1990s, the movement
quickly ?alned in influence as the IRPT and IMU declined in popularity. The IRPT had lost its credibility
among Islamists as an Islamic_people’s movement because of its participation in government, while
the IMU fought alongside the Taliban against the U.S.-led intervention in Afghanistan and was all but
destroyed inlate 2001.

HuT spread its message for Islamic solidarity and an overthrow of the Ta%'ik government through
a leaflet campaign which portrayed the country’s economic and development woes as a result of sec-
ular government. Calls for reform through religion found resonance within both the Tajik and minorit
Uzbek communities. Despite the grourﬁ)’s avowed commitment to non-violence, Central Asian lead-
erships saw the HuT as an existential threat, and in Tajikistan the movement was declared an “illegal
political party”in 1999. This was followed up by a crackdown on alleged members, 500 of whom were
arrested between 2000 and 2005."

Since then, HUT has gone unpler?rour)d, and it is difficult to assess how real the presence of
the movement is today. In an increasingly anti-Islamist political environment, especially following the
2009 passing of a national “Law on the Freedom of Conscience” that included restrictions on religious
communities and religious literature,'? the movement has Ilkel¥ taken a defensive line and reduced
its public profile. While HuT has received the most attention of any organized clandestine group in
Central Asia, it is extremely difficult to gauge how many adherents remain within the country and how
actively they are proselytizing.” It should be noted that while the ascendance of HuT in Central Asia

ave birth to a cottage industry of ominous analysis in the West in the 2000s, little has been written on

e organization since 2011. Both the Tajik ct;overnment and HuT itself have an interest in maintaining
the appearance of a HuT presence in Tajikistan—but it remains unclear to what extent the movement
is still active in Central Asia.

Islamic State of Iraq and Syria

The civil war in Syria and the ongoing turmoil in Iraq have contributed to the rise of the Islamic
State of Iraq and Syria(ISIS). With a highly sophisticated propaganda network and stron? social media
rofile, the self-styled caliphate quickly became the focus of international media and political rhetoric.
ith the amount of attention being lavished upon the group, it |s&>erhaps unsurprising that the move-
ment became the focal point of international jihadist ambitions. A October 2017 study estimated over
40,000 foreign fighters hailing from over 110 countries had opted to become foreign fighters in the
ranks of jihadist organizations. The IRPT has been accused of having links not only with the Muslim
Brotherhood and Iran, but also with the Islamic State (ISIS)."

Disturbing as these numbers may be, the number of foreign ﬁlghters originating in Central Asia,
estimated at 2,000, is comparatively low. Currently, according to Tajikistan’s Minister of Internal Affairs,
“around 1,500 citizens of Tajikistan are fighting in the ranks of I1S(ISIS),” and just 13 people have re-
turned home voluntarily this year from the ranks of the Islamic State (ISIS)."® According to a report by
the Soufan Group, approximately 1,300 Tajiks have traveled to Iraq or Syria, and 147 had returned as of
July 2016." Furthermore, most Central Asian recruits are known to have been radicalized in Russia, not

in their home countries.” Nevertheless, Taélk officials have focused on ISIS as a threat to their govern-
ment, with some justification. In April 2015, Colonel Gulmurod Khalimov, a senior Tajik counterterror-
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ism official trained in the U.S., disappeared, only to reapﬁear inan |SIS p'ropa?‘anda video denouncin
the Tajik government and threatenln%to brlngfjlhad to the U.S. and Russia." Itis clear that the impend-
ing collapse of ISIS as a result of significant defeats in Syria and Iraq has not only failed to reassure the
Tajik government, but has instead strengthened its fears that battle-hardened fighters could bring the
group’s ideas and values back to Tajikistan, threatening its security.

_ Revealingly, Khalimov’s propaganda performance included an appeal to Tajik migrants in Rus-
sia to rise up against their Russian employers and join the Islamic State. Yet, despite efforts by various
Islamist organizations, including ISIS, to win Central Asian recruits for jihad, these efforts have so far

roven to be reIativeé/ ineffective, with far more volunteers comin? from Western Europe and the

iddle East. The one Central Asian population grouF which appears to be most vulnerable to jihadist
propaganda are guest workers in Russia, who are often confronted with difficult living situations, are
Isolated from thestabilizing influence of their families and local religious leaders, and exposed to overt
xenophobia and racism.?

ISLAMISM AND SOCIETY

Decades of rule by Moscow left undeniable traces in the languages, cultures and social lives of people
in Central Asia. In Part of this legacy is that the Muslim populations in Tajikistan are far less prone to
golltlgal Islamism than their coreligionists in the other places, like the Arab world. Tajikistan is mostly

unni, while the small Pamiri communities in the east of the country belong to the Ismaili branch of
Shi‘a Islam. It is far more common to see alcohol or pork on the menu of restaurants in Dushanbe than
it would be in Cairo or Baghdad. Central Asian Muslims have also been heavily influenced by the Hana-
fi School of jurisprudence, which has historically been more amenable to secular government. That
being said, the end of communism has led to a reentry of Islam into Central Asian society. Especially
in Tajikistan, public religiosity has reappeared in the public sphere, with religious-minded names and
clothing styles becoming increasingly prominent.?’

Tajikistan has seen a more rapid growth of Islamic sensitivities than its northern neighbors. There
are several reasons for the heightened level of Islamic solidarity in Tajikistan. Most obviously, the insta-
bility of the 1990s gradually made the IRPT the dominant force in the UTO, while liberal or democratic
minded opposition forces disappeared over time from leadership roles in a situation analogous to the
one we see in Syria today. As a result, Islamist groups gained a foothold during the civil war, the results
of which remain to this day.

Independence in Tajikistan was characterized by widespread poverty and the phenomenon of
mass labor migration. Some estimates place the number of Tajiks leaving the country for employment
in Kazakhstan and Russia at well over a million, which in a country of just under 8 million inhabitants
is a staggering number. The biggest exodus took place during the civil war in the 1990s, but the lack
of economic %pgortunlty has ensured a steady stream of Tajik mlgrants into the present. Indeed, in
2015 the World Bank classified Tajikistan as the’country in the world most deﬁendent on remittances,
which exceeded 50 percent of GDP* This is in part due to geogrfzz\ﬁphlc and historical features; Tajiki-
stan’s mountainous landscape makes development initiatives difficult, and during Soviet times the
country was kept more or less on life support by Moscow, which provided up to a 30 percent of the
republic’s bud?et in subsidies. A kleptocratic approach to economic reform has exacerbated existing
problems and further undermined faith in state institutions.?

In 2008 and 2009, the economic woes of the population came to a head in what has been referred
to as Tajikistan "winter crisis.” An especially cold year completely overstrained Tajikistan’s ageing ener-
gy infrastructure, leaving much of the population at the mercy of the elements. Rural areas were espe-
CIa”Y hard hit, with localpeople attempting to heat their homes by burning furniture and taking to the
thinly wooded (and erosion ﬁrone) mountainsides in a desperate search for fuel. Against the backdrop
of government assurances that gas and electricity were plentiful, this crisis widened the gap between
the state elites and the population at large.

Economic troubles did not end with the spring, however, as in 2009 Tajikistan saw a slowdown
in its remittance-based economy. Dependence on the Russian economy has also meant that the Tajik
economy has suffered anew in recent years from the after-effects of economic stagnation in Russia,
which were first caused by sanctions over Russian aggression toward Georgia in 2008, and since exac-
erbated b%/ its aggressive orei%n policy toward Ukraine. ForTa'ikistanz, this has meant a return-exodus
of migrant workers, many of whom have been away for several years.*

The Rahmon government has taken only limited measures to combat the issues of poverty and
labor migration. Popular resentment has been stoked by the efforts of the government to demonstrate
its power throu?h costly publicgrole_cts, such as the almost quixotic construction of the world’s tallest
flagpole in 201T at a cost of $30 million. At the same time that this extravagant prestige project was
being developed, the cost of basic commodities within the country spiked, starkly illustrating the dis-
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connect between Dushanbe’s priorities and the population at large.® More disturbing has been the
tendency of the Rahmon regime to narrow rather than broaden its base, relying almost exclusively on

the loyalty of a small group of officials hailing from the President’s home district of Danghara in Khat-
lon province.

At the same time, the government has sought to crack down on Islamists, exerting considerable
effort to pursue and neutralize suspected terrorists. Accordingly, the government has sought to count-
er such potential threats by increasing its regulation of religious life: Both political and traditional Isla-
mist activities are being regulated, from traditions and rituals to the Internet in relation to any manifes-
tation of Islamic rhetoric. In fact, tﬁe overnment’s concerns are supported by official figures showing
an increase in Islamist terrorist and ideological activity both within the country and abroad. According
to official statistics, citizens of Tajikistan receive more than 90,000 messages from Islamists every day.
Furthermore, since the start of 2017, 12 acts of terrorism have been prevented in Tajikistan, and 228 cit-
izens of Tajikistan have been found guilty of involvement in terrorist and extremistIslamist networks.?
Following'a major prison break in Dushanbe in 2010, during the course of which some 25 convicted
militants escaped, Tajik security forces launched what amounted to a military occupation of the Rasht
Valle?;, a hub of Islamist opposition. Between September 2010 and Novembeér 2011, some 100 people
lost their lives in this operation, and all 25 escapees were either killed or recaptured. Half a decade later
in 2015, similar clashes between security forces and militants in Dushanbe and the town of Vakhdat led
to another major crackdown.?”

The number ofyoung ﬁeople from Tajikistan who have joined Islamic militant groups has declined
over the past two years.”® However, whilée fewer youn%hpeople from Tajikistan are fighting for ISIS, a
more alarming trend is beginning to appear: a rise in the number of supporters of the underground
networks of Salafism, a deeply conservative Islamic religious movement. Specifically, the movement
consists mainly of members of “ethnic minorities” (_:.feci cally, ethnic Uzbeks). Recent research by the
Center for Strategic Research in Tajikistan conducted in 2017 shows that an increasing number of areas
of Tajikistan are showing “extremist tendencies. These include 10 towns and districts in Sughd Region,
7 in Khatlon Region, 1 in Gorno-Badakhshan Autonomous Region (in Vanj District) and 3 in the Disfricts
of Republican Subordination, which are particularly close to the calpitalz udaki, Vahdat and Nurobod.”
A notable example is the A_lyn.l District in Sughd Region, where ISIS is actively recruiting supporters.®
The expert community in Tajikistan has warned of the potential implications and risks of removing
the IRPT from Tajikistan’s political scene, as the government has done (which is discussed further be-
low). Some analysts content that the political pqrtY has strengthened the links between national and
religious values’in Tajik society, thereby gotentlal y limiting religious radicalization. Without a more
nationally-inclined avenue to_l_practice public religious sentiment, radicalization could grow, especially
given crackdowns on the IRPT.

Entrenched economic instability and the rise of ISIS’s self-styled caliphate in Syria and Iraq have
conspired to make Islamism more atfractive to disenfranchised youth wishing to express political frus-
trations and counteract a feeling of powerlessness. Though ISIS has exloerlenced strategic losses in the
recent years, its allure has not yet diminished in many parts of the world. Attraction to ISIS is especially
acute among the Tajik quest worker population in Russia, which is subject to xenophobic discrimina-
tion, difficultliving conditions and isolation from family and community ties. At the same time, the op-
erational capacity of Islamists in Northern Afghanistan’is increasing due to the most recent incarnation
of that nation’s interminable civil war. Combined with an uncertain economic future andgrowing disil-
lusion with the Rahmon government, these developments create conditions in which radical Islamism
retains the potential to be a significant threat to Dushanbe’s authority.

Since 2016, the government has been curbing radical and extremist religious ideas in society by
engaging and institutionalizing traditional Islam. The gfovernment has officially approved the regis-
teredtraditional religious practices of the Hanafi Schoo ofHurisprudence and Ismailism in Tajikistan:*'
The Tajik government is counting on this establishment Islamic teaching to act as a socially and cul-
turally stabilizing influence to protect the country against radical religious ideas, as these movements
have a direct connection to Tajikistan’s basic nationaland spiritual values and cultural symbols. In 2017,
as part of this polict;, Tajikistan moved to prohibit imam khatibs (preachers who deliver Friday night
prayers) educated abroad from practicing in the country. Through this step, the government hoped to
{)revent any influence and external ideological pressure on traditional Islam in Tajikistan, expressed in

he form of Hanafism and Ismailism.?2 These traditional religious institutions attempt to avoid politics
and any politicization of social, religious, cultural and economic issues. The Aga Khan Development
Network (AKDN) in Tajikistan, whichruns many cultural, educational and economic projects aimed pri-
marily at social modernization and stren thening social and human capital in the country, illustrates
the value of these institutions. In this context, Tajikistan is currently seeking ways to curb radicalization
and extremism in the country by striking a balance between developing Tajikistan’s traditional system
of values and adapting them totoday’s social and economic requirements.
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[SLAMISM AND THE STATE

In recent years, the Tajik government has further intensified existing policies to crack down on suspect-
ed Islamists. Citing the dangers of terrorism, the government has sought to limit and control expres-
sions of religion in the public sphere.®* The list of proscribed religious movements has steadily grown
longer to include the Hizb ut Tahrir (banned in 1999), the ostensibI%/ apolitical Tablighi Jama’at elbanned
in 2006), and even Salafism itself (which was formaliy banned by the Rahmon government in 2009).34
The most recent object of censure was the IRPT itself. The challenge to authority presented the Muslim
Brotherhood during the Arab Spring in Egypt and the perceived political threat to the establishment
following the party’s election victory an j(emi)orary rise to power effectively sealed the IRPT’s fate,
hastening its removal from Tajikistan’s political scene. The Tajik (Igovernment was apprehensive that,
sooner or later, the IRPT might challenge the established, secular social order in Tajikistan. In Sep-
tember 2015, the IRPT was banned; shortly afterwards, it was accused of plotting a coup d’état with a
then-deputy defense minister of Tajikistan. Today, almost all the IRPT’s key figures are in prison, except
for its leader, Muhiddin Kabiri.

Critics argue that what the government claims to be counter-terrorism measures are in actuality
merely an attempt to break any form of realistic opposition. The Tajik government has used the accu-
sation of Islamic extremism liberally, including against secular oppositional forces including the “24
Group,” whose leader (and former Rahmon business ally) Umarali Quvvatov was assassinated in Istan-
bul in March 2015. At the same time, the state has also taken steps to monitor non-political religious
gatherlngs and passed legislation to prevent the religious education of children under the age of 18.

uch efforts culminated in the 2011 ban on the presence of children at Friday services in mosques, and
punitive measures that were taken against the parents of underage violators.*

~In2017,Tajikistan continued its efforts to restrict and delegitimize political Islam (Islamism) in var-
ious heavy-handed forms. The Tajik government insists on viewing all Islamist groups as fundamental-
ly the same, whether the question of ISIS or the IRPT is at hand.*® This can alienate nonviolent Islamists
and some religious populations. Tajikistan’s official government institutions make no clear distinction
between radical Islamists and moderate representatives of political Islam, such as the IRPT.*” Today,
the Tajik government claims the spread of radical transnational religious ideologies is the underlying
causeof many of the new chaIIen%es it faces; to this end, it is working to create government mecha-

nisms and institutions to combat these trends.

The heavy-handedness of some of these measures exceeds the norm in Central Asia, and has
ﬁromgted a response from the international community, and Tajikistan’s policies in the area of religion
ave been criticized by bodies such as the European Union, the Organization for Security and Coop-
eration in Europe and the United States Commission on International Religious Freedom. In part due
to this pressure, President Rahmon’s government has in the past made concessions, such as repealing
some of the stricter prohibitions on religious education.?® Nevertheless, critics argue that Dushanbe
runs the risk of alienating sections of themoderately religious population and galvanizing opposition.
Considering the precarious nature of the Tajik economy, which is hlghI%/ dependent on remittances
from guest workers in Russia, a gradual shift northward of the activities of the Taliban and their allies in
nearbz Afghanistan, and the disappearance of the IRPT as a valve for opposition sentiment, the future

of Tajikistan’s struggle against radical Islamism will remain fraught with challenges.
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