CRITICAL GEOPOLITICAL ANALYSIS OF THE POST-SOVIET ISLAMIC
RADICALISM IN THE FERGANA VALLEY

A THESIS SUBMITTED TO
THE GRADUATE SCHOOL OF SOCIAL SCIENCES
OF
MIDDLE EAST TECHNICAL UNIVERSITY

BY

[PEK NiL OZAT

IN PARTIAL FULFILLMENT OF THE REQUIREMENTS
FOR
THE DEGREE OF MASTER OF SCIENCE
IN
THE DEPARTMENT OF EURASIAN STUDIES

JULY 2024






Approval of the thesis:

CRITICAL GEOPOLITICAL ANALYSIS OF THE POST-SOVIET ISLAMIC
RADICALISM IN THE FERGANA VALLEY

submitted by IPEK NIL OZAT in partial fulfillment of the requirements for the
degree of Master of Science in Eurasian Studies, the Graduate School of Social
Sciences of Middle East Technical University by,

Prof. Dr. Sadettin KIRAZCI
Dean
Graduate School of Social Sciences

Prof. Dr. Isik KUSCU BONNENFANT
Head of Department
Department of International Relations

Prof. Dr. Pinar KOKSAL
Supervisor
Department of Political Science and Public Administration

Examining Committee Members:

Prof. Dr. Isik KUSCU BONNENFANT (Head of the Examining Committee)
The Middle East Technical University
Department of International Relations

Prof. Dr. Pmnar KOKSAL (Supervisor)
Middle East Technical University
Department of Political Science and Public Administration

Assoc. Prof. Dr. Ayse Omiir ATMACA
Hacettepe University
Department of International Relations







I hereby declare that all information in this document has been obtained and
presented in accordance with academic rules and ethical conduct. I also declare
that, as required by these rules and conduct, I have fully cited and referenced all
material and results that are not original to this work.

Name, Last Name: Ipek Nil OZAT

Signature:

il



ABSTRACT

CRITICAL GEOPOLITICAL ANALYSIS OF THE POST-SOVIET ISLAMIC
RADICALISM IN THE FERGANA VALLEY

OZAT, Ipek Nil
M.S., The Department of Eurasian Studies
Supervisor: Prof. Dr. Pmar KOKSAL

July 2024, 215 pages

This thesis analyzes the problem of radical Islam in the Fergana Valley using Critical
Geopolitics. In this context, first the historical background of the Valley is presented.
Then, the involvement and experiences of the United States, Russia, and China, the
three most important global powers regarding the Fergana Valley and Islamic
extremism are analyzed. Finally, the policies imposed on the Valley by the three
Central Asian countries are examined in terms of legal, political, and militaristic
measures as well as border-related problems. Considering the context provided by
Critical Geopolitics, it is concluded that the Fergana Valley has become a central focus
of policy-making processes for Uzbekistan, Tajikistan, and Kyrgyzstan, three
countries which border the Valley, as well as for the three major global powers within
the context of fears of extremism and the rising threat of Islamic terrorism. Since the
post-2001 War on Terror, Central Asia, particularly the Fergana Valley, has gained
geopolitical importance and is spatialized for political purposes. As such,
counterterrorism policies developed specifically targeting the Fergana Valley and its

population should be questioned.
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0z

FERGANA VADISI’NDEKI SOVYET SONRASI ISLAMI RADIKALIZMIN
ELESTIREL JEOPOLITIK ANALIZI

OZAT, Ipek Nil
Yiiksek Lisans, Avrasya Calismalar1 Boliimii

Tez Yoneticisi: Prof. Dr. Pinar KOKSAL

Temmuz 2024, 215 sayfa

Bu tez, Fergana Vadisi’ndeki radikal islam sorununu Elestirel Jeopolitika kullanarak
analiz etmektedir. Bu baglamda, dncelikle vadinin tarihsel arka plani sunulmaktadir.
Ardindan, en 6nemli ii¢ kiiresel gii¢ olan Amerika Birlesik Devletleri, Rusya ve Cin’in
Fergana Vadisi ve Islami radikalizme iliskin endiseleri ve deneyimleri analiz
edilmektedir. Son olarak, ii¢ Orta Asya iilkesi tarafindan Vadiye yonelik politikalar,
yasal, siyasi ve askeri onlemler ile sinirla ilgili sorunlar acgisindan incelenmektedir.
Elestirel Jeopolitika baglaminda bakildiginda, Fergana Vadisi’nin, radikalizm korkusu
ve yiikselen Islami terdérizm tehdidi baglaminda ii¢ smir iilke olan Ozbekistan,
Tacikistan ve Kirgizistan’in yan sira, ii¢ biiyiik kiiresel gii¢ i¢in de politika olusturma
stireclerinin odagi haline geldigi sonucuna varilmaktadir. 2001 sonrasit donemde
ortaya ¢ikmis olan Terorle Savas diizeninden bu yana Orta Asya, 6zellikle de Fergana
Vadisi, jeopolitik dnem kazanmis ve siyasi amaglar i¢in mekansallagtirilmistir. Bu
nedenle, Ozellikle Fergana Vadisi ve niifusunu hedef alarak gelistirilen terorle

miicadele politikalar1 sorgulanmalidir.

Anahtar Kelimeler: elestirel jeopolitika, Fergana Vadisi, radikal Islam, terérizm,

Orta Asya
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

“If Fergana Valley catches fire, Central Asia will explode.
This thesis aims to analyze the radical Islamist organizations, movements and terrorist
acts in the Fergana Valley from the general perspective of Critical Geopolitics, by also
looking at the policies and discourses of the three Central Asian countries surrounding
the Valley. Fergana is located within the borders of Uzbekistan, Tajikistan, and
Kyrgyzstan.? As such, the main research question of the study is formulated as follows:
what are the policies and discourses developed by Uzbekistan, Tajikistan, Kyrgyzstan
in dealing with radical Islamist organizations, movements and terrorist acts in the
Fergana Valley and to what extent these policies and discourses are shaped by some

of the relevant regional and/or global developments.

Throughout history, the valley has occupied a crucial geopolitical position, dating back
to ancient times. The region’s strategic location along major trade routes, combined
with its abundant and fertile natural resources, has contributed to its reputation as a
pivotal area in geopolitical discussions.? It has been even referred to as the heart of
Eurasia. Apart from these factors, Fergana Valley has regional importance due to

several reasons. Fergana Valley has always been seen as a hub

! GZT Eurasia, “Why Is Fergana Valley, Is the Most Critical Point of Central Asia, Important?,”
YouTube, 2023. Retrieved June 8, 2024 from
https://www.google.com/search?client=safari&rls=en&q=1{%2Bfergana%?2Bcathes%2Bfire%2C%2B
central%2Basia%2Bwill%2Bexplode&ie=UTF-8&o0e=UTF-8.

2 Levent Demirci, “Ozbekistan, Kirgizistan ve Tacikistan’in Kesisimindeki Sorunlu Vadi,” The Journal
Of Defense Science 11, no. 2 (2012): 33-69, 34.

* Uulu Abil Urmat, “1990 Sonrasi Kirgizistan Dis Giivenligi ve NATO” (Unpublished Master’s Thesis,
20006), 67.



since it is surrounded by different cultures, making it a cradle of civilizations.* It has
also been diverse in terms of ethnic, and religious identities within itself as well. As a
matter of fact, Fergana has been the most cosmopolitan and overpopulated area in the
region.’ In addition to its vital importance within the region, the Fergana Valley has
also been a cause of instability in the area. For instance, the Soviet legacy® has led to
border disputes and various conflicts following the dissolution of the Union of Soviet
Socialist Republics (USSR) due to factors such as the presence of artificial borders,
the distribution of natural resources, and the ethnic diversity present in the Fergana
Valley.” However, there is another important issue rising in the region that falls within
the main scope of the thesis. The rise of extremist Islamist organizations and
movements have consistently hampered the stability of the region. The atheist policies
of the Soviet regime, the geographical proximity of the valley to Iran, Afghanistan,
and the Xinjiang-Uyghur Autonomous Region, the secular nation-building process and
pro-Western policies of the newly independent Central Asian countries, have paved
the way for an increase in religious radicalization during the first ten years of their
independence.® While the newly independent countries were struggling with nation-
building processes, the rise of radical Islam in the region challenged especially the
secular and democratic aspects of the process. The nation-building projects of the post-
colonial era in Central Asia, however, also provided opportunities for certain
communal groups in the region to monopolize the state apparatus and dominate, as
well as marginalize the rest of the population within its framework.® So, the

secularization efforts of Central Asian states, their marginalization of “non-traditional

4 Tlker Tiirkmen, “19.Yy’da Fergana Vadisi’nde Ticari Faaliyetler ve Tarim,” Cappadocia Journal of
History and Social Sciences 16, no. 16 (2021): 159-71, https://doi.org/10.29228/cahij.51439, 160.

5 S. Frederick Starr et al., Ferghana Valley the Heart of Central Asia (London: M.E. Sharpe, 2011), xii.
® The details of these issues will be discussed in the following chapter.

7 Stratfor, “Central Asia: The Complexities of the Fergana Valley,” 2013. Retrieved from June 15, 2023
https://worldview.stratfor.com/article/central-asia-complexities-fergana-valley

8 Murat Bakhadyrov, “A New Phase in the History of the Fergana Valley: 1992-2008,” in Ferghana
Valley the Heart of Central Asia, ed. S. Frederick Starr et al. (London, The UK: Routledge, 2011), 205—
31, 206.

% Scott Appleby, “Fundamentalist and Nationalist Religious Movements,” in 4 Companion to Political
Geography, ed. John Agnew, Katharyne Mitchell, and Gerard Toal (Malden, Mass, the US: Blackwell,
2009), 378-93, 387.



Islam”, and religious radicalization have mutually turned into a challenge, triggering

one another.

It is surely beyond doubt that the Fergana Valley has been the most affected area by
these dynamics and subsequently the instabilities, and extremism in Central Asia.
Nevertheless, the main event that would change the imagined geopolitical importance
of the Fergana Valley happened after the first decade of independence. The 9/11
attacks followed by the War on Terror measurements and discourses, and the invasion
of Afghanistan by the United States (US) have altered world politics, understanding
of security, and the perception of the global map. The profound alterations inevitably
brought about by these events and the establishment of a New World Order through
the US declaration of War on Terror have reshaped the fate of the Fergana region and
its neighboring areas.'® Alongside extremist organizations born out of local dynamics,
other radical Islamic groups were exported to the Fergana Valley from outside.!! As a
result, both the Fergana region and the surrounding countries became a breeding
ground for the Islamic terrorist threat. Faced with such a threat, the Fergana Valley
inevitably has become an “imagined” area targeted by specific policies of, particularly

Uzbekistan but also of Tajikistan and Kyrgyzstan.

These three countries surrounding the Valley together with other Central Asian
countries gained their independence and sovereignty following the dissolution of the
USSR in 1991. As soon as they became independent, the local intelligentsia of these
five countries preferred to integrate into the global capitalist system led by the West
in order to take the region out of its economic and political backwardness.!? The West,
particularly the US as the winning side of the Cold War, also aimed to spread its
democratic values and rhetoric in the region.!® Therefore, the efforts of the Central

Asian countries to integrate were also supported by the West itself. In other words, the

10 Selim Oztiirk, “The State Building of Uzbekistan: Nation-State, Democratic State, Secular State, State
with a Market Economy, Independent State Building Process,” International Journal of Russian
Studies 2, no. 3 (2014): 71-89, 81.

1 Martha Brill Olcott, “The Roots of Radical Islam in Central Asia,” 2007, 68.

12 John A. Agnew, Geopolitics: Re-Visioning World Politics (London: Routledge, 2003), 7.

13 Ibid.



dissolution of the USSR helped the West and its hegemonic discourses to find a place
in a much wider area and to be reproduced, which in turn formed the basis for its next
strategy, which was to establish a new order to fill the void in US-led world politics
after the Cold War.!* During this process, the West laid the foundations of a strategy
that challenged Eastern geographies and their cultural codes, where democracy
struggled to take hold.! In particular, Islam and the regions where it is prevalent have
been marginalized by the West because this religion is perceived as inherently anti-
democratic.'® After 9/11, in addition to this marginalization, the concept of terrorism
became increasingly associated with Islam. Islam ceased to be solely an adversary of
the West and instead emerged as the primary threat to the existence of the free world
and democracy.!” In the aftermath of this attack, therefore, it became crucial for the
West to establish the world order they had been striving for. Consequently, they
developed policies aimed at eradicating the Al-Qaeda organization responsible for the
9/11 attacks and countering the Islamist terrorism that the organization represents in
general, asserting their commitment to taking all necessary measures to achieve these

goals.!®

It is also crucial to state that non-Western countries such as Russia and China have
found these policies of the West legitimate for their own security interests.!” The long-
standing struggles of both countries with Islamist and separatist terrorism, such as
Russia’s experience with the Chechens and China’s with the Xinjiang-Uyghur region,
would fit into the global liberal order promoted by the West.?® As a result, they have

expressed support for Western policies in combating Islamic terrorism. The collective

1 Ibid.

5Richard Jackson, “Constructing Enemies: ‘Islamic Terrorism’ in Political and Academic
Discourse,” Government and Opposition 42, no. 3 (2007): 394426, https://doi.org/10.1111/1.1477-
7053.2007.00229.x, 397.

16 Ibid, 400.

17 John A. Agnew, Geopolitics: Re-Visioning World Politics (London: Routledge, 2003), 7.

18 Klaus Dodds, Geopolitics: A Very Short Introduction (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2019), 72.
19 Ibid, 106.

20 Ibid, 107.



acceptance of the “enemy” and the implementation of the War on Terrorism policy
have resulted in significant and transformative changes in the perception of security,

global politics, and the geopolitical landscape.?!

In light of the regional and global dynamics and historical context summarized above,
some general points must be addressed. Firstly, it is evident that Islamic terrorism
serves as a common ground for the aforesaid powerful actors in international politics,
enabling them to create and circulate a dominant ideology within the international
order. Alongside these powerful actors, there are other actors who, later referred to as
marginal actors in this thesis, are defined as actors involved in international politics
and consequently bear the responsibility of disseminating the rules, norms, and
policies of international politics at the regional level.?? In accordance with the specific
scope of this thesis, Uzbekistan, Tajikistan, and Kyrgyzstan can be cited as examples
of marginal actors. Considering the regional dynamics, it can be said that the interests
of these three marginal actors overlap with those of powerful international actors. That
is to say, they share the same enemies.

Secondly, given their shared adversary, it can be inferred that three Central Asian
states are integrated into this geopolitical world order established by the discourse and
policies of counterterrorism. Hence, Rafis Abazov?® suggests that since 2001, there
has been a shift in the discourse and policies of these three actors towards the Fergana
Valley which has become a hotbed of radical Islam. Lastly, it is observed, and will be
discussed in the following chapters of the thesis that these discourses and policies
targeting Islamic terrorism and radicalization tend to protect states’ and regimes’
interests and survival, as Islam and the terrorism associated with it are perceived as the

archenemy of the free world, namely the West.>*

2L Christian Reus-Smit, Duncan Snidal, and Robert Cox, “The Point Is Not Just to Explain the World
but to Change It.,” in The Oxford Handbook of International Relations (Oxford, the UK: Oxford
University Press, 2019), pp. 84-105, 92-93.

22 Scott Appleby, “Fundamentalist and Nationalist Religious Movements,” in 4 Companion to Political
Geography, ed. John Agnew, Katharyne Mitchell, and Gerard Toal (Malden, Mass, the US: Blackwell,
2009), 378-93, 387.

23 Rafis Abazov, Culture and Customs of the Central Asian Republics (Westport, CT: Greenwood Press,
2007), 76.

24 Mikhail Konarovsky, “Central Asia and the War against Terrorism: A View from Russia,” in Islam,

Oil, and Geopolitics: Central Asia after September 11, ed. Davis Elizabeth Van Wie and Rouben
Azizian (Lanham, MD, The UK: Rowman & Littlefield, 2007), 13-27, 14.

5



Here, however, there emerge certain problematic issues that need to be raised. First of
all, it is necessary to explain how and why Islam is stigmatized as an enemy of the
West. Following this, it is important to analyze the relationship between the concept
of security and the geopolitical imagination of a specific region. It is crucial to
understand why an imagined region or a common enemy is the target of certain
discourses and policies. To achieve this understanding, it is necessary to carry an
analysis from the macro level to the micro level because global discourses dominate
regional dynamics by establishing an international order. Similarly, discourses and
policies towards an enemy or region that are reproduced at the regional level reinforce
the global discourse. To summarize, a common understanding of security embraced
by the actors in world politics eventually creates order, and hegemonic discourses on
security at the international level. The term order basically refers to the routinized
institutions, rules, activities, and strategies in different historical periods of the
international system.?> As John Agnew and Stuart Corbridge®® discuss, it necessarily
contains geographical assumptions and features because all the institutions, rules and
strategies contained by the order also contain powerful actors and their alliance, the
agenda as well as the norms of the international arena, and the “us-them” discourses
that are constantly reproduced by all the actors, threats, and geographical hierarchy.
The order of every historical context reflects the geopolitical order of the
corresponding period.?’” Therefore, in the case of today’s world order, it is
characterized by anti-Islamism, which is fueled by the global War on Terror and the
perception of Islamic-majority regions as security threats. Another problematic point
is that in the process of establishing this geopolitical order and constructing enemies,
the rights, freedoms, and interests of any actor, group, or object other than the interests
and survival of the state and regime are not taken into consideration. Critical studies,
encompassing both the security and geopolitics aspects, emphasize the importance of
widening and deepening the concept of the “referent object.” This is necessary because

maintaining a narrow, state-centric perspective in the realm of security has several

25 John A. Agnew and Stuart Corbridge, Mastering Space: Hegemony, Territory and International
Political Economy (London: Routledge, 2010), 18.

26 Ibid, 15.

27 Ibid, 16



negative consequences. Security is primarily based on the development of policies
derived from threats identified by the state and the subsequent politicization of these
policies. Through this politicization, policies, which are initially constructed through
marginalization and polarization, further perpetuate the concept of the “threatening
other.”?® The discourse and policies developed based on the declared threat of the
“other” lead to the legitimization of any kind of restriction and authoritarianism
imposed by the state.?” The increasing restrictions on the public clearly deviate from
the notion of a state that works for the people, disregarding their safety and freedom.
Furthermore, the expansion of the state’s control mechanisms can hinder any form of
opposition, resulting in the marginalization of innocent individuals and making them

targets of security policies.

All of these points mentioned above are also relevant in the Fergana Valley in the post-
Soviet era. The purpose of this thesis is to provide a critical perspective on how the
Fergana Valley is spatialized®® and why certain policies are developed by three
regional countries when it comes to Islamist terrorism, drawing on both global and
regional dynamics. In this context, the main reference will be Critical Geopolitics.
However, before delving into this theoretical discussion, it is important to grasp the
concept of security. Therefore, following this section, a brief discussion will be
provided in the literature review regarding the subject of security, exploring how the
security subject is perceived from different perspectives and presenting critiques of
these perceptions, aiming to provide the reader with a foundation for understanding

both the thesis and the theoretical framework.

1.1. Theoretical Framework of the Thesis

The word security is one of the constituent concepts of International Relations (IR).

The discussion on this concept has been ongoing since the establishment of the

28 Merje Kuus, “Critical Geopolitics,” Oxford Research Encyclopedia of International Studies, 2017,
https://doi.org/10.1093/acrefore/9780190846626.013.137, 12.

2% Ibid.

30 Spatialization, a term that will be elaborated below, refers to the targeting of a particular region for
the purposes of policy-making for political goals.



discipline of IR. Since the core aim of IR from the very beginning was to avoid wars,
the debate on security had strictly been related to the question of how to prevent the
state from its enemy (or any other danger). Thus, the concept of security and protecting
the state itself appeared as rasion d’etre of IR. Hence, the state-centric approach and
traditionalist view come into existence and it remains the deep-rooted perspective in
the literature today.?! Critical Theory, on the other hand, began to call into question
postulates that had previously been widely accepted in the IR literature in the 1970s.
Its premise is that traditional perspectives have treated the concept of state and its
security as a reified and de-historicized concept. Thus, this understanding had to be
deconstructed in order to emancipate people, ecology, economic, political, and social
conditions so that we can talk about security without any power relations immanent in
the concept. With the rise of Critical Theory, the discussion of security has widened
and deepened in terms of answers given to the question of “whose security?”. The next

part will cover this widened and deepened discussion.

The Traditionalist view emerged alongside the Realist perspective, which analyzes
international relations and politics based on the assumption that states are the primary
actors in world politics.>? According to this view, the state is assumed a central role in
the international arena due to its superior organization. This organization primarily
stems from its assertion of sovereignty over a specific territory. The legitimacy of the
state heavily relies on this sovereignty, thus there is an emphasis on the crucial
significance of maintaining territorial integrity, sovereignty, and the overall survival
for the state in question.** Also, according to this perspective, individuals have initially
come to perceive the state as a political institution that prioritizes its own security over

their own rights.>* Therefore, this viewpoint fundamentally connects the security of

31 Paul D. Williams, Security Studies: An Introduction (New York: Routledge, 2008), 6.
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individuals to the survival of the state. It goes further by comparing the state to
organism. Using this metaphor, just as different parts of an organism serve the same
purpose, the nation, being a part of the state, serves the same interest as the state.> In
other words, the security of the state is equated with the security of the nation. Such
an understanding of security, called classical security, developed during the Cold War.
Classical security argues that since security is provided by a domestic hierarchy, with
the state at the top, states had to adopt stringent military measures and pursue policies
against threats in an international arena where they contend with anarchy.’® The
constant power struggle in the international arena has made state survival, that is,
protecting the state from all forms of internal and external threats was the primary goal
of politics.’” Consequently, this view raises the question of how to ensure state security

rather than whose security, which they argue is unequivocally the state’s.

Over time, security has been redefined through the analysis of multiple dimensions by
alternative perspectives that are willing to broaden and deepen the discussions on
security. The critique originated from the Constructivists and Instrumentalists, who
can be characterized as taking a moderate approach. Constructivists, while
acknowledging that states make friend-enemy distinctions based on their identities and
that this process is constructed, argue that once such distinctions are constructed, they
become reality and shape politics.’® Instrumentalists, on the other hand, have elevated
this debate by asserting that the entire process, starting from state formation to enemy
identification and policy-making, is driven by political motivations. As they claim, the
process of producing security is always constructed by someone for a purpose.** Both

perspectives share a common characteristic in that they primarily examine the process
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of security and policy-making, but they do not offer a direct critique or alternative

approach to the subject of security.

Critical Theory, however, has criticized both the traditionalist perspective and the
aforementioned middle-of-the-road approaches. Critical Theory is an alternative
perspective that emerged towards the end of the Cold War, questioning the subject and
presuppositions of security. As mentioned, the main question it emphasizes is “whose
security?” Academically, Critical Theory is a field that encompasses the contributions
of various schools of thought which are rooted in the German tradition. The
Aberystwyth School, founded by Kenneth Booth, and the Frankfurt School, which
examine the concept of security from a Neo-Marxist or Coxian perspective can be
named as the school of thoughts that Critical Security Studies barrowed its
foundations.*® In addition, scholars from the French post-structuralist tradition have
also contributed to Critical Theory.*' For instance, groups like the Paris School have
engaged in feminist, queer, post-colonial, and post-structuralist security debates.
These critical perspectives emphasize that evaluating the concept of security
independently from historical, political, social, and economic conditions is not
objective.*? They question security policies and threat construction by investigating in

which context they emerged, why they emerged, and what purposes they serve.

Critical Theory does not view the Constructivist perspective to be a critical approach
to problem-solving®, as it perceives it to yield similar outcomes as the traditionalist
perspective. On the contrary, the Instrumentalist view aligns with the critical
perspective to a certain extent, but the distinction lies in their emphasis on the role of
political figures in the process of constructing threats. The critical perspective
criticizes the Instrumentalists’ perception of security, which views it as politically

produced, by arguing that it should be understood as a historical production rather than

40 Klevis Kolasi, “Elestirel Teori ve Giivenlik: Kimin I¢in Giivenlik?,” Uluslararas: Iliskiler
Kiitiiphanesi, 2014, 121-54, 140.
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merely a speech act.** It is highly challenging to generate such a powerful perception
solely through the discourse of political actors, like US senators. Critical reasoning
suggests that the discourses employed by political figures have a profound historical
foundation and are influenced by social practices that have been ongoing for thousands
of years. Political figures construct politically motivated policies and discourses by
utilizing prejudices that already exist within individuals.*> As a result, Instrumentalists
have been criticized by Critical Theory for their tendency to de-historicize certain

concepts.*¢

The fundamental criticism of Critical Theory is that the Traditionalist view considers
state and interstate relations as immutable truths; however, they should actually also
be seen as products of history and inherently debatable due to their ideological nature.
Agnew*’ refers to this misconception of the traditionalist perspective as the “territorial
trap.” Traditionalist views neglect the fact that the state is a product of history by
relying solely on the concept of sovereignty while highlighting the importance of state
security. Unfortunately, the reliability of the government and state, as well as the
security of the people in relation to them, continue to remain questionable.*® Critical
Theory has problematized this issue precisely and reached the following conclusion:
Sovereignty over a territory has created an environment conducive to attributing a
political identity to that territory and labeling minorities within the borders and
everything outside of the borders as threats. As a result, the trio of security, territorial
integrity, and sovereignty has become tightly intertwined, further strengthening the

state-centered understanding of security.*’
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Another common criticism is the equation of state interest with national interest. This
equation establishes an inherent connection between the existence of the two, creating
a normative relationship between the state and society while disregarding the fact that
the state is a product of history. This conclusion is not only problematic in itself but
also contradicts the traditionalist argument. If the interests of the state and the society
living within it are considered to be the same, it raises the question of the source of
internal threats.’® Another criticism is that state-centered military strategies overlook
non-military dimensions of security. This expanded definition of security, referred to
as structural violence by Johan Galtung, now encompasses economic, social, and
individual security.>! This criticism has brought many marginalized groups and issues,
which had been neglected in traditional security studies, to the forefront. For instance,
Marxists, experiencing a revival in the 1970s, questioned state-centered policies that
ignored rights such as education, healthcare, and pensions.’?> They also scrutinized
public services and challenged the primacy of the state. Following class politics,
critical security studies shifted their focus to environmental problems, women’s and
LGBTQ+ rights, children’s rights, animal rights, and racial inequalities as identity
politics gained prominence in the 1980s.>® Moreover, discussions have emerged on
political identities and marginalization within the borders of nation-states, as well as

the inequalities stemming from global capitalism in the following decades.

In essence, this paradigm shift from the nation-state to global capitalism has not only
problematized the centrality of the state but also questioned the conventional
understanding of security, which is primarily associated with the state.>* For instance,
the School of Securitization led by Ole Waever criticizes the state’s definition of

security and its presumed right to intervene in any matter it deems necessary,
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highlighting the problematic tendency to use coercion and violence in both domestic
and foreign policymaking when non-military issues are examined through a military
lens.>® To put it differently, various aspects such as immigration, police enforcement,
control mechanisms, national defense, citizenship, diplomacy, and so on, have all
contributed to safeguarding the central role of the state when it comes to matters of
security. As a matter of fact, the revival and reappearance of these ideas and
mechanisms in scholarly discussions escalated after the tumultuous period following
the Cold War, specifically in the wake of the 9/11 terrorist attacks. In other words, the
emergence of Islamic terrorism and the subsequent efforts to counter it have led to a

renewed emphasis on state-centric security concepts in the modern era.

To sum up, Critical Theory is not intended to prove that a threat itself, for example,
terrorism, is constructed and artificial but rather that discourses on the topic are
inherently controversial and political. To put it differently, the material existence of
enemies and threats is meaningless without the environment of fear constructed by
state policies and discourses.’® Additionally, following the discussion of the
politicization and construction of any subject as a threat, it aims to eliminate the
legitimate base of political actors by showing how discourses, language, policies and
so on result in otherization, exclusion, social and political corruption and extremism.
Thus, as Critical Theory argues, the elimination of the legitimacy of discourses and
policies leads to the widening of referent objects from state to individual, ecology,

society, women etc.>’

The different perspectives on the concept of security summarized above can be
considered as a fundamental argument for Critical Geopolitics, which serves as the
theoretical framework of this thesis. Critical Geopolitics acknowledges the issues

arising from the state-centric view of security and aims to develop an analysis of it,
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with a particular focus on the relationships between security, geography, and politics.
Geopolitics, in its broadest sense, refers to the examination of discourses, rhetoric, and
practices related to geographical representations that shape global politics.*® Critical
geopolitics endeavors to challenge problematic perspectives on geography and the
centralization of the state within the power dynamics in which they are entrenched. In
order to develop an in-depth analysis of geopolitics, this part will first provide a brief
history of the classical state-centered interpretation of the field. Once this historical
context and the concept of geopolitics are in place, the analyses of Critical Geopolitics

will be examined concept by concept.

The term geopolitics was first coined by political scientist Rudolf Kjellen who was
influenced by Friedrich Ratzel’s 1887 work Political Geography. Ratzel argued that
interactions between states are directly tied to the idea of social Darwinism (neo-
Lamarckism).® As he considered, the state is a living organism which emerges,
expands and dies.®° States are dependent on the power they have in order to survive in
the international arena; therefore, powerful states have to expand their power to a
broader scale by claiming the weaker one’s land. By referencing Darwinism, he
discussed that the expansion of a state is a general principle of nature, and the state
should be expanding its natural borders which he called living space (lebensraum), for
its survival.%! Starting from Ratzel’s point of view, Kjellen used the term geopolitics
to emphasize “the facts” of the science of geography such as land and resources, as
well as the destiny of weaker formations in international politics.®> The term
geopolitics, in Dodds’ words, was employed as a “portmanteau term” by imperial

countries which were intended to come to the fore in world politics.®® In other words,
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countries such as Great Britain and Germany aimed to provide a legitimate scientific
basis for political activities conducted outside of academia since the term emerged in

response to the imperial rivalry of the nineteenth century.%*

In the wake of Kjellen’s work, geopolitics popularized more and more with the rise of
the Great Game. British geographer and politician Halford Mackinder set the tone for
upcoming geopolitical studies by writing his paper Geographical Pivot of History in
1904. Mackinder, in his work, assigned a geostrategic meaning to Eurasia due to
imperial motives.®> According to him, whoever wants to rule the world must first have
control over the Heartland which is essentially Eurasia.®® While Mackinder focused on
the importance of railroads on Eurasia in his theory, American historian Alfred Mahan
emphasized the significance of sea power in the imperial era. Mahan indicated that the
main reason behind the rise of Great Britain was the naval power it had, and if America
had the intention to create a commerce network in the world, it should increase its
naval power.%” As can be observed, influential players of the time emphasized various
geographical characteristics of the world in order to advance their interests in imperial

rivalry.

All the aforementioned scholars made major contributions to the development of the
notion of geopolitics. Inspiring the post-imperial era with their theories, they have
played an important role in determining the geopolitical orders of the Second World
War and the Cold War. In fact, Adolf Hitler justified his expansionist ambitions on the
basis of Haushofer’s geopolitical works which were inspired by both Mackinder’s
geopolitical imagination of Eurasia as well as Ratzel’s lebensraum. In his book, Mein

Kampf, Hitler mentioned Haushofer’s big idea of expanding Germany to Asia.’®
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Haushofer’s idea of Great Eurasia relied on the premise that if Nazi Germany were
capable of controlling the land, they could have developed a railroad with which they
can carry oil from the Middle East and Central Asia to Germany.®® In addition, this
expansion was justified by the “scientific fact” that it was in the nature of stronger
nations to exploit and control the weaker ones. During the Cold War years,
Mackinder’s and Mahan’s theories also influenced Nicholas Spykman’s Rimland
theory with which he suggested Rimland, the area surrounding Heartland, had far more
strategic importance than the Heartland.”” As a result, the region which encircles
Eurasia also gained geostrategic importance in the early years of the Cold War. The
logic behind it was to hamper the enlargement of the Soviet Union (SU) to its
neighboring states in a domino effect. In fact, the emergence of both the Truman

71

Doctrine and the Containment Policy’' in 1947 can be attributed to the genuine

concern about the SU’s potential expansion towards Western alliances.”?

The geopolitical order of the Cold War and all these theories of the time paved the way
for the rise of radical Islamic movements since the US funded them to fight against
the SU, especially during the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan.”? Hence, these strategic
policies set the tone for the geopolitical order of the post-Cold War era because the
network of extremist movements had become inexorable since then. Consequently, the

terrorist networks have emerged as the new enemy of the US-led democratic liberal
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global order following the collapse of the SU in 1991.7* The geopolitical order of the
current period, therefore, evolved into something different than imperialism,
colonialism or ideological war. Now, it turned into a “homeland security” discourse
which indicates that separatist movements and terrorists against “our democracy” are
the new targets. The discourse shifted from “uncivilized” regions of the world during
colonialism to “the red iceberg””® during the Cold War. In the post-Soviet era, these
theories of Classical Geopolitics are still used not only by powerful actors in
international politics but also by marginal actors for some purposes. To set an example,
Russian and Central Asian politicians and academics use such theories to highlight the
strategic positions and natural resource wealth of the related lands in order to attract
investments from the US, China and Russia.”® After the disintegration of the SU,
Critical Geopolitics emerged as a reaction to the imperialist Euro-centric perspectives
of geography as well as the main assumptions of Classical Geopolitics, both of which
legitimize state-centric policy-making processes with which powerful actors politicize
geographical features for the sake of manipulative visions of international actors.”” In
contrast, Critical Geopolitics argues that the use of geographic information as a tool of
power has shifted geography away from objective analysis and towards a more
inherently linked relationship with power dynamics.”® Critical Geopolitics, therefore,
aims to challenge the fixed assumptions and dominant narratives of traditional thinking
by uncovering the concept of Orientalism and exploring the complex connections

between geography, power, security, danger, freedom, and oppression.”
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The term “critical geopolitics” was first used Simon Dalby during his analysis of the
strategies of the Committee on Present Danger (CPD)*° that was formed during the
Cold War.?! In his study, Dalby criticized the relationship between intellectuals and
politics, viewing the CPD’s mission as contributing to foreign policy-making that
marginalizes the Soviets by constructing a perception of security through anti-
communist discourses.®? As he argued, mobilizing every element of power for a
political goal, utilizing the “knowledge” of intellectuals as an element of power, and
substituting the economic and social agenda with the political agenda in policy-making
provided a legitimate basis for authority, paving the way for authoritarianism and

disregarding real problems.33

Following Dalby’s work numerous academic studies have been produced on this topic
for tracing the origins and roots of the traditional understanding of geography.
Ultimately, it was concluded that the origins of geopolitical concepts were laid at the
early stages of the Euro-centric political order.®* According to these works, the West
had played a significant role in shaping world politics starting from the geographical
discoveries of the 15" and 16% centuries.®> Their focus on their own interests,
knowledge, culture, norms, and political governance styles led to the establishment of
Euro-centric geopolitical assumptions that influenced geopolitical orders based on
historical contexts. These assumptions continued to impact global politics up until the
present day. In summary, the West’s actions and perspectives have had a profound

impact on shaping the geopolitical landscape of the world.®¢ Since the 1990s, Critical
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Geopolitical Studies which have recognized the Western-centric tendency, have been
focusing the complicities of academics, particularly geographers, policymakers, and
all international actors. Their aim is to reveal the real motivations behind the actions,
discourses, dichotomies and labels, performances, and policies implemented.®” To put
it another way, the goal is to study how policymakers and international actors
conceptualize global politics, where different spaces are associated with specific
representations. This approach sheds light on how geography is used for political
purposes and how political ideas can shape geographic concepts.®® While doing so, as
mentioned above, Critical Geopolitics is an approach that draws on various theories
including feminism and queer, post-colonialism, post-structuralism, Marxism, and
post-modernism to analyze current global political issues.®® The scholars who
established Critical Geopolitical Studies, Simon Dalby, John Agnew, and Gerard Toal
to be particular, brought together fundamental ideas, criticisms, and understandings of
non-positivist approaches to provide a solid groundwork for the field to build upon. It
is important to grasp the essential concepts and ideas of them to be able to analyze
geographical assumptions, how the discourses are re-produced on different levels of

world politics, how the world is spatialized and so on.

First and foremost, for Critical Geopolitics the term geography itself needs to be seen
from a critical perspective. In accordance with their way of thinking, geography as a
region is not inherently strategic in its nature, and the geographical labels of the region
are constructed based on how the identity of the region is perceived. Embarking from
this Wendtian Constructivist perspective, Critical Geopolitics sees classical
geopolitical reasoning as a form of discourse that can generate and circulate spatial

representations of global politics, which is a more post-modernist and textuality-based
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understanding.”® For instance, Critical Geopolitics claims that geopolitical reasoning
constructs narratives and assigns meanings to certain regions which eventually leads
to military interventions, marginalization and otherization of the people, disregard for
freedoms by authoritarian regimes, and justification of interest-based policies.”! As
they argue, these constructed geographical terms are used metaphorically rather being

ontological.”?

For instance, when certain terms such as power, wealth,
underdevelopment, or barbarism are used to describe certain regions and the people
live in, they are not meant to be taken literally as accurate representations of their
geography or location.” Instead, they are being used metaphorically to refer to certain
imaginations that are attributed to them.”* Therefore, the construction of discourses
and the understanding of spatiality are constructed extra-geographically by social
stratification based on factors such as dominant class, ethnicity, ideology, or
patriarchy.”> In other words, these factors influence how territories are defined and
valued, and the discourses surrounding them are constructed outside of geographical
considerations. Apart from its post-modern roots, the field also argues that our current
conception of a specific territory comes from the activities and understandings of the
actors’ past experiences and collective memories which are aspects of larger historical
structures.”® This Coxian emphasis on the historical materialist view asserts that
distinctive geopolitical orders’ politics and language contribute to the production of

current understandings of geography.”” To put it simply, as aforementioned, the
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geopolitical order is founded on common security concerns in international politics.
Cox emphasizes that historical events and social structures determine today’s security
challenges and, by extension, the existing geopolitical order. For example, the origins
of marginalization of Islamic ideology, as an important element of some Eastern
cultures, which pose the biggest security threat under the name of Islamic terrorism to
the current liberal-democratic geopolitical order is traced back to the 16 century and
the development of the understanding of Orientalism. In a nutshell, the Coxian
perspective and Neo-Marxist assumptions of Critical Geopolitics claim that
geopolitical orders and the understanding of security do not come out of the blue.
Therefore, although Critical Geopolitics shares Wendt’s view on the significance of
intersubjectivity and identity in global politics, it also draws from Neo-Marxist and
Post-modernist perspectives to interpret the connection between international politics

and geography.

Agnew, one of the founding figures of Critical Geopolitics, asserts that the most
powerful geographical assumption is the concept of a state and its sovereignty over a
certain territory.”® Critical Geopolitics challenges the concepts of state mentality and
sovereignty, which create divisions between local and foreign, national and
international since it causes a territorial perspective that is re-produced on different
geographic scales.” Hence, Critical Geopolitics problematizes these terms, as well.
Agnew argues that the concept of the state is de-historicized and reified as a structure
that existed before societal relations by the state-centric view.!%’ The state, however,
assigns political identities to the people which results in “an exclusive definition of
political identities” and hierarchical meaning among them.!?! To give an example, the
importance of tribal identities and ethnicity in traditional societies as well as
citizenship, ID number and passport in nation-states are seen as outcomes of the

territorial mindset of the state. Establishing a political identity paves the way for
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concern towards security, and this apprehension necessitates a definition of
“insecurity.”'%? Once the understanding of insecurity is fallen into place, “extremely
hazardous opponents” who threaten the stability of the state system and must be
suppressed are defined as “others”, “threat”, “traitor”, “terrorist”, “primitives”, or
“aberrant.”!% Such labels are often driven by geopolitical imagination of mental maps
of the regimes and are used to mark areas where such threats exist.!** Consequently,
these areas are perceived as posing an immediate danger to the security of one’s own

country and its sovereignty, and become known as a “homeland security”’ concern.

The creation of these discourses stems from the issue of establishing legitimacy. In the
global system, political actors try to behave in a way that is recognized as legitimate
by seeking the approval of their citizens, and preferably other international actors.
Discourses enable political actors to spread fear and chaos in order to create control
mechanisms over individuals and civil society and to justify their policies since
legitimacy is stronger than the opposition.!% Thus, as the oppressive and authoritarian
aspects of governance increase, policy-makers who prioritize the survival of the state,
its sovereignty, and its regime gain greater influence over the public and social sphere.
In essence, states prioritize their own interests and survival by placing the state at the

heart of security at the cost of marginalization of certain individuals or groups.!®

Along with the role of discourse in establishing legitimacy, some scholars, such as
Bialasiewicz and Campbell, who study geopolitics, have published a collaborative

article that introduces a new understanding called performativity into the discursive
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focus of geopolitical studies.!” As they conceptualize it, the term “discourse” refers
to the set of representations and activities that construct meaning, shape identities,
build social relations, and have tangible political and ethical consequences in real
life.!%® In other words, discourse is not related to the ideal/material distinction or the
role of language and textuality, but to performativity. In this study, the term
“performativity” refers to the description of how political figures define “normality”
and “threat” not only through their discourse, speeches, or direct policy-making, but
also through their demeanors. For example, behaviors of political leaders publicly
engaging in religious worship, avoiding visits to regions declared as threats or
enemies, or refusing to shake hands with individuals of the opposite sex during
political meetings can be seen as attempts to demonstrate the leader’s political culture,
ideology, or policies. Different from the Foucauldian understanding of discourse, they
argue that discourses constitute objects and reality.!?® Thus, policymakers’ actions and
policies, in addition to their speeches, labels, and imaginings towards a specific
geography, directly affect life in that geography and others’ conception of it.
Furthermore, with the role of media, discourses together with performed acts by
political agencies reach the global level by going beyond the regional level.''? As a
result, powerful actors tend to shape their understanding of specific territories
according to their own interests, thereby reinforcing their geopolitical influence. This
process creates a hierarchy of identity and exclusions, resulting in violent actions
towards the referent territory.!'! In essence, the reproduction of discourses and
geopolitical imaginations, and performative geopolitics have a significant impact on

the way a particular region is perceived and treated.
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The concept of order is another focal point of Critical Geopolitics. In traditional,
normative sense, the term refers to collectively accepted universal rules, norms, and
meanings that aim to create and maintain harmony among global actors in the

112

international arena.''” Correspondingly, the order should not be threatened by

13 Therefore, whatever

unorthodoxies and ideas contradicting universal acceptances.
challenges the harmony aimed to be sustained will naturally be perceived as a threat.
Since the concept of order inherently involves geographical attributes such as a state’s
importance to social and economic activities, the degree of connectedness or isolation
between actors in a spatial sense, and the evaluation by dominant states of the level of
threat posed by certain regions or states to their security, geographically-determined
measures will be taken to bring the threat under control through harsh policies in order
to protect “us” from “the threat” (them).''* Thus, geopolitical order is established.
Nevertheless, geopolitical orders are characterized by their tendency to undergo
changes over time. As the human world is variable, the relationship between humans
and geography, as well as their values, will vary according to the political and
economic structure. Since the order is constructed through social practices, various
technological, political, and economic developments, and the interaction between
states, the geopolitical landscape of the international order also undergoes changes
over time.!'> Globalization, for example, as a new and modern phenomenon has
changed our current perception of geopolitical architecture of world politics and
order.!1® As the integrated capitalist system emerged alongside globalization, the role
of states has also changed. According to Cox, the power of states is contingent on their

ability to operate within the international political and economic structure.!!” Thus,
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states must further integrate themselves into the global system to increase their power
and survival. In the imperialist era, states were concerned with imperial rivalry and
becoming the hegemonic power. However, today, states are responsible for ensuring
the survival of capitalism, democracy, and their collective reproduction.!!® Therefore,
marginal actors are as significant as the hegemonic ones in the globalized world, and
all political actors can impact the reproduction of established geopolitical orders and

how world politics operate.'!”

In Critical Geopolitics, the notion of hegemony is relevant to the construction of
geopolitical order and power structures within. The analysis of how power is
established and sustained in the geopolitical order involves examining the concept of
hegemony, as there are dominant ideas that consider each geopolitical order to be
normal.'?° Agnew and Corbridge argue that what confers legitimacy upon the notion
of normality are the routine social practices and ideologies that are in place.!?! The
established rules of the prevailing system determine international tendencies.!?? This
idea originates from Gramsci’s study of hegemony, which distinguishes between
coercive and consensual elements.!?> When a dominant structure is in place, it often
compels political actors to comply with its demands. Those who resist the structure
may face consequences such as military intervention, embargoes, or social
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exclusion.'** Besides the coercive power of the hegemonic understanding of the
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geopolitical order, legitimizing the hegemony also involves gaining consent from
others.!?> This part refers to the ability of hegemons to determine the political and
economic agenda of other states, set norms and standards, and shape the framework of
international relations that others must follow to receive recognition and rewards from
powerful actors. The crucial point to note is that the concept of hegemony does not
necessarily refer to a particular state, like the United States.'?¢ Instead, it is the
normalcy of any geopolitical order that creates hegemony.!?” This order may or may
not be established by a hegemonic state, but it typically persists regardless. In the
present scenario, even though the order created by the US is supported by other
Western powers, the discourse surrounding the normalcy of this order has been in
circulation since the 16™ century. Furthermore, it is also backed by non-Western and
less powerful actors, who have their own interests at stake.!?® These actors, known as
marginal actors in Critical Geopolitics, are not merely passive consumers of the order
but play a significant role in reproducing the hegemonic discourse and legitimizing it
at different levels.!?® This is because the first requirement for any order to be
established is its legitimacy, and without the participation of marginal actors, it is not

feasible to establish legitimacy in the international arena.

To sum up, Critical Geopolitics breaths a different perspective into the geopolitical
studies. While problematizing the normalcy of today, it also helps us to comprehend

power relations immanent in the politics-geography relationship. As aforestated,
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routinized practices, geopolitical imaginations are built upon legitimizing states’
power, interests and survival both within their own borders and within the global
capitalist system. World politics is based on geographical assumptions and
imaginations, and the world is spatialized by academics, media, and policymakers to
spread power to “other” geographies that are not part of the system.!3° The otherization
creates discourses and policies by establishing hierarchies, categorizations, and
marginalization. In other words, the other becomes the subject of both foreign and
domestic policy-making in geopolitics. The categorization of the “other” is a result of
historical context, social and political practices, as well as technological and economic
developments. These cumulative biases have led to the creation of today’s perceived
threats and terrors.!3! For instance, as mentioned above, Radical Islamism emerged as
a challenge to the global and liberal world order after the collapse of the SU in 1991.
As a result, Islamic militancy poses significant challenges to the current geopolitical

architecture, as discussed in academic agenda.'*?

In this context, Islamic fundamentalism, seen as a major security threat by the West as
well as by the three Central Asian states of Uzbekistan, Tajikistan, and Kyrgyzstan, is
also placed within the analytical framework of Critical Geopolitics. As is well known,
the collapse of the SU brought about a significant change in the world’s geopolitical
dynamics as the former Soviet Socialist Republics (SSRs) were thrust into an
established liberal democratic system. This led to a significant shift in the global
political landscape, where communism was no longer the primary adversary. Instead,
the focus turned towards combating terrorism, particularly in its Islamic form.!'?3
Despite the changes in the global political landscape, the perception of two distinct
worlds, which was at the core of the Cold War mentality, continued to persist.!** One

of these worlds was redefined, with a minor alteration, to become focused on
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combating what was perceived as “Islamic barbarity”, rather than “communist
wildness”. In short, the fundamental concept of an “us vs. them” mentality remained,
albeit with a change in the target of the perceived threat.

The War on Terror marked a significant turning point in the shift of culturally and
ideologically loaded hegemonic discourse.!’® After the events of 9/11, terrorism
became closely associated with the Islamic form, leading to increased hostility towards
anti-Western geographies, norms, and values in various parts of the world. This shift
had a significant impact on global politics since Islam and Islamic extremism are seen
as disrupting factors to the harmony of international relations. The war against
terrorism filled the void after the Cold War. As Critical Geopolitics interprets, the War
on Terror for the US was nothing but to demand the legitimate right to intervene
anywhere and anytime without geographical limitations and to re-organize the whole
world for this purpose, and that was nothing more than the geopolitical imagination of
the US.!3¢ In the aftermath of the 9/11 attacks, President Bush made his famous
statement that reflected the United States’ view of the geopolitical imagination of
world politics by saying “Every nation, in every region, now has a decision to make.

»137 Egsentially, Bush was

Either you are with us, or you are with the terrorists.
conveying that there was no middle ground in the fight against terrorism, and urging
countries to choose their side. Thus, the international order was divided into two by
the US, and priority interests and enemies were identified by labelling specific

geographies as Rogue States and Axis of Evil.'*3

Besides, the War on Terror has had other significant geopolitical implications,
particularly in terms of the concept of security and the measures taken to ensure it. The
way in which security is understood and implemented has undergone a significant shift

since the onset of the War on Terror.!*° Since it is aimed at states accused of harboring
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terrorist groups and their affiliated networks, the political actors involved have altered
their priorities regarding their security agenda. Unlike how it used to be in the past,
Islamic terrorist networks as the new threat have not only associated with a specific
geography or a state, but also with transnational networks, and even with specific types
of clothing and behaving with all that.!*® This means that terrorism can occur
unpredictably and in any location, and the measures taken to combat terrorism,
particularly in the aftermath of the War on Terror, may result in casting suspicion on
innocent individuals. This situation has invalidated domestic and foreign policies that
were aimed at ordinary threats with well-defined geographies and targets until that
day. Since that time, the most significant discourses, assumptions, labels, and
categorizations of modern times have been constructed. These concepts were re-
produced at various levels, from local cities to broader regions such as the Middle East

or Central Asia.

In addition to the Global War on Terror, another implication of the 9/11 attacks was
the rise of a monolithic conception of national security.'*! Policies aimed at countering
terrorism have resulted in a significant increase in efforts to address homegrown
extremism and separatism. The concept of the state regained popularity and was
rebranded as “internal” or “national” security, leading to the emergence of new
discussions on the geopolitics of terrorism.!*? Critical Geopolitics as part of the
academic agenda has contributed to these ongoing discussions since 9/11 that are
related to Islamic terrorism and national security issues regarding it in terms of
geopolitical studies. Critical Geopolitics directs its attention towards the connection
between Islam and acts of terrorism and violence. As they argue, this association is
influenced by the dominant Western perspective in global politics, resulting in the

formation and perpetuation of narratives regarding the fight against Islamic
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terrorism.'*  Additionally, these narratives are replicated in various regions by
marginal actors who have limited influence or power.!** Furthermore, Critical
Geopolitics analyzes how the War on Terror explicitly fuels imperialist and militaristic
geopolitical analyses, and it examines the negative outcomes of state-centric security
policies on specific geographical areas and their social, political, and economic life.!*
The following discussion will thoroughly examine the geopolitical aspects of
terrorism, focusing on the deconstruction of specific biases against Islam- like the

identity marginalization experienced by Muslims- and counter-terrorism measures

associated with them.

One of the primary focuses of Critical Geopolitics is the examination of the role of
othering in modern identity formation, particularly in relation to Islamic identity and
its historical context. There are many academics who have conducted extensive
research on the marginalization of Islamic ideology, and its association with terrorism
and violence and have made significant contributions to this field. One of the most
well-known figures in this area is Edward Said, who introduced the concept of
Orientalism to our understanding of these issues.!*® According to Said, the Western
perception of the East has been constructed through language, mass media, state
institutions, colonialism, and discourses.'*” This construction has led to the
marginalization and misinterpretation of Eastern cultural, religious, social, and
political aspects, particularly Islam. As he argues, Islam has experienced
marginalization in multiple facets of society, such as politics, media portrayal, social

interactions, and public discussions.!*® Muslims frequently have encountered
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stereotypes, prejudice, and bias due to their religious beliefs and practices. This
marginalization results in Muslims feeling excluded, discriminated against, and
disconnected from society as a whole. Based on this argument, contemporary
academics working in Critical Theory have made additional suggestions. They
propose that the Orientalist misinterpretations identified by Said have given rise to a
constructed East and Islamophobia, which has evolved through and become deeply
embedded in various political, social, and economic processes.'* They argue that this
Islamophobic construction has contributed to the emergence of today’s hegemonic

discourses towards Islam, and of Islamic extremism.

When analyzing the discourse surrounding Islam-West relations, Critical Geopolitics
argues that Islam has been portrayed as fundamentally opposed to secularism,
democracy, and freedom by the West.!>? It has been depicted as embodying thought
and behavioral patterns that diverge from the Western-influenced world order and are
seen as outdated. According to Critical Geopolitics, this construction of Islam has
resulted in its politicization since Islam has generally been perceived as an adversary
challenging the dominant Western-oriented discourse, often equated with words such
as fear and oppression. Orientalist scholars such as Huntington and Lewis are found
to be the key contributors to the thought system that has led to this process of
politicization.!>! These academics, drawing from the nature and laws of Islam based
on concepts such as Sharia, Caliphate, and Jihad, have put forward certain
assumptions. For example, Huntington emphasized the existence of an inherent and

natural connection between Islam and violence with the following words:

“Islam’s borders are filled with bloodshed, and this violence also extends
within its communities. The main issue for the West is not just Islamic
fundamentalism, but rather Islam itself -a distinct civilization whose followers
firmly believe in the superiority of their culture while harboring a sense of
inferiority regarding their power.”!>2
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Counterterrorism consultant, Marc Sageman, who highlights this violence, identifies
the dichotomy between Dar al-Harb (the abode of war) and Dar al-Islam (the abode
of Islam) as the main cause of Islamist violence.!>* Bernard Lewis goes even further
by suggesting that the fundamental goal of contemporary Jihad is to restore the dignity
of Muslims whose culture and values have been denigrated in the democratic New
World Order.'** As he argues, the rise of Islamic fundamentalism, which argues for
the implementation of Islamic law (Sharia) and the caliphate to establish an Islamic
state encompassing all Muslim territories, is linked to this idea.!>> A similar remark is
shared by Swedish scholar Magnus Ranstorp who claims that each Islamic movement
and sect has its own armed forces'*® while especially some schools of thought such as
Wahhabism and Salafism are directly associated with a propensity for engaging in
terrorist acts and violence. According to Ranstorp’s perspective, there is a higher
probability that specific sects which are morally corrupted due to their adherence to
Islam are more prone to possessing weapons of mass destruction.!®” Therefore, he
believes that Islam is inherently corrupted and challenges the current world order,

regardless of Western policies and historical context.

Critical Geopolitics, however, approach the issue differently and argues that the
association of Islam with the aforestated discourses bends the truth, as Islamic
fundamentalism rose as a response to Western-centric world politics and demonizes

Islam by de-historizing it.!>® To set an example, many Islamist parties in Central Asia
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and the Middle East, despite actively participating in democratic processes both in
terms of internal dynamics and national dynamics, are referred to as terrorists in many
Western sources. !>’

Besides the discursive construction of the marginalization of Islam and the emergence
of its extremist forms, there are historical events that play a role in shaping these
phenomena. Islam, unlike other religions, possessed an inherent characteristic of
comprehending the concepts of state, law, and their establishment within
institutions.'®® This attribute provided Islam with an alternative nature to the West. As
a result, it was relatively easier for Muslim communities residing within their own
cultural domains and who were reluctant to live under Western imperialism and adhere
to Western norms, to oppose the West and initiate anti-Western revolutions. During
the era of decolonization in the 1970s, uprisings occurred not only among communities
directly under colonial rule but also against local governments that aligned themselves
with Westernization. The Iranian Revolution, which took place in 1979 and has
remained in power ever since, serves as the most prominent and widely recognized
example of such resistance against Westernization.!®! According to Mundy, the US
has effectively gained geopolitical power through its control over Middle Eastern oil,
positioning itself as the protector of a vital energy source for the global economy.!%?
For that reason, the US’s direct military interventions, along with its geopolitical
influence and support for neoliberal authoritarian regimes in Muslim-majority regions,

particularly the Middle East, have contributed to the increase in anti-Western and anti-
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American sentiments, as well as the radicalization of Muslim populations following

the Oil Crisis in 1973.163

The initial wave of Islamic radicalization, however, emerged following the Soviet
invasion of Afghanistan in the region. Islamist organizations established in the 1970s
and 1980s started receiving funding from the US towards the end of the Cold War, as

164 By providing support to these

a strategy to distance them from Soviet influence.
organizations, particularly Al-Qaeda, the US inadvertently bolstered their
organization, resources, and anti-Soviet ideology, ultimately laying the groundwork
for today’s transnational terrorist networks and setting the stage for the 9/11 attacks.
During the Soviet occupation of Afghanistan, the primary goal of the Afghan
mujahideen was not to live under the colonial rule of another state. Furthermore, when
the US pursued a similar approach following the Soviet withdrawal, they revolted in a
similar manner. Additionally, the increasing US existence in the region with the Gulf
War in 1991 was the last straw for the Al-Qaeda network. The presence of American
troops in the Arabian Peninsula during the 1991 Gulf War angered the Al-Qaeda

network. In response, they started targeting American interests globally and forming

alliances with local uprisings.'%

Central Asia, another region known for its population being overwhelmingly Muslim,
and also where Islamic radicalism is observed, had been suppressed by the atheist
Soviet regime in terms of religious activities and freedoms for decades. Moreover,
even when the SU dissolved in 1991, former Soviet republics such as those in Central

Asia unequivocally chose to integrate into the neo-liberal democratic West.!%® These
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7053.2007.00229.x, 398.
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dynamics gave rise to a growing sense of hostility towards the West in the Middle

East, Afghanistan, Central Asia, and neighboring regions.

The increasing marginalization of Islam has led to a parallel growth in the desire of
the East and its representation to assert themselves, carve out living spaces, and
establish their own rules. In certain instances throughout history, this marginalization
has given rise to radical thoughts and behaviors within certain segments of Islam. To
put it simply, the West has fostered an anti-Western Islamic faction through long-
standing discourse and policies. This faction has become more radicalized since the
1970s in the Middle East and post-1991 in Central Asia, as they have been compelled

to embrace Western values within their own regions.

However, as mentioned earlier, Islam has not been solely defined as the enemy of the
West in the geopolitical order that emerged with the War on Terror but powerful actors
such as China and Russia have also significant roles in the creation and reproduction
of these hegemonic discourses. In fact, religious extremism and the eradication of
terrorist networks are the only points of agreement between China, Russia, and the
United States.!¢” Russia’s struggle, primarily with the Chechen issue and their terrorist
acts, as well as China’s fight against the Xinjiang-Uighur region, predates the War on

Terror.'08

Therefore, they have firmly held onto everything legitimized by the War on
Terror and have taken oppressive measures against separatist-Islamist terrorism to
protect their own security.'® The shared position of these regimes has given rise to a
new approach in domestic and foreign policy-making, characterized by an anti-Islamic
perspective and authoritarian measures towards combating Islamic terrorism.!”°
Indeed, a collective effort is being made to construct and establish a hegemonic

discourse stating that Islamic fanaticism is irreconcilable, illogical, and inclined

towards violence.!”! This hegemonic discourse transforms into policies that advocate

167 Klaus Dodds, Geopolitics: A Very Short Introduction (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2019), 105.
168 Tbid, 106.
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for the eradication of this threat by emphasizing the intransigence of radical Islam.
However, these policies often evolve into repressive measures and the rise of
authoritarian regimes under the guise of counterterrorism.!”?> To be more specific, these
counterterrorism discourses and policies directly contribute to the expansion and
consolidation of state power by spreading fear to the people. They result in the
expansion of police forces, strict control orders, limitations on media and public space,
and the increase of various mechanisms of control, like censorship.!”® Such situations
are called “state of exception” by Agamben. As he argues, such a narrow or indefinite
definition of security leads to a multitude of exceptions, including military
interventions, terrorist acts, hostage crises, imprisonment of innocent people, and
disregard for human rights.!”* As analyzed by Critical Geopolitics, all these dynamics
often result in the neglect of human security, particularly the safety of women and
children, as well as ecological security, all in the name of the survival of authoritarian
regimes and the state.!” This approach also leads to the demonization of specific
geographical regions determined by mental maps. In essence, the counterterrorism
project is replicated at different scales and geographical contexts, spanning from
global to local, and it plays a crucial role in legitimizing control mechanisms and

power structures across society, including in policy-making processes.

In summary, Critical Geopolitics focuses on the perceptions of the West shaped by
othering of the East and the consequences of this categorization.!'’® As Campbell!”’

suggests, the dichotomies between East and West, Islam and other religions, are highly

7l Richard Jackson, “Constructing Enemies: ‘Islamic Terrorism’ in Political and Academic
Discourse,” Government and Opposition 42, no. 3 (2007): 394426, https://doi.org/10.1111/1.1477-
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prone to divide world politics. Understanding how deeply these divisions and
discourses have permeated Western societies helps us comprehend how hegemonic
projects like counterterrorism are normalized and legitimized.!”® When Critical
Geopolitics critically analyzes these assumptions and imaginations, the conclusion
reached is as follows: Islamic terrorism has emerged not as a result of the inherent
nature of Islam as Orientalist scholars claim, but as a consequence of policies of the
West, making the issue highly politicized.!” This politicization aims to establish
control mechanisms and take stringent measures to ensure state and regime security
and survival by spreading fear in society and the world. When such policies are
implemented without considering ethical and societal consequences, they lead to
highly adverse outcomes for the imagined geography’s economic, social, and political
life. Therefore, the goal of Critical Geopolitics, contrary to popular belief, is not to
argue that Islamic terrorism is a fictional threat fabricated by political leaders or to
establish peace.!? Its aim is to deconstruct dominant and biased media representations,
policies, and discourses, demonstrate their inherently political and contested nature,
and eliminate the foundations that legitimize violence. By undertaking such a critical
analysis, the focus of security would shift from the state, strategic dominance, and oil

security to encompassing human or marginalized groups and ecological concerns.!3!

1.2. Outline and Methodology

As mentioned at the beginning of this chapter, the aim of this thesis, in line with its
theoretical framework, is to critically examine the rise of Islamic radicalization and

Islamic terrorism in the Fergana Valley, as well as the policies and discourses
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produced by the three countries surrounding the Valley. The main focus of the thesis
will be on practical geopolitics, as the discussion will be conducted within the
framework of the policies and discourses developed by Kyrgyzstan, Uzbekistan, and

Tajikistan regarding the Fergana Valley.

In the literature, numerous articles and studies have been written and examined on the
global war on Islamic terrorism and the Fergana Valley. However, these studies have
often been insufficient in establishing links between global and local phenomena.
Studies on Islamic terrorism tend to focus on specific geographies, such as the Middle
East and Afghanistan, primarily due to their alignment with the War on Terror policies.
Consequently, they tend to overlook the impact of these policies on other regions with
a significant presence of Islam and the resulting consequences. Another underexplored
factor is the emphasis in the literature on the roles of powerful actors in hegemonic
projects like War on Terrorism, while neglecting the roles of local actors in these
policies. Furthermore, despite its significance, the issue of Islamic terrorism in the
Fergana region has been largely overlooked in the literature. The causes and
consequences of Islamic terrorism here need to be examined in conjunction with the
region’s geographical, political, economic, and social dynamics, as well as how these
dynamics impact the neighboring countries. Lastly, based on the aforementioned
points, it is important to analyze how the three Central Asian countries, referred to as
marginal actors, perceive and conceptualize the Fergana Valley and Islamic terrorism.
The thesis, therefore, aims to discuss how Uzbekistan, Tajikistan, and Kyrgyzstan
perceive and conceptualize the Fergana Valley and Islamic terrorism, how they
institutionalize national security measures against the threat of Islamic terrorism, and
how discourse and policymaking under the guise of terrorism contribute to the

legitimization of authoritarianism and control mechanisms in these countries.

As stated earlier, this thesis explicitly adopts Critical Theory and intends to employ
post-positivist approaches for analysis. In social sciences, the predominant method of
data collection for such studies involves analyzing texts, discourses, and political
figures’ performances. Thus, the study will utilize the analysis of key concepts,
discourses, labels, and symbols used by the leaders of three Central Asian countries.

This approach will facilitate comprehension of the narratives, social and cultural
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values, as well as political and economic perception of these leaders. The second
method of data collection is document analysis of the examining existing literature and
sources such as academic articles and books, reports written on the region, official
websites, and a couple of local newspapers on the domestic and foreign policies of the
three states of the region. The goal is to present a comprehensive understanding
through the analysis of the existing information and literature produced on the subject.
The thesis will be composed of five main chapters. After the Introduction, Chapter 2
presents the historical background of the Fergana Valley with a specific emphasis on
how and why radical Islamic formations as well as terrorist activities emerged in this
region. In Chapter 3, a brief overview will be provided on how the US, Russia, and
China have been challenged by radical Islamism, along with their collaboration on this
issue with the three Central Asian countries. The focus will be specifically on the
Fergana Valley to understand the role of these countries as marginal actors. In the
fourth chapter, the policies of the three Central Asian countries developed in order to
prevent such formations and activities are described. The Conclusion discusses the
main findings of the thesis within the theoretical framework presented in the

Introduction.
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CHAPTER 2

HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

The Fergana Valley region comprises the Jalal-Abad, Osh, and Batken regions of
southern Kyrgyzstan, the cities of Fergana, Andijan, and Namangan in southeastern
Uzbekistan, as well as the Sughd and Khujand provinces of northern Tajikistan. Since
the ancient times, the Fergana Valley has served as the epicenter of intellectual,
cultural, and spiritual life for the Central Asian population.!8? The appeal of the region
can be ascribed to its pivotal position along the Silk Road. Furthermore, throughout its
history, the valley has neighbored various civilizations, including Hindu, Slavic,
Persian, and Chinese.!®3 The Fergana Valley has also encapsulated a diverse array of

ethnic groups resulting in various conflicts among them over the course of history.
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Figure 1. Demographics of the Fergana Valley in “Central Asia: Tensions Grow in
the Fergana Valley.” Stratfor (2013), Retrieved 16 Dec, 2023 from
https://worldview.stratfor.com/article/central-asia-tensions-grow-fergana-valley
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In addition to the region’s geographical position, such issues have also arisen as a
product of its historical process. For instance, some areas in the Fergana Valley are
known as enclaves (e.g. Figure 2).!%* These enclaves have emerged from the drawing
and redrawing of borders throughout the region’s history, causing issues such as
limited or over-controlled borders by the leaders, especially after 1991. Since those
enclaves are home to titular nations separated from their countries, they have been

experiencing numerous challenges like ethnic tensions.
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Figure 2. Nicholas Baker, Fergana Valley- Enclave Locations, in “The Ferghana
Valley: A Soviet Legacy Faced with Climate Change.” ICE Case Studies 252 (2011),
Retrieved 16 Dec, 2023 from http://mandalaprojects.com/ice/ice-cases/ferghana.htm

Along with its social and political structure, the valley holds considerable economic
importance. Abundant in natural resources and featuring highly fertile agricultural
land, it stands as a vital economic hub.!®> Being the most densely populated region in
Central Asia, a significant portion of the Valley’s local population depends on these
resources for their livelihood. While constituting merely 5% of Central Asia’s total
land area, Fergana accommodates a quarter of the region’s population (e.g. Figure

3)'186

134 The term enclave refers to the areas that are part of a distinct country despite being located in a
different country. “Central Asia: The Complexities of the Fergana Valley,” Stratfor, 2013, Retrieved 16
Dec, 2023 from https://worldview.stratfor.com/article/central-asia-complexities-fergana-valley.
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2011), xii.
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Volatility and Change in Central Asia: Economic Impacts and Adaptation.” (2013),
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Due to the aforementioned reasons, the geopolitical significance of the Fergana Valley
has been a crucial concern for major powers throughout history. In the 19" century,
the valley emerged as a focal point for geopolitical theories, with Mackinder’s
Heartland Theory being particularly notable. Mackinder argued in 1904 that Central
Asia became pivotal due to the growing importance of land power and transportation

technology, designating the region as a natural center of power.!'®’

When the region
was conquered by Tsarist Russia, certain policies developed by the Russian
administration led to the marginalization of local people- particularly of the Muslim

community- which will be discussed in the next chapter.!*8

The marginalization persisted during both the Soviet era and the subsequent post-

Soviet periods. Despite the otherization and marginalization policies of policy-makers,

137 Halford John Mackinder, “The Geographical Pivot of History,” The Geographical Journal 23, no. 4
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the region has continued to be known for its highly conservative Muslim population,
and the region’s history has witnessed a lasting endurance of Islam.'®® This situation

resulted in Islamic radicalization during the post-Soviet era.

Such developments are not sudden or caused by a single reason but rather depend on
a cumulative set of factors, with periods of acceleration or deceleration at various times
in history.!”® The political dynamics, geographical influences, and social conditions
directly influenced Islamic radicalization in Central Asia. These factors encompass the
political significance of clans and ethnicities, regionalism, geographical proximity to
areas like Iran and Afghanistan, where instances of political Islam and radical Islam
are evident, atheistic policies, and the historical impact of colonialism.!°! Moreover,
such problems and more, including economic instability, social upheaval, and the lack
of justice in governance, have continued to exist following 1991. In such a context,
Islam often becomes the sole recourse for Central Asians in their ongoing struggle
against oppressive rule, as all other avenues for political change are effectively
obstructed and prove ineffective in the post-Soviet era.'®?> As Vitaly Naumkin, a
scholar who specializes in Islamic radicalization in the region, has pointed out in his
analyses, although Islamic radicalization is contrary to the Sufi Islamic tradition of the
Central Asian people, the fact that radical movements offer simpler solutions to the
everyday problems of the people than governments, greatly increases the support base
of such movements in the region.'”3 For all these reasons, Islamic radical movements

quickly gained strength and support after independence and became a significant threat
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in the region, especially in the Fergana Valley. Consequently, the valley transformed
into a hub for burgeoning fundamentalist movements, posing a threat to the stability

of the region.!*

Inevitably, the Fergana Valley is viewed as a haven for extremist
organizations by the three surrounding states, namely Uzbekistan, Tajikistan, and
Kyrgyzstan.'?> As a result, the valley started to be seen as a center of gravity of Central
Asia due to its high level of religious influence, ongoing instabilities, and the limited
control exercised by the authorities.!”® As the leaders of the three countries see it, the
stability of the entire region relies heavily on the stability of Fergana. In essence, the
presence of radical Islamist organizations in the Fergana Valley prompts politicians to
spatialize the valley, adhering to the mentality of “as goes the Fergana Valley, so goes
Central Asia.”'”7 However, it is essential to possess a thorough understanding of the
region’s history and the evolution of Islam, as well as the development of Islamic
movements in the area to comprehend the direct connection between Islamic

extremism and the Fergana Valley and how decision-makers spatialize the Fergana

Valley.

The Introduction of the thesis set forth a theoretical framework that delineates the
connections between the social and political ramifications of marginalizing and
othering particular communities, like Muslims. In line with the theoretical framework,
Chapter Two presents a historical overview of the Fergana Valley by providing a
contextual backdrop with which this marginalization and othering are analyzed. This
chapter of the thesis aims to describe the initiation and transformation of the Fergana
Valley population’s relationship with Islam. Additionally, it seeks to elucidate the
historical and social context underpinning the discourse on the “Islamic terrorist
threat,” which politicians emphasize regarding the Valley. Besides, the chapter

endeavors to provide an understanding of the genesis, evolutionary trajectory, and
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organizational structure of the radical Islamic movements. By doing so, it is aimed to
provide an analytical foundation for the subsequent chapter.

2.1. The History of the Fergana Valley

The population of the Fergana Valley was first introduced to Islam during the mid-7%

century as a consequence of the Arab invasions.!®

The process of Islamization,
initiated in this manner, gained momentum during the 9" century and eventually
culminated in Islam becoming the official religion of the Samanid Empire, which
encompassed a significant portion of the Fergana Valley at that time.!® Starting in the
middle of the 10" century, the Fergana Valley came under the control of different
Turkic rulers, including the Ghaznavids, the Karakhanids, and the Seljuks.?% Islam
has started to become the predominant faith among the majority of the population in
the Fergana Valley. Over time, particularly under the control of Turkic rulers in the
region, Islam evolved into a significant component of the cultural fabric within the
region. The Valley, since it was located at the convergence point of the key transit

pathways of the Silk Road, developed into a prominent hub of Islamic culture from

the 9™ century to the 16™ century.?’!

In the 13" and 14 centuries, the Fergana Valley came under the influence of both the

Turkic and Mongol empires.?*?

The Muslim Timurid Empire and the initially pagan
empire of Genghis Khan, which later converted to Islam, played significant roles in
the Islamization of the region. Between the 16" and 19™ centuries, the valley was under
the rule of various Muslim emirates, the most notable ones being the Khanates of

Kokand, Bukhara, and Khiva. By the 19% century, the valley had been fragmented and

198 Abdulkakhor Saidov and Abdulkhamid Anarbaev, “The Ferghana Valley: The Pre-Colonial
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heavily influenced by Islam due to the presence of both khanates, making it a focal
point of interest for Tsarist Russia.?®® Eventually, the two khanates, Bukhara and
Khiva, became Russia’s protectorates while the Kokand Khanate was the Turkestan

Governorship-General of the Tsarist Russian Empire.2%*

Despite Tsarist Russia’s interest in the Central Asian region since the reign of Peter
the Great, the area was not conquered until the second half of the 19" century.2%
Tsarist Russia implemented an entirely novel system in its newfound colony, seeking
to establish complete dependence on the Russian center.?® Employing a “divide-and-
rule” strategy, it endeavored to assimilate local areas into a coerced economic,
political, and legal framework. The aim was to diminish the influence of clans and
ethnicities by restructuring the region into administrative districts, disregarding ethnic

and social considerations.27

Also, through the creation of the provincial heads,
colonial policies were executed locally, consolidating power under a monopoly.?® To
further ensure monopolistic power, the tsarist police were granted extensive authority,

particularly in the major cities of the Fergana Valley.?"

Consequently, the local
population faced fines, violence, arrests, or humiliation for even the slightest
disobedience. In essence, the police and prison system served as the backbone of the
Russian colony.?!? Alongside political and economic colonization, various colonial

policies emerged that posed challenges to the cultural and traditional fabric of
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societies.?!! The education system was perceived by Tsarist Russia as the main
instrument of Russification of the region, and many Russian schools were established.
Colonial Russia also implemented strategies to reshape the religious and cultural
landscape of the Muslim population. Their approach involved eradicating what they
perceived as superstitions and ignorant expositions of the mullahs.?'? Simultaneously,
they sought to promote Russian culture and language in literary, scientific, and
religious domains with which they aimed to diminish the influence of Islam and Turkic
national identity in the region. These policies were perceived by the locals as a
strategic move to Russify the new generation of Muslim youths.?!? In this broader
context of cultural intervention, the Russification policies and efforts for creating an
“emancipated Muslim population” played a pivotal role in the hostility and rebellion

of the locals against the “infidel colonial rule.”?!*

The redefinition of the Central Asian region as a periphery of Tsarist Russia
significantly undermined traditional ways of life and impeded the region’s
development. Russian policies towards Central Asia, particularly towards the Fergana
Valley, had some other profound consequences.?!> When examining the social and
cultural outcomes of the colonial era, it becomes evident that a significant number of
prominent intellectuals and the majority of the Fergana Valley’s population viewed
the dominance of non-Muslim Russia over the Sunni Muslim population as a
humiliation to their local culture and religion. The Khanate of Kokand was not an
Islamic state governed by Sharia law, but the loss of the Khanate’s sovereignty and the

colonization of the Muslim population by an “infidel” government had already a
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general discontent among the general population.?! Tsarist Russia’s imperial policies,
designed to weaken traditional societal norms, particularly Islamic values, and leave
the society impoverished, starved, and deprived of land, further fueled
dissatisfaction.?!” Some individuals, who shared these sentiments, chose to migrate to
neighboring Muslim-populated lands, while a substantial portion opted against both
migration and adapting to the colonial regime. Instead, they chose to organize with
national and/or religious motivations and rebelled against the colonial regime.?'® This
inevitably led to the unification of the local population against colonial Russia
following the second half of the 19" century, and more than 200 rebellions broke out
during this period.?!® One of the largest uprisings took place in Andijan, situated in
Fergana, and subsequently spread throughout the entire valley. Despite being among
the most populous revolts in the Turkestan province, it was swiftly quelled by the
Tsarist army, leading to widespread mass arrests and executions.??’ While earlier
uprisings, until the onset of World War I, were triggered by deteriorating economic
conditions and widespread famine, the early 20" century witnessed the emergence of
anti-colonial movements rooted in social and cultural reasons.??! The 1916 Revolt in
the region was one of the highly significant movements. The harsh policies imposed
by Tsarist Russia on the local population had reached a tipping point, prompting rebels
to take to the streets, especially in the major cities of the Fergana Valley. Despite
coinciding with the collapse of Tsarist Russia, the repression was severe, resulting in

exiles and executions. While the 1916 Revolt lacked effective planning and
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organization, it holds importance as it marked the initiation of the radicalization of the

region’s nationalist and religious leaders.???

As mentioned earlier, the Muslims in the Fergana Valley are known to be more
religious than the rest of the Central Asian population. Tsarist Russia was aware of the
sui generis situation of the Fergana Valley; thus, it specifically targeted and
marginalized the Islamic urf and adat values of the region.??* The fact that a colonial
power threatened all these identities led the local population to hold on to them even
more, despite Tsarist Russia’s policies aiming to the contrary.?>* In other words,
despite the marginalizing policies of Tsarist Russia, Islam, along with urf and adats,
continued to exist as a societal regulating factor.?>> So the Islamic opposition against
secular trends began in the initial decade of the 20" century.??® The Fergana Valley
even experienced the onset of political Islam, marking the first signs of Islamic
political ideologies and movements in the region. The first manifestation of this
tendency may be the Ush Zhuz party, established in Bukhara in 1913, considering its
Islamic orientations developed in opposition to Tsarist Russia.??” The mindset driving
this kind of responses laid the ground for radical movements that would emerge in the
subsequent decades. As emphasized by Khamidov, “the Russian colonization of
Central Asia and the subsequent collapse of the Soviet Union (SU) were indispensable
for the radical movements to develop a mobilized ideological identity and to foster a

collective Muslim consciousness among their members in Central Asia.”??8
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Uprisings akin to those that occurred during Tsarist Russia were already underway
when the Bolsheviks took power in 1917. In fact, movements driven by religious
motivations against socialist governance persisted until the establishment of the SU in
1923. An illustration of this is the 1918 endeavor in the city of Kokand to create a
republic with religious and cultural autonomy, rooted in Islamic principles.??° Despite
numerous comparable uprisings during the Russian Civil War, which not only
expressed a yearning for independence but also a distinct aspiration to revive Islamic
unity, none managed to prevail against the forces of the Red Army. After a while, the
faction advocating Islamic values faced a decision between aligning with the White
Army, symbolizing a return to Tsarist Russia, or the Red Army of the Bolsheviks.
Those familiar with the hardships endured by the Muslim population in Tsarist Russia
deemed it more rational to align with the Red Army, which pledged to grant them the
right to self-determination and freedom, rather than collaborating with the White

Army.?°

The circumstances in the SU, however, underwent a significant transformation
following Lenin’s death. To start with, the Soviet police agency, later institutionalized
as the NKVD, implemented widespread repression, which was particularly harsh in
the Fergana Valley due to its concentrated conservative and traditional population.?®!
They attempted to eliminate individuals with nationalist and religious inclinations,
especially those who had been involved in covert resistance movements. It is crucial
to recognize that the SU embraced a “Marxist-Leninist” ideology, considering it the
ultimate governing principle. As a result, elements like nationalism, religion, and

traditionalism, which ran counter to this ideology, were actively targeted so as to be
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removed from the everyday lives of Soviet citizens. That is why, during the first
decade of their rule, the Soviet government brought substantial changes regarding
identity issues, for example, by replacing the Arabic-Persian script with first the Latin
and later the Cyrillic alphabet. The replacement alienated the Muslim community from
their written religious sources.?*? In the early 1920s, the Soviet government banned
Sharia law and abolished all madrasas and mosques to consolidate their power by
eliminating the role of religion in the public sphere.?*® The deliberate destruction of
religious literature, the shutdown of religious schools, the suppression of Islam and
other religions across the Soviet space through media channels, and the persistent
efforts to eradicate remnants of religious influence were all directed towards a
comprehensive transformation of the region.** This transformation was enforced
hastily with the aim of shaping the “new Soviet man,” leading to the destruction of
religious and traditional lifestyles. A notable example is the conversion of certain
mosques in the Fergana Valley into wine factories, symbolizing a stark contradiction
to religious values.?*> While the effort to create a new Soviet man was in full swing,
marked by cultural policies like the exiles of religious leaders, atheist measures, and a
high level of Sovietization, there were also significant changes in the political borders
of the Fergana Valley during the 1950s and 1960s.*¢ The communist principle
advocating the right of peoples to self-determination through the creation of
administrative units, commonly known as new Soviet Socialist Republics (SSR), had
been evident in the regional context. The Fergana Valley was divided among the new
SSRs of Uzbekistan, Tajikistan, and Kyrgyzstan without considering traditional
regional, ethno-religious, and clan affiliations, overlooking previous political
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demarcations.>>’ As a result of the delineation of the Fergana Valley, significant
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challenges have emerged regarding the coexistence and unity of its inhabitants, leading
to heightened ethnic and religious tensions among local communities. Furthermore,
the severe impact of these policies on people’s religious lives has driven Islam
underground.?3®

The Central Asian population were compelled to practice their religious and traditional
customs in private due to harsh repression until World War I1.23° In 1943, the Spiritual
Directorate of Muslims of Central Asia (SADUM) was established with the aim of
controlling religious life in the region.?*® Despite the communist ideology rejecting
any form of religion, Islam was the one that still instilled the most fear, leading to
attempts to control it. The main reason for this is that Muslims are not obligated to
participate in public worship, such as in mosques. As a result, it is more feasible for
them to discreetly maintain their religious practices within their homes compared to
followers of other religions. Stalin recognized that destructive Soviet policies were
unable to eradicate the influence of religion on collective memory and daily life, as it
persisted within families. Consequently, he attempted to create a separation between
religious and social life by establishing SADUM. Nonetheless, the persecution of
religious leaders and the destruction of religious structures continued until the
Brezhnev era.?*! During the Brezhnev era, various official channels were established
to facilitate the arrival of foreigners in the SU for educational purposes.?*?
Additionally, initiatives were implemented to send individuals from the SU to some
of the Middle Eastern countries with the purpose of learning the Arabic language,

enhancing their capacity to contribute effectively to Soviet diplomatic endeavors.?*?
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Despite the existence of specific regulations limiting interactions between Soviet
students and their foreign counterparts, students managed to find ways to communicate
with each other in both cases.?** As a result of these interactions, religious education,

which had already been underground under Soviet rule, began to diversify.

Many people in the Fergana Valley encountered significant challenges in embracing
the Soviet government and its ideology, primarily because of the aforementioned
repression. In certain cases, this oppression evolved into feelings of anger and
animosity towards the Soviet authorities. Therefore, many theologians had already
emigrated or were operating underground, providing religious education and
attempting to organize the Muslim community.?*> These illicit religious teachings,
provided by theologians who had managed to evade the persecution of the Soviet
government, were referred to as Aujra.?*¢ In the 1950s, Muhammadjan Hindustani was
the most prominent theologian conducting hujra sessions in the Fergana Valley.
Hindustani and his followers emphasized their adherence to the traditional Hanafi
school and labeled religious movements arriving in the region from the Middle East

as “Wahhabis.”?*’ The Wahhabi movements, which Hindustani strongly opposed?*,
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emerged in the region as a result of interactions with Arab students during the
Brezhnev era. These movements served as an alternative to the traditional Islam that
had been practiced until then, representing a return to “pure Islam” and a struggle for
a more radical adherence to Islamic values. According to Martha Brill Olcott, even
though these movements did not wield significant influence in the region until the
Gorbachev era, the teaching of numerous foreign books caused intellectual and
religious ferment among the youth.?** The readings consisted of works by
fundamentalist ideologues from the Muslim Brotherhood,?**which emerged in Egypt
during the 1920s and 1930s. Books authored by figures such as Hasan al-Banna and
Sayyid Qutub were secretly brought into the SU and studied in the hujras.>!
Additionally, fundamentalists in the Fergana Valley started monitoring events in Iran,

the Middle East, and Afghanistan through radio programs.?>?

Individuals swayed by
such developments and extremist ideologies came together in prominent cities such as
Andijan and Osh within the Fergana Valley. The most influential groups established
during that era were the Islamic Renaissance of the Youth of Tajikistan?*3, established
in 1973, and the subsequently formed armed group called the Adolat (Justice).?>*
Events such as the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan in 1978 and the Islamic revolution
in Iran in 1979 heightened the activities of these groups.?>> The 1978 invasion had

numerous repercussions for the Fergana Valley. The fact that the Afghans were fellow
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Muslims “living under occupation like themselves” sparked a significant outcry.
Beyond religious sensitivities, the presence of many ethnic Uzbeks, Tajiks, and
Kyrgyz in Afghanistan triggered ethnicity-related sensitivities among the
population.?>® The Iranian revolution, on the other hand, instilled hope among the
fundamentalists of the Fergana Valley that a revolt against an infidel rule could be
possible. Considering those regional developments, the notion started to take shape
among these radical groups in Fergana Valley that the only salvation lay in an Islamic
state, and armed resistance was deemed necessary to establish it. Tensions, however,
arose between Hindustani’s disciples, who opposed Wahhabism, and fundamentalists
leading to an escalation of tensions in the Fergana Valley that eventually resulted in

open confrontations.?’

During the perestroika period, the notable divergence occurred. While the Muslims of
the Fergana Valley are generally conservative, they have traditionally been associated
with the moderate Sufi tradition.2>® This is the reason behind the population aligning
with the Hindustani faction in the Islamic bloc of the 1980s. Throughout the 1980s,
these two blocs grew apart from each other. The Wahhabis, affiliated with the Adolat
party, employed intimidation tactics against Hindustani followers, including the
kidnapping of their children and relatives. Some of these kidnappings tragically
resulted in the death of the captives.?>® In short, these movements were becoming
increasingly politicized and radicalized, specifically in the Andijan region of
Fergana.?®® The Gorbachev era marked a significant shift due to its glasnost

(openness) policy, which introduce freedom of expression. This period signaled a
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departure from the oppressive policies of the previous eras and paved the way for the
resurgence of Islamic influence.?%! During this time, there was a concerted effort to
rebuild and restore religious and traditional institutions that had been dismantled in the
preceding years.?? Nevertheless, the political liberalization during Gorbachev’s era
had its drawbacks alongside its benefits.?®> Notably, fundamentalist groups began
receiving financial support from countries such as Pakistan and Saudi Arabia.
Empowered by these funds, these groups initiated efforts to address issues like poverty
and declining welfare, carving out a space for themselves within the public sphere.?64
The perception that “the solution to the problems of governance and the economy
could be found in Islamic governance” was gaining ground.?®> After the collapse of
the SU, the Fergana Valley became more of a breeding ground for radical Islamist
groups.?%® Amidst the power vacuum that emerged after the SU collapsed, the recently
independent countries of Uzbekistan, Tajikistan, and Kyrgyzstan found themselves

grappling with the complexities posed by the Fergana Valley.

By the time the SSRs gained independence, re-Islamization was already in full swing
across the rest of the world. In the SU, religious education and the development of a
local religious ideology were not possible until the Gorbachev era. Despite its
geographical proximity to various centers of Islamic transformation, the SU had

minimal contact with them due to its closed borders.?%” Consequently, with the advent
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of independence, radical movements realized the extent of their lag behind global
Islamic developments. This lag, stemming from the inability to cultivate local Islamic
traditions during the Soviet era, contributed to the rapid emergence and growth of
ideologies that were alien to the region, particularly in the Fergana Valley.?®® In this
timeframe, Islamists rose to prominence as the main challengers to the Soviet-era
politicians in the three surrounding countries of the valley.?®® The rise of a politicized
and well-organized Islamic influence in the Fergana Valley, facilitated by the creation
of local councils and volunteer militias, and exacerbated by the lack of secular
opposition to political figures and civil society, increased backing for Islamist and
Islamist-nationalist factions.?’® The establishment of early Islamist entities, such as
Islam Lashkarlari (Warriors of Islam), Baraka (Blessing), and Tawba (Repentance),
along with the expansion of the Islamic Renaissance Party and Adolat, is observed in
the valley.?”! These factions served as the precursors to more established and organized
Islamist entities in the region, such as the Islamic Movement of Uzbekistan (IMU) and
Hizb-ut Tahrir (HT).2’> They collectively aimed to topple secular governments and
institute an Islamic state, despite variations in strategy and organizational frameworks.
After 1991, previously fragmented Islamic groups, due to doctrinal differences, were

united around the main idea of establishing states ruled by the Sharia law.?”3

During the height of these developments, the political, social, and economic

repercussions of the SU’s collapse were being particularly pronounced in the Fergana
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Valley.?”* The once-centralized economic and political structure disintegrated, and the
“general secretaries” of the SSRs found themselves as the leaders of newly
independent republics. In other words, after the collapse of the SU, Uzbekistan,
Tajikistan and Kyrgyzstan had to survive alone in the global economy. They needed
to build economic, social, and political infrastructure in a manner that would garner
legitimacy not only in the eyes of the West but also among their regional neighbors
and within their own countries. The expectation resulted in tight control over every
aspect of the post-independence period, reminiscent of the Soviet era. Rapidly falling
living standards were followed by skyrocketing unemployment, an ecological crisis,
and the rise of radical groups.?”> Essentially, the ex-Soviet leaders grappled with
overwhelming challenges and struggled to meet the needs of their people. Moreover,
they recognized the need to manage public dissatisfaction and curb widespread

backing for Islamist groups in order to ensure their political viability.

In the 1990s, Adolat initiated patrols in neighborhoods, enforced the requirement for
women to wear headscarves, and distributed pamphlets advocating Salafi Islam.2’® The
Fergana region of Uzbekistan, particularly Namangan and Andijan, came under the
effective control of Islamists.?”’ September 1991 witnessed active campaigns
protesting against the presidency of Islam Karimov in Uzbekistan.?’® Building on these
events, in 1992, anticipating the impending Tajik civil war, Karimov took the decision
to ban both nationalist and Islamic parties and dismiss their members.?’”® Following
their independence, all former SSRs, with Uzbekistan at the forefront, declared their

commitment to the Soviet principle of separating state and religion.?®? Official
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institutions maintained their separation from religious entities and continued to view
religious institutions with suspicion. Compounded by the social structure in the
Fergana Valley, this led to inevitable bans and repression against Islamic dissent.
Mosques were directed to extol Karimov rather than Salafi Islam in Friday sermons.?%!
The Karimov government effectively criminalized unregistered religious activities,
implemented state censorship on imported religious literature, and prohibited private
religious education with a law passed in 1998.282 Government policies were justified
by establishing a clear division, asserting that “foreign Islam imported from outside is
undesirable (bad Islam), while the state-endorsed secular Islam is preferable (good
Islam).”%3 As repression intensified, Islamists became even more radicalized.?®*
Indeed, the IMU, the most radical Islamist organization in Central Asia, was founded
in 1996 and quickly gained prominence. The turning point of the relationship between
Karimov and the Islamists occurred with the IMU’s assassination attempt against
Karimov in 1999.2%° However, the pivotal moment came with the Andijan Events in
2005. In 2004, Akram Yoldashev, a businessman, along with 23 others, faced arrest
on charges of being members of an Islamic organization.?®¢ Yoldashev, a former
member of HT, had established the Akromiya organization in the Fergana Valley in

1996, blending business and Islamic thought.?*” Due to his success, popularity, and
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credibility in the valley, his arrest triggered a significant public outcry. In 2005,
supporters of Yoldashev stormed the prison where he was held, resulting in the release
of hundreds of criminals.?®® The Karimov regime, already contending with the Islamist
threat, harbored additional fears. Since the 2000s, people had risen against authorities

289 across the former Soviet territories. Apprehensive that the

in “Colored Revolutions
events in Andijan could incite a similar revolution, the Uzbek government responded
by opening fire on demonstrators, resulting in the deaths of many civilians.?*° Karimov
went as far as shutting down the borders to thwart the influx of “terrorists” from

Kyrgyzstan, which was undergoing a “Colored Revolution” concurrently.?*!

This crisis marked a turning point for Uzbekistan’s domestic and foreign policies.
Perhaps the most significant action for internal security was the subjugation of the
National Security Service (SNB)?**? to the control of the Interior Ministry after the
Andijan Events in 2005.2%% This, coupled with the appointment of individuals from his
own clan to these positions, granted Karimov to bring security entirely under his

control. Shavkat Mirziyoyev, who ascended to power following Karimov’s death in
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2016, was anticipated to be a reformist but there has been no drastic change in this
regard.?** He merely altered the trajectory of power centralization within the related
tribe.?>> In 2018, he renamed the SNB as the State Security Service (SSS); and
reappointed many of his own clan members who had been previously dismissed by
Karimov.?* The Mirziyoyev government, and as an extension of the SSS, made a
commitment to counterterrorism policies that is inherited from Karimov. Due to the
fact that there have been no significant presences of radical Islamic organizations or
acts of terrorism within Uzbekistan’s borders since he took power, the state and
security perceived as combined with the president’s role and policies was no longer

the case.?®’

Apart from issues in the Fergana Valley and of Islamic extremism, as
aforestated, Mirziyoyev has adopted a much more reformist stance than Karimov.
However, even if not in a way comparable to Karimov, he still pursued tough policies,
responding harshly to domestic unrests. The most recent example of this is the mass
unrest that occurred in Karakalpakstan in the summer of 2022. This autonomous region
of Uzbekistan has a constitutional right to secede. Consequently, the inhabitants in the
autonomous region stirred up an uprising to secede, yet it was revoked by the
government.>”® Following the government’s harsh response to the riots, reports

indicated that 18 people were killed and nearly 300 were injured.?*

Tajikistan, on the other hand, had long been a country where regionalism and clans
dominated politics. The challenge of sharing political power, especially between the
northern and southern regions, had persisted for a considerable period. Even prior to

gaining independence, the political environment was complex despite the integrated
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and rigid political structure of the SU. This situation got worse after 1991. Following
independence, Rahmon Nabiyev, former leader of the Tajik SSR, assumed presidency.
However, opposition factions objected to a leader with Soviet heritage in the
administration. As the country’s politics evolved into a struggle for regional
dominance, exacerbated by economic crises, it became inevitable that people would
take to the streets.’®® A third dynamic of the crisis, alongside regionalism and
economic challenges, was the role of Islam in politics. The Islamic Renaissance Party
of Tajikistan (IRP),**! founded in 1990, emerged as the strongest opposition force in
the country. In addition to the IRP, there were also clan-based opposition
organizations. These groups, formed in the 1980s, include Rashtokhez, Lali
Badakhshan (Ruby of Badakhshan), and the Democratic Party of Tajikistan. As these
factions mobilized in the streets, it sparked significant unrest among the populace.*?
Nabiyev responded by firing upon civilians and opting to discipline the leaders of these
groups. When his attempts proved unsuccessful, he tried to flee to Russia. However,
at the airport, opposition forces captured him, compelling his resignation. In 1992,
Emomali Rahmon came to power; nevertheless, he enforced more severe measures
than his predecessor, such as prohibiting and apprehending opposition members.3%3
The opposition, collectively known as the United Tajik Opposition (UTO), received
support at one point from the Taliban, an Islamist group that seized power in

Afghanistan in 1996, as well as the IMU.?% The developments raised concerns among
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all regional countries, notably Russia, Uzbekistan, and Iran.’> Both these states and
the Western bloc, aiming to avoid exacerbating the situation, engaged in intervention.
In 1997, under United Nations mediation, the involved parties convened in Moscow,
reaching a consensus and signing a peace agreement, called Moscow Protocol.’%¢ This
agreement resulted in the Rahmon government yielding control of specific ministries
to the opposition and recognizing their legitimacy. At the same time, Tajikistan
achieved the distinction of being the first and only state in the former Soviet sphere to
integrate an Islamist party into its political landscape.>’” Nevertheless, it is crucial to
comprehend that while Islam holds a significant place in Tajik culture, it was not the
primary catalyst in the Tajik War. Tajikistan, as a geographically divided country,

exhibits uneven distribution of economic and political influence across its regions.

The southern part, for instance, lacks the prosperity and industrial development seen
in the north. The northern region, encompassing the Fergana Valley and hosting a
prominent clan, commands greater political, military, and economic sway, reinforced
by Moscow’s support. This concentration of power within a clan-based structure and
regionalism played a pivotal role in triggering the war, contributing to the ascendancy
of leaders like Nabiyev- who is from the northern part, from Khujand- and Rahmon
over the opposition. Interestingly, according to a 2015 survey, most of those who held
important positions during that period were from the southern region, especially

308 This illustrates how deeply rooted

Khatlon, where President Rahmon is from.
nepotism and regionalism are in the country. Similar to other Central Asian countries,
the president’s relatives are dispersed across all strategic positions in the state
apparatus.’®” The legislation, known as the “Law on the Founder of Peace and National

Unity - Leader of the Nation” was approved by the Parliament in 2015, allowing
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Emomali Rahmon a lifelong political status. 31° This status authorizes him to supervise
government activities even following his retirement. Moreover, the legislation grants
him and his family “permanent immunity from legal and criminal proceedings.”!!
Under these circumstances, Islamists, who had initially been appointed to very senior
positions and had tried not to openly contradict Rahmon’s government too much in
their opposition to keep this situation unchanged, had to cede their positions to
government nepotism.>!2 Indeed, the monopoly of Rahmon’s government has brought
about changes in Tajikistan’s political landscape. President Emomali Rahmon leveled
allegations against Abdukhalim Nazarzod, who was a minister at that time, accusing
him of plotting a coup d'état3!3 Additionally, the President implicated the IRPT,
alleging their involvement in supporting Nazarzod’s alleged coup attempt.’!*
Eventually, Rahmon’s administration discredited the ministries assigned to the

Islamist opposition party and barred them from participating in politics in 2015.313

In the week following the Ministry of Justice’s ban on the IRP, a terrorist attack in
Dushanbe, the capital of Tajikistan, resulted in the death of 22 people.’!¢ These
assaults targeted the police headquarters on the first day and the Interior Ministry on
the second.>!” The Rahmon government targeted Abdukhalim Nazarzoda, the deputy

defense minister, as the leader of the terrorist group responsible for the attacks.?!'® The
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government alleged that Nazarzoda was a member of the IRP and subsequently
dismissed him from his position.*'® Besides, following these accusations, the Supreme
Court of Tajikistan declared the IRPT a terrorist group by also banning its activities.*?
As seen, in addition to political Islam, issues related to radical Islam have also been
prominent in Tajikistan. However, the government of Tajikistan has equated radical
Islam prone to violence with social conservatism, and also with political Islam, which
has been active in the political sphere as IRTP for almost two decades, to legitimize
its harsh policies against Islamic extremism.*?! Throughout the 2010s, numerous
operations were conducted against Islamic extremism. An example in the Fergana
Valley was the military operation following the terrorist attack on the Khujand police
station in 2010, which resulted in 50 people being imprisoned.*?? Outside the Fergana
Valley, such operations against extremism were most common in Tajikistan’s Gorno-
Badakhshan region. A notable recent event occurred following the capture of the city
of Khorog by protesters in 2022, after mass-protests in the region.’?* Although the
protest aimed at criticizing Rahmon administration, the government responded
harshly, labeling it an “anti-terrorist operation.”*?* The response of Rahmon
government, along with widespread dissatisfaction on numerous issues, led to

discussions in academic and policy circles about Tajikistan being a “fragile” or “failed
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325 egpecially following this event.3 In its security policy, following the 2021

state,
withdrawal of NATO troops from neighboring Afghanistan, the Rahmon government
has hosted exercises- in cooperation with the US, China, and Russia- within its
territory to develop counterterrorism strategies.*?” Additionally, the government has
strengthened its security system by allocating a significant budget to fortify its border
with Afghanistan. This measure addresses not only Islamic extremism but also drug
trafficking. Tajikistan is a producer of cannabis and a transit country for Afghan heroin
trafficking.’?® According to the recent data of 2023, a quarter of the drug trafficking
from Afghanistan occurs across the Tajik border.’?® The actors involved in this
trafficking include radical Islamic groups, particularly the IMU and the Islamic State
of Iraq and Syria (ISIS), as well as mafia groups that have direct ties to the ruling
elite.?3°

In addition to all these, there is an ongoing border dispute between the neighboring
countries of Tajikistan and Kyrgyzstan, which has escalated into conflict on numerous
occasions since their independence. The primary cause of this dispute is the artificial
borders established during the Soviet era, and by extension, the existence of enclaves
in the Fergana Valley.*! Although the borders established during the Soviet era

remained unproblematic until the collapse of the highly interdependent political and

economic model, they subsequently caused numerous problems, particularly as the
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tension caused by enclaves escalated into ethnic conflicts.’3? All the three countries
bordering the Fergana Valley have been dealing with border issues. The Uzbekistan-
Tajikistan border was demarcated much earlier as compared to the Kyrgyzstan-
Tajikistan border. In 2002, during the Karimov era, a portion of the Uzbekistan-
Tajikistan border was demarcated, and the remaining part was bilaterally agreed upon
under the Mirziyoyev regime in 2016.33 The Tajik-Kyrgyz border issue, however,
continues to be a matter of concern. One of the most recent border clashes occurred in
September 2022, resulting in dozens of deaths.’** Negotiations initiated in the
aftermath are still in progress. Although some progress was made during the
negotiations held in Batken from December 8 to 14 in 2023, the disputed border,
approximately about 300 km, remains unresolved.’*> This, of course, has many
geopolitical implications for the security agenda. In terms of border security,
particularly since Tajikistan borders Afghanistan and is a haven for numerous radical
organizations, Kyrgyz authorities have raised frequent concerns about the infiltration
of Islamic extremism from Tajikistan. For instance, following the latest clashes,
Kyrgyz security forces claimed to have evidence that “terrorist mercenaries, taking
advantage of the border clashes, are attempting to cross into Kyrgyzstan,” although
this has been denied by the Tajik government.**¢ Given the similar situation that arose

during the Uzbekistan-Kyrgyzstan border dispute’*’ following the 1999 Batken
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Events, it is evident that such border disputes have historically triggered regional
leaders’ concerns about Islamic extremism and influenced their geopolitical visions.38
Kyrgyzstan stands out from the other two states in Central Asia due to its distinctive
political culture and is acknowledged as the most democratic country in the region,
characterized by a relatively more engaged civil society.?® Askar Akayev, originally
a physicist, secured victory in the election right before the country gained
independence from the Soviets and maintained his position until the popular unrest of
2005, resulting in the “Tulip Revolution” which compelled his resignation. The roots
of the Revolution were planted long before it actually occurred. Akayev and his family
wielded significant influence over key sectors of the country’s economy, leading to
issues of corruption and the consolidation of political and economic authority within
a specific clan. In addition to this, Kyrgyzstan, like other Central Asian countries,
grapples with issues of regionalism, tribalism, and ethnic tensions.**° Similar to the
situation in Tajikistan, southern Kyrgyzstan is characterized by greater poverty and a
more traditional way of life compared to the northern part of the country.**! This
southern region encompasses oblasts within the Fergana Valley, including Osh,
Batken, and Jalal-Abad. The country was also witnessing a power struggle between
political clans and regions, in addition to the political corruption of the Akayev regime.
In 2002, the Aksy events, occurred, triggering many consequent problems. When
Azimbek Beknazarov, a deputy from the Jalal-Abad region, was arrested for criticizing

President Akayev, riots broke out in the southern region.>*> The demonstrators were
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fired upon by the police, leading to the death of a couple of participants.?** Following
the release of Beknazarov, Akayev fled to Russia. Although he declared his resignation
at the embassy in Moscow, the turmoil persisted. In the elections that followed
Akayev’s resignation, Kurmanbek Bakiyev from the Jalal-Abad region emerged
victorious and assumed the presidency. However, his authoritarian stance towards the
opposition and alleged connections with the mafia and other underground
organizations left the public dissatisfied.’** In 2010, protests erupted in the capital city
of Bishkek. Initially resistant to resignation, Bakiyev eventually had no choice but to
flee the country and step down. Subsequently Rosa Otunbayeva, assumed leadership.

However, the heat of the 2010 protests had not yet subsided.**

Upon taking office,
she immediately declared a state of emergency due to ethnic clashed between Uzbeks
and Kyrgyz in the Fergana region of Kyrgyzstan. While many held Bakiyev
responsible for the situation, there was also a minority who believed that Islamic
extremists were involved.3*¢ Regardless of the reasons, hundreds of people lost their
lives, thousands were forced to seek refuge during these clashes. After Otunbayeva’s
interim presidency, Almazbek Atambayev won the 2011 elections.?’” Having become
a symbol of the Tulip Revolution, he was a politician who advocated for democracy
and freedom. However, like his predecessors, he resorted to repression and arrests in
response to public protests after taking office. This approach was evident during the
2013 protests in the city of Jalal-Abad in the Fergana Valley, in which demonstrators

demanded the revenues from the country’s mines be used for the social benefit of the

people, not for the ruling elite.>*® In 2017, Atambayev was succeeded by Sooronbay
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Jeenbekov. In 2019, Atambayev was sentenced to 11 years in prison with the charges
of corruption. During the 2020 parliamentary elections in Kyrgyzstan, another
“habitual protest” also known as the Third Revolution, took place.>* After opposition
parties declared their refusal to accept the election results, protesters took to the streets
and freed former members of the ruling elite from prison, including Atambayev.3>°
Following these events, Jeenbekov resigned, leading to Sadyr Japarov’s rise to power
after the presidential elections in 2021. While these revolutions are often characterized
as democratic movements, scholarly literature suggests they were influenced more by

regionalism, tribal ties, and interest-based power relations.*3!

As can be seen from this background information, Kyrgyzstan had three presidents in
a decade, making it a unique Central Asian country with the most regular elections and
the most frequent turnover of leadership. The central focus of this thesis, however,
revolves around the Kyrgyz part of the Fergana Valley and its relationship with radical
Islam. As is known, Islam is a religion that fits better within the context of a sedentary
life since the construction of mosques is necessary for communities to come together,
requiring such a lifestyle.?>?> However, the Kyrgyz society consists of nomadic tribes,
and while they have embraced Islam, religious rituals among them are not as deeply
ingrained as in Tajik and Uzbek societies.*> In short, due to the less deeply rooted role
of Islam in nomadic societies like Kyrgyzstan, it is unlikely for opposition structures
to be Islamist. Nevertheless, this has not deterred the active presence of radical Islamist
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mountainous area of the valley, creating problems such as drug trafficking, as well as
terrorist acts of underground mafia groups and radical Islamist organizations. The best
known among these acts is the Batken Events of 1999-2000. During the summer of
1999, the Batken region witnessed an invasion by the IMU, leading to the capture of
several individuals, including a Japanese scientist and the region’s mayor.’>> The
purpose behind this incursion was to communicate their demands -consolidating their
forces in the area and securing unhindered passage across the Kyrgyz-Uzbek border-
to Kyrgyz authorities.>>® Kyrgyz troops, supported by Uzbekistan and Russia, engaged
in clashes with IMU guerrillas. Although the operations resulted in the migration of
numerous Islamist militants into Tajikistan, the efforts of the Uzbek and Kyrgyz
governments fell short of completely eradicating radical groups from the region. While
Kyrgyzstan initially adopted a liberal stance of reconciliation with Islamists, there was
a shift in the Akayev regime’s policies towards Islamist groups especially after the
Batken Events.’” Counterterrorism became a prioritized agenda item following this
period,**® so much so that even ethnic tensions were responded to by the government
with counter-terrorist policies. An example of this is the ethnic tension that occurred
in 2008 in the Nookat district of Fergana, Kyrgyzstan. Although the event was rooted
in long-standing ethnic tensions between Kyrgyz and Uzbeks, the government arrested
a number of imams, claiming that the event was instigated by Islamist radicals.?>>® After
these arrests, the Bakiyev regime, like Akayev before him, faced accusations of being

anti-Islamic.3%0
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In short, the history of the Fergana Valley since to Tsarist Russian era can be described
as a history marked by several problems, tensions, and clashes between the Muslim
population and the policies of the ruling elites. This situation persisted after 1991,
through the strict policies of Uzbekistan, Tajikistan and Kyrgyzstan.*$! Consequently,
numerous underground radical organizations that had developed during the Soviet era
continued to exist after independence. Some among them, such as the IMU, embrace
radicalism and resort to violence, while others, like HT, adhere to radical ideologies
without engaging in violent actions.?®? To assess the policies and narratives of the three
states concerning radical organizations rooted in the Fergana Valley, it is crucial to
comprehend the historical and structural distinctions among them. In the subsequent
part of the chapter, therefore, the origins, transformations, and organizational

structures of these radical groups originating from the valley will be investigated.
2.2. Radical Islamist Organizations in the Fergana Valley

The first of these groups is the Adolat organization which was founded in 1989 by

363

Hakimjon Sattimov.”® Initially presented as a legitimate entity to safeguard his silk

production enterprise, it operated secretly as a party with Islamist leanings,

specializing in underground armed guerrilla warfare.>¢*

This organization also
provided training to Tahir Yoldashev and Juma Namangani, who later would be the
founders of the more extreme organization, the IMU.*%> The Adolat group expanded
its influence across Uzbekistan Fergana, with the objective of instating Islamic justice

in the region.>®® As mentioned earlier, it intimidated the Karimov regime by seizing
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control of cities such as Namangan and Andijan*®’ and transformed into the region’s

»368 Their most notable action occurred when they took control

“Islamic police force.
of City Hall in Namangan in 1991. From this location, they communicated their
demands to Islam Karimov, attracting a supportive crowd. Yoldashev, the
spokesperson, listed many of the party’s requests, including the declaration of
Uzbekistan as an Islamic state and the installation of a Muslim president.**® However,
the desires of the supporters differed significantly. They sought a transformation in the
economic and social structure, as well as an end to political corruption. When
Yoldashev declined to convey the people’s wishes, the supporters dispersed.>’® This
incident demonstrated to Karimov that the population was not driven by religious
demands. Consequently, he adopted moderate measures from this point until the 1992
elections; however, afterwards he asserted his authority by arresting the party
members.?’! After fleeing to Tajikistan, Yoldashev and Namangani later returned to
re-establish the Adolat party, renaming it the IMU with an even more radical

agenda.’”?

After fleeing Uzbekistan, Yoldashev went to Tajikistan and participated in the Civil
War as an ally of the IRP. From there, he crossed over to Afghanistan, where he studied
in Taliban madrassas.>’®> Upon his return to Uzbekistan Fergana in 1996, he founded
the Islamic Movement of Uzbekistan (IMU) with extremist theological claims.?’*

Yoldashev perceived the IRP’s ideology as insufficient and moderate during the Civil
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War.>”®> However, it was Karimov’s oppressive regime that served as the main catalyst
for his aspiration to create a more radical group.?’® In response, he sought to challenge
Karimov’s regime in a more organized and institutionalized manner by uniting various
Islamist groups in the Uzbekistan part of the valley, giving rise to the IMU. At this
point, Yoldashev, a mullah himself, actively worked to strengthen the organization’s
military wing alongside Juma Namangani, a commando with whom he trained and
fought during the Tajik Civil War.>”” While the organization asserted its theological
influence alongside its military strengths by translating jihad literature into the titular
languages and training clerics,?”® Olcott contends that this assertion was considerably
feeble, implying that the primary identity of the IMU lied in being a group of
fighters.’”® Likewise, the IMU’s lack of interest in addressing social issues as a means
of securing public support, and its guerrilla methods are also emphasized.’®® As
mentioned earlier, the IMU used its guerrilla tactics through its bomb attack in
Tashkent in 1999.3%! Subsequent to the bombings on the capital, the Uzbek
government validated its existing repressive policies by exploiting the fear instilled in
the population, thereby intensifying their control.’%? Despite these measures, the

IMU’s activities remained unabated. The years 1999-2000 witnessed the aforesaid

375 Richard Weitz, “Storm Clouds over Central Asia: Revival of the Islamic Movement of Uzbekistan
(AMU)?,”  Studies in  Conflict  &amp;  Terrorism 27, mno. 6 (2004): 505-30,
https://doi.org/10.1080/10576100490513558, 506.

376 Qidinposha Imamkhodjaeva, “The Role of Central Asia in the “War Against Terrorism”,”
in Philosophical Perspectives on the “War on Terrorism” (Amsterdam, Netherlands: Rodopi, 2007),
325-60, 347.

377 Tolga Tiirker, “Radicalization of Islam in Central Asia: Theory, Trends and Prospects,” Orta Asya
ve Kafkasya Arastirmalart Dergisi 6, no. 11 (2011): 51-74, 65.

378 Bakhtiyar Babadjanov, Kamil Malikov, and Aloviddin Nazarov, “Islam in the Ferghana Valley:
Between National Identity and Islamic Alternative,” in Ferghana Valley the Heart of Central Asia, ed.
S. Frederick Starr et al. (London, The UK: Routledge, 2011), 296-372, 324.

379 Martha Brill Olcott, “The Roots of Radical Islam in Central Asia,” Carnegie Endowment for
International Peace, (2007), 52-53.

380 Galina M. Yemelianova and Zumrat Salmorbekova, “Islam and Islamism in the Fergana Valley,”
in Radical Islam in the Former Soviet Union (London, The UK: Routledge, 2010), 21143, 222.

381 Tolga Tiirker, “Radicalization of Islam in Central Asia: Theory, Trends and Prospects,” Orta Asya
ve Kafkasya Arastirmalart Dergisi 6, no. 11 (2011): 51-74, 66.

382 Matteo Fumagalli, “Islamic Radicalism and the Insecurity Dilemma in Central Asia: The Role of

Russia,” in Russia and Islam: State, Society and Radicalism, ed. Roland Dannreuther and Luke March
(London, The UK: Routledge Taylor & Francis Group, 2010), 191-208, 197.

74



Batken Events in the Kyrgyzstan part of the Fergana Valley.’®* These bombings,
unfolding in the Fergana Valley, not only prompted the neighboring countries but also
drew the attention of countries such as Russia and China into mobilization.3%*
Following the Batken Events, the IMU found itself unable to withstand the pressure
from these actors and consequently retreated to Afghanistan and Pakistan.3%
Nevertheless, its vulnerability even more increased, particularly after the forces of the
US, NATO invaded Afghanistan and killed Namangani in 2001.%%¢ This led the IMU
to expand its targets beyond the Karimov regime. It underwent a transformation,
changing its name to the Islamic Movement of Turkestan (IMT) and shifting its focus
from solely Uzbekistan to the broader goal of establishing a caliphate in the region.’®’
The IMT not only concentrated on the corruption within the Karimov regime but also
extended its critique to Western civilization, and its betrayal of Islam.3*® Additionally,
the IMT formed alliances with and being provided funding from both the Taliban and
Al-Qaeda, while also engaging in the drug trade as an additional source of income to

grow its capacity.*’

The growth of the IMT, however, was interrupted in 2009 when Yoldashev was killed

by the US, like Namangani, in Pakistan®*°. Even so, following their victory in the civil
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war, the Taliban, and consequently the IMU, experienced a resurgence in
Afghanistan.’*! Despite of facing pressures from both the US and Pakistan, Falkenburg
highlights that the IMT regained influence not only in Northern Afghanistan but also
in Central Asia after 2010s.%?

The resurgence of radical Islamist groups in the region following the withdrawal of

393

NATO troops from Afghanistan in 2014 has been a matter of concern.””> The literature

suggests that after the withdrawal, various radical Islamist factions became more

394 For instance, the purported merger between the IMT and the Turkestan

active.
Islamic Party (TIP) is frequently discussed in both political and academic circles, even
though concrete evidence for this remains elusive.>®> The Turkestan Islamic Party,
established in the late 1990s, aimed at creating an Islamic state encompassing Central
Asia and the Xinjiang-Uygur region of China. Its roots can be traced back to the
Islamist movement founded by Abdul Hameed in 1940, initially known as the Islamic
Party of Turkestan.’?¢ It was later transformed into a more organized entity in Pakistan
by Hasan Mahsum and began receiving funding from the Afghan mujahideen.*®’

Subsequently, its headquarters was moved to Kabul.?*® It is important to note, though,

that the organization’s activities are primarily China-centric.>*® The Chinese
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government has designated this party as a separatist-terrorist organization, referring to
it as the East Turkestan Islamic Movement (ETIM).*®® As mentioned, although it is
not known whether it merged directly with the IMT, it is known to cooperate with

many organizations in the Fergana Valley due to its pan-Turkic Islamist ideology.*’!

As the IMT shifted its focus from local dynamics to global jihad, two Uzbek members
from the Fergana Valley, Nazhmeddin Dzhalalov and Sukhail Buranov, left the
IMT.*%2 In 2002, they founded a new organization in Pakistan’s North Waziristan
region, bordering Afghanistan, called the Islamic Jihad Union (IJU).*" The
organization, closely linked with the Taliban, has targeted the Karimov regime in
Uzbekistan.*** Tt was responsible for the terrorist bombings at the US Embassy in
Tashkent in 2004 and another terrorist attack in Andijan in 2009.%%5 Although the 1JU
had been active in Uzbekistan, fueled by local dynamics, the most recent data that is
known suggest that number of its members is not estimated to exceed 100-200.
Additionally, the organization is partly integrated into the other organizations such as

the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS), Al-Qaeda and the Taliban.*%

The IMT, TIP, and 1JU, can be considered local pillars of more well-equipped and
global organizations such as ISIS and Al-Qaeda. Especially after 2014, when the 1JU
and the IMT pledged allegiance to ISIS leader Abu Bakr Al-Baghdadi, a significant
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number of militants from Central Asia joined these organizations. This led to an
expansion of Al-Qaeda and ISIS activities in the Central Asian region.*’” One of the
main reasons for this was the weakening of these local organizations by NATO,
coupled with their losses of both economic resources and manpower as a result of the
Zarb-e-Azb**® operation in 2014.%%° Recently, a significant number of Central Asian
militants have participated in the conflicts in Syria and Iraq as mentioned. Estimates
suggest that over 5,000 Central Asian Islamist militants have joined the fight alongside
ISIS, recruited through local Islamist organizations.*! However, the concern arises as
these fighters start returning to their native regions, most of them from the Fergana
Valley, creating a possible risk of terrorism.*!! Therefore, looking at the relationships
between the two most important global organizations, ISIS and al-Qaeda, with the
Central Asian region is crucial for understanding the dynamics of radical Islamist

organizations in the Fergana Valley.

ISIS, an organization based on Salafi Islamic ideology, emerged during the US
invasion of Iraq in 2003.*!2 Also known as the “Iraqi Al-Qaeda,” it has openly
expressed allegiance to the Al-Qaeda network.*'*> Al-Qaeda, on the other hand, was
established much earlier than ISIS; it originated from the Afghan Mujahideen during

their resistance against the Soviet presence in Afghanistan. The organization was
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principally founded by Osama Bin Laden and Abdullah Azzam, a theologian.*!* The
two founders of Al-Qaeda were influenced by the teachings of Ibn Taymiyya, a figure
often linked to the roots of Salafist and Wahhabi ideologies. Their interpretation of
jihad was based on punishing all non-believers who do not follow the commandments
of God and the Prophet until Islam, “the religion of Allah”, is accepted by all.*!3
Although these organizations have distinct and separate organizational structures,
there is interdependence and cooperation among them regarding economic, military,
and manpower exchanges.*!® For example, the branch of ISIS, which is active in
Central Asia is known as the Islamic State of Khorasan (ISK).*!” ISIS intensified its
activities in the region, particularly by using ethnic-based groups in Central Asia that
are affiliated with the ISK after 2022.*!® Based in Afghanistan and led by Hafiz Saced
since its establishment in 2015,*'° this branch is further divided into smaller ethnic-

based organizations in recent years.*?°

One of these is Jamaat Ansarullah, which was established in 2015 and is composed of
ethnic Tajiks. It is affiliated with ISK and also connected to Al-Qaeda and the
Taliban.*?! Jamaat Ansarullah is led by Sajod whose father was commander for UTO

during the Tajik Civil War, Mollah Amriddin Tabarov.*?? Al-Qaeda includes groups
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of various ethnic origins, such as the Al-Nusra Front. This group, composed of Islamist
militants of Syrian Arabic ethnic origin, changed its name to Hayat Tahrir al-Sham
(HTS) in 2016.#33 As such, Al-Qaeda has two Central Asia-based formations, one of
which predominantly consists of ethnic Uzbeks: Kateebat at Tawhid wal Jihad (KTJ)
— which is responsible for the 2016 explosion at the Chinese embassy in Bishkek - and
the other being Tajik-populated Kateebat Imam Al-Bukhari (KIB).*** The leader of
KTJ, Abu Saloh, is an ethnic Uzbek from Osh**> while KIB is under the leadership of

Tajik national militan Ramazan Nurmanov.*2¢

Hizb-ut Tahrir (HT), a group brought to Central Asia from abroad, originated in the
Middle East under the leadership of Taqi al-Din al-Nabhani, a member of the Muslim
Brotherhood.*?” This organization is characterized by its radical ideology, rejecting the
separation of state, and religion, and promoting a vision of “pure Islam”.*?® In the
aftermath of its establishment in the Uzbekistan part of the Fergana Valley during the
1990s, it has also garnered popular support in the Kyrgyz and Tajik regions of the
valley by the end of the decade.*”® HT aligns its objectives with those of the IMU;

however, it employs distinct strategies to pursue these common goals.*** As a matter
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of fact, the backing and expansion garnered by the group are credited to those
strategies that diverge from those utilized by the IMU.*}! Rather than engaging in
guerrilla warfare and attempting to eliminate local traditions for the sake of pure
Islamic propaganda, the group respects Sufi Islamic traditions.**? It has a party

program that is reconciled with clan politics,**3 adheres to non-violent methods.**

435

They fill the power vacuum created by the governments,*> which are indifferent to

public problems, and address socio-economic issues in the region by proposing

436 and the reduction of ethnic

solutions such as the equal distribution of public goods
tensions through the unification of diverse groups under an Islamic identity.*}” In
addition to these factors, HT’s consistent emphasis on fighting against the West and
its symbols, positioning himself as the voice of Muslims, significantly bolstered their
support base.**® These activities and rhetoric markedly diminished the government’s
legitimacy in the eyes of the people, contributing to HT’s success in mobilization.**°
Recognizing this tendency, Central Asian governments designated the organization as

a terrorist group in 2001, forcing it underground.**°
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Akram Yoldashev left HT in 1996, believing that the Uzbek identity did not stand out
in the organization; then he founded Akromiya upon his ideology mixing the Uzbek
and Islamic identities.**! While the structure of this organization focused on local
dynamics rather than global Islam and Salafism like HT, many still consider Akromiya
as a sub-branch of HT.**? Yoldashev, a reliable businessman in the region, engaged in
cross-border trade in addition to Islamist ideology within his organization.**3As
mentioned earlier, in 2004, Yoldashev and the businessmen he collaborated with were
arrested on charges of being members of a radical Islamist organization. This led to
protests in the Andijan city of the Fergana Valley in Uzbekistan, and the events
concluded with suppression by Karimov’s regime. Apart from its connection to these
events, Akromiya is not considered a significant radical Islamist organization in the

region.

The Tablighi Jamaat, on the other hand, emerged in the late 1920s from the Deobandi
madrasas in India. Its founder, Ilyas Kandhlawi, was an Indian ulama educated in a
Deobandi madrasa.*** The Deobandi movement, which arose in opposition to British
rule in India, was initially based on the thoughts of Hanafi sect of Islam; however, it
has become radicalized over time.**> For instance, the Taliban, established in 1996,
were led by individuals trained in Deobandi madrasas.**® Similarly, many other radical

groups have origins in these madrasas, including the Tablighi Jamaat. This group
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shares ideological similarities with HT.#**7 Although it was founded in the late 1920s,
the Tablighi Jamaat began its activities after 1946, following the establishment of close
ties with Abd-al Wahhab, the founder of the Wahhabi movement.**® While the
Tablighi Jamaat does not engage in terrorist activities and advocates non-violent
propagation, it is Salafi in its outlook, advocating for a return to “pure” Islam and the
establishment of an Islamic state. After the collapse of the Soviet Union, it swiftly
gained traction in Central Asia, particularly around the Fergana Valley’s Kyrgyzstan

part to be further particular.**

Ba’yat, assumed to have been established in the early 1990s, stands as another
extremist organization within the Fergana Valley.**° While the precise nature of its
relationship remains elusive, it is believed to function as a branch of the globally active
radical Islamist group Ba’yat al-Imam.*! The organization, active in the part of the
valley within Tajikistan, is known to receive its main support from Sughd, and
additionally from the Isfara and Rasht regions close to the valley.**? This group, having
established close affiliations with the IMU, the IRP, and the Taliban, played a role in
the Tajikistan Civil War and aligned itself with the Taliban mujahideen in
Afghanistan.*>
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In summary, these radical organizations, which have direct or indirect links to the
Fergana Valley, exhibit different dynamics but are united by the ideology of Salafi
Islam, posing a significant concern for policymakers. The next chapters will build
upon this historical foundation by analyzing the contemporary significance of the
Fergana Valley for Uzbekistan, Tajikistan, and Kyrgyzstan and examining how the
internal and external dynamics have influenced these countries’ policies towards this

strategically and geopolitically important region of Central Asia.
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CHAPTER 3

THE INVOLVEMENT AND INFLUENCE OF THE US, RUSSIA AND
CHINA

The preceding chapter discussed how the Central Asian Republics (CARs), formerly
under the rule of Tsarist Russia and later the Soviet Union, gained independence for
the first time in centuries following the dissolution. Being inexperienced in statehood,
the CARs, faced with numerous challenges, were compelled to integrate into the global
system in 1991. However, unlike countries in the West that had long been part of a
functioning system, the CARs grappled with issues such as ethnic conflicts, the
breakdown of the highly integrated Soviet economic and political sphere, border
disputes, and the rise of radicalism. In response, they undertook an intensive process
of policymaking and state-building. These processes were inevitably influenced by the
international context within which these newly independent states now operate.
Without exception, when it comes to the main foci of this thesis, which are the threat
of radical Islamism and the subsequent development of counterterrorism policies in
the region, were also affected by the international context created following the 9/11

events.

As discussed in the Introduction, Critical Geopolitics problematizes two concepts:
“international norms” and “global order.” What is called norms and order entails
determining what is “normal” and, accordingly, legitimizing the attitude and response
to be taken against what is “abnormal.” For example, scholar Mariya Omelicheva,*>*

who specializes in Central Asia, defines policymaking as “an extraordinary imitative
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art” by which states and their policies adjust to the social environment in which they

are embedded. Therefore, especially for newly
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independent states, such as the CARs, which seek legitimacy both within their territory
and in the international arena, the process of integration into the system is also a
process that will affect the policymaking of those states. In other words, the CARs had
to transform all their domestic and foreign policies in line with the requirements of
this system, including their understanding of security following independence. In
exploring how international norms influence the policy-making process, Omelicheva
concludes that Central Asia is no exception to such an argument when it comes to the
policies made regarding the Islamic radicalism threat rooted in the Fergana Valley.*>
The CARs have taken advantage of the order established with the War on Terrorism
and developed counterterrorism policies accordingly.*>® As discussed in the theoretical
framework, this process makes Uzbekistan, Tajikistan, and Kyrgyzstan marginal

actors at the regional level.

Considering the importance of the international context in policymaking, as
emphasized above, the chapter will analyze how the policies of the three states have
been shaped by the international environment and the geopolitical significance
attributed to the Fergana Valley in their policies developed against the radical Islamist
threat. First of all, the global dynamics of the radical Islamist threat and the
international order that has evolved against this threat will be analyzed through the
experiences of powerful states such as the United States (US), Russia, and China,
which are directly affected by such a threat. Then, the relations and cooperation of
these powerful states with Uzbekistan, Tajikistan, and Kyrgyzstan regarding the issue
of radical Islam will be analyzed in order to understand the foreign policies of the three

CARs combating Islamic terrorism.

3.1. The United States

As discussed in the Introduction, a transformative shift, marking the end of the Cold

War’s bipolar world and giving rise to a new international order occurred in 1991. This
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newly integrated order established certain norms that gained global legitimacy through
institutions like the IMF, the World Bank, and the UN. Anything deviating from these
norms was categorized as “the other,” and “the responsibility to combat this otherness”
fell on the US, now a dominant global power after the Soviet Union’s demise. Within
this US-led order, secularism and democracy were adopted as guiding principles for
humanity’s progress, positioning Islamists, once considered “freedom fighters”
supported in the war against the Soviets, as opposing these norms.**’ As detailed
previously, the flashpoint of this situation emerged with the 9/11 attack. However,
leading up to this event, the US had already faced various terrorist incidents, prompting
actions driven by the recognition that Islamists did not align with the new world order
and needed to be countered.**® Cooperation with the CARs on the threat of Islamic
radicalization had commenced after their independence. Two primary factors fueled
this collaboration: The CARs were contending with similar threats domestically, and
their proximity to Afghanistan heightened external concerns, fostering a sense of

mutual threat.*’

Even before the end of the Cold War, in 1985 the Reagan administration used the term
“outlaw states” to describe countries that used weapons of mass destruction and were
involved in terrorism, characterizing them as a threat to the international order.*®°
Following that date, the US has been subjected to many terrorist attacks, both large
and small. The most well-known among these was the explosion at the World Trade
Center on 26 February 1993, which was believed to be the work of Al-Qaeda. As a
result of the explosion of explosives in a pickup truck entering the north building of

the Twin Towers, six people were killed, and nearly 1,500 people were injured.*®!
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Later, it was argued in the literature that al-Qaeda had failed to achieve what it wanted
to achieve and, therefore, went on to its attack on 11 September 2001.462 In response
to the 1993 attack, the Clinton administration replaced the term “outlaw states” with
“rogue states” in 1994, thereby demonstrating the anti-terrorism stance of the US.*%3
The UN, in support of the US, imposed an embargo on the Taliban government
following the terrorist act until the US entry into Afghanistan in 2002.46* In 1997, the
National Security Strategy published by the White House decided to emphasize the
fight against terrorism and to help other states in this regard.*5> Following this decision,
in 1998, the US asked the Taliban government to hand over Osama bin Laden to the
US because of his links to al-Qaeda, which was believed to be responsible for the 1993
bombing.*® When the Taliban failed to comply, the US Air Force bombed Taliban
bases in 1998.467 At the same time, the US began to strengthen its relations with the
Central Asian states, both to support other states in their fight against terrorism, as
agreed in 1997 and to contain the Taliban regime itself. Cooperation with Uzbekistan
in terms of counterterrorism was a priority for the US in the pre-2001 period, as
Tajikistan and Kyrgyzstan did not prioritize counter-terrorism efforts at the time. This
was because Karimov appeared to be the most favorable candidate for the US, given
his attitude towards Islamic fundamentalists in domestic politics. In 1998, American
commandos began training the Uzbek army in the fight against terrorism in
Uzbekistan.*®® Fearing that the Tajik civil war would bring instability to Uzbekistan,
the Karimov regime’s move to have the US military train its army was its second
attempt to cooperate with the US on terrorism after joining the NATO Partnership for

Peace program in 1994.4¢° Furthermore, the Islamic Movement of Uzbekistan (IMU),
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a radical Islamist organization considered to be one of the most severe threats to
Central Asia, and Uzbekistan in particular, was placed on the US list of terrorist
organizations following the aforestated terrorist attack in Tashkent in 1999.47° This
move was followed by the visit of the US Secretary of State to Central Asia in 2000 to
support the fight against terrorism with a generous financial fund.*’! As discussed in
the Introduction, all these policies were nothing compared to the comprehensive
counterterrorism programs, and massive mobilization that were put in place following
the 9/11 attacks, both in terms of US domestic policy measures and cooperation with
other countries in the fight against terrorism.*’? Since the CARs were the closest region
to Afghanistan, the geopolitical importance of Central Asia for the US and its

cooperation with the region began to grow.

In the first decade after independence, US-Central Asian relations were very limited.
After 9/11, however, US engagement with Central Asia became a high priority.*’3
During this period, the Karimov regime in Uzbekistan received the legitimacy and US
support it had sought for years in its fight against Islamic extremism. In October 2001,
Uzbekistan immediately allowed the US to use the former Soviet military base at
Karshi-Hanabad. Karimov believed this would be the only way to eradicate the IMU
from Fergana Valley.*’* At the same time, US support for Uzbekistan would create a

legitimate environment for the Karimov regime, which faced accusations of human

rights abuses, corruption, and anti-democratic practices that could no longer be used
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against it in the war against Islamic radicalism.*’> After 9/11, Karimov was even
referred to as “Bush’s man,” and Uzbekistan stood as the sole Central Asian state
supporting the US invasion of Iraq.*’® As mentioned earlier, Karimov was concerned
that the Colored Revolutions in the former Soviet space could also impact Uzbekistan.
The Andijan Events of 2005 in occurred in the Fergana Valley were directly linked to
Islamic extremism, and the regime harshly suppressed the masses with the fear of these
revolutions reaching Uzbekistan. Nevertheless, the response from the US to Karimov’s
policies did not unfold as he had anticipated. Instead of receiving support, the West,
especially the US, criticized Karimov’s undemocratic practices.*’” In response, the
Uzbek government warned the West, particularly the US, by saying “not to interfere
in our affairs under the guise of promoting democracy.”’® As a result, Uzbekistan
shifted its foreign policy towards a more substantial alignment with Russia and China,
emphasizing its sovereignty.*’” This trend persisted until 2012, when the US-led
Northern Distribution Network (NDN) was established to facilitate trade with
Afghanistan.*80

Following the announcement of the withdrawal of NATO troops from Afghanistan in
2014, the US launched the NDN to prevent the complete abandonment of risky areas,
namely Afghanistan and Central Asia. The NDN trade route, partly surrounding the
Ferghana Valley, aimed at protecting economic interests as well as addressing socio-
political issues such as border problems and radicalism in the respective regions, which
are pertinent to US interests. This initiative aimed at safeguarding US economic links

in the regions including the Ferghana Valley, while also upholding international norms
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it politically prioritizes such as democracy, peace, and stability.**! Subsequently,
Uzbekistan-US relations began to normalize, with initiatives like the C5+1%%? and the

NDN implemented to maintain control over Afghanistan and its surroundings.**?

The new comprehensive US program for combating terrorism was viewed both in
Uzbekistan and in Tajikistan as an overdue endorsement of their domestic policies.*3*
That is why Tajikistan swiftly integrated into this discourse. Since independence,
however, Tajikistan had a foreign policy based on active cooperation with Russia. It
had a multi-vector foreign policy, balancing between the West and Russia in line with
its overlapping interests with the US’s war on terrorism following 2001.4%
Nevertheless, the US has never been allowed to establish military bases in the country.
Instead, bilateral strategic partnership agreements have been the determinant of
relations between Tajikistan and the US. In Tajikistan, these agreements were not
motivated solely by instability in the Fergana Valley, as was the case in Uzbekistan.
The fact that Tajikistan shares a direct border with Afghanistan was the decisive factor
in US-Tajik relations. Indeed, one of the deepest fears of the US in the war on terror
was the erosion of secular political structures in Central Asia and the Afghanization of

the region.** Nevertheless, as important as co-operation with Tajikistan is for the US’
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fears of desecularization of the region, Tajik politicians’ engagement with the US was
limited to their participation in the C5+1 initiative 2015.4%7 Political Islam was actively
involved in Tajikistan’s political landscape until 2015, but afterward, Tajikistan
shifted its focus to securitize this involvement. At this point, Russia, rather than the
US, became a key supporter of Tajikistan in its efforts to counter both political and
radical Islam. In late 2010s and early 2020, relations with the US were reinforced. In
2020, Ahmad Masud, an envoy for the Afghan National Resistance Front (NRF),
which stands against the extremism of the Taliban government in Afghanistan, was
welcomed at their representative office established in the Tajikistan part of the Fergana
Valley. The meeting was supported by the governments of US and Tajikistan.*3® The
establishment of an operational representative office by the NRF in the Fergana Valley
could be viewed as a significant advancement in Tajikistan-US collaboration against
radicalization. Moreover, Tajikistan signed a Joint Declaration with the US in 2023 to
sustain regional democratic development.*®® Under this agreement, the US has
allocated funds to Tajikistan for the purpose of conducting counter-terrorism

operations, particularly in the Fergana Valley and along the Tajik-Afghan border.**°

The relationship between Kyrgyzstan and the US began to take shape in 1994 through
the NATO Partnership for Peace Program, focusing on common security challenges
such as combating drug trafficking and terrorism. However, cooperation between the
two countries accelerated after the post-2001 agreements. In December of that year,

the Manas airport was opened as a US military base for use in the Afghanistan war.*!
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In 2005, Uzbekistan’s decision to close the Karshi-Hanabad military base heightened
Kyrgyzstan’s strategic and geopolitical importance in the eyes of the US. Although the
Kyrgyz parliament passed a decision to close the Manas military base in 2009, the
Bakiyev government failed to implement it, and the base continued to be used as a
“transit route” for trade until 2014.*? Aside from the military airbase issue, the US
consistently used the rhetoric that portrays Kyrgyzstan as an “island of democracy,”
emphasizing that Kyrgyzstan’s political tradition served as an excellent antidote to the

problem of Islamic extremism.*

In recent years, particularly from 2014 on, the US has significantly increased its
investment in promoting democracy and to counter Islamic extremism in Kyrgyzstan.
This investment, amounting to 2-3 times more annually than any other development-
oriented program, underscores Kyrgyzstan’s role as a long-term partner in the region
for combating terrorism and strengthening democracy.*** One of the reasons for the
rise in this funding was the emergence of Islamic opposition in Kyrgyzstan, albeit later
than in Uzbekistan and Tajikistan. During the 2010s, the Islamic Democratic Party of
Kyrgyzstan (IDP) emerged, although the exact year of its emergence remains
unknown. However, due to the legal framework, which will be discussed in the next
chapter, it is not recognized as a political party. It has been claimed that this is why
the IDP operates underground in the Fergana Valley.*>> A similar organization is the
Noor (Light) party, which is founded by the Kyrgyz journalist Myktybek Arstanbek.*
During a public debate in 2021, Arstanbek discussed the possibility of sharia law in

Kyrgyzstan and critiqued the concept of a secular state; yet he asserted that the party’s
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program contained nothing radical.**” Despite facing similar legal obstacles as the IDP,
the Noor has been garnering the most support in the Fergana Valley, particularly in
Osh.*® Following these developments, “Report on Kyrgyzstan and International
Religious Freedom” published by the US Department of State in 2022 emphasized that
Kyrgyzstan has maintained its long-term commitment to democracy and secularism
despite the challenges.**® The report highlighted measures taken to prevent such
radical group members from undermining the government’s understanding of these
principles, especially in the Osh region of the Fergana Valley, while also safeguarding

regional stability and upholding human rights.>*

In summary, the foundation of US-Central Asian relations stems primarily from a
shared concern over the threat of Islamic terrorism. Uzbekistan, Tajikistan, and, to
some extent, Kyrgyzstan have strategically positioned themselves within the US-led
war on terror, leveraging international legitimacy to address a threat they were already
grappling with domestically. These dynamics underscore how the three regional
countries, as outlined in the theoretical framework, have assumed peripheral roles in
reinforcing the global order on regional and local fronts, referred to as the marginal

actors.

The mobilization after 9/11 and how Islam became the main enemy with the Bush
Doctrine®®! were elaborated earlier. It must, however, also needs to be mentioned that
this mobilization and targeting of the enemy were not only expressed by the US and

the three aforementioned CARs but was also supported by the European states and a
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series of resolutions adopted by the UN Security Council.®*> On 12 September, the
UNSC adopted two resolutions (S/RES)1368 (2001) and S/RES/1373 (2001))
describing terrorism as “one of the most serious threats to international and national
security” and stressing “the need for urgent collective international action to address
this threat.”% Resolution 1373 is remarkably detailed, defining “terrorism” very
broadly, including everything from intolerance to any material and motivation that
may be associated with terrorism, and emphasizes that all necessary measures will be

394 Following these resolutions, UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan

taken decisively.
called on all countries to stand on the side of peace, that is, on the side of the US, in
the face of “the acts of terrible evil.”% Even Russia and China, despite their divergent
policies in the international arena, have joined this mobilization. Indeed, Central
Asia’s proximity to Afghanistan has made it a convenient place for the US’
geopolitical ambitions.’® As such, Russia and China initially gave consent for the
establishment of US bases in these countries.’®” These two countries involved in this
mobilization due to their encounters with what they label Islamic separatism and

extremist terrorism. In fact, their problems from such threats within their territories

had begun long before the US.
3.2. Russia

Given its ethnically diverse population, Russia had to cope with many struggles for
independence by different ethnic minorities within its borders since the Tsarist era.>’®

The best-known is the Chechen problem. The Chechens have undergone historical

502 Viktoria Akchurina, Incomplete State-Building in Central Asia: The State as Social Practice
(Basingstoke, The UK: Palgrave Macmillan, 2022), 170.

393 The United Nations Security Council. “S/RES)1368 (2001) and S/RES/1373 (2001).” 2001.
394 Tbid.

505 Dagmar Rychnovska, “Securitization and the Power of Threat Framing,” Perspectives 22, no. 2
(2014): 9-31, 21.

506 Tom Everett-Heath, “Instability and Identity in a Post-Soviet World: Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan,”
in Central Asia: Aspects of Transition, ed. Tom Everett-Heath (London, The UK: RoutledgeCurzon,
2003), 181-204, 181.

507 Rauf Sarwat, “Changing Geopolitical Dynamics in Central Asia,” Strategic Studies 37, no. 4 (2017):
149-65, 158.

398 Muhammet Cihad Budak and ismail Ermagan, “Tarihten Giiniimiize Cegenistan-Rusya Iliskileri:
Putin ve Kadirovlar Donemi,” Tiirk Diinyast Arastirmalart 119, no. 235 (2018): 185-204, 186.

96



processes similar to those experienced by the Muslim population of Central Asia in
terms of the marginalization of their religious life by political authorities. After coming
under the rule of Tsarist Russia, they fought for independence at various times. Since
coming under Russian rule, Chechens have been seen as Russia’s most problematic
minority, and scapegoats who, in the words of Otto Pohl,>*® are imagined as “criminal
bandits behind every troubled situation in Russia.” The Chechens are a community
known for their nationalism, rebelliousness, and strict adherence to their traditions and
Islam. As a result, Tsarist Russia practiced a “moral terror on the Chechens,” as being
Muslim had a negative connotation among Russians.’! As is well known, Soviet
Russia also exerted considerable pressure on the Muslims, including the Chechens.>!!
In November 1991, Chechnya asserted its independence from the Soviet Union (SU).
Nevertheless, due to its strategic significance for Russia, the Russian military launched
airstrikes on the capital, Grozny, in 1994, marking the onset of the First Chechen War,
which persisted until a military accord was reached in 1996.°!> Following this
agreement, Russian forces withdrew, and although Russia acknowledged Chechnya’s
existence de facto, de jure recognition was not granted.>'3 Despite the initial resolution,
the Second Chechen War erupted in 1999. A series of terrorist bombings in Russia in
early September 1999 triggered this war.’'* These terrorist attacks, known as the 1999
Moscow apartment bombings, killed more than 300 people and were blamed on
Chechens.’"> Following these events, Russia eventually declared war on Chechnya

once again.
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The transformation of the Chechen resistance into Islamic radicalism characterized the
Second Chechen War. Boris Yeltsin resigned shortly after the war began, and Vladimir
Putin took the office.’!® Putin viewed the Chechen problem as the primary cause of

317 Tn order to minimize both international and

terrorism and separatism in Russia.
domestic reactions, Putin stated that Arab and Afghan mujahideen of Wahhabi origin
joined the Chechen resistance; therefore, he was waging war “not against the Chechen
people, but against the separatist-terrorist mentality.”'® In 2000, the Putin
administration claimed that the Chechens were trying to establish an Islamic state and
that the Chechen fighters were being funded both militarily and financially by Osama

Bin Laden.’!?

Soon after, the September 11 attacks in the US gave Putin the opportunity he was
looking for to internationalize the Chechen problem.>?° Russia took every opportunity
to emphasize that it was united with the US in the war against terrorism and that they
were fighting the same threat.>?! Thus, Russia consented to the opening of US military
bases in Uzbekistan, Tajikistan, and Kyrgyzstan.’??> The US and Russia have thus
established a rapprochement in the fight against terrorism. For example, during the
Moscow theatre hostage crisis in 2002, the US supported Russia’s harsh response to
the crisis. In 2002, Chechen protesters took 850 hostages in a Moscow theatre to

demand the withdrawal of Russian troops from Chechnya and an end to the war.>?}
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The Russian government reacted harshly, and all the protesters were killed.>?* The US

condemned the terrorists and supported the Russian government.

Cooperation between the two countries regarding the fight against terrorism, however,
began to deteriorate in 2003 with the US invasion of Iraq.>?* In 2004, the US criticized
Russia for its inhumane response to the Beslan massacre,>?¢ a terrorist act committed
by Chechens who were demanding the withdrawal of Russian troops from
Chechnya.’?” As a result, the deterioration in relations between the two countries has
had an impact on the foreign policy of the Central Asian states since then. As noted,
after 2001, the Putin administration integrated itself into the global war on terror
discourse by claiming that it was fighting the same threat as the US. With this
mentality, Russia has supported Central Asian countries’ domestic and foreign policies
against Islamic terrorism. After 1999, a number of cooperation agreements were
signed between Russia and the CARs, aimed at countering Islamic radicalization,
which was considered a severe threat in the region.>?8 In 2002, the Collective Security
Treaty Organization (CSTO) was established to combat international terrorism. Within
the framework of this organization, regular exercises are carried out for preventing the
establishment of an Islamic state on the territory of member states.’?” Over time, the
definition of the threat gradually broadened, and cooperation was established against

many different issues, such as Islamic terrorism, the fight against crime, and the
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comprehensive war against other forms of extremism.° In addition to their
involvement in regional organizations led by Russia, the internal and external
measures taken by the three Central Asian countries to counter terrorism receive

backing through bilateral relationships with Russia.

In this framework, the main motive influencing Uzbekistan’s relations with Russia, as
in its relations with the US, is the fear of empowerment of the Islamic extremist
opposition within the country.>3! After independence, Uzbekistan distanced itself from
Russia and tried to develop a more Western-oriented foreign policy. In fact, after
independence, it was the only regional country that did not allow Russian troops to
remain in the country.®? Uzbekistan’s engagement with Russia was primarily
confined to its membership in the Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS), which
it acquired as one of its founding members in 1992.333 This decision was driven by the
apprehension that the turmoil in the Tajik civil war might have adverse spill-over
effects on Uzbekistan.>** In 1998, Uzbekistan’s President Karimov visited Moscow to
urge Boris Yeltsin to collaborate against the growing Islamic threat.’** This marked a
turning point as Uzbekistan, along with Tajikistan, joined hands with Russia in
regional alliances aimed at combating Islamic terrorism.>3¢ This strategic alignment
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from the CSTO and began closer integration with the West.” This shift in the
country’s foreign policy continued until 2005, when relations between Uzbekistan and
the US soured following the events in Andijan.>*® Subsequently, in 2006, Uzbekistan
rejoined the CSTO and developed strong ties with Russia and China based on the
principle of non-interference in internal affairs. By 2012, disagreements with Russia
and the CSTO, particularly over security and economic relations with Afghanistan, led
Uzbekistan to move towards closer cooperation with the US, notably through the NDN
initiative, which led to its withdrawal from the CSTOQ.>* Until his passing in 2016,
President Karimov played a pivotal role in shaping Uzbekistan’s foreign relations,
emphasizing the perceived Islamic threat and orchestrating a delicate balance between
major global powers.’*® President Mirziyoyev has mirrored Karimov’s foreign policy
approach, albeit with a notable emphasis on enhancing cooperation with Central Asian
states.>*! This shift gained prominence, particularly following the withdrawal of US
troops from Afghanistan, as regional collaboration and ties with Russia became crucial
in light of the potential threat posed by the Taliban government.>*? Russian-led military
exercises have been actively conducted along Tajikistan’s border with Afghanistan
and within Uzbekistan’s Fergana Valley. In a recent development in the winter of
2021, Uzbekistan hosted Russian military units along its Fergana borders for joint

military exercises.’*’
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Upon gaining independence, Tajikistan experienced a civil war and remained mostly
a periphery of Russia. Throughout the civil war, Tajikistan relied on Russia for
assistance against Islamist adversaries, receiving both financial and military support
from its northern neighbor. Russia agreed to sign “a Treaty of Friendship, Cooperation
and Mutual Assistance” with Tajikistan in 1993.%* After the end of the civil war, it
shifted its focus from Russia to an “open door” policy. As discussed before, after 2001
its growing geopolitical importance in the eyes of the US motivated this foreign policy
orientation. Its relations with the West and Russia have developed based on its borders
with Afghanistan and its economic dependence on the outside world. In both cases,
Russia maintained a de facto privileged partnership with Tajikistan.’* Since 1991,
Russia also played a pivotal role in resolving the Tajik-Kyrgyz border issue, which has
resurfaced recently as previously discussed. Viewing Central Asia as its sphere of
influence, Russia actively engaged in resolving border disputes within the region,
including the conflicts in the Fergana Valley between Tajikistan and Kyrgyzstan. It is
argued that President Putin actively involved in settling the Fergana Valley border
tensions in favor of the Rahmon government throughout the 2000s.>*¢ Another reason
behind Russia’s active involvement was the presence of extremist Islam in the region.
For a significant period, the Putin administration believed that Islamists in the area
primarily targeted Russian troops and collaborated with Chechen terrorists.>*” Given
Kyrgyzstan’s comparatively moderate stance on this issue, it was claimed that Putin
was inclined to resolve the border problem, favoring Tajikistan to enhance border
security significantly. During the period between 1999 and 2009, Russia was
preoccupied with the Second Chechen War domestically, yet it maintained relations
with Central Asian countries, including Tajikistan focusing primarily on bilateral
agreements concerning terrorism.>*® These were counter-terrorism agreements with

border and internal security themes, including the Chechen presence in Central Asia,
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the extradition of the Chechen terrorists, and the threat of drugs and terrorism in the
borders of the Fergana Valley.>* However, when it came to the 2010s, Russia began
to distance itself from this strategic alliance due to Tajikistan’s burgeoning ties with
the West and its excessive economic dependence on Russia. Approximately 10% of
Tajikistan’s population migrated to Russia for employment, in addition to Afghans
who utilized Tajikistan as a transit route and Tajiks residing in Afghanistan.>*® Fearing
potential connections with the Chechen resistance, Russia deported a significant
number of these migrants. Nevertheless, in 2023, it was revealed that Russia had sent
nearly 100 Tajik prisoners arrested for Islamic extremism to fight in the Russian-
Ukrainian war.>>! Following Russia’s actions, Tajikistan’s foreign policy choices
expressed a reluctance to rely on Russia economically and particularly in terms of
security.>>? The security concern became more critical for Tajikistan after the Taliban
assumed power in 2021.5°% In response, Tajikistan shifted its foreign policy focus
towards seeking new strategic alliances to avoid isolation in the international arena.>>*
Tajikistan remains the only state with a direct border with Afghanistan that has not
established any relations with the Taliban.’>> On September 16, 2023, at the Summit
of Central Asian States in Dushanbe, Emomali Rahmon stated that Russia’s joint

exercises, especially in the Fergana Valley and Badakhshan regions, where the
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Taliban-backed Jamaat Ansarullah, also known as the Tajik Taliban, is based, are not
enough.>¢ He emphasized that Tajikistan is open to more cooperation regarding the
threats of Islamic extremism and drug trafficking.>>” Most recently, the terrorist attack
that took place on March 22, 2024 at Crocus City Hall in Russia was claimed by the
Islamic State of Khorasan, known as Tajik ISIS, which is also active in the Fergana
Valley.>>® Although Russia announced that three Tajik citizens were responsible for

the attack, the Ministry of Internal Affairs of Tajikistan denied this claim.>*®

Just as it did with Tajikistan, Russia also signed a Treaty of Friendship and
Cooperation with Kyrgyzstan in 1993.5° Since Kyrgyzstan, much like Tajikistan,
Kyrgyzstan relies on foreign countries for its economy and security, it has chosen to
shape its foreign policy accordingly. Unlike Tajikistan, however, Kyrgyzstan right
from the beginning, has endeavored to balance its relations with the East and the West.
The country faced less threat coming from Islamic radicalism. That was why, until
1999, its foreign policy was not actively oriented toward the threats of terrorism and
the provision of security financing. With the Batken Events in1999 and Putin’s rise to
power in Russia, Kyrgyzstan became more integrated into the regional security order
shaped by the threat of terrorism. This integration, in turn, addressed the Islamic
terrorist threat in Russia-Kyrgyzstan relations. The CIS, of which Kyrgyzstan was a
founding member in 1992, became actively involved in the country after 1999 due to
Kyrgyzstan’s escalating security concerns. After this period, the Anti-Terrorism

Center was established in Bishkek.’$! After Kyrgyzstan acceded to the CSTO in 2002,
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Russian troops were stationed in the city of Kant, and an airbase was established

362 These two

through an agreement between the Putin and Akayev governments.
organizations began coordinating activities against the threat of establishing an Islamic
state. After 2009, during the Bakiyev and Medvedev era, Kyrgyzstan’s relations with
Russia were strained.’®® This was because the Bakiyev regime failed to implement a
law passed by the Kyrgyz parliament that should have closed the Manas airspace.®*
Border issues, corruption, and narcotic offenses brought the discourse of the Islamic
threat back to the agenda. During Atambayev’s presidency, which commenced in
2011, the closure of the US base occurred, and a shift towards pro-Russian policies
was initiated. Relations with Russia, therefore, only began to improve after the closure
of the US military base in Kyrgyzstan.’®> In 2019, the borders and activities of the
Russian military base were expanded.’®® During the border conflicts between
Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan mentioned in the previous section, Russia intervened by
sending military equipment and money in 2023 to counter the threat of Islamic
extremism posed by permeable borders of the Fergana Valley.’®” Again, in 2023,
Kyrgyzstan’s Foreign Minister Jeenbek Kulubaev held discussions with Oleg
Syromolotov, the Deputy Foreign Minister of Russia, along with his delegation.>®® The
meeting focused on addressing terrorism, the border disputes between Kyrgyzstan and

Tajikistan, and issues surrounding terrorism, ethnic tensions, and narcotics trafficking
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in the Fergana Valley.>® More recently, the deaths of two Kyrgyz citizens in the recent
terrorist attack on March 22 in Crocus City Hall, Russia, prompted cooperation
between Kyrgyzstan and Russia regarding the threat of Islamic terrorism as Kyrgyz

President Sadyr Japarov pledged to provide all necessary assistance.>’°

3.3. China

Another vital actor is China, which supported the US” War on Terrorism in 2001 and
then welcomed Russia’s regional efforts against international terrorism and separatism
in neighboring Central Asia. China, like Russia, has faced challenges in dealing with
a Muslim region within its borders, specifically the Xinjiang Uyghur region, where
demands for independence persist.’’! In response to the threat of separatist Islamic
extremism, China has aligned itself with both Russia and the US. The Xinjiang Uyghur
Autonomous Region, the largest administrative unit in China, is predominantly
inhabited by the Uyghurs, a Muslim ethnic group.’’? The Uyghur community knows
this region historically as East Turkestan; additionally, they claim that they have been
living under Chinese annexation since 1949 and demand independence.’” Since then,
there have been many uprisings on account of their minority status. China, uneasy
about traditional Uyghur gatherings known as meshrep, where people enjoyed
communal activities, intensified its suppression of Uyghur traditions, particularly after
1980.37* This was how, Islamic radicalization within the community started to emerge

in the late 1990s. In 1996, a meshrep leader, Abduhelil Abdurahman, was arrested and
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fatally beaten.®”> Tensions escalated in February 1997 in Ghulja when Uyghurs
protested after a woman who had participated in meshrep gatherings faced a similar
fate.’’¢ On February 3, the longstanding oppression reached a tipping point when
Chinese Communist Party (CCP) police arrested women who had gathered to pray at
home and also to prepare for meshrep in Ghulja.>”” This action sparked a rebellion, as
Uyghurs took to the streets demanding the release of the detainees. However, the
Chinese government responded with severe repression, escalating the situation even
further. China’s crackdown left hundreds of Uyghurs dead, thousands arrested and 200
executed.’’® For this reason, the event is referred to as the “Ghulja Massacre.” The
CCP faced criticism for its harsh reaction from both domestic and foreign arenas. The
Organization of Islamic Cooperation, as well as Muslim countries, accused the CCP
of committing genocide against the Uyghurs.’” The Ghulja Events stand as a symbol
in the collective memory of Uyghurs, representing difficult life under the Chinese
regime. Following the Ghulja events in 1997, ethnic Uyghurs, led by Hasan Mahsum,
started gathering to declare their goal of establishing an Islamic state in the region.>*
In other words, this event contributed to the emergence of the East Turkestan Islamic
Movement (ETIM) mentioned in the previous chapter. The Chinese government
wasted no time in labeling ETIM as a terrorist organization and calling for it to be

recognized as such in the international arena, pointing out that ETIM also cooperates
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with terrorist groups abroad.’®! This call was not heeded internationally until after
China declared its support to the US following the events of 9/11. In 2002, both the
US and the UN declared ETIM to be an Islamic extremist threat and added it to the list
of terrorist organizations.’®? After gaining such legitimacy in the international arena,
China has intensified its oppression of Uyghurs. Examples of this repression include
forcibly marrying Uyghur women to Chinese men and preventing Uyghurs from
attending meshrep gatherings, as well as other Islamic or cultural traditions. The
geographical proximity of the Xinjiang-Uyghur region to the Fergana Valley and the
joint activities of the ETIM with other radical organizations in the Valley have further
escalated this repression. In 2015, the CCP adopted the Anti-Terrorism Law, which
explicitly aims at protecting border and internal security.’®* The heightened sense of
security with the law passed has evolved into policies such as the labor camps for

Uyghurs, which have recently come under intense international criticism.

The global counterterrorism campaign has led China to cooperate with Central Asia,
with a result similar to that of the US and Russia. The primary motivation behind this
cooperation is the Xinjiang-Uyghur problem described above. There are significant
Uyghur minorities in the Central Asian countries, particularly in Kazakhstan and
Kyrgyzstan.>®* Apart from the Uyghurs who settled in these countries during the Soviet
era, there are also Uyghurs who came to work in Muslim-majority Central Asian
countries to escape Chinese oppression as a result of economic cooperation after
independence.*®> Chinese authorities argued that Uyghurs residing in Central Asia are
trying to establish an Islamic state centered in the Fergana Valley that will include the

Xinjiang Uyghur region by joining the IMU and demanding the extradition of Uyghurs
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to China.’3¢ China was aware of the struggle of Central Asian countries against Islamic
extremism and has called on Central Asian countries to unite against such a threat in
order to take advantage of this situation. In this respect, the Shanghai Five, established
in 1996, was transformed into a more robust intergovernmental organization as the
Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO) in 2001 with the participation of
Uzbekistan, emphasizing the security agenda against the threat of terrorism.’®” As of
2001, the three Central Asian nations surrounding the Fergana Valley joined the SCO
and initiated collaboration to counteract separatist movements, extremism, and
terrorism. The organization officially identified these challenges as “the three evils.”%8

Although the SCO is militarily inferior compared to Russia and the US, it has managed

to develop deep-rooted cooperation with countries in the fight against terrorism.

In 2004, upon Karimov’s approval, the Regional Anti-Terrorist Structure and Counter
Terrorism Center were established in Tashkent, the capital of Uzbekistan.’®® Thus, the
Karimov regime, which most actively used and securitized the terrorist threat
discourse in Central Asia, aimed to receive external support against the slightest
instability in Ferghana; in other words, the threat in Ferghana determined its foreign
policy choices.>*® Under Mirziyoyev’s leadership, Uzbekistan maintained its relations
with China and the SCO in the context of the war on terrorism, much like during
Karimov’s era. Following the Andijan Events in 2005, Karimov distanced himself
from the US and aligned more closely with Russia and China, prioritizing state
sovereignty in matters deemed as domestic concerns. Although there was an attempt

to pursue a balanced foreign policy by re-engaging with the US later on, no
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compromises were made regarding the potential instability in the Fergana Valley and
the threat of Islamic terrorism. In 2019, Mirziyoyev affirmed that the Xinjiang-Uyghur
issue is an internal matter for China, and he entered into agreements that underscored
national sovereignty in addressing domestic terrorism concerns.’®! In the case of
Tajikistan, on the other hand, its active cooperation with Russia has limited its
cooperation with the US and China.>*? Since Tajikistan is characterized by its direct
border with Afghanistan in the post-2001, its strategic importance for the three major
powers, the US, Russia, and China, in the fight against terrorism has increased by
then.>®® As a result, China has sought to establish bilateral relations and agreements
with Tajikistan in addition to its SCO membership. In 2006, the SCO held its first
exercise against the threat of terrorism on Tajikistan’s border with Afghanistan.>**
After this exercise, bilateral relations between the two countries were further
developed to combat terrorism and drugs actively.>*® Following the US announcement
of the planned withdrawal of NATO troops from Afghanistan and the surrounding
areas by 2014, China intensified its efforts to fill the void left by the US in the region.
Notably, 2016 marked significant progress in Sino-Tajik relations. That year, China
established a counter-terrorism headquarters in the capital of Tajikistan, Dushanbe.>*
Concurrently, a corresponding center was established in Urumgqi, the capital of the
Xinjiang-Uygur region. As part of bilateral agreements addressing the fight against
drugs and terrorism, Tajik experts were brought in to collaborate at these centers.>”’

Kyrgyzstan has witnessed notable global and regional influences shaping its domestic
policies, and its relations with China have not been an exception of it. Kyrgyzstan,

home to the most substantial Uyghur minority in Central Asia after Kazakhstan, has
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regulated its relationship with China by entering into agreements for the repatriation
of Uyghurs residing within its borders back to China.’*® Kyrgyzstan, known for its
moderate policies against Islamic terrorism and extremism compared to Uzbekistan
and Tajikistan, intensified these policies following the Batken Events, as discussed
previously. The Akayev and then the Bakiyev governments shaped their
counterterrorism policies with external support and tried to establish close relations
with China in this regard. In 2002, a counterterrorism center was opened in the SCO
capital, Bishkek, as in the other two countries; additionally, regular military exercises
were held annually to counter the threat of Islamic state formation.>® Simultaneously,
more than 20 bilateral anti-terrorism and anti-narcotics agreements were signed.5%°
Many of these agreements focused on returning Uyghurs, whom China had identified
as wanted individuals or prosecuting those who had affiliated with Islamic extremist
groups in Kyrgyzstan, especially in the Fergana Valley.®®! Upon taking office,
Bakiyev’s first action was enacting a counter-extremism law, a policy strongly urged
by China.®®? This law led to Uyghurs, including some whose only sign of extremism
was wearing beards but were not members of any radical groups, being labeled as
members of Hizb-ut Tahrir.®* As a result, they were either extradited to China or
detained. In summary, despite adopting a relatively moderate stance, Kyrgyzstan has
undergone the most significant alterations in its counterterrorism policies, primarily
driven by external pressures. It has also shown one of the highest degrees of alignment
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with China’s discourse on the “three evils. These developments underscore the

significant influence of external factors on Kyrgyzstan’s domestic politics, particularly
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in shaping its security approach. Moreover, they highlight the evolving sense of
security in the country, particularly Kyrgyzstan’s response to security threats, which
has influenced by the security understanding of China, emanating from the Fergana
Valley and radical organizations. After Bakiyev’s presidency, the focus of foreign
policy shifted from the US to Russia and China.®® The successive presidents
Atambayev, Jeenbekov, and Japarov, all signed numerous bilateral agreements with
China, addressing issues closely related to the Fergana Valley, such as
counterterrorism, drug trafficking, and border problems. The pinnacle of China-
Kyrgyzstan cooperation on security and counterterrorism occurred in 2017 when
President Atambayev and President Xi Jinping signed a significant security and
strategic partnership agreement in Beijing, commemorating the twenty-fifth
anniversary of their bilateral relations.®®® This agreement emphasized collaboration on
addressing pressing issues within the Fergana Valley, including the threat posed by
radical Islamist groups like ETIM and IMT, who aimed at establishing an Islamic state
centered in the Valley, as well as tackling terrorism and bolstering border security.5"”
In 2019, under President Jeenbekov’s leadership, a similar agreement was reached
during a meeting between Kyrgyz Foreign Minister Chyngyz Aidarbekov and his

608 The agreement focused on outlining measures to

Chinese counterpart Wang Yi.
combat terrorism, tackle border concerns, counter the influence of radical Islamist
groups, address the situation of the Uyghur minority in the Fergana Valley, and deal
with the issue of drug trafficking.%” During Japarov’s presidency, bilateral

cooperation between China and Kyrgyzstan shifted its focus towards development and
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counterterrorism. An agreement signed in Bishkek on October 25, 2023 highlighted
China’s initiatives in Central Asia, with a specific emphasis on Kyrgyzstan.®!® This
agreement addressed issues such as border security and the prevention of human and
drug trafficking along new transportation routes, including those passing through the

Fergana Valley.®!!

3.4. Regional Cooperation

Besides the great powers, the countries in the region have significantly influenced each
other’s domestic and foreign policies. The three Central Asian countries within the
scope of this thesis share a common border and face instability in the Fergana Valley.
Additionally, they harbor minorities with ethnic origins from each other to a great
extent due to the aforementioned enclave problem in the Valley. Therefore,
partnerships between the CARs and consistent and coherent policies regarding such a
geography and territory were needed. Due to varying security perceptions and
divergent imaginations of the Fergana Valley among countries and policymakers, the
policies and partnerships in the region have been shaped by those political figures who

are more inclined toward securitization.¢!?

For example, during the presidency of
Karimov, Uzbekistan used its economic power and natural resources to exert pressure
on Tajikistan and Kyrgyzstan to change their security policies in domestic and foreign

policy-making.®!?

The Karimov regime had yet to welcome Kyrgyzstan’s moderate
policies against Islamic radicalization. After the Andijan events, Uzbekistan suspected
that people wanted by the Uzbek government for links to Islamic organizations had

fled to Kyrgyzstan. When the Kyrgyz government did not respond to the demand for
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their return, Uzbekistan suspended gas supplies to Kyrgyzstan.®!* The SCO stepped in
amidst the tension, declaring that its member states must refuse asylum to individuals
accused of extremism and sought by another member state. Following this, the Kyrgyz
government and law enforcement in the Fergana Valley announced that Uyghurs,
Uzbeks, and Tajiks who have resided there since the 1990s would be subject to

intensive surveillance and extradition.®!?

Besides highlighting the role of external influences on internal politics regarding the
issues related to terrorism, this case has been a catalyst for greater cooperation between
the three Central Asian governments in the fight against Islamic radicalism. As a result
of the global as well as regional pressure of states on each other, such radicalism started
to be perceived as posing an existential threat that necessitates the implementation of
exceptional countermeasures not only for Uzbekistan and Tajikistan but also even for
Kyrgyzstan.5'¢ Uzbekistan has continued to play a leading role in regional
collaboration following the Karimov era. The mines deployed on Uzbekistan’s border
with Tajikistan under Karimov, which will be discussed in detail in the next chapter,
began to be cleared in 2020.°!7 However, counter-terrorism exercises have been taking
place on the border since 2018. With the arrival of the Taliban government in 2021,
the seriousness of these exercises increased.®!® Due to fears of Islamic extremism and
terrorism, the Uzbek government has been signing border agreements since 2017,

continuing the rhetoric of security threats.’!'® In addition to its policy of protecting its
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own borders, Uzbekistan is particularly interested in addressing other border issues in
the region to protect the expansion of Taliban influence into the region and to hamper
other regional radical organizations from exploiting porous borders. The Covid-19
pandemic initially hampered regional cooperation for a while; however, since 2021,
the Mirziyoyev regime has been actively supporting regional efforts for border
delimitation and exploring cooperation opportunities, notably regarding the Tajik-

Kyrgyz border issue in the Fergana Valley.%?

Under Mirziyoyev’s leadership, the focus has also been enhancing cooperation among
local governments, particularly in the Fergana Valley. In 2021, Mirziyoyeyv initiated a
meeting aimed at stabilizing the region involving local authorities from Sughd in

I This move

Tajikistan, Fergana in Uzbekistan, and Batken in Kyrgyzstan.t?
underscored the critical role of the Fergana Valley in shaping the country’s foreign
policy. Starting in 2022, the United Nations initiated efforts to enhance collaboration
among Central Asian nations regarding counterterrorism, prompted by the Taliban
assuming power in neighboring Afghanistan. Among these efforts was the convening
of the international conference titled “Regional Cooperation of Central Asian countries
within the Framework of the Joint Action Plan for the Implementation of the UN
Global Counterterrorism Strategy” in Tashkent, Uzbekistan.?> The conference
underscored the necessity for regional cooperation in addressing terrorism, the

strategic significance of the region’s border with Afghanistan, challenges in the

Fergana Valley, border issues, and drug trafficking.®® It emphasized that these
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complex issues cannot be effectively tackled without collective action among the

Central Asian countries.®?*

In brief, regional cooperation efforts among these three nations have centered on
addressing challenges such as radical organizations, terrorism, drug trafficking, and
border disputes, particularly in the Fergana Valley, where their borders converge.
These initiatives have predominantly been driven by the Uzbekistan government,
which perceives itself as the most vulnerable to terrorism and has prioritized security
concerns over its counterparts. During the post-independence era, Uzbekistan,
Tajikistan, and Kyrgyzstan have struggled and shown limited effectiveness in actively
combating their shared threat of terrorism. Consequently, they have resorted to
measures like trade disruptions to compel one another to comply with their respective
agendas, as highlighted earlier. In fact, regional cooperation has frequently been
bolstered and facilitated by external states or institutions. This is evident in instances
such as the SCO’s involvement in easing tensions between Uzbekistan and

Kyrgyzstan, as well as in recent initiatives by the UN.

To summarize, the radical Islam that thrived in Central Asia, specifically in the
Fergana Valley, as described in the previous chapter, has become a source of
discomfort for the regimes in these newly independent countries. The shared
experiences among the three powerful states in the international arena, namely the US,
Russia, and China, have given rise to a global security perception, leading to various
measures against terrorism, especially Islamic terrorism. The governments of Central
Asia developed counter-terrorism policies with the support of China and Russia in the
late 1990s and with the West, particularly the US, after 2001. Thus far, it is explored
that how the fear of terrorism has transformed and legitimized the foreign policies of
Central Asian states. It is crucial to highlight that within the context of the international
anti-terrorism framework established in the post-2001 era, the CARs have adapted
their domestic policies, enacted new laws, and generated fresh implications and
discourses. The primary driver behind these policies was the perception among Central

Asian politicians that the Fergana Valley served as a nexus for radical organizations
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and a source of instability. Nevertheless, Central Asian states have not only utilized
counter-terrorism measures for security reasons but have also wielded them as a means
of exerting political influence on their domestic fronts.>> The Fergana Valley, in
particular, stands out as a region prone to instability in the eyes of politicians,
attributed to its conservative society and the presence of well-established radical
organizations. Consequently, political scrutiny has consistently focused on the Valley,
intertwining security and political considerations and framing it within the concepts of
spatialization and securitization with the terms of Critical Geopolitics. Essentially,
these states have manipulated the context shaped by the global war on terror.®?® The
upcoming chapter will delve into how the three Central Asian countries, which are
under the scope of this thesis, have translated their concerns about Islamic extremism
into domestic political strategies, exploring the intricate connections with the Fergana

Valley.
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CHAPTER 4

DOMESTIC POLICIES OF UZBEKISTAN, TAJIKISTAN AND
KYRGYZSTAN

The previous chapter focused on the external dynamics that have shaped the three
surrounding countries of Uzbekistan, Tajikistan, and Kyrgyzstan. It briefly introduced
the experiences of the United States, Russia, and China with radical Islamism to
understand how the international context provided a legitimate environment for the
three Central Asian countries to act domestically, particularly in the Fergana Valley,
within this context. In short, it discussed the role of Uzbekistan, Tajikistan, and
Kyrgyzstan as marginal actors in the international war on terrorism. Since the external
dynamics are given and contextualized, this chapter will analyze how domestic politics
of these three countries have changed simultaneously, particularly in addressing the
threat of Islamic radicalization in the Fergana Valley. For that purpose, the chapter
will focus on legal frameworks, political measures, and military policies, as well as
border issues and conflicts among these three countries surrounding the Valley. All of
these four aspects seem to be critical in understanding how the dynamics of practical

geopolitics are at work in this part of the world.

Following the dissolution of the SU, Islamist groups in Central Asia started
establishing connections with external entities such as the Afghan mujahedeen, Arab
theologians, Uyghurs in China, and concentrated their efforts in the Fergana Valley.
As mentioned in the preceding chapter, they aimed to create an Islamic state with
Fergana as its focal point. In response to this situation, the three Central Asian states
formulated domestic policies to address this threat. The policies aimed at tackling
radicalism and terrorism in the three neighboring states of the Valley exhibit notable
similarities. These similarities stem from comparable governmental approaches and
the influence of a ruling elite molded by Soviet mentality. As such, political measures

aimed at curbing alternative interpretations of Islam and regulating religion
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were adopted within a state-endorsed framework, reminiscent of Soviet-era
practices.®?” Another similarity lies in treating radicalization as a direct security threat
to regime survival and state cohesion.%?® In short, these countries have a shared outlook
and develop similar strategies regarding the challenge of radical Islam. Nevertheless,
certain variations also exist mostly due to each state’s distinct historical background,
societal composition, and external relations. To understand the domestic strategies
against radical Islam in the Fergana Valley and the ways in which this region has been
delineated and managed by the three Central Asian states, it is crucial first to give a
couple of quotations reflecting the approaches of these countries’ presidents regarding
the connection between Islam and terrorism, as well as their perceptions of the threat
it represents. This analysis will shed light on the reasons behind the varying levels of
spatialization and the adoption of either stringent security measures or more open

policies in the Fergana Valley at different times.

Uzbekistan, recognizing the threat of Islamic terrorism since gaining independence,
formulated strict policies and discourses. Especially the former president of
Uzbekistan, Islam Karimov, had been widely recognized for his rigorous approach to
addressing Islamic terrorism in the region, implementing some of the most stringent
measures to combat it. Karimov’s stance on countering Islamic extremism and
terrorism is evident in the two sentences he uttered following the 1999 Tashkent
bombings: “Such people must be shot in the forehead! If necessary, I’ll shoot them
myself...!” and “I’m prepared to rip off the heads of 200 people, to sacrifice their lives,
in order to save peace and calm in the republic...If my child chose such a path, I myself

99629

would rip off his head.
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Shovkat Mirziyoyev, who assumed the presidency upon Karimov’s death in 2016, has
approached the challenge of Islamic extremism in the Fergana Valley with a stance
akin to his predecessor.®** However, given the absence of direct encounters with the
threat of terrorism related to Islamic extremism in Uzbekistan during his presidency,
Mirziyoyev has not faced the need to directly address any terrorist acts or imminent
threats associated with Islamic extremism.®! Consequently, employing harsh counter-
terrorism strategies that characterized Karimov’s tenure has not been an utmost
priority for him. Alternatively, rather than construing the combat against terrorism as
an imminent peril to the regime, his perspective inclined towards framing it as a
circumstance necessitating resolution through regional and international collaboration
alongside comprehensive reforms. With such an approach, he underscored the futility
of employing violence and stringent policies as viable solutions to the issue at hand at

the UN General Assembly Session in 2017 as follows:

“The fact that the threat of terrorism has been increasing in the world,
especially in recent years, shows that the method of fighting against them
mainly by using force does not justify itself. In this regard, in most cases, it is
limited to combating the consequences of threats and not the main causes that
cause them. I believe that the roots of international terrorism and extremism,
along with other factors, are ignorance and intolerance.”®3

Therefore, Mirziyoyev’s main approach focused on certain strategies that would
prevent ignorance regarding Islam in the country, and thus would be more effective in
the long-run to combat religious fundamentalism.®*3 Similarly, during the Non-
Aligned Movement Summit held on March 2, 2023, he would reiterate his position

with the following statement:
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“I would like to emphasize that it is becoming more and more urgent to
strengthen practical relations within the frame work of the Organization against
dangers of terrorism and extremism, which have been growing in all
countries.”634

Recently, on July 19, 2023, during the Summit of the Gulf Cooperation and Central
Asian countries, Mirziyoyev articulated his stance regarding terrorism and the grave
challenges it presents. He highlighted its impact on the youth and emphasized the

pressing necessity for cooperation in addressing this issue in the following manner:

“Combating terrorism, extremism, radicalism, and drug trafficking, and
strengthening our ties to protect our youth against these threats and prevent
their spread through the Internet and other tools is the requirement of time.”%3?

As for Tajikistan, this country’s experience with a civil war and political Islam prior
to confronting radical Islam has shaped its counter-terrorism strategies differently
from those of Uzbekistan. As such, political initiatives concerning radicalism and
terrorism were notably different during the civil war which happened between the
United Islamic Opposition (UTO) and Tajik government in the years between 1992
and 1997.

When the war was over, the government of Tajikistan had to acknowledge the
presence of Islamists in the country’s politics due to the Moscow Protocol. Up until
2015, the secular government led by Emomali Rahmon and the Islamist opposition
had a tumultuous relationship but there was a clear distinction between Islamist
opposition (political Islam) and terrorism (radical Islam). The threat of Islamic
terrorism was primarily associated with Uzbek citizens residing in the Fergana Valley
and Islamists originating from neighboring Afghanistan, prompting Tajikistan to seek

assistance from the international community. In 2015, during his speech, in the
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Khulob, district in Fergana, Rahmon emphasized the importance of “acknowledging
the threat of radicalism posed to our nation by foreigners residing in the region and
fulfilling the patriotic obligation of safeguarding Tajik citizens from this threat.”63
Following the legal prohibition of the Islamic Renaissance Party of Tajikistan (IRPT),
formerly a legitimate political party, its members came under scrutiny from the
Rahmon administration. They were accused of involvement in terrorist activities and
financing terrorists through drug trafficking.®*’” Consequently, the Rahmon
government started to link Islam, terrorism, and the Fergana Valley, mirroring the
approach of the Karimov government in Uzbekistan. Rahmon’s statements in a
meeting with regional political leaders, activists, and religious figures on March 9,
2024, suggest a shift in his stance, blurring the distinction between political Islam and

radical Islam by also focusing on the presence of domestic terrorism:

“We have lately witnessed ... disruption of the security situation of states
through the political Islam influence...That is, the time has come for us to fight
all kinds of undesirable and dangerous phenomena, including extremism and
terrorism, and to ensure the supremacy of the law in the country... After gaining
Tajikistan’s independence, extremist religious figures, at the same time
xenophiles, tried to destroy and remove the young Tajik state under the cover
of Islamic slogans to seize power, and once again, by imposing alien culture,
drag the Tajik people to subordination by others...Our compatriots well
remember how the terrorist and extremist organization ‘Islamic Renaissance
Party,” whose activities were banned in the country, appeared on the political
arena with the help of geopolitical players and was the major cause of the civil
war outbreak..; as a result, cases of joining terrorist and extremist movements
in some cities and areas by some of our citizens have been observed...This was
done with the aim of creating an Islamic state and imposing an alien culture on
our people...; the issue shows that for the future fate of the Tajik nation, the
factor of society radicalization and citizens’ linking up with terrorist
organizations of a religious nature in the current conditions also remain a
serious threat, and will have undesirable consequences in case of being not
prevented.”%38
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Finally, when we look at Kyrgyzstan, it is possible to suggest that this country did not
acknowledge the threat of Islamic terrorism until 1999, resulting in the adoption of a
more lenient policy framework. At one time, President Askar Akayev would briefly
respond to inquiries about Islamic extremism as such: “If I do not have a real problem
of religious extremism, why would I create an artificial one?*3° The Batken Events of
1990, however, marked Kyrgyzstan’s first direct encounter with radical Islam,
resulting in increased measures. Additionally, external pressure on Kyrgyzstan to
intensify these measures further contributed to the hardening of policies. Since he had
a liberal stance on terrorism, accusations of harboring terrorists were leveled against
Akayev’s regime by countries like China, Russia, and, notably, Uzbekistan. As a
country dependent on external support, Kyrgyzstan could not resist economic and

political pressures, leading to a revision of its attitude towards Islamic terrorism.%4°

Under Kurmanbek Bakiyev, who ascended to power after the Tulip Revolution, the
issue of Islamic extremism was treated with utmost seriousness, prompting endeavors
to establish a full-fledged army. Among all the presidents of Kyrgyzstan, Bakiyev
stood out as the most closely aligned with the West in addressing Islamic extremism
and was deeply involved in the discourse surrounding the war on terror. In one of his
speeches upon assuming office, Bakiyev articulated a stark departure from the
previous liberal stance of the Akayev regime, which did not make a distinction
between “good” and “bad” Islamists. He stated, ““...from now on, we will also have to
make it clear that true Islam has nothing to do with propaganda or terror attacks staged
by religious extremists.”®*! In another speech in July 2006 delivered in Kara-Suu,

located in the Fergana region, Bakiyev declared that Kyrgyzstan, which had not
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previously prioritized regional cooperation against the threat of radical Islam, had
shifted its policy on this matter and stated that “Our republics must unite their efforts

in the fight against international terrorism and religious extremism.”%4?

Rosa Otunbayeva, who assumed leadership of the interim government established
after Bakiyev was removed from office following the 2010 Osh Events, was well-
regarded by the West for both her mindset and policies. However, since the interim
government had been in power for less than a year, she had not been extensively
involved in policy-making beyond declaring a state of emergency and managing the
ethnic conflict in the Fergana Valley, purportedly incited by radicals in the region.
Nevertheless, during a speech at the 2016 OSCE conference, the former president of
Kyrgyzstan characterized the conflict between radical Islamists and the secular state
with the following words: “Islamists are struggling with us. We have a literal war.
They are fighting for each meter of our lives.” 6%}

Almazbek Atambayev, who assumed power in the 2011 elections after the interim
government, has taken a more liberal stance compared to his predecessors. He often
emphasized that such ideas were foreign to Kyrgyz culture rather than directly
confronting radicalism. During a Defense Council meeting on February 3, 2014,
Atambayev voiced concerns over the proliferation of “Arab culture” overshadowing
“native ethnic culture,” remarking that “There are many people with long beards on
our streets now. They force our girls to dress in black instead of light and colorful
clothing. This is what widows usually wear here.”*** At that time, similar rhetoric was
frequently heard from Uzbek and Tajik politicians. However, hearing this from a
Kyrgyz president sparked interest that approach towards Islamic extremism might
become more severe in the future.*> However, Atambayev’s approach during the final

term of his presidency remained relatively flexible. Rather than highlighting radical

642 Tbid.

643 George Gavrillis, “Central Asia’s Uncertain Radicalization and the Opportunities for the Russia-US
Cooperation,” IMEMO, 2016, 251-60, https://doi.org/10.20542/2307-1494-2017-1-251-260, 252.

644 News Agency, “President of Kyrgyzstan Speaks out against Islamization,” 24.kg, February 19, 2014.
Retrieved Mar 30, 2024 from https://24 kg/archive/en/bigtiraj/169101-news24.html/.

645 Tbid.

124



Islam and its external origins, which were perceived as contradictory to Kyrgyz
culture, he redirected his attention towards the underlying factors of radicalism and

openly criticized the strategies of the global war on terror.

Describing his change to more reformist policy during an interview with the Times

magazine in 2017, he articulated it as such:

“There’s a big spike of terrorism in the world. What’s the cause of this
terrorism? And why only in Muslim countries? Because it’s in Muslim
countries that the inequality and social injustice is most visible among the
people; because some regimes call themselves republics but in fact are
authoritarian and dictatorial where there’s no justice and there’s a wide social
gap between the rich and poor. In such situations, when ordinary people don’t
have the opportunity to change power in a democratic way, where there’s a
lack of social mobility, then radical ideas start ruling... And as long as there’s
no democracy or social justice in these countries, this fight against terror won’t
lead to victory. As long as Muslims don’t see a third way—that there can be a
Muslim country with democracy and one that prospers under it—then we can’t
stop the radicalization of Islam...The U.S. bombing of the Islamic State will
only lead to its creation somewhere else. Then it’ll appear somewhere else after
another bombing...We need to show them that a third way exists, one where
we can build a democracy and social justice in a secular Muslim country, like
the one in Kyrgyzstan...I believe that this experience is unique only to
Kyrgyzstan. Many Islamic organizations that are banned in our region are still
allowed in Kyrgyzstan, but at the same time, we’re not seeing the rise of
radicalism. Quite the opposite...We are not cutting beards like in neighboring
countries, we are not banning particular clothing. It’s impossible to achieve
anything without particular reforms in Islamic societies. This is where we want
to be the first ones, we want to be the example...”®4

Sooronbay Jeenbekov, who assumed office in 2017 with claims of being more
moderate and liberal than even his predecessor Atambayev, has not explicitly
addressed the threat of Islamic extremism through his term. Rather than viewing
Islamic extremism as a strictly domestic issue and directly securitizing it, Jeenbekov
has advocated for regional cooperation to tackle any potential destabilizing factors,

including Islamic extremism and issues related to the Uzbek minority in the Fergana
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Valley, which have been associated with terrorism.®*” On December 16, 2018, during
his speech on the 70" anniversary of the United Nations Universal Declaration of
Human Rights, he clearly emphasized the importance of collective efforts to combat
the threat of terrorism, stating, “We strongly condemn the violence and support the
joint actions of the world community against extremism and terrorism.”*® It seems as
if with his stance, Jeenbekov has distinguished himself from all previous Kyrgyz
presidents by abstaining from direct confrontation with radicalism and instead opting

for exclusive reliance on international cooperation for addressing the issue.

In 2020, Sadyr Japarov, who came to power in yet another popular uprising, pursued
a policy against the peril of diminishing local culture while the threat of Islamic
extremism. At this juncture, he diverged from his predecessor Jeenbekov and aligned
his stance more closely with Atambayev’s policies applied in his early years of
presidency. In his Eid al-Fitr celebration speech in 2022, he stated: “There are
provocateurs who are trying to confront Islamic culture with the centuries-old Kyrgyz
culture, and I would like to emphasize that our people should be careful against their
misguidance.”®* In an earlier speech he delivered in Bishkek in 2021, Japarov, who
also emphasized that radicalism is often a result of inadequate education, outlined his

views on combating radicalism as follows:

“Various movements preaching religious extremism, hiding behind the ideas
of Islam, have undermined its values and today pose a threat to many countries
of the world. Improvement of the quality of religious education and training at
the academic level will help prevent this threat.”®>°
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The perspectives of the presidents of Uzbekistan, Tajikistan, and Kygryzstan have
inevitably shaped the formulation of policies toward the Fergana Valley, regarded as
the primary locus of radical Islam and terrorist threats. In the subsequent section, as
mentioned above, the domestic policies of Uzbekistan, Tajikistan, and Kyrgyzstan
will be analyzed, focusing on their legal frameworks, political measures, and military
policies, as well as border issues and conflicts among these three countries surrounding

the Fergana Valley.

4.1. Uzbekistan

Uzbekistan has grappled with Islamic extremism and terrorism since its early years of
independence, rendering it one of the most susceptible countries to this threat.
Consequently, Karimov regime took the most stringent measures to address this issue
and spatially concentrated on the Fergana Valley, where extremism thrived. Apart
from implementing legal, political, and military strategies to tackle the issue promptly,
his regime also wielded influence over “official Islam” through a cultural and religious
discourse. Although Mirziyoyev did not adopt as severe a stance, he underscored
cooperation and control over local authorities in the Fergana Valley during his tenure.
This suggests that the Fergana Valley continued to be perceived as a region of potential

threat and instability throughout the Mirziyoyev era, although to a lesser extent.

4.1.1. Legal Framework

The most important legal document that needs to be looked at is the Constitution of
the Republic of Uzbekistan, ratified in 1992. During the early years of independence,
extremist organizations gained significant influence in major cities of the Fergana
Valley, notably Namangan. Among these groups, Adolat enjoyed widespread
popularity. That is why, within the purview of the 1992 Constitution, both the Criminal
Code and the Anti-Terrorism Law have been incorporated as integral components.5>!
With an expanded version of the Criminal Code and the adoption of Freedom of

Religion and Conscience laws in 1998, however, Karimov began to take strict
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measures against [slamic extremism. This new law which was adopted following a rise
in extremism and terrorism in the Fergana Valley, imposed constraints on the
expression of one’s religious beliefs, curtailed the dissemination of religious ideas, and
restricted gatherings for religious purposes, contrary to the guaranteed freedoms.5>2
Yet, its most important aspect for the purposes of this thesis was its treatment of
religious activities within the framework of national security. By equating religious
radicalism with Islam, the law effectively criminalized religious practices. Rather than
addressing violence directly, the law targeted religion itself, thereby criminalizing it
in an attempt to mitigate potential violence.®>® As a result, regions characterized by
conservatism or radicalism inherently influenced policy decisions, prompting political
elites to spatially redefine these areas under the pretext of safeguarding national and

regime security.

In the aftermath of the 1999 Batken Events and the Tashkent bombings, the Karimov
regime initiated further alterations to legal definitions. For example, in Uzbekistan’s
Bill on Terrorism adopted in 2000, terrorism is blurredly defined as “socially
dangerous wrongdoing.”%>* In addition, Article 244 of the Criminal Code expands its
prohibition to encompass “the actions of religious movements, sects, and other groups
that endorse terrorism, drug trafficking, and organized criminal activities” and

“resistance to a representative authority and active participation to riots.””®>

Under Mirziyoyev, several national and regional legal initiatives have been adopted
against extremist organizations, which persist in the Fergana Valley, albeit with
notably diminished influence. Among the most significant actions taken were revising

the law on countering extremism and adopting national strategies and roadmaps for
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combating both issues, which were enacted in 2018.%°¢ This law envisaged the
rehabilitation of Uzbek citizens who previously participated in terrorist activities,

657

particularly in the Fergana Valley, Afghanistan, Syria, and Iraq.®®’ In addition, a

broader and more vague definition of extremism was introduced, which further blurred

658 The aforementioned

the distinction between violent and non-violent extremism.
1998 law was revised in June 2021, under the title of “On Freedom of Conscience and
Religious Organizations,” to include youth protection and patriotic education as
important complements to countering radicalization.®® With this law, pre-school
religious education, which had been permitted under Karimov, was completely
banned; the decision was also made to establish secular schools, particularly in regions
where radicalism was prevalent, with the Fergana Valley serving as a prime
illustration.®®® In 2022, Uzbekistan held a high-level conference where Central Asian
states deliberated on a collective approach to counter-terrorism. During this
conference, they endorsed the “Tashkent Declaration,” making Central Asia the first

region globally to unify its efforts in implementing the UN Global Counter-Terrorism

Strategy.®¢!

4.1.2. Political Measures

Following the establishment of the legal framework, the Karimov regime prioritized
to implement policies in order to tighten control over regions with loose administration
like the Fergana Valley. Subsequently, he pursued authoritarian measures by

repressing all forms of dissent, notably the Islamist opposition in the Fergana Valley.

656 Max Planck Foundation, “Home,” Max Planck Foundation for International Peace and the Rule of
Law. Retrieved April 1, 2024 from https://www.mpfpr.de/projects/uzbekistan/.

657 The US Embassy in Uzbekistan, “Country Reports on Terrorism 2018: Uzbekistan,” Department of
State, 2018. Retrieved May 28, 2024 from https://uz.usembassy.gov/country-reports-on-terrorism-
2018-uzbekistan/.

638 Tbid.

59 Bagila Bukharbayeva, The Vanishing Generation: Faith and Uprising in Modern Uzbekistan
(Bloomington, Indiana: Indiana University Press, 2019), 13-14.

660 Ibid, 15.

! Max Planck Foundation, “Home,” Max Planck Foundation for International Peace and the Rule of
Law. Retrieved April 1, 2024 from https://www.mpfpr.de/projects/uzbekistan/.

129



Karimov held the conviction that strengthening political repression through
centralization and authoritarianism was imperative to combat his foremost concern,
radical Islamism. Although Islam was embraced as a fundamental part of Uzbek
culture, there emerged an official delineation and regulation of religion. As such,
different understandings of Islam beyond this framework were stigmatized by taking
political measures, like the institutionalization of the Muftiate, to control “other

interpretations of Islam,” such as the ones seen in the Fergana Valley.

When Karimov came to power in 1991, he had already “made a mental note” to “deal
with the Fergana Valley, which he believed would be a major challenge for him in the
future.”%2 Consequently, he directed his efforts towards consolidating these repressive
mechanisms, mainly focusing on the Fergana Valley, the epicenter of his

apprehensions regarding radical Islamism.

At this point, it must also be mentioned that Uzbekistan has a unique political structure
known as the mahalla which was used to exert control over ordinary people and social
life.®3 Karimov defined mahalla as “units serving the local implementation of
economic and democratic reforms.*%* The Karimov regime fully utilized this structure
for its own ambitions and political power, particularly by exercising constant
surveillance over the residents of problematic areas like the Fergana Valley.%®° Since
1995, particularly in the Fergana Valley, the reconstruction of mahalla buildings and

programs ensures the implementation of ideologically charged policies at the local
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level through the “mahallization policy.”®*® For example, the mahalla office in
Namangan functioned similarly to the local police, requiring residents to pledge
abstention from wearing a beard or headscarf and refrain from joining radical
organizations; those who deviated from these norms faced severe punishment or public
humiliation administered by the mahalla ogsoqol.®” Furthermore, the administration
of an Uzbek mahalla in Osh published a list of radical Islamist organizations and their
members in 1999.568 The list included well-known organizations, such as the IMU and
HT, alongside organizations whose existence is questionable. More peculiarly, it also
listed organizations such as Islam Lashkarlari and Adolat, claiming to have thousands
of members, that had been shut down four years prior to the list’s publication.®® These
instances underscore Uzbekistan’s tendency to view threats primarily through a
security lens, exemplifying the local enforcement of repressive and securitized policies

in response to this perceived threat, notably evident in the Fergana Valley.”

In addition to the institutionalization of the mahalla, the most important example of
the policy on religion was the institution of the Muftiate which operates as a
monopolistic surveillance system to spread official Islam and control radical Islam.57!
Similar to other Central Asian republics, in Uzbekistan too, Islam was incorporated
into national identity in this process, Mufti Offices established during the Soviet times
were used as a means of controlling Islam.%”> Therefore, the Uzbek Muftiate has been

responsible for promoting Islam within the framework of “official Islam.” As such,
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the Uzbek Muftiate enforced the headscarves ban and initiated a campaign to
encourage children to attend school rather than the mosque.®” Interestingly, Uzbek
muftis were typically selected from among individuals born and educated in the
Fergana Valley and therefore familiar with the local population.®” This strategy can
be interpreted as an effort to exert control over the region’s people by leveraging the
influence of muftis, especially considering the conservative nature of the society in the

region and its high participation rate in radical organizations.

The Central Asian Muftiates have the task, in Karimov’s words, of “ruthlessly
controlling the wrong kind of Islam.”®’> The term most commonly used by Central
Asian governments for alternative interpretations of Islam has been “foreign™ or

“imported.”

Karimov has repeatedly stated that the origins of religious extremism and intolerance
are alien, arguing that such ideas distort the collective identity.®’® He also claimed that
while Islam in Uzbek culture is something that people live in private, the fact that
Islamic ideology portrays its extremist activities as the actions of the Uzbek people is
the underlying source of instability in the country.®’”” Furthermore, he employed the
rhetoric that by adhering to such individuals, Uzbekistan would regress to the era of
the 1930s.67® Every precaution is taken to ensure that the lifestyle of ordinary people

is not alien. In 1998, Uzbekistan banned the wearing of religious uniforms in public
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places, and in 2012, beards, veils, and headscarves were prohibited as citing that they

were considered to be against Uzbek culture.®”

The fear of Islamist extremism was also used to justify a more centralized rule as it
was portrayed as an inevitable effort to protect the state’s security, territorial integrity,
and sovereignty of the country.®® Consequently, centralization and the war on
terrorism were amalgamated to exert control over all social, economic and private
spheres and also over the political opposition. In other words, the perceived fear of
Islamic extremism and terrorism is being used by the authoritarian state apparatus to

increase pressure on the population and the opposition.®®!

In this framework, the Karimov regime pursued a policy of controlling all opposition,
with an impact on the Fergana Valley. The first step came in 1992 with the increased

682 a5 well as

pressure on the Birlik (Unity) Movement and the Erk (Freedom) Party,
the ban on radical organizations.®®* By equating the nationalist-democratic opposition
with the radical Islamist opposition and the various factions within those radical
groups, Karimov tried to eliminate all opposition forces.®®** The 1999 Tashkent

bombings, on the other hand, were deemed “the work of terrorists,” allowing Islam
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Karimov to exploit the fear that permeated the population.5®> He labeled all opposition
as “terrorists,” justifying his crackdown. However, the opposition also included non-
violent radical Islamist organizations extending beyond armed radicals like the IMU
in the Fergana Valley. The Karimov regime considered the Fergana Valley a danger
to the Islamic opposition and raided the homes of not only radical Islamists but also
several ordinary people living in the Valley, labeling them “Wahabis” and sending
them into exile or prison.®®® In addition, independent clerics in the Fergana Valley who
opposed the Karimov regime, even though they did not contradict the “state-sponsored
Islam,” were also targeted. There emerged disappearances starting with the late 1990s
and they continued until the end of the Karimov regime. One of the most well-known
cases was the sudden disappearance of Abduvoli Qori Mirzoev, an anti-Wahhabi

theologian from Andijan.%®’

Mirzoev’s son and assistants also disappeared
subsequently.%®® Furthermore, the mosques where Mirzoev delivered sermons in the
Fergana Valley were closed and repurposed for secular use, echoing practices from the

Soviet era.®®?

The issue of opposition and radicalism regained prominence following the Andijan
Events of 2005. The events in Andijan in 2005 were triggered by accusations of
Islamic extremism and terrorism against members of Hizb-ut Tahrir and its affiliate,
Akromiyya. Despite no evidence of involvement in violence or terrorism, the Karimov
government painted all Islamic opposition with the same brush, labeling them as

“terrorists” regardless of their non-violent stance within the spectrum of Islamism.%%°
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In essence, the Fergana Valley had served as a focal point where political repression

of the opposition was most pronounced until the death of Karimov in 2016.

The Mirziyoyev government, unlike the Karimov regime, has pursued reformist rather
than repressive methods to address the threat in the Fergana Valley. Interestingly, 32
years after the establishment of an independent republic, Mirziyoyev has initiated a
comparable process of state-building reminiscent of the Karimov regime. In 2023,
through the “New Uzbekistan project, the Mirziyoyev administration sought to
strengthen its credibility among the Uzbek populace. Additionally, it aimed to
counteract the potential instability in Fergana arising from the threats from
surrounding areas by using soft power.%®! This endeavor, referred to as the “Third
Renaissance,” highlighted the significance of the ancient Islamic civilizations in the
region and their role in Uzbek culture.%®> Under this project, Mirziyoyev also aimed at
establishing an environment wherein young individuals with a “secular and Western
education” could be used to contribute to the development of the “New Uzbekistan.”
By inaugurating a school of this nature initially in Namangan, where radical Islamist
organizations are most active, the plan is to provide the new generation with a secular,
pro-Western education instead of their potentially gravitating towards radical

693 The education model entails teaching students at least two Western

organizations.
languages and conducting scientific research.®** As inferred from this example,
Mirziyoyev, while adopting softer policies compared to Karimov, recognized the
threat of terrorism and extremism emanating from the Fergana Valley and diligently

implemented appropriate cultural policies.
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Additionally, since taking office, President Mirziyoyev has prioritized direct talks with
the local governments of Namangan, Andijan, and Fergana districts within the Fergana
Valley, areas where radicalism is most prevalent in Uzbekistan.®>> As part of the
modernization program introduced in 2023, billions of dollars were invested in the
referent districts of the Fergana Valley and Karakalpakstan, where the central
administration, even mahalla control, was weak.*® Since poor living conditions in the

Valley have been linked to a high level of radicalism,®’

it is unsurprising that
initiatives such as cooperation between local and central government, fully funded
education to deter young people from radical paths, and increased job opportunities
are concentrated in these regions. In February 2024, Mirziyoyev embarked on a three-
day excursion to the Fergana Valley, engaging in dialogues with regional
authorities.%® During these meetings, he advocated for formulating strategies to
enhance the quality of the local populace with educational programs, in addition to

addressing economic and political matters.®’

In summary, the Mirziyoyev
government has adopted a softer policy than the Karimov’s; however, it is evident that

the Fergana Valley has been prioritized and spatialized in policymaking.

4.1.3. Military Policies

In addition to a legal basis for counter-terrorism and political steps, a militaristic
framework had also been formed to respond to the threat of radical Islam. According
to Karimov, preventing potential threats inside and outside the country - by which he

means ethnic and religious conflicts in Uzbekistan’s border regions, especially on the
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southern border (including the Fergana Valley)- was crucial for national security,
territorial integrity and democracy, which could only be achieved by increasing

defense capability.’® He explained this idea in his book as follows:

“Given the geostrategic situation of our country and the geographical
particularities of its territory, we need armed forces small in number but mobile
and well-equipped with modern weapons, possessing a balanced fighting
potential and able to respond effectively on the ground and in the air to any
aggressor... The ability to restructure such an industry rapidly to meet the
requirements of mobilization planning and combat if large-scale aggression
should occur.””"!

Therefore, the Armed Forces of Uzbekistan was established to consolidate its power

t.72 Indeed, Karimov used this defense system to the

over any opposition or threa
fullest when the so-called “large-scale aggression” broke out in Andijan in the Fergana
Valley in 2005. During the Andijan protests, the Uzbek army opened fire on the

703 The Karimov regime believed that the

civilian population under Karimov’s orders.
protests had been instigated by religious extremists and armed individuals.”®* It
resulted in nearly 200 deaths, according to official estimates and more than 1500
deaths, according to human rights organizations.””> President Karimov tried to
legitimize this appalling episode in the city of Andijan in the Fergana Valley with the

following words:

“Servicemen were shot in the most insolent manner, an unprecedented attack
on a military unit was organized, dozens of machine guns were seized, the
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building of the regional khokimiyat was seized... [it was] an attempt to
overthrow the constitutional power.”’%

The Mirziyoyev administration, while emphasizing soft power in political endeavors,
also prioritized hard power in the militaristic aspect by bolstering well-trained armed
forces since 2016.7°7 The regime endeavored to foster a sense of national pride and
prepare individuals for state service through a rhetoric that aligns military service with
patriotism.”%® This effort includes the establishment of Jasorat Maktablari (Courage
Schools) in Fergana Valley mahallas to train youth, further emphasizing the
importance of defense and national duty.”® In February 2024, Mirziyoyev went to the
Fergana Valley, where he visited the military units located in the Eastern Military
District, along with the Jasorat Maktablari.”'° He conveyed the following message for
the students: “To love the Motherland is the best of qualities. We must educate the
youth in this spirit... to contribute to upbringing them in the spirit of national pride,

devotion to the Motherland.”’!!

In short, as is clearly seen in two different presidential terms in Uzbekistan military
decisions and policies were also influenced by the Fergana Valley and its geopolitics

of terrorism, having a direct impact on border issues.

4.1.4. Border Problems
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Beyond the aspects previously discussed, another unique feature of the Fergana Valley
is its location at the border regions of three Central Asian countries. As elaborated in
the Chapter Two, throughout history, particularly during the Soviet era, the borders of
the Fergana Valley underwent constant delimitation. This has resulted in issues such
as the presence of ethnic minorities residing outside the current borders, border
disputes, excessively or loosely controlled border crossings, and networks facilitating
drug trafficking. In the context of Fergana and terrorism, the main focus of this thesis,
these problems have raised specific concerns. They have facilitated the crossing of
terrorists across the borders and led to the stigmatization of ethnic minorities living on
the border as terrorists. In simpler terms, being situated at the border has made the
Fergana Valley a focal point of geopolitical concerns; consequently, securitized

policies in the region have escalated in response to these concerns.

In this context, the people in the border regions have suffered the most from all the
securitized policies and practices targeting the Fergana Valley. In the 1990s,
Uzbekistan blamed Tajikistan for triggering Islamic extremism due to the Tajik Civil
War and Kyrgyzstan for enabling radical organizations to gain a foothold in the
Fergana region by implementing a moderate policy, resulting in the adaptation of
several measures regarding the borders of the Fergana region.”'? As mentioned earlier,
one such measure was Karimov’s attempt to build a wall and dig ditches on the borders
in 2009.7!3 Before that, for the purpose of border security, the government laid mines
on the borders of Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan in the Fergana Valley after the 1999
Batken Events.”'* Dozens of Kyrgyz and Tajik citizens lost their lives by stepping on
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these mines. Later, the mines started to be cleared by the Mirziyoyev

administration.’!®
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Moreover, ethnic minorities living on the border have been subjected to many
accusations of radicalism and marginalization by the Uzbek leadership. The Tashkent
administration attributes radicalism in the country to the Tajik minority in Fergana. In
2000, during a military operation aimed at removing IMU forces from the Fergana
region, numerous Tajik families were forcibly displaced to other regions, with their

homes being demolished by the Uzbek air force.”!’

Karimov displayed a similar
discriminatory attitude towards the Uzbek diaspora residing in the Fergana enclaves.
For instance, following the Osh events of 2010, as detailed in Chapter Two, Karimov
neither permitted the return of Uzbeks living in Kyrgyzstan nor advocated for the
rights of the diaspora.”!® Furthermore, by branding these Uzbeks as radical Islamists,
he unilaterally sealed the Kyrgyz borders in the Fergana Valley and isolated the
diaspora,’!? asserting that they were not his citizens and should seek assistance from
Bishkek rather than Tashkent.”?® More interestingly, Uzbekistan criticized the
leadership of Kyrgyzstan, which had attempted to prevent the conflict and aid the
Uzbek minority during the 2010 Osh Events, accusing them of nurturing radicals along
the Uzbek border, particularly in Jalal-Abad and Osh.”?! However, during the
Mirziyoyev period, there was no such ethnicity-religion association or policy towards
the Fergana Valley with such a mentality; instead, he pursued a reformist policy,

exemplified by the initiative of clearing mines along the border.

4.2. Tajikistan
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After the Karimov regime of Uzbekistan, Tajik President Emomali Rahmon has been
the leader who considers radical Islam and the Fergana Valley axis as the most
significant threats, taking most robust measures against them. These measures include
legal, political, military, and border problem strategies aimed at combating radical

Islam and terrorism targeting the Fergana Valley either directly or indirectly.
4.2.1. Legal Framework

One measure that indirectly impacted the Fergana Valley was the adoption of a secular
constitution, akin to Uzbekistan’s, alongside the implementation of anti-terrorism and
anti-extremism laws. While threats in Tajikistan were not solely confined to the
Fergana Valley, with Tajikistan having the longest border with Afghanistan, it is
evident that the legal measures enacted had a significant influence on the region.
Tajikistan, amidst a civil war between Islamists and the secular state, adopted its first
constitution in 1994. Subsequently, the constitution was amended twice, in 1999 and
2003, following the civil war and the 9/11 attacks, respectively.’?? These amendments

have progressively expanded the legal framework for combating extremism.”?3

Especially following 9/11, Tajikistan declared itself one of the staunchest supporters
of the international war on terrorism. However, due to its lack of capacity to
promulgate and enforce comprehensive anti-extremism and anti-terrorism legislation,
it opted to legitimize several harsh policies with broad definitions in its constitution.”?*
For instance, similarly to Uzbekistan’s, Tajikistan’s Criminal Code, Article 179,

defines terrorism in a vague manner:

“Terrorism, that is committing an explosion, arson, firing with firearms or
other actions, which create the danger of destroy people, causing a substantial
financial damage or coming other socially dangerous consequences, if these
actions committed with the goal of violating public security, frightening the
population or influencing the decision-making of the power organs, as well as
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threat of committing the mentioned actions with the same goals are punishable
by imprisonment for a period of 5 to 10 years.”’?
This definition may lead to the characterization of any event as an act of terrorism in

region where the threat of terrorism, like the Fergana Valley, is prevalent, and may
legitimize the adoption of broad measures against it.”?® Consequently, such regions

could be susceptible to geopolitical spatialization and the implementation of such laws.

Acting upon this article, in 2006, the Supreme Court of Tajikistan legally banned ten
organizations, more than half of which were based in the Fergana Valley, on charges
of Islamic extremism and terrorism while also restricting their activities in the
region.””” Moreover, the anti-terrorism legislation has consistently evolved to align
with shifting security concerns and threat assessments.”?® The foundational “Anti-
terrorism Law” within the Constitution has undergone five revisions- in 2005, 2007,
2008, 2012, and 2015- while recent updates have also been made to other laws
addressing extremism.”?® In 2016, the National Counter-terrorism Strategy for the
period 2016-2020 was adopted, followed by the adoption of the National Counter-
terrorism Strategy for the period 2021-2025 in 2020.7*° In 2018, when the Tajik
Prosecutor-General released the updated list of prohibited organizations, it became
evident that several foreign-based entities, like ETIM, which had direct or indirect ties
to Fergana, were also included the list released before.”*! Additionally, in 2019, the
2003 “Law on Countering Extremism” expanded to encompass measures targeting
potential threats in specific border regions, notably the Fergana-Uzbekistan border and

the border with Afghanistan, rather than focusing solely on concrete threats.”*? This
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expansion also aimed to restrict institutions and activities that provide financial

support to radical organizations and restrain the activities of radical organizations.”3

It can be suggested that these laws indirectly contribute to further marginalization and

spatial segregation of regions like the Fergana Valley.

4.2.2. Political Measures

Politically, Tajikistan possesses a sui generis characteristic within Central Asia. Until
2015, it stood as the first and only country in the post-Soviet space to incorporate an
Islamist party into its political structure. The IRPT was integrated into Tajikistan’s
political landscape when the UTO, which had previously opposed the state during the
civil war, was recognized as a legal entity in a meeting convened under the mediation
of the UN. Despite containing Islamic elements, the party has consistently maintained
a secular program. However, both the party’s founders and its supporters were
primarily from the Fergana Valley. Despite its secular program, it was often equated
with extremism.”** This perception intensified, particularly after 2010, as Rahmon’s
government intensified efforts to suppress and discredit the Islamist opposition.
Consequently, the party was associated with terrorism and eventually legally banned.
After 2015, the label of “terrorist” was directly wielded as a tool of repression against
the opposition.”>> Furthermore, he uttered his famous phrase “we came in blood, we

will leave in blood” to intimidate the Islamic opposition.’3

Numerous Fergana-based non-violent radical groups like Hizb-ut Tahrir, civil society

organizations, and local residents faced persecution, labeled as terrorists, alongside the
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IRTP. As mentioned in Chapter Two, organizations such as Hizb-ut Tahrir, and Ba’yat
have been perceived as a threat in Central Asia, particularly in the Fergana Valley of
Tajikistan, where they are active. However, they do not espouse perspectives or

programs that can be interpreted as terrorist actions.”’

Despite the absence of any
proven terrorist acts directly attributed to them, Hizb-ut Tahrir, as an essential
component of Islamic opposition in the region, has been banned.”*® The legal grounds
for doing so are the unclear definition of terrorism in the aforestated criminal codes of
the countries.”® In other words, like Uzbekistan, Tajikistan exhibits a political system
and legal structure in which politics is built upon and is characterized by the
marginalization of Islamic opposition. Consequently, the opposition, particularly the

Islamist faction, is targeted for discreditation and elimination.

Moreover, in its post-Soviet process of nation-state building, Tajikistan, like
Uzbekistan, has institutionalized “traditional state-sponsored religion” by establishing
the Muftiate, thereby defining religious boundaries. In other words, mufti offices in
Tajikistan have become integral to socio-political engineering.”*® In this country,
where both political and radical Islam are perceived as threats, the Muftiate, in an
effort to establish a secular society, addresses issues such as the ideal clothing form of
modern Tajik men and women and the practice of Islam in alignment with Tajik
culture.”*! Furthermore, Tajik mufti offices often emphasize that adhering to moderate
Islam and avoiding Salafi Islam is the most significant act of patriotism.”*? Thus, they
aimed at diminishing the influence of “foreign” radical movements from the Fergana

Valley. Similar to Uzbekistan, Tajikistan has emphasized that these radical
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organizations (Hizb-ut Tahrir, Islamic State of Khorasan and Ba’yat to be particular)
in the Valley are foreign to the local culture. Tajik President Emomali Rahmon warned
women to resist alienation and to avoid clothing that is “dangerous and alien to our
traditions,” such as turban and burqa.”* In 2010, Rahmon derogatorily likened women
wearing headscarves to monkeys; subsequently, in 2015, he designated the Khujand
city of the Fergana Valley as a testing ground and implemented measures targeting the
perceived “threat of headscarves and beards.””** The local government of Khujand and

Osh in the Fergana Valley organized specific courses for women on how to dress.”®

In the specific case of Tajikistan, perceiving radicalism and terrorism as threats
emanating from the Fergana Valley were firstly acknowledged in 2006 by Husniddin
Sharipov, the former interior minister: “...Proponents of these movements have already
been recorded in the north of the country [in] Ferghana...”’#¢ Additionally, in
Rahmon’s speech in February 2024, it is understood that the threat of foreign ideology

coming from Fergana still holds a significant place in political discourse:

“...The religion of Islam has recognized multilingualism, diversity of thought
and the existence of different cultures of peoples and nations. For example, in
the Holy Quran this topic is clearly stated in the 13™ verse of Surah Hujurat:
‘O humanity! Indeed, We created you from a male and a female, and made you
into peoples and tribes so that you may get to know one another....” In other
words, it is the will of the Lord that people should be in the form of nations
and tribes and differ from each other by nationality, customs, language and
culture, their own clothing and other elements. Otherwise, it will remain
unknown to which people, tribe and nationality people belong. Alienism in
clothing, that is, wearing foreign clothes with false names and hijab, is another
important problem in our society; especially in the southern, and Fergana
regions in our country...”74’
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Rahmon utilized performative discourse by citing the Qur’an, portraying the threat
posed by specific territories and foreign ideologies as interlinked phenomena.
Nonetheless, cultural policies and discourses concerning the Fergana Valley extend
beyond these aspects. In 2010, within the Tajik region of the Fergana Valley,
specifically at the Panjshanbe market in Khujand, local law enforcement shut down
several bookstores that were accused of distributing works by foreign Islamic
writers.”*® Additionally, prior to 2011, more than 5,000 individuals were detained in
the Sughd region under suspicion of affiliation with Hizb-ut Tahrir; however, it is
questionable whether this group actually has such a large membership in Tajikistan.”*’
Civilians were apprehended due to their attire and attendance at mosques.’”>® In 2011,
Tajikistan banned education in religious institutions not approved by the state and
prohibited anyone under the age of 18 from participating in religious activities.”>! The

Fergana Valley’s population experienced the most significant impact from this

legislation as related arrests and social pressure have increased.”?

As aresult, it can be inferred that the perception of extremism and terrorism within the
country is directly associated with the Islamist opposition. This perception is
securitized and employed as a tool of political pressure especially in the Fergana

Valley. In essence, the political measures enacted in Tajikistan are fueled by the
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perceived threat emanating from the Fergana Valley. Consequently, like a vicious

circle, they influence this region and contribute to its spatialization.
4.2.3. Military Policies

Tajikistan also established its own Armed Forces in 1993, but due to the civil war, they
have been managed with Russian funds and equipment.”>®* Although not as
institutionalized and well-equipped as Uzbekistan, it has been invested in and
prioritized by Rahmon, himself a commander of the armed forces during the Soviet
era. The prioritization of the military policies enabled the Tajik state to engage in a
more institutionalized fight against the UTO forces during the civil war. To dismantle
the Islamic opposition, the Tajik government orchestrated armed forces to raid the
Sughd and Khujand regions of the Fergana Valley in May 1996.7°* In April 1997,
armed forces were deployed to suppress a civilian uprising against Emomali Rahmon
in Khujand Prison by labeling the civilians as “Islamists.””>> Following the entry of
Islamists into politics in 1997, the significance attributed to military policies relatively
diminished until 2001, when Tajikistan shifted its focus towards the country’s
recovery after the civil war. After 2001, the Tajik military underwent reorganization,
receiving increased funding, particularly from the US and Russia. More recently, in
response to the rise of the Taliban in Afghanistan, the system has evolved to conduct
exercises directly from border regions and recruit young individuals in critical areas
like the Fergana-Rasht valleys by aiming to prevent them from joining radical

organizations.”®
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4.2.4. Border Problems

The Fergana Valley’s location at the borders of three surrounding countries has
significantly influenced the spatial dynamics of the region. Much like in Uzbekistan,
in Tajikistan, policy-making has prioritized the border regions of the Fergana Valley.
This is attributed to factors such as permeable borders, drug trafficking, the presence

of ethnic minorities along the border, and unresolved border disputes.

Firstly, ethnic minorities residing in enclaves within the Valley were marginalized and
often linked with radical Islam. In other words, Tajikistan targeted ethnic minorities
by invoking the fear of Islamic extremism. For instance, by labeling Hizb-ut Tahrir as
an “Uzbek movement,” authorities in Dushanbe justified their mistreatment of Uzbek
minorities residing in the Fergana Valley.””” Rahmon’s speech to the clergy in
February 2024 emphasized a similar ethnicity-extremism axis and expressed concern

about radical Uzbeks living in various districts of Fergana:

“...The imam of the mosque in Shodi village of Dzhabbor Rasulov district
regularly advocated and agitated the ideas of the ‘Islamic State’ terrorist
organization among praying people...Moreover, the chief khatibs of the
mosques of Bobojon Gafurov and Guliston (one person each) districts,
Khujand (two persons) and Kanibadam (six persons) cities joined the ‘Muslim
Brotherhood’ extremist and terrorist organization while studying in foreign
religious educational establishments and after returning to our country,
regularly spread their extremist views to the public...Even one of the imam-
khatibs of Kanibadam mosque, while serving his sentence in prison in Khujand
city, mercilessly, brutally beheaded the head of the correctional institution and
tried to escape from the prison. We are aware of the selfish goals of the Tajik
nation enemies and are taking all necessary measures to prevent them. These
actions are being implemented with the aim to demolish the Tajik people and
the Tajik state...””>8
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This official statement characterizes the Uzbeks living in the Fergana Valley as
enemies of the Tajik nation, explaining the treatment of the region and its resident

ethnicities.

Apart from the axis of ethnic origins and radicalism, there have been persistent border
problems since independence, as detailed in the Chapter Two. These issues lead to
regular ethnic conflicts, excessive or loose border controls and drug trafficking, all of
which facilitate the crossing of terrorists. A similar situation arose during the Batken
Events, where IMU members exploited unresolved border problems to cross into

Kyrgyzstan, triggering a large-scale political crisis.

In essence, unresolved border problems consistently exacerbate politicians’ concerns
in the region regarding terrorism and Islamic extremism. A recent instance illustrating
this dynamic is the ongoing political negotiation concerning the Tajikistan-Kyrgyzstan
border in the Fergana Valley, which has witnessed a significant amount of conflict in
last years. Specifically, Kyrgyzstan has recently expressed concerns regarding the
infiltration of terrorists from Tajikistan into its borders, a claim that the Tajik
government has refuted.” Nonetheless, it can be argued that this situation is currently
contributing to the spatialization of the Fergana Valley and its borders within the

context of radical Islam.

Curiously, politicians expressing concerns about border security, sovereignty, and the
potential for the spread of Islamic extremism across these borders seem hesitant to
pursue effective measures beyond relying solely on securitized policies. The Central
Asian region, particularly the Fergana Valley areas of Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan, is
frequently examined through the lens of the state-crime nexus.’®® Specifically, the

Khujand, Sughd, Osh, and Batken regions within the Fergana Valley are heavily
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utilized for the illegal trafficking of drugs.”®! These regions serve as critical passages
for the trade route of drug trafficking originating from Afghanistan and destined for

Russia and Europe.’6?

The significance of the border regions of Tajik Fergana lies in the fact that drugs
constitute a significant source of income for radical Islamist organizations, as well as
for certain political elites and clans in both countries. Until the end of the Cold War,
radical Islamist organizations received funding from the US to combat the Soviets.
Following the SU’s dissolution, these groups turned to illicit revenue sources for
financial support.’®> After 1991, radical fractions in the Fergana Valley also began to
engage in drug trafficking as a primary activity.’®* Notably, the IMU has taken control
of a significant portion of the narcotics trade along the Tajikistan-Afghanistan border
and the Kyrgyzstan border of the Fergana Valley.”%> The primary reason for the Batken
Events in 1999 was undoubtedly the IMU’s desire to smoothly smuggle drugs across
these borders.”®® Consequently, drug trafficking raised concerns about border security
and its potential association with the Islamic extremist threat in the regional states.”®’

However, a critical issue arose as political elites and influential clans also held sway

over a substantial portion of the same economic activity within the region. For
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instance, in Tajikistan, following the civil war, pivotal governmental positions were
allocated to commanders who had overseen drug trafficking during the conflict,
thereby centralizing complicity within political institutions.”®® Essentially, drug
trafficking became ingrained within state structures themselves. President Emomali
Rahmon further exacerbated this nexus between crime and the state by appointing

these commanders to their positions.”’

In summary, the Tajikistan government has prioritized the Fergana Valley, particularly
its border regions, in its policymaking due to concerns regarding radical Islam. This
has resulted in processes such as the marginalization of ethnic minorities in the region,
especially those living in border areas. Interestingly, measures to combat drug
trafficking, which serves as a financial lifeline for radical organizations, have been

sidelined as they do not align with certain interests of the ruling elite.

4.3. Kyrgyzstan

One notices a distinct socio-cultural and political structure when comparing
Kyrgyzstan to its neighboring countries of Uzbekistan and Tajikistan. Unlike
Uzbekistan and Tajikistan, Kyrgyzstan has not faced significant issues with
radicalization and terrorism, aside from the Batken Events of 1999. Instead,
Kyrgyzstan’s primary political challenge stems from tribalism, which has led to three
revolutions and frequent changes in presidential leadership since gaining
independence. This focus on tribal dynamics has influenced Kyrgyzstan’s relatively
liberal approach to radical Islam compared to its neighbors. However, pressures from
Uzbekistan and Tajikistan, particularly due to their concerns about Islamic extremism

in the Fergana Valley, have pushed Kyrgyzstan to reconsider its stance.
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Another hurdle for Kyrgyzstan involves ethnic tensions, particularly evident in the
Fergana Valley. Some politicians assert that ethnic conflicts, such as the events in Osh
in 2010, are linked to radicalism. Moreover, Kyrgyzstan faces external pressure from
China and its Central Asian neighbors regarding its handling of the Uyghur minorities
in the Fergana Valley and its proximity to China’s Xinjiang-Uyghur region. These
political and cultural dynamics, along with external pressures, have shaped
Kyrgyzstan’s perspective on the Fergana Valley and the issue of terrorism in a unique

manncr.

4.3.1. Legal Framework

Kyrgyzstan’s prioritization of religious extremism and terrorism is notably less
pronounced compared to Uzbekistan and Tajikistan, a distinction that is also evident
in its legal framework. Under the Akayev regime, which initially failed to
acknowledge the existence of such threats until the Batken Events of 1999, there was
a deliberate policy of refraining from expanding the legal framework or increasing
repression and punishments thereafter.”’® This stance was exemplified by Akayev
himself when he clearly stated, “Only ideas should be use to defeat ideas, not
repression.”’’! Therefore, Article 226 of the Criminal Code, established under the
1993 Constitution of the Kyrgyz Republic, seems to give a clear and explicit definition

of terrorism within the region:

“Terrorism, that is, the perpetration of an explosion, arson, or any other action
endangering the lives of people, causing sizable property damage, or entailing
other socially dangerous consequences, if these actions have been committed
for the purpose of violating public security, frightening the population...”””?

However, the succeeding Bakiyev administration opted for harsher penalties,

including longer prison terms and increased interrogations, replacing the previous
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leniency in the legal system.””® Moreover, it enacted more restrictive laws aimed at
combating Islamic extremism. One key impetus for these changes was Bakiyev’s
desire to align Kyrgyzstan more closely with the discourse on the war on terror.
Another crucial factor, perhaps the most significant, was China’s insistence on
implementing a stricter anti-terrorism policy and legal framework, particularly
concerning the Uyghur minority in Fergana.”’* As a result, starting from 20035, there
was a gradual tightening of these laws up until the policy of transition to softer

approaches by Atambayev and the subsequent presidents.

During the Atamabayev period, the legal infrastructure implemented against
radicalism primarily targeted the educational domain. Since then, a series of
educational policy decisions have been undertaken to counter radical tendencies. This
trajectory commenced with the introduction of “secular history of religions” courses
into the curriculum between 2014 and 2020, a trend which persisted through
Jeenbekov’s tenure.”’”> Under Japarov, akin to the approach seen in the Mirziyoyev
regime in Uzbekistan, there remained a steadfast belief in the efficacy of education as
a pivotal measure against radicalism. Remarkably, under Japarov’s administration,
concrete initiatives were implemented by leveraging the belief in education’s capacity
to combat radicalism. Bishkek, the capital city of Kyrgyzstan and schools situated in
Osh within the Fergana region, were designated as pilot institutions for the

implementation of several legal directives aimed at secularizing education.””®

4.3.2. Political Measures
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The political culture of Kyrgyzstan was notably distinct from that of Uzbekistan and
Tajikistan. While tribalism is a phenomenon in Central Asia, it was particularly
prominent in Kyrgyzstan’s political structure and the successive leadership changes it
experienced. The prioritization of this phenomenon by the political elite resulted in
other issues being perceived as minor threats that could be dealt with, consequently in
the background of policy-making.””’ During the Akayev regime, a policy on
extremism and terrorism, particularly in the Fergana Valley, was not frequently
encountered. Apart from the military and legal measures taken following the Batken
Events, there was not much emphasis on the securitization of radical Islam or
spatialization towards the areas where such a threat existed during this period. Instead,

tribalism was prioritized in the political framework of the regime.

However, these clan dynamics have, at times, intersected with radical Islam. This was
particularly noticeable during the Bakiyev regime. For instance, the ethnic tensions
between Kyrgyz and Uzbeks that erupted in the Fergana Valley cities of Osh and Jalal-
Abad in 2010 mobilized specific clan dynamics. The power struggle between the
government of Bakiyev’s clan and opposing clans was fueled by ethnic conflict.
Politically influential members of opposing clans labeled the Bakiyev administration
as an enemy of Islam and Uzbeks in this escalating power struggle.”’® Consequently,
the people of Kyrgyzstan found themselves embroiled in growing political chaos from
south to north. Eventually, the Bakiyev regime was overthrown as a narrative emerged
in which it was claimed that innocent Muslims were being mistreated by the regime,
that countered with accusations that radical organizations were involved in the ethnic
conflict.””” While it is conceivable that radical organizations contributed to the conflict
and subsequent political change in the country, conclusive evidence remains elusive.

However, it is undeniable that the Bakiyev regime spatialized the Fergana Valley and
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implemented harsh measures under the guise of combating radical Islam,

disproportionately affecting Uzbeks who were labeled as “terrorists.”

The subsequent presidents did not implement the policy of adopting a strong position
against radicalism, a strategy directly linked to the Bakiyev regime and the events of
that period, for evident reasons. The absence of a long-term presidency, therefore a
lack of a decisive counter-terrorism policy, and the less-politicized structure of radical
organizations were the reasons affecting Kyrgyzstan’s political stance regarding

terrorism especially during Atambayev, Jeenbekov, and Japarov’s terms.

Up until 2010s, in Kyrgyzstan, there was no impetus to create a strictly secular state
and integrate Islam within this framework, as observed in the cases of Uzbekistan or
Tajikistan.”®® However, after Bakiyev, the political landscape underwent a shift with
the establishment of the Islamic Democratic Party of Kyrgyzstan (IDP) and, more
recently in the 2020s, the Noor party, which were discussed in the preceding chapter.
While these two religious-based organizations were unable to attain official political
party status due to the principle of secularism, they garnered significant support,

particularly in the city of Osh in the Fergana Valley.”8!

As elaborated earlier, Atambayev and Japarov, the two presidents in office when these
two religiously motivated organizations were established have maintained a liberal
stance in domestic politics; however, in foreign policy, they have sought assistance
from the international community to counter the political opposition they pose.’?
Jeenbekov, as mentioned earlier, has prioritized international cooperation directly

related to this threat. Instead of taking a new step in domestic policy, he has merely

continued the anti-extremism and anti-terrorism policies of the Atambayev era.
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Jeenbekov emphasized, during his discussion with attendees of the session of the
Committee of Secretaries of Security Councils of the Collective Security Treaty
Organization (CSTO) member states, the need for a comprehensive approach to

counter-terrorism, by stating:

“Effective counter-terrorism results can be achieved only
collectively. This requires long-term cooperation in the political, military,
financial, and ideological fields only in the international arena.”’®3

While there were no significant domestic policy developments during this period,
Jeenbekov, as previously mentioned, believed that the issue could only be resolved
through international collective action. While there were no significant domestic
policy developments during this period, Jeenbekov, as previously mentioned, believed
that the issue could only be resolved through international collective action. In contrast
to Jeenbekov’s stance, Atambayev, Japarov, and Bakiyev developed domestic policies

to tackle the threat of radicalism originating in the Fergana Valley.

Regarding terrorism, almost all Kyrgyz presidents have viewed terrorism as
antithetical to Kyrgyz culture and have been cautious about politicizing it unless under
external pressure. This caution stemmed from the belief held by many that terrorism
would eventually lose momentum, disappear and no longer become a threat.”®* In fact,
back in the day, the spokesperson of the Ministry of Interior, Joldoshbek
Busurmankulov, responded to those advocating for the arrest and political pressure on

radical Islamists as follows:

“I do not think that we will live 20 years without any Hizb-ut Tahrir if we give
them [members of Hizb-ut Tahrir] 30 or 40 years of imprisonment or arrest all
of them. It will not happen. I think we may fight by alternative ways, different
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methods. We should prove their destructiveness. We should fight for the hearts
and minds of the people.”’®

One method employed has been to establish political control over religion and to
increase the active functioning of the Muftiate institution as an extension of this policy,
mirroring the approach in the other two countries. Kyrgyzstan government used the
Muftiate as a force to counter the ideas spread by radical Islamists especially after the
Batken Events in 1999. As it now encountered a direct threat, the Kyrgyz government
started leveraging the Muftiate to foster a stronger cultural Kyrgyz identity, diverging
from the moderate stance observed during the initial stages of independence. The
Muftiate has dismissed many imams on the grounds that they were politically
motivated.”®® The founder of the IDP, cited within the political framework, is
purportedly an imam originating from the Fergana Valley.”®” Consequently, following
the emergence of the IDP in the 2010s, the Atambayev regime categorized the
founders and backers of radical Islamist groups, including the IDP, from the Fergana
Valley, under the label of “foreign ideology.”’®® With the growing influence of Islamic
opposition, the Muftiate assumed greater significance. As aresult, in 2014, Kyrgyzstan
required the members of the clergy to take a qualification exam for fear that illiterate
imams might spread radical ideas.”®® President Atambayev emphasized the danger of

imported Islam as follows:

“In a situation where, following a religion, we gradually lose our spiritual
wealth, we will gradually cease to be a nation. ...If we, the Kyrgyz, are going
to Arabize, Pakistanize [our traditions] or borrow any other alien traditions,
speak their language, wear their clothes, then we will lose our roots and cease
to exist as an ethnos.””*?
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It has also been observed that during periods of heightened instability, the mufti’s
office, and other local authorities in the Fergana Valley issued repeated public
warnings regarding the importance of exercising caution towards radical and foreign
ideas.”! The surge in securitized strategies post-2010s, highlighting the foreign origins
of radical Islamic ideology, was not solely enacted by the Muftiate and Kyrgyz
presidents. Even Kyrgyzstan’s religious figure, the “Qazi” (Islamic judges appointed
by the Muftiate), has participated in these discussions, cautioning Kyrgyz society
about the risks of alienation and radicalization.”? In his address to the people of the
region, the Qazi of Osh gaziyat (district), in the Fergana Valley, emphasized the
importance of not politicizing religion, stating that “there is no need for such factions;
Islam itself is a faction that does not require a counterpart” for any Islamic or foreign-
based organized group, particularly radical Islamist organizations originating from

Fergana like IDP, Tablighi Jamaat, and Hizb-ut Tahrir.”3

Additionally, in Kyrgyzstan, securitized policies have been also applied to the civil
society under the label of combating terrorism. Human rights activists and ordinary
Muslims who wore modest attire were accused of being members of Hizb-ut Tahrir,

and Tablighi Jamaat and subjected to trials.”*

They were all prosecuted under the
name of “evil-doers.””®> Those who were put on trial were also subjected to

harassment, torture, and other forms of ill-treatment.”’® For instance, Ravshan
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Gapirov, the director of the Justice and Truth Human Rights Advocacy Center in the
southern town of Osh, was imprisoned and tortured by the Bakiyev government.”’
Although he was simply a human rights activist contending that the individuals labeled
as “radicals” were innocent, ordinary Muslims from Osh, he was targeted for acting as
a lawyer for alleged radicals in the region and for supporting Hizb-ut Tahrir.”8
According to the Freedom of Democracy and Human Rights Index, Kyrgyzstan,
although known for its relatively moderate and liberal policies, was found to enjoy all
kinds of freedoms for relatives of the political elite; while the people and civil society
organizations suffered repression, and the country was ranked in the semi-free
category.” In Kyrgyzstan, as also seen in Uzbekistan and Tajikistan, many non-
governmental organizations in the Fergana Valley were accused of “spreading
extremist ideas” and shut down.?%° Besides, it is estimated that many people have been
abducted from the Valley by secret security forces; the unexplained disappearances of
many mullahs, clerics, and imams, as well as academics, journalists, human rights
activists, and local officials are notable.?°!

To summarize, in Kyrgyzstan, reasons such as tribalism and the liberal stance of the
presidents have contributed to the absence of a widespread terrorism discourse.?%?

Nonetheless, one could argue that there has been a consistent spatial mindset regarding

the Fergana Valley in Kyrgyzstan too. Policymakers have repeatedly acknowledged
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the perceived threat emanating from that region in policy formulation, although to a

lesser degree compared to the other two countries.

4.3.3. Military Policies

As mentioned, Kyrgyzstan has the most moderate approach to the “threat of Islamic
terrorism” among the three countries surrounding the Fergana Valley. Kyrgyzstan
lacks a united and robust army. Since gaining independence, the focus of reforms has
predominantly been on political and economic aspects, with military considerations
taking a backseat. It was only after the Batken Events that President Akayev
recognized this deficiency and initiated efforts to strengthen the armed forces and local
police.? However, following the ouster of Bakiyev, the military structure became
fragmented.3** Even after the ethnic unrest in Osh in 2010, it became evident that
Kyrgyzstan struggled to respond to domestic crises with the same strategic planning
as Uzbekistan. Kyrgyzstan, known for its modest political culture and limited
motivation for military intervention, sought assistance from Russia under Otunbayeva
when it found itself unable to manage the crisis in Osh.?% The frequent changes in
political leadership in Kyrgyzstan have resulted in the constant appointment of
acquaintances to critical positions, contributing to the absence of a consistent military
strategy. Especially after the Osh crisis, there was a realization that ethnic tensions
could trigger religiously motivated chaos. Control in border regions was lacking,

leading to attempts to strengthen local police rather than the military.3%

During and after the Atambayev period, the budget allocated to the military force

began to gradually decrease.’"” As a weak state, it was never able to deploy full-fledged
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military units against religious movements and on the borders of the Fergana Valley 3%
Uzbekistan has generally borne this burden by heavily guarding its borders, while
Tajikistan and Kyrgyzstan have relied on local police and Russian troops regarding
the Fergana-terrorism nexus.®?® This situation persisted until the Japarov period in
Kyrgyzstan.8' However, in 2021, the border issues between Kyrgyzstan and
Tajikistan, along with conflicts in the border regions of Fergana and terrorist activities
crossing the borders, prompted a policy of rearmament.8!! Put differently, policy-
making within the military sphere has been influenced by developments in the Fergana

Valley and the perceived threat of radical Islam.

4.3.4. Border Problems

Much like Uzbekistan and Tajikistan, the border regions of the Fergana Valley have
emerged as hazardous areas in Kyrgyzstan. However, unlike the other two states,
Kyrgyzstan is weaker, lacking the centralization seen in Uzbekistan and Tajikistan and
struggling to maintain its border security. This weakness stems from ongoing power
struggles between clans, financial and military vulnerabilities, unresolved border
disputes, and various other factors. These factors collectively contribute to the high
permeability and challenges faced along Kyrgyzstan’s borders. Ethnic conflicts, the
presence of radical organizations, and drug trafficking have become intertwined issues
in the border regions, exacerbating the threat of extremism. Consequently, the situation
has necessitated spatialization and heightened security measures along the Fergana

Valley borders.

808 Maria Omelicheva, “Combating Terrorism in Central Asia: Explaining Differences in States’
Responses to Terror,” Terrorism and Political Violence 19, no. 3 (2007): 369-93, 382.

899 Tbid.
810 Francisco Olmos, “Kyrgyzstan’s Path to Rearmament,” — The Diplomat, August 12, 2023. Retrieved

April 12, 2024 from https://thediplomat.com/2023/08/kyrgyzstans-path-to-rearmament/.
811 Thid.

161



Although Kyrgyz President Akayev stated, “If I don’t have a real problem of religious
extremism, why would I create an artificial one?”®!1? after 1999, he described radical
organizations as threats that must be eradicated and urgently dealt with.®!* Following
the Batken Events, Kyrgyzstan adopted a more stringent approach and initiated air
strikes on villages in the Fergana Valley, where the borders intersect, and radical
organizations have established a presence.®'* While no additional occurrences
resembling those in 1999 occurred, the Kyrgyz government remained watchful in
response to the persistent risk of Islamic extremism in the Fergana Valley.®!> Since
1999, the Kyrgyz regime has authorized ID checks, screening of all types of
communications, restrictions on movement, unhindered access to private homes and
organizational premises, various checks and searches, and other measures aimed at

combating terrorism in the border areas of the Fergana Valley.3!¢

The measures to combat Islamic extremism, which have intensified under Bakiyev’s
leadership, have resulted in tightened border security in the Fergana Valley and
increased cooperation with Uzbekistan. Uzbek secret services, with government
authorization, began smuggling radical Islamists from the Kyrgyz part of Fergana
across the borders of the valley.®!7 On August 6, 2006, Kyrgyzstan and Uzbekistan
jointly conducted raids in cities within the Fergana Valley on both sides of the border,
targeting radical Islamists who were then subjected to severe punishment’'®

Kyrgyzstan was particularly concerned about removing “radical Uzbeks,” and during
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the joint raid, deported Uzbek religious leaders, regardless of whether they were
radicals or not.®!" The heightened policy focus on the Fergana Valley and the enhanced
collaboration with Uzbekistan during Bakiyev’s administration significantly impacted
the Uzbek minority residing in Kyrgyzstan. An example of this occurred during the
ethnic conflict between Kyrgyz and Uzbeks in Nookat in the Fergana Valley in 2008,
when Uzbeks were arrested by the Kyrgyz government under the pretext of
radicalization and requested repatriation.®?® Followingly, in 2009, the Uzbek
government took measures such as digging trenches and erecting walls along the
borders of Fergana with Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan to prevent the infiltration of
terrorists; however, this strategy not only restricted terrorists but also affected Uzbeks
residing in enclaves within the other two countries, encompassing the elderly, women,

and children, who were unable to cross the border.3?!

Kyrgyzstan is known to be both politically moderate and more moderately religious in
its social structure, due to its nomadic culture, compared to Uzbeks and Tajiks.3?2
However, such a perspective assigned to these ethnicities has led to minorities living
in the enclave areas of the Fergana Valley being marginalized and seen as potential
terrorists.??3 The rhetoric used by politicians acting out of fear of Islamic extremism,
without considering the ethical implications, has gained a foothold among the
population, and in enclave regions where ethnic conflicts are already ripe for eruption,
the threat of Islamic extremism has become a trigger for each other. In a field study
conducted in Osh, Kyrgyz accused bearded Kyrgyz of being “like Uzbeks” and

complained to local authorities on the grounds that they might be terrorists.3?*
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Accordingly, for many years, people living on the Kyrgyz borders, especially those of
Uzbek descent, have been under strict control and pressure by the authorities, have
been treated with suspicion by the population, and have sometimes been arbitrarily
arrested.®? Kyrgyzstan expressed the desire to repatriate Uzbek refugees and the
Uzbeks suspected to be radicals back to Uzbekistan.®?® However, the Uzbek
government has refused to allow those people into Uzbekistan due to border security
and fear of Islamic extremism, which has led to further marginalization of the
population.®?” The Kyrgyz government asserted that extremist Uzbeks incited the 2010
ethnic conflict despite a lack of verifiable evidence; consequently, Uzbek minorities
were subsequently perceived as adversaries by the government.??® Kyrgyz officials
expelled numerous Uzbeks to the Andijan border, accusing them of being

Wahhabis.5%°

In addition to Uzbek minorities, Kyrgyzstan also views the Tajik border and Tajik
people as security concerns, primarily because Kyrgyzstan lacks a direct border with
Afghanistan; thus, the Tajik-Kyrgyz border is perceived as the only fertile ground for
the propagation of Islamic radicalism threat coming from Afghanistan.®** For this

reason, Tajiks under Kyrgyz rule have long suffered serious social, political and
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economic victimization.®*! Recently, a crisis has arisen due to border conflicts between
Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan, as mentioned in the second chapter. In such instances, the
capacity to control national borders is compromised, and the involved parties accuse
each other of permitting “terrorist mercenaries” to cross the border.3? Today, the
marginalization of ethnic groups and allegations of radicalism towards the minorities
continue to endure, particularly during times of heightened anxiety triggered by

adverse developments in border regions.

The phenomenon where Islamic radicalism gives rise to ethnic strife and exclusion has
been called as the Fergana Conundrum.®** The governments have utilized the threats
of terrorism and extremism to spatialize the Fergana Valley, resulting in the perception
of minorities residing in the region as a threat to the socio-political order.®** This has
inevitably led to political and ethical ramifications, fostering a sense of
marginalization and division among the Valley’s population.®*> For instance, Kyrgyz
residents in Osh express reluctance to work alongside Uzbeks or live as neighbors due
to perceiving them as dangerous.®*® These outcomes stem from the governmental
spatialization of the region, exacerbating ethnic conflicts. However, the portrayal often
attributes the trigger of these conflicts to radical Islamists rather than politically

motivated policies, such as the preservation of authority and regime.
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Besides the problem of ethnic exclusion in the borders of Fergana, there is also a
problem of drug-trafficking in the Fergana borders of Kyrgyzstan. While the
connection between political elites and crime is not as prominent as in Tajikistan, the
instability caused by frequent clan-driven revolutions has impacted state institutions

and exacerbated drug trafficking problems in border regions.3’

Especially in the
periods immediately before and after the revolutions, there were instances where elite
factions within the highest levels of the state were directly implicated in drug
trafficking activities.®*® Consequently, local authorities were unable to effectively
address the drug trade, which served as a source of income for radical Islamists,
primarily because political elites were involved in criminal activities.’*° Border
guards, police, and local government officials became corrupted due to bribery.®*° The
active involvement of state authorities in illegal economic activities has had a negative
impact on border control, making border regions more vulnerable to potential terrorist
threats.3*! This is the main reason for the oppression of people living in the border
regions and the marginalization of certain ethnicities.®*? In other words, governments
that disregarded the lack of active control at the borders in pursuit of their own interests

-both economic and political- have implemented securitized policies, exploiting the

“permeable borders” of the Fergana Valley and the “threat of Islamic extremism.”

In summary, the three Central Asian governments have implemented heightened
measures to counter the perceived threat of Islamic extremism originating from the

Fergana Valley. They have securitized Islam, suppressed the local population and civil
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society in the Valley, and formulated domestic policies preemptively addressing the
potential of Fergana’s instability.3** States have justified nearly every action taken and
policy implemented in both domestic and foreign affairs as part of an ideological battle
between secular, pro-stability governments and Islamists.®** This has effectively

spatialized the Fergana Valley as the epicenter of this threat in the region.3%
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CHAPTER 5

CONCLUSION

After 9/11, the main enemy became the threat of Islamic extremism, and the
phenomenon of terrorism started to be directly associated with this threat. Therefore,
the geographies where Islam is practiced are perceived as prone to be anti-democratic,
threatening Western values with such a perception of radical Islam. The geopolitics of
the Fergana Valley, where radicalism is most active in Central Asia, has
simultaneously changed. In another saying, as an extension of the “War on Terror,” a
geopolitical order also emerged and contributed to the spatialization of certain regions
where radical Islam has taken root. The Fergana Valley has inevitably gained a
prominent place in this geopolitical order due to its geographical proximity to
Afghanistan (the main enemy of this order) as a safe haven for radical Islamist
organizations and terrorism. This perception resulted in the spatialization of Fergana
by policymakers from both the three Central Asian countries, namely Uzbekistan,

Tajikistan, and Kyrgyzstan, and the powerful states of the US, Russia, and China.

Within this scope, the thesis initially presented Critical Geopolitics as its theoretical
framework in order to analyze the situation of the Fergana Valley. As detailed in the
Introduction, Critical Geopolitics is an eclectic approach that critiques concepts and
processes like geography, security, order, policy-making, and marginalization to
uncover their inherently political meanings. Early in the thesis, these concepts were
thoroughly explained. Subsequently, the thesis highlighted how these concepts operate

within the specific context of the Fergana Valley and the issue of radical Islam.

The historical background of the Fergana Valley was provided to clarify the region’s
dynamics and to explain the conditions in which the Muslim population lived during

the Tsarist and Soviet periods, highlighting the factors that led to the emergence of

168



radical Islam. Subsequently, the development of radical Islam in three Central Asian
countries after their independence and the terrorist activities occurring in the Valley
were explained. Additionally, the radical Islamist organizations active in the Fergana
Valley and the ideological differences between them were identified. The region’s
history illuminated the conditions of marginalization experienced by the population
and the unique characteristics of radical Islam in the area, clarifying why policymakers

view this region as a threat and a source of instability.

The issue of radical Islam-induced instability in the Fergana Valley has attracted the
attention of not only the three countries bordering the Valley but also three major
global powers: the US, Russia, and China, all of whom have vested interests in the
region. The connection between radical organizations in the Fergana Valley plays a
crucial role in Russia’s struggle with the Chechen separatist extremist movement and
China’s efforts to control the situation in the Xinjiang-Uyghur region, including
dealing with ETIM. Furthermore, the Fergana Valley has become increasingly crucial
for the US after 9/11 due to its proximity to Afghanistan and the presence of
extremism, impacting regional stability. Given the Valley’s significance in domestic
and foreign policy-making for these three global powers and the Central Asian
countries, the relations of the US, Russia, and China with the three Central Asian
countries regarding the issue of radical Islam in the Fergana Valley were also explored

in the thesis.

After discussing how the experiences of the US, Russia, and China with radical Islam
and their cooperation with the countries surrounding Fergana provide a comprehensive
understanding of the dominant ideological framework, it was necessary to examine
how Uzbekistan, Tajikistan, and Kyrgyzstan address the issue of extremism within this
framework. Thus, the thesis explained how these three Central Asian countries
bordering the Fergana Valley have maintained the War on Terror order in the region.
This involved looking at the legal justification of their repressive policies and framing
extremism as a vital threat to state sovereignty and regime survival; the political
measures taken based on the governments’ mental maps positioning the Valley’s

geography as a threat, shaping their strategies and responses against terrorism; and the
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militaristic framework established for the immediate eradication of radical Islam from

Fergana, as well as the securitization of border controls.

After this brief summary of the thesis, building a bridge between the theoretical
framework and the data presented throughout the thesis is essential. This will allow us
to see how the policies made and the discourse used are interpreted through the lens
of Critical Geopolitics. While the theoretical framework is integrated into the data
provided by the thesis, a broad critical perspective is aimed to be presented. First, the
role of external dynamics within this framework will be explained using concepts of
Critical Geopolitics. Then, the domestic policies developed by the three Central Asian

countries will be subjected to a concept-by-concept critical analysis in the same way.

Firstly, by subjecting the concepts of hegemony and order to critique, Critical
Geopolitics helps us understand the background of the War on Terror order, which, as
discussed in this thesis, was established by the West and subsequently integrated and
reproduced worldwide. The hegemonic ideology, which defines the norms of a period
and determines its policies, also shapes the geopolitical order of the time. In the context
of the War on Terror, this ideology declared radical Islam as an enemy, leading to the
redefinition of relevant regions as threats. Understanding the rising geopolitical
importance of Central Asia after 2001 makes Critical Geopolitics an appropriate
theoretical framework in this respect. The geopolitical significance of Central Asia in
general, and the Fergana Valley in particular, with its proximity to Afghanistan and its
ongoing threat of extremism since independence, has developed accordingly. This
geopolitical significance is crucial for the US and its interests as well as for Russia and
China in their efforts to combat the extremism as they are also integrated into such

order.

Once the Fergana Valley’s geopolitical importance in combating terrorism and
extremism was established collectively, the region, already seen as a vital threat to
stability for the three Central Asian countries bordering the valley, gained greater
significance also in domestic politics after 2001. Uzbekistan, Tajikistan, and
Kyrgyzstan seized the opportunity to legitimize their own policies and positioned

themselves as protectors of democracy against the threat of radical Islam in the region
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by reproducing the international order at the local level. Thus, by adopting the role of
marginal actors, a concept introduced by Critical Geopolitics, these three Central
Asian countries were integrated into the broader order within the context of the fight

against radical Islam.

With the theoretical framework and the concept of the marginal actor provided by
Critical Geopolitics, this study distinguishes itself from other contemporary studies.
This distinction arises because the theoretical framework and the marginal actor
concept directly describe the interaction between external and internal dynamics.
While the War on Terror and the issue of radical Islam in Central Asia have been
widely discussed in the literature, the explanation of how the international sphere
influences and shapes regional dynamics and domestic politics, and the interaction
between these levels, are most effectively explained by adapting Critical Geopolitics
to the Fergana Valley in the context of radical Islam. In other words, the role of the
US, Russia, and China in changing the post-2001 policies of the three Central Asian
countries toward the Fergana Valley explains the spatialization of the Valley in the
context of the War on Terror, with Uzbekistan, Tajikistan, and Kyrgyzstan assuming
the role of marginal actors. In fact, post-2001 domestic policies securitized the
situation of extremist organizations based in the Fergana Valley and transformed into

policies targeting both the Valley and its population.

As marginal actors, Uzbekistan, Tajikistan, and Kyrgyzstan all have spatialized the
Fergana Valley, albeit to varying degrees. As emphasized by Critical Geopolitics,
analyzing the situation in the Fergana Valley through the concept of spatialization
helps us understand the policies and discourses applied to the region and their
underlying purposes since it reveals how placing a space at the center of policy-making
processes, by examining its characteristics through the lens of regime and state
interests or political purposes, shapes these policies and discourses. To put it
differently, in addition to addressing external factors and the interaction between
external and internal factors, the theoretical framework also provides the critical basis
and concepts needed to explain domestic policies targeted on the Fergana Valley.

The spatialization of the Fergana Valley in domestic politics actually started before

2001. Throughout its history, the region has been seen as a place to be controlled and
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centralized by different administrations. Especially during the Tsarist and Soviet
periods, the Muslim population of Central Asia was subjected to constant surveillance
and marginalization as a result of such mentality. As Critical Geopolitics argues,
radical movements began to gain ground in the region as a necessary consequence of
marginalization. Since these radical movements were seen as a direct threat to the
state’s integrity and the regime’s survival in the post-independence period, the Fergana
Valley was placed at the center of policy-making; in other words, it was spatialized.
As Critical Geopolitics puts it, security concerns drew mental maps, and the Fergana
Valley became the red dot on this map. The spatialization of the Fergana Valley in
domestic politics transformed into securitization by being placed on legitimate

grounds after 2001.

All three Central Asian countries have created a state of exception, as conceptualized
by Agamben, by exploiting the fear of radical Islam and terrorist activities and
therefore by applying securitized domestic politics. By defining security in terms of
the absence of extremism, this state of exception has paved the way for the notion that
all means are legitimate and necessary in the fight against extremism. Consequently,
Uzbekistan, Tajikistan, and Kyrgyzstan have developed numerous discourses and
policies targeting the Fergana Valley, which they view as the origin of such threats,
without considering the ethical limits and consequences. This has led to
authoritarianism, restrictions on freedoms, suppression of political opposition and the

press, and the targeting of innocent people.

If we analyze these securitized policies in specific aspects, from a legal point of view,
all three Central Asian countries have broadened the definition of terrorism and labeled
all kinds of anti-regime and anti-state initiatives as terrorist. At times, this terrorist
label has been attached to every aspects of ordinary people, even their way of
worshiping and clothing, leading to the repression, imprisonment, closure of
businesses, and restriction of religious freedoms of innocent people. This was also
reflected in political measures, where any political opposition, civil society
organizations, and the press that stood against and criticized state policies were shut
down, penalized, and generally denied visibility. Non-violent Islamist organizations

and other entities with completely different ideologies were indiscriminately banned,
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equating all the opposition with radical Islamists engaged in terrorist activities. With
the exception of Kyrgyzstan, the Uzbek and Tajik rulers in particular have seen
themselves as the sole guarantors of the state and the people against the threat of
radical Islam. As a result, their policies have led to authoritarianism and centralization.
In addition, the threat of radical Islam was reflected in the constant discourse of these
politicians, who accused all kinds of ethnic, economic, and political uprisings and
conflicts of being “terrorists” or “Islamists.” They prioritized the development and
activities of institutions such as the Muftiate and local governments to control the
threat, especially in the Fergana Valley to contain some ideas and acts that were
incompatible with state policy. In certain cases, controlling the population was
intentionally achieved by appointing trustworthy individuals, particularly those from

the region, to these institutions, as discussed earlier.

To put it differently, instead of seeing security as the welfare of the people, state
authorities have seen security as the state’s monopoly of control and have developed
many discourses, policies, and institutions to ensure such understanding of security at
all costs. When they could not prevent the threat of extremism with these institutions
and policies, they tried to put the military into action. The military measures, especially
in the Fergana Valley, seen as the most rooted place of this threat, have set important
examples in the post-independence period of all three countries. Perhaps the most
important of these are the Andijan and Batken events, in which quite harsh military
measures were taken. The minorities, who were disadvantaged in many respects after
the Batken Events, and the firing on the people in the Andijan Event constitute

evidence of the extent to which these regions were spatialized.

The legal, political, and military measures taken to combat radical Islam and the
securitization measures implemented have directly and significantly affected the
Fergana Valley, which is seen as the origin of this threat. The valley, therefore, has
become a focal point for policy-making. All three Central Asian countries, along with
the international community, have recognized extremism as a phenomenon that cannot
coexist with direct democracy and as the greatest threat to state integrity that must be
eradicated. Much of the rhetoric is based on the belief that only one side can survive

and that one of the two must perish. Critical Geopolitics reveals that such a mentality
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has resulted in the implementation of extreme policies that are inevitable when
addressing the fight against extremism. Although these policies and discourses have
led to the spatialization of the Fergana Valley, their exaggerated nature has been most

acutely felt in the border regions of the Valley for various reasons.

Critical Geopolitics states that in traditional thought, the state’s security is paramount,
and border regions are where the instinct to protect the state is most strongly felt. Due
to various factors -such as the Fergana Valley’s location at the borders of three
countries, the unresolved border issues dating back to Soviet times, and the presence
of ethnic groups living in border areas and enclaves- the criticism brought by Critical
Geopolitics is particularly applicable to this case, especially when considering the
subject of this thesis. The Uzbek, Tajik, and Kyrgyz authorities have prioritized more
active policy-making and harsh measures along the Fergana Valley borders due to
aforestated situation of the region. Radical Islamist groups exploit the turmoil caused
by unresolved border issues, using the crossings to carry out terrorist acts due to
corrupt border security. The drug-trafficking, which sustains these organizations, is
conducted without much difficulty through these borders. Additionally, ethnic groups
in these regions can be easily provoked by extremists, leading to conflicts in the

Valley.

Exaggerated and securitized measures have led all three Central Asian states to regard
ethnic groups living in the border areas as potential domestic terrorists and subject
them to constant surveillance. Neither the states to which these groups are ethnically
affiliated nor the countries in which they reside as minorities, have supported them.
They have been restricted from crossing borders and accessing certain rights and
subjected to exclusion. For example, the Rahmon administration in Tajikistan has
directly associated certain radical groups with the Uzbek minority, characterizing them
as enemies of the Tajik nation. Similarly, the government of Uzbekistan has displaced
many Tajik families from their homes on the grounds of membership in radical
organizations without providing evidence. The Kyrgyz government has accused
Uzbeks of being extremists and has attributed the Osh Events of 2010 to an ethnic
conflict triggered by radicalized Uzbek groups, while also accusing Tajiks of being

terrorists crossing the borders. Particularly, since the Kyrgyz consider themselves
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religiously moderate, they have long refused to acknowledge that radicals could
emerge from within their ranks. Instead, they have constantly accused Tajik, Uyghur,
and Uzbek minorities, often imprisoning them on these grounds. These accusations
have been leveled at entire ethnic groups rather than individuals directly linked to
terrorist activities, leaving these communities under suspicion and their lives under
strict surveillance. Similar policies were also applied to ethnic citizens living outside
the borders of their respective governments. For example, after the Osh Events,
Uzbekistan refused to allow Uzbeks, including the elderly and children who were
subjected to discrimination and violence in Kyrgyzstan, to cross the border, citing
concerns that they were terrorists. Uzbekistan even built mines and a wall along the
border. Similarly, Tajikistan refused to allow Tajiks from Uzbekistan to enter, also

because they were terrorists.

In this way, governments have prioritized border security by seeing themselves as
solely responsible for maintaining the regime and the state’s survival. As Agnew, one
of the founders of Critical Geopolitics, has pointed out, they have fallen into “the
territorial trap” by attributing state sovereignty to a specific region, spatializing that
region, and assigning a particular political identity to the people living within it.
Consequently, those outside this political identity or border have been subjected to
marginalization, as in the case of the Fergana Valley and its population living within
its borders. In other words, the Fergana Valley, its border regions, and its inhabitants
have been subjected to marginalization and spatialization by attributing a political
meaning due to the fear of the threat of radical Islam. As a result, they have become

the target of specific policies.

In summary, all three governments have prioritized policies focused on border security
and maintaining state integrity, as analyzed by Critical Geopolitics. They have utilized
the pretext of countering radical Islam to justify repression, curtailment of freedoms,
and even violations of fundamental human rights. The Fergana Valley has emerged as
a focal point of counter-terrorism efforts by policymakers aiming to safeguard national
security, given its presence of radical Islamists, ethnic diversity, and border location.
Ordinary residents in the region have borne the brunt of policies formulated in

response to the exaggerated threat of terrorism, experiencing significant deprivation
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of their fundamental rights. The security of the people, often subjected to
marginalization policies, has been prioritized over the security of the state without due

consideration.

It should be pointed out that neither Critical Geopolitics nor this thesis aims to argue
that the threats of radical Islam and terrorism in the Fergana Valley are solely imagined
by policymakers or that the policies developed to address them emerge out of the blue.
Using the theoretical framework of Critical Geopolitics, the thesis analyzes the
emergence and development of the real threat in the region, along with the policies
and discourses developed to address it. Therefore, it instead aims to elucidate that all
of these elements are inherently subject to criticism and warrant questioning since the
mental maps created by policymakers with their security perceptions lead to the
spatialization of the regions where the security threat is concentrated, that is, to take

securitized measures in these regions without considering the ethical consequences.

To conclude, this thesis argues that the interplay between geography, security, and
order has been central to the policymaking process in these countries since their
independence, as discussed by Critical Geopolitics. Furthermore, the thesis contends
that the Fergana Valley, perceived as a haven for extremists and a source of regional
instability, has been spatialized by the governments of Uzbekistan, Tajikistan, and
Kyrgyzstan due to security concerns. Ultimately, it concludes that the governments of
the three Central Asian countries serve to reproduce the international anti-terrorism
and anti-Islamism order at the regional level by being marginal actors, and they
achieve their aim of putting their actions within the legitimate base collectively

established by the powerful actors such as the US, Russia, and China.

This thesis may provide a foundation for some future research projects, both in terms
of the theoretical framework employed and in uncovering the distinct Islamic
characteristics of the region. As a future Ph.D. student, my thesis lays the groundwork
for my prospective doctoral studies and broader research objectives. Significantly,
regarding the emergence and evolution of radical Islam in the region and Central Asian
Islamic thought, with its unique dynamics and intellectual framework, offers a rich

ground of study for a non-Western International Relations theory. This viewpoint
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needs to be thoroughly examined in the existing literature on the international system.
Furthermore, when integrated with the theoretical framework, comprehending the
international system in Central Asian Islamic thought presents a promising area for
analysis through the lens of Critical Geopolitics due to its inherent geopolitical
imagination, which includes both the Islamic regions and the “other.” Composing this

thesis has afforded me valuable insights for future research endeavors.
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APPENDICES

A. TURKISH SUMMARY / TURKCE OZET

Bu tez, Fergana Vadisi’ndeki radikal islamc1 6rgiitleri, hareketleri ve terdr eylemlerini,
Vadi’yi ¢evreleyen ii¢ Orta Asya iilkesinin politika ve sdylemlerine bakarak Elestirel
Jeopolitika’nin genel perspektifinden analiz etmeyi amaglamistir. Fergana Vadisi,
Ozbekistan, Tacikistan ve Kirgizistan sinirlari igerisinde yer almaktadir. Bu nedenle
calismanin temel arastirma sorusu su sekilde formiile edilmistir: Ozbekistan,
Tacikistan ve Kirgizistan’in Fergana Vadisi’ndeki radikal Islamci orgiitler, hareketler
ve terdr eylemleri karsisinda gelistirdikleri politika ve sylemler nelerdir ve bu politika
ve sOylemler ilgili bazi bolgesel ve kiiresel gelismeler tarafindan ne oOlgiide
sekillendirilmektedir. Bu sorular1 cevaplayabilmek adma tez dort ana bolim ve

bulgularin tartisildig1 bir sonug boliimiine boliinmiistiir.

Ik boliim tezin teorik ¢ergevesini olusturan Elestirel Jeopolitika’nin ayrmtili
tanitilmasini ve tezin konusu ile ilgili olarak Islami radikalizm ve Terore Kars: Savas
olgularinin ana hatlartyla incelenmesini igermektedir. Buna ek olarak tezin
metodolojisi de ilk béliim olan Giris béliimiinde agiklanmstir. Tkinci bdliim, Giris
boliimiinde tanitilan teorik ve siyasi ana hatlarin Fergana Vadisi baglamina
oturtulabilmesini kolaylastirmak adina bolgenin kisa bir sosyal ve siyasi tarihini,
bununla birlikte bolgedeki radikal Islamc1 hareketlerin isimleri, tarihsel gelisimleri,
ideolojik arka planlar1 ve birbirlerinden ayrildiklari noktalari ele almistir. Tezin
ticiincii boliimil, tez sorusunda da- Fergana Vadisi’ne yonelik gelistirilen politika ve
sOylemlerin ne oOlgiide kiiresel ve bolgesel dinamiklerden ne Olglide etkilendigi-
belirtildigi gibi Terore Karst Savas diizenini ve bu diizeni kuran Amerika Birlesik
Devletleri (ABD) basta olmak {izere bu diizeni yeniden iireten Rusya ve Cin gibi
onemli kiiresel giiglerin de Ozbekistan, Tacikistan ve Kirgizistan’in Fergana Vadisi’ne

yonelik terorle miicadele politikalarini ne sekilde etkiledigi ve
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degistirdigini gormek, bu bolgedeki terore karsit1 gelistirilen igbirliklerini anlamak i¢in
ayrintili bilgi aktarmayi amacglamistir. ABD, Rusya ve Cin’in kendi iilkelerindeki
terdrle, ozellikle Islami formu ile, miicadele tarihlerini ve Fergana Vadisi 6zelinde séz
konusu olan ii¢ Orta Asya iilkesi ile is birliklerini anlatmistir. Bu sekilde de 2001
sonrast Ozbekistan, Tacikistan ve Kirgizistan’in terdrle miicadele yonelimlerindeki
degisimlerin agikliga kavusturulmasi hedeflenmistir. Dordiincii boliimde ise dncelikle
Ozbekistan, Tacikistan ve Kirgizistan’in siyasi figiirlerinin Islami asiricilik ve
terorizm ile ilgili bakis agilart agiklanmisg, sonrasinda ayri ayri bu {i¢ iilkenin Fergana
Vadisi’ne yonelik gelistirdigi sdylem ve politikalar incelenmistir. Bu inceleme, ti¢
iilkenin hukuki, siyasi ve askeri alanda yaptiklar1 sdylem ve politikalarla birlikte
Fergana Vadisi’'ni bir siir bolgesi olmasi nedeniyle bolgedeki sinir problemlerinin
ozellikle terdrizm ve Islami asiricilik hususuna yénelik gelistirdigi politikalar:
kapsamustir. Son olarak ise sonug bdliimil, tez boyunca tespit edilmis biitiin bulgular1
ve teorik gerceveyi bir araya getirerek analiz yapmay1 amaglamistir. Bu bdliimde, {i¢
Orta Asya iilkesinin Fergana Vadisi’ndeki terdr ve radikal Islam problemini abartarak
bolgeyi ve bolge halkini politika yapiminin merkezine ne sekilde koydugu, problemi
kiiresel gelismelerinde etkisinde ne dlgiide gilivenliklestirdigi ve Vadi’yi bu baglamda
nasil mekansallastirdigi  gozler ©Oniine serilerek Ozbekistan, Tacikistan ve
Kirgizistan’in kiiresel gelismeleri yerelde iireten- Elestirel Jeopolitika’nin sagladigi

teorik ¢er¢evenin savundugu iizere- marjinal aktorler oldugu sonucuna ulagilmstir.

Yukarida, tez ve boliimlerinin kisa bir 6zeti tanitilmistir. Bunu takiben bu Tiirkge 6zet,
tezin teorik ¢ergevesi ve saglanan tarihsel ve siyasi gelismelerle ilgili bilgileri bir 6zet
haline getirip biitiin bu olgular arasinda baglanti sunarak tezin ana konusunu,

arglimanini ve bulgularini tartisacaktir.

Tezin teorik c¢ergevesini olusturan Elestirel Jeopolitika’y1 ayrintilandirmak ile
baglamak gerekirse, bu teorik yaklasgim siyaset ile cografya arasindaki iliskiyi
inceleyerek belirli cografyalarin temsil ettikleri etiketlere ickin olan siyasi emelleri
ortaya ¢ikarmayi amaglamaktadir. Elestirel Jeopolitika’nin bir dnciiliigiinii elestirel
giivenlik caligsmalar1 olusturmaktadir. Devlet merkezli giivenlik ve ¢ikar algisinin
elestirilmesini takiben Elestirel Jeopolitika devlet giivenligi, sinir giivenligi, devlet

cikari, devlet egemenligi gibi terimlerin zorunlu olarak cografi varsayimlar
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olusturdugunu ve bu sekilde devlet gibi belirli bir cografi alan {izerine kurulu siyasi
kurumun ve onun sinirlari disinda kalan diger cografyalarin “biz-6teki” ayrimini
olusturdugunu; yani diger bir deyisle, “giivenli alan ve tehdit” gibi bir ikileme neden
oldugunu ve bu durumun bazi cografyalarin politika yapimi siirecinde hedef alindig:
arglimanin1 gelistirmistir. Elestirel Jeopolitika’nin bir diger onciisii ise Edward
Said’nin Oryantalizm ¢aligmasidir. Bu ¢alisma Bati’nin Dogu’yu nasil gordiigiinii ve
anlamlandirdigini incelemistir. Bu ¢aligma da aslinda belirli cografi etiketlerin nasil
sosyal tabakalagsma ve uluslararasi hiyerarsiden etkilenerek belirlendigini gostermistir.
Elestirel Jeopolitika bu ¢alismadan yola ¢ikarak cografi temsillerinin hangi kosullar
altinda olustugunu ve bu temsillerin altinda yatan siyasi emelleri aragtirmay1 amag
edinmistir. Bu analizleri yaparken ise bir¢cok terime agiklik getirmis ve uluslararasi
sistem, devlet, giivenlik anlayis1 ve cografi mekanlar arasinda iligki kurarak politika

yapiminda nasil cografi temsillerden faydalanildigim ortaya ¢ikarmigtir.

Elestirel Jeopolitika’ya gore, bu cografi temsillerin ve mekanlara yonelik sdylemlerin
cikis noktasi tarihsel dnyargilar ve kabul gdrmiis normlardan kaynaklanmaktadir. Bu
su demektir: tarih boyunca daha 6nce bahsedildigi iizere ataerkillik, etnisite, sinif,
ideoloji gibi belli tabakalagma ve hiyerarsinin getirisi olarak Bati merkezli sekilde
belirli normlar inga edilmistir. Bu normlar “normal” kabul edilirken, normlara
uymayanlar “tehdit,” “barbar,” “anormal” gibi etiketlemelere maruz kalmis cografi
mekanlar da bu duruma bir istisna olugturmamistir. Diger bir deyisle, cografi
mekanlara cografya disi, yani cografyayr dogrudan kelime anlami ve dzellikleri ile
tanimlamayan, metaforik anlamlar ve temsiller yiiklenmistir. Bu temsiller, insanlik
tarihi boyunca “normal” olanin siirekliligini saglamak ve genis ¢apta kabul edilirligini
arttirmak amaclariyla kullanilmis olup siyasi emellere hizmet etmistir. Normal olanin
stirekliligini saglamanin amaci ise devletlerin domestik ve uluslararasi arenalarda
uyguladig1 politikalarina olabildigince mesruiyet saglayarak ve diger devlet ve
aktorlerin destegini alarak hareket etme istegidir. Gramsci’ye gore zor ya da riza
kullanilarak saglanan mesruiyet, devletlere hegemonya saglayarak ¢ikarlari
dogrultusunda ¢ok daha rahat hareket edip politika yapmalarmi saglar. Yani,
“normallik” kurularak “anormal” olan belirlenir ve aktorler bu normale uyum
saglayarak uluslararasi diizene entegre olur. Bdylece hegemonik olan farkli aktorler

tarafindan ¢esitli kurum, kural, kurulus, norm ve politikalarla yeniden iiretilir. Sonug
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olarakta aktorler bu diizeni devam ettirerek kendi ¢ikarlarini korumus olur. Bu
normalligin siirdiiriilmesi i¢in kurulan diizen ve “Gtekinin” ve “tehdit olanin”
belirlenmesi, ayni zamanda belirli cografyalarin, kiiltiirlerin, inanglarin da
otekilesmesi anlamina gelmektedir. Bu sekilde jeopolitik diizen de olusturulmaktadir.
Buna bagli olarak, bu diizenin uyumunu bozan her tiirlii diislince sistemi ve bu sistemi
temsil eden her sey otekilestirilir. Bu jeopolitik diizende, cografi temsillerin biitiin
aktorler tarafindan yeniden tiretilmesi demektir. Yani donemin belirlenen normali ve
diizeni hangi cografyalarin neyi temsil ettigini ve hangi cografyalarin tehdit olarak
goriildiigiinii belirleyerek diisman cografyalarin belirlenmesine neden olur. Kisaca
Elestirel Jeopolitika’da bu diismanligin arkasindaki siyasi motivasyonlart ve bu

motivasyonlarin sonucu uygulanan politikalar1 inceleyerek analize tabi tutar.

Tehdit ve diisman ilan edilen normlar ve bu normlar1 temsil eden cografyalar, insanlar
ve devletler arasinda- yani hem domestik hem uluslararasi arenada- giivensizlik ve
korku ortamina neden olur. “Normal” goriilenin disindaki her tiirlii sistem korkutucu;
uyumu ve barig ortamin1 bozma potansiyeline sahip olarak goriildiiglinden insanlar
arasinda bu durum- Agamben’in de deyimiyle- bir istisna haline doniisiir. Korkunun
yarattig1 mesru ortamdan faydalanmak isteyen devletler bu korkuyu somiirerek etik
acidan sorgulanmasi gereken belirli politikalar uygulamaya ve sdylemler gelistirmeye
baglar. Hatta bu durum bazen korkuldugu kadar da tehdit olusturmayan bir¢ok
durumun ¢ok 6nemli giivenlik problemleri olarak gosterilmesine neden olur. Bu
sekilde, bu tarz tehditlere yonelik politikalar ve sdylemler abartilarak toplumdaki
korku durumunu daha c¢ok tetikler ve devletlerin normalde mesru zemine
oturtamayacagi politikalarii1 korumacilik kisvesi altinda yapabilmesini saglar. Bu
tehdidi barindiran belirli cografyalar ve bu cografyalarda yasayan halkin 6tekilesmesi,
savunmasiz birakilmasina neden olan mekansallagtirmaya maruz birakilir; yani
giivenlilk politikalarin hedefi olarak belirlenir. Ancak teorik ¢ercevenin ana
arglimanlarindan biri, bu tarz politikalar toplumu tehditten koruma amacindan daha
cok devletin istikrarint ve varligini, rejimin stirekliligini koruma endisesi ile
yapildigindan politikalarin hedef aldig1 cografyalarda genelde marjinallesme,

otekilesme ve radikallesme gibi daha biiyiik sorunlara neden olmaktadir.
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Bu giivenlik endiseleri, tehdit algis1 uluslararasi alanda kurulan diizen tarafindan
belirlendiginden, kiiresellesme doneminde Onem kazanan kiiresel gii¢ olarak
goriilmeyen kiiciik devletler, bu uluslararasi diizenin kurallarini, giivenlik endiselerini
ve tehdit algisin1 yerel diizeyde iireterek aktif marjinal aktor rolii oynarlar. Tezin
kapsaminda diisiinecek olursak, Ozbekistan, Tacikistan ve Kirgizistan kiiresel
sistemde biiyiik gilicler olmasalar da 11 Eyliil olaylarini takiben ABD tarafindan
kurulan Rusya ve Cin tarafindan tedaviil edilen Terore Kars1 Savas diizenini Orta Asya
ozelinde yeniden {iireten {i¢ marjinal aktordiir. Ve bu diizene entegre olmak i¢i gerekli
olan norm, politika ve sdylemleri- drnegin radikal Islam ve teror karsithigr gibi- 2001
sonrasinda oldukc¢a giiclii bir sekilde savunarak bolgede bu tarz problemlerin
goriildiigii Fergana Vadisi’ni mekansallastirmislardir. Fergana Vadisi ve halki belirli
soylem ve politikalarin merkezi haline gelerek politika yapicilar tarafindan
otekilestirilmis ve marjinallestirilmistir. Bunu temel argiiman alarak ve Elestirel
Jeopolitika cergevesi iginde bu argiimani destekleyen bu tezde, s6z konusu durumu
daha giiclii bir zemine oturtmak adina Fergana Vadisi tarihi, Terére Kars1 Savas
diizeninin kurulmas1 ve diger aktorlerin entegrasyonlar1 ve en son olarak Vadi’yi
cevreleyen ti¢ Orta Asya iilkesinin bu diizeni hangi politika ve sdylemleri kullanarak
yerelde yeniden irettigi tartistlmistir. Tezin teorik c¢ercevesi yukaridaki gibi

Ozetlenmis olup takiben bu konu hakkinda tezde kullanilan data agiklanacaktir.

Fergana Vadisi Ozbekistan, Tacikistan ve Kirgizistan’in sinirlar1 i¢inde yer alan Orta
Asya bolgesinin niifusu en yogun bolgesidir. Vadi, ekonomik, siyasi, kiiltiirel bir
merkez gorevini gormektedir. Bu nedenle de niifusun biiylik bir boliimii burada
yasamaktadir. Tarih boyunca hem farkli medeniyetlere ev sahipligi yapmis olmast
hem de Ipek Yolu’nun iizerinde bulunmasi nedeniyle jeopolitik 5Sneme sahip olmus bir
bolgedir. Fergana Vadisi tarihini Islam ve radikalizm baglaminda inceleyecek olursak,
bélgenin Islam ile ilk tanismas1 7. Yiizyilda Arap istilas1 ile baglamis 10. Yiizyilda
Tiirki istilalar1 ile bolge halk: tarafindan kabul edilmesi hiz kazanmigtir. 16. Yiizyila
gelindiginde ise bolge Miisliiman yoneticiler tarafindan yonetilmeye baslamis ve bu
durum 19. Yiizyilda bolgenin Carlik Rusya tarafindan kontrol altina alinmasina dek
devam etmistir. Carlik Rusyas1 bolge kontroliinii ele gegirdigi donemde bolge halki
zaten oldukca tutucu ve dindar olmastyla biliniyordu. Miisliiman halkin Hristiyan bir

yonetimi altina girmesi, donemin kosullar1 altinda bu halkin Ruslastirilmasi ve
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bolgede Islam’in etkisinin azaltilmasi anlamina geliyordu. Diger bir deyisle, Carlik
Rusya’s1 bolgede gitgide daha fazla kontrol uygulayarak bdlgenin gdcebe Miisliiman
halkin1 “aydinlik, yerlesik Ruslar” haline getirmeye ¢alisti. “B6l ve kontrol et”
stratejisini kullanarak bolgedeki etnisite, din, gocebelik ve asiret baglar1 ve
geleneklerinin etkisini azaltmaya ve bolgeyi kendi c¢ikarlart dogrultusunda kontrol
etmeye calisti. Carlik Rusyasi’nin bolgedeki tekeli Miisliiman halkin 6zellikle sosyal,
kiiltiirel ve dini agidan marjinallesmesine ve Carlik yonetiminden memnuniyetsizlik
duymasina neden olmaya basladi. Bu Ruslagtirma politikasina siddetle karsi ¢ikan
gruplar, ozellikle tutucu Fergana Vadisi’ndekiler, bir¢ok ayaklanma baglatti. Bu
ayaklanmalar, 1. Diinya Savasi kosullar1 Rusya’da i¢ savasa neden oldu. Dindar bir¢ok
grup kendini Carlik Rusyasi’nin Beyaz Ordusu’na karsi Bolseviklerin Kirmizi
Ordu’yu desteklerken buldu. Bolseviklerin i¢ savast kazanmasini takiben en {ist
diizeyde yonetim prensibi kabul edilen Marksist-Leninist ideoloji Miisliiman niifusu
ve diger dini Ogeleri marjinallestirmeye devam etti. Bu baski ortami ve
marjinallestirme Miisliiman baz1 gruplart merdiven altinda ibadet etmeye ve bunun

sonucu olarak gizlice orgiitlenmeye itti.

Fergana Vadisi’nde yasanan durum kiiresel diizeyde de es zamanli yaganiyordu. Soguk
Savas baglaminda, ABD ya da Sovyetleri desteklemeyen bir grup Miisliiman figiir-
Hasan el-Banna ve Seyit Kutub gibi- Miisliiman Kardesler adinda bir grup kurmus ve
sistemi elestirmeye baslamisti. 16. Yiizyilda Cografi Kesif ve Reform donemi ile
baslayan Bati iistiinliigiini ve bu kosullar altinda Miisliimanlarin ezilmesini
elestiriyordu. Kisa siire sonra bu tiir diistinceler Orta Dogu ve Orta Asya’da da kabul
gérmeye basladi. Misir’1t takiben o&zellikle Iran, Afganistan, Ozbekistan ve
Tacikistan’da bu goriisler yayginlasmaya bagladi. Bu diisiinceler zaman gectikge
kiiresel siyaset sahnesini ve kiiltiiriinii degistirecek olaylar1 tetiklemeye basladi.
1979°da iran Devrimi, sonrasinda Afganistan’da Taliban’in ortaya cikisi, Sovyetler
Orta Asya’sinda radikallesen birgok Islamci yeralt: organizasyonlar: artmaya baslad.
Bu radikal gruplar farkl fraksiyonlara ve ideolojik altyapilara sahip olsalar da hepsinin
ortak noktasi giincel yonetimlerin ihtiyaglar1 karsilamadii ve ancak bir Islam
devletinin sorunlara ¢dziim olabilecegi inanciydi. Siddet iceren ve igermeyen farkli

gruplar Islami devlet kurmak amaciyla orgiitlenerek miicadele baslatti. Islamcilar
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yalnizca Orta Asya’da ve Ortadogu’da degil bircok bdlgede bagimsiz olarak Islami

devlet kurmak istiyorlardu.

Soguk Savas baglaminda &zellikle Sovyet gii¢ alani icinde yiikselen bu Islamcilar,
ABD tarafindan Sovyetler Birligi’ne kars1 fonlanarak giiclendirildi. Ancak 1991°de
Sovyetler Birligi ¢okiip eski Sosyalist Sovyetler Birligi Cumhuriyetleri bagimsizligini
ilan ettiginde ABD ig¢in artik Sovyet tehdidi degil bizzat kendisi tarafindan
giiclendirilmis bir Islamcilik tehdidi ortaya ¢ikmust1. Diger bir deyisle, Soguk Savas’in
ikili kutuplu diinyasi ve jeopolitik diizeni yon degistirmis ABD ve Islamcilar arasinda
baska bir jeopolitik diizene doniigmiistii. 11 Eylil 2001°de gerceklesen saldiridan
sonra bu jeopolitik diizen son halini almis, diizenin yeni “normali” ve “tehdidi” resmi
olarak belirlenmisti. Bircok bolgede yiikseliste olan ve ozellikle Orta Asya’da yeni
bagimsizligmi elde etmis iilkelerde biiyiikk sorun yaratan radikal Islamci
organizasyonlarin “yeni jeopolitik diizenin yeni hedefleri” oldugu bu sekilde
kaniksanmis ve uluslararasi siyasi arenada bu tehdide yonelik tedbir alarak

demokrasiyi korumak i¢in seferberlik ilan edilmistir.

Bu seferberlik baglica ABD’nin i¢ ve dig politikada- 6zellikle 2001°den itibaren
Islamiyet ile 6zdeslestirilmeye baslanan- terdrle miicadeleyi siyasi ajandanin &n plana
almasiyla baglamis daha sonra biitiin diinya tarafindan da 11 Eyliil olaylarinin yarattig1
korku ortaminda mesrulastirilarak desteklenmistir. Elestirel Jeopolitika’nin bahsettigi
gibi kurulan diizen mesru bir temel sagladigindan aktorler tarafindan desteklenmis
bunun sonucunda tehditle ilgilendirilebilecek, Islam’1 ve tutuculugu temsil eden,
herhangi bir bolge bu diizenin jeopolitik hedefini olusturmustur. Jeopolitik diizen
ABD bagkan1 Bush’un meshur “ya bizimlesiniz ya da teroristlerle” sdylemi ile
resmiyet kazanmistir ve terdrizmle iligkilendirilen bolgeler zihinsel haritalarda tabiri
caizse kirmizi ile boyanmustir. Politika yapicilar bu jeopolitik diizeni kendi zihinsel
haritalar1 ile belirlemis ve tehditle- Islami radikalizm- iliskilendirilebilecek herhangi
bir normu temsil eden cografyalara yonelik sdylem ve politikalar gelistirmeye
baglamistir. Bunun en bariz 6rnegi, ABD’nin Afganistan’a yaptigt NATO
miidahalesidir.

Ancak bu diizen sadece ABD tarafindan degil, cok daha dnceden islami radikalizm

tehdidi ile miicadele etmeye baslayan Rusya ve Cin tarafindan da kendi ¢ikarlarini
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koruyabilecekleri mesru bir sistem olusturdugundan desteklenmistir. Rusya ¢ok daha
uzun siiredir Cecen sorunu ile ugrasiyor olsa da Ozellikle 1990’lardan sonra
Cegenler’in bagimsizlik istegi ve Islami orgiitlerle birlikte bagimsizlik miicadelesi
vermesi nedeniyle Rusya, Cegen sorunu ayriliker terdrizm olarak adlandirmistir. Bu
problem i¢inde uluslararasi arenadan siirekli destek beklemistir. Cin de ayni sekilde,
Sincan-Uygur bdlgesinde yasayan Miisliiman Uygur azinligin 1949’dan bu yana Cin
ilhaki altinda yasadiklarini sdyleyerek bagimsizlik istemesinden beri Rusya ile benzer
bir sorunla kars1 karsiyadir. Uygurlar’da bagimsizlik miicadelesini Cegenler’e benzer
sekilde Islami radikal érgiitlerle birlikte vermektedir. Bu soruna kars1 her iki iilkede
uzun zamandir Bati’dan destek beklediyse de aradigi destegi bulamamistir. Ancak
2001 sonrasi kurulan diizende Islami asiriciligin yeni tehdit olmasi Rusya ve Cin’in bu
sorunlara yonelik gelistirdigi politikalara mesru zemin hazirladigindan Terére Karst

Savas diizenine hizlica entegre olmusglardir.

ABD, Rusya, Cin gibi kiiresel giicler bu normlar1 olusturma ve degistirme gii¢lerine
sahipken bu denli gii¢lii olmayan devletler ise daha 6nce bahsedildigi iizere kiiresel
diizeyde olanlar1 yerel ve bolgesel diizeylerde yeniden lireterek sistemin ve diizenin
stirdiiriilebilirligini saglama roliine sahiplerdir. Bu tezin kapsaminda bu role sahip olan
Ozbekistan, Tacikistan ve Kirgizistan marjinal aktdrler olarak 2001 sonrast ddnemde
terdr ile miicadele yontemlerini degistirip sertlestirerek bu diizene entegre olmuslar ve
Islami agiricilik tehdidinin bolgede en yaygin goriildiigii yer olan Fergana Vadisi’ni

bu miicadelenin merkezi haline getirmiglerdir.

Orta Asya’da Islami olusumlar ve bunlarin radikallesmesi 1950’lerde baslamissa da
bu gruplarin tehdit olugturmalari asil 1991°de bolge iilkelerinin Sovyetler’in ¢okiisiiyle
birlikte bagimsiz olmalarini takiben olmustur. Carlik ve Sovyet Rusyasi yonetimleri
altinda uzun siiredir var olan bolge tilkelerinin hi¢ modern devlet yonetimi deneyimleri
olmamigtir. 1991°de aniden kendilerini bagimsiz bir sekilde bulduklarinda 6zellikle
Fergana Vadisi’nde ciddi bir sekilde drgiitlenmis Islamcilarin direnisi ile kars: karstya
kalmis ve onlara karsi tam tesekkiirlii bir miicadele vermek zorunda kalmislardir.
Bagimsiz olma deneyiminin ilk on senesi Vadi’yi ¢evreleyen Ozbekistan, Tacikistan
ve Kirgizistan i¢in bu nedenle oldukca zor ge¢mistir. Kirgizistan Islami radikalizm

tehdidinden 1999°a dek dogrudan etkilenmese de Ozbekistan’da Kerimov rejimi
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radikal Islamci miicadeleden olduk¢a cekmis, Tacikistan’da ise eski Sovyet
yoneticileri ile Islamc1 muhalefet arasinda i¢ savas patlak vermistir. Kirgizistan ise
1999°da Vadi’deki Batken bélgesindeki terdr olaylarini takiben Islami radikalizm ve
terorle miicadele politikalar1 gelistirmeye baslamistir. 2001 6ncesindeki on sene s6z
konusu ii¢c Orta Asya iilkesi icin halihazirda Islami asiricilik ve terdr tehdidi ile
miicadele ile gecse de 2001 sonrasinda kurulan Terdre Karsi Savag diizeni bu ii¢
iilkenin terdrle miicadele yontemlerini ¢ok daha mesru bir zemine oturtmus ve
durumun daha da giivenliklestirilmesine katki saglamistir. Ug Orta Asya iilkesi bu
diizene entegre olmak igin Fergana Vadisi’ndeki Islami terdr tehdidine yonelik kendi
deneyimlerden kaynakli bir istek duyarken ayni zamanda kiiresel ii¢ biiyiik gii¢c olan
ABD, Rusya ve Cin de belirli jeopolitik emellerle Fergana Vadisi’ndeki durumun
kontrol altina alinmasini istediginden Ozbekistan, Tacikistan ve Kirgizistan ile terdre
kars1 is birligi silirecine baglamislardir. ABD boélgenin Afganistan’a yakinliginda,
Rusya Orta Asya’yr gii¢ alan1 olarak gordiiglinden, Cin ise bdlgenin Sincan-Uygur
bolgesine yakiligindan ve bolgede yasayan Uygurlar oldugundan Fergana
Vadisi’ndeki radikal organizasyonlara yonelik politika yapimi i¢in {i¢ Orta Asya
iilkesine maddi ve askeri bir¢ok yardim yapmustir. Bu yardimlar, Ozbek, Tacik ve
Kirgiz yetkililerin ¢ok daha kapsamli terdrle miicadele yontemleri kullanmasini
saglamis ve Fergana Vadisi’ni dogrudan terdrle miicadele diizeninin Orta Asya’daki

ana noktasi haline getirmistir.

Tezin dérdiincii boliimiinde Ozbekistan, Tacikistan ve Kirgizistan’in terdrle miicadele
baglaminda 6zellikle Fergana Vadisi’ne yonelik sdylemleri ve politikalar1 ayrintili
incelenmistir. U¢ Orta Asya iilkesi de 6ncelikle hukuki gergevelerini olusturmuslar ve
teroriin tanimin1 ve kapsamini genigletip terdr sucuna oldukga agir cezalar
vermislerdir. Bu cezalarin en ¢ok uygulandigi bolge elbette Fergana vadisi olmustur.
Daha sonra siyasi arena da siyasi Islam’1 ve her tiirlii muhalefet varligini terrizm adi
altinda yasaklamislardir. Buna ek olarak Islam’m halk tarafindan yasanis bicimini
kontrol altina almak adina kurumlar ve kontrol mekanizmalar1 kurulmustur. Miiftilik,
yerel yonetimler, polis ve jandarma gibi bir¢ok kontrol mekanizmasi tarafindan
insanlarin giyinme ve kapanma bi¢imlerinden, ibadet bigimlerine ve camilerde verilen
zaaflara kadar kisisel bircok alan kontrole tabi tutulmus ve halk dislanmaya maruz

kalmistir. Dini kitaplarin ve kiyafetlerin satilmasi, kullanilmasinin yanisira dini egitim
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kisitlanmustir. Ozellikle Fergana Vadisi’nin muhafazakar olmast ile bilinen halkinin
att1g1 her adim kontrol edilmeye ¢alisilmistir. Biitiin bunlara ek olarak dini olusumlarla
miicadele edebilmek adina askeri alana yatirim arttirilmig Fergana Vadisi’nin sinir
bolgelerine askerler konuslandirilmis, ordu giiclendirilmis; hatta gerektiginde bu asker
ve ordular 2005’te yasanan Andican’da Orneginde gorildiigli {izere siyasi
ayaklanmalar1 Islami asiricilik adi altinda bastirmak igin kullanilmistir. Biitiin bu
onlemler ve kullanilan belirli séylemlere ek olarak Fergana Vadisi’nin cografi konumu
ve Sovyet gecmisi nedeniyle sahip oldugu smir bolgesi olma 6zelligi de politika
yapicilarin bolgeyi daha ¢ok mekansallagtirmasina neden olmustur. Bolge ti¢ iilkeyi
birbirine baglamasi, enklavlar bulundurmasi nedeniyle etnik ¢atisma ve sinir sorunlari
yagsamaktadir. Bunu getirisi olarak sinirlarda ya asir1 kontrol ya da kontrolsiizliik
sorunu mevcuttur. Bu durum sinirlardan terdrist gegmesi gibi endiselere ve radikal
organizasyonlarin finansal olarak hayatta kalmasini saglayan uyusturucu ticaretinin
gerceklesmesi endisesine neden oldugundan bolgenin sinirlar1 ve siirlarinda yasayan
etnik azinliklar siyasetgiler tarafindan giivenliklestirilmistir. Fergana Vadisi halki ve
smirlart bu gilivenliklestirilmis politikalarin hedefi olmasindan dolay1 jeopolitik bir
hedef haline gelmis ve yapilan politikalar sonucu buradaki halk bir¢cok magduriyet
yasamustir. Ozetlemek gerekirse, 2001 sonrasi dénemde Terdre Karsi Savas diizenine
entegre olan iic Orta Asya iilkesi Fergana Vadisi’ni terér endisesi iizerinden
mekansallastirmis ve jeopolitik bir onem atfetmistir. Elestirel Jeopolitika’nin sagladigi
teorik ¢ergeve kullanilarak bu tez, mekansallastirilan bu bdlgeye atfedilen jeopolitik
onemin altinda yatan siyasi nedenleri ortaya ¢ikararak farkli bir perspektif getirmeye

caligmistir.

Sonug olarak tezin basinda sorulan sorular tez boyunca toplanan data ve Elestirel
Jeopolitika teorisi ile cevaplandirilmaya caligsarak literatiirde oldukca tartigilan bir
konuya elestirel bakis agis1 getirmistir. Ozbekistan, Tacikistan ve Kirgizistan Orta
Asya’da radikal islam’1n en yogun oldugu Fergana Vadisi bolgesine sinir1 olan iig iilke
olarak bagimsizliktan bu yani bu tehditle miicadele etmislerdir. Ancak iilkeler, 2001
sonrast kurulan Terore Kars1 Savas diizenine entegre olarak politikalarin1 ¢ok daha
mesru bir ortamda sertlestirmis; terdr tehdidini giivenliklestirmenin yanisira Fergana

Vadisi’ni mekansallastirmislardir. Diger bir deyisle, s6z konusu ii¢ Orta Asya iilkesi
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uluslararasi diizeni yerel diizeyde aktif bir sekilde yenide iireterek marjinal aktor olma

roliinii benimsemislerdir.
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