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 Prospects of Fundamentalism in
 Central Asia

 Mutahir Ahmed

 The end of the cold war and the collapse of the communist system in
 the former Soviet Union have brought demographic changes all over
 Eastern Europe. The end of ideological warfare between the two su-
 perpowers has created a political vacuum on both the international
 and regional fronts. The region of South West Asia has faced many
 tremendous upheavals during the last fourteen years. The Iranian
 revolution, Afghan crisis, Iran-Iraq war, are some of the main events
 which destablised the whole region. The independence of the Central
 Asian Republics (CARs) from the Soviet orbit is one of the most
 dramatic developments of this decade. In order to sort out the various
 dimensions of the emerging scenario in Central Asia, one has to ana-
 lyse the new political trends in and around the region.

 The rapprochement between the United States and the then
 Soviet Union has created a political atmosphere that can settle the
 thirteen year old Afghan crisis. But the fundamentalist factions have
 formulated a militaristic strategy to dislodge the whole peace process
 in Afghanistan which has further indirectly affected the Central Asian
 region. Afghanistan has played a very important role in Central Asiati
 politics because of its geographical significance. Bordering upon three
 Central Asian Republics, Turkmenistan, Tajikistan and Uzbekistan,
 the fundamentalist forces in Afghanistan have been penetrating the
 whole region. This paper is an attempt to examine the future of fun-
 damentalism in the Central Asian region and its impact on South
 West Asia.

 Soviet Union and Central Asia (1917-1991)

 The Muslims of the Central Asian region revolted several times
 against the regime which came into power through the Bolshevik
 revolution in 1917. The main areas where conflicts occured were Bash-
 kiria, Kirghizia, Khiva (1918-20), Ferghana (1918-26), Bukhara, the

 Mr Mutahir Ahmed is Research Officer at the Pakistan Institute of International
 Affairs.
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 Crimea and Azerbaijan. The Red Army crushed most of the revolts
 in the Muslim areas with great ferocity. On the other hand, in order
 to neutralise their brutalisation an attempt was made by the Soviets
 to deed with the question politically by setting up a Central Muslim
 Commissariat in Moscow.

 Joseph Stalin had divided the region on the basis of 'nationalities'
 that continued until 1991. 1 However, the militant Islamic movements
 broke out against the Bolsheviks in several parts of the Soviet Union.
 The Red Army took several years to crush these forces in Central
 Asia. Amongst them the most organised force was the Basmachi
 militants. The Basmachi were fighting for a variety of reasons, but
 many of them considered their war against the Bolsheviks as a Mus-
 lim holy war or jihad. In the North Caucasus, a genuine jihad erupted
 under the leadership of the Naqshbandiya Sufi brotherhood. Even-
 tually, the Bolsheviks with the help of influential Muslim radical
 nationalists crippled the revolt, but the movement left an indelible
 psychological and political heritage which remains alive even today.2

 Stalin's era (1923-53)

 Joseph Stalin launched a strong affensive against the Central
 Asian Muslims. He eliminated some very renowned Muslim intellec-
 tuals and political elite. Mosques were closed and destroyed, Islamic
 religious schools were forcefully shut down. By the outbreak of World
 War II the traditional Muslim religious establishment in Centred Asia
 and the Caucasus had been totally destroyed.3

 Khrushchev era (1953-64)

 Under Khrushchev, the situation in the Central Asian region
 remained the same. He had an uncompromisingly hostile attitude
 towards Islam and other religions. Anti-Islamic propaganda was in-
 creased massively. He tried to portray the Soviet Union as a centre
 of the world communist movement; especially elfter the Bandung Con-
 ference of 1955, the Soviet image makers were successful in portray-

 1. Maqbool Ahmad Bhatti, 'Impact of Central Asian Changes on South and West
 Asia', Regional Studies (Islamabad), Vol.X, No.2, (Spring 1992), p. 10.

 2. Alexandre Bennigsen, Soviet Strategy and Islam (London: The Macmillan
 Press, 1989) p.21.

 3. Alexandre Bennigsen, op. cit., p.22.
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 ing the Soviet Union as an important Asian power and not as a Mus-
 lim power.4 Until the early 1960s the Soviet Muslims lived behind an
 iron curtain.

 Brezhnev era (1964-79)

 The period 1964-79 saw a major shift in the policies of the Soviet
 Union towards its Muslim population. During the 1960s a new
 generation of young experts on Islam emerged from the Soviet
 educational establishment. They were totally different from the
 dogmatic experts of the Stalin and Khrushchev periods. These scholars
 were not only better equipped with secular knowledge but also
 specialised in Islamic traditional education.

 During this period the activities of the Soviet Islamic establishment
 received wide media coverage. Several initiatives were taken, including
 organisation of conferences in Tashkent in 1970 and 1973, another in
 Samarkand in 1974 to commemorate the 1200th anniversary of Imam
 Ismail al-Bukhari. Numerous visits to Muslim countries were arranged
 to project a favourable image of the status of Muslims in the Sòvièt
 Union.

 Soviet Delegations Abroad
 Year delegation Destination Leader
 1973 CP Iraq Rashidov (Uzbek)

 CP Congo T.Kulatov (Kazakh)
 CP Egypt G. Aliev (Azeri)
 CP Bangladesh K.Kamalov (Karakalpak)
 SS N. and S.Yemen Tabiev (Tatar)

 1974 CP Iraq Ponomarev (Russian) and
 Khalilov (Azeri)

 CP Bangladesh Gafurov (Tajik)
 1975 CP India Rashidov (Uzbek)

 SS India Niyazbekov (Uzbek)
 SS Iran Shitikov (Russian)
 SS Jordan Machanov (Uzbek)
 SS Sudan Niyazbekov (Uzbek)

 1976 Trade Union Iran Yagizbaev (Kazakh)
 1977 CP Guinea-Bissau Usubaliev (Kirghiz)
 1978 SS Liberia Niyazbekov (Uzbek)

 CP India G. Aliev (Azeri)
 CP Mozambique Vlasov (Russian, but

 Chairman

 of Chechenlngush Obkom)

 Source: Soviet Strategy and Islam (London: The Macmillan Press, 1989),
 p.54.

 4. Ibid., р.ЗО.
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 Apart from these measures, the Soviet official Islamic estab-
 lishment signed a number of agreements - approximately fifty in
 number - most of which related to cultural exchange agreements that
 were signed between the Islamic countries and the Soviet Union.5

 The Soviet invasion of Afghanistan in December 1979 caused a
 significant setback to the gains made by the Soviet Union in the pre-
 vious decade. It is estimated that Central Asian soldiers formed near-
 ly 30 to 40 per cent of the Soviet forces sent to Afghanistan and a
 large number of Uzbeks and Tegiks were sent to run the administra-
 tion. However, within a few months it was decided to replace them
 with the forces from the European republics of the Soviet Union. This
 action was taken because the Soviet authorities had feared that these
 Muslims soldiers would identify themselves with the local population.
 Furthermore, the iron curtain created between the Soviet Muslims
 and the Muslims of adjoining countries began to crumble and the
 authorities in Moscow became fearful of a backlash.6

 Present scenario

 The direct involvement of the Soviet Unión in Afghanistan until
 the final withdrawal of its troops in February 1989, clearly left a dark
 imprint on the CARs, that is bound to reflect in the future interaction
 between them and countries of the South West Asian region after the
 post cold war period.

 The end of the bipolar world has brought down the ideological
 warfare. Liberalisation, démocratisation are some of the new emerg-
 ing realities of this decade which directly influence this region.
 Though the leaders of these republics are trying to adopt democratic
 systems in order to make themselve acceptable to the Western world,
 these republics have received a very low priority from the West.
 Therefore, some of the republics began to seek economic and political
 links with the neighbouring countries which are already in the grip
 of fundamentalist forces.

 Common perceptions of Central Asian leaders

 Almost all the leaders of the CARs have been facing problems
 like assertive ethnic nationalism, inter-ethnic rivalries and fears of

 5. Ibid., p.56.
 6. Maqbool Ahmed Bhatti, op. cit., p. 17.
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 fundamentalist Islam. The majority of the leaders belong to the
 former Communist Party of the Soviet Union and now they have
 adopted the nationalistic line in order to adjust to the changing milieu
 of the region. While the Muslims of Central Asia are united by
 religion, they are divided by complicated questions of ethnicity and
 nationality. The Kirghiz and Kazakhs have a liberal approach towards
 non-Muslims because of the mixed ethnic compositions of their
 republics. The Uzbeks and Tggiks are more inclined towards asserting
 their Islamic character.

 Ethnic tensions, economic depriviation and political turmoil are
 the basic problems of the Central Asian region. The fundamentalists
 have strong pockets of influence in the CARs.7 They are now exploiting
 the situation so that they can get rid of the present leadership of the
 region. In order to survive in these circumstances, the leaders of CARs
 have been trying to maintain the status quo bý neutralising the fun-
 , damentalist forces. They have presented a very secular and liberal
 outlook of their region.

 In March 1992, the President of Kyrghystan, Askar Akaev visited
 India. During his visit he stated that he saw no possibility of religious
 fundamentalists turning the Central Asian Republics into ein Islamic
 bloc.8 Similarly, the President of Kazakhstan, Nursultan Nazarbayev,
 toed the same line when he visited the United States in May 1992.
 While delivering a speech in the White House he said that
 Kazakhstan is on its way towards a future market economy. Its goal
 is the building of a secular democratic society. He expressed similar
 views during an interview with a local newspaper regarding the ex-
 port of Islamic fundamentalism from Pakistan, Afghanistan, Iran and
 Saudi Arabia to CARs. He said:

 '... according to our legislature, there is no state religion in
 Kazakhstan. Every religion is equal and they are separated
 from the state. Kazakhstan is a multi-national state. And
 side by side there exist many religions. That is why there
 is no basis for fundamentalism there. ... I think that a very
 powerful Western economic presence in Kazakhstan is a
 guarantee to keep away fundamentalism'.9

 7. Far Eastern Economic Review (Hong Kong), 9 January 1992.
 8. The Hindustan Times (New Delhi), 19 March 1992.
 9. The Frontier Post (Peshawar), 28 July 1992.
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 In February 1992, Nazarbayev visited Pakistan and India. During
 his stay in India he said The Central Asian Republics are now eager
 to revitalise their cultural and economic relations with the neighbour-
 ing countries like Iran and Afghanistan. But it does not mean that
 we want to form a fundamentalist bloc'.10 He further added that like
 India, Kazakhstan too would like to be a secular democracy.11 Fur-
 thermore, the intelligentsia in CARs does not support the fundamen-
 talist forces. While giving an interview to CNN, a Kazakh intellectual
 said that 'we have suffered a lot from the Stalinist federal system
 and now we do not want an Islamic federal system'.12

 Though democratic and secular forces have been trying their best
 to maintain a status quo in the region, it is an objective reality that
 Islamic fundamentalism is likely to be one of the main beneficiaries
 of the growing polarisation between the former communist officials
 who are still in power. The fundamentalists are stronger in Tajikistan
 than any other republic because it is a country of ethnic and tribal
 contradictions. However, it has a very narrow power base despite the
 existence of the fundamentalist Islamic Renaissance Party (IRP),
 which has now established itself in all five republics. The Chairman
 of the IRP, Mohammd Sharif Himmat Zade claimed in Tajikistan,
 'For 75 years the communists tried to wipe out the memory of Allah,
 but every Tajik today still remembers Allah and prays for the success
 of the party of Allah'.13

 Future of Islamic fundamentalism in Central Asia

 The answer to the question whether Islamic fundamentalism has
 a future in Central Asia depends on the regional powers, and their
 direct and indirect interaction.

 Afghanistan

 Afghanistan shares borders with Turkmenistan, Uzbekistan,
 Tajikistan. Due to its geographical location, Central Asia faces a
 potentiell security problem with war-torn Afghanistan. The exit of
 Najibullah and the takeover of power by the Mujahideen has had a

 10. Ibid., 24 February 1992.
 11. Ibid.

 12. CNN Report, 6 March 1992.
 13. Far Eastern Economic Review, 9 January 1992.
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 domino type effect in Tajikistan. There are confirmed reports that the
 opposition IRP has been trained by the Hezb-i-Islami -of Gulbadin
 Hekmatyar over the border in Afghanistan. On 7 May the Islamic
 opposition forced President Rahman Nabiyov to step down and he
 sought refuge in the former KGB headquarters. There was a growing
 fear that a large quantity of arms has been mo?ed from Afghanistan
 by the different factions of Mujahideen into the southern region of
 Tajikistan. On 4 September, Russia, Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan and
 Kyrghystan sent additional troops to help the Tajik government
 against the Islamic opposition. The Russian President Boris Yeltsin
 and the CARs leaders declared that Tajikistan was on the verge of
 civil war and ordered 100,000 strong CIS force based in the republic
 to take control of the 1,300 km border with Afghanistan. The republic
 is almost divided on ethnic lines. A strong separatist movement in
 the north and centered around the Khojent (formerly Leninabad) sup-
 ports the communists and Nabiyov. The communists retain a stron-
 ghold in the southern Kulyab district and fought a pitched battle with
 IRP's militant faction from the neighbouring district of Kurgan -
 Tyube. IRP has been getting military training from the Hezb-i-Islami's
 leader Gulbadin Hekmatyar on the Afghan border. Of all the former
 Soviet Central Asian Republics, Tajikistan has the lowest per capita
 income, 70 per cent unemployment in rural areas, a staggering 5 per
 cent annual growth in population, the lowest levels of educational
 attainment, the highest incidence of infant mortality which shows the
 fragile infrastructure of the state. Though the IRP is the strongest
 Islamic party in Tajikistan, it is not powerful enough to get seats in
 the Tžyik parliament.

 Thus, because of common borders with the CARs, Afghanistan
 not only has large ethnic minorities linked with those republics, but
 has also been economically closely integrated with them during the
 years of Soviet occupation. Almost one-fifth of the Afghan population
 consists of Turkmenians, Uzbeks and Tajiks.14 The power struggle
 inside Afghanistan between the Islamic forces and secular nationalist
 factions has spilled into CARs. The leaders of CARs are concerned
 about political developments in Afghanistan. During the visit of a
 high-powered Pakistani delegation to Tajikistan in December 1991,
 the Tajikistan president asserted the direct interest of the CARs in
 an Afghan solution and suggested the next round of talks between
 representatives of the governments concerned and Mujahideen fac?

 14. Spotlight on Regional Affairs, 'Impact of Central Asian Developments on South
 and West Asia', 1 April 1992, VoLXI, No. 4, p.31.
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 tions should be held in the Tajik capital, Dushanbe. A more alarming
 phenomenon is the emergence of a move in the CARs to annex parts
 of Afghanistan inhabited by similar ethnic groups. This was notable
 in Tegikstan where visiting correspondents heard talk of a Greater
 Tajikistan embracing the Tajik areas of northern Afghanistan.15

 For the first time in the history of Afghanistan, two non-Pushtun
 leaders are sharing political and military power. The Defence Minister
 Ahmed Shah Masood belongs to Tajik nationality and General Abdul
 Rashid Dostum, who is an Uzbek, has enjoyed popular support in the
 areas bordering with Central Asia.16 In August 1992, General Abdul
 Rashid Dostum visited Turkey and also made several visits to neigh-
 bouring Uzbekistan to get support for a separate northern state for
 his Uzbek people. In Ankara he met Turkish officials and held meet-
 ings with diplomats from the United States and other countries. In
 Tashkent he met Uzbek President Islam Karimov. During the meeting
 Rashid Dostam argued that a confederation of autonomous states is
 the only solution for the choas in Afghanistan. He warned that the
 Uzbeks will never again live under Pushtun domination. He
 demanded a separate state, which would be a secular entity, and act
 as a buffer for Central Asia against the spread of Islamic fundamen-
 talism from the Pushtun dominated area of the south and Iran in the
 west.17

 Iran

 Iran has been the most active among the Muslim countries in
 developing relations with the republics to its north. Iran's interest in
 developing relations with these republics is regarded with concern on
 account of the religious fervour that has characterised the Iranian
 revolution. In November 1991, the Iranian Foreign Minister, Dr Ali
 Akbar Velayati, paid a ten-day visit to Russia and several other
 Central Asian Republics. Agreements to continue and expand coopera-
 tion in economic, technical and cultural fields were concluded with
 Azerbaijan, Turkmenistan, Tajikistan, Kyrghystan and Kazakhstan.18
 Iran is guide ■ in its approach by pragmatism rather than by ideology.
 Though there are also religious ties based on adherence to the Shia

 15. Ibid., p.32.
 16. Far Eastern Economic Review , 24 September 1992.
 17. Ibid .

 18. Spotlight on Regional Affairs, op. cit., p. 34.
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 faith with Azerbaijan, the Persian speaking population in southern
 Turkmenistan, Uzbekistan and Tajikistan is largely of Sunni per-
 suasion. Iran has set up the Caspian Sea economic cooperation council
 in which it is likely to have a leading role.

 Turkey

 Among the other regional countries, Turkey has a significant
 potential for developing close cooperation with the CARs. The reason
 behind it is that nearly 70 per cent of the population of these republics
 is ethnically Turkish and speaks the Turkish language. Secondly, the
 leadership of these republics has a secular outlook and prefers to
 follow the Turkish political model. Thirdly, Turkey is industrially and
 technically more advanced than other countries of the region and
 presents itself as more politically and economically advanced than
 other regional states.19

 The West urges greater economic and technical support to Turkey
 which it considers as the only positive force in the region which has the
 potential to drive out 'fundamentalist forces'. To counter
 fundamentalism in the region, the Foreign Secretary of Turkey, Ozdem
 Sanberk, visited New Delhi recently. Both India and Turkey agreed 'to
 cooperate in the Central Asia region in pursuit of objectives that
 encourage the forces of secularism'.20 On 27 April, Turkish Prime
 Minister Suleyman Demirel arrived in the Uzbek capital, Tashkent, on
 the first leg of his tour to the Central Asian Republics. The aim of the
 visit was to build better ties in economic and cultural fields. His host,
 President Islam Karimov, said that the republic was determined to
 follow the Turkish model.21 Turkey has a linguistic and cultural
 closeness with the area. In recent past it has lost its importance for the
 West as the southern flank of NATO. To recapture its place, Turkey is
 projecting itself as the secular democratic country and the best possible
 option for the West regarding Central Asia.

 Pakistan , China and the United States

 During the period of its cultural revolution (1966-76), China
 launched repressive measures against all religions. The Muslims from
 Sinkiang sought refuge in Soviet Central Asia in large numbers.

 19. Ibid., p.35.
 20. The Muslim (Islamabad), 9 May 1992.
 21. Dawn 29 April 1992.
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 During the Russian and British colonial eras China was not in a
 dominating position but now China has emerged as the rnost for-
 midable force with reference to the Central Asian region. The twelve
 main ethnic groups living in its Sinkiang province are Muslim and
 look towards Turkey as their spiritual home. Sinkiang is important
 because it serves as a buffer between the bulk of China and the
 Central Asian region. The nationalist sentiments have been reinforced
 by the independence of Central Asia, as well as by China's 'open door'
 economic policy, which since 1978 has brought increased contacts with
 the Middle East.

 China has also been apprehensive of the fundamentalist forces
 operating in Pakistan and Iran. According to diplomatic sources,
 China noted with concern the activities of some Pakistani religious
 parties in Sinkiang, bordering Pakistan, and described this
 phenomenon as an interference in its interned affairs. According to
 official sources, some 200 activists of various Pakistani religious par-
 ties are engaged in propagating their brand of religion in Sinkiang
 province.22 China has recognised all five of the Central Asian republics
 and is building economic ties with them. But Beijing fears that
 Central Asia may not be economically viable and that the present
 secular governments will not remain in power for a long period. How-
 ever, Chinese officials dispelled the impression that they want to get
 involved militarily in the region. 'China will never interfere in Central
 Asia, even if asked by Central Asian governments'. 23

 Under the present circumstances it is obvious that the West and
 the US are not interested in seeing the emergence any fundamentalist
 force in this region. A US delegation led by Peter Burley visited Pakis-
 tan in the first week of April to investigate the allegations that Is-
 lamabad was backing certain terrorist movements.24 The Western
 media has been presenting Pakistan as a stronghold of Muslim fun-
 damentalist forces. The Afghan and Kashmir freedom fighters are
 being dubbed as 'terrorist'. Hezb-i-Islami of Afghanistan and Jamaat-
 i-Islami of Pakistan are on the top of the list in this Western and
 American campaign.

 The Government of Pakistan is also under pressure from the fun-
 damentalist forces. The Chief of the Jamaat-i-Islami, Qazi Hussain
 Ahmed, said that Nawaz Sharifs government surrendered to the US

 22. Ibid. , 5 March 1992.
 23. The Muslim , 9 June 1992.
 24. The Frontier Post, 14 April 1992.
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 as he sent one of his ministers to the US to assure that Pakistan's
 relations with Central Asia are based totally on trade and business
 and not on religious ties. The fundamentalists are now planning for
 a greater bloc of Islamic countries stretching from Kyrghystan on the
 borders of China in the east to Mauritania on the African coast.

 Within the Pakistan establishment there is a difference on policy
 formulation towards Central Asia. The Minister of State for Economic

 Affairs, Sardar Aseff Ahmed Ali, who led a high powered delegation
 to the various Central Asian Republics in December 1991, reiterated
 his assessment that all the states there vehemently opposed the es-
 tablishment of an extreme right wing government in Afghanistan. He*
 further added that it would lead to disastrous consequences, including
 bloodbath in Afghanistan, forcing a large number of Uzbeks, Tajiks
 and Turkmenians to migrate to Central Asia which further harms
 the situation. He further added that CARs would like to follow the
 secular Turkish model.25

 The same fear was expressed by the former President of Af-
 ghanistan, Najibullah, in an interview to The New York Times. He
 asked the US to help him to crush the 'fundamentalist guerrillas' in
 his country and avert the spread of fundamentalism to the neighbour-
 ing former Soviet republics. We have a common task, Afghanistan,
 the US and the civilised world, to launch a joint struggle against
 fundamentalism'. He further added that Afghanistan had a strategic
 and political significance and that it serves as a bulwark against the
 spread of fundamentalism to the Muslim republics in Central Asia.
 He warned 'If Afghanistan is lost and is turned into a centre of fun-
 damentalism, you will lose the Central Asian republics'.26

 Conclusion

 The post cold war era presents a different scenario. Humanism,
 democracy, regional interdependence are some basic fundamental is-
 sues of today's world. The internal and external forces directly or
 indirectly involved in the Central Asian region should realise that
 due to changes on the international horizon there is no room for

 25. TheMjuslim, 17 January 1992.
 26. The Frontier Post, 11 March 1992.
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 religious extremism as it is not in accordance with the current politi-
 cal trends. The present leadership of CARs should also show some
 flexibility to accomodate the Islamic fundamentalist forces. Political
 pluralism is the only solution of the crisis as it would ease the
 problems of Central Asian Republics in their process of transition.
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