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Attacks on Uzbek Militants in South Waziristan: 

Issues and Implications of an Internal Jihad 
 

Dr Suba Chandran1 
 

Introduction 
Since March 2007, there have been reports about an internal armed struggle between 
the local supporters of the Taliban and a section of foreign militants in South 
Waziristan. By 10 April, a jirga was held in Azam Warsak, a town west of Wana, 
earlier a stronghold of the Uzbeks. Maulvi Nazir, the anti-Uzbek Amir of Taliban in 
South Wazirstan held the jirga, and it was announced that the Uzbeks were almost 
removed from the Wana region.2  
 
According to open media reports, more than 200 people have been killed ever since 
the infighting broke out, with Uzbek militant bearing major casualty. What is 
happening in South Waziristan? Has the relationship between the local tribesmen and 
foreign fighters broken up? Why have the local tribesmen turned against the Uzbek 
fighters? Will this fighting spread, ultimately helping the international forces fighting 
the War on Terrorism in Afghanistan? Has Pakistan government’s peace agreements 
with local Taliban supporters have finally paid off? More importantly, will this lead to 
Pakistan government establishing its writ over the Federally Administered Tribal 
Areas (FATA)?  
 
The above questions need to be probed further.3 Given the lack of adequate reports 
and information about what is happening on the ground level, due to media censor 
both by the State and non-State actors at different levels, it is difficult to establish 
exactly what is happening at the ground level. If the State has not allowed the media 
to enter into this region or provided selective entry, the non-State actors have both 
killed and threatened to kill the local journalists and their relatives in the region. Only 
broad conclusions could be made, with available limited news reports. 
 

What is happening in South Waziristan? 
Based on open media reports, the following conclusions can be safely drawn. First, 
according to available reports, the foreigners, who are being targeted are primarily the 
Uzbeks and do not belong to other communities. Besides the Uzbeks, there are other 
foreign groups fighting and staying in the FATA which include Arabs, Afghans, 

                                                 
1 D. Suba Chandran, Visiting Fellow, Center for Strategic and Regional Studies, University of Jammu 
and Assistant Director, Institute of Peace and Conflict Studies, New Delhi. The views expressed are 
entirely those of Dr Suba Chandran and should not be construed as reflecting the views of the PSRU, 
Department of Peace Studies or the University of Bradford. 
2 “Anti-Uzbek jirga held in Azam Warsak,” Dawn, 11 April 2007. 
3 An initial attempt to address these issues was made elsewhere. See D. Suba Chandran, “Foreigners vs 
Locals” 
http://www.ipcs.org/whatsNewArticle1.jsp?action=showView&kValue=2269&status=article&mod=b, 
3 April 2007; and D. Suba Chandran, “Waziristan: Advantage Pakistan,” Kashmir Times, 31 March 
2007. 

 3

http://www.ipcs.org/


Turkmen and Chechens. Thus, Uzbeks are not the only community present in the 
FATA, but are the only one being targeted.  
 
Second, Uzbek militants are being targeted only in South Waziristan, there too only in 
a limited area. South Waziristan hosts two major tribal groups – Mahsuds and Wazirs. 
Mahsuds are settled in north and east of Waziristan, whereas the Wazirs in west and 
south. Wana, the headquarters of the tribal agency has a Wazir majority. Uzbeks are 
mainly settled in the areas west of Wana, which include Azam Warsak, Kaloosha and 
Sheen Warsak, where the fighting is actually taking place. The other major tribal 
community of South Waziristan – the Mahsuds, are not involved in the ongoing 
fighting. Even amongst the Wazirs living in this region, not all sub tribes are fighting 
the Uzbeks. It is primarily led by members of Zalikhel. In fact a section of Wazir 
tribe,even support the Uzbeks. 
 
This fighting is also limited only to the Uzbeks staying in South Waziristan. There are 
Uzbek fighters settled in North Waziristan, however there are no efforts by the local 
tribesmen there to expel them. Nor are there any reports linking the Uzbek fighters in 
North Waziristan attempting to help their brethrens in South Waziristan. 
 
Third, local mediation efforts to reach an understanding between the Wazir tribesmen 
led by Maulvi Nazir and the Uzbeks have failed. According to reports, a jirga 
including Siraj Haqqani, son of Jalaludin Haqqani, a veteran Afghan Mujahideen, 
Baituallh Mehsud and local leaders belonging to the JUI-F along with Maulvi Nazir 
and supporters of Uzbek militants met, but failed to reach an understanding between 
the warring groups. 
 
Maulvi Nazir, Amir of Taliban forces in South Waziristan, who is currently leading 
the fighting against Uzbek militants, is seen as closer to Siraj Haqqani and the local 
leaders of JUI-F. It is difficult to presume that Maulvi Nazir will continue to fight and 
even call for a jihad against the Uzbeks, without being supported by Siraj and JUI-F 
leaders. Hence, one could also safely conclude, that the Uzbek fighters in South 
Waziristan, has not only fallen out of favour with their local hosts, but also with the 
Taliban and presumably al Qaeda. 
 
Fourth, though the political administration in South Waziristan has been claiming to 
remain distant  from the current fighting vis-à-vis the Uzbeks, there have also been 
reports about heavy artillery being used to bombard the bunkers of Uzbek militants 
situated in hill tops.4 Though the local tribesmen have requested for air help from the 
government, so far there has not been any information of the government yielding to 
the request.5 Clearly, the Pakistan government is providing limited support to the 
local tribesmen. 

                                                

 

Why a Jihad against the Uzbeks? 
Why have the local tribesmen in South Waziristan turned hostile towards the Uzbek 
fighters? The Uzbek militants in South Waziristan belong to the Islamic Movement of 

 
4 According to the Daily Times, a local businessman informed the news paper on the use of artillery, 
which he could hear, though the Army spokesman denied it. See Iqbal Khattak, “110 killed as 
Waziristan clashes enter third day,” Daily Times, 22 March 2007. 
5 “Tribes seek air support in fight against foreigners,” Daily Times, 6 April 2007. 
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Uzbekistan, led by Tahir Yuldashev. One could trace open hostilities to an incident in 
the first week of March, when there was a clash between the Uzbek fighters and the 
local tribesmen, after the former killed two cousins of Malik Saadullah Darikhel, a 
pro-government local tribal elder in Azam Warsak. Following this killing, there was 
an immediate upheaval, primarily led by the relatives of Saadullah, belonging to the 
Dari Khel, a sub clan of Wazir. More than 15 got killed in this fighting.6 Maulvi 
Nazir, who has now called for a jihad against the Uzbeks, during this period worked 
towards reaching a settlement between the two parties.  
 
The primary reason for the local hatred vis-à-vis the foreigners, is attributed to Uzbek 
fighters’ attempts to dominate the local tribesmen and to their involvement in criminal 
activities. Ever since the fighting erupted between the security forces of Pakistan and 
Taliban/ Al Qaeda forces in South Waziristan in 2004, numerous local tribesmen were 
beheaded or kidnapped on the charge of spying for the government or for the US. At 
times, even the relatives of the suspects were not spared. The local tribesmen led by 
Maulvi Nazir blame the Uzbeks for these killings. Besides, the Uzbeks were also 
blamed for cases of kidnapping, ransom and bank robberies, in which Uzbek militants 
staying in this region were implicated.7 In his statement, published in The News, 
Mulla Owais Hanfi, a spokesman for the tribal laskhar (militia) that was formed to 
overthrow the Uzbeks also mentioned that the Uzbeks had killed more than 200 tribal 
elders, besides other foreign fighters, for example Turkmen.8 Thus, a section in South 
Waziristan sees the Uzbeks as a major problem local crime and instability.  
 
One more reason also has been attributed to the current infighting. Apparently an 
Arab militant belonging to Al Qaeda was killed by the Uzbek fighters, which 
infuriated Maulvi Nazir, who is close to the Al Qaeda and Taliban.9 If one could link 
the failure of Taliban leaders to reach an understanding between the local tribesmen 
and the Uzbeks and also the failure of other foreign militants, including the Uzbeks 
settled elsewhere to get involved in the clashes supporting the fighters of Yuldashev, 
the following conclusion could be reached. There is split in the ranks of Al Qaeda and 
Taliban. Yuldashev and his Uzbek fighters have fallen out of favour with the Al 
Qaeda-Taliban high command.  
 
Finally, it appears, the Uzbeks led by Tahir Yuladashev have misread the situation 
after being allowed to settle in this region. It was Nek Mohammad, a local 
commander of the Taliban, who was killed in a missile attack in 2004, responsible for 
Yuldashev’s fighters settling here. Most of the Uzbeks, who are currently fighting the 
local tribesmen in South Waziristan belong to Tahir Yuldashev’s Islamic Movement 
of Uzbekistan (IMU), which emerged actually in Uzbekistan in the 1990s. Initially, 
the IMU fought the government of Uzbekistan, led by its President Islam Karimov. 
Yuldashev and his IMU fighters initially used Tajikistan as their base, where they met 
with the Al Qaeda for the first time. When the Taliban came to power in the late 

                                                 
6 “17 die as foreign militants clash with tribesmen,” Dawn, 7 March 2007. 
7 “Tribesmen evict foreign militants from S Waziristan,” The News, 10 April 2007 
8 According to the statement, “As many as 80 Turkmen Mujahideen were killed by Tahir Yuldashiv in 
the name of his brand of Islamic Shariah. Even Pakistani and Arab Mujahideen were not safe from 
their atrocities.” See “Tribesmen evict foreign militants from S Waziristan,” The News, 10 April 2007. 
9 According to news reports, Saiful Adil, an Arab militant belonging to the al Qaeda was killed 
apparently by the Uzbeks during the second week of March, which infuriated Maulvi Nazir. See 
“Fierce clashes in S Waziristan,” Dawn, 21 March 2007 
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1990s, Yuldashev, slowly moved to Kabul and made Afghanistan his base against 
President Karimov. The local tribesmen mostly belonging to Yargul Khel (a sub clan 
of Ahmedzai Wazir) and loyal to Nek, were happy to let the Uzbeks settle in the 
region, as this process led to monetary benefits in terms of rents and other perks that 
they received. It is this section that supports the Uzbek fighters even today. According 
to a news report, Haji Omar, Maulvi Noor Islam and Commander Javid – belonging to 
the Yargul Khel are in favour of Uzbeks staying in this region.10 
 
For their part, it now appears that Yuldashev took the local hospitality for granted. It 
was his lack of understanding of the local rules of the game that has alienated his 
fighters from the rest. Unlike the Arabs or Chechens, who are also settled in other 
parts of the FATA, the Uzbeks came into contact  with Pashtun tribal culture much 
later. As early as in the 1980s itself, the Arabs came to these tribal regions and settled 
in various agencies to wage a jihad against the Soviet Union. Then, the US and 
Pakistan led by the CIA and ISI settled these Arab fighters along with their families in 
the FATA. In fact, it became their second home and the local tribesmen eulogized 
them as the mujahids. It was during this period and here, Osama bin Laden, became a 
great mujahid.  
 
The Arabs understood the local customs, practices and traditions; more importantly 
they played by the rules of Pashtun tribal code – the Pashtunwali. Today, the Arabs 
have a history of living along with the Pashtuns for the last three decades; many in 
fact have settled with their families. Some even inter married, resulting in a new 
generation of Arab-Afghans coming into existence. The Uzbeks, being late entrants 
failed to appreciate local rules of the game, and stand alienated today.   
 
Announcements were made in Wana, the political headquarters, through 
loudspeakers, asking the local tribesmen to join in the jihad against the Uzbeks. 
Maulvi Nazir gave an ultimatum either to surrender or to leave or to prepare for 
action.11 This was followed by the local tribesmen forming a militia against the 
Uzbeks. Though an attempt was made in between to reach an understanding between 
the two groups, it failed, as the fighting resumed subsequently, after a brief 
ceasefire.12 During the first week of April, a jihad was announced in a local jirga and 
the fighting reached its peak, with the local tribesmen over running the bunkers of 
Uzbek militants and evicting them.13 Besides this the jirga also announced that those 
local tribesmen who support the Uzbeks would be punished.14 
 

What is Pakistan’s game plan? Will its writ run in South Waziristan again? 
What is Pakistan’s game plan in this current fighting? First, the Musharraf 
government is trying to sell this as a success story and a major tactical achievement 

                                                 
10 “Waziristan tribe declares war on foreigners,” The News, 3 April 2007. 
11 “Fierce clashes in S Waziristan,” Dawn, 21 March 2007. 
12 According to reports, Sirajudin Haqqani, Baituallah Mahsud along with leaders belonging to the JUI-
F took part in this ceasefire effort. See “Ceasefire brokered in Waziristan,” Daily Times, 23 March 
2007. 
13 “ ‘Jihad’ declared against Uzbeks,” Dawn, 3 April 2007. 
14 The tribal militia formed against the Uzbeks was “authorized to demolish homes of supporters of the 
Uzbek militants, impose Rs 1 million fine on them and expel them from the area with their families.” 
See “ ‘Jihad’ declared against Uzbeks,” Dawn, 3 April 2007. 
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for Pakistan’s military, especially after being on the receiving end of criticism for 
concluding peace agreements with local Taliban in the FATA. The local tribesmen led 
by Maulvi Nazir has formed a tribal militia on their own and are after the Uzbek 
militants. It suits the military government, not to get involved directly, but indirectly 
to aid the local tribesmen to go against the foreigners. As mentioned above, there are 
reports suggesting limited involvement in terms of providing logistical support to 
Maulvi Nazir.  
 
In retrospect, this seems to be the only success story for the military government in its 
dealing with the FATA in the last few years. The government has been under pressure 
both locally and internationally. The influence of the Taliban has been spreading 
rapidly into settled districts of the NWFP, as was seen in the Taliban offensive in 
Tank, a major district headquarters.15 When the local police tried to scuttle the 
Taliban’s efforts to recruit students from the local schools in Tank, there was a 
pitched battle, lasting for more than seven hours between Taliban and the security 
forces.16 The local civil administration and the police could not handle the issue, 
resulting in the Army being called for and a curfew being imposed. Though the 
situation is not as bad as in Tank, other cities including Hangu and Dera Ismail Khan 
are increasingly coming under Taliban’s influence.  
 
In South Waziristan, the government is losing its writ – emotionally and politically. 
Thanks to its failed military adventure and half-hearted efforts to impose its writ, the 
government has lost the support of local tribesmen in South Waziristan. Increasing 
Talibanization also resulted in the office of Political Agent becoming marginalized. 
The tribal elders and the jirga politics, which always played an important and 
effective role in maintaining order in the lawless tribal society, were being sidelined, 
as the Taliban and its local supporters including the Uzbeks were attempting to 
impose their own code over the recognized tribal way of life.17 In other words, there 
was an effort to overwrite the age-old tribal code with a process of Talibanization in 
South Waziristan. The latter is a greater threat than the tribal agency remaining 
lawless. The Political Agent and the Frontier Crime Regulation (FCR) did have an 
impact through the tribal jirga and elders over the tribal society all over the FATA.  
Now, the influence of Taliban with its emphasis on Shariah will tear apart the social 
fabric of a tribal society and its tribal codes, including the Pashtunwali.  
 
The government should exploit the current divide between the local tribesmen and the 
foreign fighters to make sure its writ run in South Waziristan. The Political Agent, has 
a role to play in maintaining the law and order and not Maulvi Nazir, the Amir of 
Taliban in this tribal Agency. The government, by supporting Maulvi Nazir, believes 
it can reduce the local hostility towards the Pakistan government. It may, perhaps. 
But, the government will not be able to impose its writ over South Waziristan. After 
                                                 
15 D. Suba Chandran, “Violence in Tank, NWFP: Taliban’s Look East Policy,” 
http://www.ipcs.org/whatsNewArticle1.jsp?action=showView&kValue=2268&status=article&mod=b, 
3 April 2007. 
16 “26 killed in Tank,” Daily Times, 29 March 2007. 
17 According to a “situation analysis” presented at a high level meeting in Peshawar in early March, 
“Inaction on the part of LEAs (law-enforcement agencies) -– government on the retreat. Writ of the 
government shrinking with every passing day. Vacuum being filled by non-state actors. Respect for 
law and state authority gradually diminishing. Morale of the LEAs and people supportive of 
government on the decline. Talibanisation, lawlessness and terrorism on the rise.” See Ismail Khan, 
“Govt’s writ weakening in NWFP, tribal areas,” Dawn, 29 March 2007. 

 7

http://www.ipcs.org/


all, it was not the government or its military and para military forces which effectively 
fought the Uzbek militants, but Maulvi Nazir and his pro-Taliban fighters. After 
chasing the Uzbeks or finishing them physically, why would Nazir allow the defer to 
government control? More likely he will seek to enforce the Taliban code over that 
the Political Agent and even over that of the Pashtunwali. 
 
The current fighting cannot be perceived or read as a success story of the 
government’s peace agreements with the Taliban forces. As explained above, the 
current fighting has very different dynamics and is little to do with the peace 
agreements. The fact that there is no such effort in North Waziristan to expel the 
foreigners supports this point. 
 

Conclusions 
Perhaps the most important question is: will the fighting spread? Will the jihad 
against the Uzbeks in South Waziristan by the local tribesmen ultimately lead to a 
jihad against the other foreigners in the entire FATA? The answer is that this is most 
unlikely. As mentioned above, the current fighting is limited in three ways – first, it is 
limited to only South Waziristan, and within that region to an area inside the tribal 
agency surrounding Kaloosha, Azam Warzak and Sheen Warzak, west of Wana. In 
the last month there have been no hints of this fighting spreading to other parts of 
South Waziristan or other tribal Agencies, especially North Waziristan and Bajaur, 
where the bulk of foreigners are believed to have settled.  
 
Second, it is also limited in terms of the local tribes which have turned hostile towards 
the presence of foreigners. Only the Wazir tribes, and only a section of those, in South 
Waziristan has turned against the foreigners and not the other tribes, for example the 
Mahsuds in the same tribal Agency. Other tribes in remaining six tribal agencies, by 
and large, seem to have been unaffected by what is happening in South Waziristan. 
There is no corresponding local hostility towards the presence of foreigners in other 
tribal Agencies of the FATA. 
 
Third, the fighting is also limited in terms of whom it is being waged against. Though 
the local tribesmen in South Waziristan have termed it as a jihad against the 
foreigners, only the Uzbeks present in this tribal Agency seem to be the only target so 
far. Others including the Arabs, Chechens and Tajiks, besides the pashtuns from 
Afghanistan have not been targeted so far. In other words, only the fighters of the 
Islamic Movement of Uzbekistan led by Tahir Yuldashev seem to have become the 
target of this new jihad against the foreigners. Neither the Taliban nor al Qaeda has 
been targeted so far.  
 
For the above factors, it is unlikely that the fighting will spread to other regions or 
include other foreign groups present in the FATA. Undoubtedly, it is a set back to the 
Al Qaeda and the Taliban forces, but it is unlikely to be major source of concern in 
terms of their ability to launch offensive against the allied forces in Afghanistan.  
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