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Introduction 

 

Arab volunteers who follow the Salafi-Jihadi philosophy have played a major role in the 
dynamics of the Russo-Chechen conflict since they started pouring into Chechnya in February 
1995.  They thus became a force to be reckoned with from 1997 to 2000 after the conclusion of 
the first war.  Through allying with powerful forces in Chechnya, the Salafi-Jihadists tried to 
exert their ideology on the Chechen community and politics.  This, in turn, prompted the second 
Russian invasion of Chechnya when Chechen hard-line nationalists invaded Dagestan to support 
three villages that proclaimed the establishment of Islamic state in 1999. 
 
Despite this important role of Salafi-Jihadism in Chechnya, the study of this phenomenon raises 
many methodical problems, the first of these being defining the movement itself.  The media has 
used the term Wahhabis for the Arab fighters in Chechnya.  This term is not accurate since these 
Arab fighters are Salafis who are also Jihadis seeking to achieve their political goals through 
violent means.  Therefore they are different from traditional Salafis who refuse to oppose 
political leaders and use violent means.  Wahhabis adhere to an ideology that dates back to the 
eighteenth century when Sheikh Mohammad Bin Abdul Wahhab promoted religious reforms in 
the Arab Peninsula and ended up allying with Al-Saud, the ruling dynasty in Arabia today.  The 
alliance with Al-Saud has blurred the line between politics and religion.   
 
It should be noted that in Russia the term Wahhabi is given to many Muslim political opponents.  
In Russia and the other former Soviet republics, religious figures acting outside “Official Islam” 
or outside the normal governmental channels are labeled Wahhabi.1  The reason why the Russian 
government labeled Chechen fighters Wahhabis is rooted in Russian stereotypes towards 
Chechens.  Russian authorities throughout the centuries, from the Tsars, to the Communists, and 
even the current regime, have arrogantly described Chechens as “barbarians”, “thugs”, “enemies 
of the people”, “fanatics” and “gangsters.”  Wahhabism is just the latest and most potent 
pejorative label they have at their discretion to use for Chechens.  When used in the context of 
Russian orientalism, Wahhabism is synonymous to persecution, expansionism and 
primitiveness.2 
 
Since the resumption of fighting between Chechens and Russian forces in 1999, the Russian 
government claims it is on a counter-terrorism campaign against groups of “gangsters” and 
“mercenaries”, which makes it difficult to differentiate between the facts and propaganda 
concerning the phenomenon of foreign fighters in Chechnya.  This is particularly true in the case 
of Arab fighters.  The Russian government has labeled these Arab fighters as “terrorists” as well.  
The Russian government has used this Arab involvement to paint the Chechen resistance with 
the broad brush of terrorism.  As such, it is necessary to discern between the roles of the Chechen 
resistance and the Arab fighters. 
  
Secondly, there is a need to find actual facts in the face of Russian propaganda.  Since 1989 
Russian forces had repeatedly claimed that the real name of Khattab, the prominent leader and 
trainer of Chechen resistance fighters, was the Jordanian Habib Abdul Rahman until it was 
proven that he is actually the Saudi national Samer Swailim.  At the same time, Russian 
intelligence sources described Khattab’s predecessor, Abu al-Walid al-Ghamidi, as the current 
leader of Arab fighters in Chechnya, Abu al-Hafs al-Urdini as the Arab fighters’ mufti, and Abu 
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Omar al-Saif and Abu Zaid al-Kuwaiti as money distributors so as to be able to tie them with al-
Qaeda.  If this was true, there would be more than one group of Arab fighters operating in 
Chechnya.  These same sources have repeatedly published many incorrect names of Arab 
fighters in Chechnya, which makes it that much more difficult for the researcher to find the 
correct facts on this phenomenon aside from Russian propaganda.   
 
The purpose of this paper is to study and understand this phenomenon and its effect on the 
Russo-Chechen conflict, Chechen society and the Chechen secessionist campaign.  This paper 
will shine light on the identity and ideology of Arab fighters in Chechnya.  It will also discuss 
the commotion these fighters have caused in the northern Caucasus and in Chechnya.  This paper 
will try to understand the facts that brought this phenomenon to Chechnya, as well as what 
helped eliminate it at a later stage.  This paper will then conclude by highlighting different 
perspectives on the future of Chechnya. 
 
Definition: Who are They and What do They Want? 
 
Infrastructure: 
 
       Foreign fighters, Arabs in particular, who are between the ages of 20 and 40, are divided into 
three different categories: 
 
1) The professionals: they have had previous war experience in places like Afghanistan, 

Bosnia and Tajikistan.  These are the majority of Arab fighters in Chechnya. 
 
2)  Young volunteers: they are inexperienced youths who decided to volunteer in Chechnya 

after being recruited by Jihadi propaganda through means like cassettes and CD’s. They 
haven’t previously participated in any fighting and Chechnya is their first radical Jihadi 
experience.3 

 
3) Young Chechens: they are from Turkey or Chechnya, and are motivated by nationalism 

more than religion. These youths are mostly inexperienced, and even though some of them 
joined the Salafi-Jihadi movement in Chechnya, they are excluded from our analysis.4 

 
In analyzing the ethnic background of Arab fighters in Chechnya, we notice that they are 59% 
Saudis, 14% Yemenis, 10% Egyptians, 6% Kuwaitis and 11% from other countries (see fig. 1).5  
It’s worth noticing that this distribution of nationalities is in proportion with second generation 
Salafi-Jihadis, which is also dominated by Saudis.6  Egyptians, who dominated the movement 
in the first generation, are no longer the chief ethnic group.  Saudis are dominating the third 
generation as well because the war in Iraq has increased the number of mujahideen from 
Morocco, Sham countries (Syria, Jordan, Palestine, Lebanon and Iraq), and Western Muslims7. 
 
The Arab fighters in Chechnya came to Grozny with different levels of experience in fighting 
abroad.  They came from places such as Tajikistan, Bosnia (where in most cases Afghanistan 
was their last battlefield experience prior to Chechnya) and directly from Arab countries.  We 
notice that 51% participated in the Afghan war, 11.7% began their experience in Bosnia and 
Tajikistan, while 13.7% of them are participating in Jihad for the first time in Chechnya.  The 
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Jihadi background is unknown for 23.6% of the Arab fighters in Chechnya. The second 
generation of experienced Salafi-Jihadis in Chechnya formed their own ideological and 
strategic perspective of Chechnya that we will look at later in the study. 
 
Leadership: 
 
The leadership of Arab fighters is both military and ideological. On the military level, this 
paper will look at Khattab8, Abu al-Walid al-Ghamidi9 and the current leader, Abu Hafs al-
Urdini.10  On the ideological level, there is Abu Omar al-Saif11 and Abu Zaid al-Kuwaiti12. 
 
The core military leadership gained its experience in the days of the holy war in Afghanistan 
against the Soviet Union.  Khattab, al-Ghamidi and al-Urdini were all born in the late-1960’s, 
came from conservative religious backgrounds, and left their homes to go to war at an early 
age.  The military leadership of Arab fighters in Chechnya had a clear hierarchical chain of 
command, which corresponded with each other over leadership issues through e-mail, as Abu 
al-Walid al-Ghamidi did after Khattab was killed.  This also happened when al-Ghamidi was 
killed and Abu-Hafs took over.  They sent e-mails to Jihadis and and other outside supporters 
explaining how their predecessor died.  Jihadis also promoted a charismatic image of their 
leaders as experienced, selfless, benevolent, loyal to the cause, as well as invincible.  This 
propaganda helped to recruit fighters in Chechnya later on. 
 
The ideologues generally have a different religious background.  Abu Omar, for instance, holds 
a B.A degree in Islamic Shari'a from Imam Mohammad Bin Saud Islamic University.  He was a 
disciple of the renowned Saudi Sheikh Muhammad Saleh Al-Othimeen.  Later, Abu Omar 
became the spiritual leader of the Arab fighters and the head of Islamic courts after the end of 
the first war in 1996.13  Also, Abu Zaid al-Kuwaiti's experience as an Imam made him an 
ideological leader for the Arab fighters in Chechnya.  He even wrote biographies of the fighters 
in Chechnya.  Al-Saif and al-Azmi were from the same ideological background.  One of al-
Azimi’s brothers quoted al-Azimi as saying, “Arab fighters [in Chechnya] rely on one of 
Sheikh Muhammad Bin Othimeen’s disciples for religious decrees (Fatwas). He explained to us 
how a Jihad should be conducted according to Islamic law (Shari'a), which stipulates that Jihad 
is directed against only Russian soldiers and not civilians”.14  Obviously that quote refers to 
Abu Omar al-Saif.  
 
We notice that the military and ideological leadership tried to integrate into the Chechen 
populace by marrying Chechen women.  Abu Omar al-Saif, al-Azimi and Abu Hafs are married 
to Chechen women and have had children.  Abu Hafs has married twice.  His second wife is the 
widow of the military commander Abu Jafar al-Yamani who was killed in Chechnya in 2001.15 
 
The Ideology:  
 
The Salafi-Jihadi ideology is a synthesis of the conservative Salafi ideas that are based on the 
literal interpretation of religious texts supporting the establishment of the historic first Islamic 
society and the Jihadi ideas that believe that violence is the main tool, if not the only tool, to 
establish a Salafi Islamic state.  This ideology thrived in Afghanistan and became a recognized 
ideology mainly expressed today by al-Qaeda. 
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The perspective of the Arab fighters of Chechnya, as Salafi-Jihadis, did not deviate from this 
core belief.  They called for the Islamization of the political rhetoric and the eventual 
establishment of a Shari'a state and Imamate in Chechnya.16  Later, they endeavored to make 
Chechnya a launching pad and a safe heaven for Jihadis who have ties to the Middle East.  The 
intention to apply Shari'a law and establish an Islamic state with force was very obvious from 
the Shari'a courts that where set up after the first war in 1999.  The implementation of Shari'a 
law is the biggest goal for Salafi-Jihadis.   In response to a question at a meeting for Chechen 
fighters on June 18, 2003, Abu Omar al-Saif made implementation of Shari'a law and the 
renewal of Chechen constitution in accordance with Shari'a a priority.17  Therefore, Arab 
fighters were more concerned with the establishment of Islamic state than helping Chechnya 
escape Russian oppression.  
 
This highlights the role for these Arab fighters of fighting as the main method, if not the only 
method, for political transformation.  Ahmad al-Azmi or Abu Omar/Abu Zaid al-Kuwaiti has 
stated five critical points towards this thesis: 1) the mujahideen look weak when they engage in 
peaceful resistance; 2) the mujahideen are strong because NATO and the United States are 
joining forces to fight them; 3) avoiding the loss of good and virtuous mujahideen in battle is 
contradictory with true faith; 4) it is wrong to fear “methodological change” in the battlefield 
because the right methodology is already with the fighters in the battlefield;18 lastly, Al-Azmi 
also proclaims that 5) if monotheism isn’t achieved with Jihad it becomes tradition and not 
religion, which goes to the heart of the Salafi-Jihadi goal of establishing an Islamic state using 
violent means19. 
 
Concerning al-Azmi’s thoughts on Chechnya being a safe heaven and its geopolitical 
significance towards the Middle East, we can also look at other Salafi-Jihadi perspectives of 
Chechnya from two prominent Salafi-Jihadi ideologues.  These would be Ayman al-Zawahiri20, 
the number two man in al-Qaeda, and Abu Mus’ab al-Sori, who is believed to be in a Pakistani 
prison.21  These two have spoken about the importance of seeking a safe heaven and a launch 
pad for their continuous and widespread global battle and the importance of Eurasia as a 
springboard into the Middle East, the heart of the Islamic world.  Al-Zawahiri describes Eurasia 
as, “the real battlefield, a theatre of huge operations and Islam’s base of operations.”22  Abu 
Mus’ab al-Sori corroborates al-Zawahiri’s quote adding that Islamic cadres must stand side by 
side with Jihadi movements in Central Asia and, later on, carry the battle on to the Middle 
East.23 
 
According to al-Zawahiri, Eurasia is essential in helping to set up an “Islamic Jihadi Belt”24.  
He envisions the Chechen and Afghan wars as the “buckle” and “tongue” of the belt that could 
be formed without involving too many due the special circumstances of these regions.  Al-
Zawahiri thinks that the success of the Chechen experience, which will bring in thousands of 
Jihadis from all corners of the Islamic world, will form a Jihadi hub close to the oil-rich 
Caspian Sea, separated from Afghanistan by only the neutral state Turkmenistan.  This 
proposed Islamic Belt will then connect southern Russia to Pakistan and the mujahideen in 
Kashmir in the east, as well as connecting them with Iran and Turkey, both sympathetic to 
Central Asian Muslims, in the south and west.  This will then work to dismantle pro-American 
Russia, which is why Americans will not intervene to stop Russian atrocities in Chechnya.25 
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Abu Mus’ab al-Sori’s perspective isn’t much different than al-Zawahiri’s even though he 
believes there are also signs of the Jihadi movement in Uzbekistan.  He envisages the belt of 
control for the mujahideen stretching from Bangladesh through Northern India, Kashmir, 
Pakistan, Afghanistan, and tall the way to Central Asia with Muslims in Turkmenistan as well 
as the Caucasus and Ural Mountains forming a huge geographical corridor of safe havens for an 
active Jihadi movement.   
 
The Environment of the Arab Fighters Emergence (1991-1997): 
 
Arab fighters found a receptive environment in Chechnya at the beginning of its independence 
movement, even though Chechens are adherents of two Sufi orders, the al-Naqshabandiya and 
al-Qadiriya, which played a major role in preserving Chechen national identity throughout its 
history in Russia.  They were simply seeking to resurrect their national and religious identity at 
the beginning of the nineties, just like other minorities that had been oppressed for years in the 
disintegrating Soviet Union. To that end, they started to break away from the oppressive 
Russian and Soviet yoke.  This movement away from Russia was exacerbated by an 
accompanying structural transformation in Chechen society when Russian Slavs began to 
emigrate from the Muslim territories of the Soviet Union.26  As the nationalist fervor increased, 
99.7% of Chechens felt that their mother tongue should be allowed to be their official language.  
This was the highest percentage of native populace who felt this way in Russia, followed by 
91.2% of Dagestanis who felt the same way.27  Similarly, ethnic Russian emigration from 
Chechnya was the highest, with 11.8% of the populace emigrating outside the region, followed 
by 11.2% of the populace of Dagestan also emigrating.  During Soviet times, Russian presence 
in non-Slavic areas was the highest in Chechnya and Dagestan. 
 
Russian emigration from Chechnya emptied Chechen cities because ethnic Russians had largely 
dwelled in urban areas. Chechens from the countryside, who were strong adherents of Sufism, 
started to move into these newly-vacant urban areas, causing an agricultural crisis in Chechnya.  
Chechnya’s proportion of urban population became the highest in the northern Caucasus.28  It 
was these citizens who formed the nucleus of the new social structure that generated many new 
questions that needed answering.  This elite generally favored the creation of an Islamic realm 
rather than remain in Russia, as it considered itself part of the Islamic center29, which 
contributed in attracting Islamic ideas in governance, economics and society.  This is contrary 
to Sufi rural ideals that concentrate on more passive forms of colonial resistance and identity 
preservation without presenting a clear vision of contemporary challenges, especially in 
Chechnya.30   
 
This change of ideals was accompanied by high rates of unemployment and frustration that led 
to a protest movement.  The Soviet Union ensured that Soviet Russia had the most industrial 
production (70% of total industrial production in the Soviet Union) and depended on Muslim 
territories for raw materials for this industry.  This cultivation of raw materials made Chechnya 
poorest and most underdeveloped area in Russia and even among the poorest and most 
underdeveloped areas in the Soviet Union.   
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In the 1980’s 200,000 people were unemployed in Chechnya, while the Soviet Union still 
existed, where unemployment was not supposed to exist.  To make matters worse, Chechens 
were treated as second-class citizens during the Soviet era and were generally not allowed to 
participate in higher education or assume high-ranking positions in the government.31  This 
encouraged the Chechen elite to change their attitudes towards Arabic-Islamic groups, 
consequently spreading Middle Eastern Islamic ideas among students who started pouring into 
the Middle East for education.  
 
Scholarships where granted to Chechens by Islamic centers founded in the area, such as King 
Fahd University in Ingushetia as well as others.  Reports indicated that 1,500 Dagestani 
students were studying in the Middle East.  Also, pilgrimage-seekers increased during this time.  
This included 12,700 registered Dagestani pilgrims at the beginning of the nineties.32  This 
paved the way for the existence of political Islamic movements in the North Caucasus similar to 
Middle Eastern “Political Islam”, such as The Al-Nahda Foundation that opposed Sufism 
because it's incapable of presenting a political method for these transformations.  The leaders of 
these Islamic movements were Islam Khalimov, Movladi Udogov, Adam Deniev and others33.  
 
Also, concurrent to this new Islamic trend was the establishment of al-Jama'at al-Islamiya by a 
Chechen Islamist living in Jordan named Fathi Mohammad Habib (Abu Sayaf).34  Abu Sayaf 
became the major motivator for Arab fighters to come to Chechnya since the environment was 
ripe for Chechnya to receive them due to the drive towards a more fundamentally Middle 
Eastern application of Islam in Chechnya.  At the same time, Sufi movements became active in 
mobilizing the masses for an independent state in the face of increasing opposition and 
corruption in the republic.   
 
It was during this time when the first Chechen president, General Dzhokhar Dudaev, emerged 
as the leader of the independence movement in 1993.  Although he had been depending on elite 
Soviets and open economic policies since he came to power in Chechnya in 1991, Dudaev was 
redirecting the republic towards the Islamic circle.  He promised Ali Izzat Bigovich that he 
would supply Bosnia with money and weapons.  He also visited Saudi Arabia, Jordan and 
Libya.35  During this time, while visiting Iraq, Dudaev indicated his shift toward the Qadiris 
and began to ally with them.  He also visited Sheikh Abdul Qadir Jilani's Mausoleum, who was 
the founder of al-Qadiriya order.36  Dudaev then appointed Zelimkhan Yandarbaev as vice 
president, who was closer to Qadiris than political Islam at that time, and had started the 
independence movement.37  It was during this time that Naqshabandis began to oppose him.38 
 
By turning to a more fundamentally Islamic circle and allying with Qadirya, Dudaev overcame 
his initial political crisis, which, in turn, lead directly to Russian military intervention and the 
start of Russo-Chechen war in 1994, which would continue until 1997.  Dudaev was killed in 
this first war, but the Chechen army won the war and forced Russia to withdraw after the arrival 
and participation of Arab fighters in this first war. 
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Arab Fighters Turn into a Major Force 
 
Despite the fact that Arab fighters played a role in the first war and participated in liberating 
Grozny, which earned them respect from the Chechens39, the first war from 1994 to 1996 was 
primarily characterized as a nationalist uprising, with Islam merely playing a subsidiary 
mobilizing role.40  Indeed, Arab fighters only had a marginal role in the outcome of this war.  It 
was only in the aftermath of the victory and by securing de facto independence that the notion 
of an Islamic state started to gain traction as a plausible outcome of the war.41  This is when 
Arab fighters started playing major role in Chechnya.   
 
The war with Russia destroyed everyday institutions in all of Chechnya and ruined 80% of the 
Chechen economy, which resulted in high rates of unemployment and economic depression.  
This consequently paved the way for external influences in Chechen politics and gave rise to 
Arab fighters’ Salafi-Jihadi ideology which attracted frustrated young men.  These men were 
frustrated since the results of the brutal war with Russia only seemed to be unemployment and 
economic deprivation. 
 
In the first war, the leader of the independence movement, Dzhokhar Dudaev distributed funds 
to field commanders to secure his control and command over the situation.  However, with his 
death by a Russian guided missile in 1996, Yanderbaev assumed the presidency and announced 
that Chechnya would be an Islamic state with Shari'a courts, causing charity organizations and 
individuals from the Middle East, particularly from the Gulf states, who favored Salfi-Jihadis to 
become active in Chechnya.   
 
Even though some of these organizations began operations very early on in Chechnya, their 
activities peaked with the arrival of Arab fighters and their leader Kattab.42  These 
organizations included the Al-Haramain Institution, the International Forum for Muslim Youth 
relief organization, and BIF, which opened a factory for Islamic women’s clothing to support 
Chechen women.43  These organizations and the Arab fighters that streamed into Chechnya at 
this time played big role in Chechnya in the face of Russia’s reneging of its promises and 
agreements.  This was particularly the case with Russia’s promises to help rebuild Chechnya in 
the Khasiv-Yurt Agreement of 1996, which former Russian president Boris Yeltsin declared 
had put an end to an ongoing 400-year conflict.44  These infringements were perceived as 
Russian tactics that sought to undermine the first democratically elected secular nationalist 
President of Chechnya, Aslan Maskhadov, who was opposed to the radical Islamists and 
nationalists.45 
 
These charity organizations, which were shut down by Russia in 1999, supported the creation of 
a Chechnya based on Islamic law and helped to fund the training camps setup by Kattab.  They 
aimed to disseminate the Salafi-Jihadi ideology, or what they called “correct” Islam, as 
opposed to what they called the historically “infidelized” sect, Sufi Islam, which was the 
traditional Muslim sect of Chechnya.    
 
In a book written by Fahd al-E’ssyemi, he devoted a whole chapter to a report by a visiting 
delegation from the World Assembly of Muslim Youths to Chechnya.  The report announced 
the opening of an office for the forum in Chechnya under the name “Youth Committee for the 
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Islamic Republics and Russia” so that they could disseminate the true Islamic aqeeda (faith) 
and teach the youth their proper religion.46  When talking about Chechnya, the report 
concentrates on a religious mission as well as missionaries’ requirements.  It states that each 
missionary would need about $100 per month in Chechnya owing to the fact that Chechens are 
ignorant Sufis.47  The funds offered by this organization attracted Chechen youth to the Salafi-
Jihadi ideology as they could drastically ameliorate their horrible economic condition.  Arab 
fighters, with their Chechen supporters, began to try to implement their ideology through 
religious courts and training camps and tried to attract more Arab fighters from the Middle East 
so as to turn Chechnya into a Jihadi center as Ayman al-Zawahiri had hoped.  
 
Religious Courts: 
 
In accordance with Salafi-Jihadi and the Arab fighters’ perspective of religious rule, in 1996 
Chechen Vice President Zailamkhan Yanderbaev declared Chechnya to be an Islamic state 
which led to the establishment of religious court system.  Thirty religious courts were set up, 
five of which were located in Grozny48. These courts handled cases of marriage, divorce, 
consumption of alcohol, as well as the implementation of an Islamic code of punishment.  The 
courts’ verdicts were final with no right to appeal.49  As much as these courts were a substitute 
for Russian laws and a symbol of independence50, they were also a political weapon used by 
Islamists in affecting internal matters in Chechnya.  It also represented a further move towards 
the Arabic-Islamic circle.  The code of punishment was taken from the 1983 Sudanese criminal 
code.  Ironically, that code of law was created according to the Maliki doctrine of Islam, even 
though all Chechens were adherents of the al-Shafiai doctrine.51  The head of the religious 
courts was the Saudi Abu Omar al-Saif.  He relied on Jordanian Chechens to employ Arabic 
speaking judges who weren’t qualified for the job52.  
 
Abu Omar al-Saif clearly denoted his inclination towards the Arab world in these remarks: 
 

“When religious courts were set up in Chechnya, we referred difficult cases to 
Sheikh Muhammad Saleh Al-Othimeen.  We found him to be very responsive, 
interactive and serious in aiding us.  He consistently answered our questions 
without complaint.  He even gave us his private phone number so that we could 
call him at any time”.53 

 
Chechnya: The Pivotal Jihadi Launch Pad 
 
In between the two wars, an alliance was established between the Arab fighters and Chechen 
field commander Shamil Basayev who made Kattab his brother, which has a deep meaning in 
Chechen tribal society.  This alliance was supported financially by Kattab and was protected by 
Basayev. However, the alliance was provisional since both parties had different ideas 
concerning the ultimate unification of the northern Caucasus. It was the formation of this 
alliance that encouraged the Salafi-Jihadi forces in Chechnya to invade neighboring Dagestan 
in September 1999 so they could support a few small Dagestani villages who had declared the 
implementation of Shari'a law.  That invasion gave Russia the pretext it needed to start what it 
called a war on terrorism, which was characterized as a religious war, as opposed to the first 
war, which had been framed in a nationalist context. 
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Julie Willhelmseh presented an important research paper on the alliance between Islamists and 
nationalists in Chechnya.  She studied why certain Chechen leaders, including Shamil Basayev, 
Zailamkhan Yanderbaev, Movladi Udogov, Salman Raduev, Arbi and Mosvar Barayev adopted 
such a radical Islamist position.  She found that the main reason for this position was so they 
could solicit funds from Kattab and confront Aslan Maskhadov with this ideology so that they 
could turn Chechnya towards the Middle Eastern or Arabic circle.54 
 
Svante Cornell explains the adoption of radical Islamic philosophy in Chechnya by ascribing it 
to Chechens’ disappointment that western nations failed to support their own concept of self-
determination and democracy in Chechnya compared to how they supported Bosnia’s plight in 
the Balkans.55  Furthermore, in the period between the two wars, the Salafi-Jihadis’ perspective 
of the area shifted to a position that supported the unification of the North Caucasus.  To that 
end, they attracted unemployed Chechens to their training camps which they setup in 
Chechnya, particularly in Urs-Martan.  There are some estimates that between 1,600 and 2,000 
warriors from Dagestan, as well as other regions in the North Caucasus, and even from Central 
Asia trained in these camps.  There were many other ethnic groups there as well.56  At the same 
time, the Salafi-Jihadis started a recruitment campaign in the broader Islamic world.  DVDs 
entitled “Russian Hell” were to be found everywhere in these regions.   
 
A’del al-Tarifi, a Saudi writer, describes the situation in Chechnya prior to the eruption of the 
second war in 1999 as follows: “Georgia, the mujahideen outlet, witnessed a huge wave of 
Saudi and Arab fighters heading to participate in the war in Chechnya thanks to the intense 
propaganda campaign by Kattab and other Jihadi sites on the internet.”57  Sure enough, the 
number of Arab fighters in Chechnya increased substantially in that period.  Around 45% of the 
Arab fighters being discussed in this paper entered Chechnya in the period between the two 
wars or slightly before the start of the second war.  Comparatively, 29.5% entered during the 
first war.  The timeframe when 25.5% of these Arab fighters entered Chechnya is unknown (see 
fig.2).  This demonstrates the increased importance Salafi-Jihadism found in Chechnya during 
this time.  These fighters and their leaders even went so far as to consider Chechnya the pivotal 
launch pad of Jihad.  They therefore vigorously recruited fighters and secured funds for the 
Chechen war in Islamic countries with the help of the Jihadi propaganda videotapes.  
 
When discussing fundraisers in Chechnya, we can look to the biography of Saudi Salafi-
Jihadist Yousef al-Ayyri, who was killed by Saudi forces in 2003, where the author writes: 
 

“Sheikh Yousef sponsored fundraisers for the Chechen mujahideen.  He collected 
large amounts of money for them.  He had many disappointing encounters with 
religious scholars.  I remember one such encounter with Sheikh Salman al-Odah 
when Kattab said that in Dagestan, ‘with one million dollars I can fight and resist 
the Russians until winter’s end.’  Sheikh Yousif asked one of the wealthier men 
there, who had agreed to give him 8 million riyals, whether Sheikh Salman 
intended to give him a receipt or call on him.  But Sheikh Salman refused because 
he didn’t believe in the Chechen cause”58. 
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The journal Al-Battar, the second largest Saudi Salafi-Jihdist publication, reported that Khalid 
al-Sbiet, an active Saudi Jihadist, who was killed by Saudi forces59, and who had participated in 
the Russo-Chechen war was also active in fundraising.  Also, the Yemeni activist Mahmoud 
Hamdi al-Ahdal, the number two man in the Salafi-Jihadi movement in Yemen, who is 
currently being tried for many crimes in Yemen, established the Caucasian Charity 
Organization in Yemen.  In his trial, the Yemeni attorney general stated that al-Ahdal had 
collected money for the mujahideen in Chechnya and gave the funds to Kattab’s representative 
without specifying the amount or place where the money was collected. 60 
 
The website “Azzam Publication” produced a FAQ about Chechnya for those who wanted to 
volunteer in the war.  Even though the site indicated that Chechnya did not need volunteers 
since the roads were closed until March or April (2000 or 2001), it instructed potential 
volunteers to go to Afghanistan to train, or to contact locals who previously participated in 
Jihad.  This demonstrates the importance of representatives like al-Ayyri, al-Ahdal and others 
in recruiting and fundraising operations. 
 
Videotapes of the Chechen war spread all over the Islamic world and served as one of the major 
methods of recruitment. Two Arab fighters who participated in the war, Ayyub al-Toyjri and 
Abdulrahman al-Salib (Abu Yaser al-Nashmi), attributed their desire to participate in it to these 
videotapes. 
 
When looking at two of these videotapes entitled “intssarat al-a’eed” (Aeed Victories) and 
“Russian Hell 3”, Mohammad Abdulaziz points to the two purposes of the tapes: propaganda 
and recruitment.  These tapes refute Russian claims concerning the Chechen war.  According to 
Abdulaziz’s analysis, there is preaching on the videotapes that promotes the recruitment of 
mujahideen by portraying Chechnya as a place where men can give up their luxurious lives for 
the sake of religious unity in this foreign land.  The tapes then depict some confrontations with 
the Russian war machine, and demonstrate the destruction of a Russian armored vehicle as a 
reiteration of the power of Islamic faith over the Russian military.  Furthermore, the tapes show 
the mujahideen, outside the war zone, comfortably chanting and praying, and generally 
depicting the first Islamic society without corruption.  In the end, these videotapes depict 
smiling martyred fighters amidst the background sounds of enthusiastic chanting.  They call this 
part “the eternal journey”. 61  This is the effort that goes into making Jihad desirable for 
Muslims. 
 
Thus, the second Russo-Chechen war was provoked, in part, by the burgeoning alliance 
between Arab fighters and radical Chechens.  This was then exploited by the Russian 
government, which justified the savage war in Chechnya by calling it a war on terrorism despite 
the fact that Russian policy had isolated the legitimate and moderate Chechen president who 
had ignored the increasing activities of Islamic groups in the area.  
 
The second Russian war in Chechnya in 1999 changed Russian policy in the region. Ex-
intelligence officer Vladimir Putin came to power promising to restore Russia’s superpower  
status and promising to fight Islamic fundamentalism in Russia.  The Chechen independence 
movement became synonymous with international terrorism, particularly after September 11.  
Russia was able to affect world opinion through a policy of shifting reporters covering the war 
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away from the human rights violations being committed in Chechnya.  A pro-Russian 
government was installed in Chechnya.  This government was headed by the former Mufti of 
Chechnya who had fought against the Russians in the first war and switched sides, partly due to 
the increasing influence of Salafi-Jihadis in Chechnya. 
 
As mentioned above, whereas the first war was considered to be a nationalist struggle, the 
second war was characterized and exploited as a religious war by Russian propaganda.  The 
role of Arab fighters was manifested in female suicide operations.  Chechen females, covered in 
black dresses, participated in hostage crises in Nord-ost in Dabrovka-Moscow 2002 and in the 
Beslan School incident in September 2004.   In the face of all evidence to the contrary, Moscow 
tried to put on a show, through the pro-Russian Chechen government, that conditions were 
normalizing in Chechnya by endorsing a new constitution in the republic.  This was despite the 
numerous reports of human rights violations leaking from Chechnya.  Furthermore, contrary to 
Russia’s desires, Ramzan Kadyrov, the son of an assassinated Chechen leader, became the 
actual strongman of the republic while Alu Alkhanov remained the nominal president. 
Nonetheless, the killing of Chechen resistance figures by Russian forces, and the fall of the 
Arab fighters was inevitable.   
 

The Fall of the Arab Fighters (2001-2006) 
 
The ascent of the Arab fighters in Chechnya carried the seeds of their fall as well.  The attempts 
to Islamize the Chechen state prior to the second war deepened the divisions in Chechen society.  
In addition to that, the brutal Russian tactics in the second war and the attacks of September 11, 
2001 played a role in accelerating the decline of this phenomenon in Chechnya.  The demise of 
the Arab fighters’ role in Chechnya was ultimately the result of the following causes: the 
division in society; cessation of funding for Islamic groups; Russia's liquidation of Chechen 
military leaders; and the differences in the agendas of the Arab fighters and that of the leaders of 
the independence movement. 
 
1. The Division in Society 
 
In accordance with the call for purifying society, the Salafi-Jihadist movement in Chechnya 
strove to impose its ideology through an Islamic court system.  This court system imposed an 
Islamic dress code for women, prohibited alcohol and enforced Islamic punishments.  Sufis saw 
this as an attempt to impose strict and foreign patterns of Islam.  This was especially true when 
they tried to impose an Islamic dress code in a society that had a strong tradition of a looser style 
of dress.  62    This made the Salafi-Jihadist movement seem alien compared the socially tolerant 
Sufi Islam that Chechens practiced.  As a result, the great esteem Arabs used to enjoy in 
Chechnya declined.  63   They used to enjoy such high regard that some folk tales maintained that 
Chechens were of Arab origin. 
 
As the opposition between Sufis and Salafi-Jihadists increased, the situation came to a head 
when it reached armed conflict in 1998.  Salafis have always harbored a deep animosity for 
Sufis.  For the first time in decades Sufis, especially followers of the Qadiri way, began to 
support Russia.  The most significant shift came when the former mufti, Ahmad Kadyrov 
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switched to the Russian side and headed the pro-Russian government that Moscow installed in 
Grozny after the beginning of the war of 1999. 
 
The success of allies who participate in a war depends mainly on the acceptance of the locals 
who shelter those people, particularly in tribal communities.  But the Salafi-Jihadist ideology 
was not conducive to the traditions of Chechnya; and consequently the role of Arab fighters in 
Chechnya receded. 
  
2. Cutting off Funding 
 
A major problem faced by Arab fighters in Chechnya was the lack of funding as a result of 
decreased funding and support, especially from the Gulf countries.  Since the attacks of 
September 11, 2001 and the increase in terrorist attacks in Gulf countries, particularly Saudi 
Arabia, the international community has declared war on the funding channels of radical Islamic 
groups.  The lack of funds posed a threat to the activities of Arab fighters in Chechnya and 
Salafi-Jihadist ideology for two major reasons: 1) It threatened the movement's ability to 
continue fighting, and 2) those funds were the legitimizing factor behind the movement's 
presence in Chechnya.  Consequently, without these funds on hand, the Arab fighters' alliance 
with Chechen fighters was severely damaged. 
 
A letter by Abu Omar Al-Saif, the movement's ideologue in Chechnya, entitled "Risalah Lel 
Olama'a wa Tollab al-Ilm, wa at-Tojar, Wa Kafat al-Moslimeen"64 (A Letter to Scholars, 
Students, Merchants and all Muslims) gives evidence to the crisis this lack of funding provoked, 
and goes on to describe Russia's alliance with Hindus and apostates against Islam.  In the letter, 
Omar Al-Saif says that financial aid has decreased to an unprecedented level since the onset of 
the [second] war and attributes the problem to the pressure exerted by “crusaders.”  In 2003, Al-
Saif put a recording on qoqaz.com instructing the Islamists committing acts of violence in Saudi 
Arabia to direct their fight against Americans and not the Saudi government.  65   In this context, 
Abu Zaid Al-Kuwaiti (Ahmad Al-Azimi) published another letter a month later on qoqaz.com 
entitled “Fadl Al-Jihad wal Mujahideen wal rad ala al-Muthabbitin” (The Benefit of Jihad and 
Mujahideen and a Response to Attempts to Demoralize Us).  66   In this letter, repeated much of 
what Al-Saif said, particularly with regard to instructing Islamists to direct attacks at U.S. forces 
in Iraq instead of local governments in the Gulf. 
 
On October 27, 2003, Abu Al-Walid Al-Ghamidi, the commander of Arab fighters in Chechnya, 
published a letter on qoqaz.com to all Muslims wishing them well during the holy month of 
Ramadan and calling on them to donate funds to mujahideen and refugees, thereby defying the 
policy of diverting funds.  67   With the increase in acts of violence, Gulf governments imposed 
restrictions on the activities of donors.  The largest funding channels for Arab fighters in 
Chechnya were in Gulf countries.  Therefore, those letters and their calls for avoiding clashes 
with local authorities were indicative of the crisis Arab fighters were facing in Chechnya and the 
threat that the lack of funds posed to the legitimacy of their presence there, which eventually led 
to their fall.  It should be noted here that the cessation of funds harmed some humanitarian 
organizations that did not support the fighters but strived to alleviate the suffering in Chechnya. 
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3. Assassinations and Closed Borders 
 
Since the onset of the second Russian war on Chechnya, Russia has closed all Chechnya's 
borders.  Therefore Arab fighters who wanted to go to Chechnya were mostly stopped on the 
Georgian border.  A review of the biographies of a number of Salafi-Jihadists in different 
regions indicates that they were not able to enter Chechnya, thus depriving Arab fighters from 
the chance to increase their numbers in Chechnya.  In spite of Russia's tightened grip on the 
borders of Chechnya, it tried to give the impression that the number of Arab and other foreign 
fighters was the largest component of the Chechen resistance.  In the aftermath of the attacks of  
September 11, 2001, this prompted the Russian government to paint the moderate forces in 
Chechnya with the heavy brush of terrorism, which increased their isolation. 
 
Russia also adopted a policy of assassination in dealing with the leaders of the Chechen 
independence movement.  When the Russian government handed over the Chechen operations to 
the Federal Security Service, the Kremlin's top official in Chechnya at the time, Sergei 
Yastrzhembsky, declared that, “stability in Chechnya will not be restored unless the leadership of 
the Chechen army is liquidated,” and that, “special security forces, Ministry of Interior forces 
and the Russian army need to liquidate Chechen leaders.”  68  
 
These assassinations began with Arbi Barayev.  Salman Raduyev then died in prison under 
mysterious circumstances.  Zelimkhan Yandarbiyev was assassinated at the hands of Russian 
intelligence in the Qatari capital of Doha.  This has obviously culminated with the recent 
assassination of Shamil Basayev.  Even moderates such as Aslan Maskhadov and Adbul-Halim 
Saidullayev were not immune to that policy. 
 
The assassinations of Salafi-Jihadist leaders began with Khattab, who was killed by a poisoned 
letter, followed by Abu Al-Walid Al-Ghamidi, Abu Zaid Al-Kuwaiti, and Abu Omar Al-Saif.  
They were the targets of secret operations.  Assassinating those leaders created a huge gap in the 
chain of command.  Prior to Abu Al-Walid Al-Ghamidi, who succeeded Khattab, there was Abu 
Bakr Aqida, Ashraf Al-Shantili (an Egyptian), then Hakim Al-Madani, Yaqoub "Jam'an" Al-
Ghamidi (who were Saudis), and then Abu Jaffar Al-Yamani.  These men were all killed in 
combat, and their deaths all created a problem in command. 
 
While assassinations are generally considered an unacceptable method of resolving political 
conflicts, Russia succeeded in weakening the Salafi-Jihadist movement by eliminating a 
leadership that was a major element in the structure of Arab fighters.  They played an 
instrumental role and had a vast amount of combat experience.  Meanwhile, this policy has had a 
negative impact on the Chechen leaders.  Since the assassination of Dzhokhar Dudayev in 1996, 
Chechen resistance has increased in intensity with every subsequent assassination.  That 
resistance, both moderate and radical, received two heavy blows with the assassination of 
Maskhadov and Basayev respectively. 
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4. Differences in the Agenda of Arab Fighters and the Independence Movement 
 
One of the major factors in the decline of the Arab fighters in Chechnya and the Salafi-Jihadist 
movement is that their agenda was different from the Chechen independence movement, which 
merely focused on getting rid of Russian rule.  The Salafi-Jihadist agenda had a wider scope, 
including the United States, Israel, India, and others.69  In addition, the Chechen independence 
movement calls for a secular state, while Salafi-Jihadists call for a religious state. 
 
The independent Chechen Ministry of Affairs, headed at the time by Ilyas Ahmadov, had written 
about those disparities, especially after the attacks of September 11 and Russia's attempts to label 
its war in Chechnya as a war against terrorism.  According the Ministry of Affairs, there are four 
major differences between Chechens’ struggle for independence and international terrorism: 1) 
The struggle in Chechnya has deep historical roots, unlike modern international terrorism 
targeting the West; 2) Chechens are fighting for an independent state while international 
terrorism is a non-state actor; 3) Chechen resistance is based on a national struggle while 
international terrorism is not; and 4) Chechen resistance is involved in a defensive war unlike 
terrorism.  70  
 
Conclusion 
 
We can thus conclude that there are substantive reasons for the weakening presence of Arab 
fighters in Chechnya.  Their presence is no longer legitimate given the lack of logistic support 
and the fact they are no longer welcome by the Chechens.  Most importantly the difference 
between the agenda of the Arab fighters and that of the Chechen independence movement was 
the final nail in the coffin for the Arab fighters’ role in Chechnya. 
 
As a result, Jihadists started looking for a new battleground.  Iraq naturally emerged as the most 
appropriate place.  The Arab fighters’ literature in Chechnya discussed Iraq as well and advised 
Jihadists on how to manage their fight against the American occupation by promoting guerilla 
warfare, and instructed readers on political and military command.  This literature thus created a 
sectarian approach for solving the Iraqi crisis, as indicated by Abu Omar Al-Saif's writings.  71   
There are two main indicators that Arab fighters are searching for a new front: 1) The names of 
some of those returning from Chechnya are popping up in other theatres of the Jihadi struggle, 
such as Tora Bora or Saudi Arabia.  72   2) Studies indicate that the funds that previously went to 
Chechnya are now going to Iraq.  73  
 
In the same context, some Russian sources indicate that there are Chechen fighters in Iraq.  
However this argument has been refuted74, since it is not logical that Chechen nationals will 
leave their own war-torn country to fight another war in Iraq alongside people with whom they 
have such fundamental differences of opinion.  75  
 
It becomes evident that the independence movement has been accused of terrorism since the 
attacks of September 11, 2001 because of the presence of Arab fighters in Chechnya.  While they 
had a certain influence in the present phase of Chechnya's struggle for independence, their role 
was limited in the Chechen independence movement as well as the overall Russo-Chechen 
conflict.  However, Russia was keen on magnifying that role in order to gain international 
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support, especially from the West, which was willing to accept any war against radical Islam.  
Therefore, Russia isolated the moderate national movement represented by President Aslan 
Maskhadov, who was ready to negotiate, and who, in the ceasefire he declared at the beginning 
of February 2005 for all Chechen resistance factions, proved the extent of his influence and 
control over the Chechen resistance.  76   But Russia insisted on comparing him with Osama bin 
Laden, refused to negotiate with him, and finally assassinated him, thereby opening the way for 
the radical movement, headed by Basayev, to assume control over the resistance.  But his 
assassination raises even more questions about the future of the Chechen resistance and the effect 
the phenomenon of Arab fighters left at the ideological level. 
 
At present, power in Chechnya is based on a Sufi alliance with Russia, especially the Qadiri 
order.  Just as Sufi religious thought dominated the political scene at the beginning of the 
independence movement in the early 1990s, it has made a comeback with is support of Russia77.  
On the other hand, even though the role of Salafi-Jihadists has declined, the influence of the 
Jama’at al-Islamiya, with its socio-military structure and tribal loyalty, has increased in the past 
20 years.  The Jamaa Islamia has affiliate organizations in neighboring regions in North 
Caucasus, such as the Shari’a Jamaat in Dagestan, and Yarmouk in Kabardino-Balkaria, which 
embody an ideology of resistance against Russia in the North Caucasus78.  Additionally, there is 
Doku Umarov79, the Chechen field commander and successor to Abdul-Halim Saidullayev, who 
was close to the ideology of the Jamaa Islamia, and who promised to continue the fight after 
Basayev's death. 
 
Based on this, we can say that even if the Chechen resistance is weak at the moment, there are 
several factors that could lead to its resurgence.  First of all, studies indicate that there is an 
increase in resistance operations in neighboring regions in North Caucasus, especially in Nalchik
80.  This means that there is more support of the ideology of the Jamaa, which benefited from the 
calls for unity from the Arab fighters.  Secondly, while it is true that Sufis have become pro-
Russian, it is connected with their desire to demonstrate their rejection of "Wahhabism".  
However, this does not obviate their historical enmity toward Russia; and had there been another 
leader other than the mufti, Ahmad Kadyrov, they would not have changed sides.  Moreover, a 
new generation of angry Sufis is maturing81, and the fact that Ramzan Kadyrov is linked with 
many cases of corruption and criminal activity in Chechnya, means that Doku Umarov and other 
Sufis will possibly revive the resistance in Sufi ranks, especially that Sufism in Chechnya that is 
characterized by tribal allegiances now that the “Wahhabi” threat has disappeared because there 
are no Arab fighters left in Chechnya. 
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