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In recent years, militant networks in South Asia have increasingly adopted transnational
recruitment strategies, extending their reach beyond traditional conflict zones. One emerging and
concerning trend is the involvement of Bangladeshi youth in Pakistan-based militant groups,

particularly the Tehrik-e-Taliban Pakistan (TTP) and its allied factions.? Although Bangladesh has
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made notable progress in containing domestic militant organizations since the mid-2010s, recent
reports indicate that a small but significant number of Bangladeshi nationals have travelled abroad

to join foreign militant groups, marking a shift in the country’s extremism landscape.

Available evidence suggests that these recruitment efforts are not driven by organized domestic
networks alone, but rather by a combination of online radicalization, personal connections, and
deceptive narratives. Some recruits were reportedly misled with promises of employment or
religious education abroad, only to be drawn into active militant roles once they crossed borders.
The use of encrypted digital platforms and social media has further enabled such groups to bypass
geographical constraints and state surveillance, making recruitment more discreet and difficult to

detect.

This trend raises important security, policy, and societal questions for Bangladesh. While the
number of individuals involved remains limited, the phenomenon reflects broader regional
dynamics, including the resurgence of militant activity in Pakistan, the evolving security situation
in Afghanistan, and the persistence of transnational jihadist ideologies. More importantly, it
highlights new vulnerabilities among segments of youth exposed to extremist messaging beyond

national boundaries.

This commentary examines the recruitment of Bangladeshi youth by the TTP and affiliated groups,
analyzing the drivers, methods, and implications of this emerging form of transnational militancy,
and assessing the challenges it poses for Bangladesh’s counterterrorism and prevention

frameworks.

The Emergence of Transnational Recruitment

For more than a decade, Bangladesh’s militant threat was primarily domestic in nature, driven by
local extremist groups such as Jama’atul Mujahideen Bangladesh (JMB), Hitzb-ut-Tahrir and
Ansar al-Islam. Sustained counterterrorism operations, legal reforms, and intelligence
coordination significantly weakened these networks after 2016.> However, recent developments

suggest a shift rather than an elimination of the threat. A small number of Bangladeshi youth are
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now being drawn into foreign militant organizations, most notably the Tehrik-e-Taliban Pakistan

(TTP), indicating an emerging pattern of transnational militancy.

Unlike earlier phases of radicalization that focused on local grievances and targets within
Bangladesh, this newer trend reflects ideological alignment with broader jihadist narratives
operating across borders. Reports confirming the deaths of Bangladeshi nationals while fighting
for the TTP along the Pakistan—Afghanistan border illustrate this transition from passive
ideological sympathy to active participation in foreign conflicts. In several cases, individuals
reportedly left Bangladesh without any prior involvement in domestic militant activities,

suggesting that recruitment is no longer confined to established extremist ecosystems.

This shift has been facilitated by changes in the regional militant environment. The resurgence of
the TTP following developments in Afghanistan has expanded its operational confidence and
recruitment ambitions. For Bangladeshi youth exposed to transnational narratives of religious
obligation and conflict, foreign militancy may appear detached from immediate domestic risks,
yet ideologically legitimate. This evolution underscores how militancy affecting Bangladesh is

increasingly shaped by regional dynamics rather than solely internal conditions.

Pakistan—Afghanistan Dynamics and the Resilience of TTP
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The recruitment of foreign fighters cannot be understood in isolation from the evolving security
dynamics between Pakistan and Afghanistan. The resilience of the Tehrik-e-Taliban Pakistan
(TTP) is closely linked to structural and political conditions in this borderland, where militant

groups have historically adapted to shifts in state authority rather than been eliminated by them.
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Since the Taliban’s return to power in Afghanistan, the regional security environment has
undergone a subtle but important transformation. While the Afghan authorities officially deny
support for the TTP, multiple reports indicate that the group has benefited from a permissive
operating environment along the Pakistan—Afghanistan border.* The absence of effective cross-
border enforcement, combined with ideological proximity between different militant actors, has
allowed the TTP to regroup, reorganize, and expand its operational confidence. This has been
reflected in a sharp rise in attacks inside Pakistan, making 20242025 among the deadliest years

for militant violence in over a decade.’

A recent example illustrating this resilience is the series of coordinated TTP attacks targeting
Pakistani security forces in Khyber Pakhtunkhwa in late 2025, which prompted renewed public
statements by Pakistani authorities acknowledging the group’s strengthened capabilities and cross-
border sanctuary.® These developments prove that the TTP is no longer merely surviving but

actively recalibrating its strategy in response to regional conditions.

Crucially, this environment also enhances the group’s external appeal. A militant organization that
appears operationally active and territorially anchored is more credible to prospective supporters
abroad than one in decline. The Pakistan—Afghanistan border thus functions not only as a physical
space of conflict, but as a symbolic arena where narratives of resistance, legitimacy, and
momentum are constructed. For foreign recruits, participation in such a theatre may appear more

meaningful than involvement in fragmented domestic extremist networks.

At the same time, strained diplomatic relations between Pakistan and Afghanistan, alongside

limited regional counterterrorism coordination, have constrained effective responses. Calls by
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Pakistan and its partners for “verifiable action” against militant groups based in Afghanistan

highlight persistent trust deficits that militants are able to exploit.

In this sense, the TTP’s resilience is less a product of strength alone and more a reflection of
unresolved regional governance gaps. Until these structural enablers are addressed, transnational
militant mobilization will remain a recurring risk, extending its reach beyond immediate conflict
zones and drawing in individuals from countries with no direct stake in the original theatre of

violence.
Recruitment Pathways and Tactics

Analysis of recent reporting on Bangladeshi youth recruited by the Tehrik-e-Taliban Pakistan
(TTP) demonstrates that recruitment is a strategically orchestrated process, combining digital
engagement, social trust and deliberate deception. It is not random or purely ideological; rather,
recruiters exploit vulnerabilities common among youth—economic aspiration, curiosity about
religion, and exposure to foreign narratives—while operating beneath the radar of conventional

counterterrorism measures.

Online platforms are central to initial engagement. Recruiters often use encrypted messaging apps
and closed social media groups to circulate content on global Muslim grievances, religious duty,
or conflicts in Afghanistan and Pakistan. Early interactions are subtle, framed as discussion rather
than mobilization, allowing recruiters to assess commitment while gradually normalizing militant
narratives. For instance, investigative reporting highlights that individuals like Md Foysal were
first influenced through online contacts, which then led to introductions via friends and

acquaintances, culminating in his travel to TTP-controlled zones for active participation.’
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At least 4 Bangladeshi got killed while fighting for TTP (Source: The Business Standard)

Deception is another defining tactic. Several recruits were misled with claims of employment,
business opportunities, or religious study abroad. The case of Faisal Hossain, who left Bangladesh
believing he was going to work in Dubai but later surfaced fighting for the TTP near the Pakistan—
Afghanistan border, illustrates how recruiters exploit familiar migration aspirations to facilitate
militant movement. Such misrepresentation allows recruiters to bypass both family scrutiny and

state monitoring, embedding militancy within what initially appears to be ordinary migration.

Personal networks reinforce these pathways. Recruitment rarely occurs through anonymous online
contact alone. Trusted intermediaries such as friends, relatives, or figures like Imran Haider, who
spread TTP-aligned ideology online—lend credibility, lowering psychological resistance and

reframing militancy as a socially sanctioned choice.

Together, these methods reveal a recruitment model that is decentralized, transnational, and
psychologically sophisticated. Bangladesh’s counterterrorism framework, effective against formal
organizations, is less equipped to detect recruitment that is gradual, socially mediated, and digitally
dispersed. Addressing this challenge requires strategies that go beyond dismantling networks,
encompassing digital literacy, social monitoring, and targeted interventions for vulnerable youth

to counter both ideological and deceptive narratives.



Implications for Bangladesh: Security Risks, Policy Gaps, and Preventive

Priorities

The involvement of Bangladeshi nationals in foreign militant organizations has implications that
extend beyond the immediate number of recruits. Even when participation remains limited, the
secondary and long-term risks for Bangladesh are significant and insufficiently addressed within
existing security and policy frameworks. The challenge is less about an imminent militant threat
at home and more about institutional blind spots created by changing patterns of radicalization and

mobility.

From a security perspective, the most immediate risk is returnee militancy. Individuals who survive
combat exposure abroad may return with operational experience, ideological rigidity, and
transnational contacts. A recent case investigated by Bangladesh’s Anti-Terrorism Unit in 2025
involved the detention of an individual suspected of facilitating overseas militant travel after
returning from Malaysia under the guise of migrant work.® Although no attack materialized, the
case highlighted the difficulty of monitoring returnees who re-enter society without obvious links
to domestic extremist groups. This raises concerns about delayed or indirect threats that may

emerge long after foreign conflicts subside.

There are also reputational and diplomatic costs. Bangladesh has consistently projected itself as a
responsible actor in global counterterrorism efforts. Reports of its citizens appearing in foreign
militant theatres risk undermining that narrative and may complicate cooperation with regional
and international partners, particularly in intelligence sharing and labour migration governance.
Even isolated cases can draw disproportionate attention in an increasingly securitized regional

environment.

Policy gaps are evident in how prevention is conceptualized. Bangladesh’s counterterrorism
approach has been largely successful in dismantling identifiable organizations and prosecuting
overt extremist activity. However, it is less equipped to address pre-operational radicalization,

especially when it occurs outside national territory or within legally ambiguous spaces such as
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private online communication and informal travel networks. Current frameworks focus on threat

response rather than early-stage intervention.

Preventive priorities therefore need recalibration. First, greater emphasis should be placed on
travel-pattern monitoring linked to high-risk transit routes without criminalizing labour migration.
Second, digital prevention strategies must move beyond content removal to include community-
based digital literacy and early-warning mechanisms. Finally, inter-agency coordination—
particularly between counterterrorism units, immigration authorities, and social services—needs

strengthening to identify vulnerability before it hardens into commitment.
Limited Coverage by Bangladeshi Media on TTP Recruitment

One striking feature of the recruitment of Bangladeshi youth by the TTP is who reports the issue
and who largely does not. Most detailed coverage of these cases has come from foreign media,
particularly Indian and Pakistani outlets, along with a few international news agencies. In contrast,
Bangladeshi mainstream media has paid limited and inconsistent attention to the issue, despite its

clear implications for national security, migration governance, and youth vulnerability.

This imbalance is not accidental. One important reason lies in the politicization of terrorism
narratives under Sheikh Hasina’s regime. For years, terrorism-related discourse was tightly
controlled and selectively framed to serve political objectives. Acknowledging that Bangladeshi
citizens were joining foreign militant groups risked complicating the government’s long-standing
claim of having fully neutralized militancy. As a result, stories that did not fit the official narrative
of “zero tolerance” towards extremism received less visibility, particularly when they pointed to

structural or policy failures rather than opposition-linked violence.

Another reason is deeply social. The victims in these cases largely come from lower-income and
socially marginalized backgrounds. They are young men whose disappearances are often explained
away as labour migration or informal travel. Their families lack social influence, media access, or
political leverage. This stands in sharp contrast to the 2016 Holey Artisan attack, where victims
were largely from elite or internationally connected backgrounds. That incident received sustained
media attention, public debate, and policy response. Had the current victims belonged to similar

social classes, the public reaction and media scrutiny would likely have been very different.



Economic vulnerability also plays a role in shaping both recruitment and media neglect. Many of
these individuals come from families under financial pressure, making overseas opportunities—
real or imagined—highly attractive. Their socio-economic position makes them less visible as

victims and more easily dismissed as personal failures, rather than subjects of national concern.

Finally, religious manipulation cannot be ignored. Limited education and exposure to critical
religious discourse make some individuals easier targets for simplistic and distorted religious
narratives. This vulnerability, however, is rarely explored seriously in public discussion, as doing
so would require uncomfortable conversations about social inequality, education, and state

responsibility.
The Taliban Official’s Visit to Bangladesh and Questions of Terrorism

The recent visit of Noor Ahmad Noor, Director General of the First Political Division at
Afghanistan’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs and a senior Afghan Taliban official to Bangladesh adds
an important contextual layer to the issue of Bangladeshi youth being recruited by the TTP and
allied militant groups.” While the visit was officially described as informal and limited, its timing,
nature, and muted domestic discussion raise questions that are directly relevant to understanding

transnational militancy and its enabling environment.

At a minimum, the visit highlights the growing normalization of engagement with actors linked—
directly or indirectly—to militant ecosystems in South Asia. The Taliban and the TTP are
organizationally distinct, yet they share ideological roots, historical linkages, and overlapping
operational spaces. The resurgence and confidence of the TTP cannot be separated from the
broader regional environment shaped by the Taliban’s return to power in Afghanistan. When
Taliban officials travel abroad, even for political or outreach purposes, it reinforces the perception
that groups emerging from armed insurgency can gain legitimacy without fully addressing their

militant legacies.
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For vulnerable Bangladeshi youth already exposed to extremist narratives, such developments
matter symbolically. Militancy is no longer seen solely as a fringe or defeated project; it appears
connected to actors who negotiate, travel, and are treated as political stakeholders. This does not
mean the visit directly caused recruitment, but it contributes to an ideological climate in which
violent groups appear resilient, relevant, and rewarded rather than marginalized.
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Top Taliban official makes secret Dhaka visit with Huji affiliates, meets like-minded local

religious leaders (Source: BDDiGEST)

The limited public debate within Bangladesh about the visit is also revealing. Just as recruitment
cases involving lower-class youth received little attention, the broader implications of engagement
with Taliban-linked actors were not critically examined. This silence creates analytical gaps. It
prevents serious discussion on how regional militant legitimacy, even when indirect, can influence

radicalization pathways beyond borders.

In this sense, the visit should not be viewed as an isolated diplomatic episode. It reflects a wider
regional reality where political engagement, ideological ambiguity, and security risks coexist. For
Bangladesh, the key concern is not diplomatic protocol but perception. When militancy appears to
survive, adapt, and interact with states, it becomes easier for recruiters to argue that participation

in distant conflicts is meaningful, justified, and even historically validated.
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Way Forward

Moving forward, Bangladesh needs a clear and practical strategy that understands how
transnational militant groups adjust to economic hardship and social frustration. Since young
people remain the main target, youth employment must be treated as a national security concern,
not only an economic goal. The next government should expand job opportunities through skills
training, small business support, and safer, better-managed overseas employment channels. When
young people see no stable future, recruiters find it easier to lure them with false promises of

income, purpose, or status.

The media also has an important role to play. Bangladeshi media outlets should give regular and
responsible attention to the issue of cross-border militancy instead of covering it only after arrests
or foreign reports. Consistent reporting can explain how recruitment happens, who is being
targeted, and how families and communities are affected. By bringing these stories into public

discussion, the media can reduce denial and prevent the issue from being quietly ignored.

Education and community action are equally important. Religious and civic education should
encourage questioning and understanding rather than blind acceptance. Working with trusted
religious scholars, teachers, and community leaders can help challenge misleading religious
narratives used by militant groups. At the local level, community leaders and youth organizations
should be supported to identify early signs of risk and guide vulnerable individuals toward safer

and more productive paths.

At the institutional level, better coordination is needed among security agencies, immigration
offices, labor departments, and social services. Information sharing on suspicious recruitment
networks and risky travel routes should focus on early prevention, not only punishment. Digital
awareness programs can also help young people recognize online manipulation and false

ideological messaging.

Finally, Bangladesh should continue careful cooperation with regional partners while avoiding
actions that could indirectly legitimize extremist groups. A balanced approach combining jobs,
awareness, education, prevention, and cooperation can offer the most realistic way to protect

Bangladesh’s youth from transnational militant influence and long-term insecurity.
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