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Abstract

The ‘‘re-Islamization’’ of society in independent Uzbekistan has proven to be a complex

process, generating conflict in the social, cultural and political spheres. Since the early
1990s, the regime of Islam Karimov has sought to undermine any manifestation of ‘‘unoffi-
cial’’ Islam via imprisonment of the leadership, implementation of repressive statutes govern-

ing religious activity, and other coercive means. Yet, since 1999 Uzbekistan has experienced
more religious violence directed against government power structures by ‘‘extremists’’ than
any other former Soviet republic in Central Asia. Important issues that should direct U.S. pol-

icy remain unresolved: How significant is the threat from radical Islam in Uzbekistan, that is,
what are the chances of politicized, ‘‘fundamentalist’’ Islam emerging as a mass movement
there? Has recent U.S. policy reduced or exacerbated the dynamics of conflict between the

regime and the ‘‘radicals?’’ In order to effect resolution of this conflict, a new paradigm must
be implemented in U.S.eUzbek relations which moves the Uzbek regime toward democratiza-
tion, while maintaining social stability. In addition, politicized Islam, in a non-radicalized form,
should also figure into any policy strategy directed at long-term stability in Uzbekistan.
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Islam, governance, and conflict

The era of independence in Uzbekistan has witnessed a pattern of escalating con-
flict between the authoritarian regime of Islam Karimov and various manifestations
of ‘‘unofficial’’ Islam. The latter have sought, to differing degrees, a place in the
country’s political arena, some via non-violent means, others eventually through
the instruments of terrorism and insurgency. The focus here is to elucidate and
analyze the following components that underlie this conflict. First, I will briefly
review some of the theoretical approaches that characterize recent scholarship on re-
ligious identity and political Islam. I then move to a discussion of the major adver-
sarial players and their history in Uzbekistan. Following this description, I attempt
to outline and analyze the causes underlying the conflict between the regime of Islam
Karimov and the ‘‘Islamists,’’1 and finally, I suggest some possible prescriptive strat-
egies for resolution of this conflict, and the role U.S. policy might play in achieving
such a solution.

Identity and ‘‘political Islam’’ in Uzbekistan

Durkheim (1915) noted that the religious system in society reflects the
‘‘collective representations’’ of that grouping, and held that religion functions
to generate and solidify sentiments of social community and unity. To place
this thesis in the political context of an emergent nation-state, religion acquires
the status of a fundamental cultural marker or icon, anchoring a concept of
identity at various scales: individual, local, and national. Smith (1991) builds
upon this by suggesting that religion’s part in constructing what he terms the
ethnie, or ethnic community, functions along social lines as well as spiritual.
It would logically follow that in societies where other markers underpinning
identity, such as a distinctive linguistic tradition, a territorial association of ex-
tensive duration, or an established historical presence linked to a corresponding
‘‘myth’’ are all incipient, the religious tradition’s role in identity, at all levels, is
magnified. This condition would especially hold in those developing societies
where such weak icons were at least partially de-legitimized as symbols by their
association with a recently-jettisoned colonial structure.

These conditions are applicable, in varying degrees, to all of the recently-
emerged states of Central Asia, and hold particular significance for Uzbekistan.
A distinctive national linguistic identity did not appear until the early Soviet
period, when a standardized literary Uzbek was promoted as one of the founda-
tions of a newly-discovered Ozbekchilik, or ‘‘Uzbekness.’’ No precise territorial
dimension had ever been associated with this notion until 1924, and only a loose com-
mon historical consciousness existed among the various clans and tribes that were
eventually categorized as ‘‘Uzbek’’ by Soviet officials and scholars, a consciousness

1 I use this term in this context not to represent ‘‘fundamentalists’’ or ‘‘militants,’’ but rather any group

that has adopted Islam as a basis for its political agenda, regardless of whether it employs violence to en-

force that agenda, or seeks its implementation through non-violent strategies.
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