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Governments in many predominantly Muslim states — 
including Pakistan, Malaysia, and Uzbekistan—have 
manipulated Islamic symbols and institutions in order to 
create a national civic identity that would unify their 
populations' many ethnic and cultural groups. Underly
ing this objective, however, is the ruling elites' desire to 
maintain their hold on state power. As the regimes used 
Islam more and more to further their own interests and 
those of their primordial or ethnic groups, and as their 
commitment to Islam became increasingly superficial 
and regulatory, Islamic opposition movements gained 
popularity among disenchanted populations, a phenom
enon which drove both governments and opposition 
parties to call for the implementation of Islamic law. 
Unless the leaders of these states create a cultural or 
historical value system around which diverse elements 
of their populations can coalesce, Islam will continue to 
exacerbate social and ethnic tensions rather than serve as 
a unifying value for their societies. 
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Governments in many Muslim countries have, since they achieved 
independence, increasingly appealed to Islam to provide the core 
values, organizing principles, and law of the society. At the same 
time, many of these countries have witnessed a remarkable growth 
of civic organizations and opposition political parties that also base 
their appeal on Islam. What, other than the personal faith of the 
movement's leaders and followers, accounts for the growing pro
file of religion in the politics of the Muslim world? 

Certainly many factors are involved, from the failure of Arab 
nationalism and pan-Islamic ideology, to economic and political 
crises that afflict many Middle Eastern and Asian regimes. But 
equally important is the crisis of identity that many Muslim coun
tries faced during and after their struggles for independence. 
Governments, eager to create loyalty to a newly independent state, 
often direct the development of a sense of national community. 
Many ruling groups, such as those of Pakistan and Malaysia, chose 
to stress Islam as the unifying element of their new nationalism, 
perhaps demonstrating the veracity of Libyan Colonel Muammar 
Qaddafi's assertion that religion and nationalism are the two pri
mary driving forces of human society (Ayoub 1987, 66). In other 
countries, such as the former Soviet republic of Uzbekistan, the 
government has emphasized the historic virtues of the ancient 
Uzbek nation as the core of the new civic identity. Because Islam 
is still a strong cultural force among the majority of the population, 
the government has nevertheless found it politically expedient to 
make concessions to religious interests in order to maintain a 
veneer of Islamic legitimacy. 

Appealing to or avoiding Islam as the foundation for a new 
national identity is, in these countries, a strategy to help the 
government elites acquire or maintain control of the state appara
tus. "Nationalism is," as John Breuilly writes, "above and beyond all 
else, about politics and . . . politics is about power. Power in the 
modem world is principally about control of the state. The central 
task is to relate nationalism to the objectives of obtaining and using 
state power" (Breuilly 1993, 1). 

Using Malaysia, Pakistan, and Uzbekistan as case studies, this 
paper will show that, where governments have used Islam as the 
core of their "official nationalisms," they have done so to legitimize 
the regime in its struggles with competing ethnic or religious power 
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bases and thereby to maintain their grip on power. This politiciza-
tion of Islam has exacerbated existing social tensions, as Islamiza-
tion and the pursuit of Islamic values have become code words for 
domination by particular ethnic groups—Punjabis in Pakistan and 
ethnic Malays in Malaysia. Implementing merely symbolic Islam-
ization measures to gain political legitimacy, however, also serves 
to demonstrate the vacuity of the government's religious commit
ment, thereby strengthening the hand of more extreme Islamist 
opposition forces, who believe that their countries should be 
governed according to the shari'a (Islamic law). 

When the state attempts to create a national identity that 
downplays Islam for political reasons, as the Uzbek regime is 
currently doing, it risks basing its legitimacy on an overly intellec-
tualized historical identity that is not shared by the majority of the 
population. By creating an artificial national identity to serve the 
political interests of a narrow elite group, the state alienates itself 
from the population it seeks to influence and thus inspires in
creased opposition to the regime. 

Because the primary objective of Islamic nationalism in all three 
states has been to keep the regime in power and promote the 
interests of the ruling elite's primordial group, official nationalisms 
based on Islam have both exacerbated existing social tensions and 
failed to create a sense of civic identity among the population. 

THEORETICAL VIEWS OF NATIONALISM 
For many individuals in developing countries, even in this age of 
instant and global communications, the society with which they are 
concerned extends no further than their village or extended family. 
As Benedict Anderson explains, this isolation means that "all 
communities larger than primordial villages of face-to-face contact 
(and perhaps even these) are imagined . . . because the members 
of even the smallest nation will never know most of their fellow-
members. . . . Yet in the minds of each lives the image of their 
communion" (Anderson 1983, 6). The social bond between the 
members of these "imagined communities" is portrayed as a link
age that is strong enough to overcome the myriad other divisions 
that exist within the society. "Regardless of the actual inequality ancj 
exploitation that may prevail," writes Anderson, "the nation is 
always conceived as a deep, horizontal comradeship" (Anderson 
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1983,7). Islam, which conceives of a worldwide umma, or commu
nity of believers, would certainly seem capable of serving as the 
basis for such global horizontal comradeship. 

Islam is at once a religion, a code of conduct for both ordinary 
individuals and for rulers, and a source of law. It therefore plays a 
strong role in regulating both social and political structures. Ruling 
elites can thus emphasize, through state policy, different aspects of 
Islam as it best furthers their interests and those of the economic or 
ethnic group that they represent. The leap from culture to politics, 
writes John Breuilly, "is made by portraying the nation at one 
moment as a cultural community and at another as a political 
community" in order to win the greatest degree of legitimacy for the 
nationalist movement (Breuilly 1993, 69). At different times and 
under different regimes, Islam can be both (or either) a vaguely 
defined cultural value or the foundation of the legal system. 

Post-colonial ruling groups found that they needed to create a 
new national civic identity, characterized by loyalty to the central 
state, that would overcome the wide range of ethnic and regional 
loyalties that divided their populations (Anderson 1983, 99). They 
needed to "transform 'primordial sentiments' into 'civil sentiments'" 
(Jahan 1972, 2). 

In many newly independent countries, Islam was the most 
compelling identifying feature shared by a large segment of the 
population and thus became the core of these states' official 
nationalisms. Yet these countries' political leaders refer only to 
Islamic symbols, since restructuring the entire polity to make it 
conform to Islamic law and tradition would undermine their per
sonal political interests and those of their primordial group. In
stead, they legitimize themselves with Islamic rhetoric that is too 
vaguely defined to render them accountable when specific Islamic 
provisions remain unachieved. This practice is consistent with John 
Breuilly's observation that "ideology... can have a political impact 
only if presented in simplified forms and embodied in symbols and 
ceremonials" (Breuilly 1993, 54). Leaders of all three countries thus 
make symbolic concessions to Islam, creating academic institutes 
to study the religion or instituting rarely enforced but high-profile 
hudud punishment laws. They use Islam, in short, to provide 
themselves with the legitimacy they need to maintain their grip on 
power. 
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Pakistan: Islam in a Multiethnic but Almost Entirely 
Islamic Society 

Islam seems to be a logical common bond to stress in Pakistan, 
given that Pakistan is one of only two countries to have been 
created as a homeland for a specific religious group (Burki 1991,1). 
The constitutions of 1956, 1962, and 1973 all recognize the special 
status of Islam, acknowledging that it lies at the foundation of 
Pakistani society (Zia al-Haq, 1982, 273). The way in which succes
sive regimes called for Islam to enter politics, however, proved to 
be more divisive than unifying. The forces that drive Pakistani 
society are based more on ethnicity, family, and region than on 
religion. Thus, when the ruling Punjabi elite imposed its version of 
Islam on the entire population in order to reinforce its control over 
the state and its resources, most people went about their lives— 
according to their Baluchi, Sindhi, or other ethnically based tradi
tions—as usual. 

During the struggle for Indian independence from Britain, 
Muhammad Ali Jinnah and the Muslim League were primarily 
concerned with the preservation of Muslim rights within a Hindu 
majority state. When they concluded that Muslims, who had been 
treated as second-class citizens under the British Raj, would fare no 
better under a Hindu-dominated India, they harnessed religious 
symbols to gain support for an independent Muslim homeland. 
Religion thus served as "the identifying and differentiating factor" 
to justify the creation of Pakistan. As a result, the new Pakistani 
government had little choice butto stress Islam as the core value of 
their new society. As Edward Mortimer explains: 

Muslims were not grouped together geographically, nor did they all 
speak the same language. If they were not part of an Indian nation, 
there was no obvious reason why they should consider themselves a 
single nation at all, unless Islam were to be reasserted as a worldwide 
nation Qumma). (Mortimer 1982, 190) 
Although the Muslim League used religious symbols to mobilize 

Muslims during the independence movement, they did not specify 
how Islam would manifest itself in the new state's political struc
tures and policies. They had no clear vision of how Pakistan's 
"Islamic character [would] be reflected in the ideology and institu
tions of the state" (Esposito 1980, 142). Jinnah and Pakistan's 
founding fathers did not envision a state where shari'awas the law 
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of the land. They hoped instead to create a Muslim homeland "in 
order to enable the Muslims to lead their lives in accordance with 
Islam.... To enable, but not to compel" (Mortimer 1982, 201). They 
viewed Pakistan as a modern secular state, which would be driven 
by and based on Islamic values and ideals. 

General Ayub Khan, who came to power in a 1958 coup, used 
religious institutions to consolidate his power. He removed the 
ulama (clergy) from positions of political influence and appointed 
lay people to lead the Commission on Marriage and Family Laws 
and other councils, institutes, and organizations that were charged 
with defining the nation's Islamic character (Esposito 1980, 147). 
Ayub sought legitimacy by creating and expanding Islamic institu
tions, but simultaneously sought to undermine them to prevent 
religious forces from becoming independent power bases that 
might challenge his control. Government concessions to Islam 
remained equally calculated early in the tenure of Zulfikar Ali 
Bhutto, who was elected prime minister in December 1970. He and 
his Pakistan People's Party (PPP) promised a combination of 
Islamic values and socioeconomic equality that he called Islamic 
Socialism, using Islamic slogans and symbols to appeal to rural 
elites and the urban working class (Weiss 1986, 8). While cam
paigning, however, he announced no concrete plan for using Islam 
to restructure Pakistani society. Bhutto intended Islamic Socialism 
"to be so ambiguous that he could not be criticized by either section 
of his constituency" (Weiss 1986, 9). His appeals to Islam were 
sufficient to help him win the election, despite the fact that 113 of 
the country's ulama, believing socialism in any form to be foreign 
and un-Islamic, issued a fatwa (religious decree) stating that 
socialism is repugnant to Islam (Mortimer 1982, 213—14). 

Despite Bhutto's victory, the 1970 elections should have been a 
sign to Pakistani political leaders that using Islam as a political 
instrument was not endearing the government to its population. 
The three main religious parties received only 13.1 percent of West 
Pakistani parliamentary seats, as compared to 58.7 percent for 
Bhutto's PPP. Such a resounding defeat for the Islamists demon
strated that the electorate rejected a system of government based on 
Islamic legalism. 

The voter remained singularly unmoved by the promise of Islamizing 
thepolity. It seems that he preferred to be left free to practice Islam 
according to his own inclination and custom. . . . Bhutto's victory in 
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the 1970 election must be viewed ... as a popular rejection of the 
ulama'scall for an Islamic state. (Syed 1982, 123) 
Ironically, "Bhutto's own exploitation of Islam for political pro

paganda may also have helped ... to strengthen the credibility of 
Islamic opposition groups, since it made him more vulnerable to 
their charges of hypocrisy" (Mortimer 1982, 219). He was particu
larly vulnerable to accusations that his neglect of islam led to the 
secession of East Pakistan in 1971 (Faruki 1987, 57). By 1977, nine 
religious parties formed a coalition, the Pakistan National Alliance 
(PNA), to challenge him in that year's elections, forcing Bhutto to 
address its criticism that the regime had done little to further the 
cause of Islam. Both Bhutto and the PNA felt the need to be seen as 
more committed to an Islamic government than the other. Bhutto 
again made a number of symbolic concessions to legalistic Islam as 
the election approached, outlawing alcohol and gambling and 
announcing in April 1977 that the sbari 'a would be implemented 
within six months (Esposito 1980,151-52). Although a modemizer, 
Bhutto manipulated Islam's political applications in order to gain 
legitimacy. "Bhutto could be a Pakistani nationalist as well as a 
Muslim nationalist, depending on the situation" (Esposito 1980, 
132). 

Bhutto was not enough of a Muslim nationalist for General Zia al-
Haq, who overthrew him on July 5,1977, and later had him hanged. 
In his first speech after taking power, Zia stated his commitment to 
Islam: 

Pakistan, which was created in the name of Islam, will survive only 
if it sticks to Islam. That is why I consider the introduction of an Islamic 
system as an essential prerequisite for the country. . . . Pakistan is . . 
. an ideological state Take Islam out of Pakistan and make it a 
secular state; it would collapse. (Burki 1991, 69-70) 
For obvious symbolic reasons, Zia officially announced the 

adoption of shari'a as the state law on the Prophet's birthday, 
February 10, 1979. The legalistic Islamization measures which Zia 
implemented, however, raised more contentious issues than it 
solved. The most high-profile laws put in place were the strict 
hududpunishmenxs for sins such as consumption of alcohol, theft, 
adultery, and other crimes specified in the Koran. In practice, these 
punishments were rarely applied. Villagers avoided hududpunish-
ments by avoiding the court system entirely and using clan leaders 
to settle disputes. When bududmeasures were enforced, they were 
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more likely to be applied to the poor than to the upper and middle 
classes (Faruki 1987, 63). Zia never adapted Islamic laws to life in 
modern Pakistan; punishments for robbery were never extended to 
official corruption, and taxes on camels were never applied to cars 
and trucks (Faruki 1987,62). As a result, Islamic punishments failed 
to either regulate the population's behaviors or transfer their 
loyalties to the central state. 

Zia tried to extend the state's reach to even the most spiritual and 
personal elements of Islam. In August 1984, Zia announced that 
every village was to designate a person to lead prayers each day, 
stating that "we are determined to succeed in establishing the 
system of prayer at all cost" (Faruki 1987, 6l). Not surprisingly, such 
legislation had virtually no impact on the majority of Pakistanis 
living far from centers of government control. For villagers, Islam 
is merely 

an expression of identity, an idiom of and for morality, and a source 
of legitimacy. It is viewed as an object, a core symbol, and not as a 
specific theology, philosophy, body of practice, set of moral injunc
tions or legal doctrines, and certainly not as a social order promul
gated by the current government. (Kurin 1986, 120-21, 127) 
The Zia regime continued and expanded its predecessors' prac

tice of imposing its own definition of Pakistani identity on a society 
that it neither represented nor understood. Its own conception of 
Islam demonstrated, according to Pakistani Supreme Court Advo
cate Kemal Faruki, that the regime confused "Islamization with 
indigenization" (Faruki 1987, 74). In 1981, Zia's Punjabi-
dominated government made the Punjabi traditional outfit of a 
shalwar or cburidarworn with kamiz or kurta shirts obligatory for 
all government employees. He later made Urdu, which is spoken 
by only seven percent of Pakistanis as their primary language 
(Government of Pakistan 1985, 52), the official language of instruc
tion in Pakistani schools. These measures served as a "highly visible 
way for the government to combine Islam and nationalism" (Weiss 
1986, 12), even though neither the Urdu language nor the Punjabi 
traditional dress have anything to do with Islam. The state's efforts 
to equate Punjabi culture with Islam and portray Punjabi culture as 
"more Islamic" than other ethnic-groups' traditions only served to 
alienate non-Punjabis and non-Urdu speakers and further divide 
Pakistan along ethnic and regional lines; these policies thus under
mined the goals of creating a national civic identity and of empha
sizing Muslim unity (Faruki 1987, 74). 



Even in a state that was founded as a Muslim homeland, Islam has 
proven msufficient to provide a national, Pakistani identity that 
takes precedence over localized primordial ties. This is not entirely 
surprising given the importance of ethnicity and regionalism in 
Pakistani society, which is a diverse mix of Islam, saint worship, 
family relations, and other traditions, all modified by centuries of 
practice that differ from region to region. As a result, Syed rejects the 
notion that Pakistani culture is even Islamic, stating that it only has 
"an Islamic crust" (Syed 1982, 102). It is unlikely that a Punjabi 
merchant and a Sindhi peasant "see their performance of Islamic 
duties as having anything to do with issues of national solidarity" 
(Syed 1982, 102). 

Even the regime's symbolic Islamic gestures were rejected by the 
people. Islamization measures either failed to affect much of the 
population or, where they did, the population saw through them as 
hollow promises and as elements in the political struggles between 
the ruling elites and their opponents. The issue between Muslim 
nationhood and Pakistani nationhood is not a contest between the 
Islamic and anti-Islamic sides. It is an issue between the religious 
establishment and lay politicians; within the second group, it is an 
issue between those who use the name of Islam to keep their privilege 
and their challengers. (Syed 1982, 196) 
Zta and his predecessors failed to convince the populace that 

their Islamization measures amounted to more than asserting 
Punjabi dominance over the rest of the country—a notion high
lighted by the secession of ethnically distinct fellow Muslims in East 
Pakistan. Had the regime emphasized general Islamic values rather 
than legalistic regulations, Islamization measures might have been 
seen as more credible, thereby enabling the state to use Islam to 
transcend ethnic and regional divisions and create a Pakistani civic 
identity. 

Malaysia: Islam in a Multiethnic, Religiously Divided 
Society 

In Malaysia, ethnic and religious distinctions run so deep that it 
would seem ludicrous for the government to place Islam at the core 
of a new national civic identity, as was attempted in religiously 
homogenous Pakistan. The newly independent Malaysian govern
ment nevertheless attempted to build a national identity based 
primarily on Malay ethnic identity, of which Islam was considered 
an integral part. 
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Due to the growing popularity of Islamist opposition parties, the 
ruling party ultimately embarked on a process of Islamization out 
of political necessity. As in Pakistan, the ruling elite of Malaysia 
turned to Islam to win popular support from its political opponents, 
using Islam as a legitimating tool to retain power. In Malaysia, 
however, the competition to appear more committed to Islam than 
one's opponent has continued to the point that Islamization now 
threatens the country's fragile ethnic balance. 

In 1880, Malaysia was extremely homogeneous. Ninety percent 
of the population was Muslim and ethnically Malay. The economic 
needs of the British Empire, however, led to an enormous transfor
mation in Malaysia's demographics. As the British brought Indians 
and Chinese to work in mines and on railroads, the population 
swiftly diversified. Malays comprised only two-thirds of the popu
lation by 1890 and 49.8 percent at independence in 1963 (Islam 
1988, 66-67). Each ethnic group spoke a different language, prac
ticed a different religion, settled in different regions and tended to 
enter professions and economic strata in which it already predomi
nated. 

The primordial divisions that pervade Malaysia's population, 
particularly religion and ethnicity, reinforce each other—98.7 per
cent of ethnic Malays are Muslim, 100 percent of Chinese adhere to 
Chinese traditional religions (primarily Confucianism and Bud
dhism), and 99 percent of Indians are Hindus (Mutalib 1993, 107). 
This association affects virtually every element of Malaysian poli
tics. "The very pluralism of the system," explains political scientist 
Fred von der Mehden, "has led to a society in which ethnicity and 
religion have become intimately intertwined and in which social 
policies, politics and economics are all heavily influenced by 
communal considerations" (von der Mehden 1987, 177). 

During the colonial period, anticolonial nationalists represented 
primarily the poorer ethnic Malays. As a result, they championed 
Islam to build support for their struggle. Islam and Malay national
ism were, during this period and in the anticolonial context, 
synonymous and non-conflictual (Abu Bakar 1987, 157). After 
independence, however, increasing modernization sent many eth
nic Malays to cities as poor migrants; in the face of such social 
dislocation, many Malays developed a greater consciousness of 
their religious and ethnic distinctiveness (von der Mehden 1987, 
193, 197). To alleviate the effects of this demographic transforma-
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tion, the Malay-dominated UMNO (Malay Muslim party) govern
ment pursued policies that would raise the standard of living of 
ethnic Malays, which in turn resulted in a still "greater affirmation 
of Malay cultural identity and in a greater emphasis on religion and 
ethnicity in Malay politics" (Esposito 1987, 23). 

Although these "affirmative action" policies for ethnic Malays 
were adopted to achieve specific political and socioeconomic 
goals, the state's promotion of Islam was inevitably viewed as a 
threat by other ethnic and religious groups. Nevertheless, the ruling 
UMNO has tried to improve the position of Muslim Malays without 
threatening the non-Muslim population's traditions and rights (von 
der Mehden 1987, 183). It attempted to mold, in other words, a 
nationalistic ideology, based primarily on ethnicity, that espouses 
a Malaysia that is explicidy for ethnic Malays but not necessarily 
against anyone else. 

Both Islam and Malay ethnicity, however, occupy a privileged 
position in Malaysian politics. Article 160(2) of the constitution 
requires an individual to be a Muslim (as well as to speak Malay and 
observe Malay traditions) to be considered a "Malay" and be 
eligible for the economic and political privileges that go along with 
such an identity (Esposito 1987, 68). The constitution also requires 
the head of state to be a Muslim, thus virtually prohibiting any non-
Malay from achieving this office (Esposito 1987, 17). 

The government was forced to place a yet greater emphasis on 
Islamic doctrine as several Islamist opposition parties—the Parti 
Islam Se-Malaysia (PAS) and the Muslim Youth Movement of 
Malaysia (ABIM)—gained popular support (Anwar 1987, 2). Since 
the Malay ethnic nationalism of the UMNO calls for allegiance to the 
Malay nation and not to Islam, the Islamists see the UMNO's 
approach to nation-building as un-Islamic and thus illegitimate 
(Abu Bakar 1987,155,163). As the Islamists became more popular, 
the UMNO "had no option but to try and [sic] co-opt its critics and 
opponents by appealing to Islam for legitimacy" (Anwar 1987, 91). 
Put another way, the UMNO "could not afford to leave Islam to the 
opposition" (Mauzy and Milne 1986, 90). 

The UMNO thus embarked on a campaign of Islamization that 
was similar in content to Pakistan's. Prime Minister Datuk Seri 
Mohammad Mahathir announced a range of programs designed to 
expand the reach of Islam to the population: establishing an Islamic 
bank, an Islamic university, an Islamic insurance company, and a 
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Dakwah Foundation to coordinate Islamic education and outreach 
activities; banning non-halal (ritually slaughtered) beef; making 
education in Islamic civilization mandatory (later reversed); and 
considering adopting Islamic morality laws that would apply to 
Muslims and non-Muslims alike. 

Mahathir's appeals to Islam have become so extensive and far-
reaching that non-Muslims "no longer viewed [such measures] as 
concessions [to the Islamists], but rather as part of a government-
sponsored Islamization process" (Mauzy and Milne 1986, 92—95; 
Mutalib 1993, 30-31). Two former prime ministers called for an end 
to the process in 1983, claiming that Islamization violated under
standings with the Chinese and Indian communities that Malaysia 
would never become a state governed by Islamic law (Mauzy and 
Milne 1986, 87; Mutalib 1993, 79). 

The Islamists, in contrast, were strengthened by government 
appeals to Islam, which only "provided more ammunition for PAS 
and others in the opposition to attack the government. PAS views 
[the state's actions] as 'cosmetic Islamization,' a slow process aimed 
at momentarily pacifying and containing Islamic revivalism and 
ensuring that Malaysia never becomes an Islamic state" (Anwar 
1987, 92). Even though appeals to Islam threaten the non-Muslim 
segments of the population, "the Islamization process will not 
satisfy the fundamentalist counter-elites until it has progressed so 
far that only they, and not the secular elite, are eligible and qualified 
to rule" (Mauzy and Milne 1986, 98). 

Although Islam served as a unifying political force for the ethnic 
Malays who benefited from Muslim "affirmative action" programs, 
the subsequent manipulation of Islam for political purposes has 
hindered the development of a national civic identity. By creating 
a rift between Muslims and non-Muslims, exploitation of Islamic 
ideals endangers the government's efforts to create a national civic 
identity based on other grounds. In Malaysia's multiethnic society, 
politicized Islam has proven to be more of a divisive factor than a 
unifying one. 

Uzbekistan: Islam in a Society Where the Government 
Fears It 

The emirate of Bukhara and the khanates of Khiva and Kokand, 
all centered in modem-day Uzbekistan, were long ago among the 
most important centers of Islamic civilization, acting as centers of 
trade, science and literature. Although eighty years of Soviet official 
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atheism virtually eliminated Islam from public view, Islamic rituals 
and social institutions continued to structure the average person's 
life. It seems logical, therefore, that in a newly-independent Uzbek 
Republic, the state would attempt to base its legitimacy on a revival 
of Islam. 

The Uzbek government, led by the same official who headed the 
republic under the Soviet Union, has indeed used Islamic symbols 
to boost the legitimacy of the regime. However, because Islamic 
radicalism has contributed to the civil wars in neighboring Tajikistan 
and Afghanistan, the government of President Islam Karimov has 
deliberately downplayed Islam, viewing it as a potential threat to 
his regime. He has instead chosen to try to unite a diverse mosaic 
of ethnic groups by appealing to the glorious history of the Uzbek 
empires. It seems likely, however, that Uzbek society, like that of 
Malaysia and Pakistan, will end up defining itself from the bottom-
UP> rejecting the conception of their identities imposed upon them 
by the government. 

Central Asian Islam is a far cry from what is practiced in the rest 
of the Muslim world. It is infused with saint worship and other pre-
Islamic steppe traditions, and peasants say prayers over meals that 
include vodka. Uzbeks still observe much of Islamic ritual, but they 
have lost the understanding of the religious doctrine that lies at the 
root of their practices. Such a heterodox Islam, however, continues 
in the Central Asian tradition. Even in the fifteenth century Timurid 
empire, the Yasci (traditional steppe law) combined with Islamic 
practices to structure the everyday lives of the people. Yet even 
then as today—the ruler invoked the shari'a to provide himself 
with the legitimacy of Islam (Gross 1992, 16). 

Although the Soviet Union outlawed religion, the traditions of 
everyday popular Islam persevered. Uzbeks continued to hold 
religious ceremonies for circumcisions, weddings and burials; 
sanction second wives if a first wife turned out to be infertile; and 
teach religion to their children (Poliakov 1992,17-19). The Soviets 
even legitimized the traditional structures that kept Islam alive by 
using neighborhood mahalla committees to extend their control to 
the community level. The Soviet empire thus enabled the commu
nities to retain the organizational structure that maintained mosques, 
taught religion and provided for the collection and distribution of 
zakat. Despite the outlawing of religion (with the exception of a 
few tightly controlled "official" mosques and religious academies), 
popular Islam thus had a vast store of resources to keep its traditions 
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alive. "The mosque (whether official or not) is primarily a social 
institution that influences all aspects of life and in many ways 
regulates all of daily life in the mahalla and the family" (Poliakov 
1992, 99, 107). 

Although Islam was one of the primary defining characteristics 
of Uzbek national identity under the Soviet Union, Uzbekistan and 
the other republics surged to independence on a wave of ethni
cally-based anti-imperialism, reacting to nearly a century of glass 
ceilings and limited economic opportunities. Yet Islam was an 
integral part of this newly mobilized Uzbek ethnicity; a December 
1988 event to honor the Uzbek language developed into a mass 
demonstration featuring green flags, signs with Koranic verses, and 
other Islamic symbols. Similarly, riots in the Fergana Valley in June 
1989 were the result of social and economic frustration fueled by a 
cultural nationalism that synthesized both Uzbek and Muslim 
identities. The Fergana youths "evinced special enthusiasm not so 
much for official Islam," writes Central Asian scholar James Critchlow, 
"but for Timur and the Kurbashis of the 1920s . .. who fought under 
the banner of Islam" (Critchlow 1991, 176, 180). 

As in Malaysia, the mobilization of Islam as an element of a 
national identity does not concern either non-Muslims or the 
regime. What scares them, however, is the notion that Islamists will 
use religion to impose Islamic laws on the entire population. 
Although many ethnic Russians are emigrating because the resur
gence of Uzbek ethnic nationalism has limited their opportunities, 
"the threat of Islamization is one of the main reasons for the exodus 
of the Russian population" ("Uzbekistan: Tamerlane v. Marx" 1994, 
48). 

The government, sensing that Islamic ideology could indeed 
destabilize the government and divide the country along religious 
lines (and even along fundamentalist/traditionalist lines), has em
barked on a campaign to promote Uzbeks' historic heritage as the 
core element of the new civic identity. A monument to Karl Marx in 
one of Tashkent's main squares was replaced with one of Emir 
Timur (Tamerlane), and the observatory of Timur's grandson, the 
astrologer-emir Ulugbek, has also been restored in an effort to 
revive the image of Uzbekistan's historic and scientific greatness. 

Although many Uzbeks speak Russian, President Karimov has 
manipulated language policy to serve his goal of social and political 
stability. His regime made Uzbek the official language, despite the 
fact that President Karimov himself speaks it with middling profi-
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ciency. Furthermore, when the government announced that it 
would replace the Cyrillic alphabet by the year 2000, it decided not 
to switch to Arabic lettering—which was used before Russian 
domination and would thus give Uzbeks greater access to their pre-
Soviet history because such a move would enable a freer flow of 
information from the Arab and Muslim worlds. It instead decided to 
switch to the Latin alphabet, which will orient Uzbekistan toward 
the technological secularism of Turkey and the West. 

In 1993, Karimov announced that Uzbekistan needed a new 
ideology to replace Marxism-Leninism—despite the fact that, in 
order to keep Islam from penetrating the state too deeply, Article 12 
of the constitution declares that "no ideology can be considered as 
the state ideology" (Munawarov 1994, 144). The objective of the 
new ideology is "to unite the people around the leader" (Berezovsky 
1993,63), and its primary components are "patriotism and political 
harmony (Berezovsky 1994,83). Maintaining the status quo has, it 
seems, become the core of Karimov's social and economic policies, 
as well as of his attempts to develop a civic identity. "All that we are 
doing in the sphere of the economy, policy, the social sphere, and 
the transition to the market," Karimov told two Moscow reporters, 
"is connected in principle with the assurance of inter-ethnic social 
harmony. I am prepared to pay any price for this harmony, for social 
stability" (Potapov and Biryukov 1993, 79). 

Despite his view that an Islamic resurgence would destabilize 
the country, Karimov still needs to make symbolic gestures that 
demonstrate his commitment to the faith observed by 89 percent of 
his subjects (Batalden and Batalden 1993, 167). Because Central 
Asia has been isolated from the Islamic world, however, Uzbeks are 
largely ignorant of orthodox Islam, allowing it to be "easily invoked 
and interpreted in a way that will suit the needs of those in control 
of the society" (Olcott 1992, xvi). Karimov has therefore treated 
Islam as more an element of Uzbek culture than as a spiritual 
commitment; he was thus able to state in the same breath both that 
the first translation of the Koran into Uzbek "is a great event in the 
history of our culture" and that fundamentalists are prepared to 
"use the noble ideas of Islam as a cover to come to power" 
("Karimov Fields Questions" 1993, 69). 

Karimov has allowed and promoted the construction of mosques 
and medressehs (religious seminaries). Whereas only 180 official 
mosques and two medressehs existed in the entire Soviet Union at 
independence, there are now over 15,000 mosques and 25 
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medressehs in Uzbekistan alone. He has made Muslim fast days 
official state holidays, and 3,000 Muslims now make the hajj, the 
pilgrimage to Mecca, each year. Karimov's personal commitment to 
Islam, however, remains superficial. An aide who accompanied 
him on his own hajj admitted that "the greatest difficulty.. .was 
abstaining from drinking alcohol and smoking" (Andreyev 1992, 
19). 

Although he has allowed Islamic institutions to flourish, Karimov 
carefully controls the ways in which Islam expands. Many mosques 
have been constructed with the assistance of foreign assistance 
from Muslim countries, but the regime refuses to accept money for 
such purposes from Iran, Libya, Saudi Arabia or other "radical" 
Islamic states. The government allows students to study Islam at 
such prestigious institutions as Egypt's al-Azhar, but only after it 
approves of each student. In a blatantly political strategy, Karimov 
appoints the official religious leadership and then uses it to support 
his regime; soon after independence, the government-appointed 
mufti endorsed his patron for the presidency, stating that Karimov 
is "the most deserving for the now very onerous presidential 
burden" (Demin 1992, 114). 

Yet the concessions that Karimov makes to Islam to boost his 
legitimacy only provide an environment in which Islam can ex
pand. As happened in Pakistan and Malaysia, Islamic activists will 
most likely step up their demands on the regime and become 
increasingly hostile toward a government that attempts to restrict 
their activities and undermine their growth. Karimov will likely 
discover, as have the leaders in the two other states examined in this 
study, that Islam is too deeply embedded in Uzbek society to be 
surgically removed and replaced with an Uzbek ethnic/civic na
tionalism that has never before existed; the glorious days of Emir 
Timur and Ulugbek may inspire intellectuals, but they are far 
removed from the concerns of Uzbek peasants who grow veg
etables in their courtyards to survive. The manipulation of Islam, 
the core element of most Uzbeks' identities, will very likely backfire 
on the regime just as such exploitation inspired the radicalization 
of dakwah groups in Malaysia and exacerbated ethnic tensions in 
Pakistan. 
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CONCLUSIONS 
The leaders of three states with complex histories, polities and 
ethnic compositions have tried to change centuries-old traditions 
of primordial attachments by simply decreeing that they all share a 
common heritage. Rather than allow the people to make their own 
conceptions of their identities known to the center, the central 
governments have informed them of the heritage to which they 
must feel attached. By using Islam to create a new national identity, 
the governments of Malaysia and Pakistan have only exacerbated 
existing social tensions and intensified sources of social and politi
cal instability. All three countries have proven the difficulty of 
replacing cultural norms—especially religiously based traditions 
and belief systems—with state-imposed values. It is therefore no 
surprise that the populations of Malaysia, Pakistan and Uzbekistan 
have either resisted or ignored their states' efforts, stymieing the 
governments' attempts to create a supra-primordial civic identity. 

Islam seemed to the ruling elites to be an easy tool to gain 
legitimacy, manipulate political institutions and retain access to the 
resources of the state for themselves and for their primordial 
groups. Much of the obsession with the shari *a," it seems, "comes 
from... politicians who depend on these questions of Islamization 
as a mechanism for seeking access to the state and as a means of 
reconfiguring alliances when ethnic and regional ties" are in flux as 
a result of modernization, political change and demographic shifts 
(Simone 1994, 78). By focusing so heavily on Islamization to 
legitimize their regimes, however, the governments distracted 
themselves from the more important tasks of economic develop
ment and political institution building, shortcomings that make it 
even more difficult to maintain stability today. 

In using Islam as a tool to gain legitimacy, the rulers of these three 
countries failed—and even refused—to recognize the complexity 
of their societies. Islam is a discursive shortcut," writes one scholar. 
"It doesn't require a great investment of energy or time to serve as 
a link among people" (Simone 1994,155). The failure of these three 
states to successfully build a national civic identity seems to dem
onstrate that: 

it is traditional rural society that will 'restructure' the official religious 
establishment, and not the other way around; nor will the efforts of 
party officials to derive legitimacy from official religious institutions 
prove successful in the long term. (Olcott 1992, xxiv) 
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Politicized Islam drags leaders into a cycle where their commit
ment to Islam must steadily increase more and more. Eventually, all 
three states will reach a point where two options exist: (1) they can 
either implement a wide range of intrusive Islamic measures in 
order to appease Islamic groups—who will always be able to 
demonstrate that they are more committed to religion than the 
incumbents; (2) they can crack down hard on their Islamist oppo
sition, alienating these organizations' supporters. Both options will 
destabilize the ruling regimes and exacerbate the fragile ethnic and 
political balances that exist in all three countries unless their 
governments succeed in finding another system of values and 
symbols upon which to build a civic identity. 
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