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ABSTRACT 
 
 

The Islamic Revival in post-Soviet Central Asia (Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, 

Turkmenistan, and Uzbekistan) offers a rich case study concerning the role of Islamism 

in international politics.  The international relations literature on the region has not 

explored this phenomenon deeply, due in part to the limited account of ideational factors 

offered by the predominant approaches to international relations theory.  Building on the 

constructivist argument that a causal account of ideational factors can be supplemented 

with a constitutive account that locates these factors in their social and historical contexts, 

the thesis explores ideology as a conceptual framework that may be used to link the 

different manifestations of political Islam in post-Soviet Central Asia, including Islamist 

movements (Islamic Renaissance Party, Islamic Movement of Uzbekistan, and Hizb ut-

Tahrir), the repression and cooptation of the Islamic revival Central Asian states, and the 

perception of the Islamic Revival as a threat to regional and international security. 

 
 

 

 



ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 
 

This project took longer than it should have, as my research and my professional 

life took several worthwhile detours.  The generous financial support of the J.W. Dafoe 

Foundation, through the Fellowship in International Relations, and of the Department of 

National Defence, through the Security and Defence Forum MA Scholarship, allowed me 

to work while warm and well-fed, and enabled me to accumulate debts of gratitude while 

limiting debts of a more serious nature. 

With the customary caveat that I alone am responsible for the form, substance, 

and failings of this thesis, I owe thanks to many people: to the members of my thesis 

committee – my advisor Dr. Lasha Tchantouridze, Dr. James Fergusson, and Dr. Tina 

Chen – for their challenging and insightful questions and clarifications; to the faculty 

members, notably Dr. Paul Buteux and Dr. Jesse Vorst, who have shaped my thinking on 

international politics and social theory, and who led me, directly or indirectly, to 

undertake this study; to friends and colleagues for hours borrowed and arguments 

endured; and to my family, natural and acquired, for their support and the wise counsel of 

experience (“It’s just a thesis, not a bloody book”).  Dorothy Brown turned an editorial 

eye to drafts of this work, and Carson Jerema served as a sounding board for clarifying 

my arguments. 

My last debt, and certainly my largest, is to my partner Nike; without her 

patience, tolerance, encouragement, and helpful prodding (in that order), mixed always 

with her good humour and careful assistance, this project could not have been completed. 

iii 



 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

For Hy.

iv 



CONTENTS 
 
  Page 
 
ABSTRACT  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .       ii 
 
ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .    iii 
 
TABLE OF CONTENTS  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .     v 
 
LIST OF AND FIGURES . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .     vi 

 
Chapter 

 
1. INTRODUCTION: THE POTENTIAL AND THE PROBLEM 
  OF THE ISLAMIC REVIVAL IN POST-SOVIET 
  CENTRAL ASIA    . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .        1 
 
2. IDEATIONAL APPROACHES IN INTERNATIONAL 
  RELATIONS THEORY  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .     30 
 
3. IDEOLOGY    . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .    77 

 
4. POLITICAL ISLAM IN THE POST-SOVIET PERIOD   . . . . . . . . .  115 
 
5. CONCLUSION . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  161 

 
BIBLIOGRAPHY . . .  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  169 

v 



 LIST OF FIGURES 
 
Figure  Page 
 

1. Wendt’s “Four Sociologies” of International Relations  . . . . . . . . . . .    49 

2. Methodological Debate in International Relations   . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .   55 

3. Ideology-As-Subject Matrix . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 103 

4. Ideology-As-Object Matrix  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 103 

vi 



CHAPTER 1: 

INTRODUCTION: THE POTENTIAL AND THE PROBLEM OF THE ISLAMIC 
REVIVAL IN POST-SOVIET CENTRAL ASIA 

 
 Despite the potential for analyses of the Islamic Revival in the five post-Soviet 

Central Asian republics to shed light on several key questions for international relations, 

studies of the region from an international relations perspective have not considered the 

political dimensions of the Islamic Revival systematically.1  This omission reflects the 

under-theorization of ideational factors in many international relations theories.  Building 

on the argument that a constitutive approach to ideational factors may offer a more 

fruitful social-theoretical basis for the consideration of political Islam than strictly causal 

and materialist approaches, the thesis proposes ideology as a conceptual framework for 

investigating the role that ideas of and about Islamism play in the domestic and 

international politics of Central Asia.  Using this framework, the thesis reviews the 

emergence of political Islam in post-Soviet Central Asia at three levels – the role that 

Islam as ideology plays in motivating individuals, in contests over the legitimacy of state 

institutions, and modulating the support and approbation of other actors in the 

international system.  It is argued that ideology offers a conceptual framework that may 

be better suited to incorporate the diverse political manifestations of Islam within a 

common analytical approach.  

 

 

1 
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Thesis Overview 

 This chapter offers a preliminary sketch of political Islam and related concepts, 

and reviews the existing international relations literatures on Central Asia and Islam.  

While the international relations literature has been successful at identifying and 

describing the emergence of political Islam generally, if not in the Central Asian case, 

there have been few efforts to integrate these various phenomena into a single, 

consciously theoretical framework.  It is argued that this gap in the international relations 

literature is related to a gap in international relations theory concerning the role of 

ideational factors. 

 This theoretical lacuna is further explored in Chapter 2.  As constructivist and 

“post-positivist” theorists have contended, the dominance of materialist approaches in 

international relations theory has resulted in the propagation of a shallow account of the 

role that ideational factors like political Islam can play in international relations.2  The 

focus on material factors to the detriment of ideational factors, in turn, has deeper roots in 

the scientific-hermeneutic debate in the social sciences, and reflects the fundamental 

assumptions about social phenomena that many theories of international relations have in 

common.  Consequently, redressing this oversight requires that we do more than “add 

ideas and stir,” as has been attempted by some structural realist and neo-liberalist 

international relations theorists.  Instead, it is argued that a constitutive orientation to 

social theory – one that bridges the rationalist and relationist positions in the scientific-

hermeneutic debate and recognizes both causal and constitutive theories as part of the 

social scientific project – is necessary to “unbracket” ideational factors by integrating 

ideas and identities alongside interests in international relations theory.3
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 Building on this social-theoretical underpinning, it is argued in Chapter 3 that 

ideology, developed in the work of Karl Marx and Karl Mannheim, offers an appropriate 

conceptual framework for considering the various political manifestations of the Central 

Asian Islamic Revival in an international relations context.  Ideology meets several 

requirements for such a “bridging” framework set out in Chapter 2.  First, ideology 

accommodates the dialectic between the constitutive and instrumental aspects of ideas in 

social and political relations – allowing the reconciliation of “competing” visions of ideas 

as subordinate to, and constitutive of, material interests.  Second, ideology reconciles the 

immanency and historicity of ideas, insofar as the potentialities of ideas can be traced to 

the nexus of their internal logic and the concrete social circumstances and historical 

narratives in which they are embedded.  Third, because ideology draws on social theory, 

it provides two crucial connections: between theory in international relations and theory 

in the other social sciences, and between the individual, state, and systemic levels of 

analysis.  In this way, ideology has the potential to better enable comparative work within 

international relations and connections between like studies across social scientific 

disciplines. 

 The thesis considers the Islamic Revival in post-Soviet Central Asia using the 

account of ideology developed in Chapter 3 in order to demonstrate that this approach 

offers one means of incorporating ideational factors in international relations analyses.  

Chapter 4 examines the manifestation of political Islam or Islamic ideology in Central 

Asia at three levels: first, at the individual level, in the employment of Islam to mobilize 

groups members during conflicts (Tajik civil war) and for political movements (Islamic 

Movement of Uzbekistan and Hizb ut-Tahrir); second, at the state level, in the use of 



  4 

Islam in the Central Asian political discourse on state authority (nationalism and 

legitimacy) and opposition (the deployment of Islam in the Andijan massacre); and third, 

at level of international politics, in the uses of Islam as a threat to regional and 

international security, especially since the beginning of the “War on Terror.”  

Notwithstanding the apparent Islamic Revival in Central Asia, it is argued that Soviet 

religious and nationalities policies have reoriented the “economy of meaning” around 

Islam in Central Asia in ways that have influenced the emergence and direction of the 

Islamic Revival in the region.  The break with Islamic traditionalism and the distinctive 

Central Asian confrontation with modernity that began with Russian colonisation and 

continued under Soviet rule simultaneously eroded the traditional institutional structures 

of Islam and limited the receptiveness of Central Asians to Islamist ideas and movements.  

At the same time, the emergence of Islamism as a regional security threat and as a global 

phenomenon have fostered serious efforts by the Central Asian republics to co-opt Islam 

as a source of legitimacy and to combat “Islamic extremism” internally and in the region.  

 The concluding chapter summarizes the argument made in the previous chapters, 

and argues that the application of ideology in the Central Asian context suggests the 

utility of ideology as a framework for connecting the levels of analysis of international 

politics and as a means of integrating observations at each level of analysis into a 

common conceptual framework.  The thesis concludes with suggestions for potential 

applications of ideology as a conceptual framework in international relations. 
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Islam as Ideology 

The return to religious observance and the acceptance of a fundamentalist 

viewpoint are not identical phenomena, but they do share a similar root.  Analysts who 

speak of the spread of fundamentalism or of Islamism are referring both to social 

movements and to the adoption of ideas.4  Ideologies are not sketched upon blank slates, 

but contend and interact with existing narratives and ideas about political or social 

relations.  This is especially true of ideologies that explicitly draw upon an existing body 

of ideas, concepts, and practices, or which claim continuity and identity with traditional 

knowledge or cultural customs.  Logically, ideologies that utilize existing narratives 

within a group of people will enjoy a better chance of “success” or a greater likelihood of 

adoption if they resonate with or build upon these extant categories of understanding.  At 

the same time, an ideology built upon a religion, in this case Islamism, is embedded in an 

existing “economy of meaning” that is the source of its discursive elements and the fount 

of its claims to legitimacy.5

It is fairly common to accept that Islamism refers to the ideologization of Islam – 

the explicit application of Islamic beliefs, principles, or practices to aspects of the 

political realm, including political institutions, political order, and political behaviour.6  

In this view, “Islamism” and “political Islam” are not strictly interchangeable.  The latter 

term conceivably includes both Islamism, which defines the public space in Islamic 

terms, as well the moderate stance of Muslims who accept the secularity of the public 

space as necessary or desirable (and the resultant reservation of religion to the private 

realm) but whose personal political actions and positions are guided by their religious 

precepts and principles.7   



  6 

It should be noted that the term “Islamic fundamentalism” is eschewed here.  This 

phrase has achieved usage beyond its utility as a descriptive term, not because it is not 

useful, but because it has been understood simultaneously as an omnibus concept and as a 

monolithic phenomenon.8  “Fundamentalism” was a term originally applied to American 

Protestants of the early twentieth century who believed in Biblical infallibility due to 

divine authorship (or at least divinely-inspired authorship) of Christian scriptures, and it 

was later broadened to include Biblical literalism.9  Numerous writers have deemed the 

term inappropriate on the basis of its Christian patrimony, although most have 

simultaneously acquiesced in its usage as a matter of convenience.10  The term has even 

entered Arabic, as a synonym for “bigot,” and Persian, where it is translated as 

“backward.”11

The dual connotations of “fundamentalism” do have their uses, however.  In the 

first sense, the return to foundations, the term cleaves closely to the varieties of Islamist 

thought broadly referred to as Salafism, which encourage Muslims to emulate the Salaf 

(the original Muslims, also called “predecessors” or “venerable forefathers”), and “to 

apply unchangeable religious principles to current religious practice.”12  In the second 

sense, scriptural literalism, the meaning is more ambiguous since, as Reza Aslan 

observes, “all Muslims believe in the “literal” quality of the Quran – which is, after all, 

the direct speech of God.”13  Notwithstanding the universal acceptance by Muslims of the 

doctrine that the Quran is divinely revealed (tanzil), the literalism invoked by 

“fundamentalism” can be connected to a distinctive quality of interpretation.  This 

consists in the denial of the allegorical or historical specificity of the text of the Quran, a 

claim that goes back to the long-standing debate in Muslim theology concerning the ontic 
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status of the Quran.14  In this sense, “fundamentalism is not only a political movement 

but is equally an intellectual one which provides philosophical principles that have 

evolved into a system of thought worthy of serious study.”15  Our object of study here is 

not the intellectual movement, but its political incarnation.  In this sense, Islamic 

fundamentalism does not capture the political specificity of Islamism because 

fundamentalism is an intellectual current within Islam, while Islamism is an ideology that 

is connected to, but distinguishable from, that intellectual current.  By this token, 

“Islamic radicalism” and “Islamic extremism” do not add much in the way of meaning, 

insofar as they are synonyms for one of the above terms.  In some cases, they have been 

used to denote Islamists who condone or encourage violence.  However, the adjectives 

“militant” or “violent” can certainly be used for this purpose. 

 Many authors have written of the linkages between modernity and Islamism, 

although the precise definition of modernity and the nature of this linkage are often 

somewhat murky.  Indeed, there is a great deal to suggest that social and economic 

modernization, with the associated cultural discommodations, has contributed to the 

“psychological as well as physical displacement” of Muslims in post-traditional 

societies.16  The experiences of colonialism, military and political subjugation, economic 

infiltration, and social and cultural disruption, were deeply traumatic for the umma, 

physically, psychologically, and intellectually, and generated divergent responses among 

Muslims.  Esposito identifies four variants: withdrawal, rejection (jihad), secularism and 

Westernization (imitation), and Islamic modernism (adaptation).17  These correspond 

closely to Samuel Huntington’s tripartite taxonomy of the possible responses to 

modernity: rejectionism (neither modernization nor Westernization), Kemalism (both 
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modernization and Westernization), and reformism (modernization, but not 

Westernization).18

Several rejectionist and revivalist movements bemoaning the “Muslim departure 

from true Islamic values,” and advocating the purification of Islam, appeared throughout 

the initial period of Islamic decline and European colonialism, but they achieved only 

limited and temporary successes.19  Indeed, under the European ascendancy of the 

eighteenth, nineteenth, and early twentieth centuries, rejectionism was never truly viable:  

While resistance or confrontation initially proved attractive, emigration proved 
impractical for large numbers of people and, given the superior military strength 
of Europe, holy war was doomed to defeat.  For many religious leaders, the 
alternative was simply to refuse to deal with their colonial masters, to shun their 
company, schools, and institutions.20

By contrast, the “Kemalist” or secular modernist movement response only exacerbated 

the social and cultural dislocations inflicted by modernity, generally without providing 

any corresponding political or economic benefits.21  Secular modernism at the hands of 

indigenous rulers, in short, provided precious little to distinguish itself from colonialism.  

Together with the inability of rejectionism to provide an effective response to decline, 

modernity, and colonialism, this robbed Islamic modernism of much of its pragmatic 

appeal. 

 The marginalization of Islamic modernism and the return to revivalism as an 

intellectual movement in the twentieth century is related to the diminished prestige of 

Western social and political models following World War I, and to the transformation of 

European colonies in the Muslim world into independent states following World War 

II.22  The traditional influence of Islamic institutions in the political arrangements of 

these new states had been diminished by the colonial experience.  As Antony Black 

writes, “from now on the political fortunes of Muslim states began to revive,” but “this 
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was initiated mainly not by religious leaders but by secular politicians.”23  Within this 

context, a variety of political ideologies were advanced or adopted in support of the new 

states in accordance with local conditions and political structures.  In the Arab world, the 

emergence of both pan-Arab and country-specific nationalisms militated against 

explicitly Islamic or Islamist ideologies that could compete with or undermine the secular 

authority of the state.  At the same time, the intellectual and social currents of Islam 

remained a potent counterpoint to secular ideologies, particularly when the “failure of 

secular governments to deliver the promised economic goods” and the concurrent failure 

of these governments to achieve military success against Israel in the Six-Day War began 

to diminish the legitimacy of indigenous rulers and the national and other ideologies they 

professed to support.24

 Black points to the growing influence of Islamism in the politics of the Muslim 

world during the twentieth century through its dual role as a potential source of 

legitimacy and a potential wellspring of opposition.25  The role of Islamist ideologies as a 

counterpoint to discredited secular authority may be especially pronounced where 

Islamist civil society groups or movements have been subject to repression by those 

authorities.  Such repression has been seen to contribute to the radicalization of formerly 

moderate groups or their division into militant and moderate factions, as was the case 

with the Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt under the Nasserite repression.26  Political 

exclusion of particular groups or networks may foster greater social activism among 

Islamist groups, as in Egypt, where “state institutions were complemented or challenged 

by their Islamically oriented counterparts” in civil society during the rule of President 

Hosni Mubarak.27  On a parallel track, extensive linkages between clergy and 
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government via “official” or state-sponsored mosques and madrassas can contribute to 

the delegitimation of official Islam and the shift of Islamic leadership to more vibrant and 

critical unofficial ulama and lay leaders.28  In this context, Islamist groups are often able 

to exercise a form of hegemony over political discourse and expectations, as evidenced 

by the adoption of Islamist policies and symbolism by governments as a means of 

legitimation.29  This strategy by governments is a double-edged sword, however, given 

the “fundamentalist” or Islamist understanding of Islam and its legal and political 

accoutrements.  Token or half-measures born of political expediency or necessity are 

rendered unacceptable: to appeal to Islamic legitimacy is to be held to the Islamist ideal 

of legitimacy.30

 In short, modernization and Westernization have played an important role in the 

thought of many Muslim intellectuals, and global Islamic revivalism – in the form of 

fraternal, mutual-aid, and charitable organizations – has emerged as one kind of “coping 

strategy” that offers adherents “a welcome sense of meaning and security.”31  This is 

supported by the mainstream appeal of Islamist civil society groups, which have 

undertaken to provide social, economic, and educational services in addition to their more 

strictly religious activities.32  As a result, “a more pronounced Islamic orientation is now 

to be found among the middle and lower classes, educated and uneducated, professionals 

and workers, young and old, men, women, and children” in much of the Islamic world, 

including Egypt, Tunisia, Jordan, and Malaysia.33  This resurgence of Islamic revivalism 

in the Muslim world, in terms of intellectual currents, social movements, and political 

discourse, is part of the global context confronting the newly independent Central Asian 

states in the post-Soviet period. 
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The Potential of the Islamic Revival in Central Asia 

 Once a vibrant part of the Islamic world, more than a century and a quarter of 

political subordination and cultural suppression under the Russian Tsars and their 

Bolshevik successors altered many of Central Asia’s traditional cultural and religious 

practices, and forced those active practitioners of Islam who endured into surreptitious 

worship.  In the period since the disintegration of the Soviet Union and the formal 

independence of the five former-Soviet Central Asian republics (Kazakhstan, 

Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan, and Uzbekistan) in 1991, several observers have 

identified an Islamic “renaissance,” “resurgence,” or “revival” in post-Soviet Central 

Asia, with roots in Soviet times but beginning in earnest with independence.34  The long 

history of Islam in the region and the historical role that Islam has played there as a 

wellspring of (or resource for) political resistance provide ample historical precedents for 

the emergence of Islam as a political phenomenon.  Moreover, the proximity of Iran and 

Afghanistan, and the very different experiments in theocracy undertaken in those 

countries, has certainly encouraged outside interest in the prospects of fundamentalist 

Islam. 

There have been efforts within the broader fields of Central Asian and religious 

studies to explore the Islamic revival.  The extant literature frames this question in terms 

of three distinct perspectives, each of which addresses a different facet of the Islamic 

revival.  The first points to the growth and emergence of Islamic fundamentalist 

movements such as the Islamic Renaissance Party in Tajikistan, the Islamic Movement of 

Uzbekistan, and the transnational Hizb ut-Tahrir al-Islami (Party of Islamic Liberation), 

as evidence that the Islamic revival in Central Asia is developing in parallel with Islamist 
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movements in the rest of the world.35  The second highlights the historically moderate 

character of Islam in Central Asia and its amalgamation with indigenous cultural 

traditions.  In this view, Islam has been politically latent, or at least secondary to other 

“contending forces,” such as statism, ethnic nationalism, and tribalism.36  A third 

perspective has cast the role of Islam instrumentally, portraying religiosity as a tool of 

political motivation, used, as communist ideology once was, by political elites in 

struggles over material and power resources.37

 As such, the region has much to suggest it as a case study in the growth and 

emergence of Islamism, and for key questions related to the role that Islam can play in 

international relations.  Of particular interest are questions related to the use of Islam as a 

source of legitimacy for state and non-state actors, the role of Islam in motivating 

individuals for political purposes, the effect of growing Islamic religiosity on domestic 

political discourse, and the ability of political Islam to foster trans-border networks 

between Islamist groups. 

As outlined above, students of religious and Central Asian studies provide 

excellent descriptions and analysis of many aspects of the Islamic Revival in Central 

Asia, and suggest the possible importance of Islam in Central Asian politics.  However, 

while these perspectives parallel the approaches to Islam used in the international 

relations literature, they do not treat the resurgence of Islam as a unified phenomenon, 

and they do not typically address the Islamic Revival in Central Asia from a theoretical 

perspective.38  As is discussed at greater length in Chapter 2, theory is essential if social 

science is to be differentiated from the collection of facts and the description of historical 

events.  If the goal of social scientific inquiry is to build cumulative knowledge about 
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human affairs in a way that allows comparison and generalization, theory is important 

both because it guides the design and execution of inquiries into social phenomena, and 

because it allows analyses to proceed in a manner conducive to comparison and 

generalization.  Moreover, if international relations as a discipline can offer any added 

value to the study of Central Asia, it is by approaching the region with a cognizance of 

broader developments in international affairs and with the capacity to link knowledge of 

the region with the areas of knowledge that are the concern of the discipline more 

broadly. 

 However, the relatively small international relations literature on the region has 

not explored the Islamic Revival in the region extensively.  Broadly speaking, there are 

two streams in the international relations literature on Central Asia.  The first of these 

takes a realpolitik approach to the region.  In this context, interest in Central Asia is 

largely a matter of political geography, actuated by the interventions of global powers 

and the propinquity of regional powers.  Central Asia is treated less as a story in itself 

than as the backdrop for other stories about the decline of Russian influence in the Near 

Abroad, the rise of China, the U.S. moment as the sole global “hyperpower,” and the 

strategic alchemy of energy politics.  In consequence, the politics of the region itself have 

often been addressed only tangentially and at the systemic level, as they relate to the 

global politics of energy and to the “new Great Game” of geopolitics among Russia, 

China, the United States, and other actors.39  This focus has been strengthened since 2001 

by the role of Central Asia as a staging ground for the “War on Terror” being prosecuted 

in Afghanistan.  The Afghan conflict has kept global attention to the region firmly on that 

country, with its post-Soviet neighbours implicated only insofar as they help or hinder 
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logistical efforts of the United States and its partners in the International Security 

Assistance Force, on the one hand, and of drug and weapons smugglers, on the other.40   

 The second stream adopts a more explicitly theoretical approach to Central 

Asia.41  In the early 1990s, there was some interest in Central Asia from the perspective 

of regionalism.42  There have also been efforts to apply security complex theory in the 

Central Asian context.  Islam does come up in these studies, albeit not as a central 

concern.  For example, Barry Buzan and Ole Wæver address Central Asia in their study 

of regional security complex in the post-Soviet sphere around Russia, and identify the 

growing “strength and radicalism of Islamist movements” as a security concern at the 

domestic level for the Central Asian states.43  These developments are “securitized” by 

Russia as both a threat to regional stability that has fostered “peacekeeping” in the near 

abroad, and as a possible source of material or moral support for Islamist and secessionist 

groups within the Russian Federation.44  Taking a slightly different emphasis, Green uses 

security complex theory to examine Islam as one of five competing identities within 

Central Asia.45  Rajan Menon and Hendrik Spruyt explore unit-level dynamics as they 

affect the application of neo-realist theory to Central Asia, and they discuss the potential 

for Islamic fundamentalism to arise as a factor in the domestic politics of Central Asian 

states, as well as the possibility for linkage to Islamic fundamentalist movements in 

Afghanistan and Xinjiang.46  Afghanistan has also been the subject of some theoretically-

oriented inquiries that may be of relevance to the Islamic Revival in Central Asia.  For 

example, Seth Jones tests several theories of insurgency in the context of the recent 

conflict in Afghanistan, including Islamist ideology.47
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 In broad terms, however, even where Islam is considered in international relations 

studies on Central Asia, students of international relations do not generally go beyond 

identifying the potential for Islam to affect the political or security dynamics in the 

region, without offering any theoretical understanding of how or why these linkages 

could arise or how the different facets of political Islam in the region could relate to one 

another.  This apparent neglect of the Islamic Revival within the international relations 

literature on Central Asia is puzzling, and must be understood within the context of the 

broader international relations discourse on Islam. 

 

The Problem of Islam in International Relations Theory 

Islamism and political Islam have been topics of interest in the social sciences at 

least since Iran’s Islamic Revolution in 1979.48  This has been articulated in an expansive 

literature on various aspects of Islamic politics and in numerous area and comparative 

studies on Islamic countries.49  Within the discipline of international relations, interest in 

Islamic politics has been narrower and more explicitly focussed on Islamic 

fundamentalism as it affects the traditional issues and interests of the field, especially 

security, conflict, and democratization.  The September 11, 2001 terrorist attacks on the 

United States, as well as bombings in Madrid on March 11, 2004 and London on July 7, 

2005, reinvigorated the public discourse on Islamism, and had a similar effect on the 

academic discourse as well.  In the aftermath of the 9/11 attack there was a significant 

growth in the literature on Islamism and Islamic politics, although initially the larger part 

of this was written by non-academics, or at least for a non-academic audience.50  The 

existence and growth of significant Muslim minorities in Europe – in 2005, Muslims 
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were estimated to comprise 20 million of 450 million European citizens – has also made 

political Islam a domestic concern for several European countries.51

Few studies have analysed Islam at the systemic level, but two are of particular 

note.  Samuel Huntington, in his article and subsequent book on “the clash of 

civilizations,” which he believed to be reshaping world politics from a bipolar to a 

multipolar and multicivilizational world, considers Islam from a systemic standpoint.  

According to Huntington, civilizational affiliation is replacing ideological affiliation as a 

structural factor underlying patterns of amity and enmity in the international system, 

which he sees as increasingly divided along civilizational “fault-lines.”52  While 

Huntington’s thesis ostensibly places culture in a position of primacy, he cleaves closely 

to materialism: 

[T]he sources of conflict between states and groups from different civilizations 
are, in large measure, those which have always generated conflict between 
groups: control of people, territory, wealth, resources, and relative power, that is 
the ability to impose one’s own values, culture, and institutions on another group 
as compared to that group’s ability to do that to you.”53

Although Huntington states that “conflict between cultural groups … may also involve 

cultural issues,” the examples he provides – the competing territorial claims on Kosovo 

and Jerusalem – do not suggest a distinction with a difference between conflicts over 

cultural and material interests.  Rather, Huntington observes that material interests may 

be linked to cultural values in order to strengthen the case made by the groups involved in 

the conflict, since “cultural questions … involve a yes or no, zero-sum choice.”54   

Huntington largely takes culture and religion at face value – while “everyone has 

multiple identities which may compete with or reinforce each other,” culture is not 

constitutive of interests.55  Instead, Huntington treats culture as an object trouvé: 
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[T]he increased salience of cultural identity is in large part… the result of social-
economic modernization at the individual level, where dislocation and alienation 
create the need for more meaningful identities, and at the societal level, where the 
enhanced capabilities and power of non-Western societies stimulate the 
revitalization of indigenous identities and culture.56

In short, Huntington sees the politicization of culture as a response to system-level 

pressures.  Within that system, interests are defined in material terms; cultural factors are 

secondary and largely non-adaptive, brought from background to foreground without 

altering the materialist picture. 

Of note, Huntington casts Islamic civilization as particularly prone to conflict, in 

part because of “the Muslim concept of Islam as a way of life transcending and uniting 

religion and politics.”57  Huntington famously remarked in his initial article on the clash 

of civilizations thesis that “Islam has bloody borders.”58  He repeated this provocative 

statement in his book, citing additional evidence: 

In the early 1990s Muslims were engaged in more intergroup violence than were 
non-Muslims, and two-thirds to three-quarters of intercivilizational wars were 
between Muslims and non-Muslims.  Islam’s borders are bloody, and so are its 
innards.59

Pointing to the comparative work of James Payne on militarism, Huntington further 

observed that “Muslim states also have had a high propensity to resort to violence in 

international crises, employing it to resolve 76 crises out of a total of 142 in which they 

were involved between 1928 and 1979,” a ratio of 53.5 per cent in contrast with 11.5 per 

cent in the case of the United Kingdom, 17.9 per cent for the United States, and 28.5 per 

cent for the Soviet Union.60  Again, however, there is a disjunction between Huntington’s 

materialist understanding of the causes of conflict and his thesis that conflicts follow 

cultural faultlines.  Even if the empirical data suggest that one culture is more prone to 

conflict than another, there is nothing in Huntington’s model to explain why this 
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correlation exists; if anything, culture is a confounding variable for materialist accounts 

of conflict. 

Francis Fukuyama offers a second systemic assessment of Islam from an 

“idealist” perspective.  Fukuyama identifies Islamic fundamentalism as one of the 

“authoritarian alternatives” – an “empire of resentment” – that could challenge the 

ascendancy of the liberal democratic order that has emerged from what he identifies as a 

Hegelian “Universal History.”61  He describes the emergence of Islamic fundamentalism 

as a response to the “failure of Muslim societies generally to maintain their dignity vis-à-

vis the non-Muslim West.”62

The Islamic Revival was… the nostalgic re-assertion of an older, purer set of 
values said to have existed in the distant past, that were neither the discredited 
“traditional values” of the recent past, nor the Western values that had been so 
poorly transplanted to the Middle East.63

Fukuyama’s approach is more subtle than Huntington’s, in that he understands the 

Islamic Revival as a distinctively modern phenomenon.  He addresses Islam as an 

ideational phenomenon, and offers a theoretical mechanism by which it would appeal to 

individuals – his notion of thymos, “the part of the soul that demands recognition.”64  

Fukuyama also poses a functional argument for the success of liberal democracy at the 

systemic level as a consequence of scientific and economic modernity, and for the global 

Islamic Revival as a consequence of the failure of that modernity, comparable to 

European fascism. 65  However, it should be noted that while Fukuyama’s measure of the 

success of modernity is institutional – the adoption of liberal and democratic institutions 

– Fukuyama locates his explanation of the failure of modernity in Islamic societies in 

cultural rather than material circumstances, arguing that “most of the Islamic world never 

assimilated these Western [technological] imports in a convincing way.”66 This would 
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seem to imply that the technological and institutional underdevelopment of the Islamic 

world is the result of a culture incompatible with modernity and not of the political and 

institutional factors that affected the diffusion and acceptance of “the techniques and 

values of the West.”67  

Islam has also been the subject of empirical work in international relations.  A 

significant part of the international relations discourse on Islam relates to the relative 

propensity of Muslim societies for internal and external violence.68  For example, Monica 

Toft has identified a correlation between religious civil wars and Islam: 

In 42 religious civil wars from 1940 to 2000, incumbent governments and rebels 
who identified with Islam were involved in 34 (81 percent), far more than those 
identifying with other religions, such as Christianity (21, or 50 percent) or 
Hinduism (7, or 16 percent).69

Toft uses the theory of religious outbidding, drawn from the work of Jack Snyder, to 

argue that religion is used instrumentally by political elites to reinforce their legitimacy 

and reinforce the loyalty of religious domestic or extra-state constituencies.70  Toft 

suggests that the relatively stronger correlation between Islam and religious civil wars 

may stem from a combination of geographical factors (proximity to Israel and to other 

Islamic states, petroleum reserves) and ideational factors (“jihad—a structural feature of 

Islam,” “church and state are much more likely to be fused”)71

Taking a similar approach, Assaf Moghadam examines the empirical relationship 

between suicide bombings and groups that adhere to a salafist ideology.72  Moghadam 

examines the elements of the salafist ideology, and he finds a significant correlation 

between salafi jihadist ideology and suicide attacks.73  However, his analysis does not 

connect these factors.  While Moghadam attributes a role to religious ideology in 

“help[ing] the suicide bomber justify his or her actions and to disengage morally from his 
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act and his victims,” the mechanism by which ideology might motivate or disinhibit 

individuals is deemed to be beyond the scope of the article.74

This is not to say that the debate is one-sided.  Studying a related phenomenon, 

albeit with a shorter and more recent sample (1980 to 2000), Indra de Soysa and Ragnhild 

Nordås conclude that countries with majority Muslim populations actually experience 

lower levels of political terror than countries with strong Catholic populations.75  Some 

empirical work has also been undertaken, especially in the comparative field, exploring 

the putative relationship between Islam and democratic or authoritarian forms of 

government.76

There are two principal, and related, objections to the existing international 

relations literature on Islam.  The first is that students of international relations have not 

taken a sufficiently nuanced approach to the subject matter of Islam.  For example, Bryan 

Turner, responding both to Huntington and to Fukuyama, observes that “western 

commentaries on fundamentalist Islam typically fail to consider the heterogeneity of 

contemporary Islamic belief.”77  Similarly, many empirical studies adopt an implicit 

“culturalist” or “cultural essentialist” orientation that takes Islamic culture, and traditional 

cultures generally, as given, non-adaptive, or monolithic.78  Of course, international 

relations scholarship is often criticized by subject matter experts from other fields for 

inadequate attention to detail.79  This is not universally seen as a failing; for example, 

Katerina Dalacoura argues that the generalization and methodological rigour of the 

international relations discourse on Islam is a useful counterpoint to “exceptionalist” 

understandings of Islam sometimes found among specialists of the subject.80  Complaints 

about selection bias in the questions being examined – related to the propensity of Islamic 
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societies for violence or authoritarianism, for example – may have more merit.  However, 

insofar as these questions are relevant to the study of international relations, such 

complaints are, if not baseless, then certainly misplaced.  Even if claims of shallowness 

are correct, they point to lapses of scholarship and/or of detailed knowledge, not to 

fundamental methodological problems.   

The second, and more serious, criticism is that these analyses, while they provide 

empirical insights and point to likely connections between Islam and outcomes at 

different levels of analysis, do not offer (and in most cases do not attempt to offer) a 

theoretical description of these linkages.  Put another way, the existing international 

relations discourse on Islam tells us that Islam is important, but it does not suggest why, 

and in this sense offers a close parallel to the treatment of the Islamic Revival in Central 

Asia in the specialist literature on the region.  This theoretical lacuna brings into question 

the capacity of dominant approaches in international relations to address Islam as a 

unified phenomenon, and has broader implications for the method and objectives of 

inquiry in international relations.  It is argued that this is related to the ongoing “third 

debate” between scientific and hermeneutic approaches in international relations theory – 

that is, between approaches that seek to explain political phenomena in causal terms, and 

those that seek to understand political events and actions in their proper social and 

historical context.  The implications of this debate, and the argument for supplementing 

causal approaches with constitutive approaches which is used to support the use of 

ideology from an international relations perspective, will be discussed in the next chapter.   
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Conclusion 

 Although there is a growing interest in Islam among students of international 

relations, the Islamic Revival in Central Asia remains relatively unexplored within the 

discipline, which has focussed instead on the geopolitics of energy and competition for 

influence among global and regional powers.  In the context of the international relations 

discourse on Islam, there is clear case to be made for the study of the Islamic Revival in 

the region.  However, as the literature review above suggests, while students of 

international relations have undertaken valuable empirical analyses of political Islam, in 

particular by exploring the connections between Islam and various political phenomena, 

these studies commonly do not offer a satisfying explanation of the correlations they find 

– that is, the accounts they offer find correlations between certain political outcomes and 

Islam, but locate their explanations in other factors.  Conversely, systemic approaches to 

Islam do not offer convincing accounts of how the manifestations of political Islam relate 

to one another.  Together, these oversights reflect an under-theorization of political Islam 

that may be seen to challenge the capacity of the discipline to bring “added value” to the 

study of the Islamic Revival in post-Soviet Central Asia by supplementing the work of 

subject matter specialists with a distinctively “international relations” contribution.  In 

order to develop a more comprehensive conceptual approach to the study of political 

Islam in Central Asia from an international relations perspective, one that can connect 

empirical observations to the phenomenon they purport to investigate, it is necessary to 

determine why existing theories do not support such an approach.  Based on this analysis, 

it is possible to sketch the requirements for such frameworks to support a more coherent 
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contribution to social scientific knowledge of Islamic politics, whether in Central Asia or 

elsewhere. 
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CHAPTER 2: 

IDEATIONAL APPROACHES 
IN INTERNATIONAL RELATIONS THEORY 

Men are constantly engaged in an, on the whole highly successful, effort to adjust 
their ideas to circumstances and also in an effort, very much less successful, to 
adjust circumstances to their ideas. 
 

H.C. Allen, Sixteenth-Century Political Thought1

 
 

Introduction 

While the importance of political Islam has been recognized in the international 

relations discourse, this recognition has not generally been articulated in a theoretically 

rigorous fashion.  In the previous chapter, it was argued that the limitations of the 

international relations discourse on political Islam are related to difficulties with the 

theoretical approaches used.  In order to develop a theoretical approach that addresses the 

manifestations of political Islam as a unified phenomenon, this chapter reviews three 

possible reasons for the under-theorization Islam in the international relations discourse: 

marginalization of the Islamic world from global politics, the secular affinities of 

international relations as a discipline, and the treatment of ideational factors in 

international relations theory.  Although each factor has contributed to the under-

theorization of Islam (and the latter two to the under-investigation of religion), 

inadequate integration of ideational factors in major international relations theories is the 

most significant of the three concerns.  The debate on ideational factors is located, in 

turn, in the “third debate” that has emerged in international relations between positivist 

30 
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and post-positivist theorists.  Although this debate has been framed in terms of divergent 

epistemological assumptions, this is based on a contestable dichotomy between 

“explaining” and “understanding” as objectives of social inquiry.  It is argued that the 

problem of political Islam, insofar as it is a question of the connection between ideational 

and social factors, may be more conducive to constitutive, rather than strictly causal, 

approaches. 

 

Three Accounts of the Under-theorization of Islam in International Relations 

To address the implications of Islam in post-Soviet Central Asia, we need to 

understand the reasons for the under-theorization of Islam in international relations.  

Three accounts of this omission are discussed here, with each suggesting a slightly 

different problematique and response.  The first account identifies the problem as one of 

empirical focus, arguing that the Islamic world, for a variety of reasons, has not been high 

on the research agenda in international relations, and that there has been correspondingly 

little demand for theories that address Islam in the discipline.  The second account sees 

the problem as one of selection bias among students of international relations, and argues 

that religious phenomenon have received little attention due to the strong secular 

tendency within international relations and other social scientific disciplines.  The third 

account locates the problem in theoretical approaches to international relations that do not 

offer a sufficient account of ideational factors.  While each of these has likely contributed 

to the under-theorization of Islam in international relations, the third account subsumes 

elements of the other two accounts, and also suggests an opening for the treatment of 

ideologies in international relations theory in the context of the present study. 
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1) Empirical Oversight 

The Islamic world has, over time and for various reasons, found itself outside of 

the conventional research programme for international relations.  The origins and 

methods of international relations have conspired to exclude the Islamic world from 

consideration for much of the history of the discipline.  Both the precursors to 

international relations as a discipline – international law, and Western history and 

political philosophy – and the “Westphalian” state system originated in Europe and in the 

Eurocentric world order.  As much as the Islamic world intruded upon the European 

order through the centuries-long conflict between Christendom and Islam, it was not 

traditionally considered a part of that order.2  Hedley Bull refers to the existence of an 

“external schism of Western international society and Islam,” a sense of separateness that 

was mutual, as exemplified by the Islamic division of the world into Dar-Al-Islam and 

Dar-Al-Harb.3  Martin Wight suggests the reason for this mutual incomprehension is 

rooted in competing worldviews of Europe and the Islamic world: “Christendom or 

Western civilization was the only civilization, except for Islam, to formulate these 

universalist claims and then attempt to give them political expression.”4

The exteriority of the Islamic world has continued, in a different sense, in modern 

international relations.  Although the state system has been extended to encompass the 

whole of the populated globe, there has been a strong focus on states generally, and on 

major powers specifically, within international relations as a discipline.  From the end of 

World War I through the end of World War II, almost the whole of the Muslim world 

was under European administration in one form or another, with only a few places like 

Afghanistan and Arabia – “difficult of access and offering no attraction” – remaining 
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under independent Muslim rule.5  Even as decolonization proceeded and the number of 

independent “Muslim” states grew, this assignation of secondary importance did not 

change.  Islamic societies were not at the centre of the bipolar conflict between the 

United States and the Soviet Union that preoccupied many international relations 

specialists, especially in the geopolitical and strategic studies subfields, during the period 

beginning in the 1960s when “theory” became a serious consideration for the discipline.  

When Muslim states were implicated, it was generally as a regional theatre in a global 

conflict.6  In short, until recently, countries in the Muslim world did not have a great 

effect on global politics.   

This is not to say that parts of the Islamic world have not received significant 

attention within the international relations discourse.  The importance of oil as a global 

commodity and the ongoing Arab-Israeli conflict have both contributed to an interest in 

the Middle East among students and practitioners of international relations alike.  

However, much of this work could and did unfold within the statist and materialist 

paradigms of international relations.7  From another perspective, post-colonial Muslim 

states were certainly addressed in the context of dependency and world systems theory 

beginning in the 1970s.8  Again however, these are theories of political economy, and 

have not generally concerned themselves with the political implications of religion or 

other ideational factors.  More subtly, both dependency and world-systems theories 

concern themselves with developments at the systemic level, and in this they share much 

with neo-realists, in that, whatever their other differences, analysts of both schools locate 

their explanations in the structures of the international system and “bracket” other factors 

that would have greater influence at the individual or state levels.9  There are some 
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examples of inquiries into ideational forces in parts of the Islamic world; however, these 

are focussed on the Middle East and Arab nationalism and touch on Islam only 

tangentially.10  In short, the international relations discipline has concerned itself with 

states in the Muslim world, but it has not devoted much attention to Muslim states qua 

Islam. 

 

2) Secular Selection Bias 

Some analysts have suggested that “secularism” among students of international 

relations is a factor in structuring the research agenda in the discipline.  By this account, 

the “secular” worldview that undergirds international relations and the social sciences 

more broadly militates against the consideration of religion within the dominant 

approaches to the field.  There is some support for the view that the social sciences come 

from a secular tradition.  Eva Bellin observes that early social scientific work was 

characterized by a “[belief] that religion was a premodern relic, destined to fade with the 

advance of industrialization, urbanization, bureaucratization, and rationalization.”11 

Consequently, the expectation that secularization is concomitant with modernity has 

diminished the attention paid to religion in the social sciences.  Similarly, Daniel Philpott 

calls international relations “secularized,” and writes that “a survey of articles in four 

leading international relations journals over the period 1980–99 finds that only six or so 

out of a total of about sixteen hundred featured religion as an important influence.”12   

There has been some recent work on religion in international politics, in part due 

to the perception that religious factors are of increasing salience in international relations.  

For example, Scott Thomas argues that “international society” in its modern, post-
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Westphalian conception, has been deliberately secular and pluralist, at least within the 

dominant account of international society in international relations: 

Through the principles of the Westphalian settlement, state sovereignty, ‘cujus 
regio, ejus religio’, and the balance of power, the ability to accommodate 
religious and cultural pluralism was built into the very framework of international 
society.13

Due to the “global resurgence of religion” however, “international society is becoming a 

genuinely multicultural international society for the very first time.”14  This has been 

reflected in a growing number of studies that address religion in an international relations 

context.15  For example, Carsten Laustsen and Ole Wæver examine the interaction of 

religion and securitization, and find that “faith (religion) is a particularly strong referent 

object and therefore easily securitized, because it is already existential.”16  Taking a 

broader approach, Andreas Hasenclever and Volker Rittberger examine three theories of 

religion – primordialism, instrumentalism, and constructivism – in the context of political 

conflict, and attempt to translate the insights of these positions into strategies for conflict 

de-escalation.17

 Jonathan Fox and Shmuel Sandler offer perhaps the most thoroughgoing attempt 

to consider religion from an international relations perspective.  Fox and Sandler provide 

a comprehensive review of the available literature on religion and politics as it relates to 

international relations, and examine the relationship between religion and legitimacy, 

local religious conflicts, and transnational religious phenomena.  Based on this work, 

they build a strong case for the importance of religion in international politics.  Fox and 

Sandler also provide an excellent framework for considering the implications of religion 

in international relations and argue for the integration of religion into existing 

international relations theories.18  While they do not venture their own theory of religion 
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in international relations, their intent is to make the case for the importance of religion for 

international relations and to encourage others to take religion into account in their 

empirical and theoretical work. 

 Apart from these bright points, there is a decidedly secular tendency in the field of 

international relations, and this has contributed to the relative obscurity of religion in the 

international relations discourse.  This inattentiveness may be related to the focus on the 

state noted above.  There are few avowedly theocratic states, and religion, by and large, is 

seen as a sub-national phenomenon, operating at the unit or individual levels of analysis.  

While this may be seen as justifying the focus on secular factors, religion is not alone as 

an under-studied phenomenon; as Fox and Sandler observe, “until recently nationalism 

and ethnicity were, also like religion, ignored by international relations theory.”19   This 

suggests that roots of the neglect of religion are deeper than secular bias, and may reflect 

a more fundamental difficulty in addressing ideational factors. 

 

3) Ideational Deficit in International Relations Theory 

The third factor in the under-theorization of Islam in international relations (and 

the factor most relevant to the approach of this thesis) is that the dominant theoretical 

approaches to international relations have not generally incorporated ideational factors in 

a fashion that could offer a greater understanding of the role of Islam and other religions 

in international relations.  The problem is not so much that ideas are not considered.  

Ideational factors do appear in some form in all of the major approaches to international 

relations.  However, ideas are generally comprehended as being beyond the ambit of 

scientific approaches to social inquiry.  Many social scientists have sought to emulate the 



  37 

causal theories believed to be the hallmark of the natural sciences, and for this reason 

have sought to embed their explanations in “objective” and “observable” facts.   

This is a crucial point if we are to bring religious factors like Islam into the study 

of international relations.  For instance, in order for religious belief to be used 

instrumentally or as a source of “motivational power,” the targeted person or group must 

be “motivated” by their beliefs.  This, in turn, requires an account of the role religion 

plays in structuring and stimulating individual understandings of their social 

environment.  Similarly, an account that points to Islam as a means of “legitimizing” a 

political act or actor must provide some account of why Islam can serve this purpose, just 

as theories of “religious outbidding” must offer an assessment of how intersubjective, 

ideational factors can change the dynamic of a social conflict.  In order to define these 

challenges, it is important to understand why ideas have been left out of the theoretical 

picture. 

 

Approaches to Ideas in International Relations Theory 

The marginalization of ideational factors in international relations theory occurred 

progressively with the development of the discipline through the first two of its so-called 

“great debates.”20  Legalistic and moralistic approaches, focussing on diplomatic history 

and international law, dominated inquiry into international relations prior to the twentieth 

century.21  The commitment to “realism,” understood in its broadest sense as the effort to 

see international relations as they really are and not as we would like them to be, was the 

legacy of the first debate, between realists and “utopians” or idealists during the inter-war 

period.  Although this account has been characterized as being more myth than history, 
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the dominant realist orientation of the discipline has limited the influence of juridico-

normative approaches to international relations.22   

This shift away from normative approaches did not entail a strictly “materialist” 

understanding of international relations, but rather the reconception of the way in which 

ideational factors affect international relations.  Classical realists did not claim that ideas 

were unimportant to the understanding of international relations, but rather argued that 

certain ideas corresponded more closely with the reality of the international system than 

others.  Hans Morgenthau cautions students of international relations to “avoid the… 

popular fallacy of equating the foreign policies of a statesman with his philosophic or 

political sympathies, and of deducing the former from the latter.”23  At the same time, he 

offers a dualistic assessment of the “ideological element in international politics,” 

deploying a Marxian understanding of ideology as deception, and even self-deception, 

through justification and rationalization concerning the nature of politics, while 

acknowledging the role that ideas play in motivating political actors.24   

[W]hile all politics is necessarily pursuit of power, ideologies render involvement 
in that contest for power psychologically and morally acceptable to the actors and 
their audience.  These legal and ethical principles and biological necessities fulfill 
a dual function in the sphere of international politics.  They are either the ultimate 
goals of political action… – that is, those ultimate objectives for the realization of 
which political power is sought – or they are pretexts and false fronts behind 
which the element of power inherent in all politics, is concealed.  These principles 
and necessities may fulfill one or the other function, or they may fulfill them both 
at the same time.25

More importantly, Morgenthau’s key methodological assumption, “that statesmen think 

and act in terms of interest defined as power,” is expressed in ideational terms.26  Ideas 

matter in international relations because “bad” ideas, which is to say, ideas of the “good,” 

produce bad results.  The measure of politics is performative rather than moral, since 

“good motives give assurance against deliberately bad policies [but] they do not 
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guarantee the moral goodness and political success of the policies they inspire.”27  In 

short, the line that classical realism straddles, between description and prescription, is 

defined ideationally, because it is assumed that ideas affect the processes and outcomes 

of foreign policies. 

Ideas also remained important in international society approaches, associated with 

the “English School” and exemplified by the work of Martin Wight and Hedley Bull.  

While not rejecting the insights of realism concerning the importance of power and self-

help in an anarchical system (the “English School” is best characterized as a holistic 

approach to international relations) international society approaches focus on the 

traditional concerns of the field in respect of international law and problems of order.28  

In particular, these approaches explore the “society of states,” and the role of legal 

principles, shared norms, and values in constructing the framework, expectations, and 

interactions that define this society.29

This traditionalist approach to the study of foreign policy and international 

relations, and the importance of ideas in the study of these phenomena, was challenged in 

the “second debate.”30  The social scientific approach, sometimes referred to as the 

“behaviouralist” approach, sought to replace the humanistic and historical methodology 

that was shared by classical liberals or “utopians” and realists alike with a more rigourous 

or “scientific” methodology.31  The social scientific movement had a decisive effect on 

the treatment of ideational factors in subsequent international relations theory, and this 

has been reflected in both the methods and research agenda of the discipline.32

This is seen first in a shift of perspective and purpose, away from interiority or 

empathetic approaches – clear in the work of classical theorists such as Morgenthau and 
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the English School – and toward exteriority through the assessment of political behaviour 

and modelling approaches.33  In contrast with methods that seek insight into specific 

instances of history and the actions of statesmen, the social scientific approach is 

concerned with the study of political behaviour, that is, with the external, observable 

activities, and not with their meanings.  The use of quantitative methods is preferred on 

the grounds that these offer greater precision and improved capacity for comparability, 

and therefore greater possibilities for identifying and testing regularities or laws.34  

Insofar as ideational factors are part of the inner state of the subject, they cannot be 

observed, and consequently they cannot be feasibly or fruitfully studied.  As Krebs and 

Jackson suggest, it is wise, in the social sciences, to “avoid centering causal accounts on 

unanswerable questions about actors’ true motives.”35  Second, the search for laws and 

generalizations influenced the research agenda of international relations by moving the 

focus away from the study of foreign policy and diplomacy, and the substantive 

interactions of real states, and toward more abstract approaches. 

As part of this shift the international arena, in which real states pursued their 

policies, was reconceived in as an abstract structure, while “the state” was transformed 

from a real institution into an abstract unit within the international system.36  This 

tendency is most closely identified with Kenneth Waltz’s neorealism.  Waltz was critical 

of reductionist approaches, and instead offered a structuralist-functionalist theory of 

international relations.  In Waltz’s theory, the international system comprises “a unique 

structure and interacting units,” wherein structures are “defined by the formal 

arrangement and position of their units,” specifically, the absence of central authority and 

the distribution of capabilities.37  The structure in turn defines the “role expectations” or 
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“functional requirements” of the units within the system, which encourage functional 

behaviour through incentives and disincentives, thereby sustaining the system and 

producing the varieties of international order.38

The growing abstraction of international relations theory further diminished the 

importance of ideas in the field, insofar as states and structures are not thinking agents 

but theoretical constructs that are understood in relation to one another and not in relation 

to real, concrete states.39 Moreover, the socialization of units – the process by which units 

“learn” the functional requirements of the system – is mechanistic rather than cultural, 

since self-help is an existential rather than a normative behaviour.40

The structural realist conceptualization of the international system is an analytical 

device, not an ontological assertion.41  In this sense, the distinction that emerged between 

the study of foreign policy and the study of international relations reflected more than the 

different subject matter ascribed to each field.  Rather, it speaks to a fundamental 

distinction in the intent of the analysis: 

Foreign policy, in structural-functionalist terms, is concrete action, or the real 
doings of real states — it is multifaceted, and irreducible to a single system.  In 
formulating a systems theory of international politics, Waltz maintains that the 
international system is merely one source of ‘shaping and shoving’ foreign policy; 
relevant domestic systems and subsystems also provide analytically discrete 
inputs into the actual policies of states.42

In respect of both method and research agenda, foreign policy studies remained more 

closely connected with classical and humanistic approaches.  The ongoing concern in that 

field with interiority, in particular with the effect of ideas on perceptions, cognition, and 

outcomes, is manifest in the literature on “decision-making.”  Moreover, “unit-level” 

factors were not abstracted or bracketed to the degree apparent in systemic theories of 

international relations.43  Consequently, while the social scientific delimitation of 
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ideational factors was also evident in foreign policy studies, ideational factors remained 

important in that sub-field.44

Ideational factors also found more prominent expression in various articulations 

of liberalism.  Although many “neoliberals” accepted the structural realist account of the 

international system, they have sought to expand this framework to encompass 

cooperative behaviour and the non-security dimensions of international relations.  One of 

the principal areas of disagreement between neoliberalism and structural realism concerns 

the perception of interests in terms of absolute gains versus relative gains, and the 

attention given by states to non-military interests.45  Neoliberals have also sought to bring 

domestic and ideational factors into consideration, moving their systemic theory closer to 

foreign policy studies, while some have argued for the consideration of non-state actors 

as well as states.46

To some extent, this has entailed a different agenda than realism, with a stronger 

focus on international political economy.  Robert Keohane and Joseph Nye offered 

“complex interdependence” as a counterpoint to realist theory as part of an effort to 

explain international phenomena that fell outside of the traditional realist agenda.47  

James Rosenau reprised this concept as “cascading interdependence,” which he 

associates with the emergence of new economic and technological structures that alter 

patterns of authority and bring diverse non-state actors into interactions with states and 

with each other.48  This in turn produces new patterns of conflict and cooperation.49  

Rosenau seeks to integrate both micro and macro factors within this framework by using 

“roles” as the “common denominator” across diverse systems in which individuals 

participate.50  Norms and values are integrated into this framework through the roles of 
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individuals, and Rosenau writes that “a major component of the expectations that 

comprise any role are the informal principles, norms, rules, and procedures that others 

require of its occupants and that the occupants require of themselves.”51  In this way, “the 

idiosyncratic tendencies and belief systems of policy-makers are seen as reflective of role 

phenomena,” while the state is reconceived as “the actions of those who are expected – 

and who expect of themselves – to act on behalf of the polity.”52  These expectations are 

embedded in “role scenarios” or “action scripts” that structure the expectations of 

individuals about both their own actions and the actions of others in a given system.53  

However, while Rosenau reintegrates the individual level of analysis, ideational factors 

are seen through the prism of behavioural or performative expectations. 

International regimes have also been an important area of theoretical and 

empirical research for liberalism.  International regimes have been defined differently by 

different analysts, but Stephen Krasner, who has been closely associated with the 

development of regime theory, defines regimes “as sets of implicit or explicit principles, 

norms, rules, and decision-making procedures around which actors’ expectations 

converge in a given area of international relations.”54  Regimes have been closely 

associated with technical cooperation among states, for example, with respect to civil 

aviation and telecommunication.  However, the concept has also been used to explore 

“traditional” international relations phenomena, including nuclear proliferation and 

ballistic missiles, as well as more prosaic regimes associated with particular products or 

commodities.55  Although regimes are concerned with ideational phenomena – principles, 

norms, and rules – some accounts of regimes have specified the involvement of a 

dominant or hegemonic actor as key to the establishment and effectiveness of particular 



  44 

regimes.56  Moreover, Krasner and others have identified regimes as intervening 

variables between the structure of the international system and state behaviour, which 

thereby modify but do not fundamentally alter the structural realist account of interests 

and power as the crucial factors in international relations.57

Both neoliberal and neorealist approaches to international relations have been 

treated critically by post-positivist and constructivist thinkers in the “third debate.”58  

Unlike the two previous debates, which concerned substantive and methodological issues, 

respectively, the third debate has focussed on meta-theoretical and epistemological 

questions, and on the role of ideational factors or discourses in constructing the “objects” 

of international relations inquiry.  Within this “post-positivist” discourse, both neo-

realism and neo-liberalism are viewed as variants of positivism, sharing between them 

the “elements of the positivist ‘logic of investigation’ – (1) the correspondence theory of 

truth; (2) the methodological unity of the sciences (natural and social); and (3) the quest 

for value-freedom.”59  By collapsing the distinctions between liberal and realist 

approaches, post-positivists offer a more fundamental challenge to the project of social 

scientific inquiry: 

Even if one abandons the traditional realist assumptions – even if one begins to 
think in terms, say, of interdependence, a plurality of actors, and cooperation as 
well as competition – if one reconstitutes one’s approach to the study of world 
politics on the basis of instrumental reason’s positivist ‘logic of investigation’, the 
resulting analysis will be plagued by many, if not all, of the limitations 
identifiable in realist scholarship.60

What unites the post-positivists in international relations theory is their challenge to the 

positivist paradigm of social scientific inquiry, and this has opened new avenues of 

research.  As Miles Kahler writes, “[alternative theories] based on culture and norms 
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opened questions that many rationalist models had mistakenly believed to be 

answered.”61   

However, post-positivist proposals to remediate the shortcomings of international 

relations theory are diverse, and the result has been a move away from positivist 

methodological monism toward methodological pluralism, encompassing neo-Marxist, 

critical, feminist, and normative approaches, among others.62  Ken Booth describes this 

development: 

Postmodernists began asking questions about language, contextuality, the 
foundations of knowledge, the structure of authority, and the relationship between 
power and the agenda (professional and political)…  Critical theorists started to 
ask questions about the ideological basis of knowledge, the self-interested nature 
of theory, the importance of ethics, the open-endedness of politics and the role of 
intellectuals… And feminist writers started to ask questions about identity, the 
nature of the ‘political’ and gender bias in theory and practice.63

There is a clear post-modernist and post-structuralist influence behind the post-positivist 

movement.  Some students of international relations have undertaken to “deconstruct” the 

disciplinary practices of international relations.64  Ostensibly, these projects “in one way 

or another involve freeing us from our conceptual gaols.”65  Richard Ashley explores the 

manner in which the “the anarchy problematique,” generally understood as a condition of 

international politics by practitioners of international relations, is discursively 

(re)constructed at a theoretical level by scholars of international relations, thereby 

identifying international anarchy “not as a necessary condition that the ‘realistic’ conduct 

of politics must take to be beyond question, but as an arbitrary political construction that 

is always in the process of being imposed.”66  Understood in these terms, anarchy is not 

conceived as a “material” fact of international relations but “as a kind of ‘deep structure’, 

an autonomous code, a fixed generative principle,” which is interpreted and reinterpreted 

“in answer to specific anomalies or conflicts of interpretation perceptible from the 
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standpoint of the state-as-sovereign-presence” in order to conceptualize non-state actors 

or cooperative behaviour among states.67

Such approaches offer a much more thoroughgoing conception of the role of 

ideational factors in international relations practice and theory.  However, many critics of 

post-modernism have pointed out that discursive inquiries that eschew any attempt to 

relate that discourse to “reality” – that is, a strictly relationalist study of ideas or 

discourses – runs the risk of irrelevance vis-à-vis the pheneomena of international 

relations.68  John Vasquez has noted:  

The spectre of relativism stemming from the postmodernist critique and from 
constructivism, in general, questions the legitimacy of the modernist conception 
of knowledge.  Theory and science are not embodiments of truth from this view, 
but constructions of reality which are imposed arbitrarily by acts of power.69

By this understanding, the logic of post-modernist dismissals of the “real” as 

representation leads to an epistemological dismissal of the material.70 Moreover, the 

absence of cogent methods or programs of research has contributed to a sense that “there 

is no there there” in post-modernist approaches to international relations, and that it 

would be difficult, if not impossible, to engage with post-modern perspectives and retain 

a commitment to knowledge and inquiry.71  The suspicion among the remaining 

“positivists” of the field, as Mark Neufeld has observed, is that “postmodernism is better 

suited to undermining the role of reason in toto than to expanding the notion of reason 

beyond the confines of positivist episteme in a way consistent with reflexivity.”72

The most significant effort to reconcile “reflexivist” or post-modernist insights 

with positivist social science is constructivism.73  Constructivists, like other post-

positivists, have challenged the treatment of ideas as exogenous or secondary.74  

However, constructivists do not reject the role of “power, interests, or institutions” in 
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international politics, but seek to describe them in ideational terms as “socially 

constituted” or “socially constructed.”75  As Jeffrey Checkel observes, constructivists 

consider the meanings of material objects to be extrinsic rather than intrinsic; these 

objects “are given meaning only by the social context through which they are 

interpreted.”76  Similarly, the activities and interests of actors are understood as forms of 

social practice.77  National interests are not the “objective and self-evident” findings of a 

“rational” assessment of material factors – the distribution of power and military 

capabilities, for instance.  Rather, they are social constructions, what Andrew Latham 

describes as “the [products] of inherently social interpretive processes … that produce 

specific and meaningful understandings of what constitutes the national interest and 

threats to the national interest.”78

This does not represent a rejection of the rational choice model.  Rationality is 

defined as the avoidance of cognitive dissonance or more simply as “having consistent 

desires and beliefs” and “their enactment in behaviour that maximizes expected utility.”79  

What constructivists suggest is a reconsideration of the criteria by which rationality is 

judged, congruent with the conception of interests as socially constructed aspects of 

identity.  In this way, the “logic of consequences” is directed by “logics of 

appropriateness.”80  In other words, an actor’s behaviour may be guided by means-ends 

calculations (rational choices).  However, these calculations are mediated by that actor’s 

understanding of the social world and what sorts of behaviour are appropriate; ends 

(interests) and means (actions) are socially constructed.81  By this view, interests are not 

objective artefacts of economic and material circumstances, but socially constituted 

artefacts of the way that actors perceive and interpret these circumstances. 
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From this overview, it is apparent that the importance assigned to ideational 

factors in international relations theory has varied in rough proportion with the attention 

given to material factors in the construction of those theories.  This division between 

materialist and idealist approaches can be used to organize the various approaches to 

international relations theory, and from this standpoint international relations theory has 

been predominantly “materialist” in its orientation, as Wendt describes: 

What makes a theory materialist is that it accounts for the effects of power, 
interests, or institutions by reference to “brute” material forces – things which 
exist and have certain causal powers independent of ideas, like human nature, the 
physical environment, and, perhaps, technological artifacts.82

By this measure, several approaches grouped together under the rubric “neo-Marxist” – 

dependency theory, world systems theory, and some critical theory – fall into the 

materialist camp, as do other difficult-to-classify theorists, notably Susan Strange, who 

was deeply critical of neo-realism, and her work on structural power in the international 

political economy.83   

Understood in the context of international relations theory, the three accounts of 

the undertheorization of Islam and of religious factors can be seen as part of a broader 

shift away from humanistic approaches and toward social scientific approaches.  The 

increasing abstraction of theory placed more attention on the state as a unit of analysis 

rather than a concrete actor, diminishing the importance of “domestic” factors, including 

culture and religion.  There is also a significant connection between the secular bias noted 

above and this marginalization of ideational factors, in that both are seen as unobservable 

and unfalsifiable, and therefore outside the realm of direct scientific inquiry.  
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Figure 1: Wendt’s “Four Sociologies” of International Relations84

 

However, as was noted above, the “problem” with international relations theory 

was never the absence of ideational factors, which were generally incorporated in some 

fashion, but the role that ideational factors played within those theories.  Ideational 

factors are treated as epiphenomenal, as in the case of Waltzian neorealism, or as an 

explanatory supplement to material factors, while post-positivist approaches see ideas as 

playing a far more fundamental role in the constitution of the material factors.  Even a 

“middle-of-the-road” constructivist account involves a significant reconceptualization of 

the materialist ontology: 
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[The international system is] a social rather than material phenomenon.  And 
since the basis of sociality is shared knowledge, this leads to an idealist view of 
structure as a “distribution of knowledge” or “ideas all the way down’ (or almost 
anyway)…  [T]he character of international life is determined by the beliefs and 
expectations that states have about each other, and these are constituted largely by 
social rather than material structures.  This does not mean that material power and 
interests are unimportant, but rather that their meaning and effects depend on the 
social structure of the system.85

Understood in these terms, the constructivist and post-positivist effort to “bring ideas 

back in” offers a different, and possibly incommensurable, account of the role of ideas.  

In short, materialist theories assume the opposition of ideas to interests, while post-

positivist theories assume that interests are constituted by ideas.86  This suggests that 

there is a deeper theoretical cleavage at work.  In the context of the third debate on 

international relations theory, the key disjunction does not concern the relative 

importance of material and ideational factors, but rather the underlying conceptualization 

of both factors.  This, in turn, is related to key differences in the project assumed by the 

various theoretical contenders – that is, in the understanding of what theory is and what 

the ends of theory should be. 

 

The Scientific-Hermeneutic Debate in International Relations 

Theory is a term used to denote a range of activities within the field of 

international relations.  Dougherty and Pfaltzgraff offer a broad understanding of theory 

as “systematic reflection on phenomena, designed to explain them and to show how they 

are related to each other in a meaningful, intelligent pattern.”87  John Garnett advances 

this definition: “international theory may be understood as ‘that body of general 

propositions that may be advanced about political relations between states, or more 

generally about world politics.’”88  The imprecision of these definitions speaks to the 
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intractable debate within the field between the adherents of different understandings of 

the purpose and possibilities of theory in the social sciences. 

This may be related to the inability of theories to adapt to significant changes in 

the international system.  It has been widely observed that the end of the Cold War 

presented a particular challenge to the theories of international relations then extant.89  

Fred Halliday has written that the end of the Cold War in fact raised a more important 

question for the discipline, that of “the relationship between international relations as a 

theoretical and academic discipline and events in the outside, so-called ‘real’ world.”90  It 

may also be related to the diversity of phenomena that fall within the ambit of 

international relations inquiry.  As Alan Lamborn has written: 

The preoccupation with issue-specific puzzles has often led analysts to conflate 
questions about political process with questions about the substance of politics. 
As a result, debates about the nature of politics have traditionally submerged 
issues of process in controversies about what actors and issues to think of as 
political.91

More importantly, these two citations hint at two kinds or levels of theory that are 

actively contested within the discipline of international relations, substantive theory and 

social theory, which correspond to “first-order” questions of international politics and 

“second-order” questions in social inquiry, respectively.92  First-order questions are 

“domain-specific,” and serve as a guide to empirical inquiry within a chosen social 

system; this is an apt characterization of the problem that Halliday identifies.93  By 

contrast, “second-order questions are questions of social theory… concerned with the 

fundamental assumptions of social inquiry,” in particular ontology, epistemology, and 

method.94  Second-order questions are germane to all fields of social inquiry, not just to 

international relations, and in this sense are theories that must be shared by, and mutually 

comprehensible to, multiple disciplines within the social sciences.  This echoes 
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Lamborn’s concern to integrate international relations with broader political science 

approaches.95   

This distinction between first-order questions and second-order questions, and 

consequently between substantive theory and social theory, is important.  As Wendt 

writes, “substantive theory is based on social theory but cannot be “read- off” of it.”  

Substantive theories are built, explicitly or implicitly, on assumptions about ontology and 

epistemology – that is, they assume answers to second-order questions.  The dearth of 

attention paid to Islamic factors in the international relations literature on Central Asia is 

related to an emphasis on material factors in international relations theory.  However, 

considered in the first- and second-order framework this actually concerns two theoretical 

dimensions.  While the politics of the Islamic revival in Central Asia is a first-order 

question, in that it concerns phenomena and actors within a specific social domain, 

underlying this first-order question is a second-order question concerning the significance 

of ideational factors in social life.  Moreover, it corresponds to the fundamental 

theoretical cleavage that has emerged in the third debate on international relations theory 

between positivist and post-positivist approaches. 

There are several schemes for classifying historical and contemporary approaches 

to international relations theory.  Steve Smith identifies ten “self-image of theory,” or 

“ways in which international theorists have tended to talk about the field,” arrayed along 

various theoretical faultlines.96  Wendt proposes “four sociologies” of international 

relations – individualism, holism, materialism, and idealism – as the cardinal points of the 

theoretical divisions related to structures and ideas (see Figure 1), and the “three debates” 

model has already been used herein as a means of organizing the historical development 



  53 

of ways of thinking about international relations.  While there are difficulties with all of 

these typologies – a problem that may stem from an insufficiently rigourous approach to 

the history of the discipline among its adherents97 – a common typology, and the one that 

highlights the first-order/second-order theoretical divide, is offered by Dougherty and 

Pfaltzgraff: 

Social science theories can usually be categorized as historical-descriptive, which 
seek factual generalizations about past and present reality; scientific-predictive, 
which employ mathematical correlations and point to probable futures; and 
speculative-normative, which deal deductively with how things might be or 
should be improved.98

In this understanding, the scientific (or behaviouralist, or positivist) and historical-

descriptive (or interpretive, or hermeneutic) approaches are distinctive ways of 

interpreting observed phenomena and occurrences, and of guiding further inquiry into 

those phenomena and occurrences. 99  Most importantly, these different methods are 

generally taken to entail the pursuit of different objects: the scientific approach seeks to 

explain, while the hermeneutic approach seeks to understand. 

The scientific approach came into fashion as part of the behaviouralist or 

positivist movement that swept through the social sciences in the 1950s and 1960s.100  

The scientific approach stems from an effort to make international relations theory more 

rigourous by utilizing, as far as possible, approaches common to the “hard” or natural 

sciences.  Often, this is taken to include surveys, simulations, model building, statistical 

correlations, and other quantitative methods.101  However, whatever the method of 

inquiry adopted, the adherents of the scientific approach to international relations share a 

common assumption that the scientific method can be applied, with some degree of 

success, to international relations, and a common object in explanation.  In consequence, 
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a wide variety of theoretical orientations fall under this rubric, including neo-realism, 

neo-liberalism, regime theory, and neo-Marxist structuralist approaches.102

The most striking articulation of this view comes from the neorealist school 

associated with Kenneth Waltz.  For Waltz, we ascertain the value of a theory by testing 

it, and he offers seven steps for doing so: 

 1 State the theory being tested. 
 2 Infer hypotheses from it. 
 3 Subject the hypotheses to experimental or observational tests. 

4 In taking steps two and three, use the definitions of terms found in the theory 
being tested. 
5 Eliminate or control perturbing variables not included in the theory under test. 
6 Devise a number of distinct and demanding tests. 
7 If a test is not passed, ask whether the theory flunks completely, needs repair 
and restatement, or requires a narrowing of the scope of its explanatory claims.103

This systematic methodology is accompanied by a more rigourous definition of what 

constitutes empirical evidence in social inquiry, which limits itself to observable 

phenomena and dispenses, as far as possible, with discussions of metaphysics and 

meaning.104  It is worth noting that Waltz is careful to distinguish theory from method, 

noting that even quantitative method is a form of description, not of explanation – as he 

wrote, “no matter how securely we nail a description down with numbers, we still have 

not explained what we have described.”105  

By contrast, the hermeneutic approach takes as its goal understanding, not 

explanation.  What is definitive of hermeneutic approaches is the effort to interrogate and 

understand the meaning of social acts and relations.106  This umbrella term captures a 

wide swath of political theory, notably the classical or traditionalist approaches to 

international relations, as well as constructivism, critical theorists, and, arguably, post-

modern or post-structuralist approaches.107  The approach is often characterized by 

qualitative and historical analysis, with an emphasis on “judgment, intuition, and insight 
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as essential in arriving at their conclusions.”108  What distinguishes the classical and post-

positivist approaches is not method, but the self-consciously theoretical approach adopted 

by post-positivists, which is a legacy of the positivist turn in international relations.109  

Indeed, Jean Bethke Elshtain has written that “not all international relations theorists are 

of this type… but the aspirations and claims of those who are haunt all other projects.”110  

Traditionalists and post-positivists may also share a tendency to see international 

relations less as a distinct sphere of knowledge and more as an extension of political or 

social practices that exist in other domains.111

 

Figure 2: Methodological Debate in International Relations 112
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Positivists have criticized the hermeneutic approach as insufficiently rigourous 

and overly reliant on anecdotes and intuition, unable to derive “meaningful 

generalizations and therefore ill-suited to building cumulative knowledge.113  As William 

Aydelotte wrote, “if the citation of occasional instances were accepted as proof, it would 

be possible to prove almost anything.”114  Positivists have also emphasized the need for 

conscious theory.  Waltz writes: 

The construction of theory is a primary task.  One must decide which things to 
concentrate on in order to have a good chance of devising some explanations of 
the international patterns and events that interest us.  To believe that we can 
proceed otherwise is to take a profoundly unscientific view that everything that 
varies is a variable.115

In the absence of deliberate theorizing, studies are subject to any unarticulated or 

unexamined theoretical assumptions made by their authors, a situation that is 

unsatisfactory if the objective of specific social inquiry is to support fruitful comparison 

and generalization, and thereby contribute to cumulative knowledge of the subject. 

Hermeneutic theorists respond that the humanistic nature of international politics 

necessitates “interior-oriented” approaches, and many have expressed doubts about the 

possibility of constructing rigourous theories with predictive abilities to explain 

something contingent upon human action and particular human conditions.116  Adherents 

of the hermeneutic approach have criticized the “shallowness” of scientific theories of 

international relations, on the grounds that such approaches are ill equipped to manage 

the complexity of relations between already complex societies.  Writing about Raymond 

Aron, Elshtain offers a summary of the humanistic view of explanatory theories: 

Political systems and political and social events can never be defined exhaustively 
and (so to speak) from the outside, from a position removed from any concern for 
historically specific and contingent features, for politics is both experienced and 
enacted by human actors and agents themselves… Any persuasive study of 
international relations must be ‘concrete’ – it must be both ‘sociological’ and 
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‘historical’.  In the absence of a nuanced attunement to different countries and 
their stories … all attempts at theorizing must needs be shallow.117

From a post-positivist standpoint, positivist approaches have been criticized for adopting 

a too-narrow understanding of causation, and therefore of explanation.118  Similarly, 

post-positivists have criticized scientific or positivist approaches generally as unduly 

focussed on material or “objective” phenomena, although the diverse approaches 

subsumed by “post-positivism” have done so for different reasons, and not all have done 

so to the same degree.  This post-positivist dismissal of the scientific approach is the 

defining characteristic of the “third-debate” on international relations theory. 

Above all, adherents of hermeneutic approaches point to the epistemological 

barriers to the strict application of the scientific method to social inquiry.  First, social 

scientists, because they study human societies, are more prone to emotional attachment or 

bias, making it more difficult to pursue objective conclusions.119  Second, social 

scientists are limited in their capacity to conduct controlled real-world experiments; the 

efforts of students of international relations are largely limited to historical analysis 

(quantitative or qualitative) or to uncontrolled “experiments” in the form of policy advice 

offered to practitioners.120  Third, every term and assumption is open to debate in 

international relations (as in most social sciences) because of the reliance on qualitative, 

rather than quantitative symbols.121  Taken together, these factors are held to militate 

against a strictly explanatory project, and in favour of interpretivist approaches. 

 

Between Explanation and Understanding

Despite these methodological and epistemological differences, the scientific and 

hermeneutic approaches both attempt to “set forth a systematic view of phenomena by 
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presenting a series of propositions or hypotheses that specify relations among variables,” 

part of the philosophy of science definition of theory.122  A theory is “a symbolic 

construction, a series of interrelated hypotheses, together with definitions, laws, 

theorems, and axioms.”123  Both scientific and hermeneutic theories are abstractions and 

representations of reality – as Waltz describes it, “a picture, mentally formed, of a 

bounded realm or domain of activity” – which must be justified by heuristic success with 

respect to the relationships they purport to represent.124  That both approaches are 

concerned with general phenomena allows us to differentiate theoretical propositions 

from “both simple factual propositions and purely historical analysis.”125  A theoretical 

statement is one which claims to transcend the individual case, whether through 

quantification or through qualitative comparison, and theory is distinct from “mere fact-

grubbing or ‘rootless empiricism.’”126  Facts are descriptive, as is pure historical analysis, 

“which emphasizes the uniqueness of events and traces relationships through time,” and 

neither can be identified as theory in and of themselves, although both play an important 

role in the constitution and application of theory.127  Moreover, both scientific and 

hermeneutic methods of inquiry can support rigourous research within the discipline of 

international relations.  Adherents of both schools of thought generally endeavour to treat 

the subject matter of international relations in a non-normative or a value-free manner.128  

Although the hermeneutic approach avoids scientistic affectation, as Garnett argues, “it 

has to be said that the unscientific literature of international politics reveals as much 

accuracy and careful attention to detail as anything in the field of science.”129   

Despite this common project, scientific and hermeneutic approaches are generally 

characterized by distinctive objects – explanation and understanding, respectively – 
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which is held to account for the divergent methods and concerns of each approach.130  

The goal of explanation is “to find causal mechanisms and social laws.”131  Explanation is 

associated with the identification of regularities in order to allow for prediction, and is 

therefore not concerned with “essences” or unobservable internal states.132  The goal of 

understanding, on the other hand, is “to recover the individual and shared meanings that 

motivated actors to do what they did.”133  Understanding is premised on the recognition 

of “differences between natural events and social actions,” insofar as the latter involve 

“various kinds of meaning in the facts of experience, language, action, and self-

consciousness.”134

Explaining and understanding are generally cast as different and 

incommensurable objects, not necessarily based on the methodologies employed, but 

rather based on the epistemic approaches they employ.  Insofar as explanation is 

understood in terms of causation, it is affiliated with an epistemic approach that relies as 

far as possible on objective or observable facts; that is, the perspective of explanation is 

“an outsider’s told in the manner of a natural scientist seeking to explain the workings of 

nature and treating the human realm as part of nature.”135  The perspective of 

understanding, by contrast, is “an insider’s, told so as to make us understand what the 

events mean, in a sense distinct from any meaning found in unearthing the laws of 

nature.”136  From a “scientific” or positivistic perspective, not only are the inner states of 

actors not directly observable, insofar as “the actors’ desires, beliefs, and resulting 

reasons for action may be generated in turn by external factors,” explanation may be seen 

to “trump” understanding in causal terms as well.137  This, in turn, is closely associated 
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with the emphasis on material factors in explanatory approaches and the “relegation” of 

ideational factors to the realm of understanding. 

However, it has been argued that this supposed correspondence of science / 

explanation / materialism, on the one hand, and non-science / interpretation / idealism, on 

the other hand, represents both a false image of science and a false choice between 

explanation and interpretation.  As Wendt writes: 

The seeds of conflict lie in [the] assumption, shared with many positivists and 
post-positivists alike, that natural science is characterized by the outsider’s focus 
on causal explanation, and does not include the kind of intellectual activity 
associated with the insider’s focus on actors’ understandings. Since the natural 
sciences constitute our model for ‘science’, this assumption suggests that the 
choice facing social scientists is not between two ways of knowing, both seen as 
part of the scientific enterprise, but between science (as outsider story) and non-
science.138

Wendt argues instead that explanation and understanding are distinguished not by their 

epistemic assumptions but “by the kinds of questions that they are asking.”139  

Explanation and causal theories are closely associated with “why?” and “how?” while 

understanding or “constitutive” theories concern “how-possible?” and “what?”140  In 

contrast with causal theories, constitutive theories “show how the properties of a system 

are constituted,” and focus on situating the elements of a system within the broader 

context.141  This also entails a different measure of truth or correspondence to the 

observed evidence: 

Adequate answers to how-possible and what-questions must satisfy different truth 
conditions than answers to causal questions. As with the latter, the answers to 
constitutive questions must support a counterfactual claim of necessity, namely 
that in the absence of the structures to which we are appealing the properties in 
question would not exist. But the kind of necessity required here is conceptual or 
logical, not causal or natural.142

 
Constitutive theories or “explanation-by-concept” are common to the social sciences, and 

offer the ability to “explain” dispositions or properties of the subject that a strictly causal 
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description and explanation would not capture by classifying observations and unifying 

them within a single conceptual framework.143  Wendt writes “simply that answering 

what-questions should be recognized as a valuable and distinct kind of theorizing in its 

own right, and that, properly understood, it can have explanatory as well as descriptive 

pay-off.”144

Constitutive theories are not limited to the social sciences, and play an important 

role in the natural sciences as well. 

It is wrong to think that material conditions imply causal theorizing and ideas 
imply constitutive theorizing. Both kinds of stuff have both causal and 
constitutive effects. Ideas have constitutive effects insofar as they make social 
kinds possible; masters and slaves do not exist apart from the shared 
understandings that constitute their identities as such. But those shared 
understandings also have causal effects on masters and slaves, functioning as 
independently existing and temporally prior mechanisms motivating and 
generating their behaviour.  The same dual role is found in the case of physical 
substances…  [S]ome of the most important theories in the natural sciences are 
constitutive rather than causal: the double-helix model of DNA, the kinetic theory 
of heat, and so on.145

At the same time, constitutive theories are of particular interest in social inquiry.  Social 

kinds are made, in some measure, of ideas – that is to say, constituted by the ideas that 

actors have collectively about how they work and what they mean.  The notion of 

constitution is crucial to differentiating acts – behaviour divorced from meaning – from 

actions – acts which have “meaning and purpose from the viewpoint of the agent (or 

those interacting with him).”146  Acts can be “explained” in terms of proximate causes, 

but within a social structure, the possibility of action must be understood constitutively, 

and this in turn underlies any effort to account for regularities of action.147

There are objections to the view that causal and constitutive theories can be 

unified.  Steve Smith is sceptical that constitutive and explanatory theories can be 

reconciled, since they are premised on completely different understandings of the nature 
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of the social world – fashioned by human agency in the former case, and as part of the 

“natural world” in the latter.148  Similarly, Mayer challenges what he calls the “pluralism-

of-scientific-methods position,” arguing that it “robs the concept of scientific method of 

any meaning or coherence, and the position that one cannot use scientific epistemology to 

explain social and political events stems from an important misunderstanding of that 

epistemology.”149  For Mayer, the distinction between the social and natural sciences is 

not in the method of inquiry used, but in the effectiveness with which a common method 

may be applied in either context. 

Explanations in the social or behavioural sciences differ from those in the natural 
sciences with respect to their completeness and to the accuracy of the predictions 
they generate.  However, the structure of scientific explanation remains the same 
regardless of the subject matter.  The standards of what does or does not 
constitute a scientifically adequate explanation does [sic] not vary with the subject 
matter.150

However, as was discussed above, constitutive theories are important in the natural 

sciences, and the observational dilemmas facing social scientists are universal – that is, 

they affect social inquiry whether the object of that inquiry is causal or constitutive.  

Further, theory in both the social and natural sciences shares the requirement for the 

observer to make inferences and interpretations to explain the observed phenomenon.151  

In other words, the commonalities of the natural and social sciences cut both ways, and 

both causal and constitutive theories can be useful in either field.  Even if they cannot be 

reconciled, these two approaches are complementary. 

The adoption of a constitutive approach has several effects on the form and 

function of theory.  First, it diminishes the intuitive connection between hermeneutic 

approaches and the individual case.  An example from Przeworski and Teune, cited in 

Mayer, offers a good example of this.152  In the example, a young factory worker has 
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voted Communist; to explain this behaviour, reference is made to the broader voting 

tendencies of the worker’s age-occupational cohort which provides a probabilistic 

prediction of the worker’s behaviour.153  However, voting is both an act and an action, 

and can be comprehended in both causal and constitutive terms.  To explain the 

behaviour, additional factors must be considered, including religious background, 

familial and social relationships, and other individual experiences.154 In short, theory that 

aims at explanation in social sciences may tend toward the micro-level, because human 

individuation means that general rules, where they exist, are followed in a contingent 

fashion.  However, to understand the behaviour, we need to have some comprehension of 

the French electoral and political systems, of the political party system; questions of 

religious background, and familial and social relationships can be comprehended in 

constitutive terms according to family and social relations generally.  In this example, at 

least, constitutive inquiries are better suited to exploring the general case than the 

individual case, and this enables the exploration of ideational factors as more than 

“individual belief systems” and in the broader social context. 

Second, recognizing both causal and constitutive dimensions of theories opens the 

possibility of considering the dual role of ideas posited by different theories of 

international relations.155  Supplementing causal theories with constitutive approaches to 

theories could allow for the consideration of both neoliberal theories of norms and 

constructivist claims about the ideational constitution of interests.  This does not mean 

that causal effects subsume constitutive effects, or vice versa, but it does imply that both 

are important if we want to investigate social phenomena, insofar as social actors are both 

intentional and bound by their perceptions of structures and other actors in the system or 
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systems of which they are a part.  Moreover, it places the claims of each theory in the 

proper context by aligning the claims of theorists with the objects of their theorization – 

in other words, a conscious distinction between causal and constitutive theories can help 

with the problem of “talking past one another.”  

Third, insofar as constitutive approaches work to unify observations within a 

single unifying conceptual framework, they may be seen to offer access to a new 

conceptual space for considering ideational factors that does not entail abandoning the 

important insights offered by other approaches.  Dalacoura argues that religion needs to 

be added to existing approaches in a way that does not compromise the insights of 

international relations theory: 

[T]he contribution of Islam to politics is not ‘independent’… A helpful 
understanding of the role of religion is one that takes into account the social, 
economic, and political concerns that lie behind the religious terminology or 
imagery. Mundane and universal issues such as social injustice, political 
legitimation, and the defence of the homeland reveal themselves behind the 
surface of Islamic politics. This is not to claim that religious discourse is reducible 
to material concerns or simply a facade. Spiritual and moral issues are often really 
at stake in religious politics. But the interpretation of religion as such is a fluid 
one. It evolves in constant interaction with specific historical conditions.156

This brings us closer to the “problem” identified in the first chapter – specifically, that 

international relations analyses of Islam offer empirical insights and point to connections 

between Islam and outcomes at different levels of analysis without connecting these 

observations in a broader, more unified theoretical description.  It is suggested that the 

constitutive approach may offer another way of organizing and unifying the various 

findings and claims about political Islam within the international relations discourse. 
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Conclusion 
 
 Taking a theoretically-guided approach to the study of the Islamic Revival is 

crucial if students of international relations are to make a distinctive contribution to the 

study of Central Asia and Islamic politics.  However, it has been argued that the under-

theorization of Islam in international relations is related to a general tendency to focus on 

material rather than ideational factors in international relations theory.  This tendency, 

which is shared broadly by competing schools of thought in international relations, is 

related to a broader debate about the role and place of ideational factors in social inquiry, 

and in particular to the debate between scientific and hermeneutic, or explanatory and 

understanding, approaches to the social sciences.  Theories of international relations are 

situated, explicitly or implicitly, in these broader social scientific frameworks, and it is 

important to identify the social theoretical assumptions underlying inquiries into 

international relations.   

These “second-order” positions have been the central issue of the “third debate” 

on international relations theory, between positivist and post-positivist thinkers.  On the 

face of it, these positions are fundamentally irreconcilable, and Yosef Lapid has 

suggested that the third debate could become a choice between MAB and MAD – 

“mutually assured boredom,” and “mutually assured deconstruction.”157  Put another 

way, the positivist criticism of traditionalism might be summed up as “if you’re not part 

of our solution, you’re part of the problem.”  Post-positivists, having disposed of 

solutions, may hold a position closer to “if you’re not part of the problem, you’re part of 

the problematique.”  This deadlock is unproductive, however, and despite a penchant in 

international relations to assume the incompatibility of different theoretical positions, it is 
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suggested that a broad understanding of theory that includes constitutive explanations 

may allow for a more fruitful deployment of existing knowledge and a more integrated 

approach to future research on political Islam in Central Asia.  This second-order 

theoretical space, in turn, provides an opportunity for a more robust treatment of 

ideational factors that does not compromise the real insights offered by materialist 

approaches to international relations.  The next chapter proposes ideology as a concept 

for exploring these potentialities.   
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CHAPTER 3: 

IDEOLOGY 

Many people think of life as a dark stream of blood and sweat, of emotion and 
excrement, above which hovers the brighter, fragile, immaterial sphere of ideas, 
above which, in turn, stand certain theories, the constructions of Great Minds, 
systems of ideas which had been stuck together by them.  Life, Ideas, Theories—
three stages of an ascending hierarchy.  But this is all wrong, of course: ideas are 
inseparable from human life, since man is the only living creature who knows that 
he lives while he lives.  On the other hand, the more theoretical a theory, the less 
true it is: indeed, it may be said that theories are part of our ideas rather than ideas 
being parts of our theories. 
 

John Lukacs, Historical Consciousness1

 

Introduction 

 In the last chapter, it was suggested that materialist accounts of ideational factors 

in political life do not capture the importance of ideas in constituting social relations, and 

that this in turn has contributed to the under-theorization of ideational factors in the social 

sciences, including international relations.  At the same time, theories that reify ideas into 

a structure of their own do not offer a sufficient account of the importance of concrete or 

material factors in social life.  A constitutive approach – the notion that the social is 

intersubjective – implies that social reality “lives between” the material and ideational, 

and offers an epistemological framework for investigating the role of ideational factors in 

the constitution of social relations and vice versa.  Building on this insight, this chapter 

proposes ideology, as it emerges from the writings of Karl Marx and Karl Mannheim, as 

a framework for examining the constitutive effects of ideas in social relations.  The 
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emergence of ideology as a phenomenon and as an analytical category is closely 

connected with its dual nature as both a subject of social scientific inquiry, and as a 

phenomenon of political discourse.  It is argued that Mannheim’s conception of ideology 

offers a parsimonious framework that renders both aspects of ideology mutually 

intelligible within the same conceptual apparatus.  This chapter examines the versions of 

ideology that have emerged in the social sciences, the “ideological tradition” that 

develops from the work of Marx and Mannheim, and the analytical framework that 

emerges from that tradition.  It also identifies two common objections to the use of 

ideology as a social scientific concept. 

 

Versions of Ideology 

Ideology has been one of the core concepts used to explore the interrelationship of 

political thought and political action.  It shares both its contestability and its propensity 

for reinterpretation with other foundational concepts in political science – power, class, 

and nation, among others.  However, in its common political usage, ideology has been 

imbued with negative connotations, and its academic incarnations have neither escaped 

this sense, nor entirely disowned it.2  Intended by its eighteenth-century philosophe 

originator to mean simply the scientific study of ideas, the derogatory sense of ideology 

emerged almost concurrently, making the use of ideology as an intellectual swearword 

nearly as old as the term itself (and of more illustrious extraction – it is usually credited 

to Napoleon). 3  Nonetheless, the term has found a degree of currency at various times 

and in various social scientific fields, including political studies, sociology, and some 

branches of economics.4
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In many cases, the scholarly understanding of ideology is not far removed from its 

common sense as a synonym for a belief or a set of beliefs.5  Some empirical studies 

have used the term as a euphemism for “political opinion” or for opinions on political and 

social arrangements.6  Several enquiries with a basis in social psychology use ideology as 

a descriptor for socio-political attitudes or to denote the location of an attitude on an 

“ideological spectrum.”7  For example, James Sidanius refers to “dimensions of 

sociopolitical ideology,” such as “general conservatism” and “racism,” to describe sets of 

“cognitive behaviors” or personality traits.8  In this case, ideology refers to cognitive 

processes and not to ideas or to the content of thought.  There is only a tenuous link 

between ideologies and groups or classes of people in these studies, making it possible to 

refer to an individual’s “ideology” and mean only his or her particular constellation of 

beliefs or “cognitive tendencies.”  Apart from upsetting the customary distinction 

between thought and idea, such understandings of ideology entail no conceptual value 

that could not be achieved with a simpler and less ambiguous vocabulary, while 

eschewing several common elements of ideology – ideational content, conscious 

adherence, and group or class affiliation.  Ideology is made a “thin” concept, little more 

than a convenient label or categorical vessel.   

Other analysts treat ideology as a “thick” concept with a distinct conceptual 

structure and content.  Several approaches fall under this rubric, and each assigns 

different levels of descriptive and evaluative depth to the concept.  These accounts of 

ideology can be categorised in different ways and at different levels.  At the analytical 

level, David Minar suggests the key definitional problem is the need to “identify the 

differentia of ideology” in respect of related concepts, particularly “idea.”9  Minar 
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identifies six variants, in which ideology is delimited by content or area of concern, 

internal structure or form of ideas, personal-social function, organizational function, 

purpose of transmission, and locus or nature of the “subject-source.”10  None of these 

elements alone is capable of clearly differentiating ideology from related concepts and 

kinds of thought, and in applying the term, students of ideology generally stake out a 

position on each of the three axes Minar identifies – intrinsic constitution, function, and 

locus or group affiliation.11   

By contrast, Jorge Larrain identifies four conceptual dimensions of ideology that 

underlie the definitional debate at a meta-analytical level: normative, generative, cultural, 

and epistemic.12  The first of these concerns the analyst’s normative assessment of 

ideology as a phenomenon, and the standpoint taken in respect of ideology as subject 

(critical or value-neutral).  This is often caught up with the connotations of falsity and 

intentionality that accompany ideology.  The second aspect concerns the origins or 

derivation of ideologies, in particular the question of whether ideology is subjective – a 

reality imposed by consciousness – or objective – a consciousness imposed by reality.  

The third dimension concerns the degree to which ideology and culture are coextensive – 

is culture the substrate of ideology, or is all culture ideological?13  The fourth element 

relates to the epistemic relationship between ideology and science, and has two 

dimensions.  The first dimension concerns the extravagant claims made in favour of 

dialectical materialism in the physical sciences; while this controversy has abated, 

Thomas Kuhn’s work on the role of “paradigms” in scientific development may have 

some relevance in this respect.14  The second dimension relates to the role of ideology as 

a “foil” for social scientific or sociological inquiry; this question has persisted in the post-
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structuralist and post-modernist critique(s) of social science and social scientific 

knowledge.15  While worth noting, the latter element is not directly at issue in this study; 

it is the first three elements that are principally of interest here. 

Taken together, the criteria listed above form a useful matrix for comparing 

approaches to ideology, all of which must provide some answer to the following 

questions: 

1) Where do ideologies come from? 

2) What distinguishes ideologies from other forms of social thought? 

3) What functions do they serve? 

4) What are the elements of an ideology? 

5) How do ideologies work? 

These questions allow us to interrogate and compare the various approaches to ideology 

by identifying their commonalities and highlighting their dissonances.   

 

Genealogy of the Ideological Tradition 

The broad framework for addressing the questions set out above has been derived 

from a central tradition that builds upon the insights and modalities of the Marxian 

approach to ideology.  While this tradition has fostered different approaches to ideology 

that have furnished different answers to the key questions listed above, the contributors 

within this tradition have been able to draw upon a shared discourse on ideology, 

embodying key assumptions about the origins, structure, and elements of ideology that 

makes their claims mutually comprehensible, if not always compatible.  Of particular 

interest here are the accounts of ideology offered by Karl Marx, and the modifications 
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made by Karl Mannheim, that together form the core of the conception of ideology.  This 

is not to say that other conceptions of ideology are irrelevant or uninteresting, and there 

are certainly other thinkers who have expanded upon or amended the Marxian tradition – 

including Louis Althusser, Georg Lukács, Antonio Gramsci, and others.16  However, the 

exploration of ideology offered by Mannheim is adopted as a starting point for its frank 

acceptance of the tensions inherent in the concept of ideology and because it represents 

an effort to embrace these tensions as central to the conceptual richness of ideology. 

 

1) Marx: Ideology or Ideologies? 

Karl Marx made the first application of ideology as a “thick” concept, and his 

work has had an enduring influence on the subsequent conceptual development of 

ideology.17  This influence may be partially explicable by the extent of interpretive scope 

Marx’s use of ideology allows.  As George Sabine writes, “the conception of ideology 

was at once one of Marx’s most pregnant ideas and also one of the vaguest….”18 The 

connotative fecundity of the Marxian conception of ideology relates to the necessary 

complexity of the treatment of ideas within a materialist system.  For Marx, “the material 

or economic forces are “real” or substantial, while the ideological relations are only 

apparent or phenomenal.”19  Nonetheless, ideas, and the belief that ideas are decisive in 

social relations, are identifiable phenomena, and the role of ideas within the Marxian 

framework requires explanation on two levels.  The first of these concerns the origins of 

ideas within the materialist ontology; the second concerns the role that ideas actually play 

in the ongoing development of a society.  In answering these questions, Marx and Engels 

seem to put forward two corresponding, and not clearly complementary, understandings 
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of ideology, one based on the notion of falsity and motivated self-interest in ideological 

production, and the other following from the social determination of consciousness based 

on class experience.20   

Marx and Engels originally used ideology in its pejorative sense in The German 

Ideology as part of their foundational critique of idealism, specifically the Hegelian 

variants of idealism then prevalent in Germany.21  Marx and Engels mean by ideology a 

form of knowledge grounded in falsity – an “upside down version of reality” in which 

ideas are held to create material circumstances – and contrast it with their own 

“scientific” proposal for a historical materialism.22  Initially, at least, the Marxian usage 

of ideology incorporates a large swath of ideational phenomena, all of which are held to 

be derived from material facts: 

Morality, religion, metaphysics, all the rest of ideology and their corresponding 
forms of consciousness… no longer retain the semblance of independence.  They 
have no history, no development; but men, developing their material production 
and their material intercourse, alter, along with this their real existence, their 
thinking and the products of their thinking… Where speculation ends—in real 
life—there real, positive science begins: the representation of the practical 
activity, of the practical process of development of men.  Empty talk about 
consciousness ceases, and real knowledge has to take its place.23

Ideology is taken as a form of false consciousness – “the alienation of thought from life” 

– that produces an ideational chimera to “obscure, distort, or mystify reality.”24  This in 

itself was not a new assessment – the Napoleonic usage contrasted the hard realism of 

politics with the fantastical musings of the “ideologues.”25  However, Marx and his 

collaborator deployed a new modality of ideology by connecting the pejorative or 

polemical usage of ideology, which is in itself difficult to characterise as a “thick” 

concept, to their understanding of the generation and role of consciousness within a 

materialist framework.   
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In the Marxian scheme, consciousness is the awareness or understanding that 

people have of the social relationships in which they are embedded, and of the social 

edifice overall.26  Consciousness is taken to be derivative of the underlying economic 

structures of society: the overall relations of production of a given society are shaped, 

more or less of necessity, by the arrangement of the “material productive forces” – that is, 

the preponderant mode of production – in that society.27  These relations of production 

are characterised by a functional social stratification or class structure; each class is 

defined, in turn, by its interaction with the means of production, and the members of the 

class become conscious of the broader relations of production through this interaction.28  

This is held to be the source of social thought; thus, as Marx writes, “it is not the 

consciousness of humankind which determines their existence, but rather their social 

existence which determines their consciousness.”29

For Marx, social existence operates as the wellspring of consciousness on two 

levels.  First, as discussed above, the relations of production are the foundation of all 

other social relationships, and upon this economic “base” are built all the various 

ramifications of the whole cultural “superstructure” of a society.30  At a macro-social 

level, this has often been interpreted as an assertion that ideology is coterminous with the 

cultural superstructure of a society.31  Through this superstructure, the ruling class – the 

class that controls the means of production – “establishes itself and builds social 

institutions corresponding to the new mode of production.”32  This is a continuation of 

the notion of ideology as false consciousness, but it brings a new understanding of the 

purpose of ideology in reinforcing the position of the dominant class; as Marx and Engels 

write, “the ruling ideas of each age have ever been the ideas of its ruling class.”33  In this 
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conception – the dominant ideology thesis – ideology is little more than a rationalisation 

for power, and a means by which the dominant class conceals its own interests, even 

from itself.34

In the dominant ideology thesis, ideology is an ideal construct that supports or 

rationalises the superstructure, and as such should not be conflated with the 

superstructure itself.  Larrain suggests that, in the Marxist view, ideology is distinct from 

those portions of the “idealistic superstructure” that arise “naturally” from the objective 

social formation.35  In this understanding, it is possible for the superstructure to be an 

organic extension of the relations of production, at least until the mode of production has 

exhausted or transcended its potentialities.  Once that stage has been reached, the 

superstructure and the ideology that accompanies it cease to be functional vis-à-vis the 

economic base of society; indeed, they may become dysfunctional, as Meyer describes:   

[The] ruling class seeks to perpetuate its rule even if it is made obsolete and 
superfluous by further economic progress.  The class structure becomes a drag on 
further progress.  The superstructure of institutions, ideologies, and habits, which 
was once part of the forces of progress, now paralyzes further development.  The 
forces and relations of production are now in conflict with each other.36

The conflict between the forces and relations of production is a class conflict; as the 

dominant mode of production changes, a rising class struggles to advance its own 

interests at the expense of the declining ruling class.  As the rising class vanquishes the 

former ruling class, a new superstructure emerges that replaces the old and vivifies the 

new mode of production, and a new dominant ideology emerges to naturalise or justify 

these arrangements. 

Ideological development is closely bound up in this process, but the generative 

logic of ideology in the Marxian conception is not clearly articulated by the dominant 

ideology thesis.  Marx is careful to distinguish between the tensions derived from 
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underlying contradictions in social relations, and the ideational expression of these 

conflicts or in his words, “the legal, political, religious, aesthetic, or philosophic – in 

short, ideological—forms in which men become conscious of this conflict and fight it 

out.”37  In this passage, ideology is not an element of the superstructure, but the form of 

consciousness by which social relations are deciphered and understood.  More 

specifically, it is through conflicts over the “ideological forms” of the superstructure that 

class antagonisms are revealed.  Wherever elements of the extant superstructure impede 

the progress of the new economic mode, the claims of the protagonists are articulated and 

comprehended in ideological terms.   

In Marx’s study of the early capitalist period, this constitutes “an evolutionary 

theory of society in which the whole system of natural law fell into place as the ideology 

appropriate to a specific stage of development.”38  However, Marx also introduces a new 

duality to his usage of ideology: ideology is both the means by which the dominant class 

reinforces its claims, and the means by which the emergent ruling class expresses its 

interests during the transition from one mode of production to another.  Contending 

classes have divergent ideologies – indeed, they must, for classes are the agents of 

economic change, and class antagonisms, as much as they are a function of the 

underlying mode and relations of production, are perceived and expressed in ideological 

terms.   

There is a clear incoherence between this view and the dominant ideology thesis. 

On one hand, ideology is the aspect of consciousness that conceals and justifies social 

contradictions.39  On the other, it expresses and actualises these contradictions in 

consciousness, and consequently the essence of ideology cannot be concealment.  
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Instead, ideology refers to a specific kind of consciousness, and this is the second level 

on which social existence is held to determine consciousness.  The class is a functional 

grouping, defined by the common relationship of its members to the means of production, 

and this relationship is the mechanism by which the shared consciousness of the class is 

generated.  As Abercrombie and Turner write, “since social classes have different 

economic circumstances, they also have different interests, so that ideas grasp, represent 

and promote separate interests.”40  Individual consciousness is bound up with the group 

consciousness of the class, as it is generated by the same social experience.  Ideology is 

the means by which members of all classes become aware of and express the fundamental 

class antagonisms within their societies.  This does not automatically imply group-

identification among class members, although it does imply a shared cultural and 

ideational outlook.41   

Ideology is the logical framework that overlays the consciousness individuals of a 

given class have of the historical development in which they are participants.  However, 

this cannot be taken to imply that the social consciousness of the subaltern class is 

somehow more “real” or authentic than that of the dominant class.  Ideology comprises 

ideas, while the superstructure comprises practices, and where the latter is directly 

implicated in the relations and mode of production, the former is, in the Marxian scheme, 

epiphenomenal, and therefore cannot be ascribed the “naturalness” or economic necessity 

that Larrain attributes to the superstructure.  Sabine summarises: 

[For Marx] ideas reflect and more or less misrepresent an underlying economic 
 reality…  As ideal motives or reasons for conduct they are merely appearances or 
 manifestations of something which is in its real nature quite different.  And 
 though they seem valid and compelling to their unsophisticated possessor, their 
 compulsive force is really something which is not in his consciousness at all but is 
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 concealed in the social position of his class and in its relations to economic 
 production.42

Implicit in this understanding is the idea that all consciousness, regardless of its class 

origins, must be in some degree ideological, and therefore false.  Indeed, if one accepts 

the communist teleology, then only in the final stages of the development of communism 

is it possible for men (and women) to approach true consciousness of their economic 

circumstances.  This would imply that even where men become “conscious” of social 

antagonisms, the articulation of this realisation could be no more than an expression of 

their class interests, making the counter-ideology or “class consciousness” just as “false” 

as the dominant ideology or “false consciousness” it would supplant.  It is only in the full 

view of the historical process that the objective reality of the social and productive matrix 

can be discerned.  This is made clear in Marx’s insistence that “we cannot judge of such a 

period of transformation by its consciousness of itself,” but only upon our understanding 

of the true or material social changes which underpin that consciousness.43   

It may be argued, of course, that while a socially-derived consciousness can 

neither grasp nor articulate the “objective” social reality, it may still be a reasonable 

expression of the subjective experience of that reality for a given class, insofar as it is an 

expression of the interests of that class.  However, even if we accept that the measure of 

ideological falsity is authenticity qua class interests, there remains a significant tension 

between the dominant ideology thesis and the conception of ideology as an expression of 

social consciousness.  If class consciousness, and by implication class ideology, is rooted 

in social experience, how can there be a dominant ideology?  The very notion of false 

consciousness implies that the “ideological forms” of the superstructure, which are an 

expression of the interests of the dominant class, can be accepted by the members of a 
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subordinate class as being in their own interests, and that the superstructure thereby 

reinforces the underlying productive relationships and regime of exploitation.44  

Acknowledging this, however, would imply that it is possible for the superstructure to 

either support or undermine the economic base, which is not a development contemplated 

in the Marxian understanding of cultural production.  If social existence determines 

consciousness, then how can consciousness shore up the arrangements of social 

existence?  In contrast with the epiphenomenal account of ideology, this suggests a more 

constitutive role for ideas in social relations. 

This is not necessarily a fatal flaw, as neither Marx nor Engels were consistent 

adherents of a narrow economic determinism, and both seem to suggest that, while 

economic factors are the strongest or most fundamental force in historical change, the 

particular paths of historical development may be influenced by superstructural 

elements.45  Nonetheless, this is a significant discontinuity in the Marxian theories of 

ideology.  If ideology can shape human consciousness and historical processes, even in 

limited ways, then it has a functional or utilitarian role that is not appreciably developed 

in Marx’s work, and this suggests that the generation and function of ideology may not be 

linked as closely as the dominant ideology thesis suggests. 

 

2) Mannheim: Reconciling Ideology and Utopia 

The inherent weakness of the dominant ideology thesis is the key juncture in Karl 

Mannheim’s effort to develop sociology of knowledge.  Mannheim confronts questions 

of political thought and political action directly, in contradistinction to Marx, for whom 

ideology was tangential to the principal economic focus.  Mannheim seeks to address 
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thought in its sociological context by investigating “how men actually think,” and not the 

thought of philosophers.46  Although Mannheim adheres to the broader Marxist 

philosophy of history, his work evinces an appreciation both of institutional factors and 

of the dynamic or fluid character of socially conditioned thought.47  Mannheim accepts 

that thought is socially-derived as both the foundation and the prerequisite for his 

sociology of knowledge, but he self-consciously eschews the mechanistic tendencies of 

the Marxian account of history.  While the “underlying” structure may be illuminating for 

the observer, the thought of the historical subject – contemporary or otherwise – is not 

epiphenomenal and bears a clear relation to the understanding those individuals have of 

their circumstances and actions, and to the constitution of the social reality in which they 

find themselves. 

 Mannheim begins with two conceptions of ideology, the particular and the total.  

The particular conception of ideology refers to the “more or less conscious disguises of 

the real nature of a situation, the true recognition of which would not be in accord with 

[the subject’s] interests.”48  This corresponds broadly with the Marxian portrayal of 

ideology as false consciousness.  The total conception of ideology encompasses the 

“opinions, perceptions, and interpretations” as well as the “conceptual apparatus” of the 

subject, and relates it to their “life-situation” or social milieu.49  Mannheim also uses 

“Weltanschauung” in this connection, although “worldview” connotes a degree of 

systematic organisation and internal consistency, as well as an affinity with “philosophy,” 

that could be used to distinguish it from ideology, at least in Mannheim’s usage.  

Nonetheless, both concepts build on the awareness of different or plural ways of thinking, 

characterized by the modern substitution of “consciousness” for the assumed “objective 
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ontological unity of the world,” and by the embeddedness of perception in an 

“interdependent system of meanings” that “varies both in all its parts and in its totality 

from one historical period to another.”50

 Both the particular and total conceptions of ideology share an understanding that 

social ideas and awareness are derived from concrete social circumstances and 

experiences. 

The ideas expressed by the subject are … regarded as functions of his existence.  
This means that opinions, statements, propositions, and systems of ideas are not 
taken at their face value but are interpreted in the light of the life-situation of the 
one who expresses them.51

However, the total conception goes beyond the particular conception in its radical 

perspectivism.  The suspicion that ontology and ideology might be comprehensively, if 

not inextricably, connected – or as Mannheim writes, “the awareness that our total 

outlook as distinguished from its details may be distorted” – is a logical outcome of the 

problem of “false consciousness” identified by Marx.52  It is also the basis for a 

“profound disquietude” about the prospects of objective inquiry into social phenomena, 

and for a growing concern with “relativism” in sociological and related disciplines in 

Mannheim’s time.”53  For Mannheim, analyses of false consciousness finally turn toward 

the analyst, since “this point of view ultimately forces us to recognize that our axioms, 

our ontology, and our epistemology have been profoundly transformed.”54  The logical 

extension of the concept of false consciousness ultimately dissolves the criteria of falsity 

on which the concept is based, thereby problematizing the epistemological basis of social 

inquiry.55

For Mannheim, the way out of this dilemma, and the way toward a sociology of 

knowledge, is “to combine … non-evaluative analysis with a definite epistemology.”56  
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Mannheim was critical of relativism, which he accused of combining the 

problematization of knowledge with an out-dated objectivist epistemology.  He asserted 

that the relativism he was confronting was based on a “theory of knowledge which was as 

yet unaware of the interplay between conditions of existence and modes of thought,” and 

resulted in the “rejection of all those forms of knowledge which were dependent upon the 

subjective standpoint and the social situation of the knower, and which were, hence, 

merely ‘relative.’”57  As an antidote to this “untenable” position, Mannheim advances his 

own approach, “relationism,” which accepts the social and historical contingency of both 

the content and categories of knowledge, and treats such knowledge as a valid object of 

social inquiry by eschewing an absolute standard of truth or falsity.58  Critics of 

Mannheim’s categorization have observed that this is relativism in a different semantic 

guise.  Goldman writes: 

What Mannheim and others means [sic] by “relationism” was much more like the 
original meaning of relativism when skepticism emerged as a problem in 
sixteenth-century philosophy.  Modern relativism arose during the Renaissance 
with the shattering of the unity of Christian culture in the Reformation; it was 
accentuated by humanist doubts engendered through rediscovery of the classics, 
especially the ancient skeptics, who cast doubt on the ability to ground ultimate 
beliefs in any form of reason.59

Regardless of what name it is given, Mannheim’s position, and his advancement of the 

concept of “the non-evaluative general total conception of ideology,” represent a 

significant break with the Marxian understanding of ideology.60

As discussed above, Marxist theory sees in all manifestations of the 

superstructure, however institutionalized, only a series of transitory equilibria that 

express the balance of forces of the fundamental economic structure.  The conflicts over 

the form of the superstructure are competitions between the ideological expressions of the 

dominant class on one hand, and the emerging dominant class on the other.  However, 



  93 

both are “false” insofar as they reflect (and conceal) class interests and not the underlying 

social and economic arrangements.  While the tension between the Marxian accounts of 

the function and the generation of ideology is discussed above, it should be noted that 

both accounts implicitly assume that there is a “real” reality against which ideological 

claims can be measured and found false.  In the Marxian scheme, social knowledge can 

be reconciled with social reality only in the final synthesis that resolves the underlying 

contradictions of the economic order; nonetheless, in Mannheim’s view, the Marxian 

epistemology is objectivist, and therefore does not provide an adequate basis for 

understanding the relationship between knowledge and social reality.  Indeed, Mannheim 

writes “it was not possible for the socialist idea of ideology to have developed of itself 

into the sociology of knowledge,” since the socialist conception, too, is a product of its 

historical and social circumstances.61

In place of the materialist or determinist account of cognition and the generation 

of ideology, Mannheim seeks to treat relativity as an insight rather than an affliction: 

It is imperative in the present transitional period to make use of the intellectual 
twilight which dominates our epoch and in which all values and points of view 
appear in their genuine relativity.  We must realize once and for all that the 
meanings which make up our world are simply an historically determined and 
continuously developing structure in which man develops, and are in no sense 
absolute.62

Instead, the relationist or relativist holds that all knowledge is socially-situated, including 

knowledge which seeks to change the foundation of social relations as well as that which 

seeks to preserve it.  Mannheim identifies two modalities of modern social thought, the 

ideological and the utopian.63  Alluding to the dominant ideology thesis, Mannheim notes 

that “there is implicit in the word “ideology” the insight that in certain situations the 

collective unconscious of certain groups obscures the real condition of society both to 
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itself and to others and thereby stabilizes it.”64  This is contrasted with what he calls the 

“utopian mentality.” 

Utopian thinking reflects the opposite discovery of the political struggle, namely 
 that certain oppressed groups are intellectually so strongly interested in the 
 destruction and transformation of a given condition of society that they 
 unwittingly see only those elements in the situation which tend to negate it.65  

The measure of a utopian mentality is not that it “is incongruous with and transcends the 

immediate situation,” since Mannheim argues that such descriptions apply to ideologies 

as well, insofar as the ideas in ideologies may be aspirational rather than attainable.66  

Rather, while ideological and utopian “states of mind” may both orient themselves “to 

objects that are alien to reality and which transcend actual existence,” a utopian 

orientation is one that would “tend to shatter, either partially or wholly, the order of 

things prevailing at the time.”67  The distinction between utopian and ideological 

thinking is one of purpose, not of mechanism.  In this understanding, utopian thinking 

could be characterized as a type of ideology, although Mannheim does not make this 

usage. 

The possibility that ideological and utopian mentalities can be produced by the 

same set of social circumstances and “operate” by the same “mechanism” demonstrates 

the fundamentally constitutive nature of Mannheim’s account of ideology, and offers a 

means of reconciling the dominant ideology thesis and with the Marxian account of the 

generation of ideology.68  This necessarily entails a constitutive understanding of 

ideology and the abandonment of economic determination of ideas.  As Gunter 

Remmling observes: 

Sociology of knowledge establishes the dependence of knowledge on social 
reality.  Yet this premise would be meaningless were it derived from a crude 
realism that confronts the subject of perception with an autonomous object which 
has merely to be registered in photographic fashion.  In the case of naïve realism, 
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perceiving man could never exert any influence upon the object of cognition.  
Such influence is conceivable only if we assume that the object of cognition is 
constituted by the perceiving individual.69

However, if ideology is a pluralistic, constitutive phenomenon – if ideology is 

constitutive of social relations – then there is a basis for the argument that it “shores up” 

the social structure through persuasion and concealment.  This account, while it eschews 

the deterministic account of ideational factors, seems to Mannheim to offer greater 

prospects of understanding and therefore a sounder foundation for the sociology of 

knowledge than the economic power-mechanics of the Marxian method.70  Mannheim 

reconciles two concepts of ideology, that of a purposive phenomenon of political and 

social relations, and that of an analytical concept that can be used to investigate the way 

that ideas constitute social reality, one that applies equally to all social classes, including 

revolutionists and “utopians.”  

 

Conceptual Framework for Ideology 

Ideology, as developed by Marx and Mannheim, forms the core of the 

“ideological tradition,” which is not so much a conception of ideology but a theoretical 

discourse on ideology.  Mannheim, in particular, eschewed rigid conceptualizations of 

ideology, on the premise that the study of politics “is never a closed and finished realm of 

knowledge which can be separated from the continuous process out of which it 

developed.”71  It is nonetheless possible to identify, from the descriptions given above, 

several conceptual parameters of ideology.  These parameters situate the various 

conceptions of ideology – particular, total, and analytical – within a single framework, 

which in turn provides a guide to exploring the constitutive effects of ideology 

systematically.  The first parameter defines the levels of constitutive interaction and 
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relates to the dual status of ideology as subject and object; the second concerns ideology 

as description or ontology, or as a framework of intelligibility for social relations; and the 

third relates to the link between ideology and action, in terms of defining the possible and 

the desirable. 

 

1) Self, Society, and Other 

First, ideology links individuals with society in a mutually constitutive 

relationship.  While ideology relates to individual beliefs, it is not an individual 

phenomenon per se.  This provides a different contextualization of ideational factors than 

that suggested by methodological individualism.  As Mannheim writes: 

Men living in groups do not merely coexist physically as discrete individuals.  
They do not confront the objects of the world from the abstract levels of a 
contemplating mind as such, nor do they do so as exclusively as solitary beings.  
On the contrary they act with and against one another in diversely organized 
groups, and while doing so they think with and against one another.72

By reducing ideational factors to individual beliefs, they are rendered subjective and 

therefore beyond the realm of scientific inquiry.  However, the recognition that social 

thought is intersubjective and constitutive brings ideology within the ambit of social 

science.  This is crucial to the understanding of ideology, because it connects individual 

agency with both social and ideational forms.  As Mannheim writes: 

Strictly speaking, it is incorrect to say that the single individual thinks.  Rather it 
is more correct to insist that he participates in thinking further what other men 
have thought before him.  He finds himself in an inherited situation with patterns 
of thought which are appropriate to this situation and attempts to elaborate further 
the inherited modes of response or to substitute others for them in order to deal 
more adequately with the new challenges which have arisen out of the shifts and 
changes in his situation.73

This relates to the subject matter as well: ideology is thought about social relations in the 

broadest sense.  Both Marx and Mannheim are careful not to delimit their understanding 
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of ideology to discrete fields; while both might be prepared to acknowledge that not all 

thought is ideological, the definition of what is political or social or economic is 

conceived ideologically, and so cannot precede empirical analysis.  This is an important 

point in the context of political Islam – as Charles Hirschkind has observed, “Western 

concepts (religion, political, secular, temporal) reflect specific historical developments, 

and cannot be applied as a set of universal categories or natural domains.”74  Thus, while 

beliefs are individual, social thought is social – that is, human understandings of the 

social and political institutions and relationships in which they participate are derived 

from, and developed in, a social and ideational context. 

However, the key realization associated with ideology, and the starting point for 

both Marx and Mannheim, is the emergence of ideology not as an ideational phenomenon 

but as a tactic of political discourse.  Mannheim writes that “political discussion is, from 

the very first, more than theoretical argumentation; it is the tearing off of disguises – the 

unmasking of those unconscious motives which bind the group existence to its cultural 

aspirations and its theoretical arguments.”75  This reification of ideology, or its use in a 

political context to characterize the thinking of another, is more than an ontology of 

structure; it is also an ontology of action, one that connects “I think that you think X” to 

“I think that you will do Y.”  This is partly why Mannheim argues that the non-evaluative 

concept of ideology necessarily blurs into and becomes an evaluative concept of 

ideology.76 Consequently, ideology is simultaneously the politicization of social order 

and social thought and a tactic in the ideological competition that this politicization 

creates; it is both subject and object, and that allows it to incorporate multiple areas of 

interaction.   
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2) Ideology as Ontology 

Second, ideology forms the framework of intelligibility for social order and 

constitutes the social ontology of the thinking subject.  This does not distinguish ideology 

from traditional cosmologies; rather, ideology is characterized by the condition of the 

plurality consciousness characteristic of modernity.  Mannheim locates the basis for this 

in the ideational constitution of social relations: 

‘Perspective’ in this sense signifies the manner in which one views an object, 
what one perceives in it, and how one construes it in his thinking.  Perspective, 
therefore, is something more than a merely formal determination of thinking.  It 
refers also to qualitative elements in the structure of thought, elements which 
must necessarily be overlooked by purely formal logic.  It is precisely these 
factors which are responsible for the fact that two persons, even if they apply the 
same formal-logical rules… in an identical manner, may judge the same object 
very differently.77

 
It is in this sense that ideology is a distinctively modern phenomenon.  E. Doyle 

McCarthy observes that “ideologies are coterminous with modernity itself, with the 

disappearance of a unified world view, with the recognition that there are numerous 

points of view and these represent alternative political views and strategies.”78

Traditional societies precluded ideological competition, since “the multiplicity of ways of 

thinking cannot become a problem in periods when social stability underlies and 

guarantees the internal unity of a world-view.”79  This is not to suggest that ideas were 

not relevant to the conduct of political or social intercourse in pre-modern societies.  This 

is evident in the fact that pre-modern societies bothered to maintain a cosmology at all; 

rather, it is the realization of the plural and positional nature of knowledge that 

distinguishes modern and traditional social ideas. 

The social effects of modernity have a two-fold effect on traditional worldviews.  

On the one hand, modern technological and economic structures intensify horizontal 
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mobility between countries, revealing that “different peoples think differently.”80  Of 

course, such anomalies could be rationalized within traditional cosmologies or frames of 

reference “as curiosities, errors, ambiguities, or heresies.”81  However, place mobility 

within societies, largely in the form of urbanization, combined with increased “vertical 

mobility,” that is, “rapid movement between strata [of a society] in the sense of social 

ascent and descent,” exposes people to differences of worldview that cannot be 

reconciled within traditional ideational frameworks.82  These experiences reveal the 

perspectival nature of social thought, a development which is profoundly corrosive of 

traditional cosmologies.  Consequently, ideology is a phenomenon linked to the social 

dislocation characteristic of modernity, and with “the disappearance of a unitary 

intellectual world with fixed values and norms.”83  In this sense, ideology can be seen as 

social ontology, part of an attempt to fashion a functional replacement for traditions and 

practices that have been irretrievably damaged by the exigencies of modernity. 

Related to this is the historical consciousness associated with ideology: 

perspective problematizes the past as well as the present.  Lukacs dates the emergence of 

“historical approach as a form of thought” to the mid-1800s, concurrent with the rise of 

nationalisms and widespread literacy in Europe, and therefore with the emergence of 

modern mass politics.84  Similarly, Foucault describes a new kind of history that appears 

in the early modern period, suggesting that “up to this point, history had never been 

anything more than the history of power as told by power itself, or the history of power 

that power had made people tell; it was the history of power, as recounted by power.”85  

History was embedded in the cosmology of the ancien regime.  What emerges in the 

modern era is a new kind of history, a “new subject of history,” whether “the nobility” or 
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“society” or “the nation” or some other group, in which historical knowledge is generated 

through a counter-discourse for objectives not embodied by the “official” discourse 

propagated through the state, and which subvert the organic or cosmological linkage 

between authority and the political arrangements of a society.86  It is by changing the 

subject, discursively speaking, that historical consciousness allows the emergence of the 

nation, the race, the class, and so on, from the cosmological unity of a given tradition. 

Finally, ideology does more than describe the past and present; it also constitutes 

perceptions of social possibilities.  This emerges most clearly in Mannheim’s discussion 

of ideology and utopia, which he distinguishes according to their relative perceptions of 

the possible: 

[E]very age allows to arise (in differently located social groups) those ideas and 
values in which are contained in condensed form the unrealized and unfulfilled 
tendencies which represent the needs of each age.  These intellectual elements 
then become the explosive material for bursting the limits of the existing order.87

Mannheim points to the diverse meanings and understandings of the word “freedom” –  

which could connote negative freedom defined by privileges, inner freedom of 

conscience, or formal equalitarian freedom, depending on the perspective and social 

situation of the person using the word – as an example of the potentialities latent in 

existing ideational frameworks.88  In short, ideology also constitutes the future.  

 

3) Ideas and Action 

Third, ideology mediates between ideas and action.  As Mannheim writes: 

Knowledge, as seen in the light of the total conception of ideology, is by no 
means an illusory experience…  Knowledge arising out of our experience in 
actual life situations, though not absolute, is knowledge none the less.  The norms 
arising out of such actual life situations do not exist in a social vacuum, but are 
effective as real sanctions for conduct.89
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Mannheim’s conception of the “existential determination of knowledge” does not imply 

“a mechanical cause-effect sequence,” but refers to the “correlation between life-situation 

and thought-process” as it is actually manifested in empirical cases.90  This, in turn, 

leaves open the space for the immanent development of thought or “inner dialectic” 

without relying on it exclusively as a means of understanding political thought. 

In some measure this is simply commonsensical: ideas do not think themselves, 

and as much as the internal structure or logic of an idea may suggest a path forward and 

limit the options available, these possibilities are mediated by human agency in social 

contexts.  The intimations of ideas may be followed to their logical conclusions, 

combined with “varied opposing impulses” and the ideas associated with these, or 

abrogated outright.91  However, the source of these changes is not to be found within the 

ideas themselves.  Mannheim retains an understanding of individual agency within the 

context of the social derivation of knowledge, by recognizing individuals as the source of 

innovation in social thought: 

The belief that the significance of individual creative power is to be denied is one 
of the most widespread misunderstandings of the findings of sociology.  On the 
contrary, from what should the new be expected to originate if not from the novel 
and uniquely personal mind of the individual who breaks beyond the bounds of 
the existing order?92

 
In this sense, ideology also serves a normative function, defining expectations as well as 

possibilities. 

 

4) Synthesis 

Taken together, these factors offer a comprehensive framework for considering the role 

of ideational factors in social and political relations.  This can be described in two 
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dimensions.  First, ideology is multivalent: ideology allows the incorporation of multiple 

levels of interaction into a single framework.  Drawing on the elements discussed above, 

these are characterized as “Self,” “Society,” and “Other.”  Second, ideology is 

multimodal – that is, ideology entails three modalities, characterized as “Descriptive,” 

“Normative,” and “Prospective.”  The recognition that ideology is both an analytical and 

a political phenomenon – that is, both the subject of inquiry and an object of politics – 

divides this framework into two sections.  The first part describes the constitutive effects 

of ideology in relation to the thinking subject.  The second part describes the constitutive 

effects of ideology as an object of thought or of political action for the thinking subject.   

This double movement accounts for the richness of Mannheim’s account of 

ideology.  By combining the key insights of Mannheim’s approach to ideology – the 

social constitution of knowledge with the ideational constitution of social relations – this 

framework allows the interrogation of ideational phenomenon in a systematic way.  

Ideology is shown as both a framework for perception, by defining and narrating social 

relations, and a framework for action, by defining the possibility and desirability of 

action.  At the individual level, this framework also preserves, as far as possible, the 

symmetry between self and other; at the systemic level it connects the logics of 

reproduction and logics of change in social systems by incorporating individual agency 

and the definition of potentialities.  Significantly, this framework also suggests a 

constitutive conceptualization of the connections between micro-motivation and macro-

outcomes. 
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 Self Society Self-Society 
Descriptive What are my 

interests? 
What is society? How does society 

limit me? 
Normative What are my 

values? 
What should society 
be? 

What does society 
expect of me? 

Prospective How can I act? How can society be 
changed? 

What can I do in 
Society? 

 
Figure 3: Ideology-As-Subject Matrix 

 
 

 Other Other-Society Other-Self 
Descriptive What do others 

believe? 
How do others 
affect society? 

How do others 
affect me? 

Normative What do others 
believe? 

How do others want 
to change society? 

How should I treat 
others? 

Prospective How will others act? How can others 
change society? 

How can I use 
others? 

 
Figure 4: Ideology-As-Object Matrix 

 
Criticisms of Ideology 

Two common criticisms of ideology should be noted here.  The first relates to the 

“differentia of ideology” or to the characteristics that distinguish ideology from related 

concepts of social thought.93  In his assay of the uses of ideology in political studies, 

Willard Mullins identifies the problem of boundaries as one of the core definitional 

lacunae in respect of ideology.94  Mullins notes cases where “the terms “ideology,” 

“myth,” “creed,” “conceptual scheme,” and “Weltanschauung” are used pretty much 

interchangeably.”95  Harold Walsby and others have extended ideology to correspond 

with the curious German notion of Weltanschauung, the all-encompassing worldview.96  

While there are certainly legitimate distinctions between terms such as these, this 

criticism conflates analytical concepts with ontological assertions, insofar as it rests on 

the understanding that the function or operation of ideational factors is caused by their 
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internal structure.  For example, Lasswell and Kaplan used the term “myth” to describe 

Marxian ideology, an understanding wherein “myths are described as “certain 

fundamental assumptions which at the time, whether they be actually true or false, are 

believed by the mass of the world to be true with such confidence that they hardly appear 

to bear the character of assumptions.”97  On this basis, Laswell and Kaplan, like 

Mannheim, pair ideology and utopia as forms of myth: 

The approach of Lasswell and Kaplan makes no attempt to analyze the structure 
or form of ideology or to note the ways in which it differs structurally from other 
symbolic forms.  The various types of political myth, including ideology and 
utopia, are distinguished on a functional basis.98

The substance of the myth does not matter, in other words, for it may serve different 

purposes in different times and places, depending on the uses to which it is put.  This is 

problematic if ideology, or in this case myth, is put forward as an explanatory structure.  

Mullins is critical of this lassitude, and argues that by defining ideology and utopia in 

functional terms, Lasswell and Kaplan “make it impossible through empirical inquiry to 

falsify the assumption that ideology is functional, or that utopia is dysfunctional, to the 

maintenance of a political system… as an empirical matter, we want to know just what 

consequences certain standardized cultural forms have for the system.”99  However, this 

presupposes that ideologies – and, by extension, ideational factors – are being put 

forward in the context of a causal explanation.  If ideational factors are understood to be 

constitutive rather than causal, then it is not unreasonable to expect that ideas will “work” 

in broadly the same way no matter their substance.  

A related example is the relationship between ideology and discourse.  Mannheim 

anticipated, in many ways, the constitutive understanding of knowledge advanced by 

post-structuralist and post-modernist social theorists.  Trevor Purvis and Alan Hunt 
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observe that discourse and ideology have been closely related in post-structuralist and 

post-modernist critical theories. 

[I]deology and discourse refer to pretty much the same aspect of social life – the 
idea that human individuals participate in forms of understanding, comprehension 
or consciousness of the relations and activities in which they are involved; a 
conception of the social that has a hermeneutic dimension, but which is not 
reducible to hermeneutics.100

Foucault alludes to an understanding of ideology as “a doctrine of apprenticeship, but 

also a doctrine of contracts and the regulated formation of the social body,” capturing the 

emphasis many ideologies place on reforming the body politic or remoulding the body 

social, and hinting at a concern with the instruments and techniques of change or power 

associated with these projects.101  Instead of ideology, Foucault relates power and 

knowledge through discourse; hence his suggestion that ideology is a “speculative 

discourse” concerned with relating “a theory of ideas, signs, and the individual genesis of 

sensations” to “a theory of the social composition of interests.”102  Discourse is 

knowledge produced for the ends of power, but for Foucault, power is not a commodity 

that one has or does not have, but the force relations immanent in all human relations; 

power is the “moving substrate of force relations which, by virtue of their inequality, 

constantly engender states of power, but the latter are always local and unstable.”103  

There is, in this sense, a possible distinction between discourse and ideology, in that the 

former “insist[s] that all social relations are lived and comprehended by their participants 

in terms of specific linguistic or semiotic vehicles that organize their thinking, 

understanding and experiencing,” while the latter “implies the existence of some link 

between ‘interests’ and ‘forms of consciousness.’”104  Nonetheless, this is a distinction of 

degree insofar as both discourse and ideology are mutually concerned with immanence 

and experience – neither is put forward as a causal explanation. 
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 The second criticism stems from the view that the elements of an ideology must 

be logically coherent or internally consistent.105  This is related to the understanding, 

deeply ingrained in the discourse on ideology, that ideologies are determinative and 

ideologues must adhere to them in a systematic or automatic way.  As Hannah Arendt 

expresses it, “nothing, after all, compromises the understanding of political issues and 

their meaningful debate today more seriously that the automatic thought-reactions 

conditioned by the beaten paths of ideologies...”106 While there is a certain common 

sense to this notion, there are two possible responses, related to the meaning of 

consistency and the need for consistency, respectively.  In the former case, Steven Brown 

notes that “consistency” is a difficult criterion to actualise in respect of the elements of an 

ideology, since it generally refers to consistency as understood by the observer, not by the 

subject.  Like the social meanings activated by an ideology, consistency may be apparent 

only to those who have been “trained or socialized into the logic” of the tradition under 

investigation.107  Internal consistency can only be assessed internally, a fact that renders 

it useful only in discussing the “potentialities” of an ideology: in exploring its 

“intimations,” to use Oakeshott’s phrase, or in identifying areas where an ideology may 

be susceptible or open to cross-fertilisation with extrinsic ideas or elements.108

In the latter case, and related to the immanent conception of consistency, the 

logical coherence of an ideology cannot be understood as a precondition for its efficacy.  

Benedict Anderson points to the apparent incongruity of the “‘political’ power of 

nationalisms vs. their philosophical poverty and even incoherence.”109  Similarly, Martin 

Kitchen suggests that the conception of ideology as a “coherent body of ideas” is at odds 

with the self-consciously anti-rational current within fascism.  The fascist ideology, such 
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as it was, comprised an “extraordinary collection of half-baked and cranky ideas [which] 

certainly did not form a coherent whole,” and in which the emphasis on substance 

overwhelmed any requirement for system.110  Instead, and in contrast to the elaborate and 

systematic communist ideologies that are taken as prototypical in many analyses of 

ideology, fascism emphasized the transcendent community of the nation, both as present 

subject and as historical and utopian referent, as it was embodied and articulated by the 

leader.111  Through this mystical communion with the nation, the fascist seeks “not a 

solution, but a salvation.”112  This naturalistic insistence upon the authenticity of the 

national community trumps the artificial claims of logic; indeed, insofar as logic 

undermines tradition, it is viewed as cosmopolitan and suspicious.113  This allows for the 

cultivation of a self-conscious irrationality that exhibits little or no concern for 

consistency among ideas, provided these ideas are individually legitimised by reference 

to the true community.114  In short, immanent consistency, while interesting, is the 

hobgoblin of philosophers, not the hallmark of political thought.  The key aspect is that 

the ideas subsumed by an ideology are interconnected – that is, ideology is “a ‘set’ of 

interrelated (though not necessarily logically interdependent) ideas” – and that they 

provide both an evaluative account and a normative guide for social and political 

relations.115

 

Conclusion 

The conceptualization of ideology that emerges from the work of Karl Marx and 

Karl Mannheim offers a rich conceptual basis for considering the role of ideational 

factors in social intercourse.  As a phenomenon, ideology is closely connected with the 
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material and ideational dislocations of modernity; these dislocations simultaneously 

problematize existing socio-political orders and make it possible to contest these social 

and political arrangements in ideological terms.  The concurrent understandings of 

ideology as a subject of inquiry and an object of political action allow it to live “in 

between” the constitutivist and instrumentalist positions that emerge from the Marxian 

account of ideology, providing a conceptual structure, and also a conceptual space, for 

the consideration of the two approaches on commensurable terms.  It is argued that a 

conceptualization of ideology that is both multivalent, incorporating Self, Society, and 

Other, and multimodal, encompassing the Descriptive, Normative, and Prospective 

modalities, may offer a fruitful second-order framework for addressing ideational 

phenomena like political Islam. 
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CHAPTER 4: 

POLITICAL ISLAM IN THE POST-SOVIET PERIOD 

 
 

Introduction 

The Islamic Revival in post-Soviet Central Asia is not an organic return to 

traditional modes of thinking and acting after the Soviet interlude.  First, Central Asian 

understandings of the “traditional” have been inexorably modified by the experience of 

modernity under Russian and Soviet rule, and especially by the intentional secularity of 

the latter.1  Second, the Islamic revival has been actively politically contested by state 

and non-state actors, and as such it has emerged concurrently as a political and as a 

religious phenomenon.2  Third, the distinctive role of Islamic movements and Islamic 

thought in international politics at the end of the twentieth century and the beginning of 

the twenty-first century has altered significantly the space of emergence – that is, the 

global political context – of the Central Asian Islamic Revival.  The understanding of 

Islam as ideology, in the sense discussed in Chapter 3, can be applied to each of these 

circumstances, which correspond broadly to the levels of analysis in international 

relations and demonstrate the distinctive but interrelated operation of ideology as subject 

and as object. 

This chapter reviews the particular experience of modernization in Central Asia 

and the Islamic responses that emerged from this experience.  The Islamic Revival in 

post-Soviet Central Asia is then examined in terms of the capacity for social mobilization 
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it engenders through Islamist movements in the region, the dual treatment of Islam as a 

resource and a threat at the state level, and the implications and uses of international 

apprehensions of the Islamic Revival, particularly after the 9/11 terrorist attacks on the 

United States and the resulting “War on Terror.” 

 

Soviet Rule and the Islamic Revival 

 In the Central Asian context, the possibilities for Islamic responses to modernity 

or imperial rule were delimited by Soviet dominance, and the result could be described as 

a kind of imposed reformism.  Islam in Central Asia has traditionally been moderate and 

relatively syncretic.  There is a historical cleavage within Central Asian Islam between a 

Sufistic tribal variant, common among nomadic and rural populations, and a Hanafist 

tradition that took hold in the urban centres of the region, notably in the Ferghana Valley, 

following the Arab conquest.  The latter form has dominated the Islamic institutions of 

the region, especially the madrasahs and the ulama.3  However, the two forms 

historically came to an effective modus vivendi, wherein “the Islam of the ulemas is 

strongly influenced by Sufism, while the tribal Sufis do not challenge the orthodoxy of 

the ulemas.”4  Between the suppression of the Basmachi revolt against the Tashkent 

Soviet authorities in 1920 and the Stalinist purges of the 1930s, the Soviet policy toward 

Islam was characterized by “uneasy tolerance.”5  There was a shift toward repression 

following the “National Delimitation” that divided Central Asia in to national republics, 

however, as Islam became one of the principal targets of efforts to “Sovietize” the 

peoples of Central Asia.6
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Sovietization proceeded on two tracks.  The first was the destruction of the “social 

and organizational infrastructure of Islam” in the region.7  As Oliver Roy writes: 

With the campaign against Islam between 1924 and 1927, the repression of the 
ulemas, the closure of the great madrasas and the ban on travel, the parallel 
mullahs in Central Asia were cut off from outside influences until the early 
1980s.8

Although this was a period of relative tolerance, the use of Arabic script was prohibited 

in 1922, and separate Muslim units in the Red Army were disbanded in 1923.9  In 1928, 

alongside the forced collectivization of Central Asian nomads and peasants in, religious 

schools in the region were closed.10  Most significantly, between 1912 and 1942, the 

number of mosques in the Soviet Union fell from 26,279 to 1,312.11  Repression was not 

uniform throughout the Soviet period.  During World War II, restrictions on religious 

practices were loosened as part of an effort to promote patriotic feeling for the Soviet 

Union among Central Asians.12  This included the establishment of an Official Islamic 

Administration comprising three Muslim Spiritual Directorates, including one situated in 

Tashkent.13  While official Islam did not disappear after the war, restrictions on Islam re-

intensified in the 1950s under Khrushchev, when Islamic weddings and funerals were 

banned, and the veiling of women was officially prohibited.14  This trend was reversed 

somewhat under Brezhnev in the 1960s and early 1970s, and Khalid writes that “until the 

late 1970s, when the Iranian revolution and the war in Afghanistan changed the calculus 

drastically, officials at the highest level of Soviet power seemed to genuinely believe that 

neither Islam nor Muslims posed a threat to the country.”15  The final round of 

repression, under Gorbachev between 1985 and 1987, was launched against 

“Wahhabism,” but this campaign was discontinued in 1988, inaugurating what is now 

referred to as the Islamic Revival in the region.16
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Notwithstanding periods of relative tolerance, Islamic worship was pushed from 

the public space and into the home.17  The perpetuation of Islam under Soviet rule 

depended in large part on the use of eighteenth and nineteenth century “guide books” that 

included the rote Arabic phrases and basic principles of Islamic worship and conduct.18  

In fact, as Shirin Akiner writes, by the 1980s Islam was “more a marker of cultural and 

ethnic identity than an active spiritual commitment for most Central Asians.”19

The chief manifestations of allegiance to the faith at this period were the 
celebration of religious ceremonies connected with rites of passage, such as 
(male) circumcision, marriage and burial… In popular understanding such 
practices were considered to be in keeping with Muslim belief, but in fact were 
syncretic accretions.  Knowledge of Islamic doctrine, of prayers, and even of the 
basic Muslim profession of faith (‘There is no God but God and Muhammed is 
His Prophet’) was limited to a small number of predominantly elderly 
individuals.20

The innovations of the Jadids and other Islamic modernists were therefore not a 

significant component of Central Asian Islamic knowledge at the end of the Soviet 

period.  Even basic religious knowledge was considerably diminished by these 

developments, although Khalid notes that “Muslims did not so much lose the ability to 

understand the literal meaning of the Qur’an or prayers as the implicit cultural 

knowledge” that sustained these practices and gave them spiritual meaning and 

significance.21  Crucially, “unofficial Islam” was not only privatized, but also avowedly 

apolitical, which was part of the reason for official tolerance of these practices.  Khalid 

writes that “local Party elites might look the other way when unofficial Islamic activity 

took place, but they had absolutely no patience with challenges to their position.”22

 The second track of Sovietization was the submergence of Islam into the national 

identities that were identified and developed under Soviet auspices.  The titular nations 

recognized by the Soviet Union, though based on existing identities in the region 
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(“Uzbek,” “Kazakh,” “Tajik,” etc.), were developed as “nations” as a matter of Soviet 

policy.  These nations also served as the basis for the division of Central Asia into 

“national” republics, and in this way national identities were reinforced through the 

trappings of statehood.23  This did not entail a loss of political control for the Soviet 

authorities.  Russian dominance within the overarching Soviet hierarchy limited the 

horizons for political aspirants from the Central Asian republics.  As Rywkin observed in 

1990, “nobody expects the representatives of non-Russian groups to compete for top 

positions within [the Soviet] leadership… a non-Russian has hardly any hope outside his 

own republic.”24  Several mechanisms of political control persisted in Islamic areas of the 

Soviet Union.  For example, while “first secretary” of the Communist Party at the 

republic and regional levels was a member of the dominant nation or nationality in that 

area, the second secretary was Russian or Slavic, and it was commonly understood that 

“the second party secretary in Muslim areas plays a much larger role than does the 

analogous party functionary in Russia or Ukraine.”25  This pattern was replicated in other 

areas of the party, army, and administrative apparatuses.26

Kaiser’s description of the evolution of national recognition in the Soviet Union 

gives a sense of the arbitrariness of the Soviet policy: 

The nations [sic] of Soviet Central Asia and throughout the USSR as listed in the 
Soviet censuses are at least in part contrived…  During the postwar period, the 
number of nationalities enumerated dropped from 109 in the 1959 census to 101 
in 1979, in an apparent effort to reinforce the perception that the national 
communities of the state were merging into one Soviet people.  The increased 
number of national categories from 1979 (101) to 1989 (128) is more a reflection 
of the new political reality, which has undermined official support for 
international integration, than a real increase in the number of national 
communities resident in the USSR.27

The somewhat artificial nature of these national designations did not preclude them from 

taking on a certain reality for their putative members.  This was in part because they were 
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not entirely arbitrary, but based on emergent “national” movements that pre-dated the 

Soviet intervention in Central Asia.28  Insofar as these projects succeeded in defining the 

identities of indigenous peoples in Central Asia, they also diminished the appeal of Islam 

“as a unifying force superseding the national and subnational distinctions that exist in 

Soviet Central Asia.”29  The repression of Islamic rituals and worship divorced the 

identity of indigenous populations in Soviet Central Asia as Muslims from traditional 

Islamic practices.30  Bereft of these moorings, being Muslim became just another part of 

what made indigenous populations indigenous, pursuant to the “Soviet… ideology that 

held that each ethnic group… had its own determinate set of characteristics – traditions 

material culture, foods, dress, music, language, etc. – that were essential to the identity of 

each group.”31   

  Against this backdrop, the glasnost and demokratizatsiya policies of the Soviet 

Union under Gorbachev provided space for the assertion of national and religious 

expression, actuated at least in part by the underlying social tensions created by 

modernization and Russian ethnic hegemony in Central Asia.32  This new policy of 

openness was not initially implemented to the same degree in Central Asia, and it arrived 

somewhat later than elsewhere in the Soviet Union when religious restrictions were 

relaxed by local authorities in 1988.33  The new policies fostered a renewed interest in 

religion in Soviet Central Asia in the 1980s, accompanied by an increase in nationalism 

in the region.34  These two developments were interrelated.  Khalid writes that this 

religious interest was closely interrelated with “a very important element of the recovery 

of national memories and national legacies.”35
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Whatever the impetus, however, the outcome was the increased presence of Islam 

in the public sphere: 

Islam became visible in public again.  Many people who had never prayed before 
began to pray regularly and to observe other Islamic injunctions.  It became 
possible again to travel to Mecca for the annual pilgrimage, and every year 
thousands of people make the trip.  New mosques began to be built, whereas those 
that had long operated in disguise came out into the open and sometimes moved 
to more appropriate premises…  The number of mosques in the region swelled, 
and religious education began to be re-established.  Older ulama who had taught 
in secret (hujra) could now do so in the open.  A number of madrasas were 
opened in the first years of independence to provide higher Islamic education.36

As was the case elsewhere in the Soviet Union in the latter part of the 1980s, many calls 

for reform or change in Central Asia were made in ethno-nationalistic terms.  Kaiser 

describes these developments: 

National territoriality in the USSR, as in other multinational, multi-homeland 
states, is a strong centrifugal force which, in the absence of an equally powerful 
countervailing force from the centre, will lead to the devolution of political 
power…  The “national question” in the USSR may thus be viewed as the 
competition between indigenous nationalists striving for greater sovereignty over 
their homelands and the central authorities pressing for greater territorial and 
international integration…[T]he center-republic interaction is at the same time a 
reflection of the Russian-non-Russian relationship.37

At this time, there were some indications of an Islamic component to protests in Central 

Asia, particularly in Tashkent.  At the first such rallies in December 1988, related to calls 

for “the restoration of the Uzbek language and culture,” some protestors waved the green 

banner of Islam and read verses from the Quran.38  A second protest in Tashkent in early 

1989 was more directly religious, and was based on demands for the resignation of the 

head of the official Islamic body for Central Asia.39  It should be noted, however, that in 

contrast with the Baltic Soviet Socialist Republics, few appeals for independence from 

the Soviet Union emanated from Central Asia.40  This was illustrated by the fact that the 

five Central Asian republics were made founding members of the Commonwealth of 
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Independent States – the successor entity to the USSR – only after the fact.41  Instead, 

assertions of nationalism were, to some extent at least, efforts to access political and 

economic resources, and to improve the standing of indigenous populations vis-à-vis their 

Russian counterparts.42

 

The Politics of Islam in the Post-Soviet Period 

The geopolitical collapse of the Soviet Union was accompanied, and in some 

sense precipitated, by the ideological collapse of the Soviet project.  Haghayeghi notes 

that the ramifications of this ideological collapse were apparent in all of the post-Soviet 

republics: 

Decidedly unprepared to cope with the vacuum created by the death of Marxism, 
these [post-Soviet] republics have become a lively forum for a multiplicity of 
ideological trends, of which Islam has become a major source of preoccupation 
for the West, particularly in the context of Central Asian republics where Islam 
has exhibited considerable vigor after 70 years of Soviet antireligious 
repression.43

In post-Soviet Central Asia, as in other post-Communist states, various combinations of 

democracy, ethnic nationalism, and unburnished authoritarianism compete within this 

ideological vacuum.  However, in spite of the Islamic Revival that began in the late 

1980s, the role of Islam as one of the contending ideological successors to Communism 

has been relatively muted.  Based on the conceptual framework of ideology set out in 

Chapter 3, there are three areas in which the effects of political Islam or Islam as 

ideology can be analysed.  The first relates to ideology-as-subject and the effect that 

Islamism has in shaping the actions of individuals in Central Asia.  This is most easily 

explored by examining Islamic movements and organizations in the region.  The second 
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area relates to Islam as an object of political action at the state level.  The third area 

concerns the international dimension of political Islam in the region.   

 

1) Islamic Organizations and Movements 

  Islamic organizations have played a limited role in the formal political processes 

of the Central Asian republics since independence.  While this is partially a reflection of 

the repressive policies toward Islam that have been put in place by the Central Asian 

republics, it also reflects a broader lack of support for political Islam in the region.  Those 

Islamic movements that have emerged have been concentrated in the Ferghana Valley, 

the so-called ‘heart’ of the Central Asian region by virtue of its relatively dense 

population; “once a cohesive economic unit,” the Ferghana Valley was deliberately 

divided among Uzbekistan, Tajikistan, and Kyrgyzstan in the 1930s.44  While this was 

merely a formal division when the three republics were under a common Soviet 

sovereignty, independence has rendered the borders much more “real,” and created 

significant barriers for the natural economic and social intercourse of the Ferghana 

Valley’s seven million inhabitants.45  Madeleine Reeves describes the barriers to 

movement that have arisen since independence: 

In recent years internal USSR borders between Tajik, Uzbek, and Kyrgyz 
republics have been transformed into militarized international boundaries, backed 
up by an elaborate system of visa controls regulating population movement and 
customs regulations to limit cross-border trade.46

Despite this, the Ferghana Valley, which was historically the locus of Islamic resistance 

to Russian colonialism, has continued in its role as the focus of Islamist activity in the 

post-Soviet period. 
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This may be related in part to the strong Uzbek character of the Islamic clergy 

throughout Central Asia.  As Oliver Roy observes: 

The influence of the Uzbek-Tajik ulemas over Central Asia as a whole can still be 
seen today: the three muftis of Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan and Turkmenistan are 
either Uzbeks or come from sedentary areas that are very Uzbekised… If one 
adds the fact that the mufti of Tashkent is also Uzbek, and that the mufti of 
Tajikistan (in 1994) speaks Uzbek fluently, it becomes obvious that Uzbekistan 
now carries the torch of Islamic revivalism.47

Islamist organizations in Central Asia do not have a strong track record when it comes to 

persistence or popular support.48  The first such movement identified, named “Islam and 

Democracy,” was established in Alma Ata in 1988, prior to the dissolution of the Soviet 

Union.49  Taking as its platform “the spiritual cleansing of people from immorality and 

preaching of the democratic principles of the Koran,” this organization was involved in 

the February 1989 demonstrations against the mufti of the official “Muslim Religious 

Board of Central Asia and Kazakhstan” noted above.50  While it was intended as an inter-

republic party, its effective reach never extended beyond Uzbekistan, and its membership 

was estimated at 2,500 members in 1989, before it disappeared in the early 1990s.51  

Similarly, the Islamic “Alash for the National Independence of Kazakhstan” was a party 

established in 1990 that was critical of official Islam and briefly played an activist role in 

Kazakh opposition politics.52  The Alash party later abandoned its calls for an Islamic 

republic in favour of a pan-Turkic and anti-Russian platform.  Despite this, the party was 

moved to Moscow in 1993 to avoid persecution in Kazakhstan.53

The first significant Islamist movement in the region was the Islamic Renaissance 

Party (IRP), which emerged in Astrakhan in Russia in 1990 as a movement dedicated “to 

unify[ing] Muslims over the entire Soviet territory.”54  The IRP also advocated the 

establishment of shariah courts and Islamic education in state schools.55  Although 
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participation by delegates from outside Central Asia was diminished at the third party 

congress in 1992, Haghayeghi writes that the IRP “commanded a relatively large 

following, particularly in Uzbekistan and Tajikistan, thus constituting the core of Islamic 

activism in Central Asia” in the early part of the 1990s.56  However, it was the Tajik 

branch of the IRP that came to prominence through its role in civil war in Tajikistan.57

The conflict between the Communist Party of Tajikistan and various nationalist 

and “Islamist” factions began in 1990 when ethnically-motivated riots ended with 

eighteen dead and 110 wounded.58  While the IRP was notionally an Islamist party, it 

was closely affiliated with nationalist causes and movements.59  Through 1990 and 1991, 

a loosely Islamic opposition coalesced around the IRP, the head of official Islam in 

Tajikistan, and various Sufi brotherhoods.  The crisis these developments precipitated 

resulted in a split within the Communist Party of Tajikistan and ended with the 

dissolution of that party and the amendment of the Tajik constitution to create an 

executive presidency.60  By this time, the IRP “had succeeded in developing an elaborate 

republican-wide organizational network, expanding its membership through active 

involvement in mosques and prayer houses,” and the party was officially recognized in 

October 1991.61  However, following the presidential election one month later, the victor 

and incumbent, President Nabiyev, moved to purge members of the opposition movement 

from the legislative and executive branches.  In response, opposition members staged a 

siege of parliament in March 1992.62  This was met with a counter-demonstration of 

government supporters and resulted in the formation of a coalition government was 

formed in May 1992.  Neither side considered this acceptable, and both groupings armed 
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themselves and their followers.63  This was the beginning of a civil war that left between 

25,000 and 100,000 dead.64

 What is striking about the role that the IRP played in the civil war is not its 

ideologically Islamist orientation, but its involvement with a coalition of non-Islamist 

forces as one faction among many, and its embeddedness in a more complicated struggle 

between clan and political networks.65 Malashenko writes: 

The allies of the IRP were secular nationalistic forces, such as the Democratic 
party [sic] of Tajikistan and the Rastokhe movement.  Its opponents were 
postcommunist political structures.  Simultaneously, ethnic and interclan 
contradictions became important.  Indeed, the confrontation between ex-
communists and their opponents is a struggle between the traditional forces of the 
north and the south: the mountainous Pamirs and flatland central Tajikistan.66

Moreover, while the IRP platform was responsive to the circumstances facing Tajik 

citizens and was framed in Islamic terms, the program adopted by the IRP was also 

decidedly non-Islamist.  As Muriel Atkin notes, “the IRP repudiated the stereotypical 

anti-Westernism of Islamic radicals and joined with the secular opposition parties in 

supporting popular sovereignty, civil liberties, and economic reform.”67 Despite the 

involvement of other political groups in the war, “the bloodshed in Tajik cities was 

attributed to Muslim fundamentalists,” and this perception has “had a negative impact on 

the prestige of fundamentalists throughout Central Asia.”68  This perception is perhaps 

unsurprising and provides an example of the potential for divergence between ideology-

as-subject and ideology-as-object.  Urban populations fearful of “the prospect of restoring 

the Shari’a legislation and religious fanaticism” focussed the blame for the conflict – 

admittedly, not without cause – on the Islamist elements of the opposition coalition.69  

Despite the generally secular goals and partners of the IRP, this narrative also had a 

significant effect on the perception of Islamist parties as a threat throughout the region, 
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and reinforced perceptions about the risk that Islamist violence could spread or grow.  It 

should be noted that following the Russian “peacekeeping” intervention in 1994, the IRP 

was merged with the “United Tajik Opposition,” based in southern Tajikistan and with 

links into Afghanistan.70  While this diverse grouping maintained connections with Saudi 

Arabia, Pakistan, and Iran, it cannot be characterized as an Islamist movement given the 

involvement of several secular groups; indeed, forces affiliated with the United Tajik 

Opposition fought with some groups of Islamist radicals in northern Afghanistan, and 

Roy has characterized the orientation of the new grouping as “islamo-nationalism.”71   

 The Islamic Movement of Uzbekistan, renamed the Islamic Movement of 

Turkestan in 2001, has also received significant attention as a militant Islamist group in 

the region.  Johnson describes it as “the most notorious terrorist organization of [post-

Soviet] Central Asia” and “a deeply ideological group, steeped in the theories and 

techniques of jihadism.”72  Igor’ Rotar’ offers a quote from a member of the IMU he 

interviewed: 

The daily regime in the camp was as follows: physical education in the mornings, 
followed by instruction in how to use various types of weaponry.  In the evenings 
we were shown films about Islam… [and] about those regions of the world where 
Muslims fight against nonbelievers.  We were told that it was the duty of Muslims 
to fight until they had freed Muslims throughout the world from the rule of non-
believers… We were only allowed to read religious literature.  We were not 
allowed to listen to music, as that is a sin for Muslims…73

The IMU is also well connected to Islamist groups outside of post-Soviet Central Asia, 

and Khalid indicates that the group has “received support from the Taliban, Pakistan’s 

Interservices Intelligence agency, and Osama bin Laden.”74  Whatever the group’s 

outward connections, it was implacably hostile to the Karimov regime in Uzbekistan, 

against which it declared jihad when it was founded in 1998.75  IMU leader Tohir 

Yuldeshev called for “fighting against oppression within our country, against bribery, 
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against the inequities and also the freeing of our Muslim brothers from prison,” and the 

program of the IMU initially was the replacement of the Karimov regime with an Islamic 

state based on shariah law.76   

It is not clear whether the IMU was responsible for the February 1999 bombings 

in Tashkent, where six car bombs exploded, likely as part of an assassination attempt 

against President Karimov, killing 13 and injuring 128.77  These attacks inaugurated a 

new round of repressive measures against alleged Islamists and suspected opponents of 

the Uzbek government.  It is estimated that in 1999 and 2000 up to 5,000 people were 

arrested.78  The IMU was also responsible for the kidnapping of four Japanese geologists 

in Kyrgyzstan in June 1999, as well as several small incursions into that country in 2000 

and 2001.79  After the 9/11 attacks on the United States, IMU bases in Afghanistan came 

under attack by American and Northern Alliance forces as part of the intervention in that 

country.80  These attacks seem to have diminished the capacity of the IMU to pursue its 

political program, and David Lewis writes that by 2004, the group was largely defunct 

with small groups of members reduced to “cross-border drug smuggling and other low-

level crime.”81  Despite the considerable attention given to the IMU by regional and 

international actors, the real threat posed by the group remains unclear.  Lewis notes that 

“the IMU had never been able to recruit significant numbers of followers within Central 

Asia: there simply was not the appetite for their form of violence among most of the 

population, who remained largely sceptical of Islamist promises of utopia through 

terror.”82

A splinter group of the IMU, identified as the Islamic Jihad Union (IJU), has been 

identified as active in Central Asia since 2002.  The IJU has been linked with a 2004 
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bombing campaign that targeted the Israeli and American embassies in Uzbekistan, and a 

terrorist cell associated with the IJU was disrupted in Germany in 2007.83  Einar Wigen 

suggests that the group may have been established as part of an effort to “de-Uzbekize” 

the IMU and thereby increase its “recruitment base” among non-Uzbek populations.84  

There is some evidence for this view in the communication approaches adopted by the 

group:  “The propaganda effort of the IJU is directed mainly through a Turkish-language 

website called Şehadet Zamani.  The Turks of Turkey and the Turkic peoples of Central 

Asia speak languages which are, to an extent, mutually intelligible.”85

Whatever its specific aims in the region, the IJU has clear affinities other Islamist 

groups, and claims more concrete connections.  It is worth excerpting at length from an 

interview with IJU “Commander” Eby Yahya Muhammed Fatih, dated May 31, 2007, 

that has appeared on the Şehadet Zamani website.  In the interview, which appears on the 

website with several images of masked and armed mujahidin, Fatih’s message offers 

some insight both into the rhetoric and stated objectives of the IJU, and into the use of 

Islamic symbols by Islamist groups in Central Asia. 

After the fall of the Afg[h]anistan Islamic Administration, we who shared the 
same opinions came together and deci[ded] to organize groups which will conduct 
jihad operations against the infidel constitution of cruel Karimov in [U]zbekistan.  
The sole aim of all the emigrant-mujahedeen brothers was to find war-like 
solutions against the infidel constitution of cruel Karimov… 

Our union’s aim is, under the flag of justice an[d] Islam[ic] Dominanc[e], to save 
our [Mu]slim brothers who have been suffering from the cruelty of pre-soviet 
period and [U]zbekistan, and to take them out of the swamp of cruelty an[d] 
infidelity, as well as to help other [Mu]slim brothers all around the world as [G]od 
[Allah] and his [P]rophet orders.  And this Islamic Jihad Union is composed of 
[S]unni [Mu]slims who act under the creed of honest predecessors [salaf?] who 
fight with the principles of the [S]unnis in the way of [G]od and who spread 
[Allah]'s invita[t]ion to Islam. 

One of the targets of th[e] [Islamic Jihad U]nion is to invite the world to [G]od's 
religion, to save [Mu]slims in the above mentioned countries from the cruelty of 
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the godless and to bring freedom to them as well as to fight in the way of the sole 
god under the name of Jihad until all religions be [G]od's. 

And all the above mentioned duties are obligatory for all [Mu]slims.  Being a 
[Mu]slim community [umma?], we came together to fulfill our duties with [G]od's 
blessing.”86

There are several interesting elements in these statements.  First, Fatih indicates that the 

IJU embraces violence as a tool against established governments, notably the Karimov 

regime in Uzbekistan.  The reference to jihad as a duty of all Muslims is consistent with 

the view espoused by other militant Islamist groups, notably al-Qaida.87  In addition to 

jihad, Fatih also makes allusive references to key Islamic concepts by invoking the 

“brotherhood” of Sunni Muslims in the umma and by implying the restoration of a 

universal temporal Islamic order (often referred to as a “caliphate”).  The reference to 

“predecessors” can be seen in similar terms; as was noted previously, “predecessors” may 

be used to refer to the salaf or original Muslims who are taken as exemplars of righteous 

behaviour by the salafi movements. 

 Notably, Fatih’s remarks on the broad community of Muslims and the universality 

of Islam may also be seen as an effort to appeal to non-Uzbek Muslims, especially when 

read in conjunction with a statement made subsequently by Fatih in the interview: 

As we are also sayıng that members of our union are not members of a specific 
tribe or a nation.  As there is no nationalism and tribalism in [I]slam, our union is 
formed of the believers from all over the world and multi-national emigrants 
travelling to praise the religion.88

It is even possible to read the reference to the time “when all religions will be God’s” in 

light of the Islamic eschatology as a reference to Judgement Day, although there is little 

in this brief text to substantiate such an interpretation.89  Regardless, the use of Islamic 

concepts and imagery in the context of a political struggle against the existing political 

order in Central Asia, and especially the Karimov regime in Uzbekistan, may be seen as 
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an ideological deployment of religious discourses as part of an effort to mobilize and 

motivate popular support for a political program. 

 Motivation is a key concern for Islamist groups in Central Asia, and to date the 

exception to the apparent lack of popular support for Islamism is a peaceful movement 

known as Hizb ut-Tahrir.  Hizb ut-Tahrir was originally established in 1953 by a 

Palestinian jurist, Sheikh Taqiuddin an-Nabhani, in response to the Israeli-Palestinian 

conflict.90  According to the global Hizb ut-Tahrir website, it is a “political party whose 

ideology is Islam.”91  The group also offers a summary of its mission, which is worth 

reviewing at length: 

[Hizb ut-Tahrir’s] objective is to resume the Islamic way of life by establishing an 
Islamic State that executes the systems of Islam and carries its call to the world…  
The party calls for Islam in its quality as an intellectual leadership [sic] from 
which emanate the systems that deal with all man's problems, political, economic, 
cultural and social among others.  Hizb-ut-Tahrir is a political party that admits to 
its membership men and women, and calls all people to Islam and to adopt its 
concepts and systems.  It views people according to the viewpoint of Islam no 
matter how diverse their nationalities and their schools of thought were.  Hizb-ut-
Tahrir adopts the interaction with the Ummah in order to reach its objective and it 
struggles against colonialism in all its forms and attributes in order to liberate the 
Ummah from its intellectual leadership and to deracinate its cultural, political, 
military and economic roots from the soil of the Islamic lands.  Hizb-ut-Tahrir 
endeavors to change the erroneous thoughts which colonialism has propagated, 
such as confining Islam to rituals and morals.92

As in the statement by Egy Yahya Muhammed Fatih of the IJU, cited above, this 

statement includes references to several key concepts within Islam that can be taken to 

have a political content or import: umma, the universalism of Islam, the role of Islam as a 

total conception of human relations, and the importance of purity against outside or non-

Islamic influences.  According to the Hizb ut-Tahrir mission statement, Islam is seen as 

total conception of politics and society “because politics in Islam is looking after the 

affairs of the Ummah domestically and externally and Allah… has commanded the 
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governing of the Ummah’s affairs by Islam and nothing else.”93  This requires the 

implementation of sharia law, which is “clear and pure,” in place of un-Islamic (kufr or 

unbelieving) laws “that do not consider the sins as crimes that entail punishment.”94  

These conceptual derivations also correspond with the modalities of ideology discussed 

in the previous chapter – Descriptive, Normative, and Prospective.  In short, Hizb ut-

Tahrir is a global movement that has positioned itself as a universal Islamic party for the 

universal Islamic community or umma.   

The relationship between the global structure and Hizb ut-Tahrir in Central Asia 

is not entirely clear due to the clandestine operation of the group in the region, where it is 

widely deemed an illegal organization.  However, the program of the Hizb ut-Tahrir in 

Central Asia does show some signs of modification from its global exemplar, insofar as 

the movement aims for “the establishment of a single, unified caliphate across Central 

Asia, from Xinjiang Province to the Caucasus.”95  Unlike the IMU and the IRP, Hizb ut-

Tahrir is a mass movement, estimated in 2007 to have been 16,000 and 35,000 members 

in Uzbekistan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, and Kazakhstan.96  Karagiannis describes the 

emergence of Hizb ut-Tahrir in Central Asia: 

Hizb ut-Tahrir probably became active in the Central Asian region in the mid-
1990s; regional governments have responded with repressive measures against its 
members. Long years of underground existence have taught its supporters rigid 
discipline: members of the organisation are divided into small groups and people 
from different groups often do not know each other.97

As Johnson writes, Hizb ut-Tahrir has survived and grown in spite of these restrictions 

due to the adoption of an organizational structure reminiscent of revolutionary groups: 

“Its leaders’ identities and locations are kept secret.  Activists operate in seven-man cells, 

each one led by a cell chief.  Only the chief knows the identity of the next layer in the 

hierarchy.”98  Despite its unprecedented size and reach in the region, Hizb ut-Tahrir has a 
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predominantly Uzbek membership, a fact reflected in its “primarily national 

argumentation – its demands include the removal of President Islam Karimov, the release 

of political prisoners and the relaxing of legislation on religion [in Uzbekistan].”99   

 Hizb ut-Tahrir has undertaken an extensive propaganda campaign in the region, 

notably in Uzbekistan and Kyrgyzstan.  It has also been associated with a monthly 

magazine or pamphlet under the title Ong Al-Waie (Conscience) that has been published 

in Uzbek, Kyrgyz, and Russian language versions since 1993.100  While Ong Al-Waie is 

not an official Hizb ut-Tahrir publication, the group does “maintain close contacts with 

the monthly” and Hizb ut-Tahrir is involved in the distribution of the magazine.101  Ong 

Al-Waie includes news from the Muslim world, material from its correspondents in 

Australia, Austria, Germany, Denmark, the United Kingdom, Canada, and the United 

States), religious articles an matters such as sharia, and political articles which 

“encourag[e] civil resistence to the legitimate authorities.”102   The latter contributions 

are often critical of US policies and of foreign intrusion on Muslim land, as this excerpt 

indicates: 

Turning over the ancient Islamic lands to the kjafirs [infidels] for their military 
bases; dividing Moslem countries; joining organizations like the UN, NATO, 
OSCE or recognizing validity of their resolutions; establishing any friendly 
relations with countries hostile to Moslems; denying Moslems aid; not being 
involved in the jihad; separating the faith from the state – all of that is Haram 
[taboo].  Establishment of any socialist, democratic, national, patriotic party that 
does not share ideas of the Islam [sic] and membership in such a party is a 
Haram.103

As in the Hizb ut-Tahrir materials reviewed above, Islamic concepts are deployed for 

political purposes, and both the interpretation political circumstances and the program for 

political activity are cast in Islamic terms, invoking two of the modalities of ideology 

(Descriptive and Normative). 
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 Unlike some previous movements, which have been concentrated in rural areas, 

Hizb ut-Tahrir “draws its strength from urban, more educated elements of society,” 

notably “students, teachers, urban workers and men in their twenties.”104  Their program 

shares the objectives of more militant Islamist groups, as Mike Redman notes: 

Rejecting the legitimacy of secular government in the region, [Hizb ut-Tahrir] 
calls for the creation of a caliphate throughout Central Asia, governed by the 
principles of Islam and ruled by Sharia law…  The modern party's main activity 
in Central Asia is distributing leaflets, many including openly anti-Semitic 
proclamations or accusations.  These leaflets are, as a rule, directly translated into 
Central Asian languages from identical proclamations distributed by its activists 
in the Middle East.105

Hizb ut-Tahrir has officially condemned Islamic militancy as practiced by the IMU, and 

the party has reportedly attempted to persuade the IMU to abandon militant activities in 

the Ferghana valley.106  However, Rashid suggests that “several hundred [Hizb ut-Tahrir] 

activists have escaped to northern Afghanistan, where they have been welcomed by the 

IMU.”107  Similarly, the 2008 report of the U.S. Department of State’s Office of the 

Coordinator of Counterterrorism notes that Hizb ut-Tahrir has expanded in northern 

Tajkistan and in Kyrgyzstan, and cites local reports that the group may have 15,000 

members in the latter country, largely among the Uzbek population in the south of the 

country.108  Here again there are claims that Hizb ut-Tahrir is working in conjunction 

with other Islamist groups. 

Supporters of terrorist groups the Islamic Jihad Group (IJG) and the Islamic 
Movement of Uzbekistan (IMU) were also believed to maintain a presence in 
Kyrgyzstan, and Kyrgyz authorities alleged that both groups received material 
support from [Hizb ut-Tahrir].109

Whether these allegations are true or not, the eschewal of violence by Hizb ut-Tahrir 

should not be taken as an indication of moderateness.  For instance, Rotar’ cites a Hizb 

ut-Tahrir leaflet denigrating President Karimov as “‘Satan and Jew, who hates Islam with 
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his whole body and soul and who is the enemy of the Quran and Muhammed (blessings 

and peace on him).’” 110

Hizb ut-Tahrir remains the largest, if the least understood, Islamist movement in 

post-Soviet Central Asia, and in this it is the exception.  While the IRP and the IMU did 

experience brief periods of success, they have not succeeded in marshalling widespread 

popular support for their programs.  Similarly, while there has been a modest spread of 

the Wahabi movement, notably in the Ferghana Valley in Uzbekistan and in Uzbek 

enclaves in Kyrgyzstan, these have not become a significant political or social force in 

the region.111  This has not diminished the efforts of governments to counter these 

groups, and characterizations of the Islamism as a growing threat have continued.  For 

example, Tajik forces arrested 40 “Islamic fundamentalists” in June 2009, “many of who 

[sic] had studied in Islamic schools in Pakistan, Yemen, and Saudi Arabia [and] are 

suspected of inciting religious strife and being adherents of the illegal Salafiyya 

movement.”112  Nonetheless, despite persistent fears about the possible rise of Islamism 

in Central Asia, none of the Islamist movements in the region have enjoyed strong 

popular support, and what backing they have received has generally been concentrated in 

Uzbekistan and Tajikistan, and to some extent in southern Kyrgyzstan.  

Notwithstanding the relatively low-level of participation in these movements, it is 

clear from these examples that Islamists have enjoyed some success in mobilizing 

individuals for social or political causes, including the establishment of shariah courts, 

madrasahs, and mosques or “Islamic centers.”  However, it should be noted that the 

relative success of these movements has depended in large part on their connection to 

ethnic or nationalist causes, as in the Central Asian version of the Hizb ut-Tahrir 
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program.  These in turn have forced the modification of party doctrines and objectives, at 

least for public consumption, away from pan-regional and strictly Islamist ideals and 

toward more secular and nationally-oriented goals.  This suggests that the Soviet 

nationalities project has been somewhat successful in limiting the potentialities of 

Islamist politics in the region, at least in terms of mass social mobilization. 

 

2) State Approaches to Islam 

 Until recently, the Central Asian Republics remained largely under the control of 

former Soviet elites.  This, combined with the weakness of democratic practices in the 

region, has meant that legitimacy has been a problem in some measure for all of the 

Central Asian republics.  Of course, the administrative boundaries of these republics were 

notionally predicated on the basis of nationality, and with the exception of Kazakhstan, 

the titular nations – Kyrgyz, Uzbek, Tajik, and Turkmen – each constituted a majority in 

their respective republics at the time of independence.113  This has recommended 

nationalism as a key legitimizing narrative for the post-Soviet states.114  Throughout the 

region nationalism has been the easiest means for the new elite to legitimate themselves 

and their states.  The basis for the nationalist resurgence has roots in the Brezhnev era, 

when the Central Asian republics were turned into virtual fiefdoms by communist 

officials.  This was abetted by Gorbachev’s decentralisation efforts, which gave greater 

latitude for local elites to devise “national” solutions.115  However, the tortuous 

boundaries devised for the region left significant ethnic irredenta in each of the republics, 

which can create its own difficulties with transborder nationalism.  As a result, ethnic 
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unrest has been a concern for the states of the region, notably with respect to Uzbek 

nationalism among the significant Uzbek irredenta: 

[Uzbeks] constitute sizable minorities in both Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan, where 
they have caused serious problems.  In the former case, violence between Uzbeks 
and Kyrgyz in the Osh region claimed hundreds of lives in 1990, and Kyrgyz 
leaders are wary of a repeat of this episode and possible Uzbek intervention to 
defend their co-ethnics or goad them towards succession.116  

This is complicated by the relative contiguity between ethnic irredenta and their national 

states.  As of 1979, for example, 88.7 percent of Uzbeks living outside of Uzbekistan 

were located in administrative units adjacent to Uzbekistan.117

The irrationality of borders in the region also creates a functional legitimacy issue 

in respect of border security in the former Soviet Union, which was a key part of the 

impetus for the establishment of the Commonwealth of Independent States.118  The 

deconstruction of the unified Soviet military command resulted in the dismantling of the 

comprehensive forward and border defence systems that had been established, and as a 

result, at the dissolution of the Soviet Union these formerly common armed forces and 

military installations were effectively divided among the former Soviet republics.119  The 

borders of the newly independent states lacked the infrastructure necessary to make them 

secure, especially from one another, as is demonstrated by the essential fluidity of 

borders in the Ferghana Valley, where “people, stories, rumors, television broadcasts and 

jokes move across borders and re-embed in new contexts just as much as goods and 

currency and contraband do.”120

Consequently, the deep security integration of the Soviet period has been more or 

less recognized by Central Asian leaders.  The Central Asian republics have all 

undertaken defensive arrangements and/or treaties with Russia, whether these have been 

bilateral or under the auspices of the CIS.  During and after the Civil War, Tajikistan 
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relied on some 19,000 Russian troops to provide border protection.121  Similarly, 

Turkmenistan, after an anti-Russian period in the early 1990s, agreed to joint Russian-

Turkmen border guards until 1999.122  There are also Russian military facilities in 

Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, and Uzbekistan, and the latter has continued to cooperate with 

the CIS states in security matters despite having left their collective security body in 

1999.123  At the same time these measures, ostensibly undertaken to reinforce the 

sovereign capacity of the Central Asian republics, also undermine the sovereign 

legitimacy of those states, particularly in an environment of heightened ethnic and 

geopolitical tension.  

  The concern to build legitimacy has been a preoccupation for all of the Central 

Asian states, particularly those with little or no popular representation in their political 

systems.  For instance, the cult of personality built by Communist Party First Secretary 

and later President of Turkmenistan Saparmurat Niyazov incorporated strong 

nationalistic overtones.  Early in his career before independence, Niyazov “was praised 

by some intellectuals for his attempts to revive the Turkmen language, and promote 

indigenous history.”124  Niyazov later reinvented himself as the “Great Saparmurat 

Turkmenbashi” or “Father of all Turkmens,” and offered his book the Ruhnama (“Book 

of the Soul”) – the first of several books allegedly authored by the President that 

displaced existing and new Turkmen literature in schools and bookstores – at the decadal 

celebration of the independence of Turkmenistan in October 2001.125  The Ruhnama, 

which provides an idiosyncratic and mythologized history of the Turkmen nation that 

traces it patrimonial territory to a divine mandate from Allah through “the Prophet 

Noah,” became “required reading in all schools, universities and workplaces.”126  This 
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“nation-building” exercise was abetted by the state monopoly on communications in 

Turkmenistan, and by severe limitations on international media coverage and Internet 

access.127  There has also emerged a tendency toward anti-outsider, and especially anti-

Uzbek, sentiments among the Turkmen population, reinforced by “overt, government-

sponsored racism in favour of ethnic Turkmens, and against other minorities, notably 

Uzbeks, Russians, and Armenians.”128  Mandatory Turkmen-language instruction and 

enforcement of traditional costume in schools, the banning of Russian and other foreign 

cultural events, and the imposition of nationality requirements for state jobs and 

university education are part of a “state-level official policy of racial purity, and effective 

ethnic cleansing.”129  Official figures for the non-Turkmen population fell from 23 per 

cent in 1995 to 5.3 per cent in 2005, partially due to a combination of out-migration and 

incorrect self-reporting, but largely due to “deliberate government underreporting.”130  

 Unsurprisingly for a government that seeks to reinforce its own legitimacy 

through invented and appropriated national traditions, the government of Turkmenistan 

under Niyazov sought in to co-opt Islam for nationalist purposes.  Sunni Islam was one of 

two legally allowable religions, and Niyazov did refer to Allah and the Koran in some of 

his writings and speeches, albeit not in a theologically serious sense, while repressing 

other religious movements.131  According to David Lewis: 

In Turkmenistan, unlike Uzbekistan, all the well known opponents of the regime 
were committed to secular politics.  The Turkmens were perhaps the least 
religious of the Central Asian peoples; they were largely indifferent to organized 
religion, and few visited the grandiose mosques that Niyazov had built in 
Ashgabad.  Instead, their version of Islam was limited to traditional rituals and 
pilgrimages to shrines.132

Moreover, Islamism in Turkmenistan has not been subject to the same threat-construction 

efforts as in Uzbekistan. 
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In this context, efforts by Central Asian States to simultaneously co-opt and 

repress Islam can be seen as sensible policy choices.  Given the historical connection 

between Islam and Central Asia, and the persistence of several elements of Islamic 

tradition, if not of Islamic belief, in spite of Soviet repression, the potential for Islam as a 

narrative to naturalize or legitimate the authority of the state is considerable, at least in 

theory.133  Moreover, the subordination of Islam as an element of national identity has 

meant that it remains a latent narrative for self-identification by many Central Asians.  

This growing interest in religion cannot easily be distinguished from the expression of 

national feeling.  As Khalid writes, “for most people, Islam continues to mean a “return” 

to national tradition, the rediscovery of a cultural heritage that was much maligned during 

the Soviet era.”134  More to the point, Islamic practices have largely been separated from 

Islamic beliefs: 

The Islamic revival in post-Soviet Central Asia shows little sign of affecting every 
day life.  There is little concern about observing the basic prohibitions of Islam 
against alcohol and even pork…  Pride in Islam as national heritage can coexist 
with complete lack of observance or indeed any belief at all, let alone a desire to 
live in an Islamic state.135

Instead, the practice of religion subsists, as it did in Soviet times, largely in the 

observance of traditional practices around life events such as weddings and funerals.136  

The “officialization” of Islam characteristic of the Soviet period has continued 

under the new regimes as well, albeit with five “Mufitates” in lieu of the one established 

under Soviet auspices.137  As Akiner describes, the channeling of Islamic practices into 

“official” forms is inextricably linked to the repression of unofficial Islam: 

In all five states, religious communities must be officially registered by the 
authorities. If not, they are likely to be prosecuted, and to suffer personal 
harassment as well as the confiscation or destruction of community property. 
Most of the so-called ‘nontraditional’ faiths (meaning those that have only 
recently been introduced into the region) have experienced great difficulties in 
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securing registration; insofar as they operate at all, their activities are regarded as 
illegal, and therefore criminal.138

 
There is potential for official Islam to have a counter-legitimating effect.  Para-official 

Islam has persisted in Kazakhstan under the Spiritual Board for the Muslims of 

Kazakhstan.  However, Redman suggests that “in the long-term… the unpopularity of the 

pro-government Spiritual Board for the Muslims of Kazakhstan could encourage the 

emergence of a politicized militant element.”139

The evident risk of engaging Islam in the service of the state has resulted in the 

combination of cooptation with repression, in varying degrees, in each of the Central 

Asian states.   The emergence of Islamist movements has certainly been the impetus for 

religious repression.  Akiner describes these developments: 

Since independence, new laws on religion and on religious associations have been 
passed in the Central Asian states. The law adopted in Uzbekistan in 1998 is 
regarded as the most restrictive. However, the draft amendments that are currently 
under consideration in Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan propose measures that are 
almost equally severe. Political parties of a religious orientation are proscribed 
everywhere except in Tajikistan, where in mid-1999, in the run-up to 
parliamentary elections, the Islamic Rebirth Party, outlawed in 1993, was again 
legalized.140

 
Official Islam can also be a means of religious repression.  For instance, the Kyrgyz 

Islamic ulama adopted a “licensing system” for religious literature in 2002.141

Nowhere is this repression more severe than in Uzbekistan.  Even before the Tashkent 

bombings, the Karimov regime had taken a hard line against religious expression, as 

Johnson discusses: 

In 1998, following the Law on Freedom of Conscience and Religious 
Organisations, the government of Uzbekistan launched a crackdown on all 
Islamist suspects.  It was declared illegal to preach Islam.  All mosques and 
imams had to be registered.  Women were arrested for wearing the hijab, and 
thousands of men with beards were questioned…  The following year, fifty-five 
death sentences were awarded and fifteen executions took place.142
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The Uzbek government has also made extensive use of informants and torture in 

investigating suspected Islamists, and Johnson notes that “the police are not above 

planting weapons, drugs, ammunition or inflammatory literature in order to make an 

arrest, get a conviction or sometimes just to extract a bribe.”143

 The events in Andijan in May 2005 are of particular interest in this context.  On 

May 12, supporters of 23 local businessmen who were on trial for being “Islamic 

extremists,” attacked a police station and army garrison, using weapons stolen there to 

storm the jail where the businessmen were being held.  The 23 businessmen – some of 

whom had prior connections to Hizb ut-Tahrir – and other prisoners were freed, and a 

government building was also seized.144  The next day, thousands of protestors gathered 

in Andijan’s main square to demand democracy and economic reform.  After several 

hours, soldiers entered the square and began shooting the unarmed protestors.  Official 

Uzbekistani estimates of the death toll were 187, which the government blamed on 

“militants.”145  Locals and human rights groups put the death toll much higher at over 

750 people.146  More than 400 people fled to Kyrgyzstan. 

 The Uzbek regime alleged that the massacre was masterminded by an extremist 

group, identified as “Akramiya” after the putative leader of the group Akram Yoldoshev.  

The 15 “extremists” arrested and tried by the Uzbek authorities confessed to membership 

in this group, and to involvement in terrorist and criminal activities.147  However, other 

sources indicated that the group of which Yoldoshev and his associates were a part was, 

in fact, a loose association of community-minded businessmen who were involved in 

religiously motivated social activities.  It is not clear if they were originally arrested due 

to suspicion of these activities or from a desire by local officials to obtain a bribe.148   



  143 

Regardless, Eric McGlinchey observes that “radical Islamist groups are a boon to 

Central Asia’s autocratic rulers,” insofar as they offer a convenient excuse for the 

apparatus of terror and repression:149

[T]he Islamist opposition and the region’s dictators both benefit from a symbiotic 
relationship. Uzbek president Karimov, for example, justifies authoritarian rule as 
a temporary necessity, a defense against the “terrorism, extremism and fanaticism, 
which has been posing a threat to our peaceful and calm life.” HT [Hizb ut-
Tahrir] responds by rallying Uzbek public opinion against “the arrogant, tyrant 
ruler.” Radical Islam and authoritarianism are mutually legitimating, an irony 
which HT, the IMU, and the region’s autocrats actively encourage.150

Of course, the potential and risks of engaging Islam are not the same everywhere in the 

region.  Just as Hizb ut-Tahrir and other Islamic movements have had a more difficult 

time in Kazakhstan than the other Central Asian republics, the potential for Islam to 

legitimate the Kazakh state is also diminished.   Redman suggests that this is linked to the 

country’s superior economic performance in relation to its neighbours: 

Islam is not as deeply rooted or widely practiced [in Kazakhstan] and many of the 
economic grievances of its neighbours have not shared in the oil-bolstered 
economy of Kazakhstan.  The group’s support there has mainly been confined to 
the southern areas of Kentau, Turkestan, and Shymkent, where the wealth brought 
by the booming oil sector is yet to have any real impact on the local population.  It 
is thus unlikely that the dissemination of pamphlets by Hizb-ut-Tahrir will be able 
to capitalize on the county’s economic and social conditions, not to mention 
unease about American foreign policy adventures in the Muslim world, to any 
great degree in the short term.151

 
Redman also observes the absence from Kazakhstan of demonstrations against the Iraq 

War, which were common in some of the other Central Asian republics.152  On the other 

hand, the eroded legitimacy of “official” Islam, ongoing allegations of corruption within 

the Presidential administration, and the unequal distribution of the benefits of economic 

growth may individually or collectively contribute to the future success of an Islamist 

opposition in Kazakhstan, which may in turn offer an incentive for continued control of 

Islamic practices even in the absence of a defined threat.153  It is worth noting that, as of 
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April 2008, the government of Kazakhstan had banned 16 groups as terrorist or extremist 

organizations.154

 The two paths taken by the Central Asian states, between cooptation and 

repression of Islam, both rest on an understanding of political Islam as an object.  

However, they engage different elements within the ideological matrix.  The first, 

cooptation, invokes beliefs about the way that others behave in relation to the self and 

about the possibilities for acting on the beliefs of others.  The second, repression, sees 

political Islam as an active threat, and invokes beliefs about how others will act in 

relation to society and about the ways in which they may seek to change society.  This is 

the same mechanism involved at the international level.  However, the social referents 

and expectations change as other actors are brought into consideration.  The end result is 

an even greater reliance on beliefs about how others will act in relation to society.  Here 

again, these beliefs about the intentions of others are not necessarily congruent with the 

own-understandings of these others, further diminishing expectations that there is 

necessarily a correspondence between the content of ideology-as-subject and immanent 

possibilities of ideology-as-object. 

  

3) Islamism as a Threat to Regional and International Security 

 The Central Asian states have made several attempts to “securitize” the Islamic 

resurgence, casting non-traditional manifestations of Islam as existential threats to the 

state, as in the treatment in Uzbekistan and Kyrgyzstan of Hizb ut-Tahrir members, or 

accusing oppositionists of being “Wahabis” or Islamist extremists, as was the case in the 

terrorism trials following the Andijan massacre.155  The perception of Islamism as a 
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threat to regional and international security owes a great deal to Islamist movements and 

religiously affiliated violence elsewhere in the world.  Central Asians have had a near 

view of at least two such “external” conflicts: the Chechen conflict in the Caucasus, and 

the lengthy war in Afghanistan, both before and after the Taliban seizure of power in 

1994. 

The perceived threat of a global Islamist movement has been actuated by the 

proximity of the Central Asian republics to Afghanistan.  This was based in part on the 

real connections that existed between Afghanistan and Tajikistan during the Tajik Civil 

War.  As Nojumi writes, “during civil war in Tajikistan, Afghanistan was the main 

supply route as well as training base for the Tajik rebels.”156  The prospect of an Islamist 

regime in Afghanistan that could offer material support for similar groups in the Central 

Asian republics resulted in a renewed willingness on the part of Kyrgyz, Tajik, and 

Uzbek authorities to accept Russian military involvement on the Afghan border.  This 

concern with the spread or spill-over of conflict across borders is particularly intense in 

the Central Asian context given the porosity of southern border that Kyrgyzstan, 

Tajikistan, and Turkmenistan share with Afghanistan.  However, this concern is also 

germane to Uzbekistan: 

According to the Uzbek authorities units of Muslim fanatics from Uzbekistan 
have been formed in special military camps on Pakistani territory, just waiting for 
the right moment to seize military power in their homeland. In 2001 the southern 
borders of the CIS were being approached by the Taliban, who were seriously 
debating whether to follow up their liberation of Afghanistan as a whole by 
pushing the war further into Central Asia. The leaders of the Central Asian states 
and Moscow were worried that the Taliban might form an alliance with the local 
Muslim extremists, with a ‘holy war’ then flaring up all over the lands of Central 
Asia and even spreading to areas in Russia.157

The Afghan conflict was closely connected with the Civil War in Tajikistan.  While the 

intensity of the fighting flagged in 1993, raids out of Afghanistan refocused Russian 
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attention and deployments on border defence.  The dissolution in that year of the CIS 

Joint Armed Forces High Command left the would-be peacekeepers without any 

infrastructure and forced a multilateral solution.158  By the end of 1993, there were 

25,000 troops, mostly Russians, in Tajikistan.  In 1994, a temporary cease-fire was 

negotiated under U.N. auspices, during which Tajik presidential elections were 

attempted.  However, the peace enforcement mission in the interior proved to have done 

little to minimize the political use of violence.159 At the same time, the border protection 

initiative has had some effect, although the border between Tajikistan and Afghanistan is 

still not sealed.160

The second example of Islamism that has concerned Central Asian states 

encompasses the successive and related conflicts in Chechnya and neighbouring areas of 

the Caucasus.  During the first Chechen War between 1994 and 1996, “a small but 

influential group of international jihadi fighters based themselves in Chechnya under the 

leadership of an Arab with the nom de guerre of Khattab, while home-grown rebel 

leaders, such as Shamil Basayev, Arbi Barayev, and Movladi Udugov, allied themselves 

with this group and began to look to Middle Eastern Islamists for support.”161 After the 

war, Chechnya achieved virtual independence under rebel-turned-President Aslan 

Maskhadov.162  Maskhadov was unable to suppress Basayev’s and Khattab’s forces, and 

the power and prevalence of warlords, criminal gangs, and Islamists (including foreign 

terrorists) increased.  The Islamic “fundamentalists” set up terrorist training camps in 

Chechnya and recruited aspiring jihadi (holy warriors) from all over southern Russia and 

Central Asia, offering them military training as well as political and religious 

indoctrination.163
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Ware writes that “in an apparent effort to compete with Islamist warlords in 

Chechnya, Maskhadov disbanded parliament, signed a constitution resembling that of 

Sudan, and established Sharia courts in Chechnya.”164 These courts issued sentences of 

flogging, mutilation, and death, for crimes including adultery and homosexuality.  What 

followed was a descent into chaos as Maskhadov’s government proved incapable of 

bringing a semblance of order back to the breakaway republic.  Connections also 

developed between Chechen Islamists and Saudi and Afghan jihadis, who established 

training facilities that prepared fighters for duty in Chechnya.165  The Chechen conflict 

offered another example of conflict spread when, in 1999, a group of Islamist fighters 

occupied ten villages in western Dagestan and proclaimed an Islamic republic.166  As 

Kramer writes, “the terrorists Basaev and Khattab led the military actions of Dagestani 

and Chechen ‘Wahhabis’ to free Dagestan from ‘non-believers.’”167

While the conflict in Afghanistan, like the Tajik civil war, presented a risk that the 

conflict would spill into the neighbouring republics through the movement of combatants 

across borders, especially into Tajikistan, the conflict in the Caucasus, and the growth of 

a global Islamist movement present a threat of a different kind, which might be called 

“conflict resonance.”  This has also been referred to as contagion, and it highlights the 

capacity of ideas to “jump” between social milieus that are culturally and politically 

similar, but not geographically proximate.  A key element of conflict resonance is the 

existence of parallel social and political conditions in non-adjacent areas.  On the surface, 

at least, the case of Chechnya includes several compelling parallels with Central Asia, 

including the movement of participants from Central Asia to the Caucasus and vice versa.  

In addition, the role of modern information technology in abetting conflict resonance can 
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be seen as another factor that permits the spread of Islamist ideology without direct 

spread alongside Islamic movements.  As Michael Dartnell observes, “the key impacts of 

today’s [information technology] are to spread previously inaccessible information, and 

transform political communication by allowing non-state actors to directly address target 

publics.”168  This has been reflected in the practices of some Islamist groups.  Johnson 

notes that “Hizb ut-Tahrir now also makes extensive use of modern communications 

technologies to spread their message,” including “videos, CDs, printing and 

photocopying facilities and e-mail.”169

The advent of the “War on Terror” has also reoriented both international interest 

in Islamism in Central Asia as a global and not just a regional phenomenon.  To some 

extent, of course, the end of the Cold War also brought a reconceptualization of Islam in 

Central Asia among outside observers, particularly those in the U.S.  While Islam had 

been seen as a potential Western ally against Soviet power – externally, most notably in 

Afghanistan, but also internally, through the substantial Muslim population within the 

Soviet Union – the end of the Cold War reoriented the potential of Islamic politics not as 

an opportunity but as a threat.170  As Adeeb Khalid writes: 

No sooner had Central Asia become independent than its population ceased being 
“good Muslims” and became the object of fear and suspicion…  The spectre of 
fundamentalism and the need to counteract it came to define how Western 
observers thought about Islam in Central Asia.  The result is a tendency to 
exaggerate all Islam-based political activism and all threats of militancy while 
ignoring the broader context in which they exist.171

Within his narrative, the Islamic potential of the Central Asian region was coupled with 

the existence of foreign networks dedicated to the spread of Islamism.  This phenomenon 

has been observed in Central Asia.  For example, the so-called “Wahabi” movement in 

Central Asia has received “sizeable financial support from the Saudi Arabian movement, 
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Ahl-e Sunnah, for the construction of mosques and madrasehs.”172  Similarly, 

connections between post-Soviet Central Asia and neighbouring Islamic areas came to be 

viewed in a new light, in particular following Chinese actions against the Islamic Uighur 

minority in Xinjiang.  This has been viewed both as a security risk and as an example of 

ethnic solidarity.  For instance, at the fifth congress of Kyrgyzstan’s Uighurs in 2003, the 

Chairman of the Uighur Society sought to distance the ethnic Uighur minority in that 

country from allegations of “criminal activities connected with separatists who want to 

set up an independent Uighur state in China’s Xinjiang Province.”173  However, Oresman 

and Steingart also suggest that there are links between other Central Asian Islamist 

groups and the Uighur resistance movement.174

 The “War on Terror” also presented significant opportunities for the Central 

Asian republics to engage in domestic practices that would otherwise have resulted in 

Western approbation.175  As Johnson writes: 

The behaviour of the Central Asian regimes towards public protest has also 
attracted international interest.  There are accusations that the Global War on 
Terror is used as an excuse to crack down on political opponents and that the 
regimes fail to recognize that their own hard-line strategy is fostering unrest, even 
to the extent of pushing young men towards extremist groups.176

At the same time, the material support provided by the Central Asian republics for the 

U.S.-led international intervention in Afghanistan was a difficult policy domestically, due 

to public opposition in those countries to American policy in Iraq, and externally, as this 

could interact with international geopolitical dynamics, notably between Russia and the 

United States.  Russia, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Armenia, and Belarus, 

members of the members of the regional Collective Security Treaty, came out against the 

U.S. war in Iraq in March 2003.177  While this could be seen as part of geopolitical 

maneuvering in the region, it could also be seen, at least in the case of the three Central 
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Asian republics and Russia, as an effort to forestall criticism that they had turned their 

backs on fellow Muslims, although the statement referred to humanitarian and ecological 

damage as key concerns and avoided the issue of Islam altogether.178  For its part, the 

United States has been sensitive to criticisms that it would turn a blind eye to the 

practices of authoritarian regimes in exchange for assistance in the War on Terror, and 

extracted commitments from Kyrgyzstan and Uzbekistan in respect of human rights, 

democracy, and free-market reforms as part of its treaties with these countries.179  

Conversely, as Simons writes, “neutral Turkmenistan limited its contribution to use of its 

airspace and territory for transit of humanitarian supplies, so the United States was later 

free to criticize the savage political crackdown, which began there as 2002 drew to a 

close.”180  What the “War on Terror” in Central Asia demonstrated was not so much the 

fragility of narratives of legitimacy offered in support of the state, but the contingency of 

these narratives upon external circumstances and dynamics, and in turn, the capacity of 

state actors to turn these narratives to their advantage.   

 
Conclusion 

The imperial relationship between the Soviet centre and the Central Asian 

periphery created, under Soviet auspices, an insular international subsystem in which the 

Central Asian republics were embedded.  Within this system, one of chief concerns of 

Soviet policymakers was the possibility of a pan-Islamic movement against Soviet power.  

The effort to forestall such a movement resulted in a two-fold policy: first, the division of 

Central Asia – politically into several units, and ethnically into several nation-states – and 

second, the assimilation of the indigenous Central Asian peoples into modern, Soviet 

socio-cultural frameworks.  Both the Islamic and Islamist potentials of post-Soviet 
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Central Asia are actuated by this historical legacy and the failure of Soviet hegemony, in 

the broadest conceptual sense that hegemony implies.  The demise of the Soviet Union 

was a collapse in two dimensions.  The first collapse was the deflation – perhaps 

temporary but still evident – of Russian geopolitical dominance in the region.  The 

second collapse, no less germane in the present case, was the ideological collapse that the 

Soviet implosion implied.  In both cases, however, the encapsulation of Central Asia 

within the Soviet power structure has made an enduring imprint on the geopolitics and 

political culture of the region. 

 Based on a review of Islamist movements, state level responses to the Islamic 

Revival, and international perceptions of the Islamist “threat” in Central Asia, it is 

possible to argue that the potential for political Islam as a means of social mobilization 

(ideology-as-subject) is distinctly limited in the region.  This is due in part to the 

subordination of Islam to the various nationalisms recognized in Soviet nationality 

policy.  It may also be attributable to the repression and privatization of Islam during the 

Soviet period that divorced Islamic practices from the intellectual and ideational 

traditions by which they were previously animated.  While there are instances of appeals 

to Islam to motivate individuals, these are restricted in scope, and the success of Islamist 

movements seems to depend more on their willingness to pursue secular and nationalistic 

platforms.  Despite the evident limitations of Islamism as a means of social and 

individual mobilization, Islamism has been seen by states in the region as both a threat to 

their authority, and as a means of reinforcing the legitimacy of that authority.  State 

efforts to repress and control Islamic expression are present in all five Central Asian 

republics to varying degrees, and they suggest that the perception of Islamism (ideology-
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as-object) does not correspond closely with the reality of Islamism in the region 

(ideology-as-subject).  This tendency is reinforced at the international level, where the 

possibilities of political Islam in Central Asia are perceived in the context of the global 

Islamist movement and, therefore, in terms of a threat to regional and international 

security.  Here again, ideology-as-object and ideology-as-subject do not align.  This is not 

to say that Islam cannot serve as a means of mobilizing individuals or that certain forms 

of Islamism do not constitute a challenge to the legitimacy of existing regimes, nor is it to 

deny that Islamist movements in the region have posed and continue to pose a threat to 

domestic, regional, and international security.  However, the dual deployment of ideology 

does allow for the consideration of these diverse and apparently inconsistent 

manifestations of political Islam through a single conceptual framework. 
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CHAPTER 5: 

CONCLUSION 

 
In November 2005, I had the privilege of joining the “Russia and Central Asia” 

roundtable of the United States Military Academy’s Student Conference on United States 

Affairs.  In keeping with the conference topic, “U.S. Responsibility in the Global 

Community: Interests, Opportunities, and Ethics,” each roundtable was charged with 

exploring options and avenues for U.S. foreign policy in a specific region or issue area.  

After several lengthy sessions on Russian matters, we turned to Central Asia with little 

time to spare.  To encourage brevity and focus, the U.S. Army Colonel who was one of 

the roundtable co-chairs opened the discussion by asking, “Why do we care about Central 

Asia?”  The silence that followed – in a room full of students of Russian and Central 

Asian affairs – is illustrative of the chief difficulties facing any study of Central Asia: real 

obscurity and apparent irrelevance.   

Why do we care about Central Asia?  Since the dissolution of the Soviet Union, a 

rich, though not voluminous, area-studies literature has “emerged” in the Western world, 

encouraged by the availability of previously inaccessible research materials and by access 

to the five Central Asian republics themselves, and propagated by students of the history 

and culture of the region.  Accounts of the Islamic Revival in the region have come 

largely from these efforts.  In the post-September 11, 2001 period, it is a matter of 

common sense that the political implications of these developments may be of interest to 
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students of international relations.  However, this potential importance has not been 

reflected in the international relations literature on the post-Soviet Central Asia, which 

has concerned itself largely with matters of geopolitics – an echo, perhaps, of Halford 

Mackinder’s 1904 assessment that the heart of the Eurasian landmass was the 

“geographic pivot of history.”1  Similarly, the study of Islamism in international relations 

has focussed predominantly on the Middle East and to a lesser extent on South Asia. 

Without diminishing its value, the Central Asian Studies literature that has 

developed since the dissolution of the Soviet Union nearly two decades ago has been 

largely descriptive, and description in the social sciences is notionally subordinate to the 

aim of explanation.2  This in turn depends on the capacity of social scientists to devise 

and test theoretical claims against the imperfect empirical evidence that time and 

circumstances conspire to provide through the course of human events.  In short, social 

science is nothing without history, but it is not the same as history, and by this measure 

the exploration of Islam in post-Soviet Central Asia that has emerged from the 

international relations discipline in the same period leaves something to be desired. 

It is argued here that this speaks more broadly to a neglected area of international 

relations theory – the role of ideas in international politics – and that this in turn is linked 

to positions staked out by most international relations theorists in the scientific-

hermeneutic debate.  By focussing on the alleged dichotomy between explanation and 

understanding, and by privileging causal explanations, this debate has foreclosed or 

diminished the possibility of investigating the constitutive role that ideational factors play 

in international politics.  By complementing the causal approach to social inquiry with a 

constitutive approach that attempts to comprehend social phenomenon in relation of the 
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social wholes of which they are a part, it is argued that we may be better able to integrate 

the different manifestations of ideational factors, including Islam, in international 

politics. 

In order to link the Islamic revival in Central Asia and international relations 

theory, this thesis deploys the concept of ideology, as developed originally by Marx and 

Mannheim, as a possible conceptual bridge between the two areas of study.  Within this 

framework, ideology provides an account of ideational factors in the context of 

modernity as both a subject of inquiry and an object of political action.  This duality 

reflects the consitutivist insight that social thought and social action are necessarily 

intersubjective phenomena that shape and reflect one another.  In this view, the “causal” 

and “constitutive” effects of ideational factors that are identified in international relations 

theory are not contradictory but commensurable accounts of the role ideas play in 

shaping actor identities and interests, on the one hand, and in constituting the social 

structures and relationships comprised under the rubric of “social reality” or the context 

of social action.  In other words, ideology, as the manifestation of social ideas under the 

social and material conditions of modernity, provides an account of both ideational 

factors as they affect the subject actor, as they affect actor perceptions of other actors, 

and as they constitute the perceptions of socially possible and desirable action. 

In the broadest sense, the problem this thesis seeks to address is related less to 

Central Asian studies than it is to international relations theory.  However, the Islamic 

Revival in Central Asia does present a unique opportunity to examine the emergence of 

political Islam in a region where it was previously latent.  Insofar as the Islamic Revival 

has been a post-independence phenomenon, or at least a phenomenon that emerged in the 
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later stages of Soviet rule, the development and deployment of Islamist ideology in 

Central Asia provides an exceptional case study in the relationship between ideational 

factors and social change and upheaval.  Moreover, the dual role accorded to ideology in 

Mannheim’s conceptualization – first, in motivating individuals and constituting their 

understanding of their social circumstances, and second, as an object of political action 

toward which domestic and international actors orient themselves – provides a 

framework that may suggest a link between the manifestations of political Islam across 

levels of analysis in international relations.  As was discussed in Chapter 2, the 

international relations discourse on Islam has explored empirically a number of 

connections between Islam and political phenomena that can help to define political 

Islam, but have not generally accounted for these trends or correlations through a single 

conceptual framework.  Similarly, systemic approaches to Islam in international politics 

have not generally succeeded in integrating the manifestations of political Islam into a 

single framework.  The account of ideology developed in Chapter 3 suggests one way of 

linking the role that ideas play in motivating actors and as instruments of political action, 

and also of linking individual motivation, the treatment of political Islam at the state 

level, and the place of Islam in international politics. 

The examination of the Islamic Revival in Central Asia within this framework, far 

from reinforcing an immanent interpretation of Islam as a totalising political narrative, 

suggests that the evolution of Islam as a constituent, and in many senses subordinate, 

element of Central Asian nationalisms, as well as the Soviet circumscription of religious 

expression, have combined to limit the appeal of Islamism as a means of mobilizing 

support or social action in Central Asia.  This is not to say that there are no examples of 



  165 

Islamist influence, and certainly the existence of Islamist organisations such as the 

Islamic Movement of Uzbekistan and Hizb ut-Tahrir speaks to the potential political and 

security ramifications of Islamism.  However, these examples are relatively limited and 

the appeal of such groups among the wider Central Asian populations in which they 

move has not been broad. 

The Central Asian republics have taken these threats seriously nonetheless, and 

the relative paucity of evidence for a strong Islamist movement in Central Asia has not 

diminished the perception that the Islamic Revival could have political or security 

implications.  This has been evident in efforts to co-opt Islam as a means of legitimizing 

state authorities, as well as in efforts to repress or control religious expression by 

governments in the region.  However, these developments speak more to the perception 

of Islamism as a source of legitimacy domestically, on the one hand, and as part of a 

global phenomenon and a threat to national and regional security, on the other hand, than 

to the reality of the Islamic Revival in Central Asia.  This should not be taken as a 

suggestion that the perception of an Islamist threat is not grounded in reality.  The 

existence of Islamist groups in the region and the reality of religiously-framed terrorist 

attacks, notably in Tashkent in 1999, suggest that these concerns are not unfounded 

though they may be exaggerated.  Nonetheless, the role played by Islamism as an object 

of political action in Central Asia is not delimited by the reality of Islam in the region.   

 

Avenues for Further Research 
 

The conceptualization of ideology put forward in this thesis may have some uses 

in other contexts.  First, the understanding of ideology as a concept that sits in between 
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the causal and constitutive approaches to ideational factors in an international context 

could be expanded through comparative research into the development of Islamism or 

political Islam in other contexts.  Similarly, deeper case study research on political Islam 

in Central Asia and on other instances of political Islam could serve to test this 

framework more rigourously than has been possible here, and could clarify further the 

tension between ideological function and ideological content.  This model could 

conceivably be applied to the study of other ideational phenomena in international 

relations, particularly nationalism.  The division of the study of nationalism between 

primordialist, instrumentalist, and constructivist approaches may offer one such area 

where the dominant approaches “talk past another” about the same topic, in part because 

they treat different aspects of the same subject, but in part because these approaches 

correspond to different levels of analysis.3  There is also a clear connection between the 

politicization or ideologization of religion and the account of “securitization,” or the 

process by which objects become security referents for actors, that has emerged from the 

Copenhagen school of security studies.4  Beyond international relations theory, the 

approach to ideology developed here may support the consideration of insights from 

theories in other areas of the social sciences.  Given the close connection to the work of 

Mannheim, this conceptualization has clear affinities with sociological theory, and 

especially sociology of knowledge.5  Institutionalist approaches to economics and 

politics, many of which discuss the importance of rules in “constituting” the choices 

facing actors, may also be amenable to this treatment of ideational factors.6

Whatever the utility of the conceptual framework advanced in this thesis, 

understanding the dynamics of political Islam in Central Asia is a worthy project in its 
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own right, and may also support a greater understanding of Islam as a force in 

international relations, and, more broadly, of the role ideas play in international politics.  

The risk to this approach, one that is shared with geopolitical inquiries into Central Asia, 

is that the region may serve as a sort of “darkest Africa” for political theorists, where 

imagination and interpretation may co-mingle liberally – or, put another way, to the man 

with a hammer all problems are nails.  However, it is often the lot of the political 

scientists, and perhaps especially students of international relations, to trample inexpertly 

through fields not their own, and while it is hoped that this thesis constitutes a 

contribution to the field of international relations, an effort has been made to tread 

cautiously and with due respect for the complexity of Central Asia.  Insofar as post-

Soviet Central Asia has much to suggest itself as the subject for inquiries of this nature, it 

is hoped that this thesis may also suggest part of the answer to the Colonel’s question. 
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