
Introduction

Afew months after the September 11, 2001 attacks, I had a con-

who belonged to the “neoconservative” circles pushing for a radically 

explained, in the sense of promoting one “moderate” interpretation or 
current over others, but of coming up with an entirely “new religion.” 
A year later the RAND Corporation published a monograph by Cheryl 

1 

impression” that it is “opposed to Islam,” and relayed an exchange in 

2 She therefore 

any notion of an Islamic state and understanding jihad as a purely 
“symbolic term referring to personal spiritual development.”  It is 
these apolitical elements, she argued, which “should be cultivated 
and publicly presented as the face of contemporary Islam.”

Many Muslims naturally take exception to outsiders seeking to 
“defang” their religion, as is further discussed in chapter 1. In real-
ity, however, the far more formidable challenge comes not from the 
transformative ambitions of some U.S. government agency or think-
tank denizens, or their counterparts in academia, but from structural 

xiii

© 2019 State University of New York Press, Albany



xiv Introduction

from internal dynamics and that will compel Islamic societies, as they 
have compelled other societies, to reconsider long-held verities. In the 
face of such transformations, the only alternatives need not be reac-
tionary obstinacy and abject capitulation to alien values. The purpose 

realist political tradition, as indigenous as can be, that can help them 
navigate through the current upheaval because it has already antici-
pated some of the most critical challenges of the emergent culture.

In order to delineate the contours of this realist tradition, and also 
in the process to clarify the character of the challenges looming ahead, 
it will be helpful to begin with a brief review of the trajectory taken 
by its Western counterpart. Like all realisms, the Western tradition sets 

a proclivity toward evil inheres in human nature. Left to their own 

-

natural drives. Law is the primary mechanism for dealing with this 

simply be extinguished. Hence the other age-old solution: redirecting 
them against a common external enemy. United by fear and hostility 
toward this enemy, the community is better able to sustain the more 
positive bonds that make decent political life possible.

It is evident that such a solution entails a cooptation, rather than 
outright rejection, of natural impulses such as ambition, belligerence, 
and deceit. They are disciplined and redeployed, but not eliminated. 

-

prepared to venture into those gray areas where necessity compels 
the recruitment of lesser evils against greater ones. Such a solution, 

stay the same and the calculus of necessary accommodations constantly 
changes. Sometimes, for example, a more aggressive temper among 

what is most needful at any given time, and being able to bring it 

Until recently, the main counterpart to realism has been what may 
be called idealism, according to which it is in fact possible to perfect 
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a code of principles and standards that do not derive from nature, but 

and dominating aspects of the human character, and thereby establish-
ing, here on earth, a permanently harmonious and peaceful order in 
both domestic and international politics. This transcendent conception 
of idealism sometimes takes an activist, even militant, form, in line 
with its conviction that utopia on earth is within reach so long as no 
accommodations or compromises are made. When confronted by a 
social environment impervious to its call, however, it can also lead 
its adherents to retreat from the world into an expectant monasticism.

In the West, realism gained a decisive upper hand over idealism 
with the advent of the modern secular era, and assumed a primary 
manifestation congruent with the spirit of the new age: Machiavel-
lianism, an uninhibited embrace of the impulses and appetites of the 
now fully liberated self; concerned as Machiavelli himself put it with 
the is rather than the ought, and accordingly focused on the “value-

to premodern realists such as Thucydides who sought to preserve 
the distinction between noble and base ends, Machiavelli valorized 

that strife elicits, for the sake of a notion of “greatness” that seems, 
to say the least, unmoored from moral concerns. Life thus becomes 
a war of all against all devoid of restraint. 

It takes a very exceptional type of personality to sustain such 
a steely conception, however, and most twentieth-century realists 
ultimately shied away from it. Although his entire understanding of 

-

arguing that “as there can be no permanent peace without a world 
state,” and as current circumstances preclude such a world state,  
“[f]oreign policy should be conducted” in order “to create the conditions” 
that will make it possible and thereby “make peace permanent” as well.

-
pean realism their native optimism, went on to formulate its latest 
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decisive human impulses are boiled down to a preoccupation with 
maximizing power, whether for security or gain. Still, the neorealists 

allow is that such understanding enables one to make better informed 
and therefore more prudent decisions. An actor seeking maximum 

the historical record, that the pursuit of hegemony tends to generate 
successful counter-coalitions. And if an appreciation for balances of 

Kenneth Waltz, all the more so in the case of the most robust of such 
balances, the bipolar system: “In a world in which two states united 
in their mutual antagonism far overshadow any other, the incentives 
to a calculated response stand out most clearly, and the sanctions 
against irresponsible behavior achieve their greatest force.”

deter would-be hegemons, because as another prominent neorealist, 
Robert Gilpin, points out after reviewing the same historical record: 
“The conclusion of one hegemonic war is the beginning of another 

mechanism of peaceful change.”

new “faith”: “Through the advancement of knowledge, humanity can 
learn to master the blind forces of change and to construct a science 
of peace. . . . Political realism is, of course, the very embodiment of 
this faith in reason and science.”  In this way neorealism moves farther 

perspective. Within the context of contemporary international relations 

maneuver, presents itself as merely, in the words of one of its leading 

believes its premises “need to be supplemented . . . not replaced.”9 
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While neoliberal theorists, seeking to avoid the charge of naïve 
idealism leveled at earlier articulations of the liberal outlook, deny 
that they rely on any super-natural moral code, however, their claim 

the hierarchy of values pointing toward more elevated human ends 
characterizing the premodern realists, nor in the acceptance of aggres-
sive and dominating impulses characterizing the modern Machiavel-
lians. Instead, they look to a distinctive and even more prosaic set of 

order. To the extent that contemporary neorealists embrace those same 
drives in search of “a more just and more peaceful world,” therefore, 
they allow themselves to be absorbed into the great liberal conception 
that has come to dominate modern political thought.10

Now the new challenger emerges into view. For the promise of ever 
more security and ever more prosperity, liberalism exacts only the price 
of renouncing the preoccupation with nobility in favor of an appreciation 

an overarching valorization of the liberated and autonomous self, and 
of replacing the lust for power with much tamer appetites. Some in 
the West have viewed the advent of the liberal age with trepidation, 
fearing that its valorization of the self will generate a hedonism and 
nihilism that will pave the way either for the emergence of some new 
kind of tyranny from within, or for enervation and defeat at the hands 

acknowledge the humane, mild, altogether extraordinarily attractive 

apocalypse has ever been so kindly?”11 -

of history” devoid of idealism and heroism.12

to the new conditions by taking on a more individualistic emphasis 

 
Abdolkarim Soroush, the Iranian dissident who is one of the most 
discerning Muslim thinkers of our time, assured his listeners at a 
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little to fear: “Those who speak with agitation about development 
do so because they do not have a clear view of science and cannot 
separate the issue of knowledge from the other components of West-
ern civilization . . . Science is not like the customs, morality, art, and 

 Soroush acknowledges that 
the Western variant of modernizing development rested on a “recogni-

their employment in building the new world,” and acknowledges 

vices become public virtues. . . . Thus a new morality was gradually 
born. . . . Low and vile values came to power, were upheld, played their 
part proudly in building the new livelihood, and came to be held in 
esteem. . . . A revolution has truly taken over that brought high things 
down to a low level.”

development.”  It is possible to isolate them from the “cornucopia 

any taint of “debauchery and corruption,” by defending it against 

morality based on asceticism,”19 and by arraying it instead in its most 

today can fail to feel kindness, pleasure, and sensitivity toward this 
plump guest in the family of humanity.”20  

-
tion.21 Nevertheless, he makes a compelling case that must be taken 
seriously, all the more so as it is in turn grounded in a serious reading 
of both Western and Islamic political thought. The same cannot be 
said of others who embrace the revolution without a clue as to what 
they are giving up and what they are getting in return. Among these 
are some of the cruder Turkish Westernizers, such as Hüseyin Cahit, 

to the infantile age of the science of history. Since then, the child has 

not from the Arabs.”22
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“old literature is doomed to moulder away.”  Perhaps more surpris-

sometimes heard among Islamist circles as well. The Tunisian Rashid 
-

tions following the revolution of 2011, once asked many years earlier: 

the problems of today.”  The realist tradition in Islamic political 
thought which this book seeks to explicate is perhaps the most unduly 
neglected strand of this altogether too hastily dismissed heritage, and 

relevant to the problems and challenges of today.
Chapter 1 sets the stage through the contemporary debate on 

broader impasse in modern Islamic political thought. Its main pro-
tagonists are often designated in the relevant literature as “militants” 

-
ings and contemporary norms of international relations, including 
the imperative of striving for permanent peace, on the other. While 
both clearly proceed from an idealist outlook, this chapter will argue 

pointed criticisms by the militants are pushing them more and more 
in a comprehensively liberal direction. There is accordingly a lacuna 
in contemporary Islamic political thought occupied by realism in other 
cultures. It is this absence of a realist perspective in Islamic writings 
on war, peace, and statecraft, an absence surprisingly neglected in 
the relevant scholarship, which the present study seeks to address.

tradition in the premodern Islamic world. The thinkers reviewed 

diverse intellectual agendas, that it may be asked whether one can 
even speak of a “tradition” encompassing them all. These chapters 
proceed from the premise that to the extent they alerted the best and 

including some of the vulnerabilities which modern critics ascribe to 

indeed be grouped together coherently. Acknowledging that great 
intellects resist neat or comprehensive categorization, then, this study 
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seeks only to outline the contours of an Islamic realism along the same 

as Thucydides, Machiavelli, Hobbes, and Morgenthau, as well as his 

made here. There are no doubt other thinkers worthy of inclusion in 
a less preliminary overview of medieval Islamic realism, but whose 
contributions to it will need to be elaborated on elsewhere.

-
-

systematically some key features of the emerging realist current as 

and the anonymous author of a ninth-century military manual. These 

this-worldly focus on prudent statecraft, for example, or a recognition 

Islamic tradition is distinctive: in its insistence on the political central-

as the optimal framework for virtuous action.

realist tradition outlined in the previous chapter. His project, carried 
out in large part through a highly critical reading of his predecessor 

the well-being of the political community by engaging actively in politi-
cal reform; delineating a clear division of labor between rational and 

types; and eschewing both theoretical certitude and legal dogmatism in 

and moral) counterpart and complement to the theoretical pursuit of 

the notion that political
medieval Islamic philosophy,  or privileging more mystical or gnostic 
currents as the true representatives of Islamic philosophical thought, 
or reading Ibn Rushd and other Muslim philosophers as advocates of 
private contemplation rather than political engagement.
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the insights of his predecessors into a comprehensive realist vision; a 

-

-
ties, as well as the normative ties of solidarity that bind them together 

to ever more complex polities; and how internal contradictions can 
then set in that begin a process of enervation and decline. Contrary 
to the prevailing interpretation, however, it is argued here that this is 
far from a fatalistic vision. The purpose of his historical account is to 
draw instructive lessons from the past that can help future statesmen 
counter the engines of social and political decay. This analysis of Ibn 
Khaldun as a systematic synthesizer of the realist elements formulated 

him either as an orthodox thinker who reasserted the legal authority 

as to be a “solitary genius” without predecessors and successors in 
the history of Islamic political thought.  

With the core elements of the Islamic realist tradition having now 

show the persistence of this tradition beyond Ibn Khaldun. It then 
leaps ahead to today, interpreting the current upheavals besetting 

“ crisis” of identity and legitimacy, and reviewing the range 
of responses this crisis is eliciting, from the revolutionary militant 
to the proto-democratic. The chapter ends by considering the recent 
revival of interest in Ibn Rushd among Arab intellectuals, with a view 
to determining the extent to which the long-forgotten realist tradi-
tion may yet prove relevant in the context of the democratizing and 
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