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PREFACE The Scholar at the Edge of the Shadow
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I did not set out to write a book about strategy. For most of my academic career, my work has been concerned with quite different questions — the cultural memory of Aceh, the epistemological architecture of Sufi thought, the dynamics of local wisdom in a world increasingly hostile to the particular and the rooted. I came to the study of power through the back door of anthropology, which is perhaps the best way to approach it: not with the ambition of the strategist, but with the trained patience of the observer who knows that what a society does in plain sight is never the whole story of how it sustains itself.

The moment that changed my orientation was not a single dramatic event but a slow accumulation of observations that eventually became impossible to ignore. Watching the foreign policy of great powers from the vantage point of Southeast Asia — a region that has been the object of other nations' strategies for five centuries — I began to notice something that the standard textbooks of international relations consistently failed to address: the extraordinary gap between how states describe what they are doing and what they are actually doing. This gap — the space between the declared and the enacted, between the official and the operational — is what I have come to call the shadow. Every state has one. The question that this book attempts to answer is not whether the shadow exists, but what kind of shadow it is, how it is constructed, and what it reveals about the civilization that casts it.

I grew up in Aceh at a time when the shadow was not a metaphor but a lived reality — when the distinction between the state's declared commitment to the welfare of its citizens and its actual conduct toward those citizens was a matter of daily experience rather than academic speculation. That experience did not make me a cynic about power. It made me, I think, more honest about it. I learned early that power operates through both its visible exercise and its concealed mechanisms, and that understanding the relationship between the two is not an optional sophistication for the politically educated mind — it is a survival skill.

My formal academic training is in Islamic studies and anthropology, and both disciplines have shaped how I read the strategy literature. From Islamic studies, I bring an appreciation for the great classical tradition of political and ethical thought that runs from Ibn Khaldun through Islamic jurisprudence to contemporary debates about governance, legitimacy, and the moral foundations of statecraft. This tradition has been almost entirely absent from the Western strategic studies literature, which continues to treat Thucydides and Clausewitz as the exclusive ancestors of modern strategic thought while remaining largely ignorant of the sophisticated parallel traditions that developed in the Islamic world, in China, and across the cultures of maritime Southeast Asia. From anthropology, I bring a suspicion of grand systems and universal theories — a trained attentiveness to the particular, the contextual, and the culturally specific that complicates but also enriches the analysis of something as apparently universal as the logic of power.

What I have tried to do in this book is to bring these disciplinary inheritances into conversation with the Western strategic tradition in ways that illuminate both. I am not writing from outside the Western tradition — my education has been shaped by it, and I have spent years reading Machiavelli, Sun Tzu, Clausewitz, Lawrence Freedman, and the great strategic theorists with genuine admiration for what they have achieved. But I am not writing from inside the tradition either, in the sense of taking its categories and assumptions as given. The view from Southeast Asia — from a region that has experienced the Western strategic tradition primarily as something done to it rather than something it has done — is different, and it raises different questions.

The specific questions that organize this book emerged from years of writing and teaching about intelligence, geopolitics, and the relationship between knowledge and power. Why does Machiavelli remain the most honest account of political reality five centuries after he wrote, when the world he described has been entirely transformed? What does Milton's Satan — the greatest strategist in English literature — teach us about the relationship between intelligence and legitimacy? Why does Sun Tzu's doctrine of shi, of winning through the cultivation of strategic advantage before the battle is joined, describe with uncanny precision the behavior of states in the South China Sea and the Pacific in our own time? Why does Ibn Khaldun's theory of ‘asabiyyah — of the group solidarity that drives the rise and fall of civilizations — illuminate the dynamics of American political crisis, Russian imperial ambition, and the emergence of China as a global power with a force that no contemporary social science concept quite matches?

These are old questions in new circumstances, and that is precisely their value. The strategic thinkers I examine in this book were not writing for a world like ours — they could not have imagined the digital infrastructure, the autonomous weapons systems, or the algorithmic influence operations that characterize the contemporary strategic environment. But they were writing about something permanent: the nature of human power, its relationship to legitimacy and consent, its tendency to operate in the space between what is said and what is done, and the irreducible moral questions that this tendency raises for any civilization that aspires to govern itself according to principles rather than merely according to interest.

A word about what this book is not. It is not a manual for practitioners of covert power — not a handbook for intelligence officers, special operations planners, or political strategists seeking to deploy the dark arts more effectively. I am a scholar and a public intellectual, not an operative, and I have written this book from that position. My purpose is analytical and normative: to understand how shadow power works, why it is a permanent feature of statecraft rather than an aberration to be eliminated, and what the implications of this permanence are for democratic governance and for the citizens who must live within — and sometimes against — the states that exercise it.

The audience I have in mind is the educated reader who takes geopolitics seriously: the student of international relations who has encountered the standard textbooks and found them somehow sanitized; the policy professional who senses that the official vocabulary of their field leaves something important unsaid; the citizen of any democracy who has watched their government conduct policies that bear no obvious relationship to the values the government publicly espouses, and who wants to understand why. I want this book to be useful to all of them — rigorous enough to satisfy the specialist, accessible enough to reward the engaged general reader.

I have tried throughout to maintain the position that I think an honest intellectual must occupy in relation to these questions: neither the naïve moralist who pretends that shadow power is simply evil and should be abolished, nor the cynical realist who treats it as simply necessary and therefore beyond ethical evaluation. The shadow is a permanent feature of political life. The question — the permanent, urgent, and ultimately political question — is who governs it, on what principles, and with what accountability to the people in whose name it is exercised. That question does not have a final answer. It has only the ongoing, imperfect, and irreplaceable practice of democratic vigilance that keeps it open.

This book is dedicated to the students, colleagues, and interlocutors — in Aceh, in Banda Aceh, across Southeast Asia, and in the international scholarly community — who have, over many years, challenged my thinking, improved my arguments, and reminded me that the study of power is not merely an intellectual exercise but a civic obligation. The shadow will always be there. Whether the light that constrains it continues to burn is a question that every generation must answer for itself.

A word is warranted about the relationship between this book and the intelligence and security studies that I have been engaged in for a number of years, particularly as those studies have been published in the ongoing research and commentary project at kba13.com. Those writings have been my laboratory: the space in which I have worked out, in real time and in response to real events, the analytical frameworks that this book develops more systematically. The reader who has followed those writings will find many familiar themes here — the analysis of the KGB's civilizational influence on Russian governance, the study of Mossad's organizational principles, the engagement with the active measures doctrine, the analysis of Chinese strategic behavior in the South China Sea, the examination of American intelligence failures and the oversight failures that produced them. This book is not a compilation of those writings; it is an independent scholarly work that draws on the intellectual development they represent while presenting a more comprehensive and more analytically integrated account than any single article or series could achieve.

The specific contribution that this book seeks to make beyond those prior writings is threefold. First, it attempts to ground the analysis of contemporary shadow power in the classical intellectual traditions that provide its deepest conceptual foundations — to show not merely what shadow power does but what it is, in the sense that the great strategic traditions from Machiavelli through Sun Tzu to Ibn Khaldun illuminate. Second, it attempts to recover the non-Western dimensions of the strategic tradition — the Islamic and East Asian and indigenous Southeast Asian intellectual inheritances that the Western-dominated strategic studies literature has consistently underweighted — and to demonstrate their direct relevance to the contemporary strategic environment. Third, and most importantly, it attempts to address the civic dimension of the analysis: not merely to provide an account of how shadow power works but to argue for why that account matters to the ordinary citizen of a democratic society and what practical implications it has for the exercise of democratic accountability.

The methodological approach that unifies these three contributions is what I would describe as critical engagement: an approach to the analysis of power that takes strategic effectiveness seriously — that does not moralize away the uncomfortable dimensions of how power actually operates — while simultaneously maintaining the moral seriousness that the exercise of power demands. This is, I believe, the approach that the classical tradition at its best exemplifies: Machiavelli was not a cynic but a moralist who refused to let his moral commitments distort his analysis; Sun Tzu was not a practitioner of unlimited ruthlessness but a systematic thinker who understood that strategy divorced from political purpose is not strategy at all; Ibn Khaldun was not a social Darwinist but a sociologist of legitimacy who understood that the moral basis of governance is constitutive of its practical effectiveness. The approach they model is the approach this book attempts to practice.

One final personal note. I have written this book as a scholar from Aceh, from Southeast Asia, from the global south of the international order — as someone who has studied the exercise of great-power shadow power from the vantage point of a society that has experienced it primarily from the receiving end. That vantage point has shaped this book in ways that I have attempted to make explicit rather than conceal them as distortions of an otherwise neutral analysis. Every analysis is conducted from somewhere; the question is whether the analyst is honest about where that somewhere is. I have tried to be honest about it, and I believe that the specific insights that my vantage point makes available — the insights that come from having internalized both the Western intellectual tradition, through formal academic training, and the non-Western tradition, through family, community, and the specific cultural inheritance of Acehnese scholarship — are genuinely enriching to the analysis rather than merely complicating factors that the Western reader must discount.

The shadow will always be there. The quality of the analysis we bring to it — honest, comparative, morally serious, and above all willing to look directly at what is difficult to see — is the beginning of the only adequate response.

Kamaruzzaman Bustamam Ahmad

Banda Aceh, June 2026

—  —
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I.

There is a sentence in Niccolò Machiavelli's Discourses on Livy that most readers of The Prince never reach, and that most summaries of his thought never quote. It occurs in Book One, Chapter Forty, and it reads: "It is the nature of men to be as much bound by the benefits they confer as by those they receive." Machiavelli discusses political obligation, the psychology of loyalty, and the mechanisms by which princes secure the allegiance of populations who have reason to fear them. But the sentence contains, in compressed form, one of the deepest insights of the entire Western strategic tradition: that power is not simply imposed from above but is constituted in the relationship between those who exercise it and those who submit to it, and that this relationship is always more complex, more psychological, and more morally entangled than the vocabulary of force and compliance allows.

This book begins with that sentence because it points toward the central problem that the strategy literature, at its most sophisticated, has always tried to address and that the more common, more accessible accounts of strategy consistently evade: the problem of legitimacy. Every act of power — whether the conquest of a city-state, the destabilization of a foreign government, the manipulation of an electoral process through social media platforms, or the targeted killing of an adversary's nuclear scientist — raises the question of what authorizes it. The strategist's answer and the ethicist's answer to that question are rarely the same. The tension between them is the permanent condition of political life, and the inability to hold both answers simultaneously is the source of most strategic failure and most moral catastrophe.

The shadow that this book examines is precisely this space — the space between what states declare and what they do, between the public justification of power and its actual exercise, between the principles that democratic societies espouse and the shadow institutions through which those societies prosecute their interests in an anarchic international environment. This shadow is not a deviation from normal politics. It is normal politics, conducted in the register that the official record does not capture. Understanding it is not cynicism; it is the precondition of political realism in the genuinely useful sense of the term.

II.

The argument of this book rests on four premises, each of which is developed through the analysis of specific thinkers and specific historical cases.

The first premise is that shadow power is a permanent feature of organized political life, not an aberration produced by particular circumstances or particular regimes. Every state that has ever engaged in serious international competition has developed shadow capacities — mechanisms for projecting power that operate outside the formal, visible, and legally accountable structures of governance. The ancient Athenians practiced it through their network of proxenoi and their manipulation of inter-polis politics. The Roman Republic deployed it through the Senate's direction of foreign client relationships and the strategic use of commercial interests. The Ottoman Empire institutionalized it through the elaborate intelligence networks of the devshirme system and the Sublime Porte's capacity to project influence through religious and commercial networks that extended far beyond its formal territorial boundaries. The British Empire refined it into something approaching a science through the operations of what Rudyard Kipling called the Great Game — the sustained contest of intelligence, influence, and strategic positioning that was conducted across Central Asia throughout the nineteenth century without ever quite becoming open warfare.

The contemporary form of this shadow — the network of intelligence agencies, special operations forces, covert influence programs, and hybrid warfare capabilities that characterizes the security architecture of every major power — is therefore not a modern invention. It is the latest iteration of a practice as old as organized political life. What has changed is not the existence of the shadow but its scale, its technological sophistication, and the extent to which democratic societies are forced to grapple publicly with its existence and its implications. The Church Committee investigations of 1975, the Snowden revelations of 2013, and the ongoing public debate about AI-powered influence operations represent successive moments in which democratic publics have confronted the shadow institutions their governments have built and have attempted, with varying degrees of success, to subject them to democratic accountability.

The second premise is that the intellectual traditions that have most rigorously analyzed shadow power are more diverse and more globally distributed than the Western strategic studies literature typically acknowledges. The canon of strategic thought as it is taught in Western universities consists primarily of Thucydides, Machiavelli, Clausewitz, and their twentieth-century interpreters — a tradition that is overwhelmingly European in its origins and assumptions. This canon is genuinely valuable, and this book takes it seriously. But it represents only one of several sophisticated intellectual traditions that have grappled with the nature of power, the logic of conflict, and the relationship between force and legitimacy. Sun Tzu and the Chinese strategic tradition, Ibn Khaldun and the Islamic tradition of political sociology, and the strategic thinking embedded in the classical Islamic jurisprudence of jihad and statecraft represent parallel and in some respects more sophisticated engagements with questions that the Western tradition has sometimes addressed with surprising naïveté.

The inclusion of these traditions in the analysis is not an exercise in academic cosmopolitanism — a reflexive gesture toward diversity that adds little intellectual substance. It is a methodological commitment grounded in a substantive claim: that the questions this book addresses can only be understood adequately through a comparative analysis that takes multiple intellectual traditions seriously on their own terms. The Chinese concept of shi — the strategic potential energy that a carefully positioned actor accumulates before the decisive moment — captures something about the contemporary behavior of great powers in the Indo-Pacific that Clausewitz's vocabulary of friction, fog, and the decisive battle conspicuously fails to illuminate. Ibn Khaldun's analysis of ‘asabiyyah — the group cohesion that drives the political-military effectiveness of rising powers and the dissolution of which marks the beginning of civilizational decline — provides a more precise diagnostic tool for understanding the current moment in American politics than most of the contemporary political science literature.

The third premise is that the relationship between strategic sophistication and moral seriousness is not a zero-sum trade-off. The common assumption — reflected in both popular discourse and much academic writing — is that taking power seriously requires abandoning ethical principles, while maintaining ethical principles requires a naïve refusal to engage with the realities of power. This assumption is wrong, and the thinkers examined in this book, at their best, demonstrate why. Machiavelli was not an amoralist; he was a theorist of political ethics who understood that the ethics of governance cannot be derived from the ethics of private life without catastrophic distortion. Sun Tzu was not a practitioner of unlimited ruthlessness; he was a systematic thinker about the relationship between military power and political purpose, who understood that strategy, divorced from its political context, is not strategy at all but mere violence. Ibn Khaldun was not a crude social Darwinist; he was a sophisticated sociologist of political legitimacy who understood that the moral basis of governance is not separate from its practical basis but constitutive of it.

The fourth and final premise is that understanding shadow power is a civic obligation, not merely a scholarly interest. In the contemporary world, in which the shadow institutions of democratic states operate with capabilities and at a scale that their founders could not have imagined, and in which authoritarian states deploy those capabilities against the information environments of democratic societies with

III.
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