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C

ultural enlightenment offers an innovative and transformative approach that emphasizes the role of scientific reasoning, tolerance, dialogue and a broadminded approach to mitigate societal challenges like extremism and socioeconomic inequities. This idea is embedded in the intellectual traditions of enlightenment and seeks to reform societies by confronting orthodox ideals and promoting critical thinking. Pakistan as a nation is dealing with militant ideologies, clerical dominance and feudal forces to achieve endogenous peace and social justice. In this context, Prof Moonis Ahmer’s book, “The Challenge of Enlightenment, Conflict Transformation, and Peace in Pakistan” is remarkable because it offers a comprehensive exploration that addresses cultural enlightenment as a tool for conflict resolution and establishment of a comprehensive socio-political order. In a nutshell, this book fosters reasoning and moderation in one of the globe’s most diverse yet conflict-prone societies.

Dr Moonis Ahmer is a meritorious professor of International Relations. His extensive research on terrorism, conflict resolution, Central and South Asian politics is the foundation of his academic background. His scholarly engagement with global intellectual traditions and deep insights into Pakistan’s socio-political landscape reflect an appreciation of Dr Ahmer’s endorsement of modernist principles like rationality and inclusivity.

The latest book of Professor Ahmer, “The Challenge of Enlightenment, Conflict Transformation and Peace in Pakistan”, is a scholarly exploration of cultural enlightenment as a transformative tool for mitigating conflict and fostering peace in Pakistan. The book is theoretical and policy-oriented, thereby, making it relevant for academicians and policymakers. However, the text of the book is also relevant for the scholars of social sciences interested in South Asian politics.

The central argument of the book illustrates that cultural enlightenment may serve as a transformative tool to address the social and political issues of Pakistan including religious intolerance, extremism and radicalization. The author advances the concept of enlightenment as a cultural movement focusing on tolerance and social justice that can help Islamabad address its socio-economic inequalities, theological dominance, and militant ideologies. By focusing on the European Enlightenment, Dr Ahmer postulates that Pakistan may adopt an analogous approach to promote critical thinking, inclusivity, and peace. The author accentuates that the secular elitist factions in Pakistan have a responsibility to endorse this cultural shift by influencing the societal mindsets and emphasizing the needs of the predominantly rural segments of Pakistan.

The central argument of this book is embedded in philosophical and historical analysis, which is based on comparative analysis, and it demonstrates parallels between Europe’s enlightenment and Pakistan’s contemporary socio-political challenges. The author elaborated that universal education and freedom of expression led to European societal progress. Alongside the comparative analysis, the book offers empiricism and policy orientation towards practical recommendations to implement reforms in the education sector, governance structures and religious seminaries of Pakistan.

The book is divided into seven logically cohesive chapters. The first chapter of the book presents the introduction, where the author introduces the historical debate between faith and reason. Professor Moonis Ahmer highlights that Europe’s endorsement of scientific reasoning, individualism and secular governance structures led to transformative progress. The author juxtaposes this with Islamabad’s socio-cultural stagnation, where clerical pressures continue to suppress rational discourse and critical thinking. The author provided a preliminary discussion highlighting the challenges faced by Pakistan, such as religious extremism, sectarianism, and an education system that undermines analytical reasoning.

The second chapter of the book explores the Enlightenment as a societal reform movement. The author asserts that Enlightenment is not only a philosophical construct but rather a socio-political movement that transforms societies. Professor Ahmer is skeptical about the resistance to Enlightenment within the religious and political institutes of Pakistan. The author asserts that these structures have historically emphasized ideological conformity over intellectual progress. This chapter further accentuates the role of education in advancing enlightenment and examines how Pakistan’s educational curriculum reforms may create a conducive environment for critical thinking and scientific inquiry.

The third chapter of “The Challenge of Enlightenment”, relates cultural enlightenment with conflict resolution. The author speculates that conflicts, when considered with an enlightened approach, could lead constructive outcomes. Dr Ahmer posits that advancing dialogue, rational debate and secular governance may suppress the root causes of violent extremism. It also criticizes the dependence of Pakistan on militarized conflict resolution and, therefore, recommends a paradigm shift towards intellectual engagement.

The fourth chapter of this book is titled “Enlightenment and Pakistan” and provides a critical analysis of Pakistan's struggle to adopt enlightenment. This chapter provides insight into the socio-political elements and historical factors undermining the process of enlightenment in Pakistan. According to the author, colonial legacies, along with feudal hierarchies and politicization of the religion, are pivotal impediments to progress. Moreover, Professor Moonis claims that Pakistan’s political elite has employed religious rhetoric to consolidate power as per the historical antecedents. Therefore, this marginalizes progressive voices and stifles reforms. The chapter also argues that the state has failed to implement policies that advocate rational governance structures, inclusivity, and scientific education.

The fifth chapter, entitled “Conflict Transformation through Cultural Enlightenment”, discusses strategies for employing cultural reforms in bringing peace. The author offers a plan for implementing enlightenment-guided policies in Pakistan based on reforms in education, media, and governance sectors. The author emphasizes the significance of moderate Islam as a tool to combat religious extremism. He recommended that policymakers should actively advance narratives of tolerance, co-existence, and intellectual freedom. Dr Ahmer stressed the potential role of international organizations and civil society in advancing enlightenment-based reforms in Pakistan.

“Lessons to be Learned from Europe” is the sixth chapter of the book that provides a comparative analysis of the European Enlightenment and its significance for Pakistan. This chapter explores European societies’ transition from medieval dogmatism to modern rationalism under secular governance structure. Dr Moonis discussed the importance of the establishment of institutions and segregation of religion from politics and suggested that Pakistan could reflect on Europe’s historical experiences to navigate its own corridor towards enlightenment.

The last chapter of the book reiterates that the long-term socio-political stability in Pakistan lies in its capacity to embrace the principles of enlightenment. The author calls for a comprehensive societal transformation that prioritizes education and rational discourse. He agrees that the pathway to enlightenment in Pakistan’s challenging and incremental reforms with persistent advocacy may lead to a profound shift. In a nutshell, the seventh chapter calls for action and provides a roadmap for policy makers and civil society actors committed to foster a culture of enlightenment in Pakistan.

Prof Moonis Ahmer’s has authored a thought-provoking book with several strengths that are outstanding for the readers. Firstly, the book has presented an innovative perspective that links cultural enlightenment with conflict transformation. Secondly, the interdisciplinary approach of the book is pivotal as it bridges philosophy, political science, history, and religious studies to present a comprehensive analysis. Third strength is its relevance with the contemporary and pressing challenges of Pakistan like extremism and intolerance among others. Finally, but the most important strength of this book is that it offers pragmatic recommendations for advancing critical thinking and rational discourse in Pakistan.
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I

n his deeply perplexed yet conscientiously researched book ‘Sri Lanka’s Easter Sunday Massacre: Lessons for International Community’, Dr Rohan Gunaratna offers a detailed analysis of a series of the most horrible terrorist attacks that unfolded in Sri Lanka on Easter Sunday, 2019. This book, published by Penguin Books, presents an account of the radicalization process, contemplation of the resilience of Sri Lankan people, and exemplar for the international community. Well-known for his work on counterterrorism, in this book, Gunaratna uses his compelling expertise to provide the readers with an insight into the attackers’ mentality. This employs deep and thorough historical analysis and traces the roots of these bombings to the Salafi-Wahhabism doctrine, which advocates hostility towards non-believers. He deciphers the subtle courses of actions these ideological foundations instilled in Muslims of Sri Lanka, exploiting pre-existing sectarian and social fractures. Rather than making non-explicit claims, the author has concentrated on particular figures involved in the scene, their rationale, and recruitment tactics. This subjective perspective enables the reader to comprehend the intricacy of fragments that contributed to the radicalization of these individuals. The author provides a very candid critique of the intelligence failures and bureaucratic obstacles. His analysis highlights the overlooked warnings and lack of interagency coordination inside Sri Lanka’s governmental agencies.

Nevertheless, this book is not just documented history of turmoil but also highlights the unprecedented resilience of Sri Lankan people. The author devotes attention to the national solidarity surge and persistent resolve to reclaim and rebuild. He presents an appraisal of people of Sri Lanka and showcases the strength of their empathy amid devastation.

On Easter Sunday, April 21, 2019, a group of coordinated suicide attacks led to the destruction of three churches and three hotels in Sri Lanka. The attacks killed more than 250 people and left over 500 injured.

The life and death of Zahran Hashim, described in the second chapter, reveals a lot about the movement. Zahran was seen as a clever, attractive leader who took advantage of arguments in religion and problems with the government and ignored official institutions to bring people to his cause. The chapter explains that Zahran made use of the Internet to spread his Salafi-Wahhabi ideas, encouraged radicalization with the help of Facebook and Telegram, and held training camps in person for future jihadi fighters. Gunaratna points out that many Sufi leaders and others in the Muslim community alerted the authorities about Zahran and his team on several occasions; however, officials were slow to react, politicians refused to believe, and the intelligence service was not well united.

Gunaratna does an excellent job of showing the connection between local and global extremist ideologies. Sri Lankan nationals carried out the attacks, but they were influenced by global jihadist beliefs. Having a flag with an ISIS symbol was not done just to demonstrate support. He notes that various members of the group went abroad to be trained by the Islamic State in both ideas and operations. Simply, the use of terrorist propaganda videos, secret messages, and pledging loyalty to a world terrorist leader in the attack proves that local areas have been strongly influenced by global terrorist ideologies. The author additionally points out that Sri Lankans fighting overseas were able to communicate with people at home for recruitment and financial issues.

The third chapter is dedicated to the Colombo faction of the IS Sri Lanka branch. Gunaratna explains how the team was built and how it carried out attacks. It becomes a real case example of how terrorist logistics work. It is explained to the readers how suspects found safe houses, hoarded supplies needed to make bombs, and tested them. It is slightly unnerving to see how, step by step, children who were educated and grew up in good families, were drawn into an extremist group to die for the imagined caliphate. The influence of psychology on radicalization is seldom discussed in policy-making but is given thoughtful treatment by the author.

In the later chapters, Gunaratna highlights that the authorities in Sri Lanka received warnings from India weeks before the attack, yet did nothing about them. He highlights a larger issue of the system not working well. Fighting among different agencies, reluctance on the government’s part, not acknowledging the danger of Islamist extremism, and not having one national counterterrorism plan were all contributing factors. Gunaratna suggests that if Sri Lanka wants to prevent more of these atrocities, it must go through a thorough review and improvement of its institutions. He suggests that law enforcement should be trained better, laws against inciting and practicing extremism should be enacted, and there should be more active community programs. Muslim youth in Sri Lanka after the war were left alienated by the role that ethnonationalist politics played in encouraging identity-based extremism.

Such incidents show how rapidly dangerous ideas can spread online if no one counters or monitors them. Gunaratna highlights the importance of keeping watch, developing good policies, and engaging with communities to address terrorism.

Gunaratna’s book has lessons that go beyond Sri Lanka and can be applied to many other countries. What is happening in the island nation is also true elsewhere in the world. This phenomenon can be seen from Europe to Southeast Asia. Though ISIS has lost its territories, its online activities could still lead to future threats from small groups. It points out how digital surveillance, running counter-narrative campaigns, sharing intelligence, and developing inclusive portfolios are important to combat extremism. Such lessons apply to any country dealing with religion-based terrorism, not only Sri Lanka.

The concluding chapters of this book serve as a powerful appeal for the global collaboration in combating terrorism. The author outlines the tactile strategies and policy recommendations for dismantling digital networks used by terrorists for recruitment and promoting interfaith understanding and underpinning regional intelligence-sharing mechanisms. The author’s insights are applicable universally but are also deeply embedded in the Sri Lankan nation’s trauma. Sri Lanka’s Easter Sunday Massacre: Lessons for International Community is not an easy read. It’s a reminder of religious extremism and its disturbing consequences. However, it’s an essential one. Aided by a compelling fusion of personal testimony and rigorous analysis, the author reveals systemic shortcomings that extremists exploit and outlines a framework to prevent future catastrophes. This book is a pre-requisite for everyone invested in international security, countering radicalization, and the long-standing resilience of the human spirit.
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T

he book “Realism, Trends in European IR Theory,” edited by Alexander Reichwein and Flix Rosch, is a 2022 publication of Palgrave Macmillan. In addition to the introduction by Reichwein and Rosch, the book contains eight well-researched chapters by various authors. Overall, it attempts to introduce to the world the contributions and debates of European scholars, especially in the realm of Realism, which is mostly understood as an American doctrine. However, a chapter on structural realism by Anders Wivel is also included. In all chapters, the authors methodologically argue that it is a popular misconception that many IR theories, especially realism, have their origin in U.S. Realism, especially, gets caricatured as a power-centric doctrine associated with American foreign policy during the interwar era and the Cold War. On the contrary, realism originated in Europe, emerging from a historical backdrop of totalitarian regime failure and the devastation of two World Wars. Even the key concept of balance of power originated in fifteenth-century Europe, gaining prominence as a foreign policy strategy among Italian city-states. These experiences developed a historical consciousness in Europe, which informed a more critical view of unrestrained power politics. Consequently, these theories developed as an intellectual tradition that is morally neutral yet includes “ethical considerations”, advocating for responsible engagement with the complexities of international politics. When properly understood, European realism supports a pluralistic approach to international relations, giving due consideration to diverse interests and values among states. This contrasts with the often unilateral or hegemonic tendencies seen in American realism. Some convergence between European and American realists can be found in the critique of idealism. European realists argue that the pursuit of power must be guided by moral and ethical considerations, which again contrasts with American realists’ perspective of prioritizing effectiveness over morality. The same is true in structural realism, which is accepted as a key IR theory in Europe. European structural realists approach it by embracing the complex character of international relations. They recognize the value of international institutions and law as mediators in power politics, advocating for their ethical role in maintaining peace and stability. They also find less difficulty in its potential inconsistencies and loose ends than their American counterparts.

The book also discusses the role and contributions of various European scholars like Friedrich Meinecke, E.H. Carr, Carl Schmitt, John Herz, Niebuhr, Hannah Arendt, Hans Morgenthau, Leo Strauss, and Arnold Wolfers. Keith Smith discusses the works of German political scientist Friedrich Meinecke (1862-1954). Meinecke critically examined the intellectual development of the German nation, the political development of the German nation-state, the negative aspect of nationalism, blinging caused by ideological currents, militarism, and Germany’s abortive development, to question if political validity justifies breaking moral laws. Meinecke analytical and empirical approach and normative theorising managed to present less rigid interpretations of realism and condemned power politics. Meinecke perspective on the interplay between power (kratos) and morality (ethos) was also used by Morgenthau (1961) in his work on American foreign policy.

Dario Battistella discussed the contributions of Edward H. Carr and Carl Schmitt, who paved the way for the development of post-war classical realism. Both shared a hostile stance against liberalism and idealism, which was the dominant view in the interwar period. This led them to see international politics as highly conflictual and driven by the struggle for power. For both, power was the essential nature of domestic and international politics. Despite this common ground, Schmitt was apprehensive of America, criticising it for using economic instruments to shape European state behaviour without being institutionalist. Luca Castellin and Felix Rosch’s chapter highlights that many scholars like John Herz, Reinhold Niebuhr, Hannah Arendt, Hans Morgenthau, Leo Strauss, and Arnold Wolfers who made significant contributions to political theory in the US were émigré scholars from various parts of Europe. The Weimer Republic and the Holocaust significantly shaped their intellectual development.

Casper Sylvest’s chapter discusses the contours of John Herz’s realism, described by Herz as “realist liberalism” or “nonutopian idealism”. Herz most significant contribution is the concept of “security dilemma”, which emphasises the importance of state perception and understanding the perspective of other actors. Both these ideas remain relevant in contemporary IR scholarship. Oliver Zajec’s chapter elucidates the contribution of Dutch-born Nicholas Spykman towards cooperation in international systems. Spykman supports international cooperation and advocates for a “socio-centred realism”, which, while an unapologetic defence of national interests, does not derogate from a firm commitment to multilateralism. Guided by contemporary IR interest in ethics rather than power, Kamila Stullerova explores the difference in American and European realism through Stanley Hoffman’s comparison of Morgenthau’s theoretical approach to realism with that of Frenchman Raymond Aron. She states that the sociologically informed French realism places emphasis on inter-state systems and world economic system, as well as on domestic regimes and prevailing domestic ideologies. Whereas the latter is not given due consideration in American realism, while it can be found in Morgenthau’s earlier writings in German. In US, Morgenthau chose to use a reductionist concept of empirical power while theorising realism.

An interesting chapter in the book by Vassilios Paipais discusses “Christian realism” in the works of Reinhold Niebuhr. Paipais states that Christian realism has been popular “among the American political elite across the political spectrum, from Jimmy Carter and Madeleine Albright to Condoleezza Rice, Hilary Clinton and, recently, John McCain and Barack Obama whose Audacity of Hope is a thoroughly Niebuhrian work.” Niebuhr had built his entire synthesis of Christian ethics on the ever-present tension between normative concerns and power politics. It endorses interventionism drawn from early Christianity, which emerged as a transformative revolutionary movement bent on radically changing the relationship between the self and the world. The idea of Christian realism and Just War led Niebuhr to endorse the carpet bombing of Hamburg and Dresden by the Allied powers and the use of atomic bombs against Japan. Christian realism’s active commitment to social and poetical affairs is also endorsed by Europeans who only call for caution in the use of force while curbing the spread of evil in the world, but they never subscribe to political pacifism. In fact, Europeans pursue a middle ground between pacifism (rejecting war entirely) and interventionism (actively using military force to achieve political or moral goals).

In the transformative world order when polarities are being rearranged the book is an informative and interesting read for students and scholars of IR. It highlights elements of ideological and conceptual drift in the west, specifically, U. S and its European allies.
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O

ver the course of humanity's existence, conflict has shaped behaviour and history. Even if some disputes might not be settled, they can serve as a helpful reminder of the difficulties in resolving conflicts between people and the necessity of employing efficient conflict-resolution techniques. On the other hand, unsolved conflicts can also have negative effects, including misery and violence. Conflicts within regions seriously threaten the management of international political events and the world's stability. Basic concepts such as freedom in politics, territorial integrity, and the inner functioning of developing nation-states are often at the forefront of these disagreements. Furthermore, conflicting interests of different international entities frequently impact them. Palestine-Israel is one of the intricate issues of recent history which demands a fair solution. Within the framework of the Palestine-Israel conflict, Shameer Modongal explores the complex interplay between religion, politics, and diplomacy in ‘Islamic Perspectives on International Conflict Resolution.’ By carefully examining Islamic teachings and theological arguments, Modongal examines how Islamic principles may help resolve one of contemporary history's longest-running and most contentious conflicts.

Modongal methodology questions the traditional understanding of disputes as exclusively secular processes. In the introductory chapter, he presents an Islamic framework for resolving conflicts, asserting that religion is a resource that may be unifying rather than destructive. He shares a broad understanding of peace and conflict with reference to the Qur’an and Hadith. With daring approach Modongal highlights that religion shouldn't be reduced to a detracting factor in conflict resolution. Instead, he contends that Islamic ideas can provide insightful guidance and effective means of promoting harmony, comprehension and harmony. This innovative reassessment of a religion's influence on conflict resolution marks a substantial break from typical approaches and creates new opportunities for research and discussion.

Modongal provides an insightful analysis of how Islamic teachings influence relations with non-Muslim states and the attempt for peace. He successfully negotiates difficult theological and political landscapes with the help of straightforward analysis and historical insights, giving readers a greater grasp of the difficulties and possibilities faced by modern diplomacy. With an emphasis on communication, diplomacy, and respect for one another, the book offers insightful advice on how to negotiate enduring peace treaties in a multicultural and globalized world. One of the many reasons for the Oslo Accord's collapse is its disregard for the religious component of the Palestine-Israel conflict. As pointed out by Modongal, the Oslo Accord did not sufficiently address the deeply ingrained sentiments regarding religion and ideologies that have been the basis of the conflict since the late 19th century, despite the fact that it made tremendous progress in diplomacy.

In the second chapter, the author begins a thorough investigation of the rules guiding international settlement of disputes from an Islamic perspective. Starting with a careful analysis of basic concepts like peace, conflict, and conflict resolution, the discussion goes on to include lessons from the Quran, Hadith, and Islamic law. The author focuses on the moral requirements of peace, fairness, and kindness as upheld by Islamic teachings by methodically explaining Islamic literature. These values, which include tolerance, forgiveness, non-violence, and upholding human dignity, serve as the cornerstone of the Islamic approach to resolving disputes. In addition, the author sheds light on the Islamic notion of the community as a harmonious family, equating it with the welcoming vision of the Prophet Muhammad (S.A.W.W.) expressed in the Medina Constitution, which acknowledged diversity within the community while promoting cohesion. Drawing a comparison between Islamic and conventional approaches to conflict resolution, the author emphasizes how Islamic values promote equality, compassion, and dialogue above the formal and power-centric concepts that are frequently seen in Western approaches. Examining Islamic law concerning foreign relations, the author delves into the complexity of ideas like Dar-ul-Islam and Dar-ul-Harb, clarifying Islam's fair and impartial strategy for interacting with non-Muslim societies, which is based on the values of equity and respect for all.

In the third chapter, the author probes deeply into the religious dimensions of the conflict between Palestine and Israel, examining the historical accounts of Israel's creation and its claims to the ancestral homeland of Canaan. The author examines Jerusalem and other holy places in Palestine, demonstrating the spiritual significance of these locations for both Jews and Muslims. The chapter also compares the biblical narratives of Israel and Palestine in order to look at the dividing power of religion in both societies and politics. Despite this, the author also shows how religion may help resolve conflicts; examples from the conflict are used to highlight the possibility of religiously motivated efforts at peacemaking.

The author explores Islamic theological discussions about peace treaties and conflict settlement with Israel in the fourth chapter, emphasizing the perspectives inside Palestine. Starting with the theological discussions that followed the Camp David Accords in 1979, the chapter explores the range of viewpoints on the viability of settling the dispute with Israel. It draws attention to the various perspectives on whether a peace agreement with Israel can be achieved while pointing out the inconsistencies and ambiguities. The chapter offers an overview of multiple Islamic viewpoints from both inside and outside of Palestine, providing insights into the complex discourse regarding peace initiatives with Israel.

In the final section, the author highlights the applicability of Islamic conflict resolution concepts on both the global and national levels. The author challenges the prevalent practice in the peace discussions between Palestine and Israel of marginalizing religious viewpoints and makes the case against doing so. The author argues that religious institutions like synagogues, churches, and mosques can be used as conflict resolution locations. According to the author, ignoring these sites closes off possibilities for peace. Palestine's significance for Muslims, Christians, and Jews alike, as well as its centrality to all Abrahamic religions, has been debated. Furthermore, the author makes the claim that Palestinian society is more religiously oriented than Israeli society, providing instances such as the shift in approach used by indigenous movements like Hamas from calling for armed resistance to constructive dialogue. In closing, the author highlights the range of religious perspectives that support conflict resolution in the region by sharing a number of fatwas and religious decisions in favour of peace initiatives.

Modongal skillfully negotiates complex theological terrain to offer insightful viewpoints to scholars, policymakers, and peace activists who seek to understand Islam's contribution to peace and justice, both in the Middle East and beyond. For anybody interested in the complex relationship between political and faith-based views, especially in the ongoing efforts to find a just and long-term solution to the Palestine-Israel problem, this book is vital. In conclusion, it can be stated that the book ‘Islamic Perspectives on International Conflict Resolution’ is a useful and insightful contribution to the reservoir of work that examines the relationships between faith, negotiations, and dispute resolution.

