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1. Introduction

This study offers a comparative analysis of two influential Eastern texts: Qabusnama
by Kaykavus ibn Iskandar (Iran, 11th century) and The Art of War by Sun Tzu
(China, 5th century BCE). Despite emerging from distinct cultural and temporal
contexts, both works provide instructive insights into the nature of leadership, power,
ethics, and warfare. The main objective of this research is to explore how these texts
reflect core assumptions of classical realism—a theoretical framework rooted in
international relations theory that prioritizes power politics, self-interest, and
strategic rationality. In doing so, the study seeks to challenge the Western monopoly
in theorizing political and military thought by demonstrating parallel indigenous
realist logics in pre-modern Asian traditions.

2. Theoretical Framework

This research draws upon Hans Morgenthau’s classical realism, which assumes an
anarchic international system, pessimism about human nature, and the centrality of
power in political life. Classical realism also views ethics as subordinate to national
interest and prioritizes strategic calculation over moral idealism. This framework is
used not prescriptively but heuristically, to identify the extent to which realist
elements—such as conflict inevitability, the logic of self-help, distrust toward the
‘other,” and ethical instrumentalism—are traceable in the ideas of both Sun Tzu and
Kaykavus.

3. Methodology

The study applies a qualitative, comparative method based on conceptual content
analysis. Both primary texts were examined closely using a case-oriented approach,
focusing on five key dimensions derived from classical realism: (1) pessimism about
human nature, (2) conflict as a structural inevitability, (3) the absence of central
authority (anarchy), (4) the self-help imperative, and (5) the instrumental use of
ethics. By mapping these dimensions onto the texts, the research identifies both
convergences and divergences within the strategic doctrines of the two authors.

4. Results and Discussion

The findings indicate a shared realist orientation in both works. Sun Tzu and
Kaykavus stress the necessity of deception, strategic foresight, and preparation in
warfare. Both view leadership as essential, though Kaykavus emphasizes the moral
character of the ruler, whereas Sun Tzu prioritizes adaptability and tactical acumen.
Both recognize the chaos and unpredictability of conflict, advocating autonomous
preparation rather than reliance on allies.

However, meaningful differences arise. Qabusnama integrates military counsel
within a broader pedagogical and moral framework aimed at shaping an ethical ruler,
while The Art of War presents a more systematic and technical manual on warfare.
Kaykavus maintains certain normative boundaries—such as the prohibition of unjust
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bloodshed—reflecting Islamic and Iran-Shahr heritage, whereas Sun Tzu’s guidance
remains more outcome-oriented and ethically pragmatic.

5. Conclusions and Suggestions

This study concludes that both authors—despite their independent intellectual
trajectories—articulate strategic visions compatible with classical realist
assumptions. This suggests that realism is not an exclusively Western construct but
may emerge from distinct civilizational experiences as a rational response to
enduring political dilemmas. The research contributes to comparative political
thought by emphasizing the potential for theoretical cross-pollination and the
importance of revisiting non-Western classics with contemporary analytical tools.
Future research may explore additional Eastern texts to develop a more pluralistic
foundation for strategic studies and international theory.
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