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In the past three decades. social scientists have been increas-
ingly interested in Ibn Khaldun’s writings, especially his analysis
of badawa (nomadism) and hadhara (civilization). But what lesson
can be drawn from studying the theory of a fourteenth century
writer? This question puts us face to face with a controversy that
has engaged the mind of modern man for some time.

Some thinkers are of the opinion that there is no use in studying
the theories of the past | it is more useful to concentrate on under-
standing the most recent ones since they contain the valid elements of
the past theories and they are. accordingly. the end -products of what

the creative minds of the past have produced. Is this argument
correct? It would seem that this is the case, to some extent, in
the field of natural sciences, where the last-developed theories
are, more or less, the sifted end-products or the previous ones.
In the social sciences, however, the matter is quite different. The
newer theory is not necessarily the better of the more valid.
Those who are influenced by the pattern of the natural sciences
are usually inclined to view social theories in the same light
which they view natural science theories, without observing the
major difference between the two. A social theory is usually
expounded by its author in response to a certain problem which
is, more of less, restricted in its cause and effect to his time and
place. It is, in other words, part of the culture within which it
appears.

The superficial student tends to belittle the importance of past
theories mainly because he overlooks the historical perspective in

studying them and tries to view them through the perspective of his
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own culture . Consequently , he considers them naive and even
ridiculous. This is, in fact. the problem with some of the modern
students of Ibn Khaldun. They tend to read his writings in the light of
modern thought — style , and so they often find them boring rather
than interesting, useless rather than useful. By viewing an old social
theory within the context of its culture, one may be able to understand
certain aspects of social phenomena that he is unable to understand
otherwise. A social phenomenon, as Scheler points out. has several
phases. A «socially - bound» observer can see only one phase of it -
that is. the phase toward which his group has been directed.

The historical and sociological relativities of norms. purposes
and goods of society... is only a relativity of perspective in the
absolute realm. for each represents a partial participation in the
«eternal and objective logos.» Given all cultures, past. present.
and future, the logos may be expressed so fully that there is a total
perspective, the varieties of cultures contributing. as Scheler says
to the meaningful unity of a magnificant painting?.

In order to see a social phenomenon in all its phases , it is
necessary therefore to view it through the eyes of the various groups
that are interested in it. Mannheim says:

In certain areas of historical - social knowledge it should be
regarded as right and inevitable that a given finding should con-
tain the traces of the position of the knower. The problem lies not
in trying to hide these perspectives or in apologizing for them. but
in inquiring into the question of how, granted these perspectives.
knowledge and objectivity are still possible. It is not a source of
error that in the visual picture of an object in space we can. in the
nature of the case. get only a perspectivistic view. The problem is
not how we might arrive ata non- perspectivistic picture but how.
by justaposing the various points of view, each perspective may
be recognized as such and thereby a new level of objectivity
attained. Thus we come to the point where the false ideal of a
detached. impersonal point of view must be replaced by the ideal
of an essentially human point of view which is within the limits of
a human perspective, constantly striving to enlarge it self®.
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This may explain partly. at least. why social scientists are more
interested than natural scientists in studying the history of their
theories. The social scientist believes that by studying the various
theories of the past (in the light of their various social environments) he
may develop a profound insight into the real meaning of the modern
theories. Moreover. by seeing how an early thinker attempted to solve
the problems of his time and by checking the weak and strong points in
his theory. one may find. within his mind. a powertul «intuitive» urge
toward a similar attempt. In his attempt. he may be more successful
than the earlier thinkers. for he is able to examine the social phenome-
non from more angles. He is less «socially -bound» in his world -view.
because he sees through the perspectives of the early thinkers as well
as through his own. According to Mannheim. creative thinking. or
what he calls « synthetic thinking.» is «a prerogative of the
socially-unbound or free class of intellectuals. who (can) discover the
various right or partial truths and synthesize them into anew view.»3 It
may be safe to say. then. that the less socially - bound the theorist is.
- the deeper his insight will be into the real meaning of a social phenome-
non.

A question may be raised here: Is it possible for a social thinker to
be completely socially - unbound? A complete unboundncss is tre-
mendously difficult and may be. in a sense. impossible. The human
mind is usually imprisoned within three circles - personal attitudes.
class position and cultural values. At any rate. this should not dis-
courage the social thinker from trying to be socially - unbound, as far as
possible. Following Titchenor’s suggestion. it may be safe to say that
the social thinker is able to be objective. in a way. at least for a small
fraction of his time .4

In fact, we can find an excelient examnle of such a com-
partmentalized life in Ibn Khaldun himself. Ibn Khldun’s religious
devotien did not prevent him from describing a social phenomenon as
itis. He has taken the schizoid compartmentalization that has charac-
terized the thought - style of his contemporaries and developed it to its
logical conclusion.

It seems, however. that not all people are equally capable of
achieving scientific objectivity. It can be said that there is a particular
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type of personality that fits, more or less, into such a socially - unbound
pattern --the marginal man. Some writers have been accustomed to
Tooking at the marginal man with disfavor. He is in their opinion
the carrier of moral and social disorganization. $ In ancient times
marginal men were not able, as they are now, to disrupt the moral
‘values of their group. Moreover, owing to the lack of efficient means of
transportation and communication, the nurhber of marginal men was
not large enough to accomplish that task. The marginal man was
obliged then to replace the locally — restricted conscience by a freer
one. He helped, to a great extent , in moral progress by extending
the moral limits to include outside groups: In this way, the local god or
totem which symbolized social values has beenreplaced by a universal
God with a universal moral system. The ordinary man who has
learned to view things through the eyes of his groups was hardly
able to do that, he could not even imagine its possibility. The
marginal man then soared high above the local moral systems
into a synthesized, generalized one. s

Park states that «the marginal man is always relatively the more

civilized human being.» By the term «civilizéd». Park means,
most probably, «individualized» or «emancipated» from the
locally- restricted conscience. It seems that the factor which
makes the marginal man a trouble - maker or an agent of social
and moral disorganization may make him at the same time a

., creative personality or a liberal thinker. As Ibn Khaldun has
observed, the areas of moral disorganization are usually fertile
for the growth of arts and sciences.

In discussing the characteristics of the «stranger.,» who is in some
sense a marginal man, Simmel reaches the same conclusion. Accord-
ing to Simmel. because the stranger is not rooted in the peculiar
attitudes and biased tendencies of the group, he stands apart and tends
to be objective in his outlook with a peculiar composition of nearness
and remoteness, concern and indifference.

Modern civilization is intensively facing the problem of the mar-

ginal man - with its double - phased phenomena. Marginal men of today
are so many that the so - called «beyond -conscience thinking»
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phenomenon begins to prevail. Instead of the Prophets and the con-
scientious reformers of ancient times, we find today Hegelians,
Romanticists, Pragmatists, students of the sociology of knowledge,
and the like. With the growth of large urban centers it is quite possible
that in the future the marginal personality will become the ordi-
nary rather than tne exceptional type of personality.

Mannheim points out that every thinker is limited by the pre-
conceptions and motives of his cultural group and social class.
Nevertheless, a sociologist may study the ideologies or culturally
limited views of all classes and nations. By becoming an observer of
other men’'s knowledge and opinions, the sociologist will be in a
position to interpret his group’s ideas in relation to others. As an
interpreter. he rises above a merely partisan point of view.® A man who
is ordinarily educated to view things through the social values of his
group is not able to transcend beyond conscience into a state of
creative objectivity. It should be remembered at this point that the
marginal man cannot only be objective in observing the values of the
various groups; he also develops a sense of understanding or ver-.
stehen, to use Weber's terminology. In this way. he is not merely an
indifferent recorder. but rather a sympathetic observer of the various
phases of social phenomena.

The rise of sociology indicates the prevelance ot the marginal
man’s attitudinal --complex in modern thinking. The marginal man of

ancient times could not dare reveal his objective attitude to the
masses, lest he be condemned as a traitor or an infidel. The
majority of the people were value- ridden and biased against the
values of the out-groups. It seems, therefore, that the objective
view of social life is a new phwnomenon which has developed with
the rise of the marginal man in the industrial civilization of today.
It is interesting to note that most of the founders of modern
sociology and other related disciplines were, in one sense or
another, marginal men. In Europe, many of them were Jews. 10
It may suffice to mention the names of Gumplowicz, Marx, Sim-
mel, Bergson, Durkheim, Oppenheimer, Freud, and Mannheim. It
is also interesting that accomplishments in sociology in the United
States are superior, in many ways, to those -of any other country
in the world. This may be attributed, to a great extent, to the
variety of cultural backgrounds of the peoples inhabiting this new
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country, or, in other words, to the marginal personality prevalent
in this complex society.

According to Park , the vast expansion of modern civilization
during the last four centuries «has brought about changes more devas-
tating than in any earlier period in the world history.» This expansion
has brought also «an interpenetration of peoples and a fusion of cul-
tures.» As a result of this culture contact. the personality type of the
marginal man has been produced, «a type which if not wholly new is at
‘any rate peculiarly characteristic of the modern world.»11 .

We should keep in mind that it is still in the family and under the
influence of the tribe, the sect, or the local community that man
acquires those habits, sentiments, attitudes, and other personality
traits that characterize him as human.iz But, modern man is often
obliged to come out, in one way or another. from his «sacred» shell in
order to face a complicated world of an intertribal, interracial. and
international nature. This may explain the reason why the distinction
and the comparison between the «sacred» and the «secular» society
constitutes one of the most frequent subjects in modern sociology.
Some of the prominent sociologists of modern times have been con-
cerned, in one form or another, with a typological study of these two or
equivalent types of society. Thus, we find: Gemeinschaft and
Gesellschaft (Tonnies), mechanical and organic solidarity (Durkheim),
sacred and secular society (Becker), localism and cosmopolitanism
(Zimmerman), sacred and secular society (Becker), localism and cos-
mopolitanism (Zimmerman), status and contract relationship (Maine}),
primary (as vs. secondary) group (Cooley). stationary and changing
society (Ogburn), unibonded and multibonded society (Sorokin), trad--
itional and rational society (Weber), and folk and urban society (Red
field) 13 The major features or characteristics of these typologies are
similar to Ibn Khaldun’s badawa (nomadism) and hadhara (civil-
ization). 14 It appears that the science of society itself would be almost

impossible if there was no «secular» society that could be con-
trasted with the «sacred» society. As we have already stated, a
man who has not been familiar with societies other than his own
primary group is seldom able to be objective or scientific in his
social observation. He needs to be somewhat socially- unbound in
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order to understand fully his own society as well as others. He
needs to be a marginal man.

It is of significance that Comte who is popularly considered the
«tather» of modern sociology has built his whole social theory on the
thesis of the three states in the development of human intellect. By
carefully examining his theory, we may find in it a strong allusion to the

typology of «sacred» and «secular» societies. In speaking of
Comte. House states:

... He made the generalization that «from the nature of the
humanintellect, each branch of knowledge inits development has
to pass through three different theoretical states: the theological,
or fictitious, state; the metaphysical, or abstract, state; and ....
the scientific, or positive.» The first two of these states. however,
he regarded as closely similar to each other; the real advance is
made when the positive state is reached. The theological state is
that in which all questions of causation are answered in terms of
the activitiy of supernaturalibeings; the metaphysical state is
that in which abstract forces or entities are conceived as the
causes of phenomena; while in the positive state a branch of
knowledge abandons the search for absolute causes and seeks
simply to establish laws of coexistence and sequence. As the
advance to the positive state is made, imagination is sys-
tematically subordinated to observation. In short, by «positive ,»
as the term is applied to a science or branch of knowledge, Comte
meant much the same thing that we usually express by the term
«scientific».1s .

Comte’s «positive» stage in the development of human intellect is
greatly reminiscent of the «secular» society, while the «theological»
stageT «in which all questions of causation are answered in terms of the
activitiy of supernatural beings,» parallels the «sacred» society.

When we come to Spencer, the « godfather » of sociology, we find
in his writings a similar strong . allusion to the typology of «sacred»
and «secular» societies. «He regarded the development and equilib-
rium of the social order as a specific manifestation of a generic ten-
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dency or process which operates throughout the universe In First
Principles, he sums up the theory in a single definition,» which
appears, with minor variations, throughout his later writings: «Evolu-
tion is an integration of matter and concomitant dissipation of motion
during which the matter passes from an indefinite, incoherent
homogeneity to a definite. coherent heterogeneity; and during which
the retained motion undergoes a parallel transformation.»16 As a
matter of fact, the «incoherent homogeneity» of society here is very
similar to the mechanical solidarity in Durkheims theory whereas the
«coherent heterogeneity» is similar to Durkheim’s organic solidarity.
It can be said also that Spencer’s distinction between «militant»

and «industrial» societies has some relevance to the same
dichotomy.

Turning back to Ibn Khaldun. we find him a marginal man in a
peculiar way. His fate had destined him to live along the border - line
between the «sacred» and the «secular» society, or according to his
own terminology, between nomadism and town civilization. In so far as
the cultural conflict in general is concerned Ibn Khaldun was not
particularly different from any other marginal man. but he experienced
a sort of social situation which is seldom available to the Western
thinkers of the twentieth century. We may be able, therefore. to find in
Ibn Khaldun's writings a particular perspective which can hardly be
found in the writings of any other social thinker of ancient or modern
times 17

As an example of the «sacred» society, Ibn Khaldun réfers to the
nomadic tribe. Here lies a point of tremendous sociological sig-
nificance. The nomadic tribe is, undeniably, similar to any other
«sacred» society in several aspects of social life; but it has, neverthe-
less, a peculiar characteristic which is worthy of investigation: the
constant movement from one place to another without losing its social
integration or weakening its moral values. The lack of social dis-
organization may be attributed to the fact that the group moves as a
whole, as a unit, carrying with it its cultural traits and its strong social
solidarity. Their natural as well as their social environment does not
change much from one place to another. The nomads are well adapted
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to this process. The simplicity of the bedouin’s life is to be noted in all
its aspects - food, drink. clothing, and personal possessions 18 They
are content, as Ibn Khaldun points out. with the barest necessities of
life. 19 They are accustomed to care very little for material goods. They
do not use anything that handicaps them from quick departure or
efficient movement. To compensate for this sort of scantness in mat-
erial satisfactions, the nomads can be said to have developed a strong
tendency toward non - material satisfaction, e. g. fame . status, and
praise. The extreme desire for fame among the nomads may be con-
sidered as a factor in strengthening the nomadic tribe. The nomadic
person is always inclined to follow the social values of his group and to
become a respected member.

Looking through the perspective of Ibn Khaldun we may be able
to notice an interesting polarization between the nomadic craving for
non-material satisfaction, on the one hand, and the civilized yearning
for material enjoyment. on the other hand. or to use Ibn Khaldun’s
terminology between the intensity of the asabiyya in nomadism and the
lack of it in civilization. Here lies a highly interesting point: this
polarization often becomes a cause for a peculiar social phenomenon.
Despite their desire for non --material satisfaction, the nomads do not
usually refrain from enjoying certain material aspects of life when they
conquer a civilized nation or come into close contact with it; but
material satisfaction causes damage to the social values and to
asabiyya itself. At first the nomad sees no harm in enjoying a little of the
luxury of civilization; he may not be able to forsee the ultimate
consequences in the distant future. Eventually, his present whim will
develop, as Ibn Khaldun points out, into a permanent habit; and so ,
asabiyya will be replaced by moral laxity and personal disorganization. -

It should be stated here that Ibn Khaldun emphasized the fact that
the strong asabiyya of the nomads leads them willy-nilly to conquer the
‘towns that border their desert. Because the town dwellers lack
1asabiyya and firm morality, they easily yield to the conquest and
provide their conquerors with luxurious commodities. Consequently,
ithe conquerors enjoy consuming these products without realizing the
‘detrimental consequences. Thus, they decline gradually, giving




ground to a new wave of nomads who come up with a strong asabiyya
which leads them to follow the pattern of their predecessors.

This is indeed an excellent example of a dialectical process. Ibn
Khaldun was fortunate to observe it in an actual and tangible form. As
a matter of fact, many thinkers, in ancient and modern times, have
discovered some sort of dialectical process in human phenomena,
but they have not been able toobserveitin their life time as [bn Khaldun
did. In ancient times. they derived the notion of dialectic not from the
actual happenings of the social phenomena but rather from the cyclic
nature of certain phenomena such as the continuous succession of day
and night. summer and winter. and sowing and reaping seasons.
Through this native observation. they tried to construct a dialectic
theory or what has been called a «millennial hope.» They seem to have
constructed a scheme for a future hope in order to counter - balance the
disappointment of their present hope. In modern times, the
dialectic theory can be said to have been misused or lost between
the extreme idealism of the Hegelians and the extreme mat-
erialism of the Marxists. The fate of the dialectic theory today
can be likened to that of the shaikh’s beard which was, according
to an Arabic proverb, destroyed by his two wives, the old and
the young because each picked off the hair that did not suit her
age.

We believe therefore that modern social scientistsshould look
back to the fourteenth - century Arab sociologist. Ibn Khaldun. in
order to see dialectic theory in a much carlicr setting. undistorted
by any idealistic or materialistic preoccupation. In light of Ibn Khal-
dun’s theory. one may be able to see that dialectic theory is not 4
universal law as its exponents are inclined to suggest. It does not
cxplain all the phenomena of change. Social change cannot be
explained in one single formula. The dialectical form can be said
therefore to be one of these various explanations of social change.
Studying Ibn Khaldun's thcory. we notice that the dialectical process
requires certain conditions:

(1) There should be a sort of polarization in the value systems of the
two cultures (badawa and hadhara) between which the dialectical
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interaction takes place. Each culture should possess certain charac-
teristics that the other normally lacks. Thus, a cyclical movement may
arise as a result of the desire of each culture to seek in the other what it
lacks in itself.

(2) There should also be a polarization within each culture, bet-
ween what it possesses and what it lacks. That is to say, what it
possesses cannot exist side by side with what it lacks. In badawa, for
instance, man cannot possess a strong asabiyya and at the same lead
time a luxurious life; he cannot, in other words, enjoy the habit of
nonmaterial satisfaction along with that of a material one. He will
lose one if he obtains the other. Hence, the dialectical process
begins operating as soon as he conquers civilization and adopts
or accepts its luxurious life. 6).

In this way, Ibn Khaldun explains the reasons behind the dialec-
tical process in human history. He considers it a result of a dichotom-
ous polarization between two value systems. It is inevitable, not
because there is a universal idea or «spirit» influencing its movement
from behind the scene . nor because there is a teleological factor or a
prime mover driving the world toward a certain end. It is a local
phenomenon relative to the time and the place in which it arises. Thus,
Ibn Khaldun provides us with an explanation of the social’change in his
culture more convincing than that of many of the modern theories in
this respect.

This theory. in fact. can be of great use in explaining certain
historic events that took place in a social situation similar to that which
Ibn Khaldun has described. Let us take, for example. the well - known
successive waves of nomads 2r who invaded the ancient civilized
Near East during the four milleniums before Christ. It is a
peculiar phenomenon that needs to be carefully explained. Writers
have given several explanations but to little avail. Huntington and his
school have tried to explain it through a geographical factor; thatis. the
Arabian desert had been subject to a prolonged period of desication,
and consequently its population was forced to migrate to. or invade,
the neighboring civilizations. It seems that the desication factor is a
necessary but not sufficient cause for these nomadic waves. It may
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explain the overflowing of the desert population toward the outside
world. but it does not sufficiently cxplain why it overtlowed in waves.
Ibn Khaldun's theory appears here to be of some importance in
explaining a certain phasc of these great historic events.

[bn Khaldun seems to be quite optimistic as regards this cyclical
process of human history. His optimism may be indicated by his
often quoted theory of imitation. According to this theory, the con-
quered people are always fond of imitating the customs, beliefs, dress,
and other characteristics of their conquerors. In his own words:

Man :always; belicves in the perfection of the conquerors to
whom he has submitted. This is either because he has become
accustomed and conditioned to look up to them. or because he
believes in their perfection as a rationaltzation for their victory
over him and his submission to them. convincing himselt that
their victory over him has not been becausc of their military
excellence or asabiyya, but rather because of their good customs
and beliefs; and so he always tries to imitate them in cverything
thcy have ... Even if therc are two neighboring nations. where
onc of them is morc powerful than the other. a great diffusion of
traits will run from the strong to the weak .32

In view of Ibn Khaldun’s conviction that «might» tends to be
associated with «right.» and studying [bn Khaldun through his real
scale of values, we can clearly sce the strong clement of optimism in his
theory. Since the nomads are tar better than the civilized peoples
whom they often conquer. human society is thercfore gradually
improved through the process of imitation.

To emphasize Ibn Khaldun's point, badawa is the birthplace of
perfect men, while hadara is their graveyard. The dialectic process. it
Is true. carries the perfect men from the desert and buries them in
civilization; but this does not indicate at all a backward trend in
human evolution. The process can be likened to the life- cycele of the
individual man. through which he is first born and finally dies. whereas
humanity in general continucs to move forward.

Here .Ibn Khaldun stands in complete opposition to many social
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theorists. His hope seems to lie in the ultimate victory of the nomadic
values over those of civilization.23 of the «sacred» society over the
«secular» one. He believes that moral values originated and are well
maintained only where asabiyya is strong. As soon as man comes
out of his «primary» shell and lives among weak asabiyyas and
heterogeneous peoples. his animal nature begins to grow in strength at
the expense of his human nature. Philosophically minded thinkers may
not agree with Ibn Khaldun on this point. They may consider the
strong ethnocentrism of the «sacred» society as a handicap, rather
than as a facilitating element for the improvement of morality.

To decide whether morality improves or declines as a result of the
shift from the «sacred» to the «secular» society, depends on the way
one looks at it. The moralists. who are oriented toward humanity in
general and who wish to see all the various people of mankind united
under one social or political system. are naturally inclined to see that
morality improves with the shift from the «sacred» to the «secular»
organization of society. Their criterion of good morality is not in the
intensity or the quality of morals but rather in the enlargement of the
circle embraced by the moral feelings. According to this criterion, the
secularization of society is thercfore quite beneficial to morality; it
weakens the ethnocentric . or the tribal :spirit which :tcharacterizes
«sacred» society and tends to make men treat cach other equally
regardless of their pedigree or group attachment.

Ibn Khaldun might see¢ in such moral consideration an element of
the same idcalism which he has bitterly attacked. In his opinion.
morality is not a product of individual will power or armchair specu-
lation; itis a product of social organization. He admits that the circle of
moral feelings in civilization embraces a larger number of people than
does the asabiyya in nomadism; but this should not be taken as a sign of
impwovement in morality. When asabiyya weuakens asaresultof the
social secularization. the vehement attachment  to group  values
weakens too. Herein lies one of the penetrating insights of Ibn Khal-
dun. His theory reflects. of course. the conditions of his society: but
understanding the past is necessary for the understanding of the pre-
sent. In contrast to the idealistic thinkers. Ibn Khaldun provides us. at
this point. with a sociological analysis of great significance. His analy-
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sis. however. cannot be unconditionally applied to modern civil-
ization, but it can be. nevertheless. quite useful for the understanding .
of the background out of which modern society has grown.
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