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Islam in the Balance: Ideational Threats in Arab Politics by
Lawrence Rubin. Stanford, CA, Stanford University Press,
2014. 200 pp. $45.00.

There are vast literatures on international relations theory and on Middle East
politics but surprisingly few works that truly bridge both areas. In this book,
Islam in the Balance, Lawrence Rubin adds to a limited but steadily growing
and vitally important literature on the international relations of the Middle
East. Rubin’s focus is how ideas can threaten states and affect their behavior.
Transnational ideologies, he argues, can be far greater threats to regimes than
changes in alliances or the regional balance of power. Rubin’s work engages
and even bridges international relations theories from neoclassical realism to
constructivism.

The unique contribution of the work is the introduction of the concepts of
“ideational balancing” and the “ideational security dilemma.” The key depar-
ture points are whether an ideological threat is projected and to what extent
another state’s threat perceptions are activated. This leads Rubin to develop a
bit of a realist and constructivist merger: the ideational security dilemma. In
the traditional security dilemma, one state’s attempt to increase its security
tends to undermine that of others. In this ideological version of security
dilemma dynamics, states are threatened by projected ideational challenges
from other states and respond by attempting to shore up their own legitimacy
while undermining the credibility of the challenger. This amounts to ideation-
al balancing, in which a state “aims to mitigate the domestic political threat
from a projected transnational ideology” (p. 87). States therefore feel these
ideational challenges as threats not just internationally but also domestically.
Accordingly, the response requires both internal and external adjustments that
“are composed of two pillars: counterframing and resource mobilization”
(p- 87). Rubin argues that states that are in a particularly vulnerable moment
domestically are also far more susceptible to the dynamics of the ideational
security dilemma.

Rubin examines these concepts through detailed case studies of the poli-
cies of Egypt and Saudi Arabia as these two states responded to the emergence
of Islamist regimes in two other countries, Iran and Sudan. The case
studies draw on six years of field research by the author in the region and
show how Egyptian and Saudi responses shifted over time. “Islamist regimes
became threats when they projected their ideologies directly through state-
ments that included aggressive rhetoric or indirectly through alliances, finan-
cial and military aid, and international institutions” (p. 127), Rubin
writes. Feeling threatened, Egypt and Saudi Arabia engaged in ideational
balancing.
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While Rubin explores these dynamics in detail in his chapters on the
interactions of Egypt, Saudi Arabia, Iran, and Sudan, he also notes how his
framework applies to both past and present politics in the region. One can
see ideational security dilemmas and balancing at work in the Arab Cold
War period, for example, in the struggles between Egyptian president
Gamal Abdel Nasser and his opponents during the 1950s and 1960s. Simi-
larly, in the post-Arab Spring period, Rubin applies his framework to shed
light on the region-wide attempts by regimes to balance against the rise of
the Muslim Brotherhood or to use sectarian symbolism in attempts to
thwart Iranian influence in contemporary conflicts from Syria to Iraq to
Yemen.

Islam in the Balance is an excellent book. It adds to the small but growing
literature on the international relations of the Middle East, introduces impor-
tant new concepts that can be applied well beyond the case studies in the book,
and is a well-written text that will be of great interest to scholars, policymakers,
and the informed general public.
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Understanding Clarence Thomas: The Jurisprudence of Cons-
titutional Restoration by Ralph A. Rossum. Lawrence, University
Press of Kansas, 2014. 296 pp. $34.95.

U.S. Supreme Court justices can be some of the most compelling, although
elusive, figures in American government. One of the most personally and
intellectually compelling justices on the current Supreme Court—arguably,
the most—is Clarence Thomas, the subject of Ralph A. Rossum’s engaging new
book. Justice Thomas has a remarkable and inspiring life story and, in more
than 20 years on the Court, a body of jurisprudence that has helped him
become one of the most original and intellectually serious constitutional
decision makers in American law. Still, Thomas remains a misunderstood,
and often vilified, figure. Rossum, however, deftly navigates Thomas’s back-
ground and writings in a way that—even if not enough to change the minds of
Thomas’s critics—at least should improve public appreciation for Thomas’s
work. Understanding Clarence Thomas is an apt title.

Rossum offers the reader a detailed journey through a judicial labyrinth,
exploring both well-known and obscure Thomas opinions. Rossum does not
review every area of constitutional law on which Thomas has written. But
because his depth is so impressive, it feels as if he does. Rossum’s chief purpose
(at which he succeeds) is to reveal and dissect Thomas’s approach to





