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Abstract: This paper will examine two paradigms concerning the tensions between Islam and modernity: the “Two 
Conflicting Islams” paradigm resorts to dualities such as moderate/ radical , secular/absolutist,  and moderate/ puritan Islam 
in order to account for the tensions between Islamic culture and the ethos of modernity. I will argue that this paradigm 
conceals the complex reality of the Islamic world that allows for a paradoxical coexistence of the opposites within the 
“same” global community.  I will then propose a second paradigm entitled: “One Conflicted Islam” which depicts an 
internally dynamic and discordant world religion.  I will discuss this phenomenon with the use of the term: “Islamic 
Dilemma”, drawing upon the work of Gunar Myrdal in 1944.  I will argue for the relative advantages the second paradigm 
for a realistic assessment of the challenge of Modernity to Islam and vice versa.   
 
Index Terms: Religious Culture, Public Policy, Two Paradigms of Islam, “One Conflicted Islam Pradigm”, “Two 
Conflicting Islams Paradigm” 
 
I. INTRODUCTION 
 

This paper will ignore blanket rejections of 
Islam that portray it as unmitigated evil, and their 
mirror image: the apologetic attempts to declare the 
religion flawless and to attribute all faults to the 
practitioners.  Instead, it will examine two serious and 
realistic attempts to capture the complexities of an 
ever evolving and dynamic global faith.  The first -- 
and the better known one – articulates“two 
conflicting Islams”by suggesting dichotomiessuch as: 
“moderate versus radical” (Ahmad Mousselli, Tariq 
Ramadan),1 “secular versus absolutist” (Akil 
Bilgrami)2, “ elite discourse versus mass practice”3 
(Moaddel and Karabenick) or “moderate versus 
puritan” (Khalid Abou ElFadl).4  Second, -- the one I 
propose -- contends that such dualitieswhile 
didacticallyvaluable, conceal the complex reality of 
the Islamic world that allows for a paradoxical 
coexistence of the opposites within the “same”global 
community.  On each end of the spectrum of this 
“conflicted Islam” we find the wholehearted believers 
withsubtle gradations along the spectrum.  Therefore, 
this paper will examine two paradigms: “The 
Paradigm of Two Conflicting Islams” and “The 
Paradigm of One Conflicted Islam.”  I will argue the 
relative advantages of adding the second paradigm in 
order to arrive at a more realistic assessment of the 
challenge of Modernity to Islam and vice versa.   
The Paradigm of “Two Completing Islams”: 
The above-mentioned scholars distinguish between 
two brands of Islam along Modern/traditional, 
moderate/extreme, secular/absolutist, moderate 
/puritan lines.  While each accomplishes this task 
differently, I find Khalid Abu ElFadl’sattempt in his 
magisterial “The Great Theft: Wrestling Islam From 
the Extremists” as both representative and 
comprehensive in scope.  In what follows I will 
summarize this paradigm through Abu El Fadl’s 
powerful analytical prism.  Abu El Fadl distinguishes 
the extremist Wahhabi Islam from the traditional 

Islam in successive chapters of the second and final 
part of his book.  In each chapter the author 
underlines the salient differences of belief and 
practice in each orientation.  Starting with the chapter 
entitled: “God and the Purpose of Creation” Abou El 
Fadl contrasts the Puritans’ “mathematical conception 
of salvation” (pp. 127-129) in which a calculous of 
positive and negative points amounts to a total value 
which will determines if one goes to hell or heaven.  
This mechanical calculous is rejected by the 
moderates who cast doubt on the “authenticity” of the 
traditions (Hadiths) from which the Islamic puritans 
derive their belief.  The moderates believe that God 
has given people the faculty of “reason” and the 
ability to “differentiate between right and wrong.”  
This will take the believer far beyond a silly 
mechanical numbers game in matters of salvation.  In 
the same vein, although both puritans and moderates 
believe in a “compassionate”, merciful and “just” 
God, the puritans refuse to interpret these terms in the 
way these words are understood in ordinary language 
casts them.   To them Justice is “whatever” God 
decides; the same goes for “compassion” and 
“mercy”.  Therefore, the Puritan’s God emerges as an 
absolute tyrant, impervious to human reason and 
rational notions of justice and fairness.  They 
consider it blasphemous to question decrees and 
deeds attributed to God based on human reason, and 
human conceptions of mercy, compassion, and 
justice.  Accordingly, the puritans deny true agency 
for individuals.  In their view, human history and life 
is “predetermined” by the almighty.  For puritans 
God is “manifest in the law” which explains their 
obsessive zeal to “execute” the divine law “Shairah”.  
The moderates, however, believe that God is too great 
to be embodied in a code of law.  It is obvious that, 
based on the above distinction, that the puritan and 
moderate understandings of “submission” to and 
“obedience” of God are very different.  Puritan’s God 
is distant andbeyond any emotion and human 
accommodation.  Moderates, on the other hand, 
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emphasize God’s nearness, mercy, and compassion.  
Puritans consider faith a matter of outward 
regularities and arrogate to themselves the right to 
enforce what they understand to constitute those 
commandments, and to judge people’s correctness of 
faith accordingly. The moderates, however, consider 
faith as a matter of self-knowledge and introspection. 
They cite both Quranic and traditional sources 
according to which only God knows if a worshiper is 
truly submitting to God.  They emphasize that 
mortals have no right to make such a judgment or 
presume to know what’s in a believer’s heart.  They 
quote verses from the Quran and traditions from the 
prophet according to which not even the Prophet is 
privy to that knowledge.  The implications of this 
difference are immense.  Puritans notoriously believe 
in the legitimacy of “excommunication” or “Takfir” 
of fellow Muslims.  They then feel free, even obliged, 
to execute apostates.  The moderate Islam abhors this 
innovation in faith and condemn it  (Ibid, p. 137).   In 
a consequent chapter entitled: “The Nature of Law 
and Morality”, Abu El Fadl, himself a Muslim jurist, 
underlines the great complexity and extensiveness of 
the moderates’ traditional religious law that amounts 
to thousands of volumes divided among six major and 
dozens of minor(up to 130) schools of jurisprudence 
in Islam.  According to the traditional Islam only 
experts who have mastered the materials and methods 
of jurisprudential reasoning can issue edicts 
concerning the spirit of laws and their application to 
the current affairs.  The puritans, however, have a 
simplistic notion of laws and their complexities.  Abu 
El Fadlargues that according to the puritans about 
90% of the religious law is explicit and free from the 
burden of interpretation and only 10% is a matter of 
complexity and debate.  The moderates, however, 
believe that only 10% is explicit and the other 90% is 
a matter of astute and expert argumentation.  Abou El 
Fadl then attends to the matter of “Approaches to 
History and Modernity.” Puritans do not recognize 
historical precedence. They only believe in an 
uncomplicated and presumably simple and instructive 
golden age of the prophet, his companions, and his 
companions’ companions.  They believe all that is 
worth learning and emulation comes from that period. 
Beyond that ‘golden era’, they believe in a “perpetual 
present” and consider all further elaborations and 
interpretations of the original faith as aberrations, 
innovations, and corruptions of the original message.  
This also explains the puritan (Wahhabi) antipathy to 
historical monuments and landmarks.  The author 
then turns to “Democracy and Human Rights”. 
Puritans believe democracy is a form of “taking 
partners with God” because God alone is supposed to 
be the sovereign not the people. They, therefore, 
consider practices such as elections as dangerous 
aberrations from the right path.  The moderates, 
however, have presented solid and persuasive 
evidence from Islam that support democratic 
practices as the very embodiment of the divine will.  

The last three chapters of the “Great Theft” are 
devoted to: “Interacting with Non-Muslims”, “Jihad, 
Warfare and Terrorism”, and “The Nature and Role 
of Women.”  From what preceded, the reader can 
deduce what side of the argument the puritans would 
choose in each case.  Suffice it to say, two divergent 
and conflicting images of Islam clearly emerge from 
the “The Two Islams Paradigm” of Khaled Abu El 
Fadl and those of his fellow dichotomists.  It is 
noteworthy, that the puritan Islam, despite its 
pretensions of being the original and ancient form of 
the faith is a recent product of the Islamic history and 
is no more than 250 years old while moderate Islam 
has been the predominant form of Islam from the 
outset.   
 
The Paradigm of “One Conflicted Islam”: 
Confronted with such detailed and persuasive 
evidence, what array of arguments can the believers 
in the “one Conflicted Islam Paradigm” adduce?  
Without contradicting a word of what has been 
claimed above, I would like to bracket it as an 
“analytical” version of the reality of the Islamic 
world.  In practice, however, I would argue that we 
are well served to complement this model with the 
reality of the Islam as a living culture and history.  In 
order to do so, I would like to turn to the empirical 
surveys of the Islamic world that, according to two 
global and massive surveys of the opinions in the 
Islamic world the Gallop Survey and the Pew 
Research Center survey, according to which the 
people of the Islamic world at once believe in human 
dignity and internationally recognized rights and 
frequentlytolerate (and occasionally justify) 
retributive justice sanctioned by literal interpretations 
of Sharia law. In other words, the two analytically 
distinct (moderate and extremist) Islams in reality are 
found to be present in the minds and hearts of a 
majority of Muslims.  This is certainly a dilemma, but 
I argue it is not a unique or new one.  Many other 
cultures and religions harbor such divergent beliefs 
and practices.  I would present one of them and 
believe it will suffice to represent all. 

Seventy years ago, the Swedish social 
scientist Gunnar Myrdal published a seminal study 
entitled: “American Dilemma: The Negro Problem 
and Modern Democracy.”5The book dealt with a 
bewilderingblend of high ideals and poor practices.  
Myrdal noticed that two sets of beliefs coincidedin 
the American psyche: democratic and humane ideals 
enshrined in the American Constitutionand tenets of 
Christianity, and racist fear and hatred of “Negroes”.  
Americans, Myrdalastutely observed, were oblivious 
tothis inconsistency in their cultural milieu.  Later,the 
Civil Rights Movement incorporatedMyrdal’s 
insights in its rhetoric of racial justice and equality. 

I believe a comparison between the 
American culturein the early 20th century and the 
Islamic worldin the early 21st century is instructive: a 
“normative dissonance”6 comparable to the 
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“American Dilemma”pervades the Islamic world.  
This is reliably documented by above-mentioned 
surveys. 7A solid majority of Muslims reported that 
they agreed with the retributions specified by Sharia 
law, but a significant majority of Muslims also 
favored democracy over tyranny, detested imposition 
of Islamic rules on non-Muslims, believed in human 
rights; and feared terrorism, in far greater number 
than their Western counterparts.   

Needless to say, the right wing in the 
Western media took advantage of these findings.  In 
an article entitled “Sharia UberAlles”8, Andrew 
Bostom used the findings of the above studies to 
paint a grim portrait of Islamic ethos and waxed 
poetic about Islam’s hostility toward modernity and 
humanity.  However, Bostom and his colleagues 
evidently overlooked the other aspect of the Pew and 
Gallup findings: Muslims’ egalitarian and democratic 
beliefs and aspirations.   

I present this duality of mind under the 
rubric of “Islamic dilemma.”9 I see it as a 
fissurewithin the Muslim consciousnessrather than 
two discretestates of mind among them. 
Although both of the above paradigmsagree that there 
are conflicts between ideas of Islam and further 
conflicts between ideas and practices of Islam, the 
practical implications of each are distinct.  If we 
accept the “One Conflicted Islam” paradigm the lines 
of demarcation between moderate and extremist 
Islam will be more blurred than if we subscribe to the 
“Two Conflicting Islams paradigm” in which a battle 
is joined between the two versions of the religion.   
The reform strategy, too, will be affected.  The “Two 
Islams paradigm” has a clear and straightforward 
strategy of winning converts to its side.  These 
convert will come either from the traditional Islam or 
radicalized extremist Islam.  The “One Islam” 
paradigm, on the other hand, would have reformers 
practicing from within the historical traditional and 
radical versions of Islam, appealing to 
incontrovertible universal ideals of the religion in 
order to challenge practices that contradict those 
values.  This is the argument with which I will 
conclude this paper:  
Conclusions and Practical Implications: 

Reform is not about inventinghumanitarian 
versions of religion; it is about recovering those 
values from the traditional -- even dogmatic --
practices of religion.  We can learn from cases such 
as the apostasy trials of Iran that, once they went 
public, resulted in acquittals, that humanitarian values 
of freedom of conscience, once invoked, drowned out 
calls for the execution of the alleged blasphemers or 
apostates.   

This holistic approach to social change:  
appealing to cultural ideals in order to challenge 
cultural atrocities is akin to Antonio Gramsci’s 
“counter-hegemonic” strugle in which activists dare 
their conflicted culture to practice what it 
preaches.10The aforementioned “Civil Rights 

Movement” in the United States adapted this strategy.  
Martin Luther King Jr. exclusively appealed to the 
twin sources of the American Constitution and the 
Judeo-Christian Bible in his advocacy for racial 
parity and called on Americans to live up to the high 
standards of the constitution and the scripture. This 
approach is known to have reduced cultural and 
political resistance to social change.11 

Thus, far from “concocting” a humanistic 
interpretation of Islam, the Islamic reformers simply 
rediscover humanistic precepts of divine compassion, 
moral universalism, legal universalism, tolerance, and 
respect for human agency in Islam12 and highlight the 
incompatibility of these values with harsh retributive 
justice prescribed by a narrow and literalist 
interpretation of Sharia law.  This is a project well 
under way in academia, but it still remains to be fully 
fleshed out in the public discourse within the Islamic 
world.13 

Reform movement has several strategies 
available to it: reformers can appeal to intricate and 
indigenous interpretations devised by Islamic jurists 
(Moftis,Mujtahids, andGhadis) who have successfully 
mitigated unequal or inhumane treatment of the 
litigants and the accused.  Judith Tucker has 
convincingly argued that contrary to the common 
belief, the traditional juridical interpretations of the 
sacred tradition, even in matters concerning women, 
family and sexuality have been far from uniformly 
severe and punitive.  Brutal community practices 
such as virginity testing, bride bartering, and bride 
abduction have been censured or otherwise modified 
within the context of Islamic jurisprudence, without 
outside influences.14  Unearthing such historical 
evidence in favor of moderation and openness of the 
authoritative texts to interpretation bolsters the reform 
position againstpuritan Islamismthatblatantly 
dismisses historical and juridical 
precedence.15Reform Islam describes puritan Islam as 
“authoritarian” and distinguishes it from the 
historically “authoritative” Islam of the 
jurisconsults.16Khalid Abu El Fadlprovides a lucid 
account of the rise of intolerant authoritarian Islam in 
the 18th century.17Concurrently, Moaddel and 
Krabenickrecountthe legacy of “Islamic Modernism” 
Of Egyptian, Iranian, and Iraqi clerics and 
theologians whosucceeded in introducing democracy 
and constitutionalism to the Islamic world in the late 
19th and early 20thcenturies.18Iran’s Constitutional 
Revolution (1905-1909) led by prominent clergy 
(Khorasan, Behbahani, Tabataba’i) provides concrete 
evidence for the historical efficacy of Islamic 
Modernism.  Islamic reform thus challenges Islamic 
extremism on sound legal, historical, and doctrinal 
grounds.  

*** 
People of conscience, lay and cleric alike,are 

joiningin the struggle to usher in a humane 
interpretation of Islam.  This will be a great 
undertaking and may require a full-fledged intra-
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civilizational confrontation,a momentous“Clash 
within”a conflicted Islamic Civilization.19Thestruggle 
over the soul of Islam is under way; it will bewaged 

with increasing vigor within Islamic civilization, by 
Muslims, and for Muslims.
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