
Editorial

Debating Moderate Islam:
An Introduction

Since the September 11, 2001, attacks on the United States, there have been
several conversations about the different interpretations of Islam, its impact
on Muslim politics, and the relationship between Islam and the West. This
debate gained renewed vigor after the London attacks on July 7 and 21,
2005. Scholars and policymakers agree that a politically angry and intel-
lectually narrow interpretation of Islam – loosely referred to as militant or
radical Islam – is exacerbating the already rampant anti-Americanism in
the Muslim world and encouraging terrorist responses to real and perceived
injustices. Some analysts assert that the United States is completely inno-
cent and thus blame radical Islamists alone for all of the problems in the
world, while others totally ignore the existence of extremism in the Muslim
world and blame the United States for all of the ills of our times. Most peo-
ple are somewhere in between. 

Regardless of where one stands in this debate, there is now a growing
consensus that those on the moderate side in the Muslim world must assert
themselves and join the battle against extremism. Western governments are
being advised to actively welcome the help and cooperation of moderate
Muslims in order to ensure that the war against extremism does not become
– or appear to be – a war against Islam. This policy idea of including mod-
erate Muslims as allies against extremism in the Muslim world has gener-
ated an interesting debate about what moderation really means and who is
a moderate Muslim. 

In this special issue of the American Journal of Islamic Social
Sciences, prominent voices from the policy community, the academic com-
munity, and the American Muslim community come together to debate who
is a moderate Muslim and just what moderation means in a theological as
well as a geopolitical sense. The participants also debate and reflect on the
future of political Islam, the role of Islam in Muslim politics, western poli-



cies in the Muslim world and their ramifications, and, finally, the future of
American-Muslim relations. 

The Structure of the Debate
Given that the debate’s structure is a bit unusual and complex, I feel that
it is important to explain it here. There are two types of participants: the
actual debaters and the commentators. The debaters are Ariel Cohen, John
L. Esposito, Graham E. Fuller, Abid Ullah Jan, and M. A. Muqtedar Khan.
The debaters make two contributions: Each one answers the same five
related questions and then rebuts and responds to the answers provided by
the other four participants. 

Each participant brings a wide range of perspective to this debate.
Cohen is a prominent policy analyst at a prestigious thank tank associated
with a strongly conservative and, occasionally, a neoconservative view-
point. Esposito is a widely respected and quoted authority on Islam and an
important voice in the academy. Fuller is a former intelligence analyst who
brings both sensitivity to the government’s viewpoint as well as an aware-
ness of security and geopolitical issues. Jan, who is associated with the
Islamic movement in Pakistan, is representative of what is known as polit-
ical Islamism. Khan, the convener and editor of this debate, is often
referred to as the voice of moderate Islam. The participants expose the
enormous complexity of the issues at hand and manifest the great diver-
sity of views and interpretations in the ongoing discussion of American-
Islamic relations.

The commentators are Feisal Abdul Raouf, Ali Mazrui, Louay Safi,
Mahmood Mamdani, Hakan Yavuz, and Taha Jabir al-Alwani. These con-
tributors, who enjoy a great deal of freedom, were asked to comment either
on the debate itself or answer the questions, if they felt that the debaters
were missing some vital issues. The perspectives that they bring are wide
and deep, for they look at the issues from jurisprudential, mystical, anthro-
pological, progressive, and political standpoints.

There is a great deal of material in this debate for those who are acad-
emically interested in Islam’s role in global politics. Policymakers will find
many issues clarified, as well as clear directions provided for improving
American-Muslim relations and combating extremism. For students and
teachers, many of the ideas and analyses presented herein will stimulate
debate and understanding. 
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Questions Asked in the Debate
Question 1: Various commentators have frequently invoked the impor-
tance of moderate Muslims and the role that they can play in fighting
extremism in the Muslim world. But it is not clear who is a moderate
Muslim. The recent cancellation of Tariq Ramadan’s visa to the United
States, the raids on several American Muslim organizations, and the near
marginalization of mainstream American Muslims in North America pose
the following question: If moderate Muslims are critical to an American
victory in the war on terror, then why does the American government fre-
quently take steps that undermine moderate Muslims? Perhaps there is a
lack of clarity about who the moderate Muslims are. In your view, who are
these moderate Muslims and what are their beliefs and politics? 

Question 2: The Muslim world is experiencing a period of turmoil. At the
heart of this turmoil is the debate over the role of Islam in Muslim society,
particularly in its political sphere. At one extreme there is secular despotism,
which seeks to dominate Muslim societies, and at the other extreme is the
specter of Islamic totalitarianism. The hope in the middle is the possible role
that moderate Muslims can play in establishing Islamic democracies. Until
now, theorists in the West have visualized secular Turkey as a model for the
Muslim world. Is it possible to imagine that the Turkish Islamists, now under
the leadership of such visionaries such as Prime Minister Erdogan, are the
harbingers of moderate Islam and Islamic democracy?

Question 3: Moderate Muslims are often associated with their advocacy of
ijtihad and the subsequent reform of Muslim practice and interpretation of
Islam through its much wider and systematic revival and application. Do
you think that this faith in the promise of ijtihad is justified? Where is
reform necessary? What do you understand by the term Islamic reform?
Can Muslims develop modern, democratic, and prosperous societies with-
out abandoning the wisdom and blessings of revelation? 

Question 4: What is the future of political Islam? Does the emergence of
such radical groups as al-Qaeda and others undermine the legitimacy of
Islamic movements in the Muslim world, or does it enhance their appeal?
Will we witness a resurgence in the relevance and influence of such groups
as the Jamaat-i Islami and the Ikhwan al-Muslimin, or will they slowly lose
ground and appeal to more moderate movements? Will political Islamic
movements radicalize or democratize?
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Question 5: The growing presence of Islam in the West has clearly reached
strategic proportions. Transatlantic relations are being mediated by the
strength of Muslim minorities in Europe. There is a growing and influen-
tial Muslim community in North America. Some scholars and experts see
Islam in the West as a threat to the West, while others see it as a potential
bridge between the West and the Muslim world. What impact will Islam
have on the West and Islamic-Western relations? Is the future of Islam and
Muslims in the West in danger?

M. A. Muqtedar Khan
Guest Editor
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Errata:

We would like to rectify a mistake made in the last issue. In our “review
essay” section, the author reviewed the following books: Race, Gender and
Culture Conflict: Debating the African Condition (Volume 1) (Trenton, NJ:
Africa World Press, 2004) (not Africanity Redefined: Essays of Ali A.
Mazrui), and Governance and Leadership: Debating the African Condition
(Volume 2) (Trenton, NJ: Africa World Press, 2004), both volumes edited
by Alamin Mazrui and Willy Mutunga. We apologize for this oversight on
our part.




