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Abstract

The contemporary struggle between Islamophobia and Islamism is often framed as a
clash between liberal Enlightenment values and totalitarian theocracy, each side
deploying what this paper terms “beautiful propaganda” to mask an underlying
ethical ugliness. Both ideologies function as closed formal systems that mistake their
axioms for the whole of reality. Drawing on Godel’s incompleteness theorems as a
metaphysical analogy, we argue that any totalising political theology is constitutively
incomplete and, when absolutised, becomes a form of hidden idolatry (*shirk
al-khafi*). From a Sufi standpoint, the Divine commandments are not a weaponisable
system but a beautiful, living structure that participates in the Real without
exhausting it. We propose a third position—Godel-aware truth-seeking—that neither
hates the beautiful architecture of revelation nor capitulates to the idolatrous
totalisations of Islamism or Islamophobia. The paper develops this stance as an
internal existential struggle between the seduction of beautiful propaganda and the
pursuit of an ethically beautiful truth that remains perpetually open to the
Unsystematisable.
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1. Introduction

In public discourse, Islamophobia and Islamism are routinely presented as mortal
enemies. One side drapes itself in the flag of secular freedom, women’s rights, and
rational Enlightenment; the other dons the mantle of divine justice, anti-imperial
dignity, and transcendent order. Yet a closer inspection reveals a structural
symmetry: both traffic in what might be called “beautiful propaganda” that masks
profound ethical ugliness. Islamophobia’s beautiful narrative of defending liberal
values conceals racism, collective dehumanisation, and the violent erosion of the very
principles it purports to uphold. Islamism’s beautiful vision of a just and holy society
conceals totalitarian coercion, misogyny, and the brutal suppression of dissent. The
public struggle between them thus becomes a hall of mirrors, each supplying the
other with the very justifications it needs.

This paper argues that the true struggle is not between these two external camps, but
within each human soul caught in their gravitational pull. We propose that both
Islamophobia and Islamism are instances of a more fundamental error: the closure of
a system of meaning, the mistaking of a conceptual structure for the Ultimate.
Drawing an analogy from Godel’s incompleteness theorems, we show that any
ideology that purports to be a complete and self-justifying framework generates
undecidable propositions and, when absolutised, becomes a form of hidden idolatry.



From the perspective of a Godel-aware Sufi truth-seeker, a path opens that neither
hates the beautiful structure of Divine commandments nor succumbs to their
ideological instrumentalisation. The commandments—understood as *shari‘a* in its
root sense, a path to the water of life—are a lattice of love, not a cage. Their beauty is
preserved precisely by acknowledging that the map is not the territory, and that the
living God can never be enclosed by any system.

The paper proceeds as follows. Section 2 deconstructs the binary opposition between
Islamophobia and Islamism, exposing their shared reliance on beautiful propaganda
and ethical ugliness. Section 3 introduces the Godelian analogy and explains how both
ideologies function as closed formal systems that collapse under their own
incompleteness. Section 4 develops a Sufi epistemology of the commandments,
showing how their beauty is sustained by an awareness of the Unsystematisable.
Section 5 recasts the struggle as an internal one between the temptation of
propaganda and the call to truth, and Section 6 concludes with implications for ethical
action beyond the binary.

2. The Binary as Closed System

The contemporary battle between Islamophobia and Islamism can be read as a duel of
aesthetics. Each side projects an image of beauty and the other’s ugliness onto a
global screen. The Islamophobe claims to be the guardian of reason, women'’s
liberation, gay rights, and free speech against a medieval menace. The Islamist claims
to be the restorer of a lost dignity, a divine order that liberates the oppressed from
Western cultural imperialism and soulless materialism. Both are forms of beautiful
propaganda: coherent narratives that stir the passions, offer moral clarity, and justify
action.

Yet the ethical ugliness each conceals is undeniable. Islamophobic policies lead to
surveillance, discrimination, bombing campaigns, and pogroms. Islamist regimes
deliver theocracy, corporal punishment, the subjugation of women, and the
persecution of minorities and apostates. The hidden ugliness is not an accidental
by-product; it is the engine that the beautiful propaganda is designed to mask.
Moreover, each side’s ugliness functions as fuel for the other’s propaganda machine:
an Islamist atrocity “proves” the Islamophobic narrative, while an Islamophobic war
or hate crime “proves” the Islamist narrative of a Crusader-Zionist conspiracy. The
binary is thus perfectly interlocked, a mutually sustaining closed system.

Philosophically, such a binary functions as a closed formal system. It accepts certain
axioms (e.g., “the West is inherently Islamophobic and must be resisted by any
means” or “Islam is inherently violent and incompatible with modernity”) and then
deduces all subsequent judgments from them. Within the system, those axioms are
self-evidently true. Dissent is either co-opted or declared heretical/bigoted. The
system promises completeness: an explanation for every event, a moral prescription
for every situation. Yet as we shall see, this very claim to completeness is its undoing.

3. Godelian Awareness and the Incompleteness of
Political Theology

Kurt Godel’s incompleteness theorems demonstrate that any consistent formal system
rich enough to contain arithmetic is necessarily incomplete; there exist true
statements that cannot be proven within the system, and the system’s consistency
cannot be proven from within. This insight has profound analogical power when
applied to ideological systems. Any totalising political theology—whether secular or
religious—that claims to possess a complete and self-justifying framework for human
life inevitably produces statements it cannot prove, experiences it cannot account for,



and a consistency it cannot establish without appealing to something outside itself.

Islamism, as a political theology, posits that a fully implemented *shari‘a* state will
produce justice, peace, and divine favour. Yet the lived reality often generates
immense suffering, the very opposite of its promises. The system cannot admit this
without losing its claim to infallibility; it must either deny the suffering or attribute it
to insufficient implementation, external enemies, or divine testing. Similarly,
Islamophobia’s liberal-secular system claims to maximise freedom and human
flourishing, but when its own practices—drone strikes, refugee bans, prison
camps—produce ugliness, it must recategorise them as necessary exceptions or as the
fault of the enemy. Both systems are, in effect, formally incomplete: they generate
truths about human harm that they cannot process without shattering.

The Godel-aware subject recognises this structural limitation. She knows that every
ideology is a map, and the territory of the Real always exceeds it. For a Sufi, this
recognition is not merely intellectual; it is spiritual. The ultimate
Real—*al-Haqg*—cannot be captured by any conceptual system, no matter how
sophisticated. To treat a system as identical to God is the very definition of idolatry
(*shirk*). Both Islamism and Islamophobia commit what might be called hidden
idolatry (*shirk al-khafi*): they elevate a finite conceptual structure—the secular
liberal state or the Islamic state—to the status of the Absolute, demanding ultimate
allegiance and sacrificing human beings to their purity.

4. The Beautiful Structure of Commandments: A Sufi
Epistemology

At this juncture, a crucial distinction must be made. The rejection of Islamism does
not entail a rejection of the Divine commandments, nor does a love for the
commandments necessarily align one with Islamist ideology. Sufi tradition has always
distinguished between the living water of revelation and the vessel that carries it. The
*shari‘a*, in its etymological root, means a path to water—a way of orientation that
quenches the soul’s thirst for the Real. The commandments are beautiful not because
they form a total system of social control, but because they are a lattice of love, a
geometry through which the Beloved discloses Himself to the lover.

This beauty is, however, fragile. It is preserved only when the structure is held with
Godelian awareness—when the soul knows that the commandments are not God, that
the system breathes only through the Unsystematisable, the non-conceptual, the
tasted (*dhawqg*). When the structure is grasped as a closed, self-justifying totality, it
becomes ugly. The same external forms—prayer, fasting, legal rulings—can be
luminous openings or dead weight, depending entirely on the inner state of the one
who holds them. The Islamist and the Islamophobe make the same fundamental
mistake: they extract the structure from the Spirit and then either fetishise it or hate
the hollow shell. The Sufi truth-seeker refuses both moves.

From this standpoint, the commandments retain their beauty precisely because they
participate in a truth that is always beyond them. They are signs pointing to the
Unseen, not the Unseen itself. To love them is to love the sign for the sake of the
Signified, and to recognise that no sign is the final destination. This epistemic humility
is the antidote to both the Islamist’s idolatry of the law and the Islamophobe’s hatred
of it.

5. Internalising the Struggle: From Propaganda to
Truth



If both Islamophobia and Islamism are beautiful propaganda masking ethical ugliness,
and if both are closed systems that commit hidden idolatry, then the true struggle is
not between them. It is the struggle *within each soul* between the temptation of
beautiful propaganda and the call to an ethically beautiful truth that cannot be
reduced to propaganda.

Beautiful propaganda is always a substitute for the Real. It offers a complete,
emotionally satisfying narrative that eliminates ambiguity and justifies the self. It is a
shortcut to righteousness that bypasses the painful work of self-examination and
vulnerability before the Infinite. The ethical ugliness it conceals is not only social
(violence, oppression) but also spiritual: the soul’s withdrawal from the living God into
a man-made idol.

The Sufi path reorients this internal struggle. The Sufi does not hate the beautiful
structure of commandments; she loves them as a gift, but she wages war against the
ego’s tendency to turn them into an idol. This war is not fought by dismantling the
structure, but by constantly returning the structure to its Source through *dhikr*
(remembrance), *tafwid* (trustful surrender), and *ubudiyya* (conscious
servanthood). In this state, the ethical ugliness is not in the commandments
themselves but in the possessive, absolutising way the ego holds them. When held
with love and detachment, the same commandment becomes a window to the Infinite.

This reframing has profound practical consequences. In the political sphere, the
Godel-aware Sufi truth-seeker is immunised against both Islamophobic and Islamist
propaganda. She can oppose anti-Muslim bigotry without consecrating Islamism as
the only alternative; she can love the *shari‘a* without demanding it be imposed as a
state system. She sees the partial truths in both camps—the genuine concerns for
justice, the real wounds—but she refuses to mistake the partial for the whole. Her
ethical action becomes a form of witness (*shahada*) that points beyond the binary,
opening spaces where the dignity of the concrete human being, Muslim or not, is
honoured without requiring an ideological subscription.

6. Conclusion

The struggle between Islamophobia and Islamism is usually presented as a contest of
beautiful propaganda against ethical ugliness. This paper has argued that the deeper
struggle is between the idolatrous closure of all such total systems and the open,
incomplete, God-seeking path of the heart. By employing a Godelian analogy, we have
shown that any political theology that claims self-sufficient completeness generates
its own internal contradictions and, when absolutised, becomes a form of hidden
idolatry. From a Sufi perspective, the Divine commandments are a beautiful structure
only when they are held with this awareness of their incompleteness—loved as signs,
not worshipped as the Signified.

The Godel-aware Sufi truth-seeker thus transcends the binary not by choosing a
middle position but by shifting the axis of the struggle entirely. She turns inward,
where the real battle between beautiful propaganda and ethical truth unfolds moment
by moment. In doing so, she reclaims the beauty of the commandments from the
clutches of Islamist totalitarianism and protects that beauty from Islamophobic scorn,
offering a quiet but profound refusal of all idolatries, whether they come in the garb of
secular reason or religious purity.
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