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I. Introduction
The following essay aims to compare two academic works: Angus Slater’s “Difference, Beauty, and the Divine: Harmony in Religious Plurality” and Asma Afsaruddin’s “The Concept of Harmony in Islamic Thought and Practice.” Both academic pieces explore the notion of harmony as a religious and ethical concept. However, each approach it from a different intellectual position. On one hand, Slater develops a philosophical and theological argument in which harmony manifests through difference, relationality, purpose, vulnerability and desire (Slater, 2020, pp. 47–50). He discusses religious plurality exploring how different faith traditions can related to one another despite the differences, exploring the possibility of meaningful relations amongst such differences. By contrast, Afsaruddin sheds light on harmony within Islamic thought, deriving her discussion from reflections in Qur’anic verses, classical interpretations, and modern debates on moderation, justice, reconciliation and extremism (Afsaruddin, 2022, pp. 155–156).
Both authors reject the idea that harmony means simple sameness or passive coexistence; however, they differ in how they build their arguments, which dimensions of harmony are emphasized, and how they apply the concept in practice. Slater offers a wider theoretical framework for understanding why contrast is crucial to harmony, while Afsaruddin focuses more on how harmony can be cultivated in practice through Islamic ethical practices. This essay will evaluate the main similarities and differences between the two academic pieces, in addition to their respective strengths and limitations.
II. Main Subject, Context, and Method
Slater’s article focuses mainly on harmony in the context of religious plurality. He attempts to understand how harmony is interpreted in a world that encompasses different religious traditions that make different claims about truth, purpose, and the divine. Slater describes an aesthetic experience of harmony, suggesting that it appears in experiences “whether found in our enjoyment of musically, naturally or physically harmonious experiences” and explains that this concerns “the aesthetic quality of harmony” (Slater, 2020, p. 41). Therefore, his starting point begins with an abstract description of the experience of beauty and meaningful relation before extending this framework to the matter of religious plurality. Slater’s wider concern is therefore how different religions can exist together without being reduced to sameness.
Afsaruddin has a different focus in her chapter, in which she examines harmony within Islamic thought and practice. She begins with the Qur’an as the main source for discussing moral and social ideas in Islam, stating that “the point of departure for a discussion of harmony … in the Islamic context is the Qur’an” (Afsaruddin, 2022, p. 155). She explains that in Islam, harmony cannot be captured by one Arabic word. As she states, “There is no single word in the Arabic-Islamic milieu that would capture all these different elements of harmony” (Afsaruddin, 2022, p. 156). Instead, it must be understood through several related ideas of reconciliation, moderation, balance, justice, and peaceful relations.
The two authors also differ in their methods. Slater has a philosophical, theological, and aesthetic approach. He presents ideas from beauty, music, philosophy, ecology, art, and Christian theology to establish his argument. Compared with Afsaruddin’s method, Slater’s approach is broader and more conceptual. As for Afsaruddin, she adopts a more textual and historical approach within an Islamic framework. Through her studies of Qur’anic verses, she explains how they were interpreted by Muslim scholars such as al-Tabari, al-Qurtubi, Ibn Kathir, al-Zamakhshari, al-Razi, and Muhammad ‘Abduh. Hence, her argument is grounded in scripture and Islamic intellectual interpretations.
III. Definitions of Harmony: Similarities and Differences
One major similarity between Slater and Afsaruddin is that both reject the idea that harmony depends on similarity, or that it means uniformity. Slater explicitly expresses that “without difference” harmony cannot exist (Slater, 2020, p. 47). For him, harmony requires difference, since relations are only possible when there are diverse elements to relate to. Slater explains this through a musical example by arguing that “the different sounds produced within a harmonious piece of music rely, for their harmony, on their relationship to the other sounds produced within the same moment” (Slater, 2020, p. 44). By extension, religious harmony cannot exist if all religious diversity is removed. This is reinforced later when Slater states that his argument is “not a call toward homogeneity” or “the obliteration of difference through agreement” (Slater, 2020, p. 55).  This outlook is also supported by other scholars such as Chenyang Li’s discussion of harmony in Confucian thought, in which Li explains that the Confucian concept of harmony is closely linked to the relation between harmony, sameness, and difference (Li, 2006). Showing that harmony is often understood across different traditions as something that goes beyond uniformity and sameness.
Afsaruddin shows that harmony does not mean the exclusion of all differences. Instead, her discussion of Qur’an 3:103 focuses on the reconciliation of hearts and the restoration of unity after conflict. She also adds that Islamic scholars did not view all difference as harmful. In her discussion of al-Qurtubi’s interpretation of Qur’an 3:103, she notes that the verse “does not rule out differences with regard to secondary matters of religion” (Afsaruddin, 2022, p. 159). Afsaruddin clarifies that the prohibited form of difference is the kind that “leads to corruption and sectarianism and disrupts the harmony of the community” (Afsaruddin, 2022, pp. 159–160). Overall, she presents harmony as something that encompasses difference, if it is handled ethically.
However, both authors differ in how they attempt to define harmony and what they emphasise. Slater frames harmony through concepts such as difference, relation, vulnerability, purpose, and desire. He argues that harmony forms when different things relate meaningfully. Continuing with his analysis of religious plurality, he argues that religions are “meaning producing systems” since they showcase the purpose and structure of human life (Slater, 2020, p. 48). Slater gives religious difference particular importance because religions often make claims about truth, salvation, and the divine. Diana Eck’s work on religious pluralism supports this point, arguing that pluralism is not simply the existence of diversity but “the energetic engagement with that diversity” (Eck, 1996). This supports Slater’s argument in showcasing the active relation rather than passive coexistence amongst diverse religious traditions.
Afsaruddin attempts to define harmony from a practical and ethical lens, connecting harmony to reconciliation, justice, moderation, balance, forgiveness, and self-restraint. In her discussion of Qur’an 41:34–35, she shows that harmony requires a morally disciplined behavior. The verse states: “Repel [evil] with what is better, then the one between whom and yourself enmity prevails will become like your friend” (Afsaruddin, 2022, p. 163). She also connects harmony to moderation through her discussion of Qur’an 2:143, where believers are described as a middle community. The verse states, “We have made you [believers] into a middle community” (Afsaruddin, 2022, p. 166). This links harmony with moderation and justice.
The view on religious plurality is examined differently in both texts. For Slater, religious plurality is central to his argument, showing interest in how different religious traditions can coexist amid their diversity. Afsaruddin also discusses diversity and social difference; however, her focus is Islamic ethical life. She discusses how Islamic sources advocate for reconciliation, justice, and moderation for peaceful social relations. 
IV. Practical Application, Strengths, and Limitations
As previously mentioned, Slater’s main strength lies in his argument that harmony depends on difference. This argument is crucial since harmony is often understood as similarity, agreement, or the absence of conflict. Slater challenges this generalized perception by showing that harmony requires contrast and diversity to remain distinct while also being meaningfully related. This approach is useful for thinking about interfaith relations since it calls for embracing religious diversity, preventing religious harmony from being confined to the search for sameness only. 
However, Slater’s limitation is that most of his work in this piece can be quite abstract. This can be seen through his concepts of beauty, desire, relation, vulnerability and purpose. Although these concepts are useful for understanding harmony, they are not always easy to apply to real social or religious conflicts. He explains why difference matters but lacks practical details on how this reflects in religious communities or on how to respond to emerging tensions in practice. This limitation can be seen when Slater describes social harmony as “the performance of deliberate relation” and “a deliberate vulnerability of our certainties” (Slater, 2020, p. 55). Although this is a powerful idea, it remains quite general. 
A further limitation of Slater’s article is that its discussion of religious plurality is largely shaped by Christian theological reflection. This can be drawn from the opening of the paper, which begins with a quotation from Colossians 3:12–14, ending with the claim that love “binds everything together in perfect harmony” (Slater, 2020, p. 41). This framing continues throughout his article, especially when he discusses “the place of the Christian tradition relative to people of other faiths” and refers to questions about “Christian truth” (Slater, 2020, p. 52). Although he includes Qur’anic references, they appear mainly to support a wider argument that is developed through Christian and Western philosophical categories. Slater’s approach does not discredit his argument, but it narrows its scope in representing religious plurality. In comparison, Afsaruddin’s chapter is more tradition-specific, as she makes clear that her discussion is about understanding harmony “in the Islamic context” and begins from “the Qur’an” (Afsaruddin, 2022, p. 155). Slater’s argument, therefore, might have been stronger if he had explored and engaged with other non-Christian traditions on their own terms, rather than developing the argument mainly within a framework shaped by Christian theology.
Afsaruddin’s argument is more concrete, because she links harmony to ethical practices within the specific context of Islamic thought. These discussed ethical practices include forgiveness, reconciliation, moderation, restraint, and justice. Through her chapter, she shows how harmony can be manifested and developed in personal behavior, communal relations, and social life in general. For instance, in her discussion, Afsaruddin shows that moderation applies to “all our daily activities: eating, drinking, wearing clothing, giving charity, and doing good deeds in general” (Afsaruddin, 2022, p. 172). Her approach is practical because it shows how harmony can be lived through everyday life choices and social responsibilities.
Afsaruddin connects harmony to modern social and political topics. Through her discussion of wasatiyya, she shows how the Islamic idea of moderation has become crucial in debates around reform, tolerance, pluralism, and opposition to extremism. She explains that in the twentieth century, “‘Moderation’ acquires a new name—wasatiyya” (Afsaruddin, 2022, p. 173), which becomes linked to reformist movements concerned with democracy, human rights, women, and minorities (Afsaruddin, 2022, p. 174). This shows that, for Afsaruddin, harmony is not only a private moral matter but also a public and political idea. She notes that after September 11, Muslim reform discussions focused on “moderation, coupled with the concepts of tolerance and pluralism” (Afsaruddin, 2022, p. 175). Hence, her argument is relevant to contemporary discussions of religion, politics, and social cohesion. Her argument is also supported by Khaled Abou El Fadl’s work on tolerenace in the Islamic tradition. He argues that Islam strongly advocates for tolerance, which is supported by many resources reinforcing this virtue. Abou El Fadl also adds that violent readings of Islam often come from misinterpretations of the Qur’an’s, and not from the text itself (Abou El Fadl, 2002). This supports Afsaruddin’s argument that moderation, justice, and tolerance can be grounded in Islamic ethical and scriptural traditions. Finally, she reinforces this in her conclusion, in which she argues that “a lack of moderation and balance” leads to “a lack of harmony” in human life (Afsaruddin, 2022, p. 180).
One of the possible limitations of Afsaruddin’s chapter is that it is more tradition-specific than Slater’s. Since her purpose is to explain harmony in Islamic thought and practice, she does not offer a general theory of religious plurality in the same way that Slater does. This on its own is not a weakness, since her focus is harmony in an Islamic context. However, her discussion gives less attention to how different religions relate to one another as separate systems of meaning. Slater is stronger on this point since he addresses “religious difference” directly as a challenge to harmony and argues that “without difference, however conceived, harmony does not and cannot exist” (Slater, 2020, p. 47). On the other hand, Afsaruddin is stronger in showing how harmony can manifest in practice through moderation, justice, reconciliation, and ethical conduct within a specific religious tradition.
Another limitation is Afsaruddin’s use of moderation can raise ambiguity and debates. She presents moderation as linked to tolerance, pluralism, and peaceful coexistence. However, the notion of moderation itself is subjective, as in modern public debate, people might disagree about who decides what is moderate and what is extreme. This does not weaken her argument, but it shows that moderation is not only an ethical concept; it can also become a politically contested term.
When comparing these two sources, they seem to be more complementary than contradictory. Slater is stronger in explaining why difference is vital for harmony, specifically in the context of religious plurality. Afsaruddin is stronger in showing how harmony can be practiced through grounded and tangible ethical behavior. Slater’s argument is presented through a philosophical framework, while Afsaruddin provides a detailed methodology and example through an Islamic-tradition-specific framework. Together, both arguments show that harmony is both a way of understanding differences and a way of co-existing and living ethically with others.

V. Conclusion
In conclusion, both authors, Slater and Afsaruddin, present harmony as an active ethical concept, rather than as simple peace, sameness, or passive coexistence. However, they both develop this idea in different ways. Slater’s approach adopts a philosophical and theological lens to understand harmony within the context of religious plurality. His main contribution and insight are showing that harmony depends on difference, relation, vulnerability, purpose, and desire. On the other hand, Afsaruddin offers a more textually grounded analysis and understanding of harmony within the framework of Islamic thought. Her main contribution shows a wider view of harmony, demonstrating how it is connected to reconciliation, moderation, justice, balance, and the avoidance of extremes.
The two authors therefore complement one another. Slater explains why the existence of difference is significant for harmony, while Afsaruddin shows how harmony can be developed through religious ethics and social practices. Slater’s writing is rich and expansive, but abstract and open to interpretation in several aspects. Afsaruddin’s account adopts a practical and well-grounded interpretation in Islamic sources, but it has less focus on wider interreligious theory. Overall, together these two texts suggest that harmony is not the absence of difference. Rather, harmony is about learning to embrace and live with differences in an ethical and accountable way, especially in religious and social relationships. It does not require people or religious traditions to become the same. Instead, it invites us to acknowledge these differences and find meaning and synergy within these differences.
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