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			Introduction 

			Recep Tayyip Erdoğan, the former mayor of Istanbul, had already become a famous political figure when the voters elected his AK Party as a political newcomer, which was founded barely a year before the 2002 elections. Erdoğan went on to win three successive national elections, increasing his share of the vote each time. An extraordinarily popular prime minister, he set his sights on the presidency and, in 2014, he was elected president of Turkey with a 52 percent share of the vote. 

			Despite his uncontested position as the most influential leader in Turkey since Atatürk, Erdoğan’s leadership style and the rhetorical factors relating to his achievement have not been significantly examined or investigated by scholars. This work aims to address the gap in the literature and serve as a resource for researchers in the field of the rhetorical study of authoritarian political leaders in the Middle East and elsewhere. 

			Erdoğan’s popularity as a leader is almost unparalleled in modern Turkish history. Prior to founding the Justice and Development Party (AK Party) in 2001, he successfully governed Turkey’s premier city, Istanbul, as mayor. Addressing chronic problems such as water shortage, waste management, air pollution and traffic congestion, Erdoğan proved to be a practical and effective administrator, solving the mega-city’s urgent problems, practicing strict fiscal discipline and winning over the majority of Istanbulites in the process. 

			Coming from humble beginnings, Recep Tayyip Erdoğan has gone on to become one of the most influential political leaders in Turkey since Mustafa Kemal Atatürk. Born in Istanbul, he spent some years in Rize, in the Black Sea region of Turkey where his family originates, before returning to the Kasımpaşa neighborhood of Istanbul, aged 13. Kasımpaşa is a lower middle-class neighborhood where macho behaviors such as bullying and rowdiness are esteemed and an unquestioned part of the culture. As a teenager, Erdoğan internalized the sentiments and aspirations of the common people that predominate the popular culture while earning extra money by selling the traditional sesame bread ring of simit and lemonade on the streets.

			Erdoğan received his education from Imam-Hatip schools in the 1960’s. These vocational schools were established as a reaction to the strictly secular education system and aimed to train the clerics and preachers (imams and hatips) for the mosques. It can be argued that during his time at the Imam-Hatip high school, Erdoğan synthesized the “bravado culture” that he had internalized from Kasımpaşa along with his early Islamist ideas.  

			Erdoğan’s Islamist ideas were at severe odds with the official state ideology. Following the collapse of the Ottoman Empire, Mustafa Kemal Atatürk declared in 1923 that the state would be run on the basis of militant secularism and was convinced in the idea of an entirely secular national education policy. All forms of religious education were banned for a quarter of a century, including learning the Qur’an in mosques. Sufi orders, which had a huge influence within the society, were outlawed and the caliphate was abolished in 1924 resulting in a significant psychological impact not only on Turkish Muslims but for the global Muslim community.

			If one wants to trace the roots of the secular nation-state, it is necessary to look back to the time of the foundation of the Turkish Republic. Mustafa Kemal Atatürk founded the republic in 1923 on the ashes of the Ottoman Empire. The once great empire collapsed at the end of the First World War and its lands were threatened by the western powers, which intended to carve them up between themselves and redraw the borders in the process. At the time, Atatürk was a general in the Ottoman Army and, realizing the existential threat to the Turkish homeland of Anatolia, he ignited the war of independence against the western invaders in a struggle that lasted from 1918 to 1922. By regaining the invaded Anatolian territories from the Greek, French and British enemy forces, he emerged as the leader and savior of Turkey and gained a status of near demi-god amongst the masses. 

			Despite the vision of creating a modern Turkish nation based on secular principles, the new Turkish Republic failed to establish a democratic political environment. The multi-party political system could be realized twelve years after Atatürk’s death in 1950 as a result of the Truman Doctrine and Turkey’s membership of the NATO alliance. 

			Turkey’s road to democracy has been (and still is) a rocky one. The extraordinary circumstances of the Cold War and the military tutelage on the political system have meant that, decades later, Turkey has yet to achieve a fully representative democracy. During these years, Turkey experienced four military interventions in 1960, 1971, 1980 and 1997, and several other coup attempts. The motivation for these military coups was to protect the “Republic,” the “Nation,” “secular values,” and the “state ideology”—which was based on the Atatürk Principles. The target of the military interventions ranged from Communists (1980) to Islamists (1997) depending on who was perceived as the enemy of the state at the time. 

			The Emergence of Erdoğan as a Political Leader

			The extreme secularist and modernist policies introduced by Atatürk and the new state elites failed to cultivate a healthy cultural environment for Turkish society and a reaction was inevitable. Recep Tayyip Erdoğan grew up at a time when reactionary attitudes to secularist policies amongst the Turkish public were increasing. The inauguration of Imam-Hatip schools was a direct result of grassroots demands and pressures from society. 

			In the 1970’s Erdoğan met Necmettin Erbakan, the founder of Turkey’s first Islamist party, the National Salvation Party (MSP). In 1976, he became head of the Beyoglu district youth branch from which he was promoted to the head of Istanbul. After the 1980 coup the party changed to the Welfare Party (RP). Erdoğan served the party as mayor of the Istanbul Metropolitan Municipality and it was during this tenure (1994–1998) that he began to rise as an influential figure in Turkish politics.   

			1997 and 1998 were turbulent years for the Islamists in Turkey. Declared unconstitutional and a threat to secularism the Welfare Party was abolished by the Turkish Supreme Court (AYM). Erdoğan became a prominent speaker at demonstrations and was handed a 10-month prison sentence for reciting a famous poem of Ziya Gökalp, a nationalist Turkish poet who compared mosques to barracks, minarets to bayonets, and the faithful to an army, which forced him to resign as mayor. 

			Rather than following Necmettin Erbakan, Erdoğan used the closure of the Welfare Party as an opportunity to ensure his own leadership and, in 2001, founded his own party, “The Justice and Development Party” (AK Party), which won a landslide victory barely a year later in 2002 general elections. 

			Rising to power on anti-corruption, pro-EU and pro-democracy policies, the first ten years of the AK Party rule saw great strides made in these areas and Erdoğan and his government were hailed both at home and internationally as a successful model of the compatibility of Islamism and democracy. However, having consolidated his power and feeling invincible after three landslide election wins and the presidency, Erdoğan has done a U-turn on democratic achievements, completely reversing important progress and undoing hard-fought reforms made in the past decade. 

			Instead of empowering democratic values, human rights and freedoms, Erdoğan presents behaviors in which it can be scientifically proven that he is turning into an authoritarian leader and institutionalizing his own regime in similar ways to dictatorships in the Middle East. Both Turkish and international academia failed to examine Erdoğan’s rhetoric and leadership style and foresee his prospective political tendencies and behaviors.  

			According to the most recent life satisfaction report of the Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD), Turkish people report higher levels of unhappiness than many other world nations. When asked to rate their general satisfaction with life on a scale from zero to 10, Turkish people scored 4.9, one of the lowest scores reported by the OECD.  

			Therefore, despite Erdoğan reneging on his previous election promises with regards to the democratization process and his tendency to willfully polarize society for political gain causing tension and desperation, the motives for a significant portion of Turkish people still accepting his leadership should be analyzed.

			The structure of modern society is inextricably linked with its political and economic evolution. Therefore, the rhetorical factors that contributed to Erdoğan’s achievement are interconnected with the psychological needs of the Turkish nation. To understand what these are, the history of Turkey should be investigated. What are the traumas that triggered the psychological needs of Turkish society that are manipulated by Erdoğan for demagogic and political advantages? How did Erdoğan opportunistically utilize turbulent times as individuals sought a strong, protective figure to recapture a sense of lost security? Is this the notion where dictators find fertile ground?

			Erdoğan’s influence extends beyond the borders to Turkey and impacts the regional and international politics in other Muslims nations. In this book, a selection of my articles on Erdoğan from the past few years, I aim to unravel the motives behind his extraordinary success despite the negative results and the witch-hunt he is pursuing against his perceived opponents. This book will also provide a perspective for future researchers who are interested in investigating other authoritarian national leaders. 

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 1 
TURKEY-US RELATIONS AND 
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THE MIDDLE EAST

		

	
		
			Democracy Promotion in 
the Middle East: a Must or a Mistake?

			Following the UN’s decision to recognize Palestine as a non-member observer state on Nov. 29, 2012, Israel’s decision to build more housing units in the settlements in the West Bank was criticized and condemned by the US.

			What Israel actually did by that decision was to defy the US policy regarding a two-state solution, which the US administration has been proposing for a long time. It is no secret that Israel was dissatisfied and disappointed about Obama’s foreign policies in the Middle East and hence took a strong stance in favor of Republican presidential candidate Mitt Romney during the election.

			Frankly speaking, the disagreement between Israel and the US is not only in regards to Obama’s reluctance to intervene militarily in order to end Iran’s nuclear program. The disagreement between Israel and the US is deeper than that, dating back to the Bush era. The general perception that neo-conservatives act in favor of Israel does not always overlap the political realities. Actually, Israeli strategists in the past have challenged the neo-conservative vision to promote democracy in the Muslim world, and they still do. But the main problem is in fact that the US and Israeli interests in the Middle East differ explicitly.

			While the biggest Middle East challenge for Israel is regional security, for the US it is economic security. Though whether or not the threat is real is debatable, for many Americans the growth of the Chinese economy is still one of the biggest challenges to US economic security. Many believe this is the real reason why America is advancing its relationships and alliances with countries China has historically had disputes with in the region. Though the Obama administration rejects the notion that China is at the center of its strategy, this fact became quite obvious after President Obama’s first visit abroad after his re-election was to South Asia.

			For the US, promoting democracy and liberal values in the Middle East is not only a security issue arising from Sept. 11, but also an economic one. The Muslim world is a huge market for the US export economy, a good reason why empowering the middle class and establishing liberal market economies in the Muslim world is a must for America’s long-term economic strategy. Liberal market economies can only flourish in successful democracies. The US is also aware of the fact that Muslim countries where totalitarian regimes oppress their populations can only result in more terror and violence. Besides that, the US wants to see the Muslim nations on its side against a prospective standoff with China in the near future. This is why China and Russia challenge the American vision and strategy in the Middle East.

			There are two important players in the region challenging the US vision as well: Israel and its quasi-adversary, Iran. For Israel, democratization of the Middle East does not necessarily create more security for itself. On the contrary, democratically elected governments can justify criticism against Israel. For Iran, democratization of the Middle East is a threat to its own ideological and political entity. In addition, democratization of the region may likely create new dynamics and alliances that counteract prospects for its own vision of leadership in the region. While Israeli strategists working in the US tend to impose the idea that Islam itself is a threat to democracy and liberal values in an alarmist tone, Iran tends to impose the idea that democracy is a threat to Islam. The attitudes of Israel and Iran, which are increasing tensions in the Middle East, are a threat not only to the region but also to the vision of the Arab Spring.

			The Obama administration should not see Turkey and the Middle East through the prism of the Cold War and should continue support democracy promotion in the region.  

		

	
		
			Speaking of Islamo-Christian 
Civilization amidst Turmoil of 
Clash of Civilizations1

			The attacks that left twelve cartoonists dead in Paris on Jan. 7, 2015 once more revived the infamous sentiment that Islam itself is the source of all crimes and that the theory of the clash of civilizations articulated by Professor Samuel Huntington—the leading figure of the confrontationist camp in the West—is both accurate and inevitable.

			One of the leading scholars in American academia, who has devoted himself to proving both the inaccuracy and the danger of such a perspective, is Professor Richard Bulliet. Bulliet, in his insightful book, titled The Case for Islamo-Christian Civilization, which came out three years after 9/11, not only subverted the confrontational “clash of civilizations” thesis but also indicated that Islam and Christianity are actually siblings and part of a single civilization.

			In these turbulent times, many believe that moderate and knowledgeable voices such as that of Professor Bulliet are sorely needed.

			Professor Bulliet said he is very optimistic about the future.

			“We have to think of us being together rather than assuming that we are in a clash,” he said. Last week, I sat down with Professor Bulliet and talked about his fascinating book, the future of Islam and the recent developments surrounding it.

			The phrase “Islamo-Christian civilization” first appeared in your book in the aftermath of the 9/11 terrorist attacks. It follows the pattern of “Judeo-Christian civilization,” a phrase that came into use after World War II. Can you tell us about the purpose of your book and this title?

			Until 9/11—although I had been studying Islam in the Middle East ever since 1959—I never was really a part of that world. And I was very conscious of the fact that I was studying something that was not my culture. After 9/11, America became part of that world because we were now directly involved. We became stakeholders. Unfortunately, this occurred because of a terrorist attack.

			So, the question that stimulated me to write this book was, “Do we have to share this world with Islam only as enemies?” Unfortunately, The Clash of Civilizations by Samuel Huntington became increasingly popular after 9/11 because many Americans thought that we have to be the enemies of the Muslim world. I really felt very deeply that this was a terrible mistake and that we are all part of one world.

			Some of us are Muslims, some of us are Christians, and some of us are Jews or Buddhists or whatever. But we should not look upon this as an adversarial relationship. So, I thought of the phrase “Judeo-Christian civilization.” Virtually everyone who goes to school in America grows up saying, “Oh, we have Judeo-Christian values, we belong to a Judeo-Christian civilization,” and yet, before World War II that phrase was not used. It was popularized after World War II as a way of affirming, in a symbolic way, that Christians would no longer kill Jews. Instead they would be with them. And I felt that it was important to say, in a symbolic way, that Americans were not going to kill Muslims, and that they were going to be with them.

			Though there was a history of many hundreds of years in which there had been wars between Muslims and Christians, nevertheless, there were many more centuries in which there was peace or in which one dominated the other. There was great variation over 14 centuries. But for now, I thought the important thing is to live together and that was the inspiration of the book and the reason, of course, why I chose the phrase Islamo-Christian civilization for the title.

			I naively imagined that I would simply go to Google every day and write in the phrase and see it gradually catch on throughout the world. Well, it didn’t happen that way. “Clash of Civilizations” still beats out “Islamo-Christian civilization” by a wide margin. But it still is the right idea. And I think it is still important for those of us who are in the education business, as I am, and for everybody else as well, to think in terms of being together regardless of our religious background rather than fall into the kind of hate speech mentality that seems to have a very strong audience in this country.

			How were the reactions to your book? Did you encounter any resistance from either side, Christian or Muslim?

			The reactions were interesting. The book was not reviewed very much in this country. There is no review in The New York Times or in The Washington Post even though one of my students was the review editor for The Washington Post. But it was translated into Arabic, Persian, Turkish, Greek, Italian and French. And the readers of those translations understood it to be an American response to the phrase “clash of civilizations.” So, I had, in many ways, more of an impact outside of the United States than inside.

			Can you tell us what Christianity and Islam have in common?

			The reason that I left Judaism out of the phrase is because even though both Islam and Christianity are religions that come from the same tradition—which is a Jewish tradition if you go back scripturally—they are both religions which see themselves as being open to everyone in the entire world, whereas Judaism does not today welcome converts, even though there was a period in Jewish history when they did. So, there is this idea that you have 1.6 billion Muslims in the world and close to 2 billion Christians, and if you follow the structure of these two religions, you find that they have remarkable similarities.

			They have educational traditions that are similar, they have legal traditions that are similar, and they have the notion of a learned body of scholars who specialize in the faith. There are differences in the way they articulate these things but essentially they are very, very similar religions.

			It is often said by those people who dislike Islam that “Islam is violent, it is intolerant.” Well, in some cases that is true, but Christianity is violent and intolerant as well. I mean, you might observe that, in the Middle East, where Islam becomes the dominant religion politically by the year 700, you still have non-Muslims living in the area. Whereas Christianity becomes the dominant religion in Europe around the year 400 and all of the pagans disappear because the Christians really did not want to have any non-believers around. So, you could actually make an argument that Christianity has a more violent past than Islam. But I don’t want to dwell on that argument because every religious tradition goes through changes over time.

			Between 1500 and 1800 the Middle East was one of the most peaceful parts of the world. The Ottoman Empire, of course, was ruling, and the Ottoman Empire fought wars on its frontiers, but internally this was a very peaceful part of the world at a time when Europe, which is about the same size as the Middle East, was fighting wars almost every single year.

			The history of warfare pitting Christians against other Christians in Europe is vastly more intense, over the last five centuries than the history of warfare of Muslims against other Muslims. Indeed, when you look at, for example, the military dictatorships in the Arab world over the last 75 years, you find that with the exception of Saddam Hussein, they never go to war against other Muslims. They just like the weapons, they like having officers, they like having everyone respect the military, but they really are the most non-warlike warriors in modern times because they dominate without going to war. So, I think there has been a misconception of the role of violence.

			Can you tell us about what Islam is according to your understanding? There are a lot of different interpretations of Islam, but it is often said that it is incompatible with democracy. Do you agree with that?

			The Holy Qur’an says, “Obey God and His Messenger and those who are put in command over you,” which is a passive construction in Arabic. It doesn’t say who puts them in command. So, when the Prophet died on June 8, 632, there was no agreed-upon idea of what would happen next. The history of Islam as a community begins that afternoon—he died around noon.

			Suddenly you had a community that had been gifted for a decade with the presence of someone who was communicating with God, then not only was he gone but no one would ever take his place, because everyone had learned that Muhammad was the last of the Messengers of God. So, the burden of what happened next did not fall on a designated successor.

			The Qur’an gave examples of earlier Messengers. The earlier Messengers did not choose their successors. In each case it was up to the community to decide what they would do with the Revelations that God had given them. It was understood that all of the Revelations from all of the Messengers were the same Revelation, that God’s Holy Word was always the same. So, the question was: Would the community accept that word? And if they accepted it, would they be faithful to it? Would they be trustworthy stewards of that word, or would they allow it to be distorted in the way that Muslims believe that Christians and Jews distorted God’s message?

			When you come down to what happened on that day, during the next 24 hours, choices were made. Choices were made in ways that were informal, that were ad hoc. You ended up with Muhammad’s friend Abu Bakr becoming the first head of the community after the Prophet, the Amir al-Mu’minin, the Commander of the Faithful, later taking the title of caliph. But, in those first decades, there was an understanding that there should be a consensus about who should lead. Not a vote.

			One thing I discovered many years ago was that some of my Muslim students who came from the Middle East said that the worst experience they had in America was sitting through an American election. They remarked that here, you have two people running for office. One says, “I’m the best person to be governor of New Jersey,” and the other says “No, I’m the best person to be governor of New Jersey.” My student friends would say: “Why would anybody vote for either one of those people? Who wants a braggart to be the governor? Shouldn’t it be someone who doesn’t spend all of his time giving speeches and talking about how wonderful he is?”

			So, there was a hadith that circulated in the Muslim political circles for many centuries. The story is that there was a campaign being planned by the Prophet, and Abdur-Rahman, a follower, said, “Oh Messenger of God, make me the leader of the campaign.” Muhammad replied, “Oh Abdur-Rahman! Do not seek command. For if you are given it because you asked, you will bear the full responsibility. But if you are given it without asking, God will assist you in it.”

			I think one of the attractive aspects of Islamic politics is that presenting yourself as a savior, as the great man is distasteful. This doesn’t mean that there aren’t people who do it. I can think of certain Muslims who believe they are the great man right now and spend a great deal of time telling everybody in the world how great they are and building a home appropriate to that greatness. But the fact of the matter is that there is a current of modesty in Islamic politics that I rather appreciate.

			Now, sometimes it has to do with someone who is the head of a terrorist group. At other times, it has to do with someone who wants to contribute to the society in a peaceful way and build a society and build schools and services and be a man who is modest about it and doesn’t present himself as a great savior. So, when people say, “Is democracy compatible with Islam?” I question what they mean by democracy. If it is a question of whether people should play a role in choosing their leaders, I would say of course they should. And you find that readily in Islam, in specific instances historically and in specific texts and traditions. But in terms of exactly how that role is played, then you have disagreement.

			But disagreement over what constitutes democracy is also present in our society. I don’t think we live in a perfect democracy here in the United States, I don’t know of any perfect democracy in the Muslim world. But I think that it is always better to have people choosing their leaders than to have someone waving a sword and proclaiming, “I am the caliph.” That’s bad and that is, I think, a problem because you still have people doing that. But then, we also have people in Western society who in a similar way have declared themselves to be absolute leaders.

			Does Islam have any political theory? Where does the caliphate stand in that theory, if there is one?

			In Islamic political theory, as it was worked out over a period of centuries, there is a consensus that the worst thing you can have is anarchy. You must have government. In that respect, classic Islamic political theory is exactly the same as the political theory of Thomas Hobbes, who says that if you don’t have government, you will have chaos. But if you have a government, the difficulty is that the government tends by its basic instinct to try to become more and more powerful; the word to describe this is tyranny.

			Hobbes called the tyrannical state a Leviathan. So, what you have in Muslim political theory is a balance. You don’t want anarchy, but you don’t want tyranny. The question is, how do you prevent the government from becoming tyrannical? In Western theory, for many hundreds of years, there was the idea that it was the Church that prevents tyranny. And you had really heroic people in the Christian Church who stood up against tyranny. The problem is that after the Protestant Reformation, every country in Europe became either Protestant or Catholic. They kept their boundaries separate and so the effectiveness of Christian law, the law of the Catholic Church, was drastically limited after that.

			In Islam, where you did not have a division of the Muslim community comparable to what took place in the Protestant Reformation, Islamic law remained viable. So, in Muslim political theory, what prevents the state from becoming tyrannical is Islamic law. The reason that the barrier to tyranny existed was because the law was not created by the state. The law was based upon sacred sources, primarily the Qur’an and Hadith, and the law was interpreted by the “fuqaha”—people who had a strongly independent position vis-à-vis the government. So, in Islam there was a class of scholars who were in a position to go to the ruler and say that he was misbehaving.

			Did this prevent the rulers from misbehaving? No, it did not. You still had murderous and tyrannical rulers, but the notion that you could use religion as a way to put pressure on a tyrannical government to moderate the tyranny was really built into the system. What happened over time was that in the course of the 19th century, particularly in the Ottoman Empire in Turkey, you had a modernization of the state, a Westernization of the state that had as one of its objectives to push Islam away from the center of power. The law was secularized, the educational system was secularized, the madrasas were closed and eventually the tekkes [Sufi lodges] were closed. Culminating in the early years of the Turkish Republic, religion was pushed to the margins in the Turkish polity.

			Westerners thought that it was a wonderful thing, but in fact, it created a kind of Leviathan. It was a kind of tyranny, though a gentle tyranny in many respects. After World War II, that kind of tyranny spread throughout the Arab world. In country after country, the generals took over to create states that existed of, by and for the officer corps. Like Turkey, they said they were secular states and they pushed Islam to the side. What Islamic political theory predicts is that when tyranny grows, the people will begin to lean towards Islam because they always think of the faith as the protection against tyranny. So, what should have happened in the 1950s is you should have had the growth of an indigenous tendency within the Muslim world—within states that were basically living under versions of dictatorial rule—you should have had a push in the direction of looking to the faith for ways to resist the extremism of the state. In fact, that is what happened. That is where Islamic politics comes from.

			Islamic politics is not a response to Western imperialism, primarily. It is not some sort of backward-looking fanaticism. At its best it is an effort to make the faith an instrument for correcting abuses of power. So I think there is a Muslim political theory. I think we have seen it at work in the last 50 years. It had successes and failures. But I think over time, whether it is a success or a failure now, that won’t mean anything ten years from now, twenty years from now. The faith has been around for fourteen centuries and I do not think that the basic sort of moral outlook that the faith gives to believers is going to change. I believe in a peaceful form of Islamic politics that relies on elections, that has parties that are elected to office, and if they fail to govern well, are voted out of office. I see absolutely no reason why that could not occur, but it hasn’t worked really well yet.

			It was interesting that in 1991, when the Algerian army suspended elections because they thought Muslim parties would win, the slogan that went around—and I heard it even from intellectuals on my own campus—was “one man, one vote, one time.” In other words, if you elected a Muslim to the presidency, he would immediately take over, turn into a dictator, and that would be the end of democracy. I asked a colleague in my faculty: “Is there any example of that ever occurring, where a Muslim was elected president and then that was the last election ever held because he became a dictator?” He replied that he couldn’t think of any example. I said, “Can you think of any example where a general or the head of a popular political party or a socialist was elected president and they suspended elections?” He said, “Yes, I can think about a lot of those.” “Then why is it that the slogan ‘one man, one vote, one time’ becomes popular only when a Muslim is running?”

			Historically, the people who really turn into dictators are generals and socialists and party heads, but what is underlying the phrase used for Algeria was the fact that distrust or fear of Islam is so deeply built into the American psyche that we have to struggle against it, and it is a continuing struggle. It will always be there. But this goes back to the question of why I coined the term “Islamo-Christian civilization.” We have to think of ourselves as being together rather than assuming that we are in a clash and we have to manage that relationship.

			How about the terrorism we see now and those who claim to be doing it in the name of Islam? Many started to claim that Islam promotes violence. How would you argue with that?

			We often call the terrorists jihadists. I don’t really think that is the right word. In the Qur’an, there are certain offenses for which capital punishment is permitted, one of them is “fasad fi al-ard”—that is “corruption in the earth.” There are variations in how “corruption in the earth” is defined. There are several different places in the Qur’an where it appears. It is a flexible term, but one of the common definitions is that “corruption in the earth” includes deeds that act to destroy the Muslim community.

			Now, I think that people who kill in the name of Islam are not participating in jihad. Rather, they are participating in “fasad.” I think they are seriously wounding their own faith community by leading people to believe that the Prophet Muhammad was a murderer and leading people to believe that Muslims categorically are murderers and terrorists. I think jihadist is too kind a word. I think these are “Mufasidun” [corrupted people]. These are people who are acting against Islam, while claiming to be acting in the name of Islam.

			When we call them jihadist, mujahidun, we are talking about this doctrine of jihad, Holy War, but is this really a war? When you go into an office and shoot everybody? I don’t think so—I don’t think that is what a mujahid does. There used to be a lot of rules about jihad in the Shariah. For example, there was a question as to whether an individual could carry out jihad, or whether they would have to have a government declare it. When Osama bin Laden called for people to go to Afghanistan and train for jihad, he said that there was a caliph in Afghanistan and he named him: Mullah Mohammed Omar. Mohammed Omar is still alive and Bin Laden called him a caliph. So, what is this guy doing in Iraq? Now we have two caliphs, and that two is too many.

			There is a question as to whether you, as an individual, can participate in jihad. I know there are theological disagreements about that, but underlying them there is a notion that jihad—in the sense of the term referring to Holy War—means defending Islam. But the way it is being carried out today, I think it is killing Islam. The terrorists are not mujahidin but mufasidin.

			How do you see the future? Is it more likely to have an Islamo-Christian civilization or a clash of civilizations?

			I think that in the United States, Muslims are going to find that they fit into the country in the way that all other immigrant groups have fit in. There have been many people who have converted to Islam in this country. The thing is: What Americans have thought about Islam—when they have thought about it, which was very seldom up until recent years—inevitably changes and evolves. I think the undeniable fact is that Muslims in this country are part of the country. Though the phrase “Clash of Civilizations” continues to appeal to many people, the reality is that we do have an Islamo-Christian civilization in this country. What they have in France… God knows what they have in France. But here, I’m very optimistic about the future.

			

			
				
					1	First appeared in Today’s Zaman on Jan. 31, 2015
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