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owens:  When Americans use the 
phrase “political Islam,” what do you 
think they mean?

dipasquale:  I think the use of that 
term and similar terms reveals more 
about us than about Islam. That is to 
say, we tend to view religion in a very 
circumscribed way in the West, and to 
speak of “political” Islam or to modify the 
religion in this way is, on the surface, just 
interesting. I wanted to dig a little deeper 
in regards to knowing the fundamen-
tal bases of our prejudices. The same 
occurred to me with regard to the term 
“Islamism,” because I started to notice 
the increased frequency of the use of this 
term.

owens:  When you say that it says more 
about us than it does about Islam, who 
do you mean by “us”? And what are “we” 
trying to say about Islam when the term 
“political Islam” or “Islamist” is used? 
What’s the thing that it’s refracting back 
to us?

dipasquale: I think we intend to 
suggest that religion should be a private 
affair and that one’s religious belief 
should no

beings on the planet agree with that. 

Ultimately, I think much of my schol-
arly work revolves around this: We have 
to confront the rational foundation of 
our own political life and therefore our 
values. If we can’t, then what does that 
say about the health of liberalism? Has it 
degenerated into another kind of faith? 
That wasn’t the intention at the outset. 
Spinoza’s theological-political treatise and 
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political impact, but isn’t an ideology in 
the same way. The direction that leads 
me in is to say that this is about religious 
bigotry, not about private versus public. 
But how does this look from your per-
spective in Islamic Studies?

dipasquale:  I will say that Muslims 
and non-Muslims alike use the term “po-
litical Islam.”  This isn’t just something 
that is hoisted upon them. I think it does 
speak to our biases and prejudices and 
also the unnatural character of politics in 
the modern context.  If Plato or Aristo-
tle were somehow magically to emerge 
in 2017, I think a government like the 
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