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Abstract 
The modern Islamic reformative movements have been studied in the 

west by the Orientalists according to different approaches. They 

evaluated these movements in the terms of pre-Modern, anti-Modern 

and post-Modern phenomena. They coin different titles to evaluate and 

differentiate them from others and classify them into rationalist, 

liberal, enlightened, traditionalist, conservative and fundamentalist 

movements. In this context, Gülen movement is a rationalistic, liberal 

and enlightened movement. Fethullah Gülen (b. 1938), an influential 

religious scholar, attempts to response the challenges of modernity and 

probes into the complex and divergent concepts and systems of modern 

western societies scientifically, striving to amalgamate Islamic wisdom 

with the modern concepts of the west, particularly aiming to avoid 

breach between Islam and modernity. The present research is an 

attempt to evaluate the significance of Gülen’s thought and how he 

views and integrates Western concepts of democracy, capitalism, 

women rights with Islam. 

 

Keywords:  Fethullah Gülen, Islamic Revival Movements, Turkish Islam, Islam and 

West, Modernity and Islam 

 

I. Introduction 
 The disintegration of Muslim empires and emergence of new national states 

brought immense changes in all socio-political and religious spheres of Muslim’s life. 

With the domination of the West, Muslim world encountered with the modern concepts 

of state, modernity, modernism, capitalism that influenced the whole structure of Muslim 

state and society. On intellectual levels, Muslim scholars began to rethink and re-evaluate 

their legacy by juxtaposing modern intellectual debate. Everything is in state of flux. In 

fact this was complete shift of paradigm which left grave impact on all human institution. 

A new resurgence emerged in the circles of Islamic scholars and intellectuals to resolve 

these contemporary challenges. According to Muslim scholars, revival and reformation is 

the innate feature of Islam and revival movements emerged on the basis of Islamic spirit. 

They adopted different methods and approaches to address the challenges of modernity, 

and modern concepts of democracy and positivism.  
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 The impact and correlation of modernity and Islam have been studied under the 

different modern theories. On the other hand, some Muslim thinkers perceive the 

contemporary reformative resurgence of Islamic movements because of the innate spirit 

of Islam which itself claims the renewal and revival of Ibrahimic religions. Thinking and 

evaluation is in human nature which leads to the progress and development. Both 

Individuals and nations learn by the interaction with other tradition and civilization. Islam 

has been founded in a simple, less complicated Arabic society. Subsequently, its 

interaction with the Greco-Roman, Persian and Indian civilizations entailed many 

intellectual and rationalistic and theological movements in first four centuries of Islam. 

The use of reason and logic for the interpretation of religious matters can be observed in 

the Mutazali and the Ashari Schools of Theology and the Hanafi and the Maliki Schools 

of Law. Then there was stagnation and taqlid (blind following) which created an 

intellectual crisis and decline in Muslim thought. Ghazali’s The Revival of Religious 

Science was a desire to revival. Ghazali’s synthesis of Islamic legalism and Sufi piety 

provided the ethical foundation to Islamic society in the time of destruction by the 

Mongols. This critical situation compelled Muslim thinkers to revitalize Islam and its 

teachings. Thus, it can be observed that the Ottomans ruled the world successfully in 

medieval ages. From 18
th

 century, all Islamic empires and dynasties collapsed: Ottoman 

Empire was on the way of disintegration as its provincial governors established their 

independent governments. The Mogul Empire was challenged by Sikhs and Marhattas 

and later disintegrated by the British rule in 1857. The Safvid Empire was devastated by 

Afghans. Other marginal Islamic dynasties were also collapsed. Mataram Empire of Java 

was under the control of Dutch forces while North African Muslim rule was challenged 

by the Spanish, Portuguese and French powers.  

 

 The rise of European powers and there interaction with the Islamic civilization 

brought an extraordinary resurgence in the Islamic lands in all religious and socio-

political aspects. New western concepts of modernity and western institutions of state and 

society influenced whole Islamic society and inspired Muslim scholars to formulate a 

new framework to cope with new challenges of western powers. Many Islamic revivalist 

movements emerged to respond modern ideas in the light of Islamic principles. Many 

reformative movements emerged in colonial era. Islam, as a unifying force, was utilized 

against the Western invaders. Lapidus opines that “the basic tenet of these movements is 

that the salvation of Islamic societies lies in a return by each and every individual to the 

morality taught in the Quran and Sunna, the teaching of the Sharia or Islamic law. They 

call for a stripping away of many traditional practices and beliefs of Muslims as a false 

historical accretion to the pure Islam. They call for a renewed commitment to Islam in the 

hearts and minds of individuals as the basis of communal solidarity, social justice, and 

the fair treatment of the poor. They want women to return to family roles. They want to 

remove corrupt regimes and create Islamic states to be the protectors and enforcers of 

Islamic morality in Islamized societies (Lapidus, 2000, 445).”  

 

 Various models of revival movements can be observed in 19
th

 and 20
th

 centuries 

such as Sufi-led Jihadi movements of al-Sanusi and Mahadi Sudani, Pan-Islamism of 

Jammal al-Din Afghani, and Salafi movement based on pure Islam and Pan-Arabism.  

Similarly the Ikhawan al-Muslimeen of Egypt and Jammat-e-Islami of India advocated 
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for political Islam and rejection of western concepts of modernity. On the other hand, 

Abdho and Sir Sayyid Ahmad Khan attempted to make Islam compatible to modern 

sciences. However, they could not create a friendly intellectual atmosphere to harmonize 

the western concepts of modernity and modernism with Islam. In this context, Turkish 

response to modernity and west is quite different from the other Muslim countries. Indeed 

the disintegration of Ottoman Empire was the end of Turkish rule in the region however 

their interaction with West and western thoughts was comparatively, in a peace 

environment. The Ottoman rulers were well acquainted with the western scientific and 

institutional development. They ruled the West and they closely observed the western 

development. Sultan Abd al-Hameed II (r.1876-1909) took serious steps towards 

modernization of Turkey. He tried to promote and develop harmony between Islam and 

modernity. This project was continued after his death by the intellectual elites between 

1908 and 1923. Mardin writes: “it is quite clear that the eighteenth century brought about 

a number of cumulative changes that promoted the “secularist” aspects of the discourse 

of Ottoman bureaucracy. One of these changes was the creation of a new bureau (Amedi 

Odasi) through which flowed all communication with western states. The employees of 

the bureau were now increasingly exposed to information about the major European 

states. They detailed technological advances such as the construction of stone buildings, 

both military and civilian, and they described the splendour of Versailles, its organization 

of leisure activities and in particular the theatre. The precision of the tables of 

astronomical observatories also impressed them” (Mardin, 2005, 149-150). Moreover, 

Turkey never colonized. Therefore, the Turkish response to modernity and modernism is 

different from the other Muslims where they had to organize themselves on jihadi levels 

against the colonials. Mardin further asserts that due to these different socio-political 

aspects, the response of Turkish Muslims towards modernity is different from their 

contemporary Muslims which remained under the rule of colonialism. These elements 

constitute a unique form of “Turkish-Islamic Exceptionalism” (Mardin, 2005, 145). 

 

 Fethullah Gülen (b. 1938) is a leading Muslim scholar of Turkey. He wrote more 

than sixty books on various dimensions of socio-political and spiritual issues of modern 

Islam. Gülen is inspired by the works of a nationalist religious scholar Said Nursi (1877-

1961) who attempted to integrated modern Western education and political system with 

Islamic tenets. Extending the work of Said Nursi, Gülen attempted to establish a 

reformative movement for reconciliation between Islam and modernity and between East 

and West. Islam, in Gülen’s opinion, is a flexible belief system and it can be harmonized 

with the Western emerging trends. Oliver Leaman says that Gülen ideas are a product of 

Turkish history, especially the end of the Ottoman Empire and the birth of the republic 

(Ehsan Masood, 2008). In this context, it is important to evaluate Gülen’s intellectual 

contribution in Turkish reformative Islam.  

 

II. Gülen: Sharia and Modern Democracy 
 After the disintegration of Ottoman Empire, Kamal Ata Turk introduced self-style 

secularism in Turkey which remained under a single party regime from 1925 to 1950 and 

Turkish government developed their system on the basis of radical Jacobin laicism trying 

to transform society through the power of the state and eliminate religion from the public 

sphere (Niyazi Berkes, 1998, 26). The Turkish secularism deprived the people from their 

basic rights. Therefore Said Nursi and Gülen endorse the western style democracy which 
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give the citizen religious freedom. Gülen believes on the social reforms and intellectual 

transformation. Gülen believes that Islamic societies remained under the western 

oppression and during their decline and struggle against the imperialists, Islam assumed 

the role of an important factor unifying people and spurring them to action. After 

independence, Islamic scholars established Islam as an ideology for their countries which 

was indeed a harmful act that damaged the real spirit of Islam. He writes that “when 

those who adopted Islam as a political ideology, rather than a religion in its true sense 

and function, review their self-proclaimed Islamic activities and attitudes, especially their 

political ones, they will discover that the driving force is usually personal or national 

anger, hostility, and similar motives. If this is the case, we must accept Islam and adopt 

an Islamic attitude as the fundamental starting point for action, rather than the existing 

oppressive situation (Richard, Yuksel, 2007, 94).” Gülen further stresses that the Islamic 

understanding of democracy is based on the concept of shura (collective and community 

consultation). For him, consultation is an essential foundation of the Muslim community. 

It is a method, a process of government, and way of life for Muslims. In political field, 

shura in general corresponds to modern democracy (Richard, Yuksel, 2007, 126, 127). 
 

 Gülen pays special attention to the political process and method of ensuring 

political goals. He does not believe in using religion as a political device, as mixing 

politics and religion always degrades religion. He also categorically opposed the use of 

violence to attain political ends. He also draws our attention to the fact that Ijtihad itself 

provides for different nations to learn from another, and hence he does not reject the use 

of any Western forms of democracy ((Richard, Yuksel, 2007, 127, 128). He asserts:   
 

 Religion focuses primarily on the immutable aspects of life and existence, whereas 

political, social, and economic systems or ideologies concern only certain variable social 

aspects of our worldly life. The aspect of life with which religion is primarily concerned 

is as valid as they were at the dawn of humanity and will continue to be so in the future. 

Worldly systems change according to circumstances and so can be evaluated only 

according to their time. Belief in God, the hereafter, the prophets, the holy books, the 

angles, and destiny have nothing to do with changing times. Likewise, worship and 

morality’s universal and unchanging standards have little to do with time and worldly 

life. Therefore, when comparing religion or Islam with democracy, we must remember 

that democracy is a system that is being continually developed and revised. It also varies 

according to the places and circumstances where it practiced (Mehran Kamrava, 2006, 

100). 
 

 Gülen is not in the favor of the application of the Sharia laws by state. He believes 

that the democracy is the best kind of government accepting “western civilization as a 

suitable foundation for material life while considering Islamic civilization suitable for 

spiritual life”. He criticizes anti-western feelings and asserts that anti-Westernism should 

force us out of civilization”. The only political positions he has consistently advocated 

have been: 1- the return to the relation of independence between the state and religion as 

they were fairly maintained at the time of the Ottoman Empire- and that also exists today 

in most of the Western Democracy- and 2) the integration of Turkey to the European 

Union- which should secure religious freedom and a neat separation between the state 

and religion. Gülen believes that the revival of the Khilafah institution is impossible. On 

the other hand, Islam is particularly related to democracy because if “in a democratic 
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society the source of law is color-blind and free from ethnic prejudice” favoring then the 

“development of human rights”, “no one can ignore the universal values that the Quran 

and Sunnah have represented with regard to the rights mentioned above”. For the 

Muslims who live in democracy, “there is (thus) no need to seek an alternative state” 

(Marie-Elisabeth Maigre, 2007, 39). 
 

III. Gülen Movement: Tolerance and Reconciliation through Education 
 Gülen established a global network of Turkish schools. There is more than 1000 

hundreds school around the world established by Gülen Movement. These schools teach 

according to the official standard school system of the respective countries with emphasis 

on English and Turkish languages and Turkish culture and ethics. Gülen movement 

believes on the awareness of Islamic teaching rather than radicalism and extreme 

dogmatism. Gülen emphasizes on the use of reason for the evaluation of matters and 

rejects the concepts of extreme behaviors and dogmatism. He writes: “If dogmatism 

means to accept or copy something blindly without leaving room for free thought and use 

of mental faculties, there is no dogmatism in Islam. Especially under the conception of 

religion that has developed in the West, knowing and believing are considered as 

different things. In Islam, however, they complement each other. The Quran insists that 

everyone use his or her mental facilities (e.g. thinking, reasoning, reflecting, pondering, 

criticizing, evaluating, etc.) (Gülen, 2003)”. Gülen actually interprets the very important 

Islamic concept of the straight path as precisely the middle way between excess and 

deficiencies. He explains: Islam, being ‘the middle way’ of absolute because – balance 

between rationalism and mysticism, between worldliness and excessive asceticism, 

between this world and the next- and inclusive of the ways of all the previous prophets, 

make a choice according to the situation. (Ahmet T. Kuru, 2003, 117)   
 

 Gülen thinks that tolerance and dialogue are two main keys for peace and stability 

in the society. Gülen claims that the modern world lacks irshad (moral guidance) which 

is the foremost point in the teachings of the Prophet. He writes: “Among the many things 

we have lost, the first and most important is tolerance. From this word we understand 

embracing people regardless of difference of opinion, world-view, ideology, ethnicity, or 

belief. It also means putting up with matters we do not like by finding strength in a deep 

conscience, faith, and generous heart or by strength of our emotions” (Richard, Yuksel, 

2007, 27). He further asserts that ‘unfortunately the prevailing materialist worldview 

disturbs the balance between humanity and nature and within individuals. This harmony 

and peace only occurs when the material and spiritual realms are reconciled. Interfaith 

dialogue seeks to realize religion’s basic oneness and unity, and universality of belief. He 

claims that Islam made history’s greatest ecumenical call: “Say: “o people of the Book! 

Come to common terms as between us and you: that we worship none but God; that we 

associate no partners with Him; that we take not, from among ourselves lords and patrons 

other than God”. If they turn back say: “Bear witness that we are Muslims (surrenderers 

to God’s will) [3:64] (Walter H. Wagner, 2012, 54).”  
 

 Gülen met many religious leaders including Greek Orthodox Patriarchate 

Bartholomeos, Pope John Paul II and Chief Rabbi Eliyahu Bakhi-Doron of Israeli 

Sephardic to discuss the interfaith issues. He believes that interfaith dialogue is necessary 

for the stability of the country and for multiculturalism of the Ottoman Empire. He 

extends this element to all the peoples of other religions even non-believers and atheists. 
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Gülen writes: I believe and hope that the world of the new millennium will be a happier 

more just and more compassionate place, contrary to the fears of some people. Islam, 

Christianity, and Judaism all come from the same root, have almost the same essentials 

and are nourished from the same source. Although they have lived as rival religions for 

centuries, the common points between them and their shared responsibility to build a 

happy world for all of the creatures of God make interfaith dialogue among them 

necessary. This dialogue has now expanded to include the religions of Asia and other 

areas. The results have been positive. As mentioned above, this dialogue will develop as 

a necessary process, and the followers of all religion will find ways to become closer and 

assist each other (Richard, Yuksel, 2007, 27). Ahmet Kuru’s advocates Gülen position; 

he writes: Gülen does not try to create an eclectic or hybrid synthesis of modernity and 

Islam or to accommodate the hegemony of modernity by changing Islamic principles. 

What he does is reveal a dynamic interpretation of Islam that is both compatible with and 

critical of modernity and Muslim tradition ( Ahmet T. Kuru, 2003, 130). 
 

 Similarly, on the notion of women rights, Gülen establishes his argument by the 

Quran and Sunnah and writes that women are secondary beings in the minds of many, 

including those self-proclaimed Muslim men. For us, a woman is a part of a whole, a part 

that renders the other half useful. We believe that when the two halves come together, the 

true unity of a human being appears. When this unity does not exist, humanity does not 

exist- nor can Prophethood, sainthood, or even Islam (Richard, Yuksel, 2007, 162). It can 

be observed that Gülen views that conflicting ideas can be harmonized in a systematic 

way only through serious intellectual dialogue which can be possible only when both 

parties are tolerant and well educated.  
 

IV. Spiritual Aspects of Gülen Movement  
 Another important characteristic of this movement is its spiritual dimension. Gülen 

gets inspiration from Said Nursi. However, he insists that he is not a Sufi leader but his 

writing and sermons are filled with the spiritual thoughts. For instance he says ‘a reader 

who wants to truly understand the Qur’an needs to invest his heart as well as his intellect. 

His books Fasildan Fasila, Kalbin Zumrut Tepeleri (published in English as Key 

Concepts in the Practice of Sufism) and Emerald Hills of the Heart are the main sources 

of his spiritual thoughts. Michel Thomas analyses his Sufi thoughts in his book: Sufism 

and Modernity in the thought of Fethullah Gülen. Gülen tried to establish the orthodoxy 

of Sufism on the basis of Quran and Sunnah. Gülen endorses the concept of Abd al-

Karim al-Jili’s Insan-i Kamil (the prefect human being) in his key concepts in the practice 

of Sufism. He also explains the traditional classification of stages of spiritual stages in the 

chapter Sayr-u Suluk (journey and initiation): sayr ila Allah (journey to God), sayr fi 

Allah (journey in God), sayr ma Allah (journey with God), sayr an Allah (journey from 

God), and other teaching for the perfection and purification of Self (nafs) (Gülen 2001, 

255-73). He writes: “In the language of Sufism, when used together, sayr u suluk 

(journey and initiation) denotes becoming free of bodily and animal appetites to a certain 

extent within the framework of certain principles, searching for ways to reach God and 

travelling toward Him by the heart in order to lead a life at the level of the spirit and the 

heart” (Gülen, 2004, 231). He further writes that the ways leading to Almighty God are 

truly numerous. While all true ways are taken from the Quran, some are shorter, safer, 

and more general than others. Of these ways taken from the Quran is that of importance, 

poverty, compassion, and reflection, from which, with my defective understanding, I 
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have benefited (Mustafa Gokcek, 2005). It seems that Gülen has a great faith on 

spirituality but he did not approve the institutionalized Sufism.  
 

V. Conclusions 

 This paper examines the socio-political, spiritual and educational aspects of Gülen 

movement. Gülen endorses modern western democratic system and argues that modern 

democracy in its spirit is not at variance with the Islamic concept of shura. He, as 

contrast to the modern Muslim theorists, does not address the question of sovereignty in 

modern state and its implications in Islamic perspective. He simply asserts that there is no 

room for theocracy in Islamic political system. Similarly, he believes that the 

implementation of Islamic law is not necessary.  It seems that Gülen intends to create a 

space where Muslim community can exercise their own opinion in order to address the 

contemporary issues without indulging themselves with medieval fiqh. Furthermore, he 

supports the capitalistic economical system but does not interprets the Quranic notion of 

the prohibition of inters based system. Gülen seems enthusiastic in making Islam 

compatible with modernity. For this purpose, he asserts that a radical ijtihad is 

compulsory for Muslim society; and Muslim scholars should incorporate the modern 

socio-political systems with traditional Muslim systems. Gülen also stress that women 

should be given equal rights without any discrimination and all the medieval legal 

understanding on women issues must be reviewed. Similarly, he argues that Muslim 

community cannot retain their lost power without equipping themselves with modern 

education. Therefore, he established more than 1000 schools across the Muslim world. 

He believes that education should be methodological. Therefore, he does not design a 

particular syllabus for the schools. On the basis of this research, it can be concluded that 

Gülen movement is based on radical reformation. However, the future of this movement 

depends on its ability to convince the traditional Muslim for its reformation. Gülen and 

his adherents has to prove that this movement is based on serious rational, legal and 

theological foundations of Islam and it not merely intellectual rhetoric.  
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