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Introduction

Islamic Enlightenment

Abdolkarim Soroush summarizes his notion of Islam as follows:
First of all we have the phenomenon of Islam. Muslim intellectuals still
talk about Islam as if it were a simple, unified entity; a singular object. But
in reality the history of Islam, like the history of other religions such
as Christianity, is fundamentally a history of different interpretations.
Throughout the development of Islam there have been different schools of
thought and ideas, different approaches and interpretations of what Islam
is and what it means. There is no such thing as a ‘pure’ Islam that is outside
the process of historical development. The actual lived experience of Islam
has always been culturally and historically specific and bound by the
immediate circumstances of its location in time and space.1
Since the Iranian Revolution 1979–80, there has been much intellectual discussion
about the compatibility/incompatibility between Islam and various “isms”: secularism, liberalism, pluralism, capitalism, and ultimately democratization. The
reality is that there is not, and never was, one fixed and authoritative understanding of “Islam” as there is none for secularism, liberalism, and democracy. As in the
case of other theologies and belief systems, authoritative attempts at enshrining
dogma and praxis have always been contested, and inevitably spawned further
permutations and interpretations of what “true” Islam meant. Such contestation in
the modern period intensified in the nineteenth and early twentieth century in
Muslim lands facing the challenge of Western imperialism, and many of its themes
were articulated in the writings and speeches of various and differing luminaries
including Ahmad Sirhindi, Sir Sayyid Ahmad Khan, Sayyid Jammaludin Al-Afghani, Muhammad Abduh, Namık Kemal, Muhammad Iqbal, Rashid Rida, Ziya
Gökalp, Hassan Al-Bannah, and Maulana Mawdudi, to name only a few.
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One prominent cleavage, which in crucial ways itself is a response to the
pressures of modernity and global integration, is between literalist/fundamentalists and modernist/reformists. The first group, known as the literalists, has its
origins in early Muslim movements of puritanism associated with the thought
of Muhammad Ibn Hanbal, Ibn Taymiyyah, and later Muhammad Abdul
Wahab. Neo Salafi or Wahabi movements posit political and social ills in the
Muslim world as resulting from the community of believers straying from the
“pure” teaching and practice of an unadulterated Islam exemplified by the
Prophet Muhammad and his immediate followers. Such literalists abjure the
existence of differing interpretations and insist that a “pure” and literal Islam
can be distilled from the Qur’an and the sayings and practices of the Prophet as
expounded in the collection of authoritative hadiths or sayings of the Prophet.
They deny, often willfully, that the Qur’an consists of very general and poetic
exhortations toward faith and virtue and that specific political and social legitimacy and practice was always fiercely contested in the immediate wake of the
Prophet’s death and his successors or Hilafet. Literalist and puritanical movements have been able to generate great popular support, particularly in times of
intense social and political upheaval, and as a response to the onslaught of external foes from the Mongols to Western Imperialists. In contemporary times,
this approach has also greatly benefited from the enormous largesse of the
Wahabi Saudi Royal family, which has quite overtly promoted Muslim puritanism and Salafism, as well as sectarian enmity, as a way to neutralize suspicion
and hostility over the royal family’s own unimaginably decadent lifestyle and
reliance on Western military interventions for its own survival. The great pity is
that the radical Wahabi-Salafi Gleichschaltung of Islam alongside secular-authoritarian ideologies associated with Kemalism, Pahlavism, and Ba’athism
elided the more pluralist forms of Islamic revival and reform in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. In the 1920s, Mustafa Kemal implemented
a series of radical reforms in an effort to forge a modern (secular) nation-state.
The totality of these reforms and practices, which sought to create a European
Turkish state and society by removing Islam from the public life, is codified as
Kemalism, the founding philosophy of the Turkish Republic.
The second contemporary group, known as the modernists or interpretivists,
draws upon the tradition of earlier modernist reformers such as Namık Kemal,
Sir Sayyid Ahmad Khan, Sayyid Jammaludin Al-Afghani, Muhammad Abduh,
Muhammad Iqbal, and Ali Shariati, to name a few. This contemporary generation of modernists, such as the late Fazlur Rahman, Alija Izetbegovic, Abdur
Rahman Wahid, Abdolkarim Soroush, Rachid Al-Ghannoushi, and Fethullah
Gülen, sought to free Islamic thought and practice from its rigid and puritanical interpretation and promote revival and reform to meet the modern spiritual
and temporal needs of the Muslim world. The second approach had a more
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limited following in the Arab world until the recent Arab Spring. Reflecting
both a higher level of socioeconomic development and the lasting role of
Sufi thought and movements, Turkey, Indonesia, Malaysia, and BosniaHerzegovina have been more receptive to Islamic Enlightenment and modernist movements. In the following section, I will defi ne Islamic Enlightenment
and identify the socioeconomic conditions under which the ideas of
Enlightenment are likely to flourish.
Islamic Enlightenment
One of the most often cited definitions of Enlightenment was provided by
Immanuel Kant. In an article written in 1784, Kant argued that “Enlightenment
is man’s emergence from his self-imposed immaturity”2 and he continued by
saying that “immaturity is the inability to use one’s understanding without
guidance from another.” In other words, Enlightenment, for Kant, was “the
courage to think for oneself.” According to Karl Popper, Enlightenment is “the
effort of men to free themselves, to break out of the cage of the closed society,
and to form an open society.”3
Thus, there are two aspects of the Enlightenment: use of critical reason, and the
evolution of an open progressing society. It is a process of using individual reason
to re-interpret the religious and cultural traditions for the advancement of society. For the sake of this book, it might be better to think of Enlightenment as a
bundle of contradictory ideas and debates that are grounded in the faith in reason
to bring about social, cultural, and political reforms that would promote democratic
society and human rights. Enlightenment does not mean the rejection of religion
or the disenchantment of the world, but rather a new way of understanding the
interactions between self and society, society and politics, and science and society. The Enlightenment project has had, since its inception, a major impact on
religious debates and shaped a new way of thinking about religious tradition in
light of the notions of reason, progress, science, and public deliberation.
Although Ernst Cassirer, Peter Gay, and Jonathan Israel all stress the incompatibility between religion and the Enlightenment, some scholars argue that not only
are they compatible, but, moreover, the very foundations of the European Enlightenment are rooted in religion.4 For instance, Peter Gay’s two volume study
defines Enlightenment in terms of its hostility to religion and search for freedom
and progress through the use of reason. Yet, new research on the Enlightenment
stresses the role of religion in the evolution of progressive ideas. J. G. A. Pocock
argues that the Enlightenment “was a product of religious debate and not merely
a rebellion against it.”5 Pocock does not see a unified narrative of the Enlightenment, but rather a “plurality” and a “family” of the Enlightenment.
On the basis of David Sorkin’s influential book,6 it may be argued that the
works of Said Nursi and Fethullah Gülen represent “Islamic Enlightenment” in
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terms of integrating the roles of reason, tolerance, science and public discussion, and especially in how it facilitates the penetration of these ideas to diverse
sectors of society. Although the ideas of the Enlightenment had a major impact
among the Muslim intellectuals such as Jammaludin Al Afghani, Muhammad
Abduh, Namık Kemal, and Muhammad Iqbal, these ideas, however, were confined to only a small group of intellectuals.7 While it hardly penetrated the
masses, it certainly never became part of the daily Islamic discourse. In the late
Ottoman state, some of the key ideas of the Enlightenment were put into practice with the Tanzimat (the period of reorganization) in order to stop the decline of the Ottoman state against rapidly transforming European powers.8
However, this top-down and relatively imitative process stumbled because the
socioeconomic conditions were not enough to provide the necessary social
support for these ideas to become a grassroots movement. The significance of
the Gülen movement is that it has not only vernacularized the ideas of Enlightenment, but that it has also turned them into a religio-social movement.
The ideas of the Enlightenment are evolving and disseminating within, rather
than against, Islamic intellectual spaces. Thus, the new Islamic thinking is very
much informed by the key ideas of the Enlightenment in a newly evolving
socioeconomic context. In some Muslim countries, such as Turkey, Bosnia,
Malaysia, and Tatarstan, one sees the processes of Islamic Enlightenment, which
are preconditioned on the use of critical reason to scrutinize the existing Islamic practices and ideas in order to bring about social and cultural reforms
that would cultivate a more humane and open society. In other words, Islamic
Enlightenment does not mean an imitation of the ideas of European Enlightenment but rather a transmutation and vernacularization of these ideas within an
Islamic-Turkish tradition. By focusing on Islamic actors and discourses, one
can fully understand how progressive ideas were produced, discussed, and disseminated in the larger society.
Nursi and Gülen, the two intellectual architects of the new Islam, constructed
a “reasonable” faith that engages with philosophy and science in the open public
arena and, by doing so, they advanced the role of critical reading and diverse
texts in the public sphere in lieu of pure emotional devotion or ritual piety. The
European Enlightenment was entirely compatible with religious faith, just like
the writings of Gülen have argued that since revelation and reason are two
God-given “lights,” they cannot contradict each other. Adrien Lamourette
argues that “Reason and revelation get along infinitely better than their interpreters . . . These two torches are taken from . . . the same light; they never spoil
each other and conflict except in the hands of man.”9 In fact, Gülen also argues
that “religion does not oppose or limit science and scientific work,” and insists
that science and religion are two definitively separate entities that emanate from
the same truth: the Creator. In his writings, Gülen stresses the role that educa-
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tion can play, since “a new style of education [which fuses] religious and scientific knowledge with morality and spirituality will produce genuinely enlightened
people with hearts illumined by religious sciences and spirituality, minds illuminated with positive sciences, characterized by all kinds of human merits and
moral values, and cognizant of the socioeconomic and political conditions of
their time.”10 The enlightened person, for Gülen, is someone who is armed with
secular and religious ideas and able to harmonize them in the public debate to
advance the communal good; someone who is always polite in his public and
private daily life. For Gülen, there is no Enlightenment without God.
It is important to focus more on how and why some pious Muslims adopt the
ideas and practices of the Enlightenment, while others totally reject them. In
the case of Turkey, the ideas of reason, toleration, progress, science, liberty, and
informed public debate have become part of Islamic discourse and this, in turn,
helps Islamic actors engage secular and religious public spheres. Thus, the public
sphere is more pluralistic with mixed secular and religious ideas and practices.
In fact, the ideas closely related to the intellectual ferment of the Enlightenment
are becoming the building blocks of new Muslim thinking. Today, more Muslims embrace the ideas of Enlightenment as the defining features of their faith
and use these ideas to intervene in the otherwise historically insular, secularist
public sphere. Islamic values and convictions do not create insular communities and spaces, but rather build bridges between insular intellectual arguments.
In line with his spiritual teacher Said Nursi, Gülen not only stresses the role of
reason and public discourse over basic received dogma, but also demands and
provides theological arguments for religious toleration and the freedom of religious minorities, even though neither Nursi nor Gülen ever called for state neutrality in religious affairs.
Furthermore, Gülen promotes the process of Islamic thought adopting
modern “print technology and communication,” drawing attention to the significance of textuality and interpretation in communal solidarity formation.
Finally, the Gülen movement has expanded the public sphere in Turkey as Nursi
and Gülen, and their followers, engage in secular concerns and use religious
terminology to discuss and debate secular issues. Gülen uses this new thinking
to accommodate faith with reason and communicate new ideas through religious idioms to the larger masses. Although the Gülen movement is born of
religious and social concerns, it redefines and blurs the boundaries between the
public and the private, the secular and the religious.
These Muslim actors use reason to support their faith regardless of secularists, who present themselves as the champions of reason and view religion as
the cause of Turkey’s underdevelopment. By utilizing reason, new Muslim
actors present Islam as a sensible and reasonable religion. On the basis of the
writings of Gülen, one could argue that the ideas of the Enlightenment helped
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inform and shape the ideas and practices of the new Islamic thinking in Turkey.
Gülen has been more successful than some secularist intellectuals who have
sought to promote the ideas of Enlightenment. By casting these universal ideas
in Islamic terms, Gülen has made them more accessible to ordinary Muslims.
Gülen, just like Nursi, noted that scientific curiosity is compatible with Islamic
concerns; the Gülen movement’s schools, radio stations, and publications all
seek to disseminate knowledge and create an intellectual space for public discourse. The activities of the Gülen movement indicate that one can be a democrat and in favor of civil society out of religious convictions.
One of the long-term effects of the Enlightenment was the emergence of civil
society and participatory politics. Civic engagement, interfaith dialogue, participation in political processes, and a deep engagement with education, constitute the key strategies of the Gülen movement to build an “open society.” Rather
than ritual practice and piety, Gülen and his followers emphasized the priority
of service to humanity and the improvement of social conditions without which
true faith is impossible to attain. Piety without mercy and charity is incomplete,
and faith can only realize its social potential if it is rooted in active involvement
in this world for the sake of the other-world. Moreover, the activities of the
Gülen movement are also thickening the weak civic culture in Turkey. With its
stress on Hizmet and Himmet, the Gülen movement encourages pious people
to pay renewed attention to communal duties and responsibilities at the expense of their particularized interests. Islam, in the hands of the Gülen movement, fosters public virtue that allows people to engage in the realization of
collective goods and also helps to shape ideas of citizenship by encouraging
people to make sacrifices for the attainment of the common good. Gülen’s key
and controversial assumption is that individuals must be pious in order to be
good citizens. Piety, for Gülen, promotes individual thinking to look beyond
their narrow interests in support of larger communal goals by fulfilling one’s
duties to God. In order to promote these virtues, education becomes an important tool to teach public morality rather than externalize one’s faith. Contrary to
secularist claims, the Gülen movement encourages civic engagement, cultivates
civic virtue and promotes the good of the community. Gülen’s ideal Muslim is
someone who is not consumed by his personal interest and luxury, but rather
someone who is defined by the virtues of frugality, moderation and sacrifice for
the public good. Gülen always calls upon Muslims to selflessly participate in
communal activities and governance. The education system styled by Gülen
seeks to develop a sense of common purpose and public spirit for the advancement of one’s community and humanity as a whole. Thus, Gülen’s ideas of participation, civic engagement, and submission of self-interest to the public good
are all defining features of the republican civic tradition.11 In the case of Turkey,
Islamic ideas and practices of mercy and charity, such as helping the needy and
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improving communal welfare, constitute the normative basis of civic tradition.
The activists of the Gülen movement, as virtuous citizens, forge their particularized interests in order to fulfil their mission of fostering a well functioning
humane society. Gülen has been transforming and translating Islamic ideas
into practice in order to promote the Enlightenment ideas of toleration, pluralism, science and political participation. In recent years, there is more emphasis
on social virtues as the basis of becoming a polite society by cultivating proper
moral manners by respecting each other, supporting those who are in need, and
allowing diverse voices in the public discussion.
The questions remain, why did the Islamic Enlightenment become a powerful societal movement in Turkey but not in some other Muslim-majority countries? What are the major challenges to this process? The sociopolitical
conditions of a given country can help us understand why the ideas of Enlightenment have become more acceptable in some Muslim countries than others.
Turkey’s historical journey from the Tanzimat era to the secular republic under
Mustafa Kemal Atatürk, and the powerful state tradition provided the necessary institutional basis for these ideas. In addition to the powerful tradition of
the rule of law and the successful policies of modernization such as increasing
literacy rates (over 98 percent), the most critical factor in the making of the
Islamic Enlightenment is the new emerging Anatolian bourgeoisie. The new
conservative business class has closely allied itself with the religious actors and
movements in order to counter state power and expand the political and legal
space for the development of commerce. Islamic actors, movements, and associations cater to the social and political needs of the new economic class to acquire financial means to fund their activities. In order to understand the context
of this still evolving religious transmutation, we need to understand the rapid
growth of commerce in Turkey. One of these religious actors who found the
support of the Anatolian bourgeoisie is Fethullah Gülen, known as Hocaefendi
(respected religious teacher), who has emerged as the most effective and powerful Turkish Muslim leader with enormous influence not only in Turkey but also
abroad, particularly in regions of the former Ottoman Empire where his foundations run a number of highly successful schools. While he has chosen to live
in self-imposed exile in rural Pennsylvania over the last decade, Gülen and his
movement represent a particularly dynamic renewalist (tecdid) and modernist
approach to Islam and the challenge of secularism, liberalism, capitalism, and
democratization.12
By focusing on the Gülen movement in Turkey, I identify the conditions
under which forms of Islamic modernity are likely to emerge. In fact, expanding
sociopolitical opportunity spaces, as a result of the introduction of neoliberal
economic reforms under Turgut Özal (1980–1993), provided and catalyzed
new interpretations of Islam in Turkey that emphasized personal piety as the
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basis of communal responsibility and collective action in order to build a better
world in the here and now. Thus, the juncture between socioeconomic context,
textual interpretation and religious practices in modern Turkey led to the evolution of what might be termed the first quasi-Protestant version of Islam. Such
understandings and practices of Islam have been reproduced in an increasingly
dynamic social context in order to vernacularize and meet the challenges of
modernity.
In this paradoxical sense, both Islamism and secularism are aspects of the
same phenomenon (i.e., modernity). Even though they are historically not simultaneous, since secularism preceded and spawned its modern Islamist
reaction, they eventually became intertwined through mutual interaction and
conditioning each other. Different uses of Islamism(s) and secularism(s) have
had a profound effect on the evolution of the boundary between state and
society. Thus, in order to understand the dynamics of this boundary formation
in Turkey, we need to examine the internal and external components of secularism and Islamism together, and indicate the conditions under which they shape
and constitute one another. The Gülen movement provides a necessary avenue
to study the increasingly intertwined relations between religion and modernity.
Gülen, an ethnic Turkish Muslim, was interested in integrating Islamic values
into the professional and intellectual sectors (new public universities) of Turkish society. These sectors were crucial from the standpoint of a Turkish Islamic
revival as they had been the torchbearers of the Kemalist secular ideology of the
Turkish Republic.
The Gülen movement started as a small communal structure in Izmir and
has developed into the most influential religio-civic transnational faith-based
education movement in modern Turkey. Gülen’s movement has been called by
different names such as Fethullahcılar (partisans of Fethullah Gülen), Gülenciler (Gülenists), cemaat (community of Fethullah Gülen), and hizmet (amalgam of altruistic service organizations for the realization of the common
good).13 Some call it “Fethullahcı tarikat” (Sufi style order of Fethullah Gülen),
but as Sufi orders were banned at the onset of the Kemalist period in Turkey,
such labeling suggests that the movement is somehow an underground organization. However, while the movement is deeply influenced by the worldview of
Turkish Sufism, it would be inaccurate to label it a Sufi tarikat. Gülen himself
prefers to define the movement as a hizmet or social service organization. He
told a reporter:
Even though some call it the “Gülen Movement,” I prefer to call it sometimes “Service-Hizmet,” sometimes “the Movement of Volunteers,” sometimes the “Souls Dedicated to Humanity,” and sometimes “a movement
that sets its own examples [a movement that does not need to turn back to
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a golden age for examples].” Even if it may sound somewhat lengthy, to do
justice to its encompassing character, it may be also called “a movement of
people who are gathered around high human values.”14
For the sake of my own study, I have chosen to call it the Gülen movement,
which started as a religio-civic movement and has evolved into a transnational
sociocultural movement with significant political clout based on Gülen’s ideas
on education, religion, science, tolerance, dialogue, and morality. I will also
sometimes refer to the followers of the movement as Gülenists or “gönüllüler”
referring to the “volunteers” contributing to the realization of the goals set by
the Gülen movement.
The Gülen movement has attracted widespread public attention recently due
to its activities in education in various countries, particularly in Central Asia
and the Balkans, but also in the United States. For its defenders and promoters,
the movement is engaged in the vital task of Islamic reformation and the attempt to provide alternative moderate visions of Islam reconciled with the demands of modernity. For its critics, including the Kemalist secularist bloc in
Turkey and neoconservatives in America, the Gülen movement is a sinister wolf
in sheep’s clothing whose promotion of Muslim modernism and interfaith
cooperation hides a radical hardline Islamist agenda.
According to Turkish critics of Gülen, the movement uses its influence in the
Turkish police force and the judiciary to intimidate nonreligious and/or antireligious opposition voices in the country.15 At the same time, the movement has
been criticized for being too closely engaged with, and accommodationist
toward, the post-Communist authoritarian regimes in Central Asia, even if it
hopes to bring about pragmatically, constructive long-term change.
In the United States, on the other hand, the movement is known for its wellpublicized campaigns of “interfaith dialogue” and “tolerance” and also for arranging the visit of American opinion-makers to Turkey. The Gülen movement
is thus covered by an aura of mystery and secrecy, and is seen as embodying
opposed Janus-faced features: liberal yet communitarian; cosmopolitan yet
puritan; both a source of hope and a source of fear.
Since the publication of my co-edited volume with John Esposito on the
Gülen movement, a series of subsequent books, essays, and even websites,
have come out to discuss different aspects of the movement.16 Four genres of
literature or approaches appear to be merging in an effort to analyze it. The
first approach is largely academic and examines different facets of the movement. This includes three books by Bayram Balcı, Bekim Agai, and Berna
Turam.17 They all focus on the educational efforts of the movement. Moreover, there are three excellent dissertations that cover different aspects of the
movement.18 In spite of their valuable contribution, there are some limitations

