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Introduction

The World’s Most Influential Public Intellectual

Truth can be established and supported in many ways . . . if 
a place of worship rouses its community with thoughts of 
eternity, if a school awakens hope and faith in its pupils, they 
are serving their purpose and therefore are sacred. If this is 
not the case, they are no more than devilish traps divert-
ing us from the truth. We may apply the same standards to 
unions, trusts, political institutions, and societies in general.
—M. Fethullah Gülen

In a 2005 poll administered to determine “the world’s most influen-
tial public intellectual,” the U.S. political magazine Foreign Policy (FP), 
together with its British affiliate, Prospect, published an unranked list 
of one hundred people whom their editors believed to be the most 
impactful opinion makers, political leaders, policy advisers, activists, 
and scholars in the world. Included on the 2005 list were two Turkish 
citizens, the best-selling fiction writer Orhan Pamuk, and the long-
time World Bank and United Nations economist and former Turkish 
parliamentarian Kemal Dervış. After twenty thousand votes were cast, 
Pamuk finished fifty-fourth, Dervış sixty-seventh. Self-critiqued as 
unscientific, the poll was hailed as a thought-provoking exercise con-
cerning “the grand tradition of oppositional intellectuals.” When the 
critical philosopher Noam Chomsky won by more than 4,800 votes, the 
FP/Prospect editors concluded that even in the “post-ideological” era of 
globalization, there was still very much a market for fervent social cri-
tique and oppositional public debate (Herman 2005).
 Revising their methods for generating an unranked list of one hun-
dred influential public intellectuals, in 2008 FP and Prospect adminis-
tered their poll for a second time. In his introduction to the publication 
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of the 2008 list, the British political commentator Christopher Hitchens 
(fifth on the 2005 list), offered his advice for selection as follows:

An intellectual need not be one who, in a well-known but essentially 
meaningless phrase, “speaks truth to power.” (Chomsky has dryly 
reminded us that power often knows the truth well enough.) .  .  . The 
attitude towards authority should probably be skeptical, as should the 
attitude towards utopia, let alone to heaven or hell. Other aims should 
include the ability to survey the present through the optic of a historian, 
the past with the perspective of the living, and the culture and language 
of others with the equipment of an internationalist. In other words, 
the higher one comes in any “approval” rating of this calling, the more 
uneasily one must doubt one’s claim to the title in the first place. (Hitch-
ens 2008)

Orhan Pamuk won the Nobel Prize for Literature in 2006, which assured 
him a repeat appearance on the top one hundred in 2008. Among the 
changes to the list, however, was that Kemal Dervış was out. In his place 
from Turkey was a retired religious functionary named M. Fethullah 
Gülen. Knowing little about Gülen, the poll organizers were taken by 
surprise when after one week of online voting tens of thousands of votes 
were registered in his favor, propelling him well past Pamuk, Hitchens, 
Chomsky, and ninety-six others. After four weeks and more than five 
hundred thousand votes, Fethullah Gülen was named “the world’s most 
influential public intellectual” by a wide margin (Nuttal 2008). The July 
2008 edition of Prospect magazine subsequently published a series of 
articles asking the question—who is Fethullah Gülen?

The “Esteemed Teacher”

Called “Hocaefendi” (esteemed teacher) by the hundreds of thousands, 
if not millions, of Turks who devote themselves to his teachings, Fethul-
lah Gülen is the most widely known, and most controversial, religious 
personality in contemporary Turkey. Known by many names, what is 
hereafter referred to as the “Gülen Movement” denotes to a transna-
tionally active, Turkish and Muslim-identified education, media, and 
business network whose actors and institutions span well over one 
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hundred countries. The GM first emerged as a social network of young 
men who were inspired by Fethullah Gülen’s applied articulation of the 
teachings of a preceding Turkish faith-community leader, Bediüzzaman 
Said Nursi (1877–1960). With modest beginnings that date back to the 
late 1960s in the western Turkish city of Edirne, Gülen first attracted 
a following when he worked as a religious functionary in Turkey’s 
Presidency of Religious Affairs (Diyanet). By the late 1970s, Fethullah 
Gülen was attracting increasingly larger crowds to his public sermons. 
Motivated by his oratory skills, passion, and projected wisdom, Gülen’s 
early admirers were moved by his ability to intellectually link an applied 
understanding of Nursi’s teachings with the challenges of late-industrial 
Turkey.
 Instructed to focus their attention on educating Turkey’s youth in 
mathematics and in the natural/physical sciences, throughout the 1970s 
GM affiliates established a number of student dormitories, summer 
camps, and afterschool programs in Turkey’s largest cities. They also 
began to disseminate Gülen’s teachings via audiocassettes, print publi-
cations, and VHS recordings. In the context of a military junta in 1980–
1983, followers of Fethullah Gülen found opportunity in a nationally 
underdeveloped private education sector. Throughout the 1980s, stu-
dents at what are now most commonly referred to as “Gülen-inspired 
schools” (GISs) began to score noticeably higher than their counter-
parts on nationwide high school and university placement exams, and 
began to earn countrywide recognition by winning national scholas-
tic competitions with regularity. In the same period, GM affiliates also 
became active in publishing, light manufacture, construction, and 
media. In all sectors GM activities became increasingly more reliant on 
the support of an expanding cohort of socially conservative entrepre-
neurs who emerged in the context of a transformative period of Turkish 
liberalization.
 In the early 1990s, GM-affiliated actors seized on opportunities to 
expand their education, media, and business initiatives abroad, initially 
to the newly independent countries in Central Asia and the Balkans, 
and later to Russia, Australia, Southeast Asia, and Africa. Also at this 
time, affiliated business interests consolidated into a number of region-
ally defined trade associations, and in 1996 a small group of affiliated 
business leaders opened Turkey’s first 100 percent Turkish-owned 
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interest-free “participation bank.” By the late 1990s, GM affiliates oper-
ated schools and had business interests in more than eighty countries. 
Paralleling these moves were efforts to advertise the GM’s activities to 
a wider audience through the mechanism of mass media, public rela-
tions, and interfaith outreach. By the mid-2000s, approximately one 
thousand GISs were open for business in more than 120 countries, as 
were dozens of interfaith/intercultural “dialogue” institutions whose 
task was to promote Gülen’s teachings throughout Europe, Australia, 
the United States, and elsewhere. Not surprisingly, this was also when 
GM initiatives around the world started to receive regular praise from 
international media outlets for allegedly offering the world a “mild” 
brand of Islam-inspired collective action.1

 In an interview setting in Istanbul, a first-generation student of Gül-
en’s explained that Hocaefendi’s ability to wield social power amazes as 
much as it confuses:

The subject I want to emphasize is the person, Hocaefendi [Fethullah 
Gülen], .  .  . Once a sociologist said .  .  . “What kind of man is this? He 
says a word in Istanbul and it turns into a school in Africa!” (Field Inter-
view, Winter 2007)

Opening a private education institution in a foreign country requires 
coordinated effort in investment capital, negotiation, and marketing. 
It also requires a significant degree of political lobbying by investors 
who promise to assist host governments with their national educational 
goals. If GM affiliates can easily embark on such a venture, organizing 
an Internet campaign to sway the results of an online poll comes into 
clearer perspective. And although there is little reason to believe that 
Gülen had anything personally to do with his FP/Prospect victory, his 
overwhelming triumph provides a useful piece of data from which to 
speculate about the extent to which he inspires Turkish Muslims to act 
with coordinated intent.
 Indeed, as they struggled to figure out how and why Gülen won 
their poll, FP/Prospect editors learned that shortly after the May 2008 
publication of their unranked list of one hundred influential public 
intellectuals, Gülen’s candidacy was announced on the front page of 
the GM-affiliated Zaman newspaper, Turkey’s most widely circulated 
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newspaper and the flagship brand under the larger GM-affiliated 
media corporation Feza Gazetecilik (Feza Media Group). The poll was 
also widely publicized on each of Feza’s three television stations, on its 
national radio station, and on the pages of Feza’s numerous other print 
publications,2 as well as on each of the GM’s twenty-five “official” web-
sites,3 and on dozens of other open-source web forums. On the Yahoo! 
e-mail groups “Fethullah Gülen” (fethullah_gulen, 1,751 members), 
“Turkish schools” (turk_okulları, 25,438 members), and “Zaman read-
ers” (zaman_okurları, 886 members), for instance, mass e-mails asking 
people to vote for Gülen were common.4 What FP and Prospect soon 
realized was that “Hocaefendi” Fethullah Gülen won their poll because 
the networks that link Islamic activists in Turkey were well organized, 
had a high degree of technological savvy, and perhaps most important, 
were deeply invested in the praise and promotion of their leader.

Skepticism, Criticism, and Inquiry

Following World War I, the once powerful and multi-ethnic Ottoman 
Empire was defunct and a new Republic of Turkey emerged in its wake. 
To “protect” Turkish society from competing nationalist forces, Turkey’s 
young republican regime vested the Türk Silahlı Kuvvetleri (Turkish 
Armed Forces, TSK) with semi-autonomy and powers of political over-
sight. Over time, the TSK strengthened its role in Turkey’s power struc-
ture, which produced a series of five actual or threatened military-led 
coups since the founding of the Republic in 1923 (1960, 1971, 1980, 1997, 
2007). This is significant because in addition to being a religious com-
munity leader, Fethullah Gülen has long been associated with allega-
tions of conspiracy in Turkey. Fears about “Fethullahcılar” (Fethullah-
ists) infiltrating Turkey’s civilian and military bureaucracies in an effort 
to patiently “Islamicize” the secular republic are common. For instance, 
in the context of Turkey’s second military-led coup in 1971, when 
Fethullah Gülen was still an employee for the Diyanet, he was charged 
with the crime of leading a secret religious community that threatened 
the integrity of the secular Turkish state. After seven months in prison, 
he was released but was temporarily barred from public speaking.
 In 1980, Turkish social tensions again reached a boiling point, and 
again, Turkey experienced a penetrating military-led coup. Gülen was 
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again detained and questioned about the activities of his community 
before being released. Nearly two decades later, Gülen faced more seri-
ous charges about the aims of his organization, and in 2000 he was 
indicted in absentia after having fled to the United States the previous 
year. The primary piece of evidence used to mount the case against him 
was a purportedly leaked video excerpt that was published widely in 
the Turkish press, wherein Gülen allegedly instructed his community as 
follows:

You must move in the arteries of the system, without anyone noticing 
your existence, until you reach all the power centers. . . . You must wait 
until such time as you have gotten all the state power, until you have 
brought to your side all the power of the constitutional institutions in 
Turkey. .  .  . Until that time, any step taken would be too early—like 
breaking an egg without waiting the full forty days for it to hatch. It 
would be like killing the chick inside. The work to be done is [in] con-
fronting the world. Now, I have expressed my feelings and thoughts to 
you all—in confidence . . . trusting your loyalty and sensitivity to secrecy. 
I know that when you leave here—[just] as you discard your empty juice 
boxes, you must discard the thoughts and feelings expressed here.5

When this clip aired on Turkish television in the spring of 1999, Gülen 
had already moved to the United States. Although he cited health rea-
sons, skeptics lambasted Gülen for pre-emptively leaving the country 
instead of confronting the allegations against him. Gülen responded to 
his critics as follows:

I have never thought of taking over the state; if people think that I have 
such a desire they should remember that people are judged on their 
deeds not their intentions. .  .  . Today, because of conversations which 
were edited and intentionally misquoted in written articles, I am facing 
execution without trial. (“Gülen” 1999)

In 2006, a lower court acquitted Gülen of conspiracy charges, a ver-
dict that was reaffirmed by Turkey’s 9th Branch of the Supreme Court 
of Appeals in June 2008. Despite legal vindication, however, Gülen 
remained in the United States, eventually settling down in the Pocono 
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foothills in Pennsylvania. In 2001, he began to actively seek permanent 
U.S. residency. In November 2008, lawyers on his behalf convinced a 
federal judge to grant Gülen a green card based on the fact that he was 
“an alien of extraordinary abilities in the field of education.” Despite 
his vindication in the Turkish and U.S. legal systems, however, Gülen’s 
critics continued to insist that the faith leader was more accurately 
understood as either a “radical Islamist” who instructs his followers to 
indoctrinate schoolchildren, or as a social movement leader who coor-
dinates with Turkey’s ruling “Islamist roots” Justice and Development 
Party (2002–) to slowly overhaul the secular institutions of the Turk-
ish state (Çetinkaya 2007; Krespin 2007, 2009; Rubin 2008; Schwartz 
2008; Yanardağ 2006). Over the years, GM loyalists became quite adept 
at anticipating such claims and thus developed a sophisticated system 
of refutation and denial.
 Today, both domestically and abroad, GM affiliates regularly coun-
ter their critics by arguing that, without equivocation, their leader and 
the “civic movement of volunteers” he inspires are interested in noth-
ing more than the promotion of worldly knowledge, tolerance, and 
dialogue with others. Now Turkey’s largest and most influential Islamic 
identity community, the GM’s significance extends well beyond Tur-
key’s borders. This is important for the world community because in 
the context of a rapidly emerging Turkey (e.g., it is projected to become 
the world’s fifteenth-largest economy in 2013), GM loyalists control one 
of the country’s largest media conglomerates, a number of the coun-
try’s most globally linked companies, and approximately one thousand 
math- and science-focused GISs in more than one hundred countries. 
Following their leader across the Atlantic, loyalists in the GM network 
have expanded their operations in the United States, where they are 
now active in intercultural outreach, commerce, construction, IT solu-
tions, political lobbying, and charter school education. Indeed, access to 
public funding via the expanding “school choice” system in the United 
States has produced an environment whereby, with approximately 130 
schools as of March 2012, the United States hosts more GISs than does 
any country in the world outside Turkey.
 As a political ethnography, this book explains the GM’s emergence 
as evidence of rationalized charisma in contemporary Turkey, and as 
the institutionalization and marketization of Muslim-inspired collective 

9780814770986_Hendrick_i_276.indd   7 6/14/13   1:41 PM



8 << Introduction

action. By building private schools instead of public mosques, the GM 
reframes “secular” education in science and math as “moral” education 
in the ways of creation. By educating future bankers, investors, accoun-
tants, and lawyers, the GM reframes the spiritual requirement to follow 
God’s path as a social requirement to realize white-collar success and 
elite-level influence. By investing religiously motivated donations (him-
met) as start-up capital for profit-driven enterprises, the GM’s expan-
sion illustrates the ways that piety has become rationalized in Turkey, 
and how the politics of global participation has, in many ways, secular-
ized Muslim identity politics in the interests of material expansion.

Questions

Three analytical questions focus our discussion: (1) What factors 
explain the shift from “overtly political” (i.e., open protest, partisan 
mobilization) to “passively political” (i.e., private education, media, and 
business) Muslim politics in late twentieth-century Turkey? (2) What 
factors explain the GM’s emergence as the go-to example for scholars 
and analysts in the United States, Europe, and Australia who seek to 
promote a phenomenon they refer to as “mild,” “moderate,” “liberal,” or 
“peaceful” Islam? (3) Does the GM case provide the world with an alter-
native understanding of the relationships that exist between modernity 
and Islam in the global era?
 The above questions are answered by presenting the GM as an exam-
ple of rationalized Islamic sensibility. The GM case, therefore, illustrates 
not only the degree to which traditional Islam and liberal modernity are 
compatible, but that modernity reframes tradition in its image. Based 
on fourteen months of extensive ethnographic fieldwork in Turkey and 
the United States, this book argues that in conjunction with its expand-
ing media and financial holdings, the GM has emerged as Turkey’s most 
influential nonpartisan, nonmilitary social force and thus constitutes a 
primary player in what Tuğal (2009) has rightfully termed Turkey’s ongo-
ing “passive revolution.” As a primary collective actor in Turkey’s passive 
revolution, the community of Fethullah Gülen offers an indicative case by 
which to observe the “post-political” turn in twenty-first-century Muslim 
politics in general, and an illustrative case by which to observe Turkey’s 
political, economic, and cultural transformation in particular.
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 Rather than calling on pious Turks to seize the Turkish power struc-
ture, however, “organic Muslim intellectuals” close to the GM employ 
a sophisticated discourse to advocate for patience and diligence in a 
long-term effort to increase the “Muslim share” in the administration 
of Turkey’s political economy. In this regard, the case of the GM forces 
scholars and policy analysts alike to reconsider static dichotomies that 
posit “Islamists” versus “secularists” by calling for a closer examina-
tion of Muslim experiences with contemporary globalization and the 
opportunities provided therein. In this context, this book’s primary 
objective is to emphasize that although its goals are anchored on a con-
servative, faith-based social identity, and although its methods are often 
nontransparent, GM actors are reliant on the market for their contin-
ued expansion and are thus best presented as products of, rather than as 
a fundamentalist reactions to, the processes of neoliberal globalization.
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