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Promoting Human Rights Values in the Muslim World:
the Case of the Gülen Movement

by Ozcan Keles

The premise of this paper is that human rights values are a persistent theme of Fethullah 
Gülen’s thought and tajdid and expressed by the Gülen movement through example. 
That tajdid is collectively constructed and communicated by allowing for adaptation 
and indigenisation in flexible response to different socio-cultural contexts. What is 
more, Gülen’s views on democracy, pluralism, human rights and freedom of belief di-
rectly promote human rights values and norms. The paper argues that the Muslim world 
is very important to Gülen’s overall aspiration for an inclusive civilisation and thus 
the movement is now active in most parts of that world. In time, as in Turkey, Gülen’s 
ideas will enable and empower the periphery in Muslim societies to influence the centre 
ground and open the way for wider enjoyment of freedom and human rights. 
The paper is in three sections. The first looks at the underlying dynamics of Gülen’s 
influence and the nature of his tajdid, to assess whether his influence is transferable 
elsewhere. The second appraises the content of Gülen’s tajdid arguing that human 
rights values are an inherent theme of his discourse on Islam. Here, the paper analyses 
Gülen’s views on Anatolian Muslimness, democracy and politics, human rights and 
freedom of belief, illustrating Gülen’s incremental ijtihad on temporal punishment for 
apostasy in Islamic law. The third part traces the movement’s activities in the Muslim 
world, arguing that the movement has now entered a phase of adolescence, and asks 
whether Gulen’s tajdid and discourse, through the practice of the movement, can in-
deed promote human rights values in this world.

Ozcan Keles (member of the Honourable Society of Gray’s Inn; Bar Course from Inns 
of Court School of Law, 2005; LLM in Human Rights Law from SOAS, University 
of London, 2002; LLB, 2000): a barrister, studying for PhD on ‘Muslim minorities 
in Europe – Human Rights in the Muslim world: Promoting Freedom of Belief and 
Harmonisation in International Human Rights Law’ at the Human Rights Centre at the 
University of Essex, where he holds the Scholarship Award of 2006. Research interests 
include: international human rights law, the European Court of Human Rights, freedom 
of belief, and the Gülen movement. 
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The Muslim world has been undergoing radical social, economic, political 

and intellectual change since its encounter with the West. How Muslims 

cope with the challenges they face necessarily impacts on the wider, non-

Muslim world. The underlying aim of this conference is to examine the 

impact of the Gülen movement on the contemporary Muslim world in 

transition and the relations between the West and Islam in general. As a 

leading transnational faith-based movement originating from Turkey with a 

universal educational and interfaith agenda, the Gülen movement aims to 

promote creative and positive relations between the West and the Muslim 

world and articulate a constructive position on issues such as democracy, 

multiculturalism, globalisation, and interfaith dialogue in the context of 

secular modernity. Fethullah Gülen's re-reading of religious texts in the 

context of a renewal and re-interpretation in Islam that can take part in the 

building of a fully human society in Europe will also feature in the 

deliberations of the conference. The conference will also examine the 

theological and intellectual contributions of Gülen, situate him in the 

context of the modern intellectual history of Islam and discuss his own 

interpretations of the above central issues. As a religious intellectual and 

peace activist from Turkey, Gülen has influenced a whole generation of 

Muslims worldwide and inspired them to play an important role in 

charitable and educational projects and foundations. His aim has always 

been to bring out the universal mission of Islam, which is to serve people 

regardless of faith, colour or national origin.
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