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Gulen’s Contribution to a Middle Way
Islam in Southeast Asia

by Muhammad Nawab Osman

This paper aims to demonstrate the relevance of the Giilen movement as a counter to
extremist ideology and an encouragement to inter-religious dialogue in the Southeast
Asia region. The movement presents a Middle Way Islam, which can accommodate
local cultural differences and make a hospitable space for positive relations between
Muslims and non-Muslims.

Following an account of Fethullah Giilen’s views on extremism and inter-religious dia-
logue, the paper turns to case studies of Giilen-inspired organisations in Singapore and
Indonesia to show how they have applied his ideas to enable inter-religious dialogue
and offer an effective alternative to legalistic teaching of Islam. The case studies allow
for comparison of the movement’s approach to a Muslim-majority and Muslim-minor-
ity context. The paper concludes by charting the trajectory of the movement’s role and
contribution to the development of a Middle Way Islam in Southeast Asia.

The paper is based on a combination of fieldwork with a qualitative approach and
documentary research. The fieldwork comprises data gathered through participatory
observation in Singapore and interviews with key members of the two organisations
and their local partners. The documentary research comprises data from the move-
ment’s publications — books, magazines (4sya Pasifik), newspaper articles, brochures
and online materials.
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Mohamed Nawab Mohamed Osman (MA, Department of History, NUS): Associate
Research Fellow with the Contemporary Islam Program in the S. Rajaratnam School of
International Studies, Nanyang Technological University; actively involved in various
organisations and regional networks including Young Association of Muslim Profes-
sionals and Southeast Asia Islam and Democracy Workshop. Research interests: his-
tory and politics of South and Southeast Asia; Islamic movements and Islamic political
thought, with fieldwork in Pakistan, India, Malaysia, Indonesia, and United Kingdom.
Publications: he has contributed chapters to several books, produced working papers
for academic conferences, and articles for various newspapers including Straits Times
and Today s Zaman (Turkey); currently writing a book on the history of Islam in South-
east Asia.
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