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‘A station above that of angels’: the Vision of Islamic Education 
within Pluralistic Societies in the Thought of Fethullah Gülen.
A Study of Contrasts between Turkey and the UK
by Ian G. Williams

Gülen cites ‘Ali ibn Abi Talib as saying, ‘... if a person’s intellect dominates his or her 
desire and ferocity, he or she rises to a station above that of angels ...’. 
Both historically as well as in modern contexts Muslim education is not characterised 
by uniformity but rather by a plurality of actors, institutions, ideas and political mi-
lieus. The two central questions are: What is required to live as a Muslim in the present 
world? Who is qualified to teach in this time? The debate over the nature and purpose 
of Islamic education is no recent phenomenon. It has been conducted for the past two 
centuries throughout the Islamic world: the transmission of both spiritual and empirical 
knowledge has always been dependent upon the support of religious, social and politi-
cal authorities.  
Based on fieldwork in Turkey and the UK amongst schools associated with the Gülen 
movement, examination of national government policies and on readings of contempo-
rary Muslim educationalists, this paper seeks to examine the ideals of Fethullah Gülen 
on contemporary Islamic and religious education. It reports critically on the contribu-
tion of these schools to social cohesion, inter-religious dialogue and common ambi-
tions for every child and student.

Ian G. Williams (PhD in Islamic Studies, University of Derby; after ordination, served 
in Church of England parish ministry and religious education): Senior Lecturer & Sub-
ject Leader in Religious Education at the University of Central England, Faculty of 
Education, Birmingham. He has lectured in Religious Studies at the Universities of 
Chester and Derby, and taught and researched in the Middle East, the USA, and India. 
Current interests: the Fethullah Gülen movement in Turkish Islam; sacred violence 
and martyrdom in contemporary Islam and Sufi movements in the UK. Among recent 
publications: ‘Modern Movements in Islam and Zoroastrianism’ in Dictionary of Con-
temporary Religion in the Western World (IVP: Leicester, 2003); ‘In the Aftermath of 
9/11. Jihad and Martyrdom in Contemporary Islam’, Sea of Faith Journal (Sept. 2002); 
‘Sufism in British Islam’ in Contemporary Mysticism (Exeter: Paternoster, 2001); 
‘Fundamentalist Movements amongst British Muslims’ in Fundamentalisms: Studies 
in Contemporary Religious Radicalism (Exeter: Paternoster, 2000).
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