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ABSTRACT

The story of the Gülen Movement in Australia has 
never been documented in any great detail and conse-
quently is not well known. It deserves study for a 

number of reasons, not least being that the pioneering nature 
of the hizmet, as it likes to refer to itself (hizmet means service) 
and the fact that ‘New World’ Australian society is frequently 
at the leading edge of social change on many issues. As is 
generally the pattern around the world, hizmet activities in 
Australia initially focused on education. Alongside education, 
the other major focus of activity of the hizmet in Australia has 
been dialogue and bridge-building. In 2000, the Melbourne-
based Australian Intercultural Society (AIS) was established, 
only six years after the pioneering Journalists and Writers and 
Foundation (Gazeteciler ve Yazarlar Vakfi – JWF) was set up 
in Turkey. This was followed in 2001 with the establishment 
of the Affinity Intercultural Foundation (AIF) in Sydney. 

Gülen Movement activities in Australia follow a familiar 
pattern but are shaped by local factors. As elsewhere, the move-
ment takes the form of a loose semi-autonomous network 
directed by local initiative but global in inspiration. Given the 
fact that only 3,000-4,000 people - around five percent of the 
60,000 Turkish-Australians are thought to be closely affiliated 
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with the movement in Australia, the achievements are remark-
able by any measure. In global terms (in Turkey and around the 
world, including Australia) the movement represents one of the 
world’s most significant examples of progressive civil society 
Islamic activism. It displays strong parallels with earlier forms of 
religious philanthropy in the West over the past four centuries 
and represents an important counterpoint to Samuel Hunting-
ton’s ‘clash of civilizations’ thesis.

* * *

The story of the Gülen movement in Australia has never been 
documented in detail and consequently is not well known. It 
deserves study for a number of reasons, not least being that the 
pioneering nature of the hizmet, as it likes to refer to itself (hizmet 
means service) and the fact that ‘New World’ Australian society is 
frequently at the leading edge of social change on many issues.1 
With around 60,000 people identifying as Turkish-Australians the 
absolute size of the community is several fold smaller than that of 
the Turkish-American community but represents a significantly 
larger proportion of the national population (0.3 percent of the 
Australian population of 21 million). Australia is fifteen times 
smaller than the USA but, leaving aside New York, Los Angeles 
and Chicago, the cities of Melbourne, Victoria, and Sydney, NSW, 
are comparable with large American cities, and with Turkish popu-
lations in excess of 26,000 and 22,000 respectively, are home to 
Turkish communities larger than most, if not all, those found in US 
cities. At the same time, whilst less than one in five Muslim-
Australians have Turkish heritage, their national profile, thanks in 
large part to the work of the hizmet, is much greater than these 
numbers would suggest. 

Evidence of this can be found in recent activities such as the 
several dozen public Ramadan iftar fast-breaking dinners held in 
September 2008. In Melbourne these included the first ever iftar 
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held at Government House, hosted by the Governor of Victoria, 
the second Australian Federal Police iftar, the fourth Victoria 
Police iftar, the first Turkish Consulate public inter-faith iftar, the 
first Masonic Lodge iftar, and so forth. 2008 also saw the com-
mencement of the Fethullah Gülen Chair in the Study of Islam and 
Muslim-Catholic Relations at the Australia Catholic University and 
a similar, hizmet sponsored, Lectureship in Islamic Studies at Monash 
University

Turkish migration to Australia began in 1967 with large numbers 
of Turks settling in the 1970s and 1980s, with inflows peaking in 1976 
but continuing in a steady stream thereafter through to the present. In 
the first two decades Turkish migrants to Australia came predomi-
nantly from rural Anatolia. At that stage, influenced by the experience 
of Germany, most expected to ‘come for two years and then return to 
Turkey’. Most settled permanently and raised families.

In the late 1980s and early 1990s the dynamic started to change 
as significant numbers of urban Turks begin to arrive. Amongst these 
urban Turkish migrants were followers of Fetullah Gülen. As has 
been general the pattern around the world, hizmet activities in Aus-
tralian initially focussed on education. 

The history of the hizmet in Australia is interesting for a num-
ber of reasons not least being that it represents a stand-alone case 
study of how the social and organisational dynamics of the hizmet 
work. The hizmet continues to be widely misunderstood, and in 
some circles, particularly in Turkey, viewed with suspicion rising in 
part because of misunderstandings about how it functions. The 
organization and direction of its many far-flung activities, the finan-
cial sponsorship that supports them, and the individual and group 
motivations of hizmet members represent a mystery to most 
onlookers. For most it presents a social movement unlike any other 
that they have encountered. Arguably no social organization or 
movement is entirely unique just as no big idea is truly unique, but 
for all intents and purposes the hizmet does represent a unique 
development.2 To be properly understood it needs to be read in the 



Islam in the Age of Global Challenges -- Conference Proceedings 117

broader context of not just Muslim history but the history of reli-
gious philanthropy more generally. Strong parallels can be found 
between the activism of the hizmet over the past three decades and 
the development of Christian and Jewish philanthropy, in particular 
educational philanthropy, over the past three centuries.3 Viewed in 
this broader context of the underlying dynamic and vision of the 
hizmet does not appear so mysterious. Most who encounter it, 
however, particularly in Turkey and Central Asia do not view it 
through this frame of reference. And sadly, in the West, there was 
much too much readiness to view Islam as an existential other and 
consequently too little preparedness to recognize the many parallels 
between the three Abrahamic faiths of Islam, Judaism and Christi-
anity, and between Muslim social movements and Western reli-
gious social movements.

 One of the causes for misunderstanding about the hizmet is 
that it is social dynamics are difficult to explain. Although not a 
particularly secretive organization, and in fact in recent years it is 
strikingly self-reflexive and open organization, the dynamics of the 
movement remain mysterious to most outsiders.4 After all, general 
experience would suggest that religious movements or social orga-
nization responsible for more than 500 schools and dozens of col-
leges and universities throughout Turkey across Central Asia and 
around the world must have a high degree of centralised coordina-
tion and unified planning.5 When one adds to that the extensive 
media and publication ventures associated with the hizmet it seems 
only natural to assume that must be guided by a very astute CEO 
and board of management. It therefore follows that the Fethullah 
Gülen himself must necessarily be not merely an inspirational reli-
gious figure but also a brilliant organisational leader and astute 
businessman. In some respects, this assessment does hold true, but 
the details of the way in which Fethullah Gülen actually engages 
with the movement that has grown up around him run contrary to 
most expectations and do not fit the regular model of either reli-
gious organizations or business enterprises. There is no doubt that 
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much of the big picture vision and direction for the hizmet does 
come from Fethullah Gülen himself, but he nevertheless appears 
remarkably disengaged with the fine-grained detail of what is now 
a truly global network. Nor do any of his immediate associates, 
including those living with him in his rural retreat in Pennsylvania, 
appear to be functioning as hands-on executives. Rather, the hizmet 
appears to function just as Fethullah Gülen describes it as function-
ing. That is to say, it appears to be a loosely connected network of 
significantly autonomous and spontaneous local initiatives. These 
local initiatives are very aware of what many of their counterparts 
in the hizmet are doing, whether within the nation in which they 
are located, or in other nations around the world, and they fre-
quently model themselves upon, and draw inspiration from, these 
other initiatives. 

At the same time the entire hizmet network clearly draws con-
siderable inspiration and motivation from the writing and teaching 
Gülen himself and from the movement’s reading of the Koran and 
Sunnah, mediated to a considerable extent through the reading of 
Risale-i Nur. Funding for the various initiatives likewise appear to 
flow reasonably spontaneously and autonomously from local 
groups, whilst receiving some assistance from older hizmet com-
munities of businessmen within Turkey. Foundational to the finan-
cial support of hizmet ventures is sustained, generous, giving by 
businessmen associated with the hizmet who understand it to be 
their ‘calling’ to work hard and produce wealth that can be used for 
the work of the hizmet.6 These businessmen, whose ranks now 
number in the thousands, typically donate 10 to 70 percent of 
annual income to the work of the hizmet.7 They belong to local 
sohbet communities with whom they meet on a daily basis for 
encouragement, fellowship, devotional studies and philanthropic 
planning (intisare), led by senior members serving as trustees 
(mutevelli), and in their personal commitment (himmet) enjoying 
remarkable social capital and sense of purpose.8 The various busi-
ness enterprises associated with the hizmet such as the Zaman 
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newspaper group, Samanyolu Television and Isik Publishing, to 
name but some of the largest, are autonomous enterprises linked by 
social ties rather than by any formal business connections. The same 
can be said for the many NGOs associated with the hizmet.

A close examination of the development of hizmet in Australia 
reveals these underlying dynamics very clearly. It is then, precisely 
because what has happened in Australia is not unique in that it is 
instructive to look carefully at this particular case study. As is the 
case with many parallel developments in the hizmet around the 
globe the early story of the hizmet in Australia is tied up very 
closely with the story of one individual. This story and this person, 
Orhan Cicek, and his family, are simultaneously remarkable and 
ordinary at a number of levels. Remarkable because what has been 
achieved and the manner in which it has been achieved exceed the 
usual expectations that one might apply to religious philanthropy. 
Similarly, the determination and vision of the individual involved 
and, one might say - invoking an other religious philanthropic tra-
dition - the sheer chutzpah, are truly remarkable. And yet, the pat-
tern in Australia is a familiar one to people studying the hizmet 
around the world. And the individual involved is genuinely modest 
and unassuming. Because of the central role played by this indi-
vidual, particularly in the first two decades of hizmet activism in 
Australia, and because of the illustrated the nature of this story it is 
worth spending a little attention to the personal story. 

By 2008 the hizmet in Australia is estimated to involve several 
thousand people, including dozens who work full-time for its 
schools and NGOs. In 1981, when Orhan left Ankara for Mel-
bourne, the hizmet had no presence in Australia. By then end of the 
decade a small but enthusiastic hizmet community had been estab-
lished and the foundations laid for future growth. In 1985, 
prompted by concerns about delinquency amongst second-genera-
tion Turkish youth, Orhan established The New Generation Youth 
Association, based in the Melbourne suburbs of Richmond, Sun-
shine, Broadmeadows and Dandenong. Two years later, in 1987, 
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the Light Tutoring Centre, a free tuition centre aimed at Muslim 
students, was set up in inner-city Melbourne. Around this time, in 
December 1989, senior Gülen movement leader Mehmet Ali Sen-
gal began, to make regular visits to the community in Australia and 
in 1990, less than ten years after the first hizmet schools were estab-
lished in Turkey, the Selimiye Foundation was established with the 
aim of building a school in Melbourne, an aim that was fulfilled 
with the opening of Isik College in 1997, one year after Sule Col-
lege was opened in Sydney.

When Orhan Cicek arrived in Australia in 1980 not only was 
there no hizmet in Australia the sense of there being a broad social 
movement associated with Fethullah Gülen, even within Turkey 
itself, was much very novel. Between 1969 and 1980 Fethullah 
Gülen, then employed as a state imam (a civil service position in 
Turkey where the state preferred to control public religious affairs) 
had concentrated on building up small communities in the cosmo-
politan Mediterranean port city of Izmir involving summer camps 
for youth, sponsored isik evler ‘lighthouse’ student hostels and, most 
importantly, dershane reading groups that met weekly to read and 
discuss together the Risale-i Nur, the multi-volume thematic com-
mentary on the Koran penned by the great Turkish Sufi scholar 
Said Nursi in the first decades of the 20th century.9 The hizmet 
dershane largely followed the pattern of other Risale-i Nur dershane 
that had been meeting across Turkey since the 1930s but infused 
the insights and action-orientated outlook of Gülen to the study of 
Nursi’s much loved text. In time these small groups became the 
nuclei local hizmet communities and fostered and extraordinary 
degree of social capital. In 1982 a second hizmet school opened in 
Izmir and the following year a school was opened in Ankara. In 
December 1983 the moderate Turgut Özal was sworn-in as prime 
minister, following three years of military-rule and a decade of 
social upheaval. He was the only the third democratically-elected 
leader in the history of the Turkish Republic. Özal himself was a 
keen student of Said Nursi and, unlike most earlier leaders, did not 
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harbour deep suspicions about all religious-based social move-
ments.10 Under his leadership private schools where encouraged as 
part of a program of educational reforms and the way was opened 
for the nascent hizmet to enter into educational philanthropy on a 
significant scale. In 1986 Özal overturned the charges that the post-
coup military regime of 1980 had brought against Gülen.11 These 
charges caused the nascent hizmet to disperse from Izmir to Istan-
bul and Ankara as Gülen himself resigned is civil-service post in 
Ismir and relocated to Istanbul, precipitating a new phase in the 
development of the hizmet. Liberalization of laws relating to the 
establishment of private schools followed by the relative stability 
and openness of the Özal government opened the way for the 
hizmet to focus on building schools, building on the earlier work 
with students through hostels, tutoring centres and summer camps. 
It was only a decade after the first school opened in Turkey that a 
school was established outside of Turkey when in 1991 a hizmet 
School was opened in Azerbaijan. The impetus, and the opportu-
nity, to open a school in Central Asia arose directly from the col-
lapse of the Soviet Union and awareness of the dire needs that 
existed in the former Soviet republics of Central Asia. It was this 
that precipitated the expansion of the hizmet outside of Turkey 
and, in time, led to activism across Asia and in Europe and the new 
world. Australia led developments in the western hemisphere with 
Sule College opening in Sydney in 1996, one year before the first 
school opened in America. In Europe it was not until 2000 the first 
schools were established in Denmark and the Netherlands.

The steady expansion of the hizmet from decade to decade, 
from small circles based upon dershane, isik evler and student sum-
mer camps in western Turkey in the 1970s, to schools and colleges 
across Turkey in the 1980s, to media enterprises, dialogue NGOs 
and schools throughout Central Asia and beyond in the 1990s, to 
diverse educational and dialogue initiatives in the Western Hemi-
sphere in the 2000s, has clearly been shaped by political and social 
changes.12 But more than this, it has also been directed by the 



Islam in the Age of Global Challenges -- Conference Proceedings122

development and growth of thinking about Islam and society 
within the hizmet, beginning with the efflorescence of the thought 
of Gülen himself. Gülen modestly describes his own thought as 
subject to growth and development as providence delivers new 
experiences. Speaking with Hakan Yavuz in Philadelphia in Octo-
ber 2000 he says:

We all change, don’t we? There is no exit from change. By visit-
ing the States and many other European countries, I realized 
the virtues and the role of religion in these societies. Islam flour-
ishes in America and Europe much better than in many Muslim 
countries. This means freedom and the rule of law are necessary 
for personal Islam. Moreover, Islam does not need the state to 
survive, but rather needs education and financially rich com-
munities to flourish. In a way, not the state but rather commu-
nity is needed under a full democratic system.13

This dynamic is captured by Marcia Hermansen in a brilliant 
essay about the “cultivation of memory in the Gülen community” 
where she highlights the importance of the stories that the hizmet 
tells itself. Introducing a well-known story about Fetullah Gülen 
(affectionately known, after the Turkish manner of referring to 
religious teachers, as Hoca Effendi/Hocaefendi) within the hizmet 
she writes:

The development in Gülen’s outlook from earlier Ottoman/
Turkish nationalism to a pan-Turkic and ultimately more global 
and even universal perspective may be represented by “the map 
story”. In my interviews I heard the story as follows from a 
businessman and early supporter, Ali Reza Tanrisever:

On the wall in his dormitory room, Hoca Effendi used to have 
a map of the Ottoman empire with the inscription ‘you are still 
in my dreams’. Later this was exchanged for a world map and 
finally a satellite view from space.14

Orhan Cicek grew up in the Turkish capital of Ankara and 
immediately prior to coming to Australia had been studying at a 
state college for imam, completing some but not all of his theo-
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logical studies. He was a keen student of the Risale-i Nur and was 
close to some of Fethullah Gülen’s first generation of disciples, or 
‘students’ as they were referred to themselves. These first generation 
students of Gülen, addressed within hizmet circles as Abi, or older 
brother, such as Mehmet Ali Sengal, belonged to the same genera-
tion as Gülen himself, being born around 1940.15 Orhan is around 
fifteen years younger than this first cohort and represents the gen-
eration of students first draw into the nascent hizmet network 
through isik evler, dershane and summer camps conducted in the 
1970s. Living in Ankara Orhan was removed from the early 
hizmet’s nucleus in Izmir and from Gülen himself but was never-
theless exposed to dershane meetings and seminars led by abi visit-
ing the capital. When faced with an opportunity to immigrate to 
Australia he sought advice from the abi who advised him to see this 
as an opportunity to take the teaching of Gülen to Turkish com-
munities living outside Turkey. 

After arriving in Melbourne Orhan married and settled down 
in the inner-city, working-class, Melbourne suburb of Richmond. 
His wife’s family had moved to Melbourne in 1972 has had several 
of his brothers. When he settled in Melbourne he knew of no other 
followers of Fethullah Gülen in Australia. He had no particular 
sense of what he might do in Australia save to replicate the sort of 
hizmet activities that he had become familiar with in Turkey, as the 
opportunity arose. In 1981, a year after he arrived, a small number 
of followers of Said Nursi settled in Australia. For the next five 
years Orhan was active in setting up and running Risale-i Nur der-
shane. Most of the members of these reading groups had not previ-
ously been familiar with the Risale-i Nur. They consisted mostly of 
Turkish Australians in their 30s and 40s who had moved to Mel-
bourne in the past decade or so. By 1985 some of the earliest 
migrants had been in Australia for 16-17 years and had teenage 
children born to them in their new ‘temporary’ home. Orhan had 
settled in Richmond because of family connections but later came 
to see his location as providential. As it happened, within Rich-
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mond there were beginning to be a number of Turkish teenagers 
coming to the attention of local police because of delinquent behav-
iour. Their parents had difficulty in relating to their children’s lives 
in a Australia. Most had moved to Melbourne directly from the 
Anatolian countryside and spoke little English, having started out 
with thoughts of soon returning to Turkey after having made some 
money in Australia. In 1985 Orhan started a drop-in centre and 
youth program that he called New Generation Youth Association 
(NGYA). 

Inspired by Gülen’s teachings about the importance of soundly 
educating and developing youth and the potential for youth-driven 
generational change through the development of a ‘golden genera-
tion’ (altin nesil) Orhan was convinced that he should focus his 
efforts on trying to help second-generation Turkish Australian 
youth.16 He sought to mentor the youth that he encountered and 
engage them in practical programs involving sport and outings and 
some basic tutoring. He also began to lead Risale-i Nur reading 
groups amongst these teenagers as well as amongst their parents. 
NGYA extended its active activities to the Melbourne suburbs of 
Sunshine in the west and Dandenong in the south. Orhan’s actions 
came as a result of him trying to do what he thought best in the 
situation he found himself in, and drawing upon what he knew of 
Fethullah Gülen’s circles in Turkey. In the late 1980s Orhan made 
several trips to Turkey and met with followers of Fethullah Gülen 
there. In 1987 the hizmet in Turkey had started a tutoring centre 
and learning of this Orhan decided to try to do something similar 
in Melbourne. Later that year he started the Light Tutoring Centre 
in inner city Melbourne, with the primary aim of helping struggling 
Turkish and other Muslim youth. 

At this stage Orhan and his wife were still the only members of 
the hizmet living in Melbourne. They were beginning to build a 
small community around them are people who would become 
committed supporters but for guidance and encouragement of had 
to travel back to Turkey. Some years he had been encouraging the 
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abi to visit them in Australia and to encourage the work there. 
These pleas finally bore fruit when Mehmet Ali Sengal visited Mel-
bourne for the first time in 1989. Thereafter Mehmet and others of 
the senior abi made visits to Australia once or twice a year. 

By 1989 the character of Turkish migration to Australia had 
begun to change. Whereas the first wave of migrants who began 
arriving in 1968, and those that followed over the next two decades, 
came from rural Anatolia, beginning in 1989 a number of urban 
professional Turks began to settle in Australia. These included 
some who had became active within the hizmet in Turkey. By this 
point, foundations had been laid to build the work of the hizmet 
not just in Melbourne but also in Sydney. Orhan visited Sydney 
every month, or so, to encourage the small hizmet community that 
had formed around recent migrants with hizmet connections in 
Turkey. In the late 1980s the activists in Melbourne and Sydney 
were committed to working with youth through dershane, tutoring 
centres and isik evler student hostels but beyond that had little sense 
of how the work would unfold. By this stage, on his trips back to 
Turkey Orhan had talked with Gülen and the abi about his work in 
Australia, and had received general encouragement to pursue 
opportunities as they came up. It was always assumed that the focus 
would be on education and the development of youth, together 
with initiatives in dialogue and media.17 But beyond these general 
lines of encouragement there was no specific guidance given, nor 
was there any automatic line of financial support.18 The hizmet sup-
porters in Melbourne and Sydney began to get a sense of what 
might come next when the collapse of the Soviet Union, together 
with the growth of the hizmet schools and social networks across 
Turkey, led to the first hizmet school outside of Turkey being 
opened in Azerbaijan in 1991, just a decade after the very first 
school had opened in Turkey. As it happened, in April 1992 
Fethullah Gülen visited Melbourne and Sydney for the first and, so 
far, only time and encouraged the young hizmet communities to 
pursue their dreams of expanding their. To Orhan and the several 
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dozen families around him that now constituted the hizmet in Mel-
bourne, it seemed that the time had come for the community to 
open a school in their city. 

The small hizmet community in Melbourne began exploring 
their options and looking around for models to base their educa-
tional programme on. Orhan began making visits to independent 
‘religious’ schools in Melbourne to learn from the experience of 
others and look for templates that might be copied. He visited King 
Khalid Islamic College, Melbourne’s first Islamic school that had 
opened in the Northern suburb of Coburg in 1983 with a mixed 
Islamic and secular curriculum. He also visited Christian and Jewish 
schools such as the Methodist Wesley College and King David 
School, a progressive Jewish day school. Orhan eventually spoke 
with the leaders of seven different schools and examined their foun-
dational documents and organisational structure.

Although he was looking to these schools for practical details 
about the ‘nuts and bolts’ of building and running an independent 
school the broad vision of what they hoped to achieve came from 
the hizmet schools in Turkey. Their vision was to build schools that 
provided high standards of academic achievement and general dis-
cipline and an environment that encouraged students to develop to 
the best of their potential. They wanted the schools to be accessible 
to working-class people, particularly in the north of Melbourne 
where there were very few opportunities for affordable quality 
schooling. Importantly, they also were firmly convinced that the 
schools should be completely secular in their curriculum, and whilst 
initially meeting the needs of Muslim migrants they should be open 
to people of all backgrounds. 

Gülen and the abi in Turkey did not prescribe a detailed plan 
for how the schools should develop but it was very clear that 
schools should be secular in nature and conform with the vision of 
temsil - ‘preaching by example’ rather than preaching – tablig.19 The 
conviction that the schools should not be ‘religious’ was not merely 
a product of the political environment in Turkey, or in any other 
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country, but rather was a conviction that came from the heart of 
Gülen’s teaching. Gülen urged his followers to a life of willing ser-
vice out of compassion for others and the sincere desire to serve 
God by helping young people to reach their full potential and 
become a ‘golden generation’ who would help transform society. 
He encouraged the development of spirituality through the educa-
tion and training of both heart and mind but he also argued that 
this spirituality did not have to be Islamic. For Gülen, religious 
service through the hizmet could be fulfilled through entirely ‘secu-
lar’ activity. Education was an end in itself and although it might be 
inspired by religion did not need to be expressed through religion. 
In fact, Gülen argued, temsil – living out a positive example – was 
much to be preferred to tabligh – telling people what to believe.20 
This is why he taught his community to devote themselves to build-
ing schools rather than mosques, saying that ‘Turkey already has 
enough mosques’. Consequently, the model that Orhan had in 
mind was much closer to that of Wesley College and Kind David 
School than that of King Khalid Islamic College. 

Eventually it was decided to establish a not-for-profit founda-
tion expressly focused on education, and in 1990 the Selimye foun-
dation was established in Melbourne, becoming one of the first 
not-for-profit Muslim educational foundations in Australia. It was 
very much the ethos of the hizmet from the beginning that indi-
viduals and local communities took responsibility for their own 
initiatives and gave sacrificially of their own resources. Consequent-
ly, it was following a typical pattern – one that occurred across 
Turkey for more than a decade and was to occur around the world 
in the decades that came – that Orhan and the several dozen fami-
lies that formed the nucleus of the hizmet community in Melbourne 
pooled their resources to make a start on their ambitious pro-
gramme. And so it was that one evening in late 1991 around 40 
people gathered for a fund-raising event prepared to make substan-
tial donations towards acquiring a property that could be used as a 
student dormitory cum tutoring centre. They had been preparing to 
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this event for much of the previous 12 months. By the end of the 
evening they had raised $70,000, enough to purchase a modest 
two-storey ex-Housing Commission house in the working-class 
suburb of Dallas, on the edge of Broadmeadows. The Broadmead-
ows area on Melbourne’s northern rim was best known for its Ford 
car plant and the large migrant communities associated with its 
workforce lift roundabouts, including many Turkish and other 
Muslims. Melbourne’s largest mosque was located in the suburb. 
Clearly, although that is community was still small it evidenced a 
high level of social capital and collective commitment.21

The following year the Dallas/Broadmeadows house became 
the hizmet’s first boarding college and marked a transitional step 
towards establishing a school. In that same year, 1992, the Aurora 
Sydney Education Centre was established and hizmet developments 
in Sydney began to track those in Melbourne.

In 1993 the Feza Foundation was established in Sydney and a 
boarding ‘college’ formed in Sydney. In 1996 Sule College was 
opened in Preston, Sydney, followed in 1997 by Isik College in 
East Meadows, Melbourne. Today there are four schools on three 
campuses in NSW and eight schools on six campuses in Victoria. 
2001 saw primary schools open in the rural Victorian cities of Mil-
dura and Geelong. In 2003 a primary school was established in 
Adelaide and the following year a primary school opened in Perth. 
In 2006 the Queensland Education and Culture Foundation was 
founded, land was purchased, and planning commenced for a pri-
mary school to be latter followed by a secondary school. By 
mid-2008 there were 16 hizmet schools in Australia serving a col-
lective student body of over 6000.

 Within Turkey, and around the world, the second focus of the 
hizmet, one that has steadily grown stronger over the past two 
decades, has been initiatives in print and electronic media. Unlike 
education it can be said that this in the field the hizmet’s work in 
Australia has lagged behind the experience of the hizmet in Turkey 
and in Europe and North America. No particular significance 
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should be attached to this, however, as there are clearly different 
dynamics at work. Whereas the schools program, and educational 
initiatives in general, are very local in focus (even when interna-
tional collaboration is involved such as in the sponsoring of schools 
in Asia by Turkish business communities at home) it is the nature 
of media, particularly electronic media, to be oriented towards 
global networks. Most of the media content required by the hizmet 
in Australia can now be readily obtained from the movement’s net-
works, whether in Turkey itself or in North America. Nevertheless, 
it is interesting that from the earliest days of hizmet was involved 
in some local media initiatives. For example, Orhan was a sub-edi-
tor of several Turkish newspapers between 1984 and 1988 and later 
worked for 4 years (1990-94) with 3ZZZ community radio – four 
days a week for one to two hours at a time discussing general issues, 
politics in Turkey, Australia, culture, history, religious matters (at 
the time, and even today, the Australian government sponsored 
Special Broadcasting Service, SBS, TV and radio broadcasts of 
Turkish content, tended to represent the views of staunchly secular 
Turks). In 1993 The Fountain English language magazine was 
launched in USA but distributed globally, including in Australia. 
Four years later, in 1997, eleven years after its birth in Turkey in 
1986, and one year launching its online site, Zaman Australia was 
launched. The newspaper started with a circulation of 1,000. Today 
its regular circulation is around 6,000 copies, suggesting that thirty 
to forty percent of Turkish-Australian households receive Zaman 
Australia. Most of the content of the paper comes from the Turkish 
edition but Australia-based journalists and editors provide local 
content. 

Alongside education the other major focus of activity of the 
hizmet in Australia has been initiatives in dialogue and bridge-
building. In 2000 the Melbourne-based Australian Intercultural 
Society (AIS) was established, just six years after the pioneering 
NGO on which it was based, the Journalists and Writers and Foun-
dation (Gazeteciler ve Yazarlar Vakfi – JWF), was launched in Tur-
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key.22 JWF was a direct inspiration and model for AIS and in turn 
became a model for other similar dialogue NGOs around the 
world, reflecting a core concern of Gülen.23

AIS commenced its program of dialogue by holding the first 
annual Abraham Conference intended to promote greater under-
standing between Muslims, Christians and Jews. This was followed 
in 2001 with the establishment of the Affinity Intercultural Foun-
dation (AIF) in Sydney. Apart from holding conferences, seminars 
and public events such as Whirling Dervish performances and 
music evenings AIS and AIF began to take groups of Australian 
community leaders, politicians, academics, police and journalists to 
Turkey on intercultural study tours. In 2001 the first major public 
iftar dinners were held, with the tradition of inter-faith home iftar 
dinners commencing in 2004. 2004 also witnessed the establish-
ment in Melbourne of the inter-faith magazine Dialogue Australasia 
Pacific. More recently, in 2007, the Intercultural Harmony Founda-
tion (IHF) was founded in Perth. Planning is currently underway 
to hold two major international conferences in Melbourne in July 
2009: The Vision of Fetullah Gülen and Muslim Christian Relations 
– From dialogue to collaboration at the Australian Catholic University 
and ‘Islamophobia – Confronting Fears in Old and New Worlds’ at 
Monash University. Such conferences mark a new level of self-
reflexivity and confidence within the hizmet. This is by no means 
unique to the Australian context. Rather, the hizmet in Australia is 
responding to initiatives taken them Hizmet throughout the west-
ern hemisphere. 

CONCLUSION

Despite there being no central board of management and no unified 
source of direction hizmet initiatives tend to develop along familiar 
lines. Most of the more senior members of the hizmet, and certainly 
those working for it a full-time capacity, in cities across Europe and 
North America and Australia, know which other well and regularly 
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interact in public and in private gatherings. In Australia, as in North 
America, the individual branches of the hizmet tend to function at a 
sub-national city level. So whereas AIS in Melbourne and AIF in 
Sydney in regular contact with each other they are responsible for 
activities in their own city and state, and remained completely 
autonomous. When needed, they are quick to help each other, as 
happened particularly in the earlier days when Orhan Cicek from 
Melbourne helped establish the work in Sydney, are generally they 
operate with a healthy sense of competition, spurring each other on. 
The activities undertaken in each city tend to follow a familiar pat-
tern but they also respond to local conditions and opportunities. In 
Sydney, for example, where the Hizmet leadership is composed of 
more recent migrants from Turkey coming from a more cosmo-
politan background, and from Second-generation Turkish Austra-
lians, AIF proudly boasts a circle of active members in which only 
half have Turkish heritage and the rest come from Arab, Asian and 
European backgrounds. This represents a significant development as 
the Hizmet moves away from the predominantly Turkish character 
to become more truly universal. 

Hizmet activity around the world tends to revolve around 
autonomous, city-based, local branches, with their own schools and 
dialogue associations, whose lack of uniform naming convention 
reflects the decentralised, organic, autonomous nature of the move-
ment. Nevertheless, it is meant as a whole can clearly be categorised 
as a transnational Islamic social movement. This is significant for a 
number of reasons, not least being that almost all other transna-
tional Islamic social movements are Islamist in nature. Moderate 
and progressive Traditionalist and neo-traditionalist Islamic move-
ments, such as Indonesia’s Nahdlatul Ulama, tend to be very 
regional and national in focus. The major transnational social 
movements, such as the Muslim Brotherhood, Hizbut Tahrir and 
al-Qaeda tend towards exclusivism and fundamentalism. As a 
result, they tend to have an uncomfortable relationship with their 
host societies and encourage in their members a siege mentality. As 
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the example of hizmet activism in Australia makes very clear, the 
Gülen movement has a very different relationship with host societ-
ies. The movement is characterised by a positive, optimistic, and 
forward-looking outlook that consistently sees opportunities for 
friendship rather than enmity, and cooperation rather than conflict. 
Rather than a siege mentality there exists a strong sense of connec-
tion with, and responsibility for, host societies. The Hizmet mem-
bers put down roots and embrace the cities and nations to which 
they have moved. 

 This positive attitude tends to produce its own positive results. 
Members are driven to engage in dialogue comfortable in the con-
viction that dialogue and cooperation is what God intends and 
encouraged by the realisation that they are not called to convert but 
simply to serve. This awareness is deeply rooted in the thought of 
Fethullah Gülen, reflecting a central theme within the writing of 
Said Nursi which in turn was partly inspired by the ecumenism 
arising from the centrality of love and of God’s grace in the works 
of the earlier Anatolian Sufi writers Jalal ad-Din Rumi and Yunus 
Emre. 

Gülen has a clear sense that he is articulating a ‘Turkish’ inter-
pretation of Islam that is distinctively different from some other 
interpretations that vie for influence in the modern world, includ-
ing Arab Salafism, although he is careful not to denigrate other 
them by name. He is convinced that the Turkish, Sufistic, under-
standing of Islam that emphasises tolerance of, and respect for, 
difference, based on love – what can be said to be a theistic human-
ism - reflects a deeper and more complete understanding of the 
message of Islam:

The Hanafi understanding and Turkish interpretation domi-
nates more than three-fourths of the Islamic world. This under-
standing is very dear to me. If you like you can call this Turkish 
Islam. Just as I see no serious canonical obstacle to this, I don’t 
think it should upset anyone. The Turkish nation interpreted 
Islam in the areas open to interpretation … it attained a very 
broad spectrum and became the religion of great states. For this 
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reason, I think the Turkish Muslimness is appropriate. Another 
aspect of this that in addition to profound devotion to the 
Qur’an and Sunnah, the Turks always have been open to 
Sufism, Islam’s spiritual aspect. Turkish Islam is composed of 
the main, unchanging principles of Islam, found in the Qur’an 
and Sunnah, as well as in the forms that its aspects open to 
interpretation assumed during Turkish history, together with 
Sufism … This is why Turkish Islam always has been broader, 
deeper, more tolerant and inclusive, and based on love.24

Gülen taught his followers to look beyond sectarian differenc-
es, to respect and love all humankind and to recognise and value 
goodness and belief wherever they are found:

Applaud the good for their goodness; appreciate those who 
have believing hearts; be kind to the believers. Approach unbe-
lievers so gently that their envy and hatred would melt away. 
Like a Messiah revive people with your breath.25

Whether you’re a Christian, a Jew, a Buddhist, or of another 
creed, … you’re carrying a believer’s attribute.”26

Regardless of how their adherents implement their faith in their 
daily lives, such generally accepted values as love, respect, toler-
ance, forgiveness, mercy, human rights, peace, brotherhood, and 
freedom are all values exalted by religion. Most of these values are 
accorded the highest precedence in the messages brought by 
Moses, Jesus, and Muhammad, upon them be peace, as well as in 
the messages of Buddha and even Zarathustra, Lao-Tzu, 
Confucius, and the Hindu prophets.27 

Members of the hizmet believe that when they take the initia-
tive and reach out in goodwill that their good intentions will be 
rewarded. And indeed, this does tend to be the case. Hizmet leaders 
in Australia such as Orhan Cicek have built up good relations with 
state and federal politicians up to the level of ministers and prime 
ministers. They enjoyed good relations with senior police officers 
and civil servants and have access to a wide range of decision-
makers and leaders, who for their part tend to be only too glad to 
find Muslim leaders who desire to engage to take initiatives in dia-
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logue and cooperation. Given the fact that only 3,000-4,000 people 
- around five percent of the 60,000 Turkish -Australians are 
thought to be closely affiliated with the movement in Australia the 
achievements are remarkable by any measure. 

In global terms the movement represents one of the world’s 
most significant examples of progressive civil society Islamic activ-
ism. It displays strong parallels with earlier forms of religious phi-
lanthropy in the west over the past four centuries and represents an 
important counterpoint to Samuel Huntington’s ‘clash of civiliza-
tions’ thesis.28
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