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ABSTRACT

The central importance of dialogue in a rooted approach 

to cosmopolitanism has recently been growing in 

philosophical debates. Cosmopolitanism basically 

grants the ultimate significance to individuals and contrasts the 

moral/political barriers in the formation of the community of 

mankind. Turning into a rooted insight, cosmopolitanism high-

lights a terrain of exchange for historically constructed identi-

ties extending across cultural, moral and political boundaries. 

Fethullah Gülen, Mohammad Mdjtahid Shabestary and 

Charles Taylor, although belonging to different philosophical 

traditions, share their ideas on dialogue as the basis of a pluralist 

world of cultures. Opening a new perspective on a highly toler-

ant Islamic faith, in his works, Gülen adroitly reconciles reli-

gious ideas with the requirements of the modern life. His enthu-

siasm to make a plural tie among different believers through 

dialogue gives way to an intellectual movement addressing sta-

bility in times of turbulence. Interestingly, his ideas are similar 

to the hermeneutics of Shabestary, who favors the appreciation 

of dialogue as a true path to God and the foundation of a mod-

ern Islamic society. 
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Taylor approaches dialogue in a different perspective, 
arguing that man is essentially a dialogical self. In this perspec-
tive, we owe our identity as selves not only to the societies in 
which we live but also to the civilization of which we are a part 
of. He places this approach at the center of the politics of recog-

nition of difference and advances it as the base of a just society.

This paper basically explores how these three thinkers simi-
larly place dialogue at the center of a pluralist society. The debate 
will also discuss how a dialogical account of the self gives shape and 
content to the rooted cosmopolitan community of mankind.

* * *

The importance of dialogue in a rooted approach to cosmopolitan-
ism is growing in recent philosophical debates. Relying on the 
ancient idea of the ‘citizens of the world’, cosmopolitanism basi-
cally grants the ultimate significance to individuals and contrasts all 
particularistic political/moral barriers in formation of the commu-
nity of mankind. Turning into a rooted insight, and in light of the 
impact of the process of globalization on social relations, a more 
recent version of cosmopolitanism celebrates the cultural differ-
ences among individuals, groups, and nations and draws on the 
dialogue among them as the corner-stone of the political commu-
nity of mankind. The rooted conception of cosmopolitanism, 
indeed, highlights a terrain of exchange for the historically con-
structed identities extending across cultural, moral, and political 
boundaries. This patently cross-cultural insight into cosmopolitan-
ism appreciates the underlying significance of dialogue in a recog-
nition-based community of mankind in which deep diversity is 
celebrated as the crux of a peaceful life-world. 

Fethullah Gülen and Mohammad Mdjtahed Shabestary, 
although belonging to different traditions of thought, respond to 
the emerging account of cosmopolitanism that has been facilitated 
and empowered by the process of globalization. Their responses 
rest on the appreciation of inter-cultural dialogue as providing the 
fertile ground necessary for a pluralist world of cultures. In his 
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work Toward a Global Civilization of Love and Tolerance, Gülen 
opens a new perspective on a highly tolerant Islamic faith by 
adroitly reconciling religious ideas with the requirements of mod-
ern life. His enthusiasm for a plural tie among different believers 
through inter-faith dialogue accounts for an intellectual movement 
which effectively addresses tranquility and stability in a time of 
mistrust, conflict and turbulence. Interestingly, his ideas are similar 
to the hermeneutics of Iranian theologian reformer, Shabestary, 
who favors a humanist understanding of the Islamic faith where the 
appreciation of tolerance and dialogical act as the foundations of 
the modern Islamic society. Among other works, Shabestary’s Faith 
and Freedom, promotes the idea that religious liberty ought to be 
considered by Muslims as the precondition in their believes and 
understanding the true path to God. 

This article explores how these two thinkers similarly place the 
dialogue at the center of a pluralist world of cultures. The thematic 
order of the article is as follows: The first part is dedicated to a brief 
analysis of the impact of globalization on the fundamental transfor-
mations in social relations and the emergence of the rooted concep-
tion of cosmopolitanism. I will argue that this concept is interrelated 
with the notion of dialogue and signals an emerging sense of a ‘we’; 
the rooted global demos. The second part covers a comparative analy-
sis of the appreciation of dialogue as the building block of the global 
demos. I will argue how these two thinkers are vigilantly aware of the 
importance of dialogue in a highly pluralist world of cultures. While 
highlighting Gülen’s approach to dialogue as imperative to having 
the sense of being of human, this part follows an analysis of dialogue 
in light of Shabestary as well. In conclusion I will argue that the 
appreciation of dialogue would promise an all-encompassing peace-
ful life in an accelerated world of violence and conflicts.

GLOBALIZATION, COSMOPOLITANISM, AND DIALOGUE 

It seems inconsistent to speak philosophically of cosmopolitan ethics 
by a reference to the contested conception of globalization. Generally 
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speaking, cosmopolitanism is an ancient ideal desiring a borderless 
world of citizens1, and takes its source of inspiration form the idea of 
‘rational humanity’ – the worth of reason in each and every human 
being2. The modern version of cosmopolitanism traces back to 
Kant’s proposal for a world order in which moral values are appreci-
ated universally. This approach assumes a gradual diffusing democra-
tization of international relations resulting in the formation of a 
peaceful federation of liberal nations; the perpetual peace3. Having 
been impartial toward the particular interests of different individuals 
and nations, this liberal version of cosmopolitanism is applied to the 
whole world and to all preferred policies and needed institutions. 
Cosmopolitanism, in this sense, is only concerned with the matters 
that “are acceptable when each person’s prospects, rather than pros-
pects of each society or people, are taken fairly into account”4. It 
embraces a diffusion of individualism and democratic values that 
diminish the importance of boundaries and effectively leads policies 
and citizenship toward a cosmopolitan appreciation of the right and 
the good5. However, this vision of cosmopolitan ethics is mainly 
associated with the Western appreciation of individualism, universal 
liberal values6 and the spreading process of liberal internationalism7. 
Accordingly, it turns a blind-eye towards cultural differences and 
inter-cultural communication8. 

By contrast, globalization, in the context of this paper, refers to 
a highly contradictory process of growing global interconnected-
ness of the world’s social transactions and transnational cultures 
giving rise to a growing transnational demographic,9 cultural 
flow,10 heterogeneity,11 and more importantly, supraterritoriality 
and de-territorialzation. Globalization, in this sense, is more than 
the institutionalization of capitalism and homogenization12, the 
triumph of modernization and westernization13, and/or assimila-
tion14. Rather, it is a challenge to liberal reading of cosmopolitan-
ism. It breeds diversity, disparity, and fragmentation and affects the 
patterns of identity formation, community, and the modes of pro-
duction of knowledge15. Having understood these consequences of 



Islam in the Age of Global Challenges -- Conference Proceedings 495

globalization, we can draw on an emerging epoch in which cul-
tural differences accurately matter. We have to understand how the 
process of globalization gives rise to emergence of the new forces 
of fundamental changes that are taking place in almost all corners 
of the world. From this perspective, globalization is conceived as 
having potential dynamisms for developing and flourishing cultural 
identities in global settings, either in terms of new cultural identi-
ties, new patterns of nationalism, and even threats of the fundamen-
talism and terrorism16. Understanding these transformations com-
pels us to explore how our world is constantly re-ordering, and how 
this re-ordering gives rise to a new epoch in which cultural differ-
ences either conflict or proceed in a course of mutual understanding 
and dialogue. 

Globalization is a condition of heterogeneous transnational 
cultural steam that results in an opportunity for the cultural identi-
ties to come to the global forefront. Therefore, the world can no 
longer be seen culturally homogeneous, but rather it is to be 
regarded as a scene for the emergence of diverse cultures and the 
forces of change that, due to a high level of awareness, can poten-
tially challenge the political domination, economic exploitation, 
cultural assimilation, and social exclusion. In other words, by rais-
ing the levels of consciousness and intensifying the mutual interde-
pendence of universalism and particularism, globalization gives rise 
to a much more pluralistic world with multiple ethos and channels 
of interaction17. This pluralist ethos increases the awareness of the 
cultural differences and encourages us to transcend the narrow 
scope of liberal cosmopolitanism, and instead search for a pluralist 
ethos of the life-world. Such an account must provide us with a 
more inclusive insight that addresses the multiplicity of cultures, 
communities of fate, and the possibility of dialogue with different 
others and their life-style. Any failure to take the identity awareness 
into consideration may result in the possible collision among cul-
tural identities, and consequently give way to the forces of violence 
and false hostility among nations18.
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Accordingly, in an era of heterogeneity and cultural awareness 
– or a spring time as Gülen puts it19 - a new form of political com-
munity extends beyond the narrow scope of liberal cosmopolitan-
ism and instead draws on a rooted version of world citizenship and 
cosmopolitan ethics20. In this community the cultural identity is 
consolidated further, civic participation and mutual respect are 
enhanced, different others are included, and justice is promoted21, 
while the identity and cultural authenticity is preserved. As a matter 
of fact, in the political community of heterogeneous cultural differ-
ences no dynamism is followed. Rather, all the different voices are 
conferred the right to exit or enter into the political community. 
Indeed, the gap between those who are in and those who are out 
becomes tenuous22. Consequently, a more just, happier, and more 
compassionate world in which “humanity will discover its real 
essence” is promised23. Since the rooted cosmopolitanism by its 
nature entails a global-wide community, the cultural identities 
which have been depicted as different, and hence excluded and 
oppressed, are provided with the opportunity to hold, as Gülen 
argue, the reins of their fate in their own hands24. In this sort of 
political community, not only are differences appreciated, but more 
importantly they are nurtured, cultivated, and enabled to act and 
interact within the countless possibilities of actions facilitated in the 
interconnected globalizing world. 

However, enhancing a rooted model of cosmopolitanism 
depends on the levels of awareness and consequently the efficiency of 
resistance against the dynamism of exclusion on the one hand, and 
the will of excluded identities for change on the other25. It should be 
noted here that since the form and the scope, as well as the directions 
through which the resistance is directed against the homogenizing 
forces of globalization, cannot simply be elaborated; it would not be 
plausible to simply recognize all types of resistance as the forces of 
the embedded depiction of cosmopolitanism. It is true that the resis-
tance highlighted by fundamentalist movements or violent anti-capi-
talist activities, and more particularly those of violent Islamism and 
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terrorism, cannot be considered as the voices of the embedded 
political community of mankind, because of the very fact that they 
are “the greatest blow to peace, democracy, and humanity”26. These 
types of resistance tend not to share the dialogical experience and 
communicative reason with others. Nor do they respect the principle 
of humanity as the canonical belief in the cosmopolitan community 
of mankind. Rather they are colored by backward-looking and non-
emancipatory ideologies that crack the foundation of the political 
community. Gülen, then, rightly maintains that the violent behavior 
reflects a false narration of the Islamic faith due to the fact that it 
disregards the principle of humanity. 

It should be difficult to reconcile with humanism the strange 
behavior of championing “pity and mercy” for those who are 
involved in anarchy and terror to demolish the unity of country, 
for those who have heartlessly murdered innocent people as a 
part of centuries-long activities that are aimed at destroying the 
welfare of nations, and even more horribly, for those who do 
this in the name of religious values, and those who recklessly 
accuse Islam of allowing terrorist attacks27. 

It follows from this particular relationship between globalization 
and cosmopolitanism that globalization gives way to the formation 
of infused horizon of cultural identities28. In fact, it is a possibility 
provided by means of communication to transfer into a global village 
of accelerated interactive relations, where we share a concern for 
human’s well-being. In the cosmopolitan world of cultural difference, 
we are bound together because we are different. The crucial idea in 
such a depiction of this rooted conception of cosmopolitanism, as 
Charles Taylor puts it, is that people are bonded together not in spite 
of, but because of their difference29. Accordingly, we are encouraged 
to acknowledge that cultural and identity differences form the consti-
tuting ingredients of a rooted global community. Within this per-
spective, cultural attitudes of societies matter because they are gradu-
ally and harmoniously bound together. Consequently, when we take 
a look at our life-world we see how different feelings, tastes, senti-
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ments, and cultural identities endure eternally30. This assertion of 
global community, as Gülen argues, promises “a happier, more just 
and more compassionate place”;31 that is to say a mutually trusting 
and secure place where different cultures engage in dialogue with 
others who aspire to share their own discourses of life. 

The crucial insight into a rooted cosmopolitanism is that the 
discourse of cultural identity can no longer be dependent on the 
taken-for-granted assumptions of the national model of social rela-
tions. This model takes cultural identity as given and fixed, and it 
disregards the important context through which identities have 
formed and consequently behave differently. In times of flux when 
identity is moving away from the mere ‘being’ in geographical loca-
tions toward a state of ‘becoming’ across boundaries, there is a 
certain kind of creative achievement, and none of the assumptions 
of the national model of social relations and defined identities 
remain valid32. Indeed, in a globalizing world the most appropriate 
insight on cultural identity is the one that revolves around the ques-
tion of what we might ‘become’ in terms of our identity; how we 
are represented, and how we relate and fit into the rest of the com-
plex world. There is no wonder then that Gülen comprehends the 
implications of the complicated globalizing world and calls for a 
new construction of Turkish identity in which the main cells of 
national culture are being preserved while the “remaining parts are 
open to impulses resulting from new and contemporary changes”33. 
He is well aware of the fact that we are living in a world that is 
being re-defined and re-constructed in accordance with the globally 
interconnected and tied events. Hence, cultural identities can 
hardly be conceived in the previous ways. Under this scheme, the 
territorial-based narration of cultural identity comes to be obsolete. 
In truth, the state of flux questions the territorial assertion of the 
self and the older sense of belonging, and challenges the culture of 
the market place. Instead, a new social life appears that is marked 
by appreciation of diversity, or what I interpret as the ‘rooted cos-
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mopolitan’ community of mankind. Gülen agrees with this point of 
view when he depicts the face of the ideal man saying that:

Indeed, all believers through the thoughts which follow in the 
depths of their identity and in accordance with the degree of their 
faith, become boundless within their bounds; even though they 
are bound by space and time, they become paragons of unre-
stricted beings, reaching the ranks of beings that are above and 
beyond the concerns of space, listening to the angels’ melodies34.

Alternatively, a well-defined and re-constructed conception of 
cultural identity is to be the thrust of the interconnectedness of 
diverse identities and social relations, institutional networks, and 
transnational cultural stream. This concept transcends the global-
local and/or us-them dichotomous narration of identity, and instead 
draws on the multiple patterns of identity construction and defini-
tion. This path to a definition of cultural identity signals an even-
tual emerging global demos; a ‘rooted cosmopolitan’ sense of a ‘we’ 
which seriously interrogates the older assertions of cultural identity. 
This sense derives partly from the global interconnectedness and 
demise of the territorialized model of social relations and identity 
definition, and partly from the raising levels of consciousness. But, 
more importantly, the crucial implication of such sense of a ‘we’ is 
that it reflects the importance of the process of globalization from 
within; a process through which we are being rediscovered by our-
selves as the internalized global selves35. In this sense the identity, 
either individually or in group, is not defined in the abstract sense 
depicted in liberal cosmopolitanism perspective; an unencumbered 
self abstracted form the social context. Rather, it is a multi-dimen-
sional agent who is constantly being constructed and reconstructed 
through its interaction with fellow agents within the social context. 
“People achieve a better existence by living within society and this 
requires that they adjust and limit their freedom according to the 
criteria of social life”36. This idea convinces us to acknowledge the 
multiple channels of interaction through which the socially derived 
global demos appear. 
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The sense of a ‘we’ -- the global demos -- binds us without being 
abstracted us from our cultural differences. In this sense, the global 
demos have influential political implications for the life-world. It 
inspires and mobilizes social movements and transnational civil society 
to challenge the old patterns of politics either nationally or internation-
ally. By rendering the conception of political power into a more inscru-
table and enigmatic sense, the global demos empowers civil society to 
challenge non-democratic political systems in both national and inter-
national spheres. Having gradually been disembedded, the already 
well-bounded political unites, further embedding a global demos that 
crosses territorial boundaries. Consequently, a more heterogeneous 
life-world becomes visible; one that recognizes the existence of cul-
tural differences as the building blocks of the global demos. 

In a time which is “a period of interactive relations” and “nations 
and people are more in need of and interdependent on each other”37, 
the sense of a ‘we’, prompts us toward new communicative directions 
in the life-world to know who the different members of this rooted 
cosmopolitan world are, and how to define our interrelationships in 
accordance with our distinctiveness. One of the crucial characteristic 
of the emerging global demos, as it is observed by appearance of anti-
war transnational social movements for example, is the dissatisfaction 
of people within the existing mutual distrust, reciprocal accusation, 
and the patterns of interaction. Instead, there is an eagerness for 
learning between one another, and a mutual trust and promotion of 
inclusive policies through dialogue. To put it another way, the 
emerging global demos reflects an eagerness for deliberation over the 
critical importance of the ‘fusion of horizons’ of cultural identities 
through which the language of violence is replaced with a culture of 
dialogue and mutual learning and understanding. 

GÜLEN AND SHABESTARY ON THE IMPORTANCE OF DIALOGUE 

Like a compass, dialogue directs citizens of the rooted cosmopolitan 
world toward mutual recognition of cultural identities and modes of 
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peaceful interaction and coexistence. Through dialogue, the relation-
ship between cultural identity and change, unity and plurality, and 
politics and agency is accommodated and directed toward a process 
of cross-cultural understanding. Dialogue, indeed, derives from the 
awareness, willingness, and openness of the global demos for mutual 
learning and reconciliation. It is, in turn, a mode of reciprocal recog-
nition among different cultural identities over the critical importance 
of a shared horizon of meanings with no condition except the one 
that admits participatory parity among all dialogical participants. 
That is to say that the dialogical agents are committed to mutual 
recognition and cooperation among themselves for a rooted model 
of global community with no cultural, rational, geographical, and 
national restrictions; a commitment to understand and practice the 
political and ethical implications of unity within plurality; a cosmo-
politan, but situated life-world for all. 

Accordingly, the importance of dialogue in the evolution of a 
rooted frame of global community is undeniable. I suggest looking 
at such inalienability from the perspective of our two thinkers by 
referring to two categorically depicted aspects of such a rooted 
cosmopolitan community of mankind.

GÜLEN AND DIALOGUE AS THE PREREQUISITE TO BE HUMAN 

Dialogue is more than communication or negotiation since the latter 
two are the modes of interchange between already depicted given 
identities, thus disregard the background in which those identities are 
formed through dialogue over the sense of being human. Dialogue, 
in the context used here, is a prerequisite for developing the sense of 
the selfhood; the sense of being human. Dialogue is, indeed, a frame-
work for how we identify who we are, as human beings. Dialogue is 
indeed a path to discover our potential as humans, and develops and 
shares it within the social context with others who aspire to develop 
their own sense of being human. Therefore, the sense of being 
human and dialogue are mutually reinforced. The former forms our 
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sense of selfhood, in the intimate sphere, and the latter develops this 
sense in the social sphere, where we are conferred our social identity. 
Dialogue then is imperative in defining of identity; a categorical 
imperative to gain the sense of personhood both in the authentic way 
of being human – the sense of the selfhood -- and in the social depic-
tion of it, where we share our sense of the selfhood with others 
through dialogical relations. More particularly, dialogue in the latter 
sense reflects the reasonable presumption that we tend to construct 
and share a horizon of social life, where all participate. Charles Taylor 
argues this is because we are dialogical selves. Since “the critical fea-
ture of our human life is fundamentally dialogical character”38. We 
tend to have our sense of the selfhood by sharing it with others who 
follow the same approach in understanding of who they are. 
Therefore, the dialogue never stops. It continues throughout the life 
with no pause to attain a backdrop of self-definition and self-realiza-
tion. Without dialogue we cannot make a sense of our living. 

This approach to dialogue meets the requirements of living in 
a rooted cosmopolitan world, where necessity of sustaining deep 
diversity requires dialogue over various conceptions of the good life 
among different people. Dialogue allows different others to under-
stand one another, accommodate misperceptions, and approach a 
process of mutual learning, and ultimately, reciprocal recognition. 
Indeed, through dialogue different people remain respectful to the 
acts and thoughts of one another. Dialogue binds people together 
and, as Gülen puts it, enables them “to live harmoniously and to 
share, developing common projects. They struggle to replace the 
world ‘I’ with the word ‘we’”39. Gülen further draws on importance 
of dialogue when he laments that “if Ottoman tolerance existed 
today in the world, I believe there would be a very good basis for 
dialogue not only among Muslims but also humanity. In a world 
that is becoming more and more globalized, being open to dialogue 
is very important”40. In this assertion, he adroitly draws on the 
conception of ‘humanity’ in its rooted sense, because he sets toler-
ance -- the appreciation of difference -- among people of different 
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cultures and their diversity as the prerequisite for dialogue. The 
portrayal of the people who are characterized by their different 
ideas and cultures is different from the vision of human beings who 
have been abstracted from their roots in the real world of diversity. 
Since the relationship between different peoples has been facilitated 
and accelerated by the process of globalization, the opportunity has 
been provided to them to stand in a dialogical position to know 
about one another and develop a common sense of human being. 
“In a world that is becoming more and more globalized, being 
open to dialogue is very important”41.

Without dialogue over recognition of difference, no sense of 
being human can be developed, hence no response to question of 
‘who we are’ can be given. We remain rootless caricatures at the 
superficial level of a meaningless life in which no dialogue over a 
life worthy of living takes place and no attempt is made to achieve 
a shared horizon of trust and confidence among different cultural 
identities. The Qur’an obviously confirms such interpretation of the 
importance dialogue over the appreciation of dialogue over mutual 
recognition42. Gülen draws on this highly appreciated Qur’anic 
value of dialogue as the substantive factor in depiction of the per-
sonhood, when he argues that true Muslim is a person who believes 
in the Islamist’s Ecumenical call for dialogue: 

Fourteen centuries ago, Islam made the greatest ecumenical call 
the world has ever seen. The Qur’an calls the People of the 
Book (Christians and Jews primarily): 

This call, coming in the ninth year of the Hijra, begins with the 
“la (no!)” in the statement of faith “La ilaha illa Allah (There is 
no god but God)”. More than a command to do something 
positive, it is a call not to do certain things, so that followers of 
the revealed religions could overcome their mutual separation. 
It represented the widest statement on which members of all 
religions could agree. In case this call was rejected, Muslims 
were to respond: Your religion is for you; my religion is for me 
(109.6) That is, if you do not accept this call, we have surren-
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dered to God. We will continue on the path we have accepted 
and let you go on your own path43. 

Without the appreciation of difference and dialogue over its 
recognition, human values remain hollow since the admirable 
appreciation of the values needs a life of difference; an ethical life. 
This situated interpretation of values in ethical life of diverse people 
takes its roots from the appreciation of difference in Qur’an that 
“everyone acts according to his own disposition”44, hence display 
his own character”. According to the Qur’an, therefore, nobody is 
to be forced to enter into Islamic faith. People are absolutely free in 
their disposition toward God: “There is no compulsion in religion. 
The right direction is henceforth distinct from error”45. Respecting 
people’s freedom of will is so important that even the Prophet has 
not been permitted to prevent them from their own authentic sense 
of being human: “The duty of the messenger is only to convey (the 
message)”46. A true Muslim then is the person who refrains from 
following one sided language of monologue, which equals rejection 
of the other’s identity, and instead respects the diverse view of dif-
ferent others and more importantly behaves with tolerance, soft 
speak, and love in order to pave the way of formation of the com-
munity of mankind. Gülen argues:

Those who consider themselves addressed by these verses, every 
guardian of love who dreams of becoming a special servant of 
God just because they are human beings, those who have 
declared their faith and thereby become Muslims and perform 
the mandated religious duties, must behave with tolerance and 
forbearance and expect nothing from the other party. They 
must have the approach of Yunus: not striking those who hit 
them, not replying in kind to those who curse them, and not 
holding any secret grudge against those who abuse them47.

Dialogue, as the fundamental component in having the sense of 
being human, results in a colorful truth about the community of 
mankind. In this community dialogue is the instrument of love and 
love is a path way to true peace on earth. The true Muslim is the 
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person who draws only on God’s blessing and mercy and withdraws 
from narrow-mindedness in respecting of other’s distinct way of 
being human. This approach goes far away from the traditional 
scope of the idea of tolerance by appealing to the mere respect of 
different others. Rather, it takes dialogue as the true way of life end-
ing in the safe heaven of an all-encompassing love that is to love all 
fellow human beings, even your enemy. Love defeats antagonism 
and turns your enemy into friendship and peace. Gülen says, “There 
is no weapon in the universe stronger than the weapons of love”48. 
Love derives from the free will of true Muslims who take a look at 
the world of creatures as a colored paradise of different but beautiful 
flowers with different shade and smell. A true Muslim confirms that 
we are all different persons, each of whom looks at our Lord differ-
ently, and hence no differences such as ethnicity, race, sex, culture 
and language should prevent us from loving one another: “God cre-
ated humanity as noble beings, and everyone, to a certain degree, 
has a share in this nobility”49. God Almighty, Who is the most com-
passionate and the most merciful, has created us in different ethnic, 
language and cultural groups to stay in a dialogical relationship over 
understanding and recognition of our differences. If truth be told, 
Muslims are required to acknowledge that human beings are the 
mirrors of one another; hence they should try to understand and 
appreciate the riches hidden within every person. Understanding 
true dialogue removes the sources of misunderstanding and mistrust 
among different cultural identities, and instead spreads seeds of love 
and peace among them on earth. Gülen argues: 

There is nothing more real or more lasting than love in any 
nation or society in this world. Wherever the sound of love, 
softer and warmer than a lullaby, is heard, all other voices, all 
instruments, are muted, and they all join together in a contem-
plation of silence with their most melodic strains50. 

 Accordingly, the love-inspired dialogue confirms difference as 
the truth of existence. But more importantly, takes difference and its 
recognition as the true bedrock for cultivation of a peaceful spirit of 
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social beings. Within this perspective, the acknowledgement of dif-
ference is the sources of the coherent social relations, and not any 
hypothetical contractarian account conceiving the social life as an 
aggregation of individuals agreed to pursue their own interests in 
light of the social contract. In other words, the social realm is formed 
because of the difference and struggle for its appreciation and recog-
nition51. In fact, recognition of difference is an acknowledgment the 
fact that each person has his own personal attitude and own authen-
tic path to a worthwhile personhood. In fact, we are independent 
selves insofar as we determine our sense of the selfhood authentical-
ly52. This sense makes us different from one another, but simultane-
ously bonds us together and enriches our sense of being human. In 
his account of tolerance and its importance for a peaceful life, Gülen 
shares with Taylor the idea that recognition of difference is the core 
idea in community of mankind: 

Tolerance does not mean being influenced by others or joining 
them: it means accepting others as they are and knowing how 
to get along with them. No one has the right to say anything 
about this kind of tolerance; everyone in this country has his or 
her own point of view53. 

Correspondingly, the sense of a need to be together makes the 
lives of different people more meaningful. When we are associated 
with those peoples who follow their own paths to life, we enjoy our 
fully-fledged achievement and capacity. Living in difference -- 
diversity -- is like an orchestra; everyone plays a different instru-
ment, but all in a harmonious and attractive way. It is like a sym-
phony in which “we show compassion to all living beings, for this 
is a requirement of being human”, Unal and Williams argue54. Even 
self-understanding would be possible, insofar as, in spite of being 
different, we are bound together harmoniously55. Indeed, the 
coherent sense of being a person arises only when we respond to 
the existential truth that we, different persons, define ourselves in 
relation to others and by this communal tie we give meaning to our 
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vocabulary of social existence. Gülen admits such assertion of 
acknowledgment of difference saying that:

Islamic thought sees each one of us as a different manifestation of 
a unique ore, as different aspects of one reality. Indeed, the people 
who have gathered around common points, such as the Oneness 
of God, the Prophet, and the religion resemble the limbs of a body. 
The hand does not need to compete with the foot, the tongue does 
not criticize the lips, the eye does not see the mistakes of the ears, 
the heart does not struggle with the mind. 56.

Accordingly, dialogue turns into a new interpretive mode of 
social life; living together in line with the appreciation of the deep 
diversity. It is a path way in achieving the sense of being human, to 
love one another as different creatures of God, and an approach to 
a just social relations in which all different others are counted as 
human beings. Because of the very fact that we are different but 
equal creatures of God, nobody is permitted to set his/her vision of 
life as true and excludes the others’ belief as false. Nor any privilege 
is to be given to any particular person at the expense of disadvan-
taged others. Defending a deliberative conception of democracy in 
which difference is appreciated. Gülen argues that the true form of 
living together is the one which has been grounded based upon 
tolerance and recognition of difference. He says that “advocates of 
democracy should be able to accept even those who do not share 
their views, and they should open their hearts to others”57. We, no 
matte how different we might appear, are masters of the earth and 
the most honorable of all other creatures because we are humans. 
We are superior because we are all conferred humanity as a gift by 
God with no difference. Therefore, we secure this honor as long as 
we surrender to God: “Therefore remember Me, I will remember 
you”58. Otherwise, we drop into the vortex of the selfishness and 
hence we loose our honour. 

In this vein, Gülen equals dialogue over recognition of differ-
ence as a mode of democratic life in which no prejudice is to be 
tolerated: “Democracy is a system that gives everyone who is under 
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its wing the opportunity to live and express their own feelings and 
thoughts”59. Rather, everybody is included so long as the Islamic 
principles of equality, tolerance, and justice form their social beliefs. 
Gülen believes that this approach is compatible with Islamic faith 
in which all different people are respected:

A human being, be they man or woman, young or old, white 
or black, is respected, protected and inviolate. Their belongings 
cannot be taken away, nor can their chastity be touched. They 
cannot be driven out of their naïve land, and their independence 
cannot be denied. They cannot be prevented from living in 
accordance with their principles, either. Moreover, they are 
prohibited from committing such crimes against others as well. 
They do not have the right to inflict harm on this gift that is 
presented to them by God60. 

Accordingly, such account of dialogue is to be counted as a 
series of attempts made by Islamic thinkers to frame a rooted cos-
mopolitan vision of the world in which the voices of difference are 
being heard. Since in such vision of the world different others are 
included, we are admitted to take the dialogue over recognition of 
difference as the most important component of the political com-
munity of mankind. Such conception of community is depicted in 
Shabestary’s hermeneutical account of dialogue of God with man. 

DIALOGUE IN HERMENEUTICS OF SHABESTARY 

The most known figure in today’s Iranian new theology, Shabestary 
approaches the importance of dialogue through a humanist inter-
pretation of religious faith and places it at the centre of modern 
individualism, democracy, and human rights. His goal is to high-
light the humanist reading of Islam from within the Islamic tradi-
tion; a project similar to German theologians with whose works he 
became familiar during his eight years of residence in Hamburg as 
the spiritual leader of Imam Ali Mosque. He starts with the inter-
pretation of the living Islamic faith to advocate the free act of con-
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scious choice and commitment. For this reason, within his account, 
freedom of thought is an imperative for the living faith. 

Drawing on free will, Shabestary argues that faith is a belief 
freely achieved through a relationship with God. It is neither a gift 
from God nor is fed by tradition. Rather, it is the consequence of 
one’s spiritual striving to know one’s God. It is achieved through the 
establishment of a vividly living relationship with God and is truly 
subject to the individual experience and understanding of anyone 
from the divine revelation. If truth be told, faith is achieved freely 
when the individual Muslim finds himself/herself honored to be the 
interlocutor of God. And it is this experience -- to be the interlocutor 
of God -- that is the core of the living faith61. Accordingly, true sub-
mission to religion depends on the individual’s striving to become 
the interlocutor of and hence the recipient of God’s words. The mere 
conviction and the knowledge of religious ideas are just the expres-
sions of faith, not the true faith itself62.  

A true faith derives from acting from free will. True believers 
-- the faithful persons – are those who lucidly and continually reflect 
whether their actions are done in accordance with faith or not. 
They are attentive of the necessity of the coincidence of their stands 
in social life with their spiritual experience of true faith. Since a true 
faith is achieved through a conscious decision and inner freedom, 
Muslims are those who incessantly transcend the established reli-
gious traditions for the purpose of gaining their faith through per-
sonal experience in the changeable condition of their life63. 
Accordingly, to act from a true faith -- i.e. from the work of righ-
teousness64 -- we need first of all to free ourselves from the obstacles 
that hiders truly achieved faith. 

Shabestari’s approach to freely achieved faith reflects a self-
critical and highly emancipatory aspiration with the concept of 
faith: “In order to achieve such awareness, one must seriously and 
openly come to terms with contemporary criticisms of religious 
thinking – whether coming from Muslim or non-Muslim quar-
ters”65. A true faith in this sense empowers intellectual indepen-
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dence of Muslims and orients them toward a critique of power. 
However, Muslim intellectuals are advised to be vigilant and to do 
not be organized under political banners of whatever sort, since if 
their political movement fails, the whole intellectual background 
behind it becomes questionable66. He laments then why Muslim 
intellectuals in Iran today search for the questions of a true faith in 
reformist political language67. A true faith is achieved from the free 
standpoint of individuals and their innate struggle and not by virtue 
of their movement for a particular political discourse.

Resting on freedom of thought as the most important factor in 
achieving a true faith and righteous action, Shabestary argues that 
freedom of thought is to be interpreted in light of the changeable 
social context. Indeed, in order to be free persons, our thoughts 
should always be critically evaluated from within. This evaluation is 
possible when the believer consciously struggles to be the interlocu-
tor of God. Indeed, the faithful person is a good listener of God’s 
words68. Otherwise, our faith turns into fanaticism, prejudice, and 
religious zeal. Once stopped in its internal self-evaluation, free 
thought as the prerequisite of a true faith turns into religious dogma-
tism and hence prone to self-annihilation and death, Shabestary 
argues69. But, self-evaluating thought as a priori condition for a true 
faith remains always alive since it reflects the individually experienced 
vivid relationship of a Muslim with God. In the Islamic theology the 
meaning of “submission to the divine will”, which is the basis of 
being Muslim, is not the submission to the ideas that formed in the 
past and continue in the future. Nor does it mean to follow blindly 
what is said as Islamic belief. Rather, a true faith is achieved through 
“submission to the institutional and genetic volition of God which is 
vivid and active in all ages”, Shabestary argues70. 

Within his perspective, faith is not the same as religious convic-
tions derived from the current body of knowledge in Islamic societ-
ies, for example to believe that God has created the whole of exis-
tence. Nor is it like the intuitive truth or even philosophical achieve-
ments. Rather, it is the “experience of man’s innate thought”71. It, 
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indeed, means to be released from dogma and prejudice; to be free 
from all fore-knowledge. It is achieved through our struggle to love 
God and become the beloved creature of God. To love God and to 
be loved by God gives us identity and hope and the sense of self-
reliance and security. Faith then deserves to be offered by God “the 
Trust to the Heavens and the Earth and the Mountains”72. 

If the true faith is achieved through free experience of innate 
thoughts, then everybody is allowed to choose his/her own reli-
gion. Being free is a social right, and is part of human rights. In his 
defense of human rights, Shabestary argues that freedom of thought 
as an underlying idea in modern doctrine of human rights reflects a 
need to define the peaceful social relations; thus it takes its roots 
from the relationship among men and not from the relationship 
between man and God73. These are two different categories. The 
former is an issue of socially made truth. It is the product of mod-
ern times, while the latter is the question of submission to God. 
The latter is true, but it is irrelevant to human rights74. The idea of 
human rights advocates freedom of thought which is the precondi-
tion of having a true faith itself. Indeed, the truth behind the “free-
dom of thought, conscience and religion” and freedom to change 
religion or belief is to prevent any forceful imposition of religious 
belief to free human beings. Therefore, the non-religious language 
of the Universal Declarations of Human Rights does not reflect a 
position against God and religious thought. Nor does the Declaration 
connote a negative or positive religious tone. It is rather an expres-
sion of the importance of freedom of individuals. Hence, it is not a 
counter-religious declaration challenging the religious beliefs. The 
Universal Declaration truly reflects the Islamic principle that “There 
is no compulsion in religion. Verily, the right path has become 
distinct from the wrong path”75. 

In the Muslims should Accept Human Rights, Shabestary further 
develops the idea that freedom of religion is the undeniable right of 
individuals. Hence, Muslims should accept it. He argues that every-
body should enjoy freedom of thought in order to achieve a true 
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faith. In other words, the true faith derives from individuals’ deep 
innate struggle and cannot be the question of exogenous factors 
forcing us to believe. Since the true faith drives from our free 
thought, it can never be the subject of dried religious formalism and 
dogmatism. Religious formalism is the impediment of a true 
faith76. More importantly, the forceful imposition of religious con-
victions to people is a threat, and worse than that, a violation of the 
dignity of a human being which has highly been recommended in 
the Qur’an. Since such dignity has fundamentally been confirmed 
in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, Muslims are recom-
mended to accept this Declaration regardless of whether it has been 
developed from a secularist perspective or not. In an interview with 
Qantara he says that:

I always say that these ideas and standards that we need to take 
care of first are nothing other than universal human rights. We 
need, first of all, to put things right by means of justice and 
human rights. Societies are made up of Muslims, Jews, 
Christians, Buddhists – all sorts of people. They need to find a 
way of living together before they need to know what is in the 
Koran. And the formula for living alongside one another can 
only be found in human rights77. 

In order to further encourage Muslims to accept the modern 
human rights, Shabestary distinguishes the eternal Islamic truths 
from the new social conceptions that are the products of modern 
times. He argues that these concepts cannot be contained in the 
Islamic law (Figh’h) and need particular interpretations that are 
beyond the context of the body of knowledge in Islamic society78. 
Indeed, he suggests separating religious values from the issues such 
as human rights and democracy. These issues are the fruits of the 
modern movement for human rights, and Qur’an and Sunna 
remain mute about them. It would hermeneutically be naïve and 
realistically unworkable then to try to frame these socially produced 
new issues within the taken-for-granted religious convictions. 
Instead, we should look at them from the perspective of the true 
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faith and recommends freedom of thought and not through the 
lenses of formalism:

The meaning of perfection of religion (Ekmal-e-Din) is not that 
it contains everything under the sun, so that if we were unable 
to find a specific item in it, we could go off calling it imperfect. 
It is not perfection for religion to function as a substitute for 
science, technology, and human deliberation79.

Accordingly, freedom of thought takes priority over the reli-
gious convictions. We are responsible Muslims as long as we enjoy 
freedom of thought in the establishing our political systems. This 
priority of political freedom over religious responsibility in com-
munity of believers should always be taken into consideration in all 
aspects of political life. Therefore, Shabestary argues that it is a 
wrong religious discourse by advocates of political Islam to urge 
people to follow the Islamic law (Figh’h). Within his perspective, 
giving priority to religious responsibility over freedom has provided 
many irresolvable problems for the society of believers80. Freedom 
of thought accounts for openness in both mind and heart of people 
to carefully listen to others and stay in a dialogical relationship over 
understanding of the true faith. Dialogue encourages people to 
transcend their own predispositions and move toward a wider hori-
zon of understanding. From this perspective, dialogue means living 
faithfully; that is a life developed dialogically for deeper under-
standing of religious faith. Shabestary, then, suggests Muslims to 
extend beyond formalism and try for a critical re-reading of their 
beliefs on the one hand, and re-definition of their relationships with 
non-Muslims, on the other81. To cope with the requirements of 
modern world and addressing democratic appeals Muslims have an 
urgent and inalienable task. We should follow a dialogical relation-
ship with others for the purpose of resolving the newly emerging 
social and political problems. But, more importantly, we should 
follow an interpretive approach in reading of our own beliefs in 
order to keep a vividly alive faith. 
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CONCLUDING REMARK

We are living in a culturally networked global village in which social 
relations extend beyond national assertion of identity. In the global-
izing world of networks cultural issues and more importantly ques-
tions of identity turns into a rooted cosmopolitan mode indicating 
the emergence a new globally rooted demos. That is to say that by 
virtue of networking and a high level of awareness an unprecedented 
opportunity has provided for new forces of change to challenge the 
taken-for-granted foundations of political discourse, the oppressive 
frameworks, and social exclusion. If not critically analyzed and under-
stood, such situation gives rise to cultural and identity collisions, and 
false hostility and widespread violence among nations. 

Fethullah Gülen vigilantly draws on the importance of this criti-
cal condition and appeals for a dialogue among different civilizations. 
However, for him dialogue is not just a mere negotiation among 
different cultures. Rather, it is the prerequisite of a harmonious life 
in which people dialogue for their common projects, and hence 
become a globally rooted ‘we’. In this sense, dialogue is the pathway 
to love among peoples and the major source of social bonds and 
solidarity, because dialogue is an appeal to recognition of difference. 
Dialogue is a great source of inspiration for a truly love-inspired 
interchange among human beings, and thus is a response to misun-
derstanding and mistrust among different cultural identities. Indeed, 
dialogue, as Gülen argues, has its roots in hundreds of Qur’anic 
verses, hence is to be taken as the true method of social life82. 

Shabestary also appreciates the central importance of dialogue 
in mutual understanding and recognition. However, his account of 
dialogue is grounded on the reinforcing relationship of the true 
faith and freedom. He starts by analysis of freely achieved faith that 
deserves Muslims to be the interlocutor and the recipient of God’s 
words. Since the true faith is achieved through the individual innate 
struggle and not by religious conviction, no imposition of religious 
ideas to others is legitimate. By the same token, none of the appeals 
to Islamic law or the claims of the Islamists is to be taken as the 
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issue of the true faith. He suggests dialogue to be embarked for 
having a vivid faith, on the one hand, and for re-definition of the 
relationship between Muslims and non-Muslims, on the other. 

 Both thinkers, in spite of belonging to two different traditions 
of Islamic thought, i.e. Sunnism and Shi’ism, enjoy the richness of 
the Islamic culture of tolerance, love and respect for expressed fre-
quently in the Holy Qur’an. Both are dissidents and dissatisfied 
with narrowness of political Islam and its negative consequences for 
both the Islamic and the non-Islamic worlds. Also, both are the 
vanguards of a humanist interpretation of the Islamic faith and the 
precursors of a social movement for human rights and freedom. 
Gülen’s legacy is well developing in the United States, while 
Shabestary’s heritage has roots in Europe. There is, then, an urgent 
intellectual need to investigate how these two movements can com-
plete one another, and how they can bring a new spirit in academic 
debates as well as civil society of peace-loving people. 
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