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ABSTRACT This article discusses in ity introduction the concept of political Islam as it first
developed during the final years of the Ottoman Empire, and Nursi's reaction to politics. The
bulk of the article then focuses on Nursi’s stance concerning politics. As a prolific author,
scholar, and activist, Nursi has a unigue place among his contemporaries and the article
deliberately elaborates on why Nursi coined his famous statement, 'I take refuge in God from
Satan and politics.” It alse presents a limited comparison between Nursi's interpretation of somie
qur'anic verses and Sayyid Quth's interpretation of these same texts.

Introductlion

In the last two centuries, the Islamic world has experienced major changes in its social,
political, and religious structures. As they considered the advancement of Europe,
certain Muslim intellectuals of the late nineteenth and early twentieth century looked
for an Islamic revival. In the nineteenth century, some of them presented (he establishment
of an Islamic state as a major objective. Such a state would empower the religion of Islam
against European hegemany. This pelitical activism in the name of religion resulted in the
emergence of what is today called political Istam.?

In response to Western dominance, Muslim intellectuals of the time saw politics ag a
means for independence and socioeconomic development, through the establishment of
an Islamic state ruled by the principles of Sharia, Islamic law. This article examines
some of the work of Bediiizzaman Said Nursi (1876—1960),% the spiritual leader of the
Nur movement, or what will here be called the Nur School in Turkey.* This article chal-
lenges the position of Nursi’s opponents who accused him of being a religious personality
with a hidden political agenda. It will examine Nursi's response to these accusations and
will aim to shed light on his understanding of politics within the intellectual environment
of contemporary Islam.’

Bediiizzaman (meaning ‘the Wonder of the Age’) Said Nursi became involved in poli-
tics, a fashionable trend of his time, carly in [ife. Historical sources do not provide any
evidence that he met with prominent Islamic figures of his time such as Jamal al-Din
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al-Afghani (d. 1897} and his student Muhammad *Abduh (d. 1905), who were highly
politically oriented and promoted the unity of Muslims (itthad-i Islam) around the
world. His biographers do mention Nursi's meeting in Istanbul with Shaykh Muhammad
Bakhit (d. 1935), the famous Grand Mufti of Egypt, who reportedly asked him about his
views concerning the future of Europe and the Ottoman Empire. In this conversation,
Nursi is szid to have told Shaykh Bakhit that the Ottoman Empire was pregnant with a
Furopean state, Europe was pregnant with Islam, and that both would give birth sometime
in the future. This expression purportedly astonished Shaykh Rakhit with its clarity and
viston for the future.

Nursi's biographers alse mention his meeling with disciples of Muhammad “Abduh, as
well as with students of al-Afghani, in the province of Mardin in the southeast of Anatolia.
These individuals were focused on political activism; as a resolt of his connections with
them, Nursi expected that the revival of Islam would take place in the political arena.
Degpite the fact that Nursi imagined that the povernment should serve Islam, in this
early period he encouraged people to rely on themselves rather than the government.
His parable of the shepherd and walves illustrates this point; if all rely on one lazy shep-
herd, wolves and thieves could easily take the sheep, but if everyone becuine a shepherd,
there would be no threat from either (Nursi, 1996a, Miinazarat [Dialogues}, p. 1930).%

Political approaches to Islam are not monolithic around the globe. In fact, Nursi's aver-
sion to combining potitics with Islam has had such strong influence in Turkey that its pol-
itical Islamic movements have had far less popular support than in other countries such as
Egypt or Pakistan. In these countries, social structure and political environment continue
to play a significant role in the development of a variety of politically oriented Islamist
movements. It is impossible to say how many of these movements currently exist, as
(here is no consensus aboul the definition of a political Islamist movement.

Under the influence of the colonial era in the ninetcenth and twentieth centuries, many
Muslim intellectuals encouraged political involvement as an essential path (o the indepen-
dence of Muslim nations. Themes such as freedom, equality, and unity were addressed by
many Ottoman intellectuals, such as Namik Kemal (d. 1888). Like al-Afghani, he upheld
the unity of Muslims around the world. This new political involvement was fueled by the
sacial and political circumstances of the Islamic world. For example, the concept of jihad,
driven by local nationalistic movements, became very popular in the context of Muslims’
response 1o colonialism. The center of the Islamic caliphate, Istanbul, witnessed fierce
debates, particudarly about whether Turkish nationalism, Istamism’ or Ottomanism,
which often overlapped, should guide Turkish Muslims.

During this period, another important ongoing debate in Islamic communities centered
on the relationship between modernity and wradition.® Intellectuals promoted participation
in government and the acceptance of modern developments; as a result, politics, especially
Islamic politics, became very attractive. The rejection of Western ideas was
strongly encouraged by revivalists, Some of these, particularly the defenders of Turkish
nationalism, nevertheless adopled some Western ideas in cultural developments. They
even borrowed certain terms from the French Revolution, such as liberty, equality, pro-
gress, and brotherhood. Some of these terms were later reflected in the name af this
group: Ittihad ve Terraki Cemiyeti (the Community of Unity and Progress, or CUP).

According to another group of intellectuals, the defenders of Islamism, a reinterpreta-
tion of the Qur'an was necessary in order to address the demands of moder life. The
Qur'an was considered capable of re-energizing Muslims, so a new approach was
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required., In the words of Mehmed Akif Ersoy (d. 1936), the famous Ottoman intellectual,
poet, and author of the Turkish national anthem:

Is it possible to meet our religious needs with books,

Written seven hundred years ago?

No, it is impossible.

We have to get our inspiration directly from the Qur’an

In order to express Islam to the mentality of the modern century.

This cannot be achieved through empty claims, but requires knowledge.’

In another poem, he says, *You must be convinced that the Qur'an was not revealed o be
recited in graveyards or used to cast spells’, crilicizing the traditional recitation of the
Qur'an, whose use had become exclusively concentraled on bringing grice and blessings
to the dead. Rather, he argued, the Qur’an should be viewed as a book of power, a book of
instruction for the living, not the dead, This was an attempt at ‘purism’, Serif Mardin calls

igt: an attl%mpt to go back to the original ‘unspoiled’ source of Islam {(Mardin, 2000, pp.
1-82).

Nursi and Gitoman Politics

Said Nursi was at the center of these debates when he visited Istanbul and met with the
Ottoman Sultan, Abdul Hamid II, in 1907. Nursi himself was hopeful, saying to his stu-
dents, ‘I see a light in the future’ (Nursi, 1996a, Mektubat, p. 523; ibid., Kastamonu Lahi-
kasi, p. 1580). While the Western colonial powers presented an image- of Islam as a
‘fatalistic and reactionary religion’, Nursi was searching hopefully for light, Initfally, he
pe.rceived this light as a political power that would accomplish the goals of Islam. For
this reason, he was involved in political activities until he realized that politics could
not effectively represent the piety that is found at the core of Islam.

One reason for this change in perspective was his observation of political partisanship.
Alter seeing a pious person praise an evil one just because he was in the same political
party, while demonizing a pious individual of a diiferent political persuasion, he coined
his famous statement, ‘A"odhu bi-lahi min al-shaytin wa-al-siyasa’ (‘I take refuge in
God from Salan and politics') (Nursi, 1996a, Mektubat, p, 368). This statement marked
the turning point in Nursi's approach to politics and Islam.

It is ironic that some of the ulama, Islamic scholars, accused Nursi of passivity for aban-
doning politics, while, on the other hand, secular politicians imprisoned him on the charge
of seeking political power after the establishment of modein Turkey in the early 1920s.
Nursi spent the next 30 years in and out of prison.

Nursi came to onderstand the ‘light’, not as political power, but as spiritual and iniel-
lectual enlightenment coming from the reinterpretation of the Qur'an. In his major
works, The Words (Sdzler), The Letters (Mektubat), The Flashes (Lem’alar), and particu-
larly The Rays (Sualar), he elaborated on his defenses given in court, explaining his
reasons for abandoning a politics based on personal advantage and worldly status.
Tl}rou_ghout his Iife, including in personal conversations with his students, he emphasized
this principle, abandonment of politics, as a requirement of the devotional aspect of Islam.
He reflected on this sentiment in his writings, which are compiled in two major volumes
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entitled Risale-i Nur (The Treatise of Light), while some of his students collected his
writings on polilics in a separate book (see Nursi, 1996b).

The intellectuals who supported Islamism, including Nursi, promoted the vnity of all
Muslims throughout the world. Those who supported Turkism called for a unified
Turkish state, overlapping with Islamism; some scholars find no opposition between the
Islamism and Turkism of that time. The promoters of Turkism managed to eslablish the
CUP, which eventually overthrew Abdul Hamid II (r. 1876—1909).

Some roots of modern political Islamic movements can be found in the Islamism of the
late Ottoman Empire, represented by the scholars, military officers, and journalists of the
empire. Ottoman Islamism promoted the iden of Islamic unity through an organization
named after the Prophet of Islam, the Ittihad-i Muhammedi Cemiyeti, or the Community
of Mubhammadan Unity {CMU), established on 23 March 1909, Said Nursi was a member
of the organization and worked to promote it. Despite the fact that the organization favored
a political solution based on enhancing the Ottoman caliphate, Nursi supported a consti-
tutional system and believed that the Ottoman sultanate was no longer sustainable. He
famously said, ‘The old system is impossible; eitlier a new system or extinction” (Nursi,
1996a, Miinazarat, p. 1940). He described the CMU in his own terms, and not in the
terms by which it was publicly understood. Since the organization was named after the
Prophet of Islam, Nursi was careful to make sure that the name of the Prophet was not mis-
represented and therefore suggested that ‘it should not be a rigid organization, but one
open to all Muslims’ (Nursi, 1996a, Divan-t Harb-i Orfi, p. 1922).

As a result of his dynamic speeches and writings, many people from the area around
Istanbul became members of the CMU. The CMU organized a celebration of the Prophet’s
birthday (Mevlid, a common tradition in some Islamic countries such as Turkey and
Egypt, even today), and large crowds gathered to celebrate. Soldiers, students of religion,
artisans, and laborers talked with increased fervor about the threat of the CUP government
to the Shari®a, and the dangers of Western domination (Shaw & Shaw, 1977, p, 279;
Hanioglu, 2001; 1995). Eight days after the foundation of the CMTU, the uprising of 24
April 1909 took place (known as the uprising of 31 March 1325, according Lo the Rumi
calendar used by the Ottomans). The founders and some members of the organization
were executed, including Dervis Vahdeti, the publisher of the well-known newspaper
Volkan Gazetesi, who was found guilty by a military court,

This event was one of the most significant Muslim uprisings of the early twentieth
cenlury. Hs method, style, and slogan contained the seeds of modern-day political Isla-
mism: the uprising protested against the policy of the CUP government, which was
based on the idea of secular pan-Turkism, and the government was nsked instead to
implement the Shari®a in full (see Shaw & Shaw, 1977, p. 280). Afler the uprising
failed, many prominent Muslim intellectuals were executed by the CUP government,
and many more were arrested, most of them members of the CMU. Said Nursi, despite
the fact that he was attempting io calm the tension, was court-martialed but acquitted.
Some contemporary writers claim that the uprising was secretly instigated by the CUP
government itself in order to remove Abdul Hamid II from power. This claim is not
confirmed by any reliable evidence.!!

Although Nursi was a member of the CMU, he was not a revolutionary. As is clear in his
writings of the time, he was a forceful defender of Megrutivet (Constitutionalism).'* He
joined the organization only *to protect the name of Muhammad® from bad intentions
(agraz). When he realized what was going on in the streel, and heard the shout of
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*Seriat isteriz’ (We want Shari®a), he tried to stop it, bul could not. As he later said, “The
color was one and the same, but the intentions were different’ (Nursi, 1996a, Divan-t
Harb-i Orfi, p. 1923). He criticized those calling for Shari®a, comparing them to a
parrot who repeats words without understanding their meaning. Although he attributed
great value Lo the Shari®n, he felt that this uprising was based on a misunderstanding of
it.’ This seems to be the first modern Islamic revolutionary action against an established
povernment. Interestingly, despite the fact that this event has commanded the atiention of
many contemporary historians, it has not received the consideration it deserves from many
scholars of Islamic studies.

Said Nursi, being witness (o all of these events and wishing Lo ‘extinguish this fire’
(Wursi, 1996, Divan-t Harb-i Orfi, p. 1923) of anarchy, found a new channel for his
ideas. A few years later, in 1912, he went to Damascus where he gave his famous
Hutbe-i Samiye (Damascus Sermon). He defended the compatibility of science and
Islam, and emphasized the importance of inter-religious cooperation, particularly
between Islam and Christianity."

All these events, in addition to his parlicipation in the First World War and his time as a
prisoner of war in Kosturma (in modern-day Russia), accurred in the first period of his life,
from his adolescence to 1923, a time that he called Eski Said (Old Said). During this time,
he was actively engaged in social and political life and hoped to use politics as a way Lo
serve the religion of Islam. He recalled the decision he made when he was tn Koslurma,
when he reflected on his personal life during the ‘long nights™ of the region. He decided to
abandon a normal social life and dedicate himself to an ascetic lifestyle. He said, ‘Since I
will be alone in my prave, I should get accustomed to loneliness' (Nursi, 1996a, Lem alar,
p. 708). In 1923, Nursi decided to put this into practice and this decision marks the begin-
ning of the second period of Nursi's life, dubbed by Nursi Yeni Said (New Said).

Nursi and Republican Politics

At the request of the newly established Turkish government, Nursi addressed the parlia-
ment on 19 January 1923. He reminded the members of Parliament of the importance
of religion, particularly prayer and a focus on the afterdife, quoting verses from the
Qur'un. Nursi said, as surely as they were sent by their conslituencies to parliament, 5o
a day would come when they would be sent o the afterlife, emphasizing the qur’anic
injunction, “There is no doubt that prayer is prescribed upon belicvers to be performed
in specific times’ (Q 4:103) (Nursi, 1996a, Mesnevi-i Nuriye, pp. 1317-1318). He also
spoke about social differences between Western and Eastern societies, asking government
administrators of the new Turkish Republic to be more respectful towards religion, even if
they were not personally religious, because of the religious nature of Eastern societies.
On this point, he disagreed with Mustafa Kemal Ataturk (1881—1938), the founder and
the hero of the new republic."” In a heated discussion with him, in the presence of some
parliamenlary representatives, Nursi said angrily to Ataturk, ‘Pasha, Pasha, the most
important truth in the universe is belief in God, and then comes prayer.”'® Ataturk,
hoping to pacify Nursi and harness the power of Lis influence, offered him positions as
a parliamentary representative and a preacher for the entire eastern region of Turkey,
an offer accompamied by a high salary and a palace. Nursi refused all of these offers:
this refusal was the moment of ransformation from ‘Old Said” into ‘New Suid” and the
fulfillment of his decision to leave politics and social life and live an ascetic lifestyle.
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Nursi left Ankara with the intention of spending the rest of his life in a cave in the
province of Van in eastern Anatolia. However, after a Kurdish-Islamic wprising against
the povernment of Ankara in 1925 (the Shaykh Said Piran Incident), the government
wanted to reduce Nursi's influence as a precautionary measure, despite his opposition to
the uprising and his rejection of Shaykh Said's invitation to participale. Nursi, who had wit-
nessed the events of 31 March (in 1909), surely knew that such uprisings would harm Islam
as well as Turks and Kurds. As Nursi had anticipated, the 1925 upiising cost the lives of thou-
sands, including Shaykh Said himself.'” As a result of this tumultuous event, Nursi was
removed from his home in eastem Anatolia and sent into exile in western Anatolia in 1928.

Living under an extreme secularist regime, Nursi avoided politics and emphasized the
importance of faith. During this petiod, despite governmental restrictions on his writings,
he completed his magnum opus, the Risale-i Nur (The Treatise of Light).'® His writings
started to draw the attention of the local population, at first altracting many peasants,
and later, students. According to the Afyon public prosecutor, the number of Nursi's fol-
lowers reached 300,000 in the 1940s (Nursi, 1996a, Emirdag Lahikasi, p. 1876). In an
article on Nursi's death published in 1960, the New York Times (24 March 1960) estimaled
their number at one mitlion,

After the emergence of political pluralism in Turkey (in 1948), Nursi supported the
Demacratic Party, a liberal opposition party, more tolerant towards religion than Ataturk’s
Republican People’s Party (RPP, abbreviated in Tuckish as CHP). Though only minimally
politically active, Nursi demonstrated to his students that it was important to participate in
the voting process rather than remain neutral, and encouraged them to do the same. He did
not, however, support the establishment of the Islamic Unity Party (Tttihad-i Islam)
(Mursel, 1989, pp. 178-179).

Nursi continued writing over a period of 23 years. His writings became the driving [orce
of his movement. He emphasized in these writings, and in personal letters to his students,
that they were the guardians of social order, and the ‘spiritual police’ protecting young
people from anarchism and social disorder. He thought that the destruction in the world
was mainly spiritual (ma’nevi) and that such destruction needed to be healed spiritually.
Nursi believed that his service, through his writings, would help to strengthen people’s
faith against the spiritual destruction inherent in the modern philosophies of naturalism
and materialism. Most of his writings comprise logical explanations and justifications
for core matters of faith and traditions of Islam. To him, faith was the center of life for
any individual. He considered this way of service, which developed into a leading
school of thought in Turkey, to be an alternative to politics in the name of Islam. He com-
pared his service to light, which benefits everyone, while he described politics as a
hammer, which may benefit, but may also harm. He believed that his writings were col-
lective or spiritual (me’nevi) miracles of the Qur'an in the twentieth century: ‘They are
medicines from the holy pharmacy of the Qur'an put into our hands by the mercy of
God® (Nurmsi, 1996a, Mektubar, p. 551; ibid., Barla Lahikasi, pp. 1413, 1433; ibid.,
Emirdag Lahikasi, p. 1763). '

Despite governmental restrictions, his writings became the most widely read religious
publications in Turkey, after the Qur’an and the Hadith, Nursi's followers would capy and
deliver his works by hand, since publishing and distributing them openly were prohibited
by the government untit 1958, Approximately 700,000 copies were handwritien between
1926 and 1960. Osman Yuksel Serdengecti, a well-known Turkish author, described this
as an extraordinary effort in which ‘faith challenged technology' (Serdengegti, 19986).
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Despite Nursi and his followers’ support for the Democratic Party as voters, he
remained faithful to his refusal to run for a political position himself. In addition, he par-
licularly opposed politics based on personal benefit rather than service, staling that ‘Poli-
tics based on personal advantages is a monster” (Nursi, 1996a, Mekuubat, p. 572). One of
the reasons for his rejection of partisan politics arose from his own ascetic lifestyle.'®
During most of his personal life, he lived ascetically, having very few possessions,
holding piety in high regard, and remaining celibate. When he died, his only possessions
were ¢ packel watch, a teapot, and some clothes.

Nursi’s Views on Islam and Politics

While noting the exception of the four Rightly Guided Caliphs, Nursi believed that it was
hard 1o be a true religious Muslim and a politician at the same time, He believed that ane
who enters the arena of politics might be compelled to sacrifice some Islamic values. On
one occasion, when enumerating the problems of the Islamic world, he considered a major
difficully to be the death of honesty in the social and political life of Muslims. Politics, he
believed, by its very nature, inverts reality: ‘Politics shows an angel as Satan and Satan as
an angt-.l.'20

in accordance with Nursi’s principles, his students remained separated [rom those reli-
gious organizations in the Islamic world that promoted political activism. For example, a
comparison between the students of Nursi and the Muslim Brotherhood movement in
Egypt*' was made in an article published in 1946 in the Baghdad-based al-Difa“
(Defense) newspaper. The author of this article, “Isa “Abd al-Qadir, remarked, *Nur stu-
dents do not involve themselves in politics and (hey reject it. They are not a political
organization. The Muslim Brothers, because of the special siluation of their country,
involve themselves in politics and political organizations in order to work for religion’
(Nursi, 1996a, Emirdag Lahikasi, pp. 1880—1881).

The students of the Nur Scheol are also distinguished by the language they use in their
Islamic discourse. For example, Nursi himself addressed not onty Muslims in his writings,
but all of humanity. He uscd the phrase *Ey insan!” (O human being!), suggesting that every
human being is a polential addresses. There is no reference {o destroying a country or nation
anywhere in the 6,000 pages of his written works. On the contrary, he always spoke of the
duties of believers, particularly his followers, to build rather than destroy. In contrasl, in the
writings of many politically oriented Islamic movements, such as the Muslim Brotherheod,
the language is highly inflammatory and reactionary. These writings only address Muslims;
the non-Muslim is an abstract ‘Other’. It is not difficult to see the consequences of this type
of language in the media in the modern Islamic world; the media influenced by more than
thought, however, such as Nursi’s, exhibits a more balanced and reasonable tone.

Nursi believed that Islam did not need to be protected by the power of politics, Islam, in
his view, was like the sun; no threat could extinguish its light. Islam was in the hearts and
minds of millions and, to Nursi, was alive in the rhythm of the universe. He was confident
that Islam could bring bliss Lo the restless hearts of human beings in modern times. In a
letter to his students on the heliest night of Ramadan, Laylat al-Qadr {the Night of
Power), he insisied, ‘humanity will seek eternal life’. The world had experienced the
inhumanity of the two World Wars and their enormous cost in human lives; this inhuman-
ity demonstrated for many the ugly face of politics when bent to personal advantage and
violence. The signs of the search for eternal life, in his view, started in the West, in
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America, and in the North. The Quran gives good news about this universal search for
eternal Yife and eternal bliss, mentioning and proving its existence through thousands of
verses, Humanity, nccording to Nursi, will find the cure for its sickness in the Qur’an,
and the Qur'an can provide this cure if human beings do not bring an early destruction
upon themselves before the end of time (Nursi, 1996a, Sdzler, p. 60).

For Nursi, the goal of every human being, Muslim or otherwise, should be the atiainment
of the etemal bliss of the afterlife. Humanity with no hope of eternal life suffers; this goes
against Nursi’s basic sense of compassion towards all creation.? The shortest and the safest
way to this goal was to show the Light (Nur) to the people. No politics could replace such an
essential goal of humanity. He says, for example, ‘If one has money equal to the amount of
the budget of Germany and England? to achieve such a goal [eternal bliss] one would spend
this amount without hesitation.”** Nursi believed that political involvement would nega-
tively alfect the pursuit of this noble goal. Answering a question on why he avoided politics,
Nursi said, “We [he and his students] each have two hands. If we had one hundred hands, it
would still not be enough to achieve this noble goal of serving the Light.” Nursi and his stu-
dents therefore dedicated themselves to helping people to gain etemnal life, believing that
people’s worldly life would, as a result, also be characlerized by bliss..

Mursi was careful not to generalize and demonize his opponents when he was perseculed
by the ruling party, the RPP. He sent a letter from prison to the Interior Minister, offering
some advice and reminding him of his duty towards the nation from his pesilion of
power (Nursi, 1996a, Emirdag Lahikasi, pp. 1772-1773}. He blamed only 3% of the
RPP's members for their anti-religious attitudes and his persecution. While many politically
oriented Islamic parties would consider secular governments to be damned if they denied the
sovercignty of God, Nursi rejected this generalization. According to Nursi, verses suchas ‘In
al-hukm illd li-lah’ {(Sovereignty belongs only to God) (Q 6:57), common in the parlance of
political Islam, are indications of the ontological, not political, sovereignty of God. Nursi
would take these verses as the foundation of his reflections on the creation of heaven and
earth, The sovereignty of God is everywhere, according to Nursi, from the atom to the
sun to the galaxies, and every moment of life bears witness to this sovereignty of God.

While some Islamic political movements find justification in this verse for the rejection of
democracy in the name of Islam, Nursi found in it no suggestion of the incompatibility of
fslam with democrcy. He believed that legitimate constitutionalism (megrutiyet-i
megrua) was compatible with the teaching of Islam, as long as it was consistent with the
basic values, though not necessarily all the rules, of Shari®a. When Nursi supported the
idea of constitutional government, he still believed that sovereignty belonged to God and
saw no contradiction between his idens and the qur'anic text. On the contrary, he supporied
his ideas by quoting, *and their [Muslims'] affairs are a mater of counsel among them' (Q
42:38), saying, ‘consultation adorned with Islamic ethics would defeat all kinds of tyranny in
the Islamic world’ (Nursi, 1996a, Hutbe-i Samiye [Damascus Sermon, p. 1970). His great
concern about the moral foundation of political authority led him tq support a system based
on consultation, that is to say republicanism, rather than authoritarianism.

Nursi carefully divided politics inte two categories: affirmative or positive politics, and
utilitarian or negative politics. The positive helps to ease people’s daily life, creating better
social conditions. Nursi considered the negative to be a sickness: when politics in Istanbul
came under the influence of foreign powers between 1918 and 1922, he rhymed the words
‘Istanbul’ and ‘Ispanyol’ (Turkish for *Spain’) and said, ‘Istanbul politics is Iike Spanish
influenza.’
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In a letter to his students, Nursi advised them not lo become involved in politics,
because politics has a ‘satanic principle’, i.e. ‘love based on political allegian?e, and
hate based on political aflegiance’ ("al-hubb fT al-siydsa wa-al-bughd fi al-siyasa’),
which stands against the godly principle, ‘love for the sake of God and hate for th.c
sake of Gad' (‘al-hubb T Allah wa-al-bughd T Allah"). ‘Politics’, Nursi wrote, ‘at this
time, corrupis hearts and tortures Nervous souls. Whoever wants a rest of hem’t‘must
leave politics’ (Nursi, 1996a, Kastanonu Lahikasi, p. 1620). Nevertheless, ?«Iurm was
not opposed to those who invalved themselves in politics in order to do away with corrup-
tion: their participation could even b seen as a sacrifice. According to Nursi, such penplle
should behave in such a way as to reflect the Prophetic tradition: “The master of people is
he who serves them.'? For Nursi, this hadith indicated {hat Islam's purpose is lo do away
with tyranny and oppression. ]

Nursi gave i distinct interprelation of the frequently guoted gur"anic verse, ‘Whe Juflges
not by what Gad has revealed are the disbelievers’ (Q 5:44).26 By way of brief comparison,
let us consider Nursi's interpretation of this verse compared with that of the prominent
contemporary qur’anic commentator Sayyid Qutb, known as the ideologue. of political
Islam.2’ Despite the commonality in their interpretations of many qur'anic verses on
ethics and theological themes, they differ drastically with regard to this verse. Nursi’s
interpretation was much earlier than that of Qutb, at a time when heated debales were
underway between Ottoman scholars on the relationship between politics and Islam.
Qutb, in his mopumental commentary on the Qur'an, Fr Zilal al-Qur'an {In the Shadow
of the Qur'an), says of this verse,

The issue here is the issue of belief (fman) and unbelief (kufr) or the issue of Islam
and ignorance (jahiliyya), or the issue of Sharia or worldly enjoyment (hewd).
There is no middle way between these issues, no lruce, no peace. The believers
are those who judge in accordance with what God has revealed. They do not
move away from it even by one letter, nor do they change any part of it. Non-
believers are the tyrants, the licentious ones, thase who do not judge in accordance
with what God has revealed. Surely, when rulers and jurists have abided by Gnd'.s
Shari®a, then they remain within the frame of belief. If they abide by some Shari®a
other then God's, then they are infidels (kafir), tyrannical {zafing, and licentious
{ fasig). (Qutb, 1997, vol. 2, p. 888, my translation)

Sayyid Qutb presents sharp criteria for the ruled as well: “To be believers they must accegi
only God's Shari®a, from the rulers and jurists. Otherwise, they are not believers. There it
no middle between these two ways; there is no argument, no excuse of advantage’ (ibic.}
Tt is important to note that, unlike Qutb, Nursi was not in prison when he interpreted thi:
verse. He was witnessing and participating in the intellectual debate sparked by the litera
meaning of this verse and therefore his interpretation of the verse differs dramatically fron
that of Quth. A group of the ulama of his ime were the predecessors of Qutb. Nursi cri
ticized some literalist ulama for accosing the Ottoman Sultan, Ahbdul Hamid 1T, of being &
infidel due to his acceptance of the constitutian of 1876 (Kanun-u Esasi). Nursi said,

Some of the ulama exaggerated in their interpretation of this verse to the extent Lhat
the Turkish Jeaders went astray, and attacked the people of jurisprudence by accus-
ing them of infidelity [kufr]. They pointed to the constitution and to the declaration
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of liberty as e:.vidence of the infidelity of the rulers, in reference to the verse. The
poor ula.ma did not know that *He who judges not' [man lom yalkwm] means ‘He
who believes not’ [man lam yusaddig). (Nursi, 1996a, Miinazarat, p, 1955)

Nursi. rejected the interpretation of these ulama, saying that he objected to those who
were thinking of oppression as freedom and rejected the constitutional law. Thus the
rulers, according to Nursi, were not infidels. Each of these interpretations has had its
own consequences in the social and political life of Muslims and they continue to affect
present-day Islamic discourse.

As.a pn.rt of his political philosophy, Nursi never approved of violence as a political tool
Despite his opposition in his early life to the oppression of the rulers, he dedicated himscll;

lo peace and non-violence, especially in his years of ‘New Said’. In his f
his students in 1960, he says, i farewellfeter to

I have never accepted oppression or humiliation since my childhood, and never
obey;cd it. This has been proven by many events in my life ... For example, in
Russia L did not stand up for the chief of staff of the Russian Army when [ was a p}is—
oner of war.‘g I also did not care about the threat of execution at the court martial.
How&tver, for thiny years now, I have dedicated myself to positive action and not
negative acton. In order not to interfere with the duty of God, 1 have decided to
accept all of what is done to me with patience and pleasure (ridd), like the martyr
prophet Gergis and the sufferers in the Battles of Badr and Uhud . . The most import-
ant matter in this time is spiritual jihad, (Nursi, 19963, Emirdag Lahikasi, p. 1912)

Because of his understanding of spiritual jiidd, he suggested that the physical sword
should be sheathed. For nearly a century, no evidence has emerged that Nursi or his stu-
denlsl ever supported viclence as a legitimate means for social change. In the above-
mentlon‘ed letter to his students, Nursi coined a new lerm ta describe his understanding
of nonviolence: ‘positive action’ (musbet hareket).? He wrote, ‘Our duty is to act posi-
tively. It is not to act negatively. It is only lo serve belief in accordance with divine plea-
sure” (Nursi, 1996a, Emirdag Lahikasi, p. 1912; cf. Basar, 1997). In Nursi's
understanding, there is no place for violence in the name of Islam on any level, apart
from defense against foreign attacks. He said, *The duty of a Muslim is mer‘e!y to
convey Q\e message of Islam and not to compel people towards Islam. ‘The rest, acceptance
or rejection by the people, is God's concern’ (Nursi, 19962, Emirdag Lahikasi, p. 1912)
With this, he was probably mind{ul of the qur’anic text, ‘Had your Lord willed z;ll who are:
on the earth would have believed together. Would you compel people to be bélievers‘? No
one can believe without the will of God'(Q 10:99--100). '

. As for dealing with Western civilization, he encouraged Muslims to try peacefully and
1{1leHecluaHy to ‘convince’ the Weslern world, rather than io fight against it. He empha-
sized tl?al successfully debating or gaining ascendancy with civilized people can onl
be alchltzfed Lhrinlu,igh persuasive argument. Force cannot be used against civiﬁzez
people. As a vehicle of communicati
D of the vower ot seom tion, (he power of the word should be employed,
Carefully examining the qur'anic verse, ‘No soul shall bear another’s burden’ (Q
6:164), D{ursi believed that people could easily be made 1o violate this principle if they
were subjected to any violence. *The verse’, Nursi writes, ‘indicales that the brothers
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and sisters, relatives, spouse and children of a criminal, and even fellow members of the
same parly, cannot be considered criminal because of his or her actions. For this reason,
throughout my life, I have worked with all my strength to preserve public security’ (ibid.).
Nursi observes that modem politics ignores this qur’anic principle. As a result, human
blood is shed and innocents are tortured and assaulted. “The politics of the modern
world’, Nursi says, ‘sacrifices majorities for the sake of minorities. The oppressive min-
ority sacrifices the common majority. Qur'anic justice does not justify the shedding of
the blood of one innocent person; neither for the sake of the majority, nor for the sake
of all humankind® (Nursi, 19963, Sézler, p. 329).

While struggling under severe persecution, Nursi worked hard to dissuade his followers
from violent action. For example, one of his prominent smdents, Zilbeyir Giindiizalp
{d. 1971}, spoke in his defense in the court at Afyon: ‘If Said Nursi had not prohibited us
from violence, we would now have been in the Afyon mountains with our guns, waiting
for his acquittal’ (Nursi, 19964, Sualar, p. 1104). Despile the large number of his students
and admirers, and despiie the widespread torture and persecution they faced, there is no
record of violence among hig followers, either during his lifetime or after it.

In conclusion, one can argue that Nursi was not opposed Lo politics inan absolute sense. He
believed that politics could serve humanity in a posilive manner. Howaver, he had serious
reservations about politics in the name of religion, particularly Istam, which made him
cautious about political involvement. He found politics to be divisive rather than unifing.
According to Nursi, partisanship, in many cases, overcomes the sense of juslice. In his
statement equating politics wilh Satan, he refers to politics based on personsl advantage,
describing such politics as a ‘monster’. Another probable reason for his avoidance of politics
is the possibility that it could open the door to violence. Because of his absolute rejection of
violence in Lhe name of Islam, Nursi slayed out of politics and dedicated his entire life to the
dissemination of Nur, Light. It is clear i many of his writings that e thought that politics
could cause the usurping of the rights of the innocent. Furthermare, his avoidance of politics
was not based in passivity, for it is known that throughout his life he remained active and
concemed about the spiritual and material problems of his society. Nevertheless, he rejected
political involvement for both himself and his students because negative politics was to be
likened, in his own words, to a kind of *Spanish influenza’.

Notes

1. The author wishes 1o thank Armando Salvatore, Marcia Hermansen, Omid Safi, and Ali Aslan for their
suggestions ofter reading the first denft of this paper.

2 “The fact that Islamic 1exis con be interpreted in different ways does not affect the unique nature of the
religion itself. Mowever, it does affect the nature of the followers of that religion. We may have political
and apolitical Muslims, violent and peaceful Mustims, who all adhere 1o one unique religion, namely,
Tstam. John Esposito uses the term ‘political Tslam® interchangeably with ‘Islamic fundamentulism’.
(Fer n gond discussion on what political Isiam is, see Esposito, 2000.) Molmmed Ayoob uses the
terms ‘political Islam' and ‘Istamism’ interchangeably (see Ayoob, 2005), Al-Hodaiby, on the 'decep-
tive' term of *political Islam’, says, 'It gives the false impression that there isa distinction between Islum
os & religion, with its creed, rights, and ethics, and Islam as o political system’ (see Al-Huodniby, 1397, pp.
3—4). Such terms, used to define Islam, are idectogical and ane should remember that e majority of
Muslims consider Islam to be not an ideology, but a religion. Therefore, I will use the term ‘pofitical
Tslam' for the sake of clarity and for lnck of betier options, to refer to politically oriented Muslims.

3. Hamid Alpar considers him nmong the renewers of Tslam (sce Algar, 2001}
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4. He was bom in 1876 in the vicinity of the Bitlis Province of eastern Anntolin. Nursi did not receive the
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21.
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traditionn] long-term training of an “dfim, Although he was nble to challenge the most [eamed madrasa
schalars of Iis time, he obtnined his madrasn knowledge within a short period of smdy. For more details,
see Vahide, 1992, p. 21, Recently, the madrasa educational system in Islamic countries such as Pakistan
has received widespread criticism. In fnet, Nursi called attention to the inadequacy of this system almost
2 centory ago, sugpesting that such scheols should provide both scientific and religions education.
For detzils on the relationship between religion and politics, see Ferjani, 2005.

The Risale-i Nur Kulliyazi contains ail the works of Nusi in two volumes, It is provided with a useful
index.

For Islumism in Turkey, see Kora, 1997.

For a good discussion of Muslims' responses to modernity, see Mitchell, 2000,

Sec Ersay, 1987, section 2, 'Suleymaniye Kursusunde®, and section 6, *Asim’.

Alsa, for analysis of Said Nursi and social change, see Mardin, 1990. Sec also Yavuz, 1999,

. For the young Turks' discontent with the Sulian’s poliey, see Hanioglu, 1995. For this particular conspi-

macy, see Sahiner, 1979, p. 45.

. Nursi's book, Miinzzarat, cantuins a fine account of his views on constitutional government. This small

book s been printed seporately in Turkish (MNursi, 1995) but hos unfortunately not been teanskated into
English.

Nursi, 19968, Divan-r Harb-i Orff (The Court Martial), pp. 1919-1933, This small trealise contnins
Nurst's defense at his court martinl,

Nursi believed that modern science did not contradict Islam. He attempted to reconcile religion and
scienceHe said, "The light of conscience is the sciences of religion, and the light of the mind is the
natural sciences. By bringing these topether, the truth will emerge 05 o result. The Jack of the modern
scicnee causes (anaticism, and skepticism comes o5 o result of the lack of religious science” (Nurst,
1995, p. 127). Despite his strong arguments, he was opposed by some of the ulama who were against
modem sciences, Nursi called them ‘externalists’ (zahirpersst}, the ulamn who know only the literal
aspect of texts. Nursi complained sbout the ulama’s leck of understanding and turned his face to the
future and addressed his remarks to a younger generation.

For Ataturk’s revolutions, sce Inaleik, 1995, pp. 153~ 164, And for other aspects of Turkism, see Korpat,
1982, pp. 399-412.

This event is recorded by Nursi himself in an individual letter to his students. For the details of this con-
versation, see Mursi, 1996a, Emirdag Lekikasi, p. 1785,

. This Kurdish upristog had religious motivations, In his letter to Mursi, Shaykh Snid said that the new

Ankara povernment was going against Islam and he therefore invited Nursi to revoll against it, but
Nursi rejected his invitotion, telling him that the soldiers of Ataturk were their sons. In order to
protect the rights of innocents, he asked him to conduct his siruggle through non-violent nction, os he
limself did,

The Risale-f Nur collection consists of more than 6,000 pages. It can be roughly divided into three parts.
The first and mnjor part is the Hakaik-i Imaniyye (The Subjects of Faith). The second part is Lahikalar
(Appendices), which consists of comespondence with his students. The third is called Miidafaalar (Court
Defenses).

. Due to their undersinnding of fagwa (piety), early Muslim scholars and jusists rejected appointments 15

governors and judges becnuse of the risk of losing their spiritual standing by nccepting 4 wosldly pos-
ition, despite the fact that their appointments would be under Istumic governments and they would be
asked to judge under Istamic principles. Many pious Muslims, regardless, generally prefer to avoid
accepling such positions because of the great responsibility that would be pisced on their shoulders
and the uncertainty of being able to fulfill that responsibility as God would require.

The article is cited in Emirdag Lahikasi, which contains correspondence between Nursi and his students.
This is Mursi's approach to politics. It should be noted that he used the leom al-siyasa al-shariyya, which
can be transtated as 'politics based on Islamic ethics’, or ‘politics based on Shari®a’, but this aspect of
politics is very subtly expressed in his writings. Nursi projsed this type of politics. He used the term
“Shari®a’ in on encompassing way. Universal values and the pood nspects of Western civilization,
which takes its rool from heavenly scriptures, such s the Torah and Gospel, were elements of the
Shari®n, Bven natural laws were considered a type of divine Sheri®e,

For further information on the emergenee and growth of the Egyptian Muslim Bratherhond, see Munson
2001,
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22, Later, Nursi would make compassion one of the four principles of bis thought: Fajr (weakness), fagr
(poverty), shafaga (compassion), and tafakkur (reflection) (see NI:IFSi. 1006n, Sﬁzi‘fr. pp. 210-212)
Accarding to Muhammad Sa’id Ramudan oi-Buti, 8 prominent Syrian :scholur, Nursi was prompled to
shandon politics by fundamental principles of sincerity and compassion lowards atl people, and by
his belief thai the bosic law of politics—'The individual may be saerificed for the good of the
nation’—led to the abuse of individund rights. For detnils, see Buti, 1997, p. 117.

43, At this time, Britain and Germany were the wealthiest nations in the world,

24, For deiails of Nugsi's view on Lhis subject, see Meyve Rizqiesi (The Treatise of the Fruit), 1 smulvl book he
wrole in Denizli Prison (19960, pp. 948-987). Interestingly, in this setting, Nursi chose to wrﬂe on the
ultimate goal of humanity rather than to speak ngainst those who hind wrongly imprisunc.d him.

25. This hadith s discussed in Ajluni, n.d., vol. 2, p. 463, cited in Nursi, 1996, Divan-: Harb-i Odfi, p. 1921,

96. This verse had keen used by the Kharijites, on extreme religio-political movement in cnr!y. Islam, l'u fira-
claim the infidelity of “Ali, the fourth caliph and the cousin of the Prophet. Many politically u.ncntcd
extremist Islumic movements today refer 1o this verse, eluiming that rulers who nre not following the
Shari'a law are infidels.

27. Executed in 1966 by the military ruler of Egypt, Guamal “Abd al-Nasir.

28, This refess 1o Nursi's account of being a prisoner of war in o Russian camp after the First World War,
When the chief of stall approached the prisoners, of whom was Nursi one, Nursi refused (o stand up
because of his religious convictions. Nursi was nearly executed for his stunce, but refused to aptjlugm:
1o (he general. Later, when the general saw how ke is faith was, the general himself apologized to

Nursi. )
29, For a detailed nccount for Nursi's uoderstanding of non-violence, see Saritoprak, 2003,
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Jane Dammen McAuliffe’s ontstanding encyclopedia of the terminology and
the Qur’an provides a unigue service to the scholarly study of Islam. The more
entries aliow the reader to identify the specific issues that are dealt with in the s
ture and to access references to detailed studies of the text from both Islamic a
sources. Volumes 3, 4 and 5 of the five-volume collection cover eniries from
Sh, and Sito Z.

The exacting scholarship of the editor is reflected in the rigor with whit
vidual entries to the encyclopedia are prepared. The authors are all expe
respective fields, and the articles are indicative of the quality of their rese
topics under consideration. Entries range over qur’anic themes and terms, p
place names, cultural history and exegesis. McAuliffe has provided the frs!
prehensive reference on the Qur'an in 2 Western language. Dictionaries and
dias have become something of a cottage industry in academia today, and u
many have been compiled hastily and often with contributions from schol
not established in their disciplines. The opposile is true of this exhaustiy
work, which provides solid contributions to the study of Islam in gene
Qur’an in particular.

An internationa) scholarly endeavor with an intemational advisory board of
and emerging experts on the Qur'an, The Encyclapedia of the Qur'dn repres
borative effort by Muslim and non-Muslim scholars. It will, without quest
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