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Bediuzzaman Said Nursi’s 
Philosophy of Death

Mustafa Binhamza

In the Name of God, the Merciful, the Compassionate.
Endeavour to explain thé reality of death has busied the minds of scholars and 

philosophers since early times. They have had many conceptions of it depending 
on their intellectual positions and schools. Some of them considered death on the 
physical level and explained it as the body ceasing to be able to carry out its 
physiological functions because o f natural causes. Others approached the subject 
from the spiritual angle, saying it was the severing of the bond between body 
and spirit, and stressing its necessity for the commencement of a new stage in 
which a higher and more noble life would be manifested.

The latter are M uslim thinkers, who have considered death to be the first stop 
on the journey to the life of the hereafter. The matter is clearly stated in G od’s 
Book, where attention is drawn to death being created like life, and its being an 
inseparable part o f life. God Almighty says: Blessed be He in Whose hands is 
dominion; and He over all things has pow er  * He who created death and life, 
that He may try which o f  you is best in deed}  The scholars’ discussions of the 
createdness of death show that death too manifests existence. For it is unthinka­
ble that something non-existent should be described as created. The books on the 
tenets o f belief have therefore dealt with the subjects o f existence and transience 
at great length.

Prof. Dr. MUSTAFA BINHAMZA
Prof. B inham za was born in W ajda in M orocco in 1949. He graduated from Q araw iyyin 

U niversity, and also studied in the Hum anities Faculty o f  M uham mad Ibn ‘Abdullah Univer­
sity. He com pleted his post-graduate studies in M uham mad al-K ham is U niversity, and at 
present teaches in M uham m ad al-A wwal U niversity in Wajda. A m ong his published works 
are (in A rabic) The Rights o f the Disabled in Islam', The Miraculousness o f the Qur’anic Style.

1. Qur’an, 67:1-2.
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There have been two major movements which have discussed death:
The first o f these was the M iTtazilite and Naturalist movements.
The second, the Sunni movement.

Firstly: The MiTtazilite and Naturalist Schools and their Concep­
tion of Death
The two ways of the M u‘tazilites and the Naturalists were not in complete 

agreement in their treatm ent of death. Nevertheless, since there were between 
them a number o f shared points;'I shall discuss the two parts together, as below.

It was the view of both that-death is the fading of the nucleus o f life. The body 
ceases to be able to perform its physiological functions. Death is the state of 
non-existence which “plucks life out of the body.” They made various state­
ments based on the above conception:

* Death is the cessation of the life of a being which was living, or which was 
qualified by life.

* Death is defined as the sou! departing from the body,2 the spirit parting from 
the body,3 and life ceasing.4

Although the term s used in these definitions differ from one another, they 
agree on the point o f death being an ‘accident’ (non-essential) and the opposite 
of life.5 Zam akhshari, a member of the M u‘tazilite School, expressed the con- 
strastlng of life and death as follows:

“Life may be perceived through its existence. It may be said that for a thing to 
be living, it must possess knowledge and power, while death is the non-existence 
of this.”6 ■ • ■ ■

M embers of this school concluded from the following verse of the Q ur’an that 
death is created: “H e who crea ted  dea th  an d  life .”7 They found no better way 
than interpreting this verse, and in doing so they put forward various ideas. 
Some of them asserted that death was created since there were various causes of 
it. Some of them, while expounding the verb “created,” said that it held the 
meaning of (tn u ’aw w al)  “determined” {qadara), Zamakhshari said that “the 
meaning of ‘who crea ted  death  an d  l i fe ’ is the bringing into existence and anni­
hilation of all beings.”8 .

2. Tahana.wi, K ashshdf tsfiidhdt ai-Fumtn J i i ,  1316.
3. Abu Muhammad ‘Abd al-Salimi, M ashdtiq Anwar cd-Vqfd (laijqfq, ‘Abd a!-Rahman ‘Amlra), 

Beirut, ii, 88.
4. Ibid.
5. Experts in logic say there are four soris of death {[and'): taqdhul al-naqdayn; that is, the com­

ing together of two things that invalidate or destroy each other. This is also called negation and 
necessity, as in the coming together of man and what is not man, or of black and what.is not black, 
like the meeting o f a mental faculty and the lack o f it, or blindness and sight, or riches and poverty. 
Taqcdnd al-diddayn, the coming together of opposites, such as heat and cold, and virtue and vice, 
Taqcdnd al-mutadayyifayn. the coming together of two related or relative things, such as upper and 
lower, brother and sister, one of which is dependent on the other.

6. Zamakhshari, Kashshdf, iv. 113.
7. Qur’an. 67:2.
8. Zamakhshari. Kashshdf, iv, 134.
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The author of al-Tahnr wa’l-Tanwir said: “The meaning of Who created  
death is His giving existence to its causes. Because death itself is non-existence; 
it is not connected with creation in the true sense. But since it is an incident for 
creatures, it is expressed as creation due to the results it brings about,”9

According to those holding the naturalist M u'tazihte view, death is non­
existence; it means the attribute of life in man being terminated in absolute fash­
ion. This led to studies of death and since man was subject to change as the 
imperative of creative nature, this necessitated death being divided into different 
sorts.

The M u‘tazilites and Naturalists made a twofold classification of death:
1. Natural death.
2. Death as the result of causes which put an end to life.
According to the above, natural death, which is also known as ‘deb ility / is 

the evacuation of the bodily moisture. This is said to be a necessary natural 
cause of death .10 There is in the human body a specific and limited amount of 
the ‘matter of life / This changes from one person to another in accordance with 
the combinations of specific elements, the ‘hum ours/ For example, in respect of 
the substance of life that it contains, the ‘sanguine’ element is o f longer life than 
those o f ‘bile’ and ‘p h le g m /M

As is understood from the above, human cells have a specific lifespan. But it 
is unthinkable that this should be as long as the lifespan of large animals, for 
example, dinosaurs.

For man, natural death occurs with the exhaustion of the life-energy in the 
body. Particularly in old age, this energy in the body diminishes with the gradual 
weakening of all the ties with life.

To come to the second sort o f death, it is that resulting from causes which nul­
lify life. It occurs through the extinguishing of the jife-force, known as bodily 
heat. This sort o f death does not arise from the necessary causes of natural death; 
it occurs through ‘accidental’ causes which terminate life. Examples of causes 
putting an end to the normal course of life may be murder, drowning, and illness.

Concerning natural death and death by other causes it should be said that 
doubtless both are conceived of in purely physical terms. However, the majority 
of M uslim thinkers have discussed this point in books of medicine under particu­
lar headings such as health, iflness, remedies, and death.

Ancient physicians for the most part relied on the treatises of philosophers, in 
which the physical aspect of death, which is visible, was discussed. The 
researches of physicians were therefore concentrated in this area.

The author o f al-Rahma f j ’l-Tihh w al-H ikm a  writes this:
“T here  are th ree  causes o f  death : the first are causes like m urder and o ld  age. S ec ­
ondly , ex cess  o f  o ne  o f  the four hum ours. T h e  th ird  is the ex p iring  o f  natu ra l life,

9. Muhammad al-Tahir ibn 'Ashur. al-Taljrir wa't-Tanwir, xiii, 29.
10. TahanawT, Kashshaf Istildhat at-Funftn, hi. 1917.
1 i . ol-Noshr al-Tayyih 'aid Shark al-Shuykh al-Tayyih al-h/asi ahVazdnl. ii. 317 .
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w hich  o ccurs w ith co m p le tio n  o f  th e  fo u r ages o f  m an. F ro m  ch ild h o o d  to  m atu rity  
the  n a tu ra l, v ita l m o istu re  is h o t  T h is  period  co n tin u es to  five  years, and a t the 
m ost, tw en ty  years  o f  age. T hen  the period  o f  d ry n ess beg ins. T h is ch arac te ris tic  
co m es to  d o m in a te  the hot and hard  nature  w hich  p e rsisted  th rough  the  pe rio d  o f  
youth . T h is  pe rio d  b eco m es ap p aren t around  fo rty  years o f  age. T h en  a stag e  o f  
b ecom ing  w atery  and  lim p  beg ins in the  body, and  o ld  age b eco m es apparen t. 
S tren g th  lessens and the  m oistu re  p retty  well d ries up. T h e  pe rio d  o f  o ld  ag e  c o n ­
tin u es to  sev en ty  o r  e igh ty  years o f  age. T h e  co ld n ess and  d ry n ess are  m an ifes ted  
and  d ue  to  w eakness, the  hea t lessens consid erab ly . T h is  is ca lled  sen ility . M o istu re  
and  h ea t do  n o t d isap p ea r co m p le te ly  until death . T h is  m ay con tin u e  to  o n e  h u n ­
d red  and  tw en ty  y ears o f  age, though  those  w ho reach  it are  very  rare. A t the  h o u r 
ap po in ted  by  A lm ig h ty  G od, the  m ajority  lose  the  na tu re  o f  life  in  the  w ay  m en ­
tio n ed  above, and  th is is natu ra l d ea th .>>!2

I want to apologize and make clear that those who have stated there are two 
sorts o f death have made a blatant error. For they have not taken another impor­
tant factor, that o f the spirit, into consideration, and have not discussed it. Just as 
they have not discussed the appointed hour and its coming, which is the true 
cause o f death. It is said .in al-Jawhara:

The m urdered person died  because his time had come;
To say anything else is futile, and unacceptable.

If  death is the result o f the arrival o f  the appointed hour, this fact should be 
included in the definition of death. If spirit is an inseparable part o f man, its sep­
aration from the body should be mentioned, in order to com plete the discussion 
of death.

The M uTazilites insisted on the necessity of differentiating the natural aspect 
o f death, and therefore added another elem ent to the subject. This was discussion 
of the appointed hour. They questioned the nature of the death of som eone m ur­
dered, and discussed the matter to excess. K a'b i, one of them, said that a m ur­
dered person had two appointed hours of death. The first was one which was the 
result o f murder, and the other, the appointed hour that he would any way have 
met whether or not he had been murdered. But in general, the M u'tazilite  School 
held the view that a murdered person had only one appointed hour, and this was 
his death, known by God whether or not he was murdered.

Abu Hudhayl aK A lla f said: “The murdered person has a single appointed 
hour, and that is the instant he is murdered, If he had not been murdered, he still 
would have died, for some other reason.” 13

There are numerous views besides these. Outside a K A Ila fs  views, the 
M uTazilites conceptions are artificial and far from what is necessitated by the 
verse: When their time o f  death comes, they cannot delay it one hour, or prevent 
it.14

12. al-Nctshr al-Tayyib, ii, 370; Shark al-Btjiln ‘alâ’l-Jawhara, 160.
13. aî-Bïlürî, Shaiit Jawharat al-Tawhld, 161; al-Nashr al-Tayyib, it, 375.
14. Qur’an, 7:32,
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Secondly: The Sunni School’s Understanding of Death
The Sunnis founded a school different to that of the M u ‘tazilites and Natural­

ists based on the statements o f the Q ur’an. These they put forward as evidence 
that death is created, that is, it has existence. Their definitions were based on 
these statements and some o f them are as follows:

* Death is an attribute which has existence and is created as the opposite of 
life.15

* Or, it is an attribute which is existent and is the opposite o f life.16
* Or, it is a created state which is applicable to all living creatures.17
On studying these definitions in the books on the tenets o f belief, it is seen 

that they agree in describing death — whether a ‘substance’ or an ‘accident’—  as 
having existence. Nevertheless, there are still a number o f obscure points in 
these definitions. From these points o f view, the intellect may consider death to 
be sheer non-existence, a perishing, and an arrest. These ‘accidents’ do not per­
mit things to be thought of as having existence. For they are the opposite of 
other similar ‘accidents’ which have existence. This necessitates carrying out 
further analyses powerful enough to bring one closer to the Q ur’amc meanings 
related to death, and finding answers to the questions that occur to one, and 
throwing light on certain forced interpretations and obscurities. This difficult 
task was carried out by Bediuzzaman. With rare ingenuity and a profundity little 
encountered, he dealt with the question of death’s createdness, although it 
appears to be the opposite.

Bediuzzaman and the Philosophy of Death
It is clear that there have been many who have been concerned with the ques­

tion o f death and attempted to conceive of it within the framework of the 
Q ur’an ’s statements. The careful investigator even will for the most part find no 
solace or solution for his difficulties in these discussions. He will see that many 
aspects o f the subjects have remained obscure, and feel the need to seek new 
solutions.

These difficulties have persisted, but doubtless, if those preoccupied with 
such intellectual problems were to direct their questions about the subject to 
Bediuzzaman, they would find very convincing answers in his work called 
M ektubat, which is part o f the Risale-i Nur Collection. He asks:

“ V erse s like  the fo llo w in g  in the  A ll-W ise  Q u r’an, the  C rite rion  o f  T ru th  and  
F alseh o o d ,

Who creates death and life that He may try you, which o f you is the best in conduct, 
m ake it  u n d ersto o d  th a t ‘death  is crea ted  like  life, and it too  is a  b o u n ty .’ W h ereas

15. Muhammad ‘Abd al-Ra’uf al-MunawT, al-Tawqlf ‘aid Muhimmdt al-Ta'drlf [tahqlq: 
Muhammad Ridwan al~Daya],.683; Raghib al-lsfahanl, Mufraddt, 497; al-Jurjani, al-Ta‘rlfdt, 211.

16. Fakhr ai-Dln ai-RazI, al-Tafsir, xxx, 55; Abu Muhammad ‘Abd al-Saiiml, Mashdriq Anwar 
al-V qul {tahqlq: ‘Abd al-Rahman ‘AmTra], ii, 66.

17. Abu Muhammad ‘Abd al-Salimi, Mashdriq Anwar al-Vqul, ii, 66; al-BijurT, yuqdrin bi- 
sharh al~Jawhara [takhrij: Muhammad Adib ai-Kayiani], 349.
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ap p aren tly  cieath is d isso lu tio n , non-ex istence , decay , th e  ex tin c tio n  o f  life, the 
a n n ih ila to r o f  p leasu res; how  can it be c rea ted  and a bou n ty ?” 58

As far as I can see, such a question could be asked only by a thinker who has 
defined the difficulty in the true sense, it expresses two clear ideas, death being a 
bounty, and its having existence. It is difficult to bring the two points together 
and defend this in convincing fashion.

To consider the side of death which is a bounty; Bediuzzaman discusses the 
subject in four ‘Aspects,’

“ T h e  F i r s t :  It is a g reat boun ty  because  it is to be freed  from  the d u tie s  and  o b li­
g a tio n s o f  life, w h ich  becom e burdensom e, and is a d o o r th rough  w h ich  to  jo in  and  
be un ited  w ith  the n in ety -n in e  ou t o f  a hundred  o f  o n e ’s friends w ho are  a lread y  in 
the  In te rm ed ia te  R ealm .

“ T h e  S e c o n d : It is a re lease  from  the narrow , irksom e, tu rb u len t, and ag ita ted  
p rison  o f  th is w orld , and , m anifesting  an ex p ansive , jo y fu l, tro u b le free  im m ortal 
life, it is to  e n te r  the  sp h ere  o f  m ercy o f  the  E te rn a lly  B e loved  O ne.

“ T h e  T h i r d :  T h ere  are  n u m ero u s fac to rs  like o ld  age w h ich  m ake the c o n d i­
tions o f  life  a rd u o u s and show  death  to  be a boun ty  fa r su p e rio r to  life. F o r  e x am ­
ple, if  to g e th e r w ith  y our very e lderly  p a ren ts w ho  cau se  you m uch  d is tress  w ere  
n ow  in fro n t o f  you y our g ra n d fa th e r’s g ran d fa th ers  in all th e ir p itifu l sta te , you 
w o u ld  u n d erstan d  w hat a  calam ity  is life, and w hat a  bounty , death . A lso  fo r e x am ­
ple, it is .u n d ers to o d  h ow  d ifficu lt are the  lives in the co n d itio n s o f  w in ter o f  the 
beau tifu l fly in g  insects, the  lovers o f  the beau tifu l flow ers , and  w ha t m ercy  are 
th e ir deaths.

“T h e  F o u r th :  Ju s t as sleep  is a co m fort, a m ercy , a  rest, p a rticu larly  fo r those 
a fflic ted  by d isa s te r  and the  w ounded  and the sick , so  to o  is death , th e  e ld e r b ro th e r 
o f  sleep , a pure  bounty  and m ercy  fo r those  s truck  by d isa ste r and su ffe rin g  trib u la ­
tio n s w hich d rive  th em  to su ic ide . H ow ever, as is p roved  decisiv e ly  in m any  o f  the  
W ords, fo r the  peop le  o f  m isgu idance, death  is pure  to rm en t like  life, and  pure 
a fflic tio n , bu t it is o u tside  th e  d iscussion  here .” 19

Bediuzzaman says the following about the second part o f the question, death 
having existence:

“D ea th  is a d isch arg e  from  the  d u tie s o f  life; it is a rest, a  ch an g e  o f  resid en ce , a 
ch an g e  o f  e x is ten ce ; it is an inv ita tion  to  an e ternal life, a  b eg inn ing , the  in tro d u c ­
tion to  an im m o rta l life. Ju s t as life co m es into th e  w orld  th ro u g h  an ac t o f  c rea tio n  
and a d e te rm in in g , so  too  departu re  from  the  w orld is th ro u g h  a c rea tio n  and d e te r­
m in ing , th ro u g h  a w ise  and purposefu l d irec tion . F o r th e  death  o f  p lan t life , the 
s im p lest level o f  life, sh o w s that it is a m ore  o rd erly  w ork  o f  art than  life. F o r 
a lth o u g h  th e  dea th  o f  fru its , seeds, and g ra in s app ear to  o ccu r th ro u g h  d ecay  and  
d isso lu tio n , th e ir  d eath  is in fac t a  kn ead in g  w hich com p rises an ex ceed in g ly  w ell- 
o rd e red  chem ica l reac tio n  and w e ll-b a lan ced  co m b in in g  o f  e lem en ts and w ise  fo r­
m ation  o f  partic les; th is u n seen , o rderly  and w ise  death  app ears  th ro u g h  the  life  o f  
the  new  shoo ts. T h a t is to  say , the death  o f  the  seed  is the s ta rt o f  life  o f  the  shoo t;

18. al-Nursî, BadîVz-Zamîm Sa'îd. al-Makıûhüt [Arabic trans: İhsan Qasim al-Salihi], İstanbul, 
Sözler Yaymevİ 1992, 7 / Mekttıhaı, 7 /  Bediuzzaman Said Nursi. Letters 1928-1932 [Eng. trans. 
Şükran Vahide], 24.

19. Mektûbat, 8 !  Leiterst 24-5,
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indeed, s ince  it is like  life itself, th is death  is created  and  w e ll-o rdered  as m uch  as 
is life.

“M o reo v er, the dea th  o f  the fru its o f  liv ing  beings and an im als in the  hum an  
stom ach  is the beg in n in g  o f  th e ir  rising  to the level o f  hum an  life; it m ay therefo re  
be  sa id  ‘such  a d eath  is m ore o rderly  and crea ted  than th e ir ow n life .’

“T h u s, if  the  death  o f  p lan t life, the  low est level o f  life, is thus crea ted , w ise , and 
o rd ered , so also m ust be the d eath  that befalls  hum an life, the m ost e lev a ted  level 
o f  life. A nd  like  a  seed  sow n in the  g round  becom es a tree in the w orld o f  the  air, 
so  a m an w ho  is laid  in the  earth  w ill su rely  p roduce the  shoots o f  an ev erlas tin g  
life  in th e  In te rm ed ia te  R e a lm .”20 . , ■

As may be seen from the above, with his flashing thought and rare insight, 
Bediuzzaman penetrated to the inner face of things, and took -from there easily 
comprehensible logical conceptions and answers. He demonstrates that death has 
existence in a way that does not mislead. -

In Bediuzzam an\s view, death was the start of a new journey in life. On 
embarking on this, man surrenders his spirit and rises to a level o f life higher and 
more noble than the life he knows and to which he is accustomed. Death is there­
fore a bridge, a passage to a more transparent life, Like a grain o f wheat o r a 
seed falling to the ground, being wetted with water, bowing to the laws of 
change and repair, and being subject to chemical transformation appears to one 
who observes it to be a rotting and corruption. But the result is. not like that at 
all, for shoots producing myriad seeds spring forth from every seed.

Although this appears to be a rotting and dispersal, it is in fact the cause o f the 
manifestation of a new life for the seed, scattered and lost in the darkness o f the 
earth. If it had not been for the rotting and annihilation, the seed would not have 
found the way to a new life. But the rotting and dispersal which appear to be 
annihilation, are in reality a step to the birth of a new life.

This transformation occurring in the above way in conformity with chemical 
laws, shows that it is a difficult action, despite appearing to people to be annihi­
lation. They are basically actions known as the sunnatullah (Divine practices) in 
creation, which are bound by and tied to laws. On one grain of wheat becoming 
hundreds of seeds, it will become food for- men. In this way, it will mix in with 
their blood, flow in their veins, become part o f their compounds and be a foun­
dation stone in their ‘buildings,’ and finally become a part o f their thinking appa­
ratus and organisms. Thus, the grain is restored to life in a form higher than its 
first form. Its apparent destruction, which appeared to men to be death and non­
existence, in reality is a return to life, and this new life is manifested in clearer 
fashion than the first.

The fact o f a seed being restored to life is in fact nothing different to its 
returning to life as a human after having died. It acquires an existence very dif­
ferent to its previous existence. It therefore has to depart from worldly life in 
order to produce shoots with a new life.

Bediuzzaman reaches his intended goal with this brilliant conception, estab-

20. Mektubat. 7 I Letters, 24.
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lishing that death is an existent state. Since death is a result o f the unchanging 
laws of change, man will be restored to life for a new existence. Doubtless, these 
transform ations are nothing other than the existent situation mentioned in the 
Q ur’an itself: “He Who created death.”

Bediuzzam an’s statements on this subject have importance equal to those o f 
both the scholars of the tenets o f belief and the Q ur’anic commentators. For he 
said that death is neither annihilation, nor destruction, nor disappearance; it is 
merely a transform ation, a being transposed to a more perfect and higher world.

This analysis o f Bediuzzaman is similar to the following lines by A bu’l^A la  
al-M a‘arr,

M en were created to die;
Some suppose that that is the end;
But, indeed, they are transferred from  the realm o f  works
To that o f  m isery or happiness.
M an feels a constant fear at the thought of death and non-existence, and he 

becomes the prisoner of this fear. He sees that governing in the human being are 
a constant destruction and decay. He is upset by this and tries to steer clear o f 
their causes. This is apparent even when he strives on the way o f truth, defends 
belief, and opposes falsehood.

In Bediuzzam an’s view, death is the announcement of m an’s continued exis­
tence and the connection between his first life and the next life. He rejects the 
ideas that materialist philosophies spread, like its being non-existence and anni­
hilation, which em brace m an’s life in the first dimension o f life’s journey and 
cause him distress by inculcating the idea of the finality o f death and its being 
non-existence.

A t the same time, Bediuzzam an’s analysis o f the subject has a psychological 
dim ension, which gains for man a confidence and harmony in relation to exis­
tence, and arouses a feeling o f security concerning the first and second dim en­
sions of life. Similarly, it impresses on him that death is not a terrifying night­
mare, and an end which annihilates man despatching him to non-existence. One 
who acquires this sense, gains a particular courage in the face of difficulties, 
overcom ing all hardships. People certainly do not wish for death, but in reality it 
is a journey towards a life in which they will abide contentedly.

But verily the home in the hereafter, that is life indeed, i f  they but knew.21

21. Qur’an, 29:64,


