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Bediuzzaman and His Cause

Abu’i-Hasan ‘Ali al-Hasani al-Nadwi

In  the Name o f God, the Merciful, the Compassionate.
Praise he to God, the Sustainer o f  all the worlds, and H is blessings and  
peace he on the Lord o f  the Prophets, and on his Family and Companions, 
and on all those who fo llow  in their way till the end o f  time.

I have previously written about the struggle between Islam ic thought and 
W estern thought. In one o f the pieces, I wrote as follows concerning the circum ­
stances in which the Ottoman Turks found themselves, despite their being m as­
ters of an em pire that in the m iddle o f the 19th century stretched over broad 
lands:

W ith the passing o f the centuries, they had lost the spirit o f self-reliance. They 
had forgotten who they were. L ittle remained of their zeal and heroism, their 
powerful belief and unshakeable trust in God, o f earlier times. Because, before 
everything, the scholars and religious leaders had failed to guide society and the

A B U ’L -H A S A N  ‘A L I A L -H A SA N I A L -N A D W l
A bu’i-H asan al-N adw i was born in 1911 in Raybereli in India, the son o f  the em inent 

scho lar ‘A bd al-H ayy Hasatti. He pursued his Islam ic studies firstly  in the Islam ic institute 
called  the Nadwat a l-‘Ulamd\ then in centres o f  learning such as Lahore and D eoband under 
various leading scholars, He wrote his work, idhd Hahbat Rlh a id  man, w hen only seventeen 
years o f  age. In later years he taught Arabic and Q ur’anic exegesis in the Nadwat ah* Ulama’. 
A b u ’i-H asan al-N adwi has been the editor o f  the learned jou rnal al-Nadwa, and given 
addresses in various universities w orldwide. M any o f his A rabic w orks have been used as 
school text-books, the m ost fam ous o f  which are Mukhtdrat Min Adah ah'Arab, Qisas al- 
Nahiyyin li’l-Atfdl, and al-Qira’at al-Rdshida. In 1957 he founded the al~Mu]ma‘ aldsldmi al- 
‘Ilmi, w hich gave valuable support to the m ovem ents for da'wa and reform  in India. In 1959 
he w as appointed D irector o f  the Nadwat a h ‘Vlama’, and has had adm inistrative posts various 
Islam ic organizations such as the al-Majma1 aldsldnu al-Arabi, the Islam ic W orld L eague, 
and the Islam ic U niversity  o f  M edina. A bu’i-H asan has published m ore than seventy books in 
Arabic and Urdu and is a t p resent President o f  the Islam ic L iterary Union.
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country in science and learning. Furthermore, with certain exceptions whom 
God preserved, the Sultans had used religion and the Caliphate for their own 
ends and to achieve their persona! ambitions. As if that was not enough, at that 
time, W estern civilization was displaying a new spirit and fresh energy, and with 
great courage and hope was every day taking new strides forward. It found rep­
resentatives in Turkey in the intellectual and practical fields with people like 
Ziya Gokalp and M ustafa Kemal. The former was one of the forem ost west- 
oriented intellectuals. In 1900 he said that the Ottoman Empire would collapse 
and suffer great difficulties. W hile as soon as M ustafa Kemal came to power, he 
abolished the Caliphate and proclaimed the country to be secular. The matter 
reached the point where Turkey lost its Islamic character, which for centuries 
had been its true identity and by which it had been nurtured.

However, it is a D ivine law in this world and an historical fact, and anyone 
who studies Islamic history in depth will see, that never has there been any hia­
tus in the matter o f reform and renewal. So too there has been no period in 
which, with G od 's permission, someone has not emerged to combat the deviant 
movements, halt the corruption which threatens to engulf all sides, upheld the 
voice o f right, challenged the tyrants and oppressors, and opened up new hori­
zons in thought. It was always such in Islam, Yes, just as Islam is founded on 
unshakeable eternal truths and fundamentals of belief, so too it is abounding in 
life and energy. This vitality recalls a never-ending spring, an inexhaustible 
mine. It answers the needs of all times and all places, o f every stage mankind 
passes through, all the generations that have passed, and all the com m unities that 
have succeeding each other down history, and the needs too o f contemporary 
society. It bears such characteristics, it is backward in no age.

One of the persons charged with the above duty was bom in the distant 
regions of Turkey in the second half o f the 19th century and was called Bediuz­
zaman Said Nursi. He lived in a difficult transitional period in Turkey’s history. 
He was a person o f fine perceptions and high intelligence and was quick of 
understanding. He foresaw  the danger that would beset his country. He was pro­
foundly affected by the sicknesses of ignorance, laziness, and illiteracy that 
afflicted every part o f society, and more importantly, by the fact that the relig­
ious zeal and burning faith that had filled the spirit o f M uslim Turkey for centu­
ries had begun to be extinguished. He expended great effort to elim inate the 
ignorance and spread the religious sciences. With this aim in view, he began to 
study the Q ur’an in great depth, which is a spring o f energy and life, solves prob­
lems and riddles, and answers the needs o f all times and places. In addition to 
the religious sciences, he acquired profound knowledge o f modern sciences like 
history, philosophy, gepmetry, astronomy, and others. In other words, he gained 
knowledge of both the traditional and modern sciences.

He became very famous and was held in the greatest respect by the other 
scholars o f the timé. He devoted himself to teaching and guiding others. He 
came out o f his solitude in the face of the country’s situation during that period 
o f transition and stormy winds of change, when the flood of W estern civilization
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was pitilessly and unceasingly overrunning the country, and called out to the pol­
iticians and administrators with his writings and speeches. H e drew their atten­
tion to the cunning plans the stealthy enemy were executing in having the new 
laws introduced in the Ottoman Empire. He explained the true meaning o f lib­
erty, and sought of the Ottoman rulers that they apply the Shari‘a in the country.

H e him self participated in the First W orld W ar. He fought with great valour 
against the Russians on the Caucasian Front. He was finally taken prisoner, and 
was held in Russia for two years. H e then escaped, returning, despite the diffi­
culties, to his country.

Politicians m arvelled at his heroism and self-sacrifice. In 1922, M ustafa 
Kemal insistently invited him to Ankara. He was met with a large cerem ony at 
Ankara station. Rut before long, he realized that Kemal Atatürk wanted to make 
revolutionary changes which would force atheism and irreligion on the Turkish 
nation. W hereupon he prepared a manifesto and presented it to the m embers o f 
the Assembly. He urged them to adhere to the commands o f the Shari‘a and tried 
to set light to the sparks o f faith concealed in their spirits. Influenced by this, 
sixty of them  began to perform the obligatory prayers. In his Treatise On Nature, 
Bediuzzaman mentions this journey he made to Ankara, and describes as follows 
his sorrow at what he saw there:

“ W hen I  w en t to  A n k a ra  in 1922, th e  m orale  o f  the peo p le  o f  b e lie f  w as ex trem ely  
h igh  as a resu lt o f  th e  v ic to ry  o f  the  a rm y o f  Is lam  o v er th e  G reeks. B u t I  saw  that 
an  ab o m in ab le  cu rre n t o f  a th e ism  w as treach ero u sly  try in g  to  subvert, p o iso n  and  
destro y  th e ir m inds. ‘O  G o d ! ' I sa id , ‘th is m o n ste r is go in g  to  h arm  th e  fu n d a m e n ­
tals o f  b e lie f.’ A t th a t po in t, s ince  the  verse, Is there any doubt about God, Creator 
o f the heavens and earth?* m ak es se lf-ev id en tly  p la in  the D iv in e  e x is ten ce  and  
U nity , I so u g h t a ss is tan ce  fro m  it and w ro te  a  trea tise  in  A rab ic  c o n sis tin g  o f  a 
p ro o f taken  from  the  A ll-W ise  Q u r’an that w as p o w erfu l en o u g h  to  d isp e rse  and  
d estroy  th a t a th e is tic  c u rren t.” 2

Bediuzzam an saw these things with his own eyes. He was held under fire and 
played an active role to change this state o f affairs. But he differed from his 
peers in respect o f the following two points:

T he First: His jihad, which he pursued for years; his profound knowledge of 
the Qurianic sciences; his serving these sciences and endeavouring to spread 
them; his rich ideas concerning the situation which had overtaken Turkey; his 
penetrating and accurate view of events.

He studied events and conditions down to the finest details, discovering their 
weak points. He knew well the fissures through which the hot, stormy winds 
w ould blow, which would parch the fertile garden o f Islam; like fire devours 
crops, it was scorching the green leaves, turning them to ashes. So he went to the 
heart o f the problems. Doubtless, he saw as the chief weak point the false idea 
and destructive m ovem ent that was being spread under the name o f nationalism.

1. Qur’an, 14:10.
2. Mursî, Bediuzzaman Said, Lem'ctlar, İstanbul, Sözler Yayınevi 1976, 167 / The Flashes Col­

lection [Eng. trans: Şükran Vahide], Sözler Publications 1995,233.
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For İn the Islam ic world, all nationalist movements have adopted some philoso- 
phy by which to order themselves, and in time these have become articles of 
faith. Quite simply, they have challenged Islam and tried to take over the place 
in human life that it previously held. These nationalist movements tried to 
include alternatives for all the things the revealed religions possessed; beliefs, 
morality, and em otions like love and hatred, friendship and enmity, zeal and 
patriotism. For this reason all movements which comprised these things and 
made such claims were met with distrust by members of the final revealed relig­
ion and its believing, conscious callers to religion, and were even considered to 
be dangerous. Since M uslims saw them to be rivals to their religion, they began 
to combat them. The spread of such movements cause hostility towards religion 
and deviance, finally destroying Islamic Unity. The prevention and combatting 
of such movem ents is therefore is the prime duty o f believers.

The nationalist and regional movements in places like Turkey, Iran, Kurdistan 
and Afghanistan are some o f these. Those with religious zeal, possessors o f true 
knowledge, and sincere lovers o f religion have striven against movements o f this 
sort in these places. Their aim is to smash the idol o f racialism and regionalism 
and to proclaim  the D ivine truth:

Verily, this community o f  yours is a single community, and I  am your Sus- 
tainer; therefore serve me [and no other]?

Ustad Bediuzzam an struggled with all his might against this nationalist m ove­
ment. W ith powerful words and decisive proofs, he warned those afflicted with 
this sickness. He recalled as follows to a Turkish brother who had fallen into its 
clutches that his nationality was identical with Islam:

“ Ö  m y T u rk ish  b ro ther! Y ou  w atch  o u t in  particu lar! Y o u r n a tio n h o o d  has 
fu sed  w ith  Is lam  and  m ay n o t be sep ara ted  from  it. I f  you  do  separa te  them , you 
w ill be  fin ished! A ll y o u r g lo rious d eed s o f  the  p ast are reco rd ed  in  the  boo k  o f  
Is la m ’s deeds. S in ce  these  g lo rious d eed s canno t be e ffaced  fro m  the face  o f  the 
earth  by any pow er, d o n ’t you e fface  th em  from  y o u r heart d ue  to  the  evil su g g es­
tions and  d ev ices o f  S a tan !” 4

“ W h at en ab led  th is  Is lam ic  state , w hile  on ly  num b erin g  tw en ty  o r  th irty  m illion , 
to  p reserv e  its life  and  ex is ten ce  in the  face  o f  all the  targe s ta tes o f  E u ro p e  w as th e  
fo llo w in g  idea , w h ich  a ro se  from  the  ligh t o f  the  Q u r’an [reflected] in  th is  c o u n ­
try ’s arm y: ‘I f  I d ie , I shall be  a  m artyr; and if  I kill, I  sha ll be  a  ghâzV  T h ey  m et 
dea th  w ith  c o m p le te  eag ern ess and longing , lau g h in g  in  its  face. T h ey  a lw ay s  m ade 
E u ro p e  trem ble. W h at in  the  w orld  can  be  show n  th a t w ill g iv e  rise  to  such  e le ­
v a ted  se lf-sac rific e  in  the sp irit o f  a s im p le -h earted  so ld ier?  W h a t p a trio tism  can  be 
in stilled  in  its p lace?  W hat can  m ake him  w illing ly  sac rifice  h is  life  and  a ll h is 
w o rld ?”5

Ustad knew that tips movement was based on no principle that could in any 
way benefit any country or society. He knew very well it was a crime against the
M uslim  Um m a surpassing all others in history. In fact, it was more destructive

_ _ _ _

4. Bediiizzaman Said Nursî, Mektûbat, Sözler Yayınevi 1981, 367 i Bediuzzaman Said Nursi— 
Letters I928-J932 [Eng. trans; Şükran Vahide], Sözler Publications 1994, 382.

5, Mektâbat, 370 /  Letters, 385.
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than any other known destructive movement in world history. It was an inauspi­
cious death-trap set to eliminate the nation and drive the society to suicide. W ith­
out doubt, racialism is no different to an old holed boat with split sides which 
will unavoidably sink into the waves. Since it is thus, it cannot be right for M us­
lims to take refuge in it. In any case, before them is the majestic ship o f Islam, 
which can hold all humanity and disembark them on the shore o f salvation.

U stad’s second distinctive characteristic  was his chosing a new method o f 
calling to Islam suitable to the conditions in Turkey. W hen the Shaykh Said 
revolt was suppressed, and patriotic M uslims had suffered serious losses, he was 
taken from his place o f retreat and sent into exile. He expended all effort to work 
out an effective strategy and open up new horizons in calling the people to 
Islam. Before the uprising, he had advised Shaykh Said not to take the way of 
revolt, for in such situations those who suffer harm are only zealous lovers of 
religion. Nevertheless, he was sent into exile, and continued to be sent from one 
place to another until his death. But he was not deterred. He strove with all his 
power to convey Islamic thought to those who had lost themselves, bewitched by 
W estern civilization; to revive the spirit o f religion; to re-establish confidence in 
the universal prophethood of M uhammad (PBUH); and to renew once again 
belief in Islam ’s pure SharPa, which is for all times and all places. With this in 
view, he wrote treatises which were each a part o f him and would cause the 
torch o f belief and religious zeal to flare up. He strove to convey his writings to 
every group and individual in Turkey. It was as though, in this method, he was 
inspired by Shaykh Ahmad b. ‘Abd al-Abad al-Sirhindi, He too chose this effec­
tive method o f service and was finally successful, changing the course of his­
tory, diverting the country from swiftly taking the path o f apostasy to practising 
the injunctions o f the Shari "a of M uhammad (PBUH) and religion.

His writings show clearly that in those conditions, the Islamic world and par­
ticularly the Turkish nation had need o f great scholars who would win back for 
them  their confidence in the eternal prophethood of M uhammad (PBUH) and 
SharPa of Islam. Ustad saw their plight and suffered great distress. So be saved 
them from apostasy and degeneration in ideas, belief, and culture, which had 
begun to spread throughout Turkey, and from being held under the sway o f a 
powerful and tyrannical person like Kemal Ataturk. This decline and intellectual 
turn about was more deeply wounding and more dangerous than the collapse of 
the Ottoman Em pire and political decline.

Those who appreciated him self and the Risale-i Nur disseminated its treatises 
through all the towns and villages, despite all the dangers that could have come 
from the government. They played a key role in winning back confidence in the 
relig ion 'of Islam, in its keeping up with the caravan o f humanity, and even prov­
ing that it is capable of leading it.

M ay God reward Ustad in the best way in the name of Islam and the M uslims, 
and grant him Paradise.


