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Abstract

This paper attempts to understand the secularization thesis from a sociological standpoint while inculcating Bediuzzaman Said Nursi’s view on modernity and the decline of Islamic values in an evolving society. It aims to explore the reasons behind such decline and any potential methods of mitigating the consequences as mentioned in Risale-i-Nur. By first defining the historical context within which Nursi’s works take place, Risale-i-Nur’s approach will also be mentioned. Furthermore, a general relationship between Islam and modernity would be explored to see the compatibility of the two. The paper will further draw a comparison between the social change occurring within the 21st century and during the decline of the Ottoman Empire. Due to the similarities of both eras, the paper will further assess the application of Nursi’s work in the modern Islamic world of today in terms of redefining the Islamic identity.  
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Introduction
Bediuzzaman Said Nursi (1877-1960) is an esteemed Muslim theologian known for writing Risale-i-Nur, an elaborate commentary on the Holy Quran. His views are incredibly insightful for the study of the secularization thesis due to the historical context of his work. Nursi witnessed a time of immense social change as the Ottoman Caliphate met its decline and Turkey went through a period of reformation under Kemal Ataturk. 
It is crucial to note that with such social change, belief systems that previously sustained societies become outdated and thus, need to be revived with the aid of a modern spirit. Nursi’s intellectual jihaad is an instance of such revival where Islamic values resurfaced with the intent of surviving in modernized Turkey. He revived Islam by not merely talking about religion in an abstract way. Instead, Risale-i-Nur inculcated the right amount of pragmatism and rationale which redefined Islam for a modern mind. 
In the modern era, the phenomena of secularization and modernization has proactively challenged the need and role of religion in private and social life. While often perceived negatively, this challenge provides an opportunity of rethinking and revamping the religious values held by 21st century Muslims. One is also urged to question the positioning of a Muslim identity relative to a homogenous global identity. It is no surprise that this vulnerable position poses questions regarding the compatibility of Islam and modernity arise. Therefore, bearing in mind the similarity of challenges faced by Muslims today and the ones faced by Muslims during the decline of the Ottoman Empire, Risale-i-Nur serves to be a universal guide that embraces the malleability of the Muslim identity. 
The Theory of Secularization 
The theory of secularization postulates that modernity will inevitably lead to the decline of religion (Berger, 1999). With the advent of globalization, the fragmentation of organized belief systems has been observed along with a great cultural clash among numerous communities. Not only is there ambiguity surrounding values and norms, but religious ideology is also facing a downfall in a Western hegemonic discourse. There can be seen the Weberian process of the “disenchantment of the world” whereby individuals no longer rely on religious or supernatural thought as they lose their sense of providence (Robinson, 2019). Consequently, we see a decline in organized forms of religion such as Islam through the process of secularization, a by-product of globalization. 
The globalized world has broken down reality as we knew it. It does not help that this change is ever evolving and unending. To constantly readjust and having no roots to keep one grounded leave the modern individual with a fragmented sense of self (Robinson, 2019). The immense focus on the miraculousness of the Quran was an attempt to counter the extreme empiricism of modernity (Yusoff, Yilmaz, & Ebrahimi, 2013). Therefore, Nursi’s works have the potential to appeal to a modern, skeptical mind which is suffering from cultural ambiguities. Through the work of Nursi, a 21st century Muslim can hope to find closure and a sense of identity in times of utter confusion. 
Berger (1999) criticizes the secularization theory for ignoring counter-secularization movements such as the Nur movement in the case of this paper. The notion that secularism is “progressive” whereas religion is “backwards” is primarily a hegemonic one. It is not as “value-free” as is often portrayed in the mainstream discourse.  He further argues that secularization on a societal level does not account for secularization at the level of individual consciousness. This is synonymous to Nursi’s idea of faith saving where the core focus was on the faith of the individual rather than the place of Islam in the broader sociopolitical context.
Kemalism and The Decline of the Ottoman Empire
To comprehend the evolution and transformation of Nursi's approach to Islam and politics, we must attentively examine the many stages of his life. During the volatile periods of the late Ottoman Empire, he was actively involved in politics until his visit to the Grand National Assembly of Turkey in Ankara in 1922. This period is known as the Old Said (Eski Said) Period. The second era began following the Old Said era, roughly coinciding with the fall of the Ottoman Empire and the beginning of the new republic. Nursi quit political activities after moving to Ankara in 1922 and began to live a semi-sectarian life (Sahin, 2011).
The Ottoman Empire went through several contradictory phases of development. Under Mahmut II, Westernization, also known as “pseudo-secularism”, was already underway. By the end of the Tanzimat period, a Muslim aristocracy made up the bureaucracy while the financial matters rested with foreign authorities. In contrast, Sultan Abdulhamit had focused on a more absolutist approach in order to reclaim the Islamist facet of the Empire (Aksan, 2005). After the collapse of the Ottoman Empire, Kemal Atatürk used Turkish nationalism to pave way for self-determination and in 1923, the Turkish republic was formed. The term “Turk” was redefined and lost the ethnoreligious significance it previously held. On the other hand, for Nursi, the idea of being a Turk is intertwined with being a Muslim: “Turks who have abandoned Islam or who are not Muslims are no longer Turkish” (Nursi, 2014, p. 374).
 In 1931, Republican People’s Party presented six arrows, three of which were nationalism, étatism, and secularism. This Kemalism challenged the role of Islam in the newly formed Turkey as the traditional countryside remained untouched and social order was still prevalent in non-elitist communities. Educational authoritarianism brought forth self-imposed amnesia as attempts were made to erase Ottoman history. In essence, the Kemalist Turkey ignored the structure it inherited from the Ottoman Empire (Aksan, 2005). 
Positivism had influenced the way history was framed and therefore, the decline of the Ottoman Empire and its contrast with the modern Turkey was shown in a dichotomous and reductionist fashion. The indigenous and traditional aspects witnessed an erasure as modernization was shown as a homogenous influence on Turkey (Aksan, 2005). Secularization has led to the privatization and rationalization of religion. Islam was not immune to this transformation and Turkey experienced divorce from the religious spirit, particularly within academia (Özervarli, 2010).  It was such a circumstance that led up to Risale-i-Nur and the urgent need for saving faith through an Islamic revival.
Risale-i-Nur’s Approach
With Nursi’s work, Islamic scholarship moved towards the direction of social theology. Historically speaking, scholars of jurisprudence focused primarily on methodology, usul al-fiqh, as opposed to theorizing a theological framework. However, Nursi wanted to shift the focus from mere technicalities to the social aspect of Islam in a time of positivism and scientism. It was crucial to deal with questions that were fundamental to the essence of Islam in order to save the faith (Özervarli, 2010).
Therefore, Risale-i-Nur is what one would call tafsir in Islamic tradition. Rather than being a mere commentary which talks about talks about the minute technical details of, say, when a certain verse was revealed or the method of revelation, Risale-i-Nur focuses on the broader questions of faith that plague the modern mind. From the concept of Divinity and the Divine attributes up to man’s purpose and obligations, the topics covered range across a spectrum. 
What makes Risale-i-Nur an idiosyncratic commentary is the use of a “language of rational spirituality”. Nursi communicates with the readers by sharing his personal healing experiences (Özervarli, 2010). The reading also becomes enchanting as it makes references to miracles and dreams (Tezcan, 2005), further separating the world of Islam from materialism. Moreover, Said Nursi’s background in the study of empirical sciences enabled him to write Risale-i-Nur from the point-of-view a rational mind. As a result, Nursi was able to address the primary questions brought forth by secularization and modernity in general. 
His discourse was based on "experiential" arguments for the existence of God. He believed that in order to convert people into strong believers, the relationship between God and divine vicegerency, public order, and social peace was required (Horkuc, 2002).
This means that man came to this world to be perfected by means of knowledge and supplication. In regard to his nature and abilities everything is tied to knowledge. And the foundation, source, light, and spirit of all true knowledge is knowledge of God, and its essence and basis is belief in God. (Nursi, n.d.)
Resistance or jihaad is a concurrent theme across Nursi’s works. As observed during the era of the “New Said”, his emphasis was on mobilizing the common people to resist the marginalization of Islam during the 1920s-1940s rather than bringing a reform through political platforms. The platforms themselves were entrenched with the positivist paradigm and thus, change through political action was futile (Özervarli, 2010). Therefore, much of his work was published during the years of his exile. They primarily cover the theme of saving faith in terms of the individual, as opposed to the society at large. Therefore, Risale-i-Nur focuses on reform at a grassroot level. 
He accommodated a question-oriented approach where those who sought knowledge could inquire about any disciple, scientific, or religious (Yusoff, Yilmaz, & Ebrahimi, 2013). Instead of alienating the modern individual by dismissing the rational tendencies of positivism, Nursi accommodated the scientific views by including them in the formulation of a better understanding of religion. For Nursi, the Risale-i Nur, which consists of religious sciences, develops and maintains public security and tranquility. Belief does not undermine public order; on the contrary, it ensures it. Because of its negative nature, unbelief is what disturbs social order (Şükran, 1992).  
The Relationship between Islam and Modernization: A Conflict or Collaboration?
It is important to know that the conversation concerning Islam and modernity does not occur in a vacuum. It is important to gauge the actual impact of modernity on Muslim countries. The colonization of the Muslim world cannot be eliminated from the debate when speaking of the modernization which spread across the globe (ABU-RABI', 2005).
What is known as the Arab Renaissance from the nineteenth century comprises elements of the secularisation of religion as well as the social contexts in which it operates. The reformers begin their reforms by alienating the historical accumulations and traditions of fiqh. They do so in support of ijtihad (reasoning in the reinterpretation of religious sources) and tajdid (innovation) while referring to the original divine and prophetic sources, the Quran and Sunna. Their understanding of ijtihad, on the other hand, is abstracted from fiqh's ratio and technique — it becomes a free intellectual pursuit (Zubaida, 2005). 
By embracing the authority and superiority of modern science, the reformers reduced the rules and claims of religion even further. This permissiveness is aimed at adapting religious and Shari'a norms and procedures to what are viewed as modern necessities for growth and enlightenment, as well as modern sensitivities towards family, women, morality, punishment, and so on. Maslaha, or "public interest," is a key idea that provides for this latitude. It was utilized in the same way as ijtihad was, subject to the ratio and methodology of fiqh. These reforms and modifications promote the development of religious structures that are compatible with the perceived demands of modern society and states, as well as those that conform to perceived modern sensibilities (Zubaida, 2005).
The Muslim world is a peculiar case as it has retained its culture while still being dominated by Westernization. In other words, there is an Islamic “culture but not civilization”. Therefore, the Muslim identity merely becomes a subset of the broader global identity. Muslim countries have opted for capitalism which is largely an American phenomenon. The idea is not to contest whether capitalism should or should not exist, but it is important to note that the Muslim world failed to develop its own economic variant of capitalism. The resultant capitalism does not try to work towards a progressive Muslim society but exists merely to ensure and expand the power of the elite (ABU-RABI', 2005).
The clash between modernity and Islam has inspired a fundamental debate on human moral autonomy and the legitimacy of the interpretation of the ethical ideal of the Quran. Three ideal-type positions have been taken in this debate both in the classical and modern periods: modernism, fundamentalism, and traditionalism. 
Modernism, or renewalism, refers to the ongoing reinterpretation of the ethical ideal. Modernists are frequently motivated by a desire to make the ethical standard relevant in their society’s changing conditions. They highlight the "inner-worldliness" of Quranic ethics, as well as individual moral autonomy and freedom, in their interpretive advocacy. 
Fundamentalism opposes, if not outright denies, the understanding of the ethical ideal. They tend to highlight God's transcendence as well as the limitations and subjectivity of human judgment in this regard. The ethical reality of the Quran is beyond human comprehension; human efforts to comprehend it that go beyond the literal meaning of the book are necessarily inadequate and subjective, reflecting only individual human worldly interests.
Lastly, traditionalism allows for interpretation of the ethical ideal, but only on the premise that once this interpretation has occurred and is validated by general community agreement, it can never be amended or rejected. The authoritative text of Islam continues to grow under this regime as each generation adds its own interpretations to those of previous generations. Traditionalism can be seen as a middle ground between the extremes of fundamentalism and renewalism (Hoebink, 1999).
In order to comprehend Nursi’s view of Islam and modernity, we first need to look at the meaning of man’s life:
Now the true meaning of your life is this: its acting as a mirror to the manifestation of divine oneness and the manifestation of eternal besoughtedness. That is to say, by virtue of the comprehensiveness arising from being like the point of focus for all the divine names manifested in the world, it is its being a mirror to the Single and Eternally Besought One. (Nursi, 2013, p. 141, 2013)
What can be gathered from the above reference is that manifestation of Divinity is the primary purpose is Islam. The relationship this has with modernity is that science allows for one to recognize the Signs. Science is complimentary to religion, not a replacement. With the aid of modernity and science, one can understand the true nature of the universe and how it mirrors the Divine. 
For Nursi, modernity brings with it the notion that materialism is the source of everything.
Berger (1999) notes that religious civilizations tend to take two routes when confronted with modernity: rejection and adaptation. However, neither strategy is correct if it is based on an ignorant concept of what modernity entails. In light of Risale-i-Nur, the preferred strategy is adaptation. However, adaptation here does not mean a compromise on the fundamentals of Islamic faith. Rather, adaptation is an imagery of Muslim well-acquainted with scientific thought. The aim of Nursi’s work is not to produce a “religious subculture” (Berger, 1999) which rejects the influences of the outside world. Such isolation is not the goal. Rather, an ideal civilization incorporates the progression of the outside world within the Islamic values so that religion does not seem to exist in absentia. 
Social Change: Then Versus Now
To understand the importance of Nursi’s work in today’s time, it is best to draw parallels between the social change occurring during the downfall of the Ottoman Empire, and the phenomenon of globalization. 
Therborn (2000), as cited in Ritzer (2011), considers the time from the fourth to the seventh centuries as a wave of the globalization of religions (e.g., Christianity, Islam). To build context, let us reference Huntington’s Clash of Civilizations and the Remaking of the World Order from Ritzer (2011). The Cold War brought forth the core differences in the culture of civilizations as the focus shifted from capitalism versus communism. From 1500 up to World War II, there was consistent power of the Western civilization over all others due to technological advances. From the end of World War II up to the 1990s, clash against the Western civilization resulted in a clash of religions and cultures. Thereafter, along with the Sinic emergence, Huntington predicts a revival of Islam in response to modernization. It is at this point where Huntington also predicts the possibility of a clash between the aforementioned civilizations. 
The extent to which Huntington’s prediction holds true can be seen in terms of the aftermath of 9/11 and similar events.  Instances of Islamophobia and a movement against modernity were few of the many stances that emerged after the tragedy. What was considered a universal culture by the West was seen as imperialism by the Islamic civilization (Ritzer, 2011). Thus, we are now at crossroads where an average person does not understand whether they should subscribe to a fluid, global identity, or a more fixed, culturally specific identity.
Now, let us revert back to Nursi’s work. As Huntington suggested earlier, Nursi too talks about the rise of Asia: “The peoples awakening in Asia are embracing the idea of nationalism and imitating Europe precisely in every respect, and on the way are sacrificing many of the things they hold sacred.” (Nursi, 2014, p. 375). It is interesting to note that the modernization taken up by Asian civilization is akin to Westernization. The loss of cultures and values in process of mindlessly imitating the West is detrimental to these Asia communities. Nursi further speaks of how every nation is unique and it ought to wear “a dress suitable to its particular stature”.  With the aid of several analogies, Nursi portrays how each nation is unique and thus, following one standard of development is futile. These civilizations may vary from one another, but one is not better than the other just as dresses may be of different styles, but the material used is the same. 
What does this mean in the 21st century? Globalization has introduced a homogenous culture which many consider to be the hegemonic Westernization. Simply put, one can even refer to this as neo-colonization (Ritzer, 2011). As a result, just to be considered progressive against a Western standard, many nations have had to give up their cultural and religious identities just to follow a one-size-fits-all narrative of development. 
On the outset, a homogenous culture may seem to be a just way of going about a globalized world. However, the extent to which the culture is homogenous and not hegemonic is yet to be seen. Implying that a secular world offers an inclusive society is simply inaccurate as religion, by itself, does not bring about conflict. In fact, the alternative possibility also exists where secularization becomes the very reason behind conflict. 
While rationalism and philosophy are built on “force”, Quran is built on “mutual assistance”. Philosophy’s force is marked by “aggression”. There can be found racialism through which one party is “nourished by devouring others”. Where philosophy aims for “benefits”, Quran aims for “virtue and God’s pleasure” (Nursi, 2013, p. 146). The benefits of modernity fail to cater to the ever-increasing human needs and only bring forth chaos.
In the twenty-sixth letter, the problem of intolerance is addressed as “the idea of nationalism” which is a consequence of the behavior of “European tyrants”. This statement is most likely referring to imperialism and the resulting civil conflicts that tend to divide the Muslim community. “What race has three hundred and fifty million members?”. Islam is beyond “racialism” and “negative nationalism”. A nationalism which is “nourished by devouring others” is to be avoided at all costs. This idea can be applied to Westernization being experienced today where one nation enjoys a powerful status at the expense of other nations’ suffering. Colonization and the British imperialism and prime instances of such nationalism from Nursi’s era. Today, neo-colonization has led up the erasure of the cultural and religious identities of non-Western states. References are also made to the World War as the “Great War” in order to signify the violent potential of Europe’s negative nationalism. The antithesis rests within the “positive nationalism” which ought to “serve Islam” and “not take its place”. Islam is considered as “the stronghold and place of recourse of the poor and the people of learning” (Nursi, 2014, p. 373-376). 
As many communities fail to adapt to the rapid change globalization has brought about, religion is reasserted strongly, almost violently. Moreover, the inequalities brought by capitalism further provoke communities to respond violently. Fundamentalism may be attributed to social inequality and marginalization that tends to occur when a hegemonic discourse tries imposing itself upon reluctant people. In this sense, trying to adapt a universal identity has created more conflict than the peace it has set out to bring. It brings this discussion to the final topic of the reconstruction and redefinition of the Islamic identity as per Risale-i-Nur.
Redefining the Islamic Identity
Nursi effectively challenged the typical union of din wa-dawla (religion and state) by presenting an apolitical Islamic identity. During a time of political turmoil, he stepped back from what may be a politicized version of Islam and called upon self-evaluation. He redefined the Islamic identity to be centric around God and the individual’s relationship with God. In Nursi’s own words, ‘Ninety-nine percent of Islam is about ethics, worship, the hereafter, and virtue. Only one percent is about politics; leave that to the rulers’ (Nursi, 1996, p. 1922).
Sahin (2011) states that Muslim identity, as per the Nur movement, is not defined by context or externalities but by the Quranic text. Interestingly, the Quranic text is akin to an alive phenomenon, embodying the sentiment of renewalism (tajdid). The message it presents can be different for different communities which is an accurate reflection of what Nursi tried to achieve through his revivalist approach. The goal is to communicate the fundamentals of Islam in a way specific to a certain audience. Nursi’s approach was unlike that of any previous scholars such as Iskilipli Atif Hoca, Mustafa Sabri, Mehmet Akif, Elmalili Muhammed Hamdi Yazir, etc. Risale-i-Nur was centered around an atomistic style of communicating whereby secularism and modernity were not topics that were reject or avoided but rather included within the Islamic discourse.
To further understand Nursi’s solution-oriented approach, one can dissect the Damascus address of 1911. In his speech, Nursi outlined the causes of underdevelopment in the Islamic world and presented six answers to six moral and spiritual maladies that afflict the Muslim world. According to him, the six diseases were: (1) the predominance of hopelessness or despair in social life, (2) the lack of honesty in social and political life, (3) the desire for hostility, (4) neglecting the ties that bind and empower believers, (5) pervasive authoritarianism in people's lives, whether at home or with other members of society and (6) people's sole emphasis on personal advancement. The cures for the aforementioned diseases were: (1) hope, (2) truthfulness and trustworthiness, (3) mutual love among Muslims, (4) solidarity, (5) consultation, and (6) freedom (Nursi, 1996).
Today, in a multicultural world, Nursi’s flexible and pluralist approach makes a Muslim all the more adept. According to Nursi, there is no single interpretation of the truth; they may be numerous, and they may take any shape depending on time and place (Horkuc, 2002). Even religious laws evolve with the passing of time. Indeed, different prophets may - and have - appeared in one generation. In the same century, there were even separate prophets and laws on the same continent. To summarize his approach, following is the conclusion of the twenty-seventh Word where Nursi presents the dialogue:
If you say: The truth is one; how can the different ordinances of the four and twelve schools all be true?
The Answer: The same water governs in five different ways in five ill people of different disposition, thus: for one, the water is a cure for his illness and medically necessary. For another, it is as harmful as poison for his sickness and medically prohibited. For another, it causes a small amount of harm and is reprehensible medically. For another the water is beneficial and without harm; according to medicine that is Sunna for him. And for yet another it is neither harmful nor beneficial; he can drink it with good health and for him it is medically permissible. Thus, here the truth has multiplied; all five are true. Are you able to say: “The water is only a cure, only necessary, and it governs in no other way?” (Nursi, p. 501, 2013)
Conclusion
This paper tried to walk the reader through a historical journey in finding similarities in the world today and the world during Bediuzzaman’s time. By effectively drawing parallels, one can see that Risale-i-Nur is a text relevant to the modern concerns of today. Risale-i-Nur is a unique and versatile commentary which makes the modern mind feel included as opposed to being dismissed in the domain of religion. If anything, this work showcases the coexistence of Islam and science and how both disciplines contribute to the greater understanding of Divinity, the ultimate goal.
The texts further probe the individual to question modernity in terms of hegemony. Is a Westernized world equal for all or does it simply favor one state over the others? This critical approach towards scientism allows today’s individual to view religion in the broader scheme of imperialism and other socio-political circumstances. The relationship between Islam and modernity is a complex one which means that it cannot be reduced to mere polarities of good and bad. Nursi’s approach introduced a nuance to the discussion by reverting the Islamic focus on faith. This perspective is deeply tied to Berger’s idea of secularization not accounting for an individual’s religiosity. 
In essence, Risale-i-Nur aims to construct an analytical Muslim identity that takes leadership and initiates reforms that protect faith. Being apolitical in this case would not mean to shrug off any social responsibility. However, by centering the attention to the individual, the Muslim identity becomes an empowered one due to the greater control being exercised within one’s area of influence. Working against the time and progression merely shifts focus from the ultimate goal of salvation. Therefore, resistance is ought not to be external but internal.
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