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Abstract

Abstract

This thesis presents a critical analysis of the self in relation to the concept of God in
the writings and discourse of Beditizzaman Said Nursi. Nursi lived between 1876 and
1960 and was not only a religious scholar but also an activist in Turkey. A particular
importance of this study is that Nursi’s ideas about the self in relation to the concept

of God have been discussed together with mainstream Western and Islamic thought.

For Beditizzaman Said Nursi, a true understanding of the concept of self was essential
if the true potential of an individual was to be fulfilled. The dynamic and ever-
changing structure of the self can be understood by ana, which is a subjective tool
acting as a unit of measure. In other words it is just an image (ana) on the mirror
(nafs), which reflects and shows the Divine Names and Attributes. However, if ana
and nafs are not guided by Divine Revelation and the Sunnah, they can easily claim to

be the source and owner of what is reflected on the mirror.

Bedilizzaman Said Nursi has a completely different understanding of the universe and
the concept of self from that of many Western philosophers and thinkers. For him, it is
important to grasp the reality of things, which may ultimately lead to a better
understanding of the Divine (m ‘arifah). Moreover, grasping the reality of things is
only possible if one can obtain a standpoint from which to reach out to the meaning of
things in a domain not limited to man’s benefit only. According to Nursi this is

possible through a proper understanding of concepts such as nafs and ana.
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A Note on Transliteration

A Note on Transliteration

Said Nursi’s writings were originally written in Ottoman Turkish. Ottoman Turkish is
used here to mean the Turkish language as found in written records for the area
controlled by the Ottoman Empire (¢.1300-1919) and in use in Turkey from 1919
until the adoption of the Roman alphabet (officially introduced in 1928). Ottoman

Turkish covers Turkish written in the Arabic alphabet.

As a matter of fact, Nursi uses, in most cases, Arabic and Persian sentences as they
were used in Ottoman Turkish without translation. For example, Persian words such
as asa-yi Misa (staff of Moses) and aza-yi Ibrahim (part of Abraham) were used in

their original form and without translation.

However, scripts of Turkish version of the Risale-i Nur were romanised in accordance
with modern Turkish usage. Some limitations were seen in conversation. In particular,
the orthography of the Ottoman Turkish original reveals a conflict with modern
Turkish. Therefore, all Arabic and Persian words were italicised and transliterated in
accordance with Library of Congress Romanisation regulations for non-Roman
scripts. Transliterated Persian and Arabic words comply with rules the found in these
two tables: http: //www.loc.gov/catdir/cpso/romanization/arabic.pdf, and http:

Ilwww.loc.gov/catdir/cpso/romanization/persian.pdf

Originally, some words were used in Persian form, such as Nafs-i lawwamah. Later,
these words were changed into Arabic and written as al-nafs al-lawwamah in
accordance with Library of Congress regulations. Some book titles written in Nursi’s
early period were also rewritten in transliterated format according to Ottoman

Turkish, such as “Muhakamat”.

The Arabic-to-English transliteration list employed in this thesis follows Library of
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A Note on Transliteration

Congress Romanisation regulations for non-Roman scripts.!

Alone | Romanisation
| a
< b
< t
& th
z i
z h
¢ kh
3 d
3 dh
B r
J z
= s
o sh
o= $
o= d
L t
b z
d ‘a
d gh
- f
S q
< k
J I

N m
O n
5 w

! http: //www.loc.gov/catdir/cpso/romanization/arabic.pdf
ix


http://www.loc.gov/catdir/cpso/romanization/arabic.pdf

o, b h

¢ y
Vowels and Diphthongs
0 a
b u

& (see Rule §)
a (see Rule 6(a))

u

6 o
n

A Note on Transliteration

s
—

o aw

ay
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Introduction

Introduction

Man has always been curious about the self and its secrets. Many scholars from different
parts of the world and from different backgrounds have offered explanations of the subject.
Philosophers, scientists and theologians have written extensively on self-knowledge and have
also tried to unravel the dynamics of an individual’s connection with spiritual beings or,
ultimately, with God. This connection appears to be a critical path in understanding the
secrets of the self. The questions and problems associated with the self and the understanding
of oneself became more obvious from the nineteenth century on. On this subject,
Bedilizzaman Said Nursi’s concept of ana in many ways sheds light on our path, as it

presents the tools each individual requires in order to take a stand against these challenges.

This study aims to bring some tangible insights to questions about the secrets of the self. To
achieve this, theories developed by both Islamic and Western thinkers are discussed and
compared, the focus being on the writings of Beditizzaman Said Nursi. Also, one important
term in the Qur’an, nafs (self), is studied through a semantic and a typological analysis. As a
result of these analyses, finally, some verses — namely, core verses in terms of the aims of the

study — are selected, and rafsirs of these verses are included in the arguments.

One other aim of this study is to develop a roadmap for anyone who wishes to explore the
puzzle-like structure of the human being. Up until now, studies have been developed in two
separate frameworks, that is, in Western and Islamic literatures, which have their own
terminologies. Therefore, it is difficult to discuss these together. Before moving on with the
discussions, it is important to clarify the extent to which terms developed both in the Western
and the Islamic literatures overlap with each other. In addition, it is also important to discuss
the concept of self in both literatures in order to gain a comprehensive understanding of this
major concept. To achieve this goal, this thesis follows a chronological course in developing
arguments. In a sense, the thesis tries to follow in the footsteps of many thinkers from the

West and the East, and also from diverse backgrounds, in a methodical manner.

In the main introduction, the development of Western philosophical thought with a focus on
the self is reviewed, from the pre-Socratic era up until the twentieth century and modern-day
thinkers like Paul Tillich (d. 1965) and Martin Buber (d. 1965). The ideas of cornerstone

1



Introduction

philosophers and theologians such as Socrates (d. 399 BC), Plato (d. 347 BC), Aristotle (d.
322 BC), Descartes (d. 1650), Spinoza (d. 1677), Freud (d. 1939), Jung (d. 1961), Buber and
Tillich are summarised, with a focus on their interpretation of and contributions to arguments
about the self, self-acknowledgement, and the relation of oneself to God. One important
reason for selecting these scholars from different traditions and time periods is the

contributions they have made to the topic.

Ancient Philosophers: Sophism, the Presocratic Era, Socrates, Plato and Aristotle
Sophism: Pre-Socratic-era sophism can be considered the first tradition in the history of
philosophy to engage in discovering the secrets of the divine and of the self. The motivations
of the sophists were practical and economic rather than psychological, moral and divine. All
in all, they were not particularly interested in finding out the reality of the self. Sophist
teachings were focused more on the best ways of living. Protagoras famously said, “Man is
the measure of all things.” Stace, in his work entitled A Critical History of Greek Philosophy,
argues that by ‘man’ Protagoras did not mean mankind at large, but the individual man, and
that by ‘measure of all things’ he meant the standard of truth of all things.! So the school of
sophism departed from the path of further exploring the secrets of the self. Instead, its

pathway of thought ultimately led to scepticism and subjectivism.?

PreSocratic era: The concept of soul in the Pre-Socratic era was akin to a breath-soul: it was
mainly composed of air (or other elements) and had the function of rendering the body.* One
of the most interesting Pre-Socratic theories about the soul was that developed by Pythagoras.
In the teachings of Pythagoras, purifying the soul represents a means of establishing the best
for oneself in the afterlife, and even of gaining quasi-divine status. Pythagoras’ theories also
expand into the realm of science, as he seeks understanding of the order that is in the universe
in order to make the soul orderly. Thus his theories are related to the soul on the one hand

and to the universe on the other. Pythagoreanism acknowledges a living thing as a composite

L W. T. Stace, A Critical History of Greek Philosophy (London: Macmillan, 1920), 113.
2 Kamala. Roy, The Concept of Self. (Calcutta: Firma K.L. Mukhopadhyay, 1966), 2.
% Richard D. McKirahan, Philosophy before Socrates: An Introduction with Texts and Commentary
(Indianapolis: Hackett Pub. Co., 1994).
2



Introduction

being composed of soul and body, with soul being more important owing to its potential in

ethical, metaphysical and religious thought.*

Socrates may have been the first, and one of the most important, philosophers to bring the
focus back to soul in relation to self and back to these concepts in relation to the universe and
the well-being of individuals. He also influenced many who followed, such as Aristotle and
Plato. For Socrates, soul is the essence and the real self of a man. He further explores the
essentiality of soul in relation to the materialistic universe around it. For him, materialism is a
form of alienation from the truth and the true world. A life of joy and truth depends on a
man’s knowing himself as a soul-in-a-body and as a being-in-the world. Such a man “will see
through the illusions of pleasure and pain that pervade the various shadow realms”.> Socrates’
ideas about soul, self-discipline and awareness are comparable to those of mainstream

Islamic and Jewish scholars, which will be discussed in the following sections and chapters.

Plato: According to Plato, soul has three principles, namely reason, desire and passion. Plato
also claims that the third principle, passion, comes to the assistance of reason against desire,
but never conversely.® To further elaborate on the terminology that Plato used, it is useful to
understand Plato’s concept of self-mastery. This may be thought in line with Socrates’
roadmap for attaining a joyful life: “To be a master of oneself is to have the higher part of the
soul rule over the lower, which also means reason over desire.”’ It might also be appropriate
to conclude that passion is only valid and existent in the pursuit to master oneself. Plato
defines desire as insatiable by nature and as an element that needs to be mastered to avoid
self-destruction. It is possible to see that Plato’s way of thinking led to the development of
new concepts such as consciousness and unconsciousness in the centuries to follow. Also, he
was one of the first to bring the mental dimension (reason) into the very centre of the

discussion.

*1bid., 114-15.
® Nalin Ranasinghe, The Soul of Socrates (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 2000), 103.
® Roy, The Concept of Self., 4.
" Charles Taylor, Sources of the Self : The Making of the Modern Identity (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard
University Press, 1989), 115.
3



Introduction

Aristotle developed a new approach for identifying the divisions of the soul. In his De Anima,
Aristotle asserts that there are three levels in a living being. The lowest is the nutritive, the
second appetitive, and the highest rational and cognitive. These ways of functioning are
respectively termed by Aristotle the plant soul, the animal soul and the human soul.? His
explanations and discussions concerning the way the human body functions and how it
relates to the soul are crude and unscientific if analysed by the tools of modern science.
However, the importance of Aristotle’s work is the way in which he defines body and soul in
relation to one another. In a sense, Aristotle, in his quest to identify soul, follows in the
footsteps of his predecessor Plato. Aristotle has answers to questions such as how the body
functions and what the impact of soul is. He uses the term ‘pneuma’ to explain bodily
functions such as movement. He also defines the heart as the location where rational and
cognitive being is. The works of Aristotle can be considered an attempt to establish a
functioning and comprehensive link between the body and the soul. The soul is not an
isolated entity, but is closely related and linked to the body and also expresses itself with and
through the body.

The theories developed by the early Greek philosophers had a remarkable impact on later
philosophers. The fundamentals set by the classical era philosophers about the notion of soul
and its relation to the universe have not changed much. The self was regarded as an
immaterial, non-bodily entity, spiritual in nature; but on the other hand, it also cannot be
identified with experiences or combinations of experiences. Descartes followed the

ideological pattern of the ancient Greek philosophers.

Seventeenth Century Philosophers: Descartes and Spinoza

Descartes was the originator of the dualism between soul and body. In his account, body is
the material substance, which follows the laws of physics, and soul is the immaterial
substance, which does not follow the laws of physics and also leads the body.® One other

important point in the Cartesian framework is the existence of three kinds of substances,

8 Ronald M. Polansky, Aristotle’s De Anima (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007), 580.

® Richard A. Watson, René Descartes’, Encyclopedia Britannica, vol. 2011, 28 September

(Encyclopedia Britannica, n.d.), http: //www.britannica.com/EBchecked/topic/158787/Rene-Descartes.
4
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namely God, souls and matter. It should be noted here that according to Descartes the created
substances (souls (mind) and matter (body)) are both dependent on God. However, Descartes
still speaks of these two notions (soul and matter) as substances which are restricted by their
dependence on God.*® Thus according to Descartes a true understanding of the substances
(soul and matter) is not completely irrelevant to the concept of God. Such a pattern of
thinking will be seen in more detail in the philosophy of Paul Tillich and Martin Buber. Also,
it should be noted here that many Muslim scholars developed a similar understanding of the

subject.

Spinoza objects to Descartes’ notion of substance, as he argues that there cannot be more
than one substance with the same nature because essence necessarily involves existence.
According to Spinoza, everything that exists is in God. His explanation of individuation or
individual substances is: “Particular things are nothing but affections of God’s attributes, or

modes by which God’s attributes are expressed in a certain and determinate way.”**

Psychoanalysis: Freud and Jung

For almost all researchers and theorists working in the field of psychoanalysis, the main aim
has been understanding the conscious and its functions. It is in a sense key to unravelling the
secrets of the self. In the second half of the nineteenth century, psychoanalysis, Freud and
Jung, brought another dimension to the quest of man about the secrets of the self. This time,
the key notions were the conscious, id, ego and superego and their functions and
interconnections. Jung detached himself from the materialistic and reductionist approach of
Freud and many others at the time and developed theories about ‘psyche’, focusing on the
spiritual side of man. These two hugely important names in the history of psychoanalysis are

studied in order to summarise the developments that took place in their time.

Freud developed a systematic structure for defining the human psyche. His structure consists
of three terms, id, ego and superego. From that time up until now, almost every study in this

10 Daniel Garber and Michael Ayers, The Cambridge History of Seventeenth-Century Philosophy
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998), 228.
1 bid., 229.
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field has been affected by this systematic approach or structure. Before Freud’s theory, all
relevant studies in the field were based on the relation between the conscious and the
unconscious. Freud’s new theory is also based on the same concepts, but with some
differences. Freud came up with supportive terms to clarify the topic. For him, there are four
terms which illuminate the subject, namely consciousness, repression, unconsciousness and
pre-consciousness. Freud does not really say anything new about consciousness. For him,
consciousness and unconsciousness are the very fundamentals of psychoanalysis and are both

divisions of mental life. In his works, there is no room for spirituality as a human faculty.

Not having a clear distinction between conscious and unconscious brought the predecessors
of Freud to a halt. Freud developed a new structure, where he argues for the terms together
with the ego and the id. “The entity which starts out from the system perception and begins
being preconscious the ‘ego’, and by following Groddeck (d. 1934) on calling the other part
of the mind, into which this entity extends and which behaves as though it were unconscious,
the “id’.” 12 In other words, the ego is a system of perceptions and therefore closely related to
consciousness and pre-consciousness, and the id is the source of all drives and instincts,
which is related to unconsciousness. According to Freud, the ego and the id combine in the
way a rider and a horse combine. The rider controls and guides the horse, which has the

power and the drive.t

According to Freud, the driver of the ego is perception, and it represents reason and sanity,
whereas for the id the driver is instinct and represents passions. In this structure, the id can be
defined as a childlike portion of the psyche, which reaches its goals and disregards all
consequences. Freud argues that at the very beginning of life there is only the id. At that
stage, a human being only possesses primal urges and is only subject to the principle of
pleasure. At a later stage, to meet the demands of reality and the environment, part of the id

splits off to form the ego.

12 Groddeck Georg, The book of the it, (New York: International Universities Press, 1976), 33.
13 Sigmund Freud, The Ego and the Id, The International Psycho-Analytical Library (London:
Hogarth Press, 1927), 15.
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According to Freud’s theory, both the ego and the superego are offshoots of the id. The
superego represents the higher nature of the human being, which commends prohibitions and
encapsulates the ideals that form the personality. Ego acts as the balance, which considers the
demands of the id and morality and so acts for what the final decision is.

For Jung, the human psyche is a structure already unified with body and spirit and does not
need to struggle to be unified; however, an individual needs to work on personal development
and should try to insert new dimensions so as to protect the unified psyche throughout his or
her lifetime. In this process the absolute aim for the psyche is to reach individuation. To
achieve this, one should increase the awareness of one’s origin, which is dependent upon the
archetypal psyche. Jung believed that the individuation of psyche is not only a product of
personal experience but is also dependent on external factors such as religion, culture and
myths.

According to Edinger (d. 1998), “It was Jung’s further discovery that the archetypal psyche
has a structuring or ordering principle which unifies the various archetypal contents. This is
the central archetype or archetype of wholeness which Jung has termed the self.”** Jung’s
archetypal psyche has two centres, the self and the ego, and their relationship, which is called
the ego—self axis, is vitally important. The self is the supreme psychic authority and the
centre of the unconscious and conscious, while the ego is the subordinate and centre of the
conscious. The ego represents subjective identity while the self represents objective identity.
Therefore, self can simply be described as an inner deity. This means that the self helps us to

understand the creative point where God and man meet.

This relationship offers some ideas and reflects man’s relation to his creator as depicted in
religious myths. According to Jung, the changing relation between ego and self includes
some meanings about psychological development as well. The whole life of a man can be
roughly divided into two parts. The first part represents ego—self separation, while the second

14 EF Edinger and CG Jung Foundation for Analytical Psychology, Ego and Archetype: Individuation
and the Religious Function of the Psyche (Penguin Books, 1973), 3.
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is their reunion. The phenomenology of the self is realised in the second part, which includes

the individuation process.™

Edinger suggests that

if we speak rationally, we must inevitably make a distinction between ego and self which
contradicts our definition of self. The fact is the conception of the self is a paradox. It is
simultaneously the centre and the circumference of the circle of totality. Considering ego
and self as two separate entities is merely a necessary rational device for discussing these
things.®

On the other hand, for the first half of life, there are two states of being — inflation and
alienation. Starting from the third state, the ego—self axis reaches consciousness, and this

state is known as individuation.

The first state, one of the alternations in the first half of life, is inflation. It approaches under
the perspective of accompanying the identification of the ego with the self. Edinger defines
inflation as “a state in which something small (the ego) has arrogated to itself the qualities of
something larger (the self) and hence is blown up beyond the limits of its proper size”.*’
When we are born, no ego or consciousness exists in earliest infancy. So we know that the
self is born but that the ego is made. The development of the ego causes inflation, so it also
causes alienation, which is the second state of the alternation in the first half of life.
Alienation damages the ego—self axis. We generally interpret alienation negatively but Jung
has another perspective on this situation. He accepts alienation as a kind of unhealing psychic
wound which is created in the process of learning. If the integrity and stability of the ego are
to be preserved, a living connection with the self should be preserved. The self as the centre
and totality of the psyche gives the ego its strength and stability. During the state of
alienation, the ego is disidentified from the self (which is desirable). Disconnection of ego

from self, on the other hand, is undesirable.

5 1bid., 4.
16 Ibid., 6.
7 Ibid., 7.
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Discussing the approach of modern existentialism to alienation, Edlinger writes:

Modern existentialism is symptomatic of the collective alienated state. Many current
novels and plays depict lost, meaningless lives. The modern artist seems forced to depict
again and again, to bring home to all of us, the experience of meaninglessness. However
this need not be considered a totally negative phenomenon. Alienation is not a dead end.
Hopefully it can lead to a greater awareness of the heights and depths of life.!

Similarly, another famous existentialist philosopher, Kierkegaard (d. 1855), reflects on

alienation in his works. According to Kierkegaard,

so much is said about wasted lives — but only that man’s life is wasted who lived on, so
deceived by the joys of life or by its sorrow that he never became eternally and
decisively conscious of himself as spirit ... or (what is the same thing) never became
aware and in the deepest sense received an impression of the fact that there is a God, and
that he, he himself ... exist before this God.?®

Just as the experience of active inflation is a necessary accompaniment of ego development,

so is the experience of alienation. It is a necessary prelude to awareness of the self.

There exists a whole philosophical system based on the state of ego—self identity. The system
sees everything in the world as deriving from and relating to the individual ego. According to
Jung, individuation is a process rather than a goal. The whole set of relations of an individual
can contribute to the process. One of the main dynamics of this process is the consciousness.

It is both a product of self itself and an instrument to unfold the secrets of it.°

According to Jung, one of modern man’s urgent needs is to discover the reality and value of

the inner subjective world of the psyche.? This can be discovered only through symbols, but

18 1bid., p. 48.

19 Sgren Kierkegaard, Fear and Trembling; and, the Sickness Unto Death (Garden City, NY:
Doubleday, 1954), p. 159.

20 Edinger and Psychology, Ego and Archetype: Individuation and the Religious Function of the
Psyche, 80.

21 1bid., 100.
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unfortunately modern man has neither the time nor the desire to do so. The use of symbols

will be discussed in more detail in discussing the theology of Paul Tillich.

In the context of this study, the teachings of two existentialist philosophers or theologians,
Martin Buber and Paul Tillich, will be discussed. Martin Buber’s | and Thou, which is a
dialogical approach to man’s relation with God, and Paul Tillich’s ultimate concern with the
conception of God in the human understanding, will be explained. These two thinkers were
selected for this study for several reasons. First and most important is the period in which
they lived. They were both, like Beditizzaman Said Nursi, born around the 1880s and died
around the 1960s. So our choice gives us the opportunity to explore the ideas of leading

Christian and Jewish thinkers in conjunction with the ideas of Beditizzaman Said Nursi.

One other reason for selecting these two thinkers was their existential orientation.
Existentialism at that time was, and it still is, one of the most popular philosophical theories

about man’s nature, his interpretation of himself and nature.

In its most general understanding, existentialism may be defined as a philosophical theory
which realises the requirement of new categories to grasp human existence. This approach
gives primacy to experience over understanding. This experience is an element which, in a
sense, governs the scientific and moral inquiry about what makes us ourselves. Existentialism
states that an individual has full responsibility for creating the meaning of his or her own life,
which brings the idea of personal choice and responsibility. The very fundamental question in
theological existentialism is man’s relation to God. This relation is the key to understanding
the essence of our personal choices, responsibilities, and selves. In this study, the self in

relation to the concept of God will be discussed.

The Existentialist Outlook of Martin Buber and Paul Tillich

Atheistic existentialism in Europe after the Second World War was a philosophy of crisis. At
that time, the frightening reality of death and suffering was something in Europe which every
individual experienced to a degree. After such turbulent times, individuals were being drawn
away from spirituality and religion. Determinism and materialism were the mindsets of
individuals rediscovering the meaning, existence and essence of the self. All forms of religion

and spirituality were being abandoned during any philosophical or sociological pursuit.
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In such times, both Martin Buber and Paul Tillich were able to grasp the requirements and the
psychology of modern man, especially the dilemma between the spiritual and secular. D. F.
Polish explains Buber’s existentialist outlook by saying “it does not ask questions about the
ultimate nature of being or about that which we cannot know from our own experience ...

Buber focuses on individuals and how they live their lives.”?

Just like Martin Buber, Tillich also tried to develop his theology to satisfy modern man.
While trying to achieve this challenging task he realises the limitations of human mind and
experience. According to Tillich, “the situation to which theology must respond is the totality
of man’s creative self-interpretation in a special period”.? In mentioning “man’s creative
self-interpretation” Tillich describes the very fundamental relation or instinct of man: his
relation with himself, the wish to understand the secrets of the self, its dynamics, motives and
exclusivity. Such a theology, that would respond to this very fundamental phenomenon, is

surely a very helpful one, especially in our own times.

Martin Buber realises the difference between two worlds — the world of It and the world of
Thou. He does not choose one over the other, but lays out the differences between them. In
his own words, “without It man cannot live. However, he who lives with It alone is not a
man.”?* The world of It can be identified through time and space, whereas the world of Thou
is not set in the context of either of these.? Bearing this in mind, it may be said that the I-It
relation is a form of relation through which the world is reduced to objects or, in other words,
knowable things. In the words of Smith in his Translator’s Preface, this would be in the
interests of a scientist. This relation or form of understanding is also inevitable and
inescapable, but as Buber argues, transforming this subject-to-object relation into a subject-
to-subject relation and engaging in an I-Thou relation provides an opportunity to realise the

wholeness of being. The possibility of transforming the I-It relation into an I-Thou relation

22 Daniel F. Polish, Talking About God: Exploring the Meaning of Religious Life with Kierkegaard,
Buber, Tillich and Heschel (Woodstock, VVT: SkyLight Paths, 2007), p. 61.
2 Paul Tillich, Systematic Theology (London: S.C.M. Press, 1978), p. 4.
24 Martin Buber and Ronald Gregor Smith, 1 and Thou (2nd edn; Edinburgh: Clark, 1958), p. 52.
% 1bid., p. 50.
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also means that there is a potential in every I-It relation to change form and show the unity or

wholeness of being.

This discussion takes another dimension when Buber writes, “How powerful is the unbroken
world of It, and how delicate are the appearances of the Thou.”?® This may be considered an
insight into Buber’s idea about how this unity works: appearances of Thou in a world of It.
According to Buber, this kind of relation can help us to glimpse eternity, instead of the
nothingness of the grave.

Through the primary words (I-It and I-Thou), Buber argues the two poles of humanity,
‘Person’ and ‘Individuality’. These two poles can be defined by the I of the two primary
words I-It and I-Thou. The I of the primary word I-It represents individuality as it is
conscious of itself as subject which experiences and uses. The | of the primary word I-Thou
represents person as it is conscious of itself as subjectivity. The main difference is the choice
between differentiation and engaging in a relation. “The one is the spiritual form of
detachment, the other the spiritual form of natural solidarity of connexion.”? In Buber’s
understanding, man becomes more personal and looks on his Self, rather than being

concerned with its My by strengthening the | of the primary word 1-Thou in the twofold I.

In Buber’s theology/philosophy, a psychological welfare can be established by finding God
in everyday objects. According to Buber, the eternal Thou is the God where all extended lines
of relations meet. This also means that, in every particular Thou in every I-Thou relation, the
eternal Thou is addressed or can be found through the realisation of the inborn Thou. Buber
also argues that the inborn Thou, which is realised in every relation, can be consummated in
none but only in direct relation with the eternal Thou. The concept of the inborn Thou in this
sense is the longing for the idea of God or eternity of humankind, which again is only

satisfied with the glimpse of eternity, or being consummated in eternal Thou.?® By arguing for

2 |bid., p. 126.
27 Buber and Smith, 1 and Thou., p. 85.
28 |bid., p. 99.
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the appearance of the eternal Thou in every particular Thou, Buber expresses the unity of

being in which God can be found.

Buber writes that the eternal Thou cannot be defined by material or finite things, and cannot
be experienced or thought. However, a form of relation can be established with the eternal
Thou. Buber extends his ideas and suggests some insights into how this relation is established
with God. In his account, God enters into direct relation with us as the absolute Person, the

Person who cannot be limited and gives unity to being.?

It is important here to further discuss Buber’s concept of absolute Person. For Buber,
defining the concept of God as a principle or an idea was incorrect. As a result, he stresses
that he talks only of what God is in his relation to a man. He speaks of God in a dialogical,
relational manner vis-a-vis human beings and the universe. In his own words, what he meant
by God in this concept was “who — whatever else he may be — enters into a direct relation
with us men in creative, revealing and redeeming acts, and thus makes it possible for us to
enter into a direct relation with him”.% Bearing in mind the impossibility of declaring what
God’s essential being is, Buber tries to show the nature of our relation, mutuality and
dialogue with God. In Buber’s view, a similar mutuality or relation is only possible (it may
be on a different level) between persons.® It is on this ground that he finds it both permitted

and necessary to say that God is also a Person.

A similar approach can be seen in the writings of Feuerbach (d. 1872). Feuerbach writes:

Religion at least Christian, is the relation of man to himself, or more correctly to his own
nature; but a relation to it, viewed as a nature apart from his own. The divine being is
nothing else than the human being, or, rather, the human nature purified, freed from the
limits of individual man, made objective. All the attributes of the divine nature are,
therefore, attributes of human nature.®

2 bid., p. 169.
%0 Ibid., p. 168.
31 Ibid.
32 | udwig Feuerbach and George Eliot, The Essence of Christianity (Great Books in Philosophy.;
Buffalo, NY: Prometheus Books, 1989), p. 14.
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Although Feuerbach uses a similar terminology to that of Buber, unlike him Feuerbach sees
religion as the disunion of man from himself. He presents his concept of God as the antithesis
of man. “God is the infinite, man the finite being; God is perfect, man imperfect ...”** Again

the terminology is similar, but the conclusions are completely different.

One other point of comparison between these two thinkers is the attributes of God. Buber
realises God’s infinitely many attributes and, just like Spinoza, divides them into three groups
rather than two. The first two groups relate to spiritual being and to natural being. The third
relates to personal being, which would be the stem of all men’s being as spirit and being as
nature.** Feuerbach has a similar understanding, with a completely different standpoint.

According to Feuerbach, “God is nothing else than the projected personality of man”.%

It is important to stress here that these two completely different approaches both realise the
help received from the concept of God or God’s attributes in trying to understand the person

or personality, or vice versa. This will be discussed further in the course of this study.

It is important to gain a better understanding of Buber’s suggestions concerning this issue,
especially in the context of this study. The concept of attribute of personal being is novel and

striking.

Buber may have only focused on the relation between person and absolute Person, but he
inevitably explored the nature of each side in this relation. It is easy to agree with Buber whe
he suggests that there should be a common or similar ground if two notions are in dialogue,
but using the same analogy while discussing the relation of an individual and God, or as
Buber chooses to say a person and God, is too much of a reduction. Buber realises this, of
course, and corrects the terminology he uses by upgrading his suggestion “Person” to
“absolute Person”. This approach may be acceptable if it is critiqued from an existentialist

point of view.

% |bid., p. 33.

% Buber and Smith, 1 and Thou, p. 169.

% Feuerbach and Eliot, The Essence of Christianity., p. 226.
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If such an approach is accepted, it is unnecessary to discuss whether the projected image of
God possesses any deficiencies or not, because Buber already agrees that the subjectivity and
finitude of the person are limiting factors in understanding the essence of God. In other
words, Buber’s existentialist approach only discusses the person’s or the individual’s
standpoint, essence and reality rather than giving equal weight to both sides. This is, of
course, only natural. His conclusions give a better understanding than the terminology he

developed.

Buber challenges many concepts and develops a universal relation from which all other
relations would develop in his book | and Thou. D. F. Polish comments on Buber’s work as
follows: “the notion that our own reality is shaped by relations in which we participate is the
foundation of Buber’s worldview. To him, it is the definitive feature of human experience.”*
Buber’s dialogue philosophy can shed some light on different disciplines, from theology to
sociology and psychology, and also will help us in exploring some different or similar ideas
in the context of this study.

Paul Tillich was a theologian who was aware of the impact of the new set of references
brought by modern times, especially scientific and technical. This may be one of the reasons
why his theology/philosophy was so popular, stimulating and different. He developed his
theology to satisfy the individual living in modern times. Although he speaks of Christian
theology, his description is valid and useful for people from different faiths. He writes:
“theology moves back and forth between two poles, the eternal truth of its foundation and the
temporal situation in which the eternal truth must be received.”’ If a set of references is
imposed on a different set, without maintaining the connections with its domain, then the
transitory is elevated to a level of eternal validity. This may be described as religious

orthodoxy or fundamentalism.

% Polish, Talking About God: Exploring the Meaning of Religious Life with Kierkegaard, Buber,
Tillich and Heschel., p. 66.
87 Tillich, Systematic Theology, 1.
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Aliye Cinar writes that, according to Paul Tillich, the main problem for theologians was
trying to reconcile the God of the Book with the new findings of science.® Realising the new
set of references, he was able to suggest tangible solutions to the problems, rather than
adapting one notion to the other. His analysis of religion and religious life in his time is still
convincing. According to Tillich, modern man “feels that the concrete religions fail to
express their profound concern adequately”.*® In his analysis he focuses on the dimension of
depth, which has been lost in religion. This loss in the minds and appreciation of man is a
consequence of the new set of references in our understanding of the world. In his own

words:

The loss of the dimension is caused by the relation of man to his world and to himself in
our period, the period in which nature is being subjected scientifically and technically to
the control of man. In this period, life in the dimension of depth is replaced by life in the
horizontal dimension.*

The development in our industrialised society is not vertical but horizontal, and Tillich thinks
that the boundary of this development is not definable. The individual in his horizontal
development transforms everything into a tool, with the inevitable conclusion that he
becomes a tool himself, or an object among objects. “But he asks, a tool for what, there is no

answer.”*

Of course, Tillich has some answers to the question of how to regain the dimension of depth.
Realisation of this lost dimension is his answer: “by this realization ... he [man] is not only

separated but also reunited.”*?

In order to regain this lost dimension in religion and truly interpret the message in today’s
society, one of the key concepts that Tillich explores is the symbols of faith. The symbols or

metaphors are also the only tools we have for glimpsing the ultimate reality or being-itself.

38 Aliye Cinar, Varolusgu Teoloji: Paul Tillich’te Din ve Sembol (Istanbul: 1z Yayincilik, 2007), 17.
% paul Tillich and F. Forrester Church, The Essential Tillich : An Anthology of the Writings of Paul
Tillich (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1999), 1.
0 1bid., 2.
“ 1bid., 3.
2 1bid., 7.
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Thus: “every assertion about being-itself is either metaphorical or symbolic.”*? According to
Tillich, “characteristic of a symbol is that it opens up levels of reality which otherwise are
closed for us”. When one considers the symbolic nature of art, Tillich writes, “a picture or a
poem reveal elements of reality which cannot be approached scientifically”.*

Paul Tillich appreciates the impossibility of discussing what is not in the realm of our senses,
or rational, in its terms. However, although man is finite in his experiences and feelings, there
is an element of infinity in man, or a passion for the infinite. Tillich sees faith as a human
potential, because “man is able to understand in an immediate personal and central act the
meaning of the ultimate, the unconditional, the absolute, the infinite.* In his understanding,

symbols are all we have in our inadequate finitude.

It is a fact that symbols, just as Tillich writes, can reveal elements of reality which otherwise
would be closed to us, but symbols on their own cannot be enough to give us an
understanding of the concept of God. Another problem may be the difficulties associated
with the interpretation of symbols for every individual. Stating the importance of symbols is a

reality, but this does not really help in the context.

It may be, as a result of Tillich’s existential orientation, that he develops the situations or
questions, and from there moves back to the situation of the human being in the face of, or
against, that situation. For example, on the fundamental question of theology about God,
Tillich believes that such a question can only be possible with an awareness of God being
present; this awareness precedes the question, because the answer is already implied in the
question, and this awareness is from God’s essential being (fulfilled potential-infinite) rather
than his actual being (actual-finite).* There comes the concept of potential infinity being
present in actual finitude. This potential infinity or the awareness of infinity to which man
belongs is the main driving force towards faith. In Tillich’s theology/philosophy, this is an

unconditional concern, which is the concern about the unconditional. It is important here to

43 Paul Tillich, The Courage to Be (London: Nisbet, 1952),179.
4 Paul Tillich, Dynamics of Faith (New York: Harper & Row, 1958), 48.
% 1bid., 10.
% 1bid., 21.
17



Introduction

clarify what Tillich means by “concern”: “The word ‘concern’ points to two sides of a

relationship, relation between the one who is concerned and his concern.”*’

Tillich does not think of God as a being, which exists in time and space, because such a
pathway of thinking constrains God within a finite frame. However, all beings are finite, and
if God is the Creator of all beings, God cannot logically be finite since a finite being cannot
be the sustainer of an infinite variety of finite things. Thus God is considered as being beyond
being, above finitude and limitation, the power or essence of being itself. Tillich stated that
since things in existence are corrupt and therefore ambiguous, no finite thing can be (by
itself) infinite. All that is possible is for the finite to be a vehicle for revealing the infinite, but

the two should never be confused.

Tillich argues that God is the ultimate concern and that this ultimate concern must transcend
every preliminary finite and concrete concern. In other words, this concern must declare
supremacy over every other concern. Tillich explains what he calls the ‘inescapable inner

tension in the idea of God’ as follows:

It (ultimate concern) must transcend the whole realm of finitude in order to be the answer
to the question implied in finitude. However, in transcending the finite the religious
concern loses the concreteness of a being-to-being relationship. It tends to become not
only absolute but also abstract, provoking reactions from the concrete element. This is
the inescapable inner tension in the idea of God.*

Just like Martin Buber, Tillich also writes that every being can participate in the ground of
being or being-itself. This is the way, for Tillich, that God can be known, but, as discussed

above, this can only be described symbolically.

Here it is important to state that Paul Tillich was heavily criticised for underplaying the
importance of practices in religious life in his theology/philosophy. From a similar point of
view, it may be fair to say that he developed some of his ideas, but did not explore them to a
level where they evolved from theories to actual practices and applicable notions. Martin

47 Ibid., 10.
8 Tillich, Systematic Theology, 211.
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Buber’s dialogical philosophy is more useful in terms of applicability, as it gives some
personal insights into how the relational with the ultimate could transform man’s
understanding. Of course, Tillich’s theology is valuable as it introduces religion and religious
life to the domain of those who feel detached from any form of spirituality. As was stated
above, Tillich’s work is important in the context of this study as it formulates or

systematically discusses a number of concepts.

One of the concepts that Paul Tillich argues is the “inescapable inner tension in the idea of
God”.# Strangely, Tillich sees this “inescapable inner tension in the idea of God”* as a
starting point for an examination of the history of religion. Instead of developing his ideas
further, Tillich moves away from a very critical and crucial point. If there is such a tension in
an idea that man is ultimately concerned about, and if this tension is inescapable, as Tillich
writes, then man should be equipped to deal with this tension. Again, as Tillich suggests, “the
psychology of personality” is “highly dynamic and requires a dynamic theory of faith as the
most personal of all personal acts”.* In Tillich’s understanding, this dynamic theory of faith
is an act of total personality, which binds the unconscious element in personal structure to the
conscious and centred act, namely freedom and faith. Similarly, this is another point at which
Tillich becomes controversial since he speaks of a dynamic theory of faith without exploring
what makes it dynamic and applicable. By introducing Freud’s ego and superego into his
argument he moves further away from introducing a dynamic theory, but concludes with a
description of the term ‘psychology of faith’. Tillich recognises man’s ability to decide for or
against reason, and “this is the power of his self, the centre of self-relatedness in which all
elements of his being are united”.>? This power or centre of self-relatedness is the ground
where faith is based. Without explaining the fundamentals and essentiality of the self, Tillich

jumps to a conclusion, once again missing the links.

49 1bid.
%0 1pid.
51 Tillich, Dynamics of Faith, 4.
2 1pid., 7.
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Most strikingly, Tillich tries to justify the Trinitarian structure in Christian monotheism
through the ‘inescapable inner tension in the idea of God’. This time he calls this tension the

‘need for a balance between the concrete and the absolute’. According to Tillich,

the concreteness of man’s ultimate concern drives him toward polytheistic structures; the
reaction of the absolute element against these drives him toward monotheistic structures;
and the need for a balance between the concrete and the absolute drives him toward
Trinitarian structure.>

This degree of reductionism should be heavily criticised in Tillich’s theory, as it conflicts
with itself. If the concreteness of the ultimate concern is driving man towards a polytheistic
structure, then what is the element that is adjusting the balance between the concreteness and
the absoluteness to a Trinitarian structure rather than to something else? Tillich rightly writes,
“Trinitarian monotheism is not a matter of the number three.”* However, he again concludes
with the statement, “Trinitarian monotheism is concrete monotheism”.* If, as Tillich argues,
Trinitarian structure is a qualitative rather than a quantitative characteristic of God, and if
God is the ground of being, being-itself, then the attributes should be infinite rather than
three. This realisation of God’s attributes in every creation, in every possible, potential and
actual, is the understanding of Islamic scholars. A similar approach can also be seen in
Martin Buber’s theology/philosophy. It is fair to suggest that Tillich jumps to a false
conclusion with the correct set of reasons. The main reason for this may be the influence of

his Christian background, or his wish to justify his mindset.

Method of Analysis

After a summary of intellectual thought in the West and ancient philosophy, Chapter 1
focuses on the topic in the Qur’an. Two different Qur’an translations, one into English and
the other into Turkish, were used in order to analyse and highlight possible differences in
translations: The Meaning of the Holy Qur’an by Abdullah Yasuf Al1 (d. 1953) (English
translation) and Kur’an-1 Hakim’in A¢iklamali Meali by Suat Yildirim (1941-) (Turkish

translation). The Sunnah (tradition) was also considered as a complementary source during

%3 Tillich, Systematic Theology, 221.
% bid.
% lbid., 228.
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the course of the study, as the Prophet Muhammad is the first and foremost interpreter of the

Qur’an.

In Chapter 1, the Arabic word nafs, which corresponds to the meaning ‘self’, is reviewed.
The word nafs is mostly translated into English as soul and self, but it is not a complementary
match. For example, soul does not express the meaning of the nafs precisely but can be used
as an equivalent. The meanings of these English words are close, but in the context of this
study it is more appropriate to retain the original word, nafs. To overcome all these
difficulties relating to the translation of words and concepts, typological and semantic
analysis was carried out. Thus, three methods are applied in Chapter 1. The typology of the
nafs verses summarises how many verses with the word there are in the Qur’an, in how many
different forms the word has been used, and how many different meanings are attributed to
the word. This method — typological analysis — provides a detailed study of the topic in the
Qur’an and also enables the other method to focus on a limited number of selected verses and

further elaborate on the topic.

Semantic analysis is also employed; it aims to elucidate the concept of nafs in the Qur’an in
detail by using the comprehensiveness of the Qur’an. For the semantic analysis, the method
of Toshihiko lzutsu (d. 1993) has been followed.

Semantic analysis will help us to understand the concept of nafs in the Qur’an in detail. Two
important books by Toshihiko lzutsu, Ethico Religious Concepts in the Qur’an®® and God and
man in the Koran,> are used as the main sources for the methodology of this chapter.
According to lzutsu, semantics, which is an analytical study of the terms in a language, is a
tool influencing individuals’ conceptions.® It is relevant to any individual who uses terms
and words from any language. In his work Ethico Religious Concepts in the Qur’an, 1zutsu

uses the analogy of a child trying to learn his or her mother tongue to argue his semantic

% Toshihiko Izutsu, Ethico-Religious Concepts on the Quran (Montreal: McGill University Press,
1966).
5" Toshihiko lzutsu, God and Man in the Koran (New York: Books for Libraries, 1980).
%8 |zutsu, Ethico-Religious Concepts on the Quran, 11.
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methods. A child would simply try to find out all defining attributes for each term to gain

skills in his or her mother tongue.*

Izutsu also draws attention to the three main ethical concepts in the Qur’an. Divine Ethics,
which focuses on describing God’s ethical nature through the divine names and attributes of
God, does not lie within the scope of Izutsu’s work.®® The second group is the basic ethical
relation of man to God. Izutsu further describes this with concepts such as Islam, iman and
tagwa (fear).®* The third group is called Human Ethics and is more concerned with the ethical
attitude of man towards the community in which he lives. This is covered mainly by Islamic
jurisprudence.®? The first group is related to God Himself; however, the third is interested in
the relation between man and man or society, whereas the second group of ethics is
specifically focused on the relationhip between God and man.

As highlighted above, the first and the third group of concepts, Divine Ethics and Human
Ethics (ethics of man towards community), is studied by theologians and sociologists and lies
outside the scope of Izutsu’s work. The main focus of Izutsu’s work is on the second group of
concepts, which is the basic ethical relation of man to God. However, he explains very well
the basic relations between these three terms in detail.®® This means that these three groups of

ethics are also closely related to each other.

In his semantic analysis method, lzutsu introduces the notion of ‘descriptive’ and ‘evaluative’
words. Descriptive words remain the same and explain the primary level of ethical discourse,
whereas evaluative words can change and describe the secondary level. On this topic, lzutsu

writes:

in the essentially nonreligious context of Jahiliyah, ‘humility’ and ‘self-surrender’ were
considered something disgraceful, a manifestation of weak and ignoble character, whilst
‘haughtiness’ and ‘refusal to obey’ were, in the eyes of pre-Islamic Arabs, marks of

% |bid., 14.
% 1bid., 17.
o1 1bid.
62 1bid., 18.
% 1bid., 19.
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noble nature. With the advent of Islam, the balance was completely overturned. Now, in
the purely monotheistic context of Islam, ‘humility’ in the presence of God and total
‘self-surrender’ to Him became the highest virtues, and ‘haughtiness” and ‘refusal to
obey’ the marks of irreligiousness. In other words, the term denoting these personal
properties completely changed their value. Whilst the descriptive layer of their meaning
remained the same, their evaluative force changed from negative to positive or from
positive to negative.®

As is well-known, there are a variety of ways to know the meaning of a foreign word. Giving
equivalent words is the simplest and also the most common way, but not a very reliable way.
For example, the Arabic word kafir is mainly translated as ‘misbeliever’, or the word zalim is
translated as ‘evil-doer’. It is clear that it is not adequate simply to give the equivalent words,
because the word zalim is not exactly ‘evil-doer’ and kdfir is not exactly ‘misbeliever’.%

Izutsu writes that such a method frequently misleads rather than illuminating the concepts.®®

According to lzutsu, giving an equivalent meaning is quite helpful for the reader or hearer;
but,

if you wish to grasp the semantic category of the word itself, we must inquire what sort
of man, what type of character, what kind of acts are actually designated by this name in
Old Arabic—in specific case, in the Qur’an. Even a single example, provided that it is
well-selected and relevant, may prove extremely illuminating.®’

Izutsu suggests that Qur’anic words or notions should be explained by the Qur’an itself,
because there are a huge number of similar examples of the use of a single word. Gathering
all examples systematically, comparing and checking them against one another, should
provide the original meanings of those words or concepts. This true meaning might not be a
single word, but a word-thing.®®

As an example, kafir is translated as ‘misbeliever’ (or ‘disbeliever’ or ‘unbeliever’), but even

the outer structures of the given equivalent words are essentially different. The Arabic word

% 1bid., 22.
® 1bid.
% 1bid., 24.
%7 1bid., 25.
%8 Ibid.
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kafir has an independent unit of structure, which cannot be further analysed into component
elements. However, the English words consist of two parts: an element implying a negative
(mis-, dis-, un-,) and another element representing what may be called the material side of the
meaning.® The material part, ‘believer’, suggests that the semantic category of the English
equivalents of kafir is concerned with the concept of belief only. However, the word kafir is
used in the period of pre-Islamic literature as well. Thus it cannot be considered with the
concept of belief only. lzutsu further writes that the word kafir has a much more
comprehensive meaning than the given equivalent words in English (misbeliever, disbeliever
or unbeliever). The original opposite of kafir in Arabic is shakir, which means ‘thankful’, so
English words such as ingratitude or ungratefulness should also be considered in this context

as a translation of kafir.”

Another important argument about the use of equivalent words for translation is the effect of
the particular cultures and regions on the meanings of the words. There are huge numbers of
words, in every language, which are untranslatable.” The more a word is expressive of a
deep-rooted ethnic feature of a given culture, the harder it becomes to transpose it properly

into another language.”

THE SEVEN PILLARS OF IZUTSU’S SEMANTIC ANALYSIS METHOD
Izutsu suggests a method of semantic analysis that consists of seven pillars, namely: (a)
contextual definition; (b) value of synonyms; (c) elucidation by contrast; (d) clarification by

its negative form; (e) clusters of words; (f) parallelism; and (g) secular aspects of the term.”

(a) Contextual definition. In the Qur’an, some concepts are defined by verses in detail and
Izutsu calls this ‘contextual definition’.” For example, a verse in Sirah al-Bagarah defines

the term birr (righteousness), saying:

% 1bid., 25-26.
0 Ibid.
" 1bid., 27.
2 1bid.
3 1bid., 37-41.
™ 1bid., 37.
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It is not righteousness that ye turn your faces towards East or West; but it is
righteousness to believe in Allah and the Last Day, and the Angels, and the Book, and
the Messengers; to spend of your substance, out of love for Him, for your kin, for
orphans, for the needy, for the wayfarer, for those who ask, and for the ransom of slaves;
to be steadfast in prayer, and practice regular charity; to fulfill the contracts which ye
have made; and to be firm and patient, in pain (or suffering) and adversity, and
throughout all periods of panic. Such are the people of truth, the Allah-fearing. (2: 177)"

(b) Value of synonyms. In the Qur’an, some contexts and terms are sometimes explained by
the synonym for the particular word. This helps in understanding the wider context of the
word. This can be simply tested by replacing the word X with its synonym Y and checking
whether the context of the sentence is wider or narrower.”® Examples of this category can be
seen in 7: 92-93/94-95.

(c) Elucidation by contrast. In some cases, the semantic structure of a given term is
elucidated by its contrast, such as with the difference between khayr and sasanah. It is
considered that khayr is generally used in opposition to sharr, whereas sasanah is opposed to
sayyi’ah. Another example is that sometimes two different words might stand in opposition

to a third term, such as both kafir and fasiq being opposites of mu 'min.”

(d) Clarification by its negative form. The case in which the semantic structure of an obscure
word X is further described in terms of its negative for not-X is called clarification by its
negative form. For example, istikbara is one of the attributes of a kafir, and the opposing

term mu 'min can be explained by the negative form of istikbara.”

(e) Clusters of words. Izutsu explains that in every language there are semantic clusters of
words with peculiar relationships in between, such as ‘wind’ and ‘to blow’ in English.
Therefore, every passage or term contributing to a field of meaning should be considered

semantically. lzutsu further explains:

> 1bid.
® 1bid.
" 1bid., 38-39.
"8 1bid., 39.
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in the Qur’an the verb iftara (‘to invent’, ‘to forge”) most frequently takes as its
grammatical ‘object’ the noun kadhib (a ’lie’), thus forming a well-nigh inseparable
group. To join this group comes the word zalim. In fact the expression ‘Who does more
wrong, or who is more unjust (azlam) than he who forges (iftara) against God a lie
(kadhib)?’ is one of the set phrases of our Scripture. This makes it clear that the three
words iftara-kadhib-zalim form in the Qur’an a peculiar group or combination, a
semantic field in the sense just explained.”

(f) Parallelism. Very often, the rhetorical device of parallelism reveals the existence of a

semantic relationship between words. In verses 29: 47 and 49,

And none denies Our signs save the kafir

And none denies Our signs save the zalim,

the words kafir and zalim are semantic equals owing to parallelism in the verses.®

(9) Secular aspects of the term. The key ethical terms in the Qur’an are not only used in the
context of deep religious importance but also in secular meanings. Secular usage of the word
can further clarify the concept. Izutsu gives the example of verse 26: 19, where Pharaoh says

to Moses:

And thou didst a deed of thine which thou didst, and thou art an ungrateful [kafirin]!

the word kafirin in the verse refers to ingratitude and ungrateful actions.®

Tafsir (exegesis) of eight verses, in addition to typology and semantic analysis, is the
complementary method of the first chapter.®? These verses are considered as the core verses
of the concept of nafs in the Qur’an. Tafsir (exegesis) is an important part of this study, as it
helps to clarify the relation between soul and self and also to realise the distinctions between

them in the Qur’an. In discussing that section, several commentators on the Qur’an who

9 Ibid., 40.
8 Ibid., 41.
8 bid.
8 Please see p.39
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belong to three different periods of Islamic history — classical, medieval and modern — were
chosen. From each period, two or three tafsirs were selected, from Abu Ja’far Muhammad
ibn Jarir al-TabarT (d 923), Fakhr al-Din al-Razi (d. 1209), Abi ‘Abdullah al-Qurtubi (d.
1273), Isma’il ibn ‘Umar abti’l-Fida“ Ibn Kathir (d. 1373), Muhammed Hamdi Yazir (d.
1942), Syed Abi ‘I- *Ala Mawdadi (d. 1972), Sayyid Qutb (d. 1966) or Muhammad 'Ali As-
Sabuni (1930-).

After attempting to elucidate this topic in the Qur’an, Chapter 2 focuses on the works of two
Sufi masters in the history of Islam, Al-Ghazzali (d. 1111) and Ibn ‘Arabi (d. 1240). Al-
Ghazzali is one of the most important figures in Islamic history, who contributed to the
development of Sufism and Islamic philosophy in a period when the fundamentals of Islamic
thought were heavily influenced and sometimes violated by the thought of Greek philosophy.
In the first section of Chapter 3, Ghazzali’s ideas about the notion of nafs are discussed, with

a focus on the relationship between man and God.

Ibn ‘Arabi contributed mainly to the tradition of wakdat al-wujizd (Unity of Being). He is one
of the most important Sufi scholars, who wrote extensively on Unity of Being and influenced
scholars not only in the Islamic world but throughout the world. He focused mainly on

marifah (knowledge) on the path to perfection.

All these enormously important figures in the history of Islam, including Bedilizzaman Said
Nursi (d. 1960), consider the Qur’an and Sunnah to be the main sources for Islamic thought,
hence the deliberate decision to dedicate a separate chapter to analysis of the topic in the

Qur’an.

In Chapters 3, 4 and 5, the life of Said Nursi and the development of the idea of the nafs and
ana in his discourse are reviewed in relation to previous discussions. Understanding the
general outlook of the era in which Nursi lived is vitally important for gaining a better
understanding of his works and writings. He lived in very turbulent times between the 1850s
and the 1950s. In that era, the new Turkish republic was founded while the Ottoman Empire
collapsed. In addition, Western philosophical ideas and positive sciences exerted a huge
influence on the intellectual course of Muslims. Said Nursi emphasises the importance of

having certain belief in such turbulent times. He thinks that this is the only way of keeping an
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individual from alienation. One important distinguishing characteristic of Said Nursi is that

he was not only a theologian, a scholar, but also an exemplar.

According to Nursi, the interpretation of the universe is an important issue in elucidating the
concept of nafs. Nursi does not give a detailed description of nafs or any other internal
faculties such as galb and ‘agl in his writings. Instead he prefers to give tangible examples
and concepts so that each individual can derive the conclusions best fitted for him- or herself.
For example, in Ayetul Klbra Risalesi,® the topic is explored through the experiences of a
traveller. Nursi invites readers to travel alongside the explorer. Ayet-ul Kubra Risalesi is a

fine example with which to realise the method of Nursi.

According to Nursi, nafs is a hugely comprehensive concept; the relation between man and
God, man and the universe is realised by its tools. Nursi uses the mirror metaphor to explain
the function of nafs and man’s comprehensiveness in this way: he relates man to the Names
and Attributes of God. He places nafs at the centre of man’s ability to grasp the true
understanding of God and the Universe.

Nursi’s method of purification of the nafs is grounded in four notions, namely impotence,
poverty, compassion and reflection. According to Nursi, these four notions are grounded in
the interpretation of certain belief, which is defined as “the true affirmation of Divine
unity”,® and the true worship, in the light of the Qur’an and Sunnah. The purification method
is different from those of other Sufi traditions. Nursi’s method stands on certain belief and
true worship. Nursi discusses these in detail through the projections of the Qur’an. Nafs
transforms into perfect man through certain belief and true worship. This purification process
is closely related to the concept of ana, which is discussed in detail in Chapter 5. These
notions are actually not new to those who study Sufism, but one important point is that
Bedilizzaman systematically discusses the topic and develops a method for the purification of

nafs based on these notions.

8 See 'Seventh Ray', in ibid., 123-198.
8See 'The Twenty-Second Word', in Said Nursi, The Words, trans. Vahide Siikran (Istanbul: Sozler,
2005), 299-300.
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As was highlighted above, Chapter 5 discusses the concept of ana in the writings of
Beditizzaman Said Nursi. According to Nursi, ana is a key to understanding the real
meanings of things in the universe and the Divine Knowledge. Nursi compares the ana to a
riddle which should be understood in a correct way — in its indicative meaning rather than its
self-referential meaning. He adds that if the nature of ana is known, both talismans will be
disclosed like riddles. In this analogy, Nursi relates the understanding of the Divine Names
and Attributes to obtaining the reality of ana.

According to Nursi, infinity cannot be understood through finite things. Man can imagine a
fictive line through ana in every name and attribute of God. Nursi compares the function of
ana to a thermometer or a barometer. They show the temperature and pressure, but they are
not temperature and pressure in reality. Just like these appliances, ana helps man to
understand the Divine Names and Attributes, but in reality it can never represent even a small

glimpse of them.
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Chapter 1

THE CONCEPT OF NAFS IN THE QUR’AN

1.1. INTRODUCTION

This chapter deals with the concept of nafs in the Qur’an, its dimensions, and its connections
with human knowledge of God. There are 293 occurrences of the word, in single and plural
forms, in 265 verses. Nafs is one of the most important concepts in the Qur’an in terms of
understanding the divine message and the relation between man and God. The word is used
in multiple meanings, and having a comprehensive understanding of these various meanings

is a central concern of this study.

Before the Qur’an, nafs was used with the meaning of ‘self’ in respect of human beings. With
the Revelation, it came to apply to gods, God, humans, and jinn as well. Nafs is also used in
the Qur’an for a set of different aspects of the self, for which the usual translation in English
is ‘soul’. The word ‘soul’ does not express the meaning of the Arabic word nafs precisely,
but can be used as a rough equivalent only in some cases. To put it differently, nafs refers to
several inner and outer faculties of man, for which the words ‘self’ and ‘soul’ are rough

approximations.

In this chapter, a preliminary account of the meaning of nafs is given in relation to the usages
in Siirah al-Shams, and to the three relevant concepts defined by the Qur’an, namely nafs al-
ammarah,* nafs al-lawwamah? and nafs al-mugmainnah.® The semantic discussion of the term
and the explanation of selected verses in different Qur’an commentaries are complementary,

and together contribute to our understanding of the concept.

In sum, the concept of nafs should be understood well if one seeks to further investigate the

relation between man and God. To achieve this goal, several analytical methods are

LAY, Ali, The Holy Qur’an: Translation and Commentary (Dar Al-Qiblah for Islamic Literature,
1934) (12: 53).

2 1bid. (75: 02).

% lbid. (89: 27).
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employed, including typology and semantics. Furthermore, several commentaries on the

Qur’an, and other references such as dictionaries, are used.

1.2. THE METHOD OF ANALYSIS AND ITS APPLICATION

The method of Izutsu has been chosen for the semantic analysis. Two important books by
Toshihiko lzutsu, Ethico Religious Concepts in the Qur’an’* and God and Man in the Koran,®
will be used as the main sources for the methodology of this chapter. The Qur’an employs the
word nafs with more than one meaning, and through a typology analysis these different
meanings will be outlined first. This analysis will ask how many times the word has been
used, in how many verses, and other such questions. Semantic analysis will be
complementary to the typology analysis in providing an understanding of the concept in the

Qur’an.

According to Izutsu, semantics, which is an analytical study of the terms in a language, is a
tool influencing individuals’ conceptualisations.® Also, it is relevant to any individual who
uses terms and words from any language. In his work Ethico Religious Concepts in the
Qur’an, lzutsu argues for his semantic methods by using the analogy of a child trying to learn
his/her mother tongue: a child would try to find out all the defining attributes for each term in
order to gain skills in his/her mother tongue.’

Izutsu evaluates his subjects or concepts through his seven pillars of semantic analysis
method, namely: (a) contextual definition; (b) value of synonyms; (c) elucidation by contrast;
(d) clarification by its negative form; (e) clusters of words; (f) parallelism; and (g) secular

aspects of the term.®

4 Toshihiko 1zutsu, Ethico-Religious Concepts in the Qur’an (Montreal ; Ithaca, NY: McGill-Queen’s
University Press, 2002).

® Toshihiko lzutsu, God and Man in the Qur’an : Semantics of the Qur'anic Weltanschauung (Kuala
Lumpur: Ayer, 1987).

® lzutsu, Ethico-Religious Concepts in the Qur’an, 11.

" lbid., 14.

8 lbid., 37-41.
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1.2.1. Literature Used

While studying the concept of nafs in the Qur’an, two different translations of the Qur’an,
one English and the other Turkish, were used in order to analyse and highlight possible
differences in translations. These translations are The Meaning of the Holy Qur’an by
Abdullah Yasuf Ali (English translation);® and Kur’an-1 Hakim'’in A¢tklamali Meali
[Zllustrated Translation of the Qur’an] by Suat Yildirim (Turkish translation).*® Prophetic
tradition has also been used as a complementary source during the course of the study, as the

Prophet Muhammad is the first and foremost interpreter of the Qur’an.

As mentioned above, during analysis of the concept of nafs in the Qur’an, critical verses have
also been examined through the exegeses of several commentators on the Qur’an. These
exegeses cover three main periods of Islamic history: classical, medieval and modern. For
each period, two or more exegeses were selected. However, the main focus of the chapter is
to elucidate the concept of nafs in the Qur’an via a number of cross-references. The authors

and works considered are:

Classical:
1-Abi Ja’far Muhammad ibn Jarir al-Tabari (838/923), Jami’ al-bayan ‘an ta’wil al-
Qur’an.

2-Fakhr al-Din al-Razi (1149/1209), Mafatih al-ghayb.

Medieval:
3—Abi ‘Abdullah al-Qurtubt (1214/1273), Tafsir al-Qurtubr.
4—Isma’il ibn ‘Umar abii’l-Fida“ Ibn Kathir (1301/1373), Tafsir al-Qur’an al- ‘azim.

Modern:

5-Muhammad Hamdi Yazir (1878/1942), Hak Dini Kur’an Dili.
6-Syed Abi ‘I- *Ala Mawdadi(1903/1979), Tafhim al-Qur’an.
7-Sayyid Qutb (1906/1966), Fi Zilal al-Qur an.

% Ali, The Holy Qur’an: Translation and Commentary.
10 Syat Yildirim, Kuran-Hakim ve Ag¢iklamali Meali (Istanbul: Define Yayinlari, 1998).
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8—Muhammad 'Al1 as- Sabtni (1930/...), Safwat at-tafasir.

1.3. LEXICAL MEANING OF NAFS IN THE QUR’AN

The trilateral root n-f-s appears 295 times in the Qur’an, in four derived forms: (1) once as
the form V verb tanaffasa; (2) once as the form VI verb yatanafasi; (3) once as the form VI
active participle mutanafisin; and (4) 292 times as the noun form, which is used in 265
Qur’anic verses.™ It can be said that almost one in twenty of all verses in the Qur’an are
about nafs. It is clear that nafs is one of the fundamental concepts in the totality of the

message of the Qur’an.

Before considering the meanings of nafs in the Qur’an, it is important to understand what the
meaning of the word is. The lexical meaning of the root n-f-s, according to most authoritative
lexicographers of Arabic, refers to: blood, life; breath, to breathe; (of soul, dawn or daylight)
to break out, mind, the self, the psyche, discerning faculty, person, essence; the evil eye, to
give the evil eye; to slacken, to release; precious, treasure, to treasure, to yearn for, to vie, to

complete; to envy, to covet, to be sparing, to be niggardly.*?

The word nafs was used prior to the revelation of the Qur’an. Nafs in early Arabic poetry is
used reflexively to refer to the self or person only.®® But the Qur’an uses the term nafs with
more than one meaning, and with the Qur’an the word nafs has gained other meanings. Many

Muslim scholars who have explained the concept of nafs in Qur’an semantically.

According to Ibn al-Jawzi, nafs can be classified into eight accounts in the Qur’an:

1. The word nafs refers to Prophet Adam, as in the Qur’an: 4: 1: “who created you

from a single person [nafsin wahidatin]”.

11 Muhammad Fu'ad 'Abd Al-Bagi, Al-Mu’Jam Al-Mufahras Li-Alfaz Al-Qur'an Al-Karim (Cairo:
Dar al-Hadith, 1988).

12 Elsaid M. Badawi, Muhammad Abdel Haleem, and Hartwig Altenm_ller, Arabic—English
Dictionary of Qur’anic Usage (Leiden: Brill, 2008), 954.

13 EE Calverley, 'Doctrines of the Soul (Nafs and Rou) in Islam’, The Muslim World, 33/4 (1943).
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2. Al-Jawzi, interestingly, interprets the word nafs as mother of believers, i.e. Aisha,
as in the Qur’an: 24: 12: “Why did not the believing men and the believing
women, when you heard it, think well of their own people [bi anfusuhim], and
say: ‘This is an evident falsehood?’”**

3. A plural form, anfus, refers to community or society (jama ‘ah) as it is mentioned
in the Qur’an 3: 164: ... He sent among them a messenger from among
themselves [anfusuhim].”

4. The word nafs may also mean the one himself (al-ahl) as in the Qur’an 2: 44: “Do
ye enjoin right conduct on the people, and forget (to practise it) yourselves
[anfusahum], and yet ye study the Scripture? Will ye not understand?”’

5. The word nafs can also refer to any individual among Muslims, as in the Qur’an
24: 61: “It is no fault in the blind nor in one born lame, nor in one afflicted with
illness, nor in yourselves [anfusuhim], that ye should eat in your own houses, or
those of your fathers, or your mothers ... or in the house of a sincere friend of
yours: there is no blame on you, whether ye eat in company or separately. But if
ye enter houses, salute each other — a greeting of blessing and purity as from
Allah.”

6. The word nafs can also be interpreted as the life of an individual human being, as
in the Qur’an 5: 45: “And We prescribed for them therein: The life for the life [al-
nafsa bi al-nafsi], and the eye for the eye.”

7. The word nafs refers to ‘someone’ (al-Ba 'du) as in the Qur’an: “After this it is ye,
the same people, who slay among yourselves [anfusahum]”.

8. The word nafs also refers to self itself, as in the Qur’an 4: 66: “If We had ordered

them to sacrifice their lives [anfusakum].””*®

This present study can be compared with Calverley’s classification,* which is the only

example of the elaboration of the concept of nafs in the Qur’an in Western literature.

141t is worth noting here that such an interpretation is rarely seen in the tradition of Qur’anic exegesis.
15 See for detailed discussion: Abii al-Faraj ‘Abd al-Rahman ibn ‘Alf Ibn al-Jawzi, Nuzhat Al-‘Ayun
Wa Al-Nawazir F1 ‘ilm Al-Wujth Wa Al-Nazair (Baghdad: Mu’assasat al-risalah, 1974), 595-596.

16 This revision of the article NAFS in the four-volume Encyclopaedia of Islam (Vol. 111, pp. 827-30)
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Calverley’s typology gives a useful idea of the concept. However, it is not sufficient to grasp
the concept in detail. The aim of this study is to dig deeper and provide a more

comprehensive understanding of the concept.

As was mentioned above, the word nafs is used in 265 Qur’anic verses 298 times, and the
singular form of nafs is used 140 times; however, its plural form anfus is used 153 times, and

nufiis 1S used twice, in two verses only (Qur’an 17: 25, 81: 7).%7

According to Calverley, nafs in the Qur’an can be classified into two main categories, with
further subcategories. These main categories are ‘self” and ‘soul’. The heading ‘self” is
divided into four subcategories, namely, self or person, Allah, gods, and both man and jinn.
The heading ‘soul’ is divided into three subcategories: al-ammarah, al-lawwamah and al-

musmainnah.'® A schematic interpretation of Calverley’s classification can be seen in Figure
1.

was prepared at the request of the late Professor Wensinck for the projected one-volume edition. E. E.
C.

17 Badawi, Abdel Haleem, and Altenm_ller, Arabic-English Dictionary of Qur’anic Usage, 954.

18 EE Calverley, ‘Doctrines of the Soul (Nafs and Rou) in Islam’, The Muslim World 33, no. 4 (1943):
254-264.
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Allah
Cited & times in Qur'an

Self/Person
Cited 277 timesin Quran

Self
Cited 289 times in Qur'an

Human and Jinns

Cited twice in Qur'an

gods
Nafs Cited 4 times in Qur'an
Cited 292 times in Qur'an

Ammarah
Cited once in Qur'an

Soul

Cited 3 times in Qur'an Lawnarariish

Cited once in Qur'an

Mutmainnah
Cited once in Qur'an

Figure 1: Calverley’'s interpretation of nafs in the Qur'an

The method developed in the scope of this study is different from that of Calverly. The main
difference is in the category ‘soul’. Calverly thought of soul and self as main categories;
however, in this study soul is considered a subcategory of the self/person meaning of nafs.
The main argument for this difference is the recognition of the three compartments of nafs

(ammarah, lawwamah and mutmainnah) as dynamic stages of self/person.
A diagram representing the typology developed during the course of the study can be seen in

Figure 2. All 265 verses listed in accordance with the classification in Figure 2 can be found
in Appendix 1.
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Ammarah
Cited once in Qur'an
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Cited once in Qur'an

Mutmainnah
Cited once in Qur’'an

Figure 2: Typology of nafs in the Qur'an (indicating how many times each meaning is

cited)
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1.4. INNER STRUCTURE OF NAFS IN THE QUR’AN

Understanding the concept of nafs in the Qur’an is vitally important for understanding the
major concepts of the Divine Revelation, such as ubudiyyah. The Qur’an refers to the concept
of worshipping (‘ubidiyyah) as the main purpose of the creation of man (and jinn).* One of
the first exegetes, Ibn Jarir Tabari, explains that ‘worshipping God’ could also be understood
as achieving the Divine Knowledge (ma rifah). Thus, it can be said that this dynamic
relationship between man and God is based on the concept of worshipping God (‘ubiidiyyah).
In this relation, nafs represents the human side and man can attain the Divine Knowledge by

nafs through its compartments and tools.

1.4.1. Nafs and its Nature in the Qur’an

Arguably, the first ten verses of the Sizrah al-Shams are a convenient place to start the
discussion about the concept of the nafs in the Qur’an. Nursi has written a separate treaty for
the part of the Sirah al-Shams in the Eleventh Word, which discusses the three major
concepts, namely the universe, man and prescribed prayers (salah) and their relations to each
other. These relations might be considered the origin of the Divine purpose of creation.

Nursi’s ideas on the commentary on the surah are discussed in detail in Chapter 4.

The Qur’an states in Sirah al-Shams:

By the Sun and his [glorious] splendour; By the Moon as she follows him; By the Day as
it shows up [the Sun's] glory; By the Night as it conceals it; By the Firmament and its
[wonderful] structure; By the Earth and its [wide] expanse: By the Soul (nafs), and the
proportion and order given to it; And its enlightenment as to its wrong and its right; -
Truly he succeeds that purifies it, And he fails that corrupts it! 2

Some suggest that the word nafs in these verses refers to self or person, implying the totality
of man. Nafs has an inclination to both evil (fijir) and good (tagwa).® Almost all Qur’an

commentators agree that the word nafs indicates every single person in the universe. EImalili

! See: Ali, The Holy Qur’an: Translation and Commentary (51: 56).
2 |bid. (91: 7-10).
3 Ibid. (91: 7-10).
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claims that the word indicates mankind’s capacity to understand the Creator.* However, Radi
emphasises that the word nafs points to the Prophet Muhammad specifically. For this reason,
he believes that the Prophet Muhammad is the only human being who has all the
manifestations of the Divine Names and Attributes at the utmost level (martaba-i ‘azam).
Thus, he is the perfect mirror of the Divine Names and Attributes. That is why he is the most
comprehensive mirror to represent the whole universe in his nafs.> On the other hand, Qurtubi

claims that the word nafs indicates the Prophet Adam, as he is the first man on Earth.®

Elmalili further claims that “the proportion and order given to it (wama sawwaha) ” also
points to the composite nature of nafs. It consists of different components or spheres, such as
the plant, animal and human soul, as well as the totality of these three compartments.
Aristotle’s approach in his De Anima is similar to that of Elmalili. Aristotle asserts that there
are three levels in life: nutritive, appetitive, and rational/cognitive. These levels are

respectively labelled by Aristotle plant soul, animal soul and human soul.”

Mucahid writes that “the proportion and order given to it” refers to the creation of man in his
perfect physical form.2 Another commentator, Radi, also writes that if nafs refers to the
anatomy of man, then it means that the creation of the bodily organs is in perfect balance.® In
Safwat al-tafasir, Sabuni writes that God created or proportioned the nafs with its abilities to
reach perfection.'® These inner and outer abilities are in perfect harmony in relation to each
other, to the universe and to the creation.* Radi also writes that it might be considered the

potentiality of man to manage himself and to understand the true meaning of the creation.*?

* Elmalili Hamdi Yazir, Hak Dini Kur’an Dili (Istanbul: Sura Yayinlari, 1993), http:
/Iwww .kuranikerim.com/t_elmalili_index.htm.
® Fakhr al-Din Muhammad ibn ‘Umar al-Razi, Al-Tafsir Al-Kabir, vol. 31 (Beirut: Dar ul-IThya al-
Turath al-‘Arabi, 1999), 176.
& Muhammad ibn Ahmad Qurtubi, Tafsir Al-Qurtubi (London: Dar al-Tagwa, 2003).
" Polansky, Aristotle’s De Anima.
8 Qurtubi, Tafsir Al-Qurtubi.
% Fakhr al-Din Muhammad ibn Umar Razi, Tafsir Al-Kabir (Ankara: Akgag, 1988).
10 Muhammad Sabuni, Safwat at-Tafasir (Beirut: Dar al-Qur an al-Karim, 1981).
11 Syed Abul Ala Maudoodi, Tafhim Al-Quran, vol. 6 (Kuwayt: Dar al-Qalam, 1978), 376.
12 Razi, Tafsir Al-Kabir.
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This means being equipped with abilities such as hearing, seeing, imagining, etc.*®* According
to Mawdudi, all these functions and tools of nafs — including mental powers, namely
thinking, imagination, reasoning, etc. — are best specimens of creation that can obtain Divine
Knowledge.*

Elmalili considers this verse along with the verse “When I have fashioned him (in due
proportion) and breathed into him of My spirit, fall ye down in obeisance unto him”.*
Elmalili maintains that the act of

“proportion and order given to it” and “fashioned” in these two verses can be explained
together to understand that God proportioned men’s body in such a way that its rizh
(spirit) can be blown into it. “and the proportion and order given to it” indicates that nafs

is both physically and spiritually capable of perfection owing to the breathed spirit.6

Ibn Kathir emphasises the true nature of the human being — al-fizrah. Allah created man in his

true nature — al-figrah, which has the potential to know Him.’

According to Elmalil, evil (fiyir) is defined as doing wrong and going astray; however, good
(tagwa) is explained as only the opposite of evil. It means doing the right things and saving
one’s nafs (oneself) from fujir. Hence, “inspiring nafs to its wrong and its right” might be
considered as teaching it what wrong and right are. Then, man can choose either of them
through his free will. In other words, God shows man the actions of evil (fujir) as wrong and
the actions of good (ragwa) as right. God does not mislead man. lzutsu points out that zulm

exists only through the choices of man.8

13 1bid.
14 Maudoodi, Tafhim Al-Quran, 6: 376.
15 Ali, The Holy Qur’an: Translation and Commentary (15: 29).
16 Yazir, Hak Dini Kur’an Dili.
7 1smail Ibn Umar lbn Kathir, Tafsir Al-Quran Al-"Azim', <http:
//catalog.hathitrust.org/api/volumes/oclc/11842655.html>, accessed 16 August 2010.
18 1zutsu, Ethico-Religious Concepts in the Qur’an, 166.
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Mawdudi writes that, terminologically, i/ham means God’s inspiration to man. “And its
enlightenment as to its wrong and its right” is considered by Mawdudi in two perspectives:
first, that God created tendencies to both good and evil in man; second, that God endowed
man’s unconscious mind with the concept of moral good and evil. Thus, man is conscious of
these notions by nature and also can distinguish between them. Qutb emphasises the same
point and considers this quality a hidden talent. He thinks of il/ham as a kind of hidaya
(guidance).* Sabuni thinks that God taught nafs the criteria for distinguishing between right
and wrong in their ultimate forms, namely tagwa and fujiir.?° This is also stated in the Qur’an
in the verses “And shown him the two highways” (90: 10) and “And I do call to witness the
self-reproaching spirit: (Eschew Evil)”.? Ibn Kathir writes that God clarified good and evil

for man and guided man to what has been ordained for him.?

Qutb considers the word enlightenment (il/ham) along with the verse “We showed him the
Way: whether he be grateful or ungrateful (rests on his will)” (Qur’an 76: 3). According to
Qutb, man can realise his true potential by this true quality, ilham, and receive divine

messages and guidance from the Qur’an.?

Sabuni considers ilham together with ‘agl. God equipped nafs with some other attributes so
that man should be able to grasp and understand the reflections of the Divine Names.?* On the
path to eternal success, nafs obeys God through doing good deeds and refraining from sin.%
Sabuni further writes that if man does not use these faculties and does not save his ‘ag/ from
the darkness of the material world, he cannot find joy in his life in this world or his life

hereafter.

19 Pease see Siirah al-Shams in: Sayyid Qutb, Fi Zilal Al-Quran (Kairo: Dar al-Shurug, 1973), 3915,
http: //books.google.com/books?id=BnOWAAAAMAAJ.
20 See Siirah al-Shams in: Sabuni, Safwat at-Tafasir.
2L Ali, The Holy Qur’an: Translation and Commentary (75: 2).
22 See Stirah al-Shams in: Ismail ibn Umar lbn Kathir, Tafsir Al-Quran Al-"azim (al-Qahirah: Dar
Ihya al-Kutub al-"Arabiyah, 1978).
23 See Siirah al-Shams in: Qutb, Fi Zilal Al-Quran, 3915.
24 See Suirah al-Shams in: Sabuni, Safwat at-Tafasir.
% See Sirah al-Shams in: Qutb, Fi Zilal Al-Quran, 3915.
% See Siirah al-Shams in: Sabuni, Safwat at-Tafasir.
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Radi explains the verse “And its enlightenment as to its wrong and its right” as God giving
man free will after informing him thoroughly as to what is wrong and what is right. This is
also indicated by another verse, “And shown him the two highways” (90: 10). This approach
might be considered similar to that of the school of Mu’tazila. However, Mu’tazila scholars
consider that the verse “Truly he succeeds that purifies it, And he fails that corrupts it” means
that man has free choice and creates his own actions. Radr criticises the idea of the Mu’tazila
since, in such an understanding, it is assumed that every single thing in the universe is
separate and has its own self-determining faith, which is not compatible with the Divine

Determination and Divine Power in the understanding of Ahl-i Sunnah.?’

There are two assurances after the inspiration of fujir and tagwa. “Truly he succeeds that
purifies it” indicates that man, who purifies his nafs from sins and also disciplines his nafs in
accordance with the Divine guidance, enjoys life in this world and the hereafter. The Qur’an

heralds the nafs with Paradise:

Enter thou, then, among My devotees! Yea, enter thou My Heaven!?

Two of Izutsu’s principles of semantic analysis — the value of synonyms and elucidation by
contrast® — give us a better understanding of fiyiir and tagwa. The notion of fujir can be
paired with the notion of zalim. Likewise, tagwa can be paired with muttaqi. Zalim is one
who transgresses the bounds of God and muttaqgi is one who realises and obeys the Divine

Law. Zalim commits fujiir, whereas muttagr performs tagwa (27: 44) (2: 54).

The verse “And he fails that corrupts (dassaha) it!” explains the second assurance. He who
corrupts his nafs by committing sins and deceiving himself does not realise the purpose of the
creation and fails to have joy in this world and in the hereafter. EImalili explains this verse

with:

27 See Siirah al-Shams in: al-Razi, Al-Tafsir Al-Kabir.
28 Ali, The Holy Qur'an: Translation and Commentary (89: 30).
29 1zutsu, Ethico-Religious Concepts in the Qur’an, 38-39.
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He will say: “Ah! Would that I had sent forth (good deeds) for (this) my (Future) Life!”%

Elmalili believes that “purifying the nafs” can be considered to be disciplining the nafs or
carefully following the instructions defined by God. He also writes that purification can be
understood in three different meanings: (1) purifying the nafs from deviant, evil things, etc.;
(2) endeavouring to equip the nafs with the virtues of God; and (3) the confirmation of the
purification.®* However, the nafs cannot purify itself. The Qur’an says, “Therefore justify not
yourselves: He knows best who it is that guards against evil.”*> Only God can purify. In other
words, man’s efforts and free will are only prayers to God asking for such purification. God
purifies man, as in the Qur’an: “O ye who believe! If ye will aid (the cause of) Allah, He will

aid you.”®

Elmalili Hamdi Yazir concludes his thoughts about the purification of the nafs with a kadith

from Muslim:

The Messenger of Allah used to stop whenever he recited this ayah (By nafs, and the
proportion and order given to it; And its enlightenment as to its wrong and its right).
Then he would say, “O Allah! Give my nafs its good. You are its Guardian and Master,
and the best to purify it.”%*

According to Elmalili, the corruption — dassaha — in the verse “And he fails that corrupts it!”
is the opposite of purification and can be understood as leading someone astray from the right
path. Dassaha can be defined as corruption of the nafs or the transforming of man’s virtues
into evil.*

According to Qurtubi, “he who purifies” points to the man who is obedient to God, but it is

God who purifies man’s nafs and blesses him with eternal peace.® Qutb considers it a talent

%0 Ali, The Holy Qur’an: Translation and Commentary (89: 24).
31 Yazir, Hak Dini Kur’an Dili.
32 Ali, The Holy Qur'an: Translation and Commentary (53: 52).
3 1bid. (47: 7).
3 See: Yazir, Hak Dini Kur’an Dili. See for quoted hadith: Ibn Al-Hajjaj Muslim, Sahih Muslim,
trans. Abdul Hamid Siddigi (Lahore: Sh. Muhammad Ashraf, 1980), Zikr, 2722.
% See Siirah al-Shams in: Yazir, Hak Dini Kur’an Dili.
% See Siirah al-Shams in: Qurtubi, Tafsir Al-Qurtubi.
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that entails responsibilities with respect to its potential.3” Mawdudi considers purification to
be a mission for man, and he highlights the concept in the verse “But those will prosper who
purify themselves” (87: 14).%® Sabuni further writes that this nafs will be saved from the
calamities of life in both worlds.*®* He who does not follow the guidance will fail by way of
concealing the nafs with dassaha.*® Furthermore, he who obeys the evil commands of the
nafs and disobeys God leaves the circle of the ‘ag/ and joins the company of foolish people.*
Mawdudi again writes that dassaha in this verse means to suppress and conceal. He who
suppresses the tendency in his nafs towards good, instead of developing and cultivating it,

seduces it into evil, and makes fujiir.*?

1.4.2. Nafs as self
The usage of the word nafs as self can be studied in four main categories:

1. Allah: 6 nafs verses refer to Allah:

And Allah warns you against Himself;*®

And I have chosen you for Myself;*

| do not know what is in Yours;*

Say: “To Allah.” He has prescribed mercy for Himself;*

Say: “Salamun ‘Alaykum’” (peace be on you); your Lord has written mercy for
Himself.*’

2. Gods: Only in four verses do Nafs refer to gods:
Or have they gods who can guard them from Us? They have no power to help ‘themselves’, nor can
they be protected from Us;*

and possess neither harm nor benefit for ‘themselves’;*°

37 See Siirah al-Shams in: Qutb, Fi Zilal Al-Quran, 3915.
38 Maudoodi, Tafhim Al-Quran, 6: 378.
3 See Siirah al-Shams in: Sabuni, Safwat at-Tafasir.
40 |bn Kathir, Tafsir Al-Quran Al-"azim.
41 Qutb, Fi Zilal Al-Quran.
42 Maudoodi, Tafhim Al-Quran, 6: 379.
43 Ali, The Holy Qur’an: Translation and Commentary (3: 28-30).
% |bid, (6: 54).
% |bid. (5: 116).
% |bid. (6: 12).
47 Ibid. (41: 188).
% |bid. (21: 43).
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No help can they give them, nor can they help ‘themselves’;>°

And those whom you call upon besides Him (Allah) cannot help you nor can they help ‘themselves’.5

3. Both human and jinns: Nafs in one verse refers (twice) to both human and jinn:
They will say: “We bear witness against ‘ourselves’. And they will bear witness against ‘themselves’
that they were disbelievers.”?

4. Man (Self): 251 verses refer to ‘self” in various meanings. It is worth mentioning here
that these subcategories of the meaning of ‘self’, which are listed below, are extracted
by reference to translations by Yusuf Ali and Suat Yildirim. Therefore, detailed
metadata for used references are not given in each section.

a. Nafs as person: Majority of the verses in this category use the term nafs in

the meaning of person or people. Some examples are:

Fain would they deceive Allah and those who believe, but they only deceive ‘themselves’, and realise
(it) not!;%
Nor does ‘anyone’ know in what land he is to die;>
And (remember) when you killed a ‘man’;>®
our women and your women, ‘ourselves’ and ‘yourselves’, etc.

b. Nafs as galb: More than ten verses use nafs as galb.
The Qur’an advises men to make their intentions known if they want to marry divorced
women in Qur’an 2: 235: “Allah knows that ye cherish them in ‘your hearts’.” Another
example of meaning of nafs as galb can be seen in Qur’an 4: 63: “Those men, Allah knows
what is in ‘their hearts’; so keep clear of them, but admonish them, and speak to them a word
to reach their very souls.” The Qur’an employs the word nafs or its plural form in the
meaning of galb in more than ten verses.

c. Nafs as the spirit of man: In a few verses, nafs refers to the spirit of man.

# |id. (25: 3).

50 |bid. (7: 192).
51 |bid. (7: 197).
52 |id. (6: 130).
53 |bid. (2: 9).

5 |bid. (31: 34).
55 |bid. (2: 72).

5 |bid. (3: 61).
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The Qur’an says that at the time of death man’s spirit will be detached from his body. “If
thou couldst but see how the wicked (do fare) in the flood of confusion at death! The angels
stretch forth their hands (saying), ‘Yield up your souls’ ...’

d. Nafs as bodily life: In several verses, nafs refers to bodily life.
In the following verses the Qur’an reminds believers that they will be tested in ‘their lives’
and possessions by Allah:
Ye shall certainly be tried and tested in your possessions and in ‘your personal selves’ ...
Those who believed, and adopted exile, and fought for the Faith, with their property and ‘their
persons’, in the cause of Allah ...%®

e. Nafs as Species: In a few verses, nafs refers to species, such as humankind.
The word nafs refers to humankind as a species while explaining the creation of Eve, wife of
the Prophet Adam:
And Allah has made for you mates (and companions) of ‘your own nature’ ...;%°
And among His Signs is this, that He created for you mates from among ‘yourselves’, that ye may
dwell in tranquillity with them, and He has put love and mercy between your (hearts): verily in that
are Signs for those who reflect.!

f. Nafs as conscience: In a few verses, the term nafs refers to the conscience.
The first verse below explains the condition of three Companions who were left behind. They
struggled, as they knew that they did not have a credible excuse for being late in attending to
the call of the Prophet Mohammad. Their conscience never let them rest until they fled to
God. The second verse highlights the condition of an individual who intentionally hides the
truth and lies:

(He turned in mercy also) to the three who were left behind; (they felt guilty) to such a

degree that the earth seemed constrained to them, for all its spaciousness, and ‘their

57 |bid. (6: 93).
58 |bid. (3: 186).
59 |bid. (8: 72).
% |pid. (16: 72).
61 |pid. (30: 21).
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(very) souls’ seemed straitened to them, and they perceived that there is no fleeing from
Allah (and no refuge) but to Himself .. .62

Behold! how they lie against ‘their own souls’! But the (lie) which they invented will

leave them in the lurch.%®

g. Nafs as spirit and body together, or the totality of man, which includes
spirit and bodily senses. One verse uses the term nafs as body and spirit

together: “When the ‘souls’ are sorted out (being joined, like with like).”®*

h. Nafs as soul
Nafs as human soul is also divided into further three subcategories:
al-nafs al-ammarah: the evil-commanding nafs;%
al-nafs al-lawwamah: the self-accusing nafs;%

al-nafs al-mug'mainnah: the tranquil soul.®’

As can be seen in the typology above (Figure 2), nafs is used in the meaning of soul in three
verses of the Qur’an. According to these verses, nafs is a dynamic spiritual substance, and
also consists of three compartments: al-Nafs al-ammarah (the evil-commanding nafs), al-
Nafs al-lawwamah (self-accusing nafs), and al-Nafs al-mugmainnah (the tranquil soul). For
this reason, the concept of nafs (soul) is discussed under those three subjects in the Qur’an. In
the next section, the dynamic nature of nafs as it is explained in the Qur’an will be discussed

in detail.

62 |bid. (9: 118).
5 |bid. (6: 24).
5 |bid. (81: 7).
65 |bid. (12: 53).
% Ibid. (75: 2).
5 Ibid. (89: 27).
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1.4.3 Dynamic structure or Dimensions of nafs in Qur’an

As discussed above, nafs has inclinations to both good and evil. Man should go through a
continuous struggle to purify his nafs in order to gain the value inherent in his creation. It
should be noted that man is always present in all these three spheres. It is a very common
misconception that man has a spiritual journey to make from the first sphere, al-ammarah, to
the second, al-lawwamah, and then to the third, al-muzmainnah, as he purifies his nafs. In

fact, there is always a balance between the three spheres.

Concepts of plant, animal and human souls can help us in understanding how this balance is
achieved. For example, al-nafs al-ammarah is best represented and nourished by plant and/or
animal souls. All bodily temptations and needs such as eating, sleeping, etc. are rooted in the
plant and animal souls. Similarly, al-nafs al-lawwamah may be associated with the human
soul, which represents ‘agl and virtues. With the introduction of virtues, man can achieve a
balance between good and evil. Carnal desires will be tamed and guided to achieve the
ultimate purpose of their existence. Man will sleep and eat to survive and to be healthy, but
his desires should not take over so that they make him eat as much as he likes. Al-nafs al-
ammarah would not consider the benefits or virtues of modesty; instead, it would always ask
for more and never be satisfied or fulfilled. Unless it is balanced by al-nafs al-lawwamah, it
will lead man into a vicious circle of self-destruction and dissatisfaction. Once a balance is
achieved, however, the concept of al-nafs al-mufmainnah comes into the equation to ensure
that the balance is maintained and is stable. Such a station can only be achieved by
employing both al-nafs al-ammarah and al-nafs al-lawwamah in accordance with the
purpose behind their creation and through the guidance of God. This is explained in Sirah al-
Shams: “By the Soul, and the proportion and order given to it, and its enlightenment as to its
wrong and its right. Truly he succeeds that purifies it.” In the following, all these spheres will

be discussed in detail so as to achieve a better understanding of the concepts.

1.4.3.1. Concept of al-Nafs al-Ammarah (Evil-commanding soul)

Nor do I absolve my own self (of blame): the (human) soul (nafs-al ammarah) is
certainly prone to evil, unless my Lord do bestow His Mercy: but surely my Lord is Oft-
forgiving, Most Merciful. (12: 53)
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As discussed above, animal and plant souls desire bodily pleasures, whereas the human soul
tames the carnal desires by ‘aq/ and virtues. This verse about al-nafs al-ammarah refers to

the plant and animal soul of human beings rather than the human soul.

Quitb interprets the verse as follows: “I do not want to absolve my nafs and show it as
innocent unless there is protection by Divine Mercy; all nafs have inclination to evil
things.”%® Elmalil1 writes that, if this inclination is not regulated, it tends to capture and
control all other faculties. Once all the faculties are controlled by the plant and animal soul,
such as desires and inclinations to evil, man cannot fulfil his true potential. Furthermore, nafs
al-ammarah will only be occupied with worldly and transitory pleasures, at the expense of
eternal salvation.®® God has created man in the perfect form for understanding the true
meaning of the creation. But fulfilling this potential is only possible by regulating the inner
faculties and capabilities in accordance with the Qur’an and Sunnah. This concept is
discussed in detail in the writings of Beditizzaman Said Nursi and discussed extensively in
Chapter 4.

Razi writes that the nafs is unique and has compartments and attributes. At times, one of the
components dominates and leads the nafs. If the nafs inclines towards spiritual worlds and
good deeds, then al-nafs al-mus'mainnah leads or dominates. But if it inclines towards lust,
anger, and so on, the leading component becomes al-nafs al-ammarah. Nafs mostly stays in
the ammarah sphere, and only rarely in the sphere of mu¢ ‘mainnah. Because nafs is mostly
led or dominated by al-nafs al-ammarah rather than al-nafs al-musmainnabh, it is called
‘commander of evil’. Razi also explains “unless my Lord do bestow His Mercy” as meaning
that diverting the nafs from evil is only possible through Divine Mercy.” Otherwise, if the
nafs is not guided, it will certainly go astray.”

88 See Sarah Ysif in: Qutb, Fi Zilal Al-Quran. (12: 53).
% See Sarah Yisif in: Yazir, Hak Dini Kur’an Dili. (12: 53).
0 al-Razi, Al-Tafsir Al-Kabir. (12: 53).
1 Ibid.
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Sabuni considers the Prophet Joseph’s approach to his nafs in this verse to be showing his
humility: he wanted to cultivate his nafs with respect to its purification and to save it from

pride.”

1.4.3.2. Concept of al-Nafs al-lawwamah (self-accusing soul)

And I do call to witness the self-reproaching spirit (al-nafs al-lawwamah): (Eschew
Evil).”

It might be said that to blame is a key word in explaining the term al-nafs al-lawwamah. 1bn
Arabi (d. 543/1148) considers al-nafs al-lawwamah in relation to the Divine knowledge
(ma ‘rifah). (His unique Divine knowledge theory will be discussed in detail in Chapter 3.)
According to Ibn Arabi, al-nafs al-lawwamah blames itself constantly and asks itself how it

made mistakes despite knowing that every nafs will receive in full the fruits of its Deeds.™

Ibn Kathir, in reference to this verse, mentions the explanations from various Islamic
scholars. For example, Hasan al-Basri said about this verse: “Verily, by Allah, we think that
every believer blames himself. He writes (questioning himself), what did | intend by my
statement? What did I intend by my eating? What did I intend in what I said to myself?”"
Like Elmalili, Razi also writes that every single man, not only sinful men but also obedient
ones, will blame his nafs in the hereafter. Hasan Basri writes that “you see the believer
blaming his nafs; however, the uneducated is seen to be happy with his current position™.”
Ibn Kathir writes, “On the other hand, the sinner proceeds ahead and he does not blame
himself.””” Furthermore, Sa'id bin Jubayr said, concerning the same verse, “He criticizes
himself in good and bad.” A similar interpretation by Mujahid has also been reported: “He is

sorry for what he missed (of good deeds) and he blames himself for it"”.”

2 Sabuni, Safwat at-Tafasir. (12: 53).
8 Ali, The Holy Qur'an: Translation and Commentary (75: 2).
1. Arabi, Tefsir El Qor’an El Karim, 1981. (75: 2).
® 1bn Kathir, Tafsir Al-Quran Al-"azim. (75: 2).
6 al-Razi, Al-Tafstr Al-Kabir. (75: 2).
" Ibn Kathir, Tafsir Al-Quran Al-"azim. (75: 2).
8 1bid.
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Mawdudi’s explanation is one of the most striking, especially for modern psychology. He
writes that al-nafs al-lawwamah feels repentant at doing wrong, thinking wrong and willing
wrong, and reproaches man for all these.” This notion might be related to conscience in the
terminology of modern psychology.

Mawdudi explains that Allah has sworn an oath on the resurrection (al-giyamah) and the self-
reproaching soul (al-nafs al-lawwamah), to stress the truth that God will resurrect man after
death. On that day man will be called upon to account for his deeds and will see the good or

evil outcomes.®°

Mawdudi draws attention to the relation between conscience (wijdan) and the al-nafs al-
lawwamah. They are not the same; however, they have similar functions. For example, they
both act as critics in assessing one’s actions. They continuously remind one that there is a life

hereafter and that man will be paid in full in terms of the outcome of his deeds.

According to Mawdudi, all individuals have a conscience (wijdan) with which to judge their
own actions according to the Divine laws. The conscience is the calibrating factor in this
relation. Mawdudi writes that this is “a differentiator that man is not merely an animal but a
moral being” demanding justice for both good and evil. Furthermore, Mawdudi states that
such an al-nafs al-lawwamah might be considered a proof of the existence of a life hereafter.
Hence, man hopes to be rewarded for good deeds, while avoiding evil and punishment. This
natural tendency might be considered as micro-scale judicial court in the nature of man
(fizrah). As a result, this existence of the micro-scale judicial court also might be considered a

small sample of the Divine Court in the life hereafter:

Therefore, unless one comes to believe in the absurd idea that a rational being like man

has stumbled into an irrational system of the universe and a moral being like man has

9 Maudoodi, Tafhim Al-Quran, 6: 140.
8 See ‘Siirah Yistf in: Maudoodi, Tathim Al-Quran. 6: 140.
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happened to be born in a world which basically has nothing to do with morality, he

cannot deny the life hereafter !

Elmalili brings another dimension to the concept of al-nafs al-lawwamah. He writes that, in

the Sufi understanding, there are seven stages of the nafs:

al-Nafs al-ammarah,
al-Nafs al-lawwamah
al-Nafs al-musmainnah
al-Nafs al-mulhimah
al-Nafs al-mardiyah,

al-Nafs al-radiyah,

N o g~ wDd e

al-Nafs al-safiyahwa kamila.

Elmalil1 writes that training the nafs is possible through a spiritual journey to each level. Al-
nafs al-lawwamah performs a trigger role for all levels, to take the nafs one level up, since
one blames oneself for evil deeds at the level of al-nafs al-lawwamah. However, man goes on
blaming himself for missing opportunities to reach a higher level of the nafs at all levels after
the al-nafs al-lawwamah. 1t is stated in the Qur’an that the mu ‘mins will also blame their nafs
on the Day of Judgement, since they could have had a better understanding of God and
peformed more good deeds. Elmalili writes that the oath on the al-nafs al-lawwamah

highlights the importance of such feelings on the Day of Resurrection.®

1.4.3.3. Concept of nafs al-mut’mainnah (tranquil soul)

To the righteous soul (al-Nafs al-muzmainnah) will be said: “O (thou) soul, in (complete)
rest and satisfaction! Come back thou to thy Lord, well-pleased (with thyself) (radiya),
and well-pleasing (mardiyah) unto Him!®

81 Maudoodi, Tafhim Al-Quran, 6: 141.
82 Yazir, Hak Dini Kur’an Dili. (75: 2).
8 Arabi, Tefsir El Qor’an El Karim. (89: 28).
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Mawdudi writes that musmainnah is a compartment of the soul, which feels full satisfaction
at following the right path and abandoning evil inclinations, without the least doubt about it.
Such a nafs acknowledges the absolute truth, and whatever creed and command he receives
from God and His Messenger. This very state has been described in another verse in the

Qur’an:

Those whom Allah (in His plan) willeth to guide, — He openeth their breast to Islam ...
(6: 125)%

Elmalili writes that this mentioning of the hereafter to the nafs (“O (thou) soul (nafs), in
(complete) rest and satisfaction!”) is a kind of motivation for believers (mu 'min) to improve
their spiritual status. On the Day of Judgement, unbelievers will realise the reality and will
say, “I wish I had done something good to save my eternal life.” However, people who
understood the reality and submitted to God at the level of ultimate belief with sincerity
during their worldly life will be called with the verse “O (thou) soul (nafs), in (complete) rest

and satisfaction!”®

Razi emphasises the importance of the term ‘tranquillity’ (izmi 'nan) in these verses. He
writes that it means to be persistent in following the path defined by the Divine Message.
Razi discusses the term izmi 'nan in connection with another verse in the Qur’an, which says:
“When Abraham said: ‘Show me, Lord, how You will raise the dead’, He replied: ‘Have you
no faith?’ He said, ‘Yes, but just to reassure my heart (ifmi ’nan)’” (Qur’an 2: 260). The
answer of the Prophet Abraham may give an idea about the word izmi 'nan. It means that the
prophet has faith, but that it needs to be perfected by a little trial; then he has full satisfaction,

in other words, tranquillity (imi nan).

Razi explains that the highest level of belief (faith) is izmi’'nan (tranquillity). The word

itmi’nan is also explained as remembrance of God in the verse “Those who believe, and

8 Maudoodi, Tafhim Al-Quran, 6: 351.
8 Yazir, Hak Dini Kur’an Dili. (89: 28).
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whose hearts find satisfaction in the remembrance of Allah: for without doubt in the

remembrance of Allah do hearts find satisfaction (izmi 'nan)”.%

According to Qutb, the nafs described in the verse has trust in God, His Message and His
Fate (gadar). Such a nafs never goes astray under any conditions, and also never feels
hesitation or despair, and is summoned in the hereafter thus: “O (thou) soul, in (complete)

rest and satisfaction!”®’

1.5. RELATIONAL MEANINGS OF THE NAFS IN QUR’AN: CONNECTED CONCEPTS

Nafs is one of the most comprehensive notions in the Qur’an, where it occurs 295 times,
mostly in plural form.® It can be said that almost one in twenty of all the verses in the Qur’an
are concerned with the nafs. Therefore, it must be considered an important reference point in
understanding Divine Knowledge, the wisdom of the creation of the universe, man, and his
relation to God. Izutsu’s semantic analysis method can be considered as a unique approach

towards understanding the concept of nafs.

To enable me to conduct the semantic analysis, the first step was to collate and group all the
relevant verses. Five groups were identified for these verses according to their relevance to
the concept of nafs in the context of this study. The titles of these groups are: nafs, zulm-u
nafs, hawa-yi nafs, nafsi wakida and dalalat-un nafs. Then, all these groups were further
analysed by employing the dynamics of semantic analysis as discussed in the main

introduction. The outcome of the exercise is summarised in Table 1.

% al-Razi, Al-Tafsir Al-Kabir (89: 28).
87 Qutb, Fi Zilal Al-Quran (89: 28).
8 Muhammad Fu’ad ’Abd al- Bagi, Al-Mu‘jam Al-Mufahras Li-Alfaz Al-Qur’an Al-KarTm (Cairo:
Dar al-Hadith, 1988).
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Table 1: Summary of the semantic analysis of nafs and related terms

Chapter 1

Conceptual Value of Synonyms  Elucidation by  Clarification by Cluster of Words  Parallelism  Secular
Definition Contrast Negative Form Meaning
(verses) (verses)
Nafs 91: 7-10
o Fujur
e Doing evil e taqwa o Kufr
zulm-u 4:13-14 o e Muttaga _ 26: 19
e Wronging his e Mu’'min
nafs 4:111

soul

e Earning sin

) e dalal e ‘Ilm
Hawa-i
53: 23 e Jahl e huda e Knowledge
nafs
e Shahwah e Signs
4:1
6: 98
Nafs-i
_ 7:189
wahida
31: 28
39:5-6

e Zalimin

e Animal
appetites

e Evil
inclinations

o Kafir (kufr)
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Dalalat- 1:6-7 12: 8
e Ihtida o Belief o Kufr
un nafs 4: 113 12: 30
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Three of these five groups extracted from the Qur’an, zulm-u nafs, ~awa-yi nafs and dalalat-
un nafs, can be associated with al-nafs al-ammarah. As was discussed above, if plant and
animal souls are not properly employed, al-nafs al-ammarah becomes the dominant sphere
and takes man into a vicious circle of dissatisfaction. Such situations are referred to in the
Qur’an by zulm-u nafs, hawa-yi nafs and dalalat-un nafs. Most of the verses in which forms

of the word nafs are employed have such negative meanings.

1.5.1. Zulm-u nafs

It must be underlined that the root of any word has extreme importance for understanding the
true message of the Qur’an. The word zulm, or a variety of different forms which are derived
from the same root (z-1-m), occur very often in the Qur’an, forms such as zalim, mazlam, etc.
It must also be noted that zulm is one of the most important concepts in the Qur’an and is

seen on almost every single page.

Z-1-m means to do wrong; or act wrongfully, unjustly, injuriously, or tyrannically.! The
primary meaning of the word zulm is defined as “putting in a wrong place or misplacing”.?
Although there might be slight differences, Lane writes that there is general agreement about
the definition of the word zulm among many authoritative lexicographers.> Some examples
from different lexicologists may help to promote an understanding of the general
characteristics of the word. One writes: “it is by exceeding or falling short, or deviating from
the proper time and place.” Another defines it as “acting however one may please in the
disposal of the property of another: and the transgressing of the proper limit (much or little)”.
According to some, it primarily signifies naks (n-k-s), the making to suffer loss, or detriment,

etc.* Izutsu describes the word in the sphere of ethics as “to act in such a way as to transgress

! Edward William Lane and Stanley Lane-Poole, An Arabic-English Lexicon, Derived from the Best
and the Most Copious Eastern Sources, vol. 2011 (London; Edinburgh: Williams and Norgate, 1863),
1920, http: //www.tyndalearchive.com/T ABS/Lane/index.htm.
2 Badawi, Abdel Haleem, and Altenm_ller, Arabic-English Dictionary of Qur’anic Usage, 585.
3 Lane and Lane-Poole, An Arabic-English Lexicon, Derived from the Best and the Most Copious
Eastern Sources, 2011: 1920.
* 1bid.
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the proper limit and encroach upon the right of injustice in the sense of going beyond one’s

own bounds and doing what one has no right to”.®

Following brief explanation of the word zulm, zulm-u nafs or its nature might be further
analysed. The term zulm-u nafs is clearly indicated in the Qur’an in a verse which says, “If
anyone does evil or wrongs his own soul (nafs) ... In this verse, ‘doing evil’ (zulm) and
‘wronging his own soul’ (zulm-u nafs) are both used with the same meaning. In the following
verse the Qur’an says, “And if anyone earns sin, He earns it against His own soul: for Allah is
full of knowledge and wisdom.”” This verse further clarifies the term zulm -u nafs as ‘earning

b

sin’.

On the other hand, as explained above, zulm is mentioned in two different categories in the
Qur’an; one from ‘man to God’, and the second from ‘man to man’. Before further discussing
the two categories of zulm, it should be noted that, according to the Qur’an, God never does

wrong or zulm to people (or nafs). In several verses, the following is mentioned:

Verily Allah will not deal unjustly with man in aught: It is man that wrongs his own soul

(nafs).®

The Qur’an says that God will give full recompense to man in the life hereafter according to
his deeds. This can never fall into the category of doing wrong or zulm. The following verses
represent examples of how God will treat people in the life hereafter:

One Day every soul will come up struggling for itself, and every soul will be
recompensed (fully) for all its actions, and none will be unjustly dealt with.®

But how (will they fare) when we gather them together against a day about which there is
no doubt, and each soul will be paid out just what it has earned, without (favour or)
injustice?'?

% Izutsu, Ethico-Religious Concepts in the Qur’an, 165.
¢ Ali, The Holy Qur’an: Translation and Commentary (4: 110).
"lbid. (4: 111).
8 lbid. (10: 44).
®lbid. (16: 111).
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That Day will every soul be requited for what it earned; no injustice will there be that
Day, for Allah is swift in taking account.!!

And fear the Day when ye shall be brought back to Allah. Then shall every soul be paid
what it earned, and none shall be dealt with unjustly.*2

The first category of zulm-u nafs is from ‘man to God’ and can be defined as zulm which
“consists in man’s transgressing the limits of human conduct imposed by God Himself”.*?
The second category of zulm is ‘man to man’ and can be defined as “going beyond the

bounds of proper conduct in social life”.*

According to lzutsu, it is quite difficult, perhaps impossible, to distinguish the two categories
from each other in the case of zulm because God uses both categories as complementary
halves. For example, the action of theft is used in two different verses in the Qur’an, one as

zulm to man and the other as zulm to God.*

According to Nursi, there are four pillars of the Divine Message, namely, the Divine
Oneness, the Prophecy, the resurrection, and the rules for social justice. Social justice
includes matter and spiritual things and can also be called ‘the bounds of God’.** Considered
with respect to the ultimate purpose of life, these boundaries help man to realise the reality of
creation. However, transgressing the bounds of God will prevent this realisation. So God

calls these kinds of act zulm-u nafs:

When ye divorce women, and they fulfil the term of their (‘iddat), either take them back
on equitable terms or set them free on equitable terms; but do not take them back to

10 1bid. (3: 25).
1 bid. (40: 17).
12 1bid. (2: 281).
13 1zutsu, Ethico-Religious Concepts in the Qur’an, 166.
4 1bid., 167.
15 1bid., 166.
16 Said Nursi, Kaynakli, Indeksli Risale-I Nur Kiilliyati: Isaratii’l-Icaz, Mesnevi-1 Nuriya, Barla
Lahikasi, Kastamonu Lahikasi, Emirdag Lahikasi, Tarih¢e Hayat ... ve Digerleri., vol. 2 (Istanbul:
Yeni Asya Yayinlari, 1995), 1159.
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injure them (or) to take undue advantage; if any one does that, he wrongs his own soul
17

The number of months in the sight of Allah is twelve (in a year) — so ordained by Him
the day He created the heavens and the earth; of them four are sacred: that is the straight
usage. So wrong not yourselves therein ...

Another verse in the Qur’an undertakes a classification of people, and describes who the

zalimiin are:

Then We have given the Book for inheritance to such of Our Servants as We have
chosen: but there are among them some who wrong their own souls; some who follow a
middle course; and some who are, by Allah’s leave, foremost in good deeds; that is the
highest Grace. °

It is obvious that one who transgresses the bounds of God is zalim (a wrong-doer or evil-

doer):

Those are limits set by Allah: those who obey Allah and His Messenger will be admitted
to Gardens with rivers flowing beneath, to abide therein (for ever) and that will be the
supreme achievement. But those who disobey Allah and His Messenger and transgress
His limits will be admitted to a Fire, to abide therein: And they shall have a humiliating
punishment.?°

At this point, it should be remembered that nafs has a relation with fujir and tagwa, as
declared in Sirat al-shams. Considering the particular verse, zalim can be paired with fujir
and muttaqr, likewise, with tagwa. Zalim is one who transgresses the bounds of God and
muttaqr is one who recognises and obeys the Divine Laws. In other words, fujir is committed
by the zalim and tagwa is performed by the muttaqi. The Qur’an provides examples in the

following verses:

She was asked to enter the lofty Palace: but when she saw it, she thought it was a lake of
water, and she (tucked up her skirts), uncovering her legs. He said: “This is but a palace

17 Ali, The Holy Qur’an: Translation and Commentary (2: 231).
19 |bid. (2: 36).
19 |bid, (35: 32).
2 |bid. (4: 13-14).
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paved smooth with slabs of glass.” She said: “O my Lord! I have indeed wronged my
soul: I do (now) submit (in Islam), with Solomon, to the Lord of the Worlds.”*

And remember Moses said to his people: “O my people! Ye have indeed wronged
yourselves by your worship of the calf: So turn (in repentance) to your Maker, and slay
yourselves (the wrong-doers); that will be better for you in the sight of your Maker.”
Then He turned towards you (in forgiveness): For He is Oft-Returning, Most Merciful.?

The ultimate point of zulm-u nafs is being a kafir; however, mu 'mins can also share in this
category. In other words, it is possible that mu 'mins or believers can also make zulm to their

nafs (can do wrong to themselves). The Qur’an says:

(Namely) those whose lives the angels take in a state of wrong-doing to their own souls.”
Then would they offer submission (with the pretence), “We did no evil (knowingly).”
(The angels will reply), “Nay, but verily Allah knoweth all that ye did; “o enter the gates
of Hell, to dwell therein. Thus evil indeed is the abode of the arrogant.

And those who, having done something to be ashamed of, or wronged their own souls,
earnestly bring Allah to mind, and ask for forgiveness for their sins,— and who can
forgive sins except Allah?— and are never obstinate in persisting knowingly in (the
wrong) they have done.?*

As discussed above, the two terms kufr and zulm may be paired and interconnected. Kufr is
mostly translated as ‘rejecting God’, and is mainly considered a religious concept. The
Qur’an, in the dialog between Moses and Pharaoh, uses the word in the secular meaning
(ingratitude) as well (26: 19). Therefore, kufr can be paired with ingratitude, which is also

paired and defined as zulm-u nafs in different Surahs of the Qur’an:

And We gave you the shade of clouds and sent down to you manna and quails, saying:
“Eat of the good things We have provided for you™: (But they rebelled); to us they did no
harm, but they harmed their own souls.?®

We divided them into twelve tribes or nations. We directed Moses by inspiration, when
his (thirsty) people asked him for water: “Strike the rock with thy staff”: out of it there
gushed forth twelve springs: Each group knew its own place for water. We gave them the

21 |pid. (27: 44).
22 |bid. (2: 54).
23 |bid. (16: 28-29).
24 |bid. (3: 135).
2 |id. (2: 57).
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shade of clouds, and sent down to them manna and quails (saying): “Eat of the good
things We have provided for you”: (but they rebelled); to Us they did no harm, but they
harmed their own souls.?®

On the other hand, if zulm-u nafs can be paired with ingratitude, gratitude may be explained

as the opposite of zulm-u nafs clarification by its negative form.

Another kind of zulm to nafs is, not expending one’s material and/or spiritual possessions for

the sake of God. The Qur’an describes this situation in various verses, among which are:

What they spend in the life of this (material) world May be likened to a wind which
brings a nipping frost: It strikes and destroys the harvest of men who have wronged their
own souls: it is not Allah that hath wronged them, but they wrong themselves.?’

Say: “O my Servants who have transgressed against their souls! Despair not of the Mercy
of Allah: for Allah forgives all sins: for He is Oft- Forgiving, Most Merciful.”?®

1.5.2. Hawa-i nafs

The Qur’an mentions hawé (aawa’ in plural form) as the principal and immediate cause of
dalal for the nafs. The nafs which follows his hawé will stray from the right path. And those
who follow the nafs and pursue their hawa will inevitably be misled from the true path
defined by God. The Qur’an describes the following zawa as worshipping idols and ignoring

the Divine Guidance:

These are nothing but names which ye have devised, — ye and your fathers, —for which
Allah has sent down no authority (whatever). They follow nothing but conjecture and
what their own souls (nafs) desire! — Even though there has already come to them
Guidance from their Lord!*

The word hawa may be considered as being the natural inclination of the human soul towards

evil and animal appetites. In the Qur’anic text it is described as an invariable evil inclination

2 |bid. (7: 167).
27 |bid. (3: 117).
28 |bid. (39: 53).
2 |bid. (53: 23).
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to mislead man from the true path. Also, the Qur’an uses hawa as the opposite of ‘ilm,

knowledge and the revealed knowledge of the Truth.

In another verse, hawa is represented as worldly pleasures, and the nafs which transgresses
and prefers such pleasures to the life hereafter will be punished. On the other hand, the same
verse states that the nafs which purifies itself and stays away from its hawa will go to

paradise:

Then, for such as had transgressed all bounds, And had preferred the life of this world,
The Abode will be Hell-Fire; And for such as had entertained the fear of standing before
their Lord's (tribunal) and had restrained (their) soul (nafs) from lower desires, Their
abode will be the Garden.*°

In the Qur’an, hawa and huda are used as two contradictory terms which can be paired with
kafir and mu’min. With this insight, it may be possible to generalise that kafir is a person who
follows his hawé and, likewise, mu’min is a person who follows hudé at all times. The

Qur’an says:

Thus have We revealed it to be a judgment of authority in Arabic. Wert thou to follow
their (vain) desires after the knowledge which hath reached thee, then wouldst thou find
neither protector nor defender against Allah. (13; 37)

In order to further analyse the word hawé, more pairs can be extracted from the Qur’an.
Hawa can be paired with jahl and hud& can be paired with ‘i/m. Also, it is important to
realise that jahl and ‘i/m are contradictory terms. The Qur’an indicates that hawa stands on
nothing other than jahl, and huda stands on ‘ilm, signs and proofs. In verse 2: 87, the Qur’an

states:

We gave Moses the Book and followed him up with a succession of messengers; We
gave Jesus the son of Mary clear (signs) and strengthened him with the holy spirit. Is it
that whenever there comes to you a messenger with what ye yourselves desire not, ye are
puffed up with pride? — Some ye called impostors, and others ye slay!®!

0 |bid, (79: 37-41).
3 |bid, (2: 87).
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As is explained above, there is a correlation between hawa and dalalah for the nafs. In the
following verses, the Qur’an says that worshipping those other than Allah and not following

the Prophet and his message is straying from the guidance or the right path:

Say: “"T am forbidden to worship those — others than Allah — whom ye call upon.” Say:
“T will not follow your vain desires: If | did, | would stray from the path, and be not of
the company of those who receive guidance.”*?

O Apostle! Proclaim the (Message) which hath been sent to thee from thy Lord. If thou
didst not, thou wouldst not have fulfilled His Mission. And Allah will defend thee from
men (who mean mischief). For Allah guideth not those who reject Faith.

But when Our Clear Signs are rehearsed unto them, those who rest not their hope on their
meeting with Us, say: “Bring us a reading other than this, or change this.” Say: “It is not
for me, of my own accord, to change it: | follow naught but what is revealed unto me: if |
were to disobey my Lord, | should myself fear the penalty of a Great Day (to come).**

The Qur’an says that for mu 'mins who do not follow their zawa there are bounties in the life

hereafter:

Not the slightest sound will they hear of Hell: what their souls desired, in that will they
dwell.®

As highlighted above, Izutsu’s semantic analysis method was used in this study. However, it
should be noted that his methods might possess some shortcomings in his methods (e.g.
regarding the value of synonyms). lzutsu considers that some words in the Qur’an may be
synonyms for others. Some say that the Qur’an never employs one word on behalf of another
word; all the words are specific, and if the place of a word were changed the Divine message
would be violated. Bearing such criticism in mind, Izutsu’s method can still be very useful.
Hence, it has been employed in this study. One example of the value of synonyms might be
shahwah (covetousness) as a synonym of hawda. The Qur’an says:

% |bid. (6: 56).
3 |bid. (5: 70).
3 |bid. (10: 15).
% |bid, (21: 102).
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So fear Allah as much as ye can; listen and obey and spend in charity for the benefit of
your own soul and those saved from the covetousness of their own souls,— they are the
ones that achieve prosperity.®

Where the Qur’an is concerned it has to be acknowledged that employing one word as a
synonym for another is generally inapplicable as means of elucidating the ultimate meaning
of specific individual words. Such a use of synonyms may, however, still prove illuminating
as regards detailed examination of any specific concept.

1.5.3. Nafs-i wakidah
In the Qur’an, several verses indicate that the human being is created from a single nafs
(person). In the following verses, the relation of nafs to taqgwa is also highlighted together

with the notion of creation:

O mankind! Reverence your Guardian-Lord, who created you from a single person,
created, of like nature, His mate, and from them twain scattered (like seeds) countless
men and women; — reverence Allah, through whom ye demand your mutual (rights), and
(reverence) the wombs (That bore you): for Allah ever watches over you.%’

It is He Who hath produced you from a single person: here is a place of sojourn and a
place of departure: We detail Our signs for people who understand.®

Another distinctive point about the nafs-i wakidah verses is that in them Allah draws
attention to His Divine Power. He writes that, as He created man from a single person, for
Him the creation or resurrection of one man is not any different from the creation or
resurrection of all mankind. Likewise, for Allah the creation of a single cell is not any
different from the creation of all the universes. The Qur’an highlights these truths in various

Verses:
And your creation or your resurrection is in no wise but as an individual soul: for Allah
is He Who hears and sees (all things)*®

It is He Who created you from a single person, and made his mate of like nature, in order
that he might dwell with her (in love). When they are united, she bears a light burden and

% |bid. (64: 16).
I |bid. (4: 1).
3 |bid. (6: 98).
3 |bid. (31; 28).
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carries it about (unnoticed). When she grows heavy, they both pray to Allah their Lord
(saying): “If Thou givest us a goodly child, we vow we shall (ever) be grateful.”*

He created the heavens and the earth in true (proportions): He makes the Night overlap
the Day, and the Day overlap the Night: He has subjected the sun and the moon (to His
law): Each one follows a course for a time appointed. Is not He the Exalted in Power —
He Who forgives again and again?*

He created you (all) from a single person: then created, of like nature, his mate; and he
sent down for you eight head of cattle in pairs: He makes you, in the wombs of your
mothers, in stages, one after another, in three veils of darkness. such is Allah, your Lord
and Cherisher: to Him belongs (all) dominion. There is no god but He: then how are ye
turned away (from your true Centre)?*2

It is possible to make a contextual definition of nafs-i wakidah through the verses in the
Qur’an, but further analysis of the term with the semantic approach has not been undertaken

in this study.

1.5.4. Dalalat al-nafs (going astray)

There are two options for the nafs in this world, being a mu ‘min, or being a kafir. The Qur’an
explains these options in relation to belief and kufr. Going astray is one of the most important
concepts, and is the opposite of ihtida. Ihtida is explained as ‘to believe’ and to be rightly
guided or to accept the guidance (of God) so iman can rise on iktida. On the other hand, kufr
stands on dalalah (nominal form of the verb dalla), which means ‘going astray from the right
path’. The verb dalla is used at various levels of discourse; two main, different, usages of the
verb are common. The first is ‘to lose one’s way while travelling in the desert’. The second is
the usage of the verb in a metaphorical sense. The major difference between those two usages

relates to their use in either religious or non-religious/secular meanings.

% |bid. (7: 189).
“ |bid. (39: 5).
%2 |bid. (39: 6).
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An example of the secular meaning of the word is given in the Sirat al-Yasuf, as the
excessive compassion shown by the Prophet Jacob towards one of his children, Joseph. Other

children interpret his excessive compassion towards Joseph as dalalah:*

They said: “Truly Joseph and his brother are loved more by our father than we: But we
are a goodly body! Really our father is obviously wandering (in his mind)!”***

In this verse, wandering refers to dalalah.

The second example is also given in Sirat al-Yasuf. The aberrant passion of the Egyptian
Governor’s wife for Joseph is criticised as the Governer going astray (dalalah) by other

women:*

Ladies said in the City: “The wife of the (great) 'Aziz is seeking to seduce her slave from
his (true) self: Truly hath he inspired her with violent love: we see she is evidently going
astray.”

Those two examples make clear that the word dalalah indicates an excessive feeling, which
is against the normal moral sense. However, the basic meaning in this case, ‘going astray
from the right path’, represents the word dalal beig employed in the religious context. There
are several examples of the religious usage of the word in the Qur’an, such as in verse (3:

69), where it is expressed as an action of the People of the Book:

It is the wish of a section of the People of the Book to lead you astray. But they shall lead
astray (not you), but themselves, and they do not perceive!*’

But for the Grace of Allah to thee and his Mercy, a party of them would certainly have
plotted to lead thee astray. But (in fact) they will only lead their own souls (their nafs)
astray, and to thee they can do no harm in the least. For Allah hath sent down to thee the
Book and wisdom and taught thee what thou knewest not (before): And great is the
Grace of Allah unto thee.*®

3 |zutsu, Ethico-Religious Concepts in the Qur’an, 134.
4 Ali, The Holy Qur’an: Translation and Commentary (12: 8).
% |zutsu, Ethico-Religious Concepts in the Qur’an, 134.
% Ali, The Holy Qur’an: Translation and Commentary (12: 30).
47 Ibid. (3: 69).
% |bid. (4: 113).
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At this point, dalalah (straying) may be paired with kufr (unbelief or disbelief) and huda
(guidance) with iman (belief). There are more than enough examples in the Qur’an to show
that straying (dalalah) is another name for kufr. On the other hand, the same is applicable to
iman and huda. Therefore, ihtida and iman and dalla and kufr are the basic conceptual
opposites of each other. In the next example, from the very beginning of the Qur’an in Sirat

al-Fatiha, these four terms are all mentioned together:

Show (ihdina) us the straight way, the way of those on whom Thou hast bestowed Thy
Grace (mu’mins), those whose (portion) is not wrath, and who go not astray (dalliin)
(nom. The verb dalla)*

It is important to highlight here that the People of the Book do not realise their (wrong)
position, and consider the situation of the believers to be dalal. Kafir consider that mu 'min

are astray and are on the wrong path and so they are called prophets, liars, etc.

1.6. CONCLUSION

This chapter has investigated the concept of nafs in the Qur’an. A combination of different
methods and references has enriched the study. The classical approach to any concept in the
Qur’an was to investigate it mainly through the exegesis and hadith collections; however, in
this current study, modern methods have also been employed, such as typology and semantic
analysis. Typology has displayed the term nafs in the Qur’an as a schematic map providing a
comprehensive outlook on the term. In addition, the semantic analysis method has provided
further discussions, and extra information, on the branches of the nafs and their relationship

with each other.

Typology has provided a comprehensive perspective on one of the most frequently used
notions, the nafs. It is a subject which has several different meanings and which has massive
scope as applied to the Qur’an. Its different meanings are also employed in different contexts.
Typology has not only provided greater depth to the discussions, but has also helped in
framing the arguments. New findings, mainly about the concept of nafs in relation to the

 |bid. (1: 6-7).
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concept of Divine Knowledge (ma ‘rifah), might not have been produced without such an

analysis.

In the overall framework of this study, the semantic analysis and the exegesis can be
considered complementary methods. Discussions on the definition of nafs in the Qur’an in
this chapter are good examples of this. Both methods have assisted in illuminating the

concept in detail.

With the Qur’an, nafs has gained additional meanings to the self-meaning, namely God, gods,
humans, and jinn. In this study, nafs and self are considered equivalent words in respect of

the totality of man and all the inward and outward faculties of human beings.

In this chapter, a preliminary account of the meaning of nafs has been given in relation to its
usages in Sirat al-Shams and to the three relevant concepts defined by the Qur’an, namely
al-nafs al-ammarabh, al-nafs al-lawwamah and al-nafs al-musmainnah. The semantic
discussions of the term and the explanations of selected verses from different Qur’an
commentaries are complementary, and together contribute to our understanding of the

concept.

The word nafs in Sarat al-Shams might be considered the central point of the discussion.
Some commentators state that the nafs implies the totality of man. There are two possible
paths for the nafs and its tools, either for evil (fujir) or for good (taqwa). There are also two
referents of the specific meanings of the word nafs, the Prophet Adam and the Prophet
Mohammad. Some say that the nafs refers to the Prophet Muhammad because he is the only
human being who has all the manifestations of the Divine Names and Attributes at the utmost
level (al-martabah al- ‘azam). On the other hand, some say that it refers to the Prophet Adam,

since he was the first man among humankind.

The first descriptive characteristic of the definition of the nafs is expressed by “the proportion
and order given to it”, wama sawwaha; some think that this indicates the composite structure
of the nafs, which comprises the different components or spheres, namely plant, animal and
human soul. These components were respectively labelled for the first time by Aristotle, as
emphasised in the main introduction. On the other hand, some argue that this section of the
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verse refers to the physical perfection of bodily organs. Others, however, claim that the
section refers to the inward and outward abilities of nafs which have the potential to be
perfected. They are perfectly harmonised in relation not only to each other but to the universe

and the entire creation.

The abilities mentioned above can be directed either in a positive or negative way. The
Qur’an labels the positive way tagwa and the negative fujir. ‘The inspiration to the nafs’, in
the following verse, has been discussed by some mufassirun in terms of teaching nafs what

wrong and right are.

The negative employment of the nafs, the notion of fujir, is related to the concept of zulm-u
nafs, which is mainly translated as ‘doing wrong and going astray’. Understanding zulm-u
nafs is a complementary part of understanding the concept of nafs. Zulm-u nafs has been
discussed through the use of Arabic dictionaries, and several Qur’anic verses which
illuminate in detail what is wrong and what is right for the nafs. Most lexicographers define
zulm-u nafs as a transgression of the proper limits or boundaries. In other words, it is the
improper employment of the inward and outward faculties of the nafs, which are certainly not
relevant to the Divine Guidance and Wisdom. There is another specific term in the Qur’an
which expresses the ultimate point of the zulm-u nafs, hawa. It can be defined as the source
of the invariable evil inclination to mislead man from the true path. Fujir, zulm-u nafs, hawa
and dalalah create a cluster displaying the nafs’s misconception. The Qur’an calls this al-
Nafs al-ammarah. The Qur’an says: “all nafs have inclination to evil things.” If this
inclination to evil fijur is not regulated, it tends to capture and control all other faculties. This
means that the bodily aspect of the self builds its own hegemony on the other inward and
outward subtle faculties. This is the real obstacle on the path to fulfilling one’s true potential.

On the other hand, ragwa, which is employment of the inward and outward faculties to obtain
Divine knowledge, leads man to the path of purification. The Qur’an calls completion of the

purification process al-Nafs al-mugmainnah.

Most mufassirizn (commentators) think that the al-nafs al-lawwamah blames man himself
constantly in relation to his good or bad actions to achieve better. Mawdudi considers the al-

nafs al-lawwamah in relation to the feeling of repentance. This concept has also been
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discussed by other commentators in relation to the concept of wijdan (conscience). Even
though they are not the same they have similar functions, so they might be considered as a
calibrating factor for human beings in their striving to achieve a better understanding of the
Divine Concept. Mawdudi further asserts that the al-nafs al-lawwamah can be considered
proof of the existence of a life hereafter. The existence of this micro-scale court in human
nature (fizrah) can be considered a little sample of the Divine Court. Elmalil1 also emphasises
another dimension of the al-nafs al-lawwamah; he writes that training the nafs is possible
through a spiritual journey. The al-nafs al-lawwamah plays a critical role in this journey, and

it acts as a trigger for all levels, from al-nafs al-ammarah to al-Nafs al-safiyahwa kamila.

The al-nafs al-mugmainnah is mainly considered to be the tranquillity or satisfaction of the
nafs. Some assert that this tranquillity or satisfaction will be realised or granted in the
hereafter, and some that it is also valid in this life. The al-nafs al-mugmainnah is also
discussed in relation to the concept of Divine knowledge in the Qur’an. The Prophet
Abraham prays to God for a demonstration of small-scale resurrection to assure his heart. His
being witness to such a demonstration via his outward faculties is expressed by the word

itmi’nan.

In conclusion, investigating the concept of nafs in the Qur’an has provided clear definitions
and classifications, to be elaborated in the following chapters. There, the concept of nafs will
be investigated further in the writings of great scholars such as Al-Ghazzali and Ibn ‘Arabi in

order to illuminate it in relation to the concept of God.
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Chapter 2

THE NAFS IN SUFISM

The concept of nafs was discussed in detail in Chapter 1, with a focus on its meaning in the
Qur’an. The meaning of the word nafs was investigated through Arabic dictionaries, Qur’anic
exegesis and in the Qur’an itself via a semantic analysis. In this chapter, nafs in Sufi literature
is investigated. For the most part, the nafs is translated as the immediate equivalent word of
the word ‘self” in the Sufi tradition. There are a variety of meanings, which are homonyms
ranging from soul and spirit to appetite and desire. There are also reflexive uses of the word,
such as nafsz, denoting ‘myself’, and bi-nafsihi, ‘by himself’.!

In this study, the nafs is examined with regard to the Divine knowledge and the relationship
between man and God. The psycho-philosophical terminology may be helpful in fostering
understanding of different aspects of the concept. The nafs is considered to be the equivalent

of psyche (or anima).?

THE CONCEPT OF NAFS IN SUFISM

In this chapter, the works of two Sufi masters, Ghazzali and Ibn ‘Arabi, will be discussed.
One reason for selecting these scholars in this study is the huge contribution that have made
to the topic. Ghazzali contributed to the development of Sufism and Islamic philosophy? in an
era when the ideas of Greek philosophy chiefly influenced, and sometimes violated, the
fundamentals of Islamic thought. His works are especially important for this study as he
represents ‘agl in balance with galb. Ibn ‘Arabi is the founder of the tradition of wa/kdat al-
wujud (Unity of Being), and it was he who contributed most to the tradition. However, he
never used the term ‘wa/dat al-wujid’ in his works, focusing mainly on Divine Knowledge

on the path to perfection.

! David Dean Shulman and Guy G Stroumsa, Self and Self-Transformation in the History of Religions
(Oxford; New York: Oxford University Press, 2002), 195, http: //site.ebrary.com/id/10086977.
2 Polansky, Aristotle’s De Anima.
3 Martin Whittingham, Al-Ghazali and the Qur’an One Book, Many Meanings (London; New York:
Routledge, 2007), 6, http: //site.ebrary.com/id/10167797.
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2.1. WORKS OF IBN ‘ARABI
Ibn ‘Arabi (or Aba ‘Abd Allah Muhammad ibn al-‘Arabi at-Ta’1 al-Hatimi ), also called
Muhyiddin, the Revivifier of the Faith, is one of the most important Sufi scholars. He was
born in 1165 CE in Andalusian Spain and died in Damascus in 1240 CE. There are two
important biographies of Ibn ‘Arabi: Quest for the Red Sulphur, by Claude Addas,* and The
Unlimited Mercifier by Stephen Hirtenstein.®

Ibn ‘Arabi began to undertake retreats, and spent considerable time experiencing mystical
insights at a very early age.® Chittick writes that his initial spiritual opening or wayfaring
(sulizk) took place when he was aged twenty. He experienced his first opening as a result of a

divine attraction (jadhbah).’

Within the Sufi tradition Ibn ‘Arabi is called the Sheikh al-Akbar (Greatest Master) and is
seen as the ultimate exemplar of esoteric Knowledge. He was, among many other things, the
author of approximately three hundred books, some of them pamphlet-length, others
comprising several volumes.® His writings belong to a variety of different subjects and fields
of knowledge, such that they combine poetry, exegesis, speculative theology, jurisprudence
and mythology.® He wrote extensively on Unity of Being, and influenced scholars not only in
the Islamic world but throughout the globe. His major works are Fusis al-hikam® and

Futihat al-Makkiya,** which combines the functions of spiritual encyclopaedia and intimate

4 Claude Addas, Peter Kingsley, and Islamic Texts Society, Quest for the red sulphur: the life of lbn
‘Arabi (Cambridge: Islamic Texts Society, 1993).
® Stephen Hirtenstein, The Unlimited Mercifier the Life and Thought of lbn Arabi (Oxford; Ashland,
Or.: Anga; White Cloud Press, 1999).
® Ibn al-‘Arabi, Angela Jaffray, and Muhyiddin Ibn ‘Arabi Society, The universal tree and the four
birds Treatise on unification (al-Ittihad al-kawnt) (Oxford: Anga, 2006), 9.
"William C Chittick, The Sufi Path of Knowledge: Ibn Al-¢Arabi’s Metaphysics of Imagination
(Albany, NY: State University of New York Press, 1989), 383.
8 Ibn al-*Arabf, Jaffray, and Muhyiddin Ibn ‘Arabi Society, The universal tree and the four birds
Treatise on unification (al-1ttihad al-kawni), 2.
% Suha Taji-Farouki, Beshara and Ibn ’Arabi a Movement of Sufi Spirituality in the Modern World
(Oxford, UK: Anga, 2007), 15, http: //public.eblib.com/choice/publicfullrecord.aspx?p=434528.
10 Bosnevi Abdullah et al., Ismail Hakki Bursevi’s Translation Of, and Commentary on Fusus Al-
Hikam by Muhyiddin Ibn "Arabi (Oxford: Muhyiddin lbn "Arabi Society, 1986).
11 Muhi al-Din Ibn ’Arabi, *Utman Yahya, and Ibrahim Madkur, Al Futuhat Al Makkiyya [The
Meccan Openings] (Al Qahira: Al Hay’a al Misriyya, 1972).

73



Chapter 2

autobiography. Ibn °Arabi shows how man, in perfection, is the complete image of reality and
how those who truly know their essential self know God.*? His writing style is curious. It
seems that spontaneous writing from inspiration, added to his discursive method, has brought
about a kind of ambiguity. Symbolic images and paradoxes play an important role in this.*®

Although he never used the term waidat al-wujiid (Unity of Being), Ibn ‘Arabi is considered
the founder of the tradition. Qunawi, who is Ibn ‘Arabi’s spiritual heir, transmitted and
publicised his ideas.'* The central point of the theory is neither wujiid nor wakdat al-wujid,
but the achievement of human perfection.® Ibn ‘Arabi’s idea of wakdat al-wujud™ is
ultimately and intimately focused on the unity of God (tawiid), which is the bedrock of
Islam.'” In the very centre of his discourse there is discussion about the position of things
before God and their relation to the knowledge of God. Unity of Being (wakdat al-wujid) is a
key concept in Ibn ‘Arabi’s writings and philosophy and key to an understanding of his
notion of existence.®® There are complex and dynamic relationships between God, man and
the cosmos. These relationships pivot on the underlying oneness and common origin of all
aspects of the universe. The idea of Unity of Being will be discussed in detail later in this

chapter.

In this study, the writings of Qunawi (d. 1273) will also be considered. These can be
considered as a series of systematic discussions of lbn ‘Arabi’s works. For this reason,

consistency and point-by-point reasoning can be followed in his writings. By contrast, the

12 See detailed works of 1bn Arabi: Muhyiddin lbn 'Arabi, 'The Writings of Ibn 'Arabi', <http:
/Iwww.ibnarabisociety.org/works.html>, accessed 23 August 2011.
13D Perley, ‘Vagueness: An Additional Nuance in the Interpretation of Ibn "Arabi’s Mystical
Language’, The American Journal of Islamic Social Sciences. 22, no. 4 (2005): 57-83.
14 Annemarie Schimmel, Mystical Dimensions of Islam (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina
Press, 1975), 279.
15 William C. Chittick, ‘The Central Point’, p. 32.
16 See ‘Rumi and wahdat al-wujiid’ by William C. Chittick in: Amin Banani et al., Poetry and
Mysticism in Islam: The Heritage of Riimi (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1994), 70-111.
7 Taji-Farouki, Beshara and Ibn ’Arabi a Movement of Sufi Spirituality in the Modern World, 15.
18 <Abd al-Qadir ibn Muhyi al-Din et al., The Spiritual Writings of Amir ‘Abd Al-Kader (Albany, NY:
State University of New York Press, 1995), 16.
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writings of Ibn ‘Arabi seem like sudden inspirations in which horizontal and logical

continuity may not be apparent.®

Jami (d. 1492) is another important figure for this study as regards an understanding of the
school of Ibn ‘Arabi. Jami’s discussions on al-insan al-kamil (the perfect man) should be
viewed as a mirror displaying Ibn ‘Arabi’s understanding of nafs and man’s position before
God. Moreover, there is no doubt that Jami himself saw this school as a unified and

harmonious whole, with differences of opinion only on minor points.?°

2.1.1. Description of Nafs According to Ibn ‘Arabi
William Chittick is one of the most celabrated authorities on the works of Ibn ‘Arabi.
Chittick writes that nafs may be considered as individual consciousness, and as such is
closely equivalent to I-ness (ego ananiyah).** He writes that nafs
usually refers to the animating principle of the body, the intermediary between the bodily
constitution and the spirit, or to the immortal aspect of man's being which can be

perfected through the spiritual life.??

According to Ibn ‘Arabi there are two nafs, namely al-nafs al-narniga (reasoning soul) and al-
nafs al-ku/ir (universal soul). Al-nafs al-kulli is the nafs in the universe. The relation of this
nafs with the universe is similar to the relation of al-nafs al-naniga with the body. Al-nafs al-
kullt does not fall within the scope of this study; the main discussion will be about al-nafs al-

natiqa.

Ibn ‘Arabi writes that the starting point of the spiritual journey is the realisation of nafs,

which he calls the al-nafs al- natigah (reasoning soul).? Ibn “Arabi further writes that it does

19 Frithjof Schuon et al., Logic and transcendence: a new translation with selected letters

(Bloomington, Ind.: World Wisdom, 2009), 149-150; see also Seyyed Hossein Nasr, Persia and the

Destiny of Islamic Philosophy, 1971, 31-42.

20 William C Chittick, ‘The Perfect Man as the Prototype of the Self in the Sufism of Jam?’,

Studiaislamica Studia Islamica, no. 49 (1979): 9.

2 1bid., 2.

22 1bid.

23 |smail Hakki, Lubbu’l-Lubb [The Kernel of the Kernel] (Istanbul: Bahar Yayinlari, 2000), 35.
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not have a separate body or »izh and cannot be separated into pieces. Even though it has no
specific location in the body, it is always in the centre of the body and its influence can be
observed throughout the whole body.* Al-nafs al-nafigah (reasoning soul) is permanent. It
cannot be damaged physically and disintegrated or be spread into pieces.? According to lbn

‘Arabi, it is al-nafs al-natigah (reasoning soul)

which holds in the man's hand, which looks in his eye, which speaks in his tongue, which
walks in his foot, which hears in his ear, and in short is present and in control in all his
feelings.?

Ibn ‘Arabi writes that the illuminated scholar can know the reality of al-nafs al-nangah
(reasoning soul) himself through knowledge of al-‘@lams al-hadarat al-khamsah (five

realms). These are:

1. al-ghayb al-murlag (Absolute Unseen).

2. al- ‘alam al-jabarat (the realm of the Transcendental Manifestation of Divine
Attributes and Names).
al-‘alam al-malakut (the world of dominion).

4. al-shuhid al- murlaq (the Corporeal or Visible realm).

al-insan al-kamil (Perfect Man).?

The meaning of al-ghayb al-muglag (Absolute Unseen) is indicated by a Qur’anic verse:
“With Him are the keys of the unseen, the treasures that none knoweth but He ...”?® In this
location (magam) there are no Names and Attributes, but Him. The next verse points to the

Absolute Unseen: “God stands not in need of any of His creatures (ganiyyun ‘ala al-

24 1bid., 33.
2 Ismail Hakki Bursevi and al-Arabi Ibn, Ismail Hakki Bursevi’s Translation of Kernel of the Kernel
by Muhyiddin lbn “Arabi (Sherborne: Beshara Publications, 1983), http:
/Iwww.besharapublications.org.uk/pages/kernel.html.
26 Hakki, Lubbu’l-Lubb [The Kernel of the Kernel], 34.
27 Bursevi and Ibn, Ismail Hakki Bursevi’s Translation of Kernel of the Kernel by Muhyiddin Ibn
"Arabi; see also: Hakki, Lubbu’l-Lubb [The Kernel of the Kernel], 43.
28 Ali, The Holy Qur’an: Translation and Commentary (6: 59).
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‘alamin)” (3: 97).% There are also several hadiths indicating the same meaning, such as: “I
was a hidden treasure and | loved to be known so | created heaven and earth that 1 may be

known.”3°

Al-‘alam al-jabarit is described as the world of the Divine Names and the reality of Prophet
Muhammad by Ibn ‘Arabi.®! He also defines al- ‘alam al-malakiit as a secret world specific to
nafs and rizs*? and al-shuhiud al-muglaq as the material world, which hosts the world as man

sees it. It consists of minerals, plants and animals.*

There is a connection between these four realms (‘alams). The first, al- ‘alam al-ghayb al-
murlaq, is related to God (Dhat) only. Ibn ‘Arabi employs a metaphor to explain the relation
between the remaining three realms. His analogy is the three forms of water and their specific
realms. The gas form of water (steam) represents al-‘alam al-jabarit, the liquid form al-
‘alam al-malakiit and the solid form (ice) shuhiid al-muglaq. Just like water changing from
one form to another, these ‘alams also transform from al- ‘@lam al-jabarit to al-‘alam al-

malakiit t0 shuhiid al- muglag.®

2.1.1.1. Perfect Man (al-insan al-kamil)

The fifth and the most significant realm (‘alam) covered by this study is the Perfect Man (al-
insan al-kamil). The man who bears the reflections and manifestations of other realms
(‘alamun) can be called the Perfect Man. All these manifestations and reflections can be
gathered in man’s self (nafs). Three major aspects of the Perfect Man are discussed by Jami
in terms of the ontological prototype of creation. In the first aspect, the Perfect is considered
as the locus of manifestation for the Name ‘Allah’. He is the goal of creation in the second
aspect of the discussion. The third aspect is relevant to man being God's vicegerent.® In this

study, the first aspect will be examined rather than the other two. However, awareness of the

2 bid. (3: 97).

30 Hakki, Lubbu’l-Lubb [The Kernel of the Kernel], 47.

3 1bid., 48-49.

32 1bid., 49.

% 1bid., 50.

% 1bid.

% Chittick, ‘The Perfect Man as the Prototype of the Self in the Sufism of Jami’, 9.
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other aspects will assist us to understand the relation between man and God in accordance

with the Divine knowledge.

The Perfect Man has a spiritual ranking which gathers realms (al- ‘alamiin) together, and he
also reflects the Divine Names and Attributes in his utmost potential. Such a man becomes an
index of the universe in respect of both material and spiritual realms (al-‘@lamin). This
means that man can journey in the visible and the invisible realms to achieve a better
understanding of the Divine Names and Attributes (al-asma' wa al-sifar).*® God in His
Absolute Essence cannot be known, but we can know Him by His revealed Names and His
Attributes, in the Qur’an. They are commonly known as the ninety-nine Names of God.3” The
Qur’an is the primary source for the knowledge of God, and the Zadith may be considered the
complementary part. The universe is considered a cosmic text enabling us to attain
knowledge of the Names and Attributes. In fact, according to Ibn ‘Arabi the whole of the
universe, including man, is nothing other than the theophany of God's Names.*® This means
that true understanding of the Perfect Man is also concerned with the true approach to the
concept of the Divine Names and Attributes. The Perfect Man is introduced as the locus of
theophany (mazhar, majla) according to Ibn ‘Arabi's school of thought.*®* Only such a man
can be the addressee of the hadith that states: “The heavens and the earth contain me not; yet,
how strange! | am contained in the hearts of believers.”* Therefore, any heart only reflects
all the Names and Attributes of God.*

Ibn ‘Arabi frequently employs the mirror metaphor in his works to explain the relation
between man and God. The mirror, which reflects only the image of the viewer reflected in it,
is no longer noticed at all. Vision (the viewing by a subject of an outside object) has become

% Hakki, Lubbu’l-Lubb [The Kernel of the Kernel], 52.
3" See the Appendix.
38 Chittick, ‘The Perfect Man as the Prototype of the Self in the Sufism of Jam?’, 10.
% bid., 17.
40 Ismail ibn Muhammad Ajluni, Kashf Al-Khafa, vol. Il (Beirut: Dar lhya al-Turath al-"Arabi, 1932),
165; see also: Abu Hamid Muhammad ibn Muhammad al-Ghazzali, Thya Al-‘Ulim Al-Din, vol. 3
(Istanbul: Bedir Yayinlari, 2002), 14.
# Chittick, ‘The Perfect Man as the Prototype of the Self in the Sufism of Jami’, 145.
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self-vision. At the beginning of his Fusiis al-hikam (Ring Settings of Wisdom),*? Ibn ‘Arabi
employs the mirror image to remarkable effect as a symbol of the mystical perspective shift.

This shift is reflected in his notion of the perfect man (al-insan al-kamil).*®

Ibn ‘Arabi also considers the perfect man as one of the most important aspects of the Divine
purpose of creation. Moreover, he asserts that man is intended to be complementary to the
Divine purpose of creation. The Qur’an says that God “taught Adam the Names, all of
them”.* These names might be considered to be the names of the created things, including
the angels, according to the context of the verse. The names in the verse “Adam was taught
all of God's Names” refer to the reflections of the Divine Names. In fact, things reflect the
Divine Names according to their capacity. This is why Ibn ‘Arabt and his followers consider
that ‘Adam’ also refers to humankind.* Adam was the first comprehensive mirror or locus of
theophany for the Names in this world. In other words, he was the first corporeal
manifestation of the Divine Names to indicate the eternal reality of the Perfect Man. The first
chapter of the Fusis al-hikam is called ‘Adam’, and is focused on discussion of the concept
of the Perfect Man.*

Jami draws attentions to man’s creation by God’s two hands. A Qur’anic verse indicates this,
and refines the idea of man’s all-comprehensive nature as the locus of theophany for the
Names: “... to him whom | have created with my two hands”.*” Jami interprets the verse as
meaning that everything other than man was created with only one hand. He points out that

the phrase “Two Hands” refers to the division of God’s Attributes into two categories, the

42 The following translation and discussion is based upon ‘Afifi’s edition of Muhyiddin Ibn al- Arabi,
Fustis Al-Hikam [The Wisdom of the Prophets], ed. Abu al-‘Ala ‘Afifi, 2 vols (Beirut: Dar al-Kitab
al-"Arabt, 1946).
3 Michael Sells, ‘Ibn “Arabi”s Polished Mirror: Perspective Shift and Meaning Event’,
Studiaislamica Studia Islamica, no. 67 (1988): 121.
4 Ali, The Holy Qur’an: Translation and Commentary (2: 31).
% 1bn al-*Arabi, Fusiis Al-Hikam [The Wisdom of the Prophets], 86.
%6 Chittick, ‘The Perfect Man as the Prototype of the Self in the Sufism of Jam1’, 11. For a
comprehensive discussion about the concept of perfect man in Ibn Arabi’s thought see: Toshihiko
Izutsu, A Comparative Study of the Key Philosophical Concepts in Sufism and Taoism: Ibn‘Arabt
and Lao-Tzt, Chuang-Tzu (Tokyo: Keio Institute of Cultural and Linguistic Studies, 1966); see also:
Michael A Sells, ‘Ibn Arabi’s Garden among the Flames: A Reevaluation’, HIST RELIGIONS
History of Religions 23, no. 4 (1984).
47 Ali, The Holy Qur’an: Translation and Commentary (38: 75).
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Attributes of Beauty (jamal) and those of Majesty (jalal).“® In other words, nothing in

creation apart from man was created embracing all the Attributes.

2.1.2. The Relation between Nafs and Knowing God

Ibn ‘Arabi explains the hadith “He who knows himself, knows his Lord”*° as ‘I believe that
my nafs (self) is other than God and also God is not my nafs (self)’. The term nafs,
mentioned in the kadith, is man’s essence or the reality of man. It does not indicate
compartments of the nafs (self), namely al-nafs al-ammarah (evil-commanding soul), al-

lawwamah (self-accusing soul) or al- musmainnah (tranquil soul).>®

According to Ibn ‘Arabi, nafs and the things in the universe are all separate, but in the same
category of beings (creatures). Nafs can know and understand himself through knowing the
meaning of things in the universe. Such a nafs can ultimately link this knowledge to the

Divine Names and Attributes of God.*

Ibn ‘Arabi considers the things as the face of the Divine Creator. The ‘face’ in this analogy
can be explained as the reflections of the Divine Names and Attributes. Nafs (man) can read
these reflections as sciences, and then he knows his nafs (himself) and the Divine Unity in the

universe.5?

Since it is known that God Himself and His Divine Attributes are infinite or endless, so His
manifestations should also be infinite. The Qur’an also indicates this concept in the verse ...
every day in [new] Splendour doth He [shine]!”® It means that the Divine Power is absolute
and does not appear on the same thing twice since it continuously renews itself and changes.>

Ibn ‘Arabi writes that man is not infinite with his nafs (self), but only with God. Man’s

#8 Chittick, ‘The Perfect Man as the Prototype of the Self in the Sufism of Jami’, 11.
49 Ajluni, Kashf Al-Khafa, II: 2256.
%0 Muhyiddin Ibn al-‘Arabi, Mirat Al-‘Irfan [Mirror of the Knowledge] (Istanbul: Kamer Nesriyat,
1984), 33.
*1 1bid., 35.
%2 |bid., 36.
%3 Ali, The Holy Qur’an: Translation and Commentary (55: 29).
% Hakki, Lubbu’l-Lubb [The Kernel of the Kernel], 45.
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attributes and essence should be considered as reflections of the Divine Names and

Attributes. This helps man to understand what the reality of his nafs is.*®

According to Ibn ‘Arabi and Ji’li, the things in the universe stand on three notions, which are
God’s self (Dhat), the Divine Names, and The Attributes. The realities of the things are these

three ‘infinite notions’, which are reflected on the ‘finite things’ continuously.%®

In Fusus al-hikam, Ibn ‘ Arabi focuses on the existence of God and His relation with the
universe and also elaborates on the relationship between man and God.%” According to Ibn
‘Arabi, obtaining Divine knowledge of God is only possible through the visible names and
attributes of man and the universe. In other words, it is not possible to attain metaphysical
knowledge without discussion of al- ‘@lam al-shahadah through the manifestations contained
in it. This interpretation of these relations might be considered in terms of a common
language. Thus Sufis define the notion of a/-umir al- ‘Gmma, in the main subject of the
metaphysics of Ibn Sina, as ‘common attributes’ in order to expand the field of knowledge of
the mind. This also provides an opportunity to talk about the abstract knowledge and
provision in a tangible context.*

2.1.2.1. The concept of wahdat al-wujid (Unity of Being)

The concept of wakdat al-wujid (Unity of Being) has been widely discussed throughout the
history of Islam. The term first appeared in the late fifteenth century in the writings of ‘Abd
al-Rahman Jami, which can be considered a summary of Ibn ‘Arabi’s school of thought.
‘Abd al-Rahman Jamt introduced the doctrine of wakdat al-wujiid as a theory embracing the
interpretation of the whole Universe with respect to both the temporal and the eternal aspects
of existents. The idea of wa/kdat al-wujiid assumes that it is neither existent nor non-existent,
such that

% |bid., 53.
% lbrahim Medkur et al., Ibn Arabi Anisina : Makaleler (Istanbul: Insan, 2002), 45.
" Ekrem Demirli, Islam Metafiziginde Tanri ve Insan: Ibn Ul-Arabi ve Vahdet-1 Vucud Gelenegi
[God and Man in the Metaphysic of Islam: Ibn Al-Arabi and Institution of Unity of Existence], |
(Cagaloglu, Istanbul: Kabalci Yayinevi, 2009), 86.
%8 1bid., 104.
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it is not the world, and yet it also is; it is other without being other, given that otherness
implies at least two existents, whereas sameness implies matching ... resulting in a third
notion qualified as form.®

Sheikh Makki (d. 1520) was among the scholars who contributed to this discussion. He was
assigned by the Ottoman Sultan Yavuz Sultan Selim Khan (d. 1520) to explore and defend
the ideas of Ibn ‘Arabi.®® Sheikh Makki’s writings are used to contribute to this section of the

study.

Sheikh Makki writes that according to Ibn “Arabi ’s understanding of wakdat al-wujid (Unity
of Being), God is the Eternal One and also the Absolute Necessary Being (wajib al-wujid).
The motto of the wakdat al-wujiid school is “There is no true existence except the Ultimate
Truth (God)”. He is the essence and the Divine Creator of the universe. The existence of the
reality of the universe is only like a shade compared to the Divine Existence. In other words,
the existence of the universe resembles the reflections in a mirror compared to the real
existence, which is, only, the existence of God, who includes everything and surrounds

existence. He is the Apparent, which appears through the things in the universe.

A hadith says: “Indeed, God created Adam in His image.”® Some scholars interpret this
hadith in such a way that they claim Adam had the reality of the Divine Names. Sheikh
Makki interpreted this hadith as ‘God created Adam in the Appearance of all the Divine
Names and Attributes’, and he highlights the fact that man cannot have the reality of the
Divine Names, but can only reflect them.®

% Stephen Hirtenstein and Michael Tiernan, eds., Muhyiddin ibn ‘Arabi: a commemorative volume
(Shaftesbury, Dorset; Rockport, MA: Element, 1993), 25-26.
0 Muhammad ibn Muzaffar al-Din Makki and Mirza-Zade Ahmed Neyli, Ibn Arabi Mudafaasi
(Istanbul: Gelenek, 2004), 45.
®1 Ibid., 33.
62 Abii Bakr al-Bayhagqi, Al-Asma Wa Al-Sifat, 1st ed., vol. 2 (Jiddah: Maktabah al-Suwadi, 1993), 61,
hadith number: 635.
63 Makki and Neyli, Ibn Arabi Mudafaasi, 41.
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The Qur’an says “We show them our Signs in the [furthest] regions [of the earth], and in their
own souls [nafs] ...”%* in order to make man realise the Divine Manifestations in his own soul
(nafs). Therefore, if man looks into his mortal and transient soul (nafs), he should realise the
Attributes such as the Divine Knowledge, Divine Power, etc. This realisation should

transform into the knowledge that God possesses those attributes.

Ibn ‘Arabi discusses the position of man before God using the example of several people in a
dark room who try to recognise an elephant only by touching it. One of them touches the
elephant’s foot, another its trunk, another its tail, etc. Because none of them is able to
comprehend the totality of the elephant, each supposes that the elephant is limited to what he
has already experienced or found. Their comments cannot have balance and proportionality
concerning the reality of the elephant. Through such examples Ibn ‘Arabi highlights the
relativistic understanding of reality. Prophets, who are informed by God with the Divine

Message, and their close followers are exceptions to such fragmented knowledge.®

Ibn “Arabi’s and his followers’ understanding of existence and knowledge is based on the
theory of the Divine Names. Ibn ‘Arabi indicates the importance of the Divine Revelations
for an understanding of the Divine Names of God, and also asserts that God has many more
Names than He has informed man about. On the other hand, Ibn ‘Arabi also emphasises that

some of these names are metaphorical.®®

To summarise, 1bn ‘Arabi writes that man cannot define God with the Names, because none
of those names truly describes God, but they only point to Him. Man is taught by God
through all the Divine Names in such a way that he can understand. But it should be noted
that man can never understand what the quality of the true meaning of the Names (mahiyat-
al-nafs-al-amriya) is. Man can find the reflections of the Divine Names in his nafs, and

ultimately can experience true belief.®’

6 Ali, The Holy Qur’an: Translation and Commentary (41: 53).
& Demirli, Islam Metafiziginde Tanri ve Insan: Ibn Ul-Arabi ve Vahdet-1 Vucud Gelenegi [God and
Man in the Metaphysic of Islam: lbn Al-Arabi and Institution of Unity of Existence], 165.
% Ibid., 126.
7 1bid., 44.
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Qunawi, one of the foremost students of Ibn ‘Arabi, develops the idea of metaphorical names
further. He questions the concept of God in man’s mind and writes: ‘believed God or God in
belief’. He develops the theory of ‘the name of the name’, which indicates the relation
between our understanding of the name and its real meaning in the Knowledge of God. Thus
man, in the original form, never sees the realities of those metaphorical names, because they
are understood through unique and personal experiences. Therefore, man knows the Divine

Names only at his own level.%

According to Ibn ‘Arabi, existence is categorised into two: ‘necessary being-one’, which is
absolute (God), and ‘contingent being’, which is limited (man). In accordance with this
classification, the two notions ‘impotence’ and ‘poverty’ have great importance for
realisation of the Divine Power and the Divine Richness. Divine Names and Attributes are
absolute and cannot be defined or captured. One way in which to understand the absolute
notions to a certain extent is to realise and evaluate the reflection of these Names in man, for,
if man makes an evaluation, he should realise his ‘impotence’ and ‘poverty’ in comparison to
the Divine Names. Man should use such an analogy to realise not only the Divine Power and
the Divine Richness, but also all the other Divine Names and Attributes. In time, this
realisation should transform itself into absolute belief and submission to God.® Bedilizzaman
Said Nursi’s approach to the topic is similar and is discussed in detail in Chapter 4.7

According to Ibn ‘Arabi, every single man (nafs) has the potential to be the ‘perfect man’.
However, there are spiritual hurdles on the path to perfection. Purification of the nafs is
closely related to dealing with these hurdles or obstacles. If man can overcome all the
hurdles, then the potential knowledge, which is already hidden in man’s nafs, can transform

man into the perfect man.”™ Ghazzali also makes a similar comment about achieving

%8 1bid., 129.
69 Makki and Neyli, Ibn Arabi Mudafaasi, 45.
0 See p. 177.
"t Demirli, Islam Metafiziginde Tanri ve Insan: Ibn Ul-Arabi ve Vahdet-1 Vucud Gelenegi [God and
Man in the Metaphysic of Islam: Ibn Al-Arabi and Institution of Unity of Existence], 156.
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perfection and writes that nafs can unravel the hidden knowledge through the Knowledge of
God.

2.1.2.2. Spiritual Journey in accordance with Ibn ‘Arabi

Ibn “Arabi also uses the mirror metaphor to discuss man’s position before God. He explains
the mirror metaphor at the beginning of Fusiis al-hikam. According to this passage, God
creates the universe as a mirror and man as the polish, but at the end of the purification
process man can also see God as a mirror on the universe and on himself. Interpreting the
hadith “A believer [al-mu’'min] is a mirror for a believer”, Ibn ‘Arabi writes that al-mu 'min
refers to God and resembles the fundamentals of his mirror metaphor. Thus the hadith can be
understood as ‘man is the mirror of God’ or ‘God is the mirror of man’. In this context, man
can never know the reality of himself unless he knows God through the Divine Names and
Attributes.”

According to Ibn ‘Arabi, the notion al-fana’ is not considered as freeing man from bodily
life, but rather as abandoning the idea of existence. At the end of the spiritual journey, the
ultimate position is understanding the reality of the existence of God only, namely al-baga’.
At the beginning of the spiritual journey man has the idea of his existence, and says, ‘I exist.’
Through reaching the end of the journey and through undergoing the purification process, as
a result of his training man says, ‘I exist by God.” But at the end of the journey, man confirms
that ‘God exists” and confirms the idea that ‘man’s existence is only an indication of the
reality of the existence of God’. The idea of existence, compared to the existence of the
Absolute and Necessary-Being of God, is only an illusion for man. But this illusion, based on
a relativistic approach, gives man an opportunity to understand the existence of God.”? A

simplified schema of the spiritual journey is shown in Figure 3.

2 1bid., 165.
" 1bid., 283.
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Reality (Hagiggh) <— —> Barzakh (the intermediate
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Figure 3: Simplified diagram of the spiritual journey according to classical Sufism (1)

In the path defined by the classical Sufi scholars and Ibn ‘Arabi as enabling man to achieve
certain belief, man can only realise his mirror-like nature after abandoning the idea of
existence (al-fana’). This ultimately leads to the development of traditions such as wakdat al-
wujiid and wahdat al-shuhiid.”™ In both traditions, the existence of matter and man is not
realised, because it is evaluated from the Barzakh (the intermediate realm) of Sufism.
Furthermore, both traditions try to understand the Domain of Reality (al-kagiqah) from the
Barzakh, and maintain “There is no existent but God”” and downgrade the reality of beings to

the level of imagination.”™

2.2. WORKS OF GHAZZALI
Ghazzali, one of the most important figures in Islamic history, was born in the city of Tus in
1058 CE. His personal name is Muhammad, but he became well-known as Ghazzali, Hujjat

al-islam (Proof of Islam). He wrote on a variety of Islamic disciplines and influencd not only

4 Basheer Nafi, ‘Tasawwuf and Reform in Pre-Modern Islamic Culture: In Search of Ibrahim Al-
Kiarant’, Die Welt Des Islams 42, no. 3 (2002): 326.
> See ‘The Eighteenth Letter’ in Said Nursi, The Letters, trans. Siikran Vahide (Istanbul: Sozler
Nesriyat, 1994), 105-116.
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intellectuals but also the rest of the society. There are several reasons why he was so
influential in that period and over the centuries to follow, but two reasons stand out — his
contributions both to Sufism and to Islamic philosophy. ‘Sufism’ in this context is used
interchangeably with ‘mysticism’.”® During that period there were numerous Sufi movements,
and Ghazzali clarified their understanding of iman and Islam and directed those movements
to the origin of Sunnah. One of his main works, lhya’ ‘ulam al-din (Revival of Islamic
Knowledge),”” which was the first systematic study in this field, holds special significance as
regards that mission. Ghazzali also attracted the attention of the rest of society to Sufism by
the same work. In his second great contribution, which treats Islamic philosophy, he
challenged the integration of Greek philosophy into the Islamic world, which had caused
great confusion not only in Islamic philosophy but also in society. His books, ‘The
Incoherence of philosophers’ (Tahafut al-falasifa)™ and Aims of Philosophers (Magasid al-
falasifah), ™ were specifically about philosophy, and they brought great enlightenment

regarding the true understanding of Islamic philosophy in accordance with the Sunnah.

The main aim of this part of the study is, first, to elaborate on Ghazzali’s ideas about the
notion of nafs, and secondly, to examine the relationship between man and Allah, which is

based on a true understanding of nafs.

In philosophy, ‘aq! (intellect) is studied as one of the most important elements in man which
can bring him closer to Allah. It has an active role in enabling man to understand the
correlation between being an ideal man or perfect man and reflecting the Names and
Attributes of Allah through behaviour and actions: in other words, the more one reflects and
understands the Attributes of Allah, the closer one gets to being an ideal man/human. All

these attributes that one can find in oneself and observe in one’s environment are limited

6 Whittingham, Al-Ghazali and the Qur’an One Book, Many Meanings, 102.
" al-Ghazzali, Ihya Al-‘Ulim Al-Din, 2002.
8 Abu Hamid Mohammad ibn Mohammad al-Ghazzali, Al-Gazali’s Tahafut Al-Falasifah
(Incoherence of the Philosophers) (Lahore: Pakistan Philosophical Congress, 1963).
" Abu Hamid Mohammad ibn Mohammad al-Ghazzali, Felsefenin Temel llkeleri (Ankara: Vadi
Yayinlari, 2001).
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compared to the Attributes of Allah, which are infinite and absolute because Allah is infinite

whereas man is not.

The Greek philosopher Plato was the first to mention the manifestations of attributes of Allah
in man. He took this idea as the centre of his understanding of philosophy. Farabi was the
first philosopher to adapt this idea from Greek philosophy to Islamic thought. Farabi writes:
“the main purpose of philosophy is to bring man closer to Allah and to teach him how to
imitate Allah.”® Even though no details are extant about Farabi’s ideas, Ghazzali provided
further explanations and devoted one of his works, al-Magsad al-athna fi sharh ma ‘ant

asma’ allah al-husnd, to this issue.®!

In the Islamic philosophy of Farabi (d. 950), Islamic terminology is not used.®2 However,
Ghazzali chose to use Islamic terms to further elaborate on philosophical topics. In the fourth
chapter of his book al-Magsad al-athna fi sharh ma‘ani asma’ allah al-husnad,® Ghazzali
explains and underlines the importance of the fadith “Be moulded by God-given ethics® in
enabling humankind to find true happiness and the path to the ideal man. According to

Ghazzali, this hadith is key to understanding the attributes of God and reflecting on them.

In this chapter, an important notion in Ghazzali’s works, fana’, will be examined to elucidate
the difference between the Names and Attributes of God and their reflections on man. The
discussion of the concept of fana will lead us to an understanding of the Divine Knowledge,

ma rifah, in relation to the concept of nafs.

Major concepts in Sufism, namely galb (heart), ‘ag/ (human intellect), nafs (self) and rih

(spirit), are important for an understanding of the concept of nafs. As a prelude to

8 Majid Fakhry, Al-Farabi: Founder of Islamic Neoplatonism ; His Life, Works and Influence

(Oxford: Oneworld, 2002), 93.

81 Abu Hamid Mohammad ibn Mohammad al-Ghazzali, The Ninety-Nine Beautiful Names of God :

Al-Magsad Al-Asna Fi Sharh Asma’ Allah Al-Husna (Cambridge: Islamic Texts Society, 2007).

8 Majid Fakhry, A History of Islamic Philosophy (New york: Columbia University Press, 2004),

111-132.

8 al-Ghazzali, The Ninety-Nine Beautiful Names of God : Al-Magsad Al-Asna Fi Sharh Asma’ Allah

Al-Husna.

8 Mansur Ali Nasif, At-Taj Al-Jami" Li-’L-Usul Fi Ahadit Ar-Rasul (Beirut: Dar al-Hikma, 1975).
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understanding Ghazzali’s approach to nafs, it is useful to trace developments in the
understanding of this term. They will be explained and discussed with regard to their

relationship with the concept of nafs.

2.2.1.Description of Nafs (self) According to Ghazzali
There are two main, different meanings of nafs (self) for Ghazzali, but they are
interconnected. The first is evil-commanding soul and the second is the true self, which has a

dynamic structure and is changed by challenging the evil-commanding soul (nafs).%

2.2.1.1. The First Meaning of Nafs (the evil-commanding soul)

According to Ghazzali, the first meaning of nafs is an authority such as gathers ghadab
(anger) and shahwah (lust). It is also named as the plant and animal soul.®® This nafs is
essential for survival. However, man should challenge and balance it if he is to succeed on
his path to the ideal man. Some Sufis emphasise that this nafs is a centre of evil in man.
Ghazzali summarises his ideas about the first meaning of nafs with a saying from the Prophet
Muhammad: “Your greatest enemy is your nafs, which surrounds you between your

shoulders.”®”

2.2.1.2. The second meaning of nafs; self

The second meaning is the reality of man or self. The term here has the same meaning as the
galb (spiritual heart) and the rizh (spirit). This nafs is transmissive against the affections
between body and rih. It is known by different names, such as al-nafs al-ammarah, al-nafs

al-lawwamah and al-nafs al-mugmainnah.®

Ghazzali represents a cornerstone in the history of Islamic philosophy. The major difference
that separates him from other Muslim philosophers is that he employs Qur’anic terminology

in his philosophical discussions rather than classic philosophical language. Ghazzali

8 al-Ghazzali, Ihya Al-"Ulim Al-Din, 2002, 3: 3.
8 Abu Hamid Mohammad ibn Mohammad al-Ghazzali, Mishkatul Anwar, 3rd ed., 2010, 46.
87 al-Ghazzali, Ihya Al-"Ulim Al-Din, 2002, 3: 11.
% |bid.
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discusses one of the major concepts, nafs, through a classification of nafs in the Qur’an. The

classification is as follows:

1. al-Nafs al-ammarah (evil commanding soul).®
2. al-Nafs al-lawwamah (self-accusing soul).%
3. al-Nafs al-mugmainnah (tranquil soul).®

2.2.1.3.1. Al-Nafs al-dmmarah (The Evil-Commanding Soul)

This is the lowest degree of nafs, a man who is captured by evil.*? This compartment of self
(nafs) is never subject to God’s consent (rida). The two closest allies of this nafs are Satan
(as an outside influence) and hawa (as a personal influence). They always try to lead man
astray from the right path. The evil-commanding soul never considers the life hereafter, even
for a very short period of time, so a man who is captured by this evil-commanding soul never
realises the main purpose of his life.®® Ghazzali provides further explanations in his other

works such as Minhaj al- ‘abidin.*

The al-nafs al-ammarah is occupied with bodily pleasures rather than with spiritual things.
Such a man sees only one aspect of things in the universe. In reality things in the universe
have two aspects: one looks to the visible realm (al- ‘alam al-shahadah), and the other to the
invisible realm (al- ‘alam al-malakiit). As Ghazzali writes, things are actually curtains
between man and God.* He who is led by Satan and hawa will always be busy with the
materialistic aspect of things. This nafs can never grasp the real meaning of al- ‘alam al-
malakiit or the things, which are miraculous arts (works) of God.*® Ghazzali completes his

clarifications with a verse from the Qur’an: “Nor do I absolve my own self [of blame]: the

8 Ali, The Holy Qur’an: Translation and Commentary (12: 53).
% bid. (75: 2).
% |bid. (89: 27-28).
92 al-Ghazzali, Ihya Al-‘Ulim Al-Din, 2002, 3: xxvii.
% Ibid.
% Abu Hamed Mohammad ibn Mohammad al-Ghazzali, Minhaj Ul Abidin, trans. Gogenli Ali
Bayram (Istanbul: Ozdemir Basimevi, 1980), 103-106.
% Fakhry, A History of Islamic Philosophy, 256.
% Abu Hamed Mohammad ibn Mohammad al-Ghazzali, Rawdat Al-Talibin (Istanbul: Dehliz
Yayinlari, 2009), 17.
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[human] soul is certainly prone to evil” (12; 53).°” Ghazzali thinks that al-nafs al-ammarah

and the first meaning of nafs, which was explained above, are the same.%

2.2.1.3.2. Al-Nafs al-Lawwamah (Self-accusing Soul)

Nafs which has not yet reached tranquillity is known as al-nafs al-lawwamah. 1t still defends
man’s anxiety for status and resists change. However, al-nafs al-lawwamah, even though still
committing sins and making mistakes, is not happy with its position before God. From
another perspective it can be considered as an auto-control or self-criticism mechanism in
man.* Ghazzali again concludes this section with a verse which gives us the main character

of this kind of nafs: “And I do call to witness the self-reproaching spirit: [Eschew Evil].”1%

2.2.1.3.3. Al-Nafs al-Mugmainnah (Tranquil Soul)

According to Ghazzali, nafs which is in this level of tranquillity, rejecting cravings and
staying under control of the will, is called al-nafs al-musmainnah. It is God’s commands that
lead it to this high station of tranquillity.*® Sure knowledge ( ‘ilm) is only accessible through
nafs-i natiga-i muzmainnah (the tranquil reasining soul), which is related to the second aspect
of the things, malakut (the world of dominion).1%? Al-nafs al-musmainnah (tranquil soul) is
mentioned in Surah al-Fajr: “[To the righteous soul will be said:] ‘O [thou] soul, in
[complete] rest and satisfaction! Come back thou to thy Lord, — well pleased [thyself], and

well-pleasing unto Him!**"13

The evil commanding soul (al-nafs al-ammarah) is discreditable; however, self-accusing soul
(al-nafs al-lawwamah) is acceptable because of its ability to understand the reality of man
and the main purpose of his life in this world.*** Following brief summaries of these three

" Ali, The Holy Qur’an: Translation and Commentary (12: 53).
% Abu Hamid Mohammad ibn Mohammad al-Ghazzali, Ihya Al-‘Ulim Al-Din (Istanbul: Bedir
Yayinlari, 2002), 11.
% Ibid.
100 Ali, The Holy Qur’an: Translation and Commentary (75: 2).
101 3l-Ghazzali, Ihya Al-‘Ulim Al-Din, 2002, 11.
102 Ghazzali, Yol, bilgi ve varlik [Eyyiihel’l-veled-lediinni ilim risalesi-miskatii’l-envar] (Istanbul:
Sufi Kitap, 2010), 43.
103 Ali, The Holy Qur’an: Translation and Commentary (89: 27-28).
104 3l-Ghazzali, Ihya Al-‘Ulim Al-Din, 2002, 11.
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categories of nafs, the major concepts of ‘aqgl, galb, and ik will be discussed in detail, and

their relations to the nafs will be examined in accordance with the Divine Knowledge.

Ghazzali calls the nafs by different names in different context, including al-nafs al-narngah
(reasoning soul), spirit (rih), self (nafs) and heart (galb). There are only a few scholars in
whom this knowledge is as deeply rooted as it is in Ghazzali.’® He is one of the rare scholars

in the history of Islam who managed to build a systematic philosophy.

2.2.1.3. ‘Agl (human intellect) and its functions

All bodily and spiritual functions are expanded through ‘agl (human intellect). Al-Ghazzali
answers the questions of what ‘agl is and what its functions are in relation to the realisation
of certain knowledge. In the remainder of this chapter, these questions will be answered

according to al-Ghazzali’s epistemology.

According to al-Ghazzali, ‘agl is also located in the galb (spiritual heart)'®® like nafs. Al-
Ghazzalt mentions two meanings of ‘agl in his works, and these are closely related. The first
is the ‘agl which understands the reality of things, It is an attribute of knowledge only. The
second is the ‘agl which understands ‘the knowledge’ and is more comprehensive than the
reality of things. The ultimate limit of the potential of ‘agl is only conceived and reached by
considering both meanings and potentials in the same account. In this case, ‘aql can reach
and penetrate into the domain of the spiritual heart (galb). Therefore, ‘aql can be called galb

and vice versa.

He who employs ‘agl in both meanings reaches the ultimate realisation of its true function. In
other words, the ‘agl which has potential can extend to the same dimensions as the galb since
the ‘aqgl is included in the spiritual heart (qalb).’*” Ghazzali asserts that the realised ‘ag/ has

the same meaning as the galb (spiritual heart) and vice versa. At the end of this section, the

105 M. Fethullah Gilen, Key Concepts in the Practice of Sufism: Emerald Hills of the Heart, vol. 1
(East Sussex: Gardners Books, 2009), 196.
106 31-Ghazzali, Ihya Al-‘Ulim Al-Din, 2002, 12; see also al-Ghazzali, Minhaj Ul Abidin, 128.
07 1hid.
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ultimate relations according to Ghazzali between ‘agl and galb and the four major elements,

self (nafs), human intellect (‘aqgl), heart (galb) and spirit (riz/), will be explained.

Ghazzalt also classifies the faculties of human intellect (‘agl) as practical and theoretical. The
human intellect (‘agl) is occupied with abstract subjects such as Divine knowledge. The
practical human intellect (‘agl) mediates between spirit and body in order to direct human
intellect (‘agl) towards Divine knowledge.® There are four faculties of practical human
intellect (‘agl), namely imagination, estimation, doubt (wahm) and memory. These transfer
material things to images first, then to conceptions and ideas. They are then saved in the
memory in the final stage.®® On the other hand, in the theoretical intellect, there are also three
abilities, which are: perception of abstract concepts, necessary and self-evident knowledge,
and (the highest) acquisition of knowledge about universal abstract notions such as the God
concept and the unseen worlds.*® Frank Griffel also points out that Ghazzali considers that
rational knowledge, which is produced through the practical intellect, is in a sense a
preparation for inspiration.!** Sufis should pass through the process of knowledge in order to
understand inspired abstract concepts.

Ghazzali classifies the sources of knowledge into two types, knowledge from outside and
knowledge from inside. Knowledge by revelation and inspiration (al- ‘ulum al-mukashafa)
comes from outside to unveil the Divine knowledge.**? In the second account, knowledge
comes from inside through pure human nature (fisrah). Ghazzali asserts that God planted the
Divine knowledge before the existence of man.'® al-Mufakirah has an important role in the

process of considering abstract knowledge. It is the necessary subtle faculty which has an

108 Maha Elkaisy-Friemuth, God and Humans in Islamic Thought ‘Abd Al-Jabbar, Ibn Sina and Al-
Ghazali (London; New York: Routledge, 2006), 130.
109 Binyamin Abrahamov, ‘Al-Ghazali’s Supreme Way to Know God’, Studiaislamica Studia Islamica,
no. 77 (1993): 130.
110 Elkaisy-Friemuth, God and Humans in Islamic Thought ‘Abd Al-Jabbar, Ibn Stna and Al-Ghazali,
130.
111 Frank Griffel, Al-Ghazali’s Philosophical Theology (Oxford; New York: Oxford University Press,
2009), 85.
112 Flkaisy-Friemuth, God and Humans in Islamic Thought ‘Abd Al-Jabbar, Ibn Stna and Al-Ghazali,
130.
113 1hid.
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ability to make a synthesis following discussion of two related thoughts.** In other words,
Ghazzali considers this process as transforming knowledge from potential to actual.!®® In
support of this argument, the Qur’an also refers to this process of having knowledge as
remembering in many verses, such as 3: 65, 3: 190, 6: 32, etc. In relation to Ghazzali’s view,
some traditions of the Prophet Muhammad on human intellect (‘agl) may also be highlighted.
One of the well-known prophetic sayings is the hadith where human intellect (‘agl) is
described as the first thing to have been created by God.*® In the light of these arguments, it
may not be wrong to say that human intellect (‘agl) and its relation with the other faculties

have an important role in man’s attaining a certain level in the purification process.

There is an important difference between Al-Ghazzali and famous Muslim kalam
philosophers such as Farabi and Ibn Sina. The very heart of the discussion concerns the
position of human intellect (‘aql) and where it is located. Davidson emphasises that both
Farabi and Ibn Sina believe that the certain belief in or the Divine knowledge of God is only
achieved as purely intellectual.*” Abrahamov also asserts that according to Al-Ghazzali the
certain belief or the Divine knowledge is only attained by man through intellectual effort.*8
However, if Al-Ghazzali thought that human intellect (‘agl) were a separate entity from heart
(galb), in that case he would consider Divine knowledge to be an intellectual achievement
only. However, Ghazzali thinks that human intellect (‘aql) is also located in the heart
(galb).**® In other words, personal experience is an important dimension of the process of
producing knowledge. Nevertheless, Abrahamov supports the idea in Ghazzali of having
certain knowledge through personal experience that goes beyond intellectual effort. He writes

that Ghazzali indicates spiritual pleasure (dhawq) and wijdan (conscience) as the ultimate

114 Ibid., 132.
115 Abii-Hamid Muhammad Ibn-Muhammad al-Ghazali, Mizan al-‘amal [Ameller’de ilahi saadet],
trans. Omer Donmez (istanbul: Hisar Yayinevi, 1985), 64.
116 Abii Shuja“ al-Daylami, al-Firdaws bima’thiir al-Khitab, vol. 1 (Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al-‘ilmiyyah,
1986), 13.
17 Herbert A. Davidson, Alfarabi, Avicenna, and Averroes on Intellect Their Cosmologies, Theories
of the Active Intellect, and Theories of Human Intellect (New York: Oxford University Press, 1992),
105.
118 Binyamin Abrahamov, Divine Love in Islamic Mysticism: The Teachings of Al-Ghazali and Al-
Dabbéagh (London; New York: RoutledgeCurzon, 2003), 165.
119 3l-Ghazzali, Ihya Al- Ulim Al-Din, 2002, 12; see also al-Ghazzali, Minhaj Ul Abidin, 128.
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stage in possessing Divine knowledge beyond reason.!® This stage is based on personal

experience.

2.2.1.4 Heart (Qalb)
In his discussion of nafs Ghazzali refers only to the heart (galb) as a spiritual substance.*?! In

addition, there are two meanings of heart (galb), spiritual and physical.

Heart (qalb) is a part of rizk, which is the ultimate reality of man. It realises and grasps. In
other words, heart (qalb) represents the comprehensiveness of man and has full responsibility
towards God. According to Ghazzali, heart (qalb) does not describe the true being (dhat), but
its manifestations and positions do. Therefore, a man needs to understand the functions of
heart (galb).'?? Qalb is very busy because human intellect (‘agl) and hawa al-nafs (first
meaning of the nafs) are located there; in other words, heart (galb) is always occupied with

one of them. Consequently, they are constantly challenging each other.*?®

The relationship between Heart (Qalb) and Self (Nafs)

Ghazzalt emphasises that self (nafs), human intellect (‘agl), spirit (rizk) and heart (galb) can
be used interchangeably. However, heart (qalb) has access to the others. The relationship
between them is like that between a lord and his servant or a mechanic and his tools. In

reality, the worshipper of, or the rebel against, God is the heart (qalb).1?*

Every connection with God is established through qalb, and this connection brings the
individual closer to God. According to Ghazzali, the functions of the heart (qalb), like anger
(gadhab), lust (shahwa) and human intellect (‘aql), are its inner soldiers; however, the five

senses, namely imagination, estimation, doubt (wahm), memory, and also wisdom,

120 Abrahamov, ‘Al-Ghazali’s Supreme Way to Know God’, 163.
121 Whittingham, Al-Ghazali and the Qur’an One Book, Many Meanings, 64.
122 | pid.
123 al-Ghazzali, Minhaj Ul Abidin, 128.
124 The example of the lord and his servant: al-Ghazzali, lhya Al-‘Ulim Al-Din, 2002; see also Abii
Hamid Muhammad b. Muhammad al-Ghazali, Kimya-I Saa’dat (Tihran: Firdus, 1386), 9.
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knowledge, reflection, etc. can be considered different dimensions of the heart (galb), or in

other words, the outer soldiers of man.%»

According to Ghazzali, heart (galb) is on its path to Divine knowledge, and all other faculties
help heart on this path. Ghazzali’s thoughts on the secrets of the heart may be summarised by
the hadith: “Beware! There is a piece of flesh in the body. If it becomes good (reformed), the
whole body becomes good. But if it gets spoiled, the whole body gets spoiled. And that is the

Heart.”1%6

2.2.1.5 Riih (Spirit)

Ghazzalt gives two different explanations for spirit (rizk) in his works. The meaning related to
bodily actions such as seeing, listening, smelling, tasting, etc. is not treated in this study.
Again, in the spiritual life, spirit (rih) is unseen, but is the source of all knowledge. Ghazzali
declares that the purpose of creating the human soul in this material world is to enable it to
receive the Divine knowledge through experience, unless the human soul is veiled by bodily
pleasures.’?” Therefore, the human soul needs purification to recall its origin.'?

On the other hand, we have very limited knowledge about the spirit (rik). The Qur’an
[17.85] states: “They ask thee concerning the Spirit [of inspiration]. Say: ‘The Spirit [cometh]
by command of my Lord: of knowledge it is only a little that is communicated to you, [O
men!]’”*® Spirit (rizh) can be further investigated through the relations between the other
major concepts, heart (qalb), human intellect (‘agl) and self (nafs), but this investigation

would still be limited.1%°

125 31-Ghazzali, Minhaj Ul Abidin, 127.
126 See: Book of Faith in Muhammad ibn Ismail Bukhari, Sahih Al-Bukhari (Riyadh: Darussalam,
1997).
127 Ghazzali, The Alchemy of Happiness, by Mohammed Al-Ghazzali, the Mohammedan Philosopher.,
trans. Henry A HOMES (Albany, NY, 1873), 9.
128 Abrahamov, Divine Love in Islamic Mysticism, 90.
129 al-Ghazzali, Ihya Al-‘Ulim Al-Din, 2002, 11.
1% Ghazzali, The Alchemy of Happiness, by Mohammed Al-Ghazzali, the Mohammedan Philosopher,
10.

96



Chapter 2

2.2.1.6. Totality of Man; Qalb, ‘Agl, Rih, Nafs (Heart, Human Intellect, Spirit and Self)
After briefly explaining the major concepts in Sufism, it is necessary to discuss their
relationship with each other. First, Al-Ghazzali and most Muslim scholars consider ‘agl
(human intellect) in the spiritual heart (galb). Physics and metaphysics have always been
discussed together in the Islamic tradition. Of course, the spiritual heart (galb) corresponds to
the unseen world, whereas human intellect (‘agl) corresponds to the seen. The relation
between human intellect (‘agl) and the spiritual heart (qalb) has been explained above. This
relation can be summed up by a hadith, “He who knows his spiritual heart (qalb) knows

himself”.

All in all, Al-Ghazzali describes four elements to discuss and describe the totality of man.
These four elements are heart (qalb), spirit (rizk), self (nafs) and human intellect (‘agl). Al-
Ghazzali further discusses these elements and comes up with four more complementary
terms: the material aspect of human intellect (‘agl al-jismani), physical heart (galb al-
Jjismani), spirit (rih al-jismani), and evil-commanding soul (nafs al-shahwani). His reasoning
for this way of defining these complementary terms is described by an example using the
term ‘human intellect’ (“‘agl). Sometimes human intellect ( ‘agl) refers to the quality of a man
who knows, and sometimes it refers to the physical substance (makall) or the physical basis
of this quality which is the man himself. Thus human intellect (‘agl) refers both to the man
and to his quality (both substantial and spiritual).

Al-Ghazzali’s explanation of the terms receives a twist with the definition of these
complementary terms, which are the basis of heart (galb), spirit (rizh), self (nafs) and human
intellect (‘aql) in man. For example, galb al-rizhant, which is a spiritual notion, is connected
to the qalb al-jismani, which is substantial. Qalb al-rihant is related not only to the galb al-
Jjismani but to the rest of the body, but it is important to state here that this relation is only
through qalb al-jismani. After describing the totality of man and relating these terms to the
substantiality of man, Al-Ghazzali introduces a fifth term covering and governing all the
meanings related to these four terms. According to Al-Ghazzali, there are four terms, but five

meanings. This fifth meaning is specific to each individual, and it is both conscious and wise.
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Thus it can be concluded that this fifth meaning is the key, or path, to all the other elements
functioning in understanding the attributes of God.*! This will be discussed in detail during

the treatment of the concept of ana in the writings of Bedilizzaman Said Nursi.

According to Ghazzali, the superiority of man over others depends on this fifth meaning, or
man’s ability to understand the knowledge of God. His position is also determined in

accordance with his level of knowledge of God, not only in this life but also in the hereafter.

The Divine Knowledge in relation to the nafs in Ghazzalt

According to Ghazzali, Divine knowledge is produced by the true interpretation of the
relationship between the visible and invisible worlds. Ghazzali’s understanding of cosmology
is based on this approach. As was mentioned in the discussion of Ibn ‘Arabi’s thought, there
is one visible and three major invisible worlds, namely al- ‘alam al-mulk wa al-shahadah
(this corporeal and visible realm),** and al- ‘alam al- malakit (the world of dominion),'* al-
‘alam al-jabarit (the realm of the Transcendental Manifestation of Divine Attributes and
Names) and al-ghayb al-murlag (Absolute Unseen) as the invisible, spiritual realms. The
invisible realms are also known as al- ‘@lam al-ghayb (the world of what is hidden)!3* or
‘alam al-amr (the world of command).®* These two worlds are also interrelated to produce
knowledge. The realm of al-jabariit in respect of Divine knowledge is different from the al-
‘alam al-malakit. However, Nakamura asserts that in Ghazzali’s overall thought the

difference between al-jabarit and al-malakit does not have much significance.

To elicit a better understanding of the difference between al- ‘@lam al-mulk wa al-shahadah
(the corporeal and visible realm) and al- ‘alam al-malakiit (the world of dominion), Ghazzali

holds that this world has two aspects, the visible and the invisible, so the apparent aspect is

131 al-Ghazzali, Ihya Al-‘Ulim Al-Din, 2002, 12.
132 Majid Fakhry, A Short Introduction to Islamic Philosophy, Theology and Mysticism (Oxford,
England; Rockport, MA, USA: Oneworld, 1997), 255.
133 1hid.
134 Whittingham, Al-Ghazali and the Qur’an One Book, Many Meanings, 38.
135 Ibid.
1% K ojiro Nakamura, ‘An Approach to Ghazali’s Conversion’ (15th Congress of the International
Association for the History of Religion, Sydney, 1985), 38.
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al- ‘alam al-mulk wa al-shahadah. However, the other aspect of it, which is not apparent, is
called al- ‘alam al- malakit (the world of dominion). It is a spiritual aspect and looks to the

Divine knowledge.

According to Ghazzali, the visible world may be considered part of the invisible world since
it is the lowest of the stages on the path to God.*¥” Man cannot keep the balance between the

visible world and the invisible without understanding the Qur’an, and vice versa.'*®

Ghazzali writes there are three ways of knowing God. Watt identifies these methods:***
people who follow the first two are called ‘mugallidiin’. They follow someone as a role
model or follow instructions and guidance provided by demonstrative methods.*° The third
method is through direct inspiration. People who follow this method are called original

thinkers; however, they are very few in number.14

In Ghazzali’s system, taglid is valid with respect to the Divine knowledge. However, asking
critical questions, even superficial ones, is the first step towards achieving certain belief.2
Ghazzali further writes that certain proof of the Divine knowledge is stable and can never be
defeated by any argument, such as wahm (estimation), shubha (doubt), etc.*® Ghazzali
himself is known as having departed from a sceptical attitude in order to achieve certain
belief.44

137 Whittingham, Al-Ghazali and the Qur’an One Book, Many Meanings, 43.
138 1bid.
139 W. Montgomery Watt, Muslim Intellectual: A Study of Al-Ghazali (Edinburgh: University Press,
1963), 53.
140 1bid.
141 1bid., 53-55; see also, regarding al-Ghazzali’s view of the acquisition of true knowledge, Robert M.
Frank, ‘Al-Ghazali on Taqlid: Scholars, Theologians and Philosophers’, Zeitschrift Fiir Geschichte
Der Arabisch-Islamischen Wissenschaften 7 (1991): 207-52.
142 W, Montgomery Watt, Muslim Intellectual: A Study of Al-Ghazali (Edinburgh: University Press,
1963), 54.
143 Abii-Hamid Muhammad Ibn-Muhammad al- Gazzali, al-Mungizu min al-dalal, trans. Hilmi
Giingor (Ankara: Maarif Basimevi, 1960), 14.
144 Hilmi Ziya Ulken, ‘Gazzali ve Felsefe’, Ankara, Universitesi, Ilahiyat Fakiiltesi Dergisi 4, no. 3
(1955): 103, doi: 10.1501/1lhfak_0000000303.
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Ghazzalt states that there are hurdles to be eliminated to arrive at such a level of Divine
knowledge.** These hurdles divert people from the truth, God, and the Divine Knowledge.
From the perspective of this study, one important hurdle is ignorance of sciences and
methods. Since these are built on such knowledge obtained from the universe,** which has
been introduced as the lowest stage of the Divine knowledge, there is interaction between
these hurdles and the Divine knowledge. The man who achieves the Divine knowledge
overcomes the hurdles, or fails at both. There is a tendency in the nafs (self) towards reaching
the Divine knowledge.**’

The concept of fana’

The term fana’ is usually translated into English as ‘annihilation’.**® It is considered the
highest stage of the spiritual journey in Sufism.**® Fana’ is also a philosophical concept that
can be used to scrutinise the relation between soul and body, and also the difference between

man’s nature and the Divine world.

Man has a unique position in the hierarchy of the universe since he was created as a
compendium of the whole universe, in other words, as an index. For Ghazzali, the hadith
“Allah created man in His All-Merciful form (Sarat al-razman)”**° should be understood
metaphorically, since God can never be portrayed in terms implying He is created. Ghazzali
interprets the hadith above such that everything in the universe can reflect some
manifestations of the Divine Names and Attributes, but not all. However, man is the only
creature with the potential to reflect all the Divine Names and Attributes manifested in the

universe.'®

145 Abrahamov, Divine Love in Islamic Mysticism, 50.

146 Ipid.

147 Ghazzali, Yol, bilgi ve varlik [Eyyiihel’l-veled-lediinni ilim risalesi-miskatii’l1-envar], 45.

148 See: Elkaisy-Friemuth, God and Humans in Islamic Thought ‘Abd Al-Jabbar, Ibn Sina and Al-

Ghazali, 119; see also Fakhry, A Short Introduction to Islamic Philosophy, Theology and Mysticism,

261.

149 Elkaisy-Friemuth, God and Humans in Islamic Thought ‘Abd Al-Jabbar, Ibn Sina and Al-Ghazali,

120.

130 Tbn Khajr Asqalani, Ithah al-mahrah bi al-fawaid al-mubtakriah min atraf al-‘asharah (Madinah:

Islamic University of Madinah, 1994), hadith no: 9595.
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To reach the ultimate level is to realise that God is the only One that truly exists. This
realisation is the gateway to fana’, which is the goal of Sufi practice.’® It should be noted
here that Ghazzali never thought of Sufism only as the cultivation of ecstatic states. His
ultimate concern was to fulfil his potential for the Judgement Day.**®* He saw Sufism not as an

alternative to the formal Islamic observances but as a complementary part of Islam.**

In Marmura’s words, for Al-Ghazzali “the mystical experience of annihilation (fana’)
consists in seeing nothing in existence except the unity of all things and hence losing
experience of oneself”.**® Frank also provides an analysis of what the concept of annihilation
(fana’) means for Al-Ghazzali. He writes that it is not synonymous with union with God, but
rather, it is an awareness that, for example, all actions are God’s actions. For Ghazzali, the

existence of the universe is a reflection of the Divine existence.

The world in a state of annihilation (fana’) also represents the “supra-intellectual” knowledge
(for which galb is a facilitator as well as ‘agl) that provides assurance of an epistemological
basis. Otherwise sense-perception (hissiyat) and necessary truths (daruriyat) can never be
assured or proven.’® So in the context of Divine Knowledge, annihilation (fana’) plays a

critical role as it provides the epistemological basis.

All in all, Ghazzali writes that true understanding of the Divine Oneness can be achieved by
annihilation of the self (fana al-nafs).’” This can be summarised as seeing and recognising
the Divine Names and Attributes in every object and in every action. Divine Knowledge is
rooted in such disclosure.

120.al-Ghazzali, Mishkatul Anwar, 71; see also: Fakhry, A History of Islamic Philosophy.
152 Griffel, Al-Ghazal?’s Philosophical Theology, 254.
153 Watt, Muslim Intellectual, 154.
%% 1bid., 176-177.
155 See “Translator’s Introduction’ in: Abii-Hamid Muhammad Ibn-Muhammad al-, Marmura,
Michael E Gazzali, The incoherence of the philosophers = Tahafut al-falasifa (Provo, Utah: Brigham
Young Univ. Press, 2009), xix.
1% Nakamura, ‘An Approach to Ghazali’s Conversion’, 48.
157 Griffel, Al-Ghazal’s Philosophical Theology, 254.
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2.3. A Comparison of the concept of nafs in Ibn ‘Arabi and Ghazzali

Both Ghazzali and Ibn ‘Arabi made huge contributions to the concept of self (nafs).
However, another issue to be discussed here is their points of difference and commonalty.
They come from two very different traditions. Al-Ghazzali is mostly seen as a mutakallim

with mystical tendencies, while Ibn ‘Arabi is seen largely as a mystic.

Both Ibn ‘Arabi and Al-Ghazzali have written extensively on the concept of the nafs rather
than the concept of I-ness (ana-ananiyah). However, their writings partially cover the
concept of I-ness (ana-ananiyah) as well. It might be said that Ibn ‘Arabi’s writings related to

the individual consciousness might be considered as equivalent to ananiyah (“I-ness”).

Ghazzali discusses the concept of self (nafs) through Qur’anic terminology rather than Sufi.
He discusses the concepts systematically using this terminology. By contrast, it is difficult to
see horizontal and logical continuity in the writings of Ibn ‘Arabi, since it seems that it is
mostly sudden inspirations that occur in his works rather than systematic discussions.
Consequently, Ghazzali’s writings focus on the compartments of the self (nafs) and examine
them in detail, while lbn “Arabi’s discussions concentrate on the theoretical frame rather than

practical things. Thus, the two writers’ main concerns are seen to differ,

2.3.1 Description of Nafs according to Ibn Arabi and Ghazzali

Ibn ‘Arabi and Al-Ghazzali agree on the definition of self (nafs). Both consider that the nafs
is transmissive against the affections between body and rzh. It is the animating principle of
the body and is considered as the true self or the immortal aspect of man's being which can be
perfected through the spiritual life.

Al-Ghazzali discusses the nafs through its compartments, namely evil commanding soul (al-
nafs al-ammarah), self-accusing soul (al-nafs al-lawwamah) and tranquil soul (al-nafs al-
musmainnah). Both Ibn ‘Arabi and Al-Ghazzali think that only the illuminated scholar can
know the reality of nafs called al-nafs al-nangah (reasoning soul) himself. This certain level
of understanding can be achieved by al-nafs al-musmainnah (tranquil soul) according to
Ghazzali. On the other hand, Ibn ‘Arabi thinks that it is only realised through the knowledge
of the five realms (hadarat al-khamsah), which are Absolute Unseen (‘alam al-ghayb al-

mutlaq), the realm of the Transcendental Manifestation of Divine Attributes and Names
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(‘alam al-jabarat), the realm of dominion (‘alam al-malakit), the corporeal realm (shuhiid
al-murlaq), and Perfect Man (al-insan al-kamil). 1t seems that there are two different
approaches to the realisation of the nafs or the reasoning soul (al-nafs al-ratiga), but in the
end they conduce to the same result.

2.3.1.1 Self (Nafs) through its compartments

Ibn ‘Arabi, when he discusses the concept of self (nafs), has as his main focus discussion of
what the reality of self (nafs) is in relation to the Divine concept; therefore, he draws
attention to the Divine quality and the Divine Names and Attributes of God and their
reflections on the self (nafs) rather than the compartments of self (nafs). Al-Ghazzali,
however, also takes the concepts to pieces through the compartments of self (nafs) and
discusses them in detail. It can be said that Al-Ghazzali’s main concern is to guide people
who lived in his own time. On the other hand, this is not the main reason for Ibn ‘Arabi’s
works. Nursi evaluates Ibn ‘Arabi’s work as follows: “He was rightly guided, but could not

act as a guide in all his works ...”%8

According to Al-Ghazzali, the nafs includes three compartments and has two aspects, namely
al- ‘alam al-shahadah (the corporeal realm) and ‘alam al-malakiit (the realm of dominion).
He thinks that man should consider two aspects at the same time. Otherwise, if the nafs is
considered from the first aspect only, man is occupied with worldly pleasures rather than
spiritual things. This nafs can never grasp the real meaning of the realm of dominion (al-
‘alam al-malakat), which is composed of the miraculous arts (works) of God. Ghazzali

discusses two aspects of each compartment in detail.

2.3.1.2 The Relation between Nafs and Knowing God

Ghazzali discusses the concept of Divine knowledge through the notion of human intellect
(‘aql) and its relation with the nafs and its compartments. He states that ‘agl also has two
aspects, namely ‘ag/ al-maash and ‘agl al-maad. As was emphasised above, both should be
discussed in relation to each other at the same time. Since the ‘aq/ al-maash is occupied with

the visible realm, al- ‘@lam al-shahadah; however, ‘agl al-maad is occupied with the invisible

158 See “Ninth Flashes’ in: Said Nursi, The Flashes, trans. Siikran Vahide (Istanbul: Sozler, 2004), 59.
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realm, al- ‘alam al-malakiit. Certain knowledge is produced by establishing the true relation
between them. It is important to understand here that, even though it seems that the heart
(galb) is not involved in this discussion, Ghazzali considers the human intellect (‘aqgl) to be
located in the spiritual heart (galb). In conclusion, the true self (nafs) obtains the Divine
knowledge through al-mufakirah, which is one of the functions of the second aspect of
human intellect (‘ag/), which processes abstract knowledge. For this reason, Divine
knowledge looks to the invisible realm rather than the physical. This human intellect (‘aqgl)

agrees with the heart (qalb), according to Ghazzali.

By contrast, Ibn ‘Arabi employs mystical language and his suggested path is based on
spiritual experience, but it is not a main stream which everyone might follow. It is achieved
by establishing the true relation with the hidden realms. The Perfect Man (al-insan al-kamil)
is a mirror such that he reflects and interprets the Divine manifestations of the other realms
(al- ‘@laman) such as Absolute Unseen ( ‘alam al-ghayb al-mutlaq), the realm of the
Transcendental Manifestation of Divine Attributes and Names (‘alam al-jabarit), the realm

of dominion (‘alam al-malakiit), and the corporeal realm (shuhiid al-murlag).

Ibn ‘Arabi and Ghazzali consider that everything in the universe can reflect some
manifestations of the Divine Names and Attributes, but not all. In other words, man, with his
potential, can journey in the visible and the invisible realms to achieve a better understanding
of the Divine Names and Attributes (al-asma' wa'l-sifar). Nevertheless, the Absolute Essence
of God is not knowable. Even though we know Him by His revealed Names and His
Attributes, in the Qur’an, it is abstract knowledge. However, the Divine knowledge obtained
through the nafs is the certain level of knowledge since it permits man to experience the
abstract knowledge through the inward and outward subtle faculties of man. Therefore, man

has the potential to understand the reality of the things.

Although every single man (nafs) has the potential for perfection, to be the ‘perfect man’,
there are spiritual hurdles on the path. Ibn ‘Arabi thinks that man should overcome all the
hurdles to reach the potential knowledge which is already hidden in man’s nafs. In that case,
the potential of the self (nafs) would be transformed into perfect man (al-insan al-kamil), or
perfect man. Ghazzali also comments on the achievement of perfection, saying that man can

increase his Divine knowledge through the concept of the Absolute Divine. This is an endless
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spiritual journey for a human being, since this relation is between the concept of the Absolute

God and the human being who has limited reflections of the Divine Names and Attributes.

Ibni Arabi explains the hadith “He who knows himself, knows his Lord” as meaning that
God and human beings do not have the same quality of essence, but that the self (nafs)
mentioned in the hadith refers to the totality of man or the self (nafs) with its compartments.

They have a reflection of the Divine quality that is only indicative of the Divine qualities.

2.3.1.3 The concept of wakdat al-wujiid (Unity of Being)

The concept of wa/kdat al-wujid (Unity of Being) represents an important difference between
Ibn ‘Arabi and al-Ghazzali. The doctrine was introduced by ‘Abd al-Rahman Jami. The
essential meaning of wakdat al-wujiid is “There is no true existence except the Ultimate
Truth (God)”. The reality of the existence of the universe is only like a shade compared to the
Divine Existence. He is the essence and the Divine Creator of the universe. However,
Ghazzali defends the idea that the existence of the universe should be considered a level of

existence, even it is not comparable with the Divine existence or wujiid.
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Chapter 3

LIFE AND DISCOURSE OF BEDIUZZAMAN SAID NURSI

3.1.INTRODUCTION
Said Nursi saw the last days of the Ottoman Empire, its collapse after the First World War
and the emergence of the new Turkish Republic. In those turbulent times, Western
philosophical ideas and positive sciences exerted a strong influence on the intellectual
discourse of Muslims, which led to some anti-Islamic trends in thought and practices. Also,
belief in the incompatibility of reason and revelation was adopted from the West. A cultural
invasion was also taking place: religious practices and understandings were being
customised, just as Christianity had been customised to a degree in the West. It was a period
when Muslims were experiencing a global crisis. According to Nursi, some Muslim
intellectuals at that time, and the general public, were becoming alienated from the Qur’an
and the traditions of Islam. With the emergence of rationalism Nursi wished to develop
grounds for belief (iman). Said Nursi describes the basis and the aim of his magnum opus

Risale-i Nur as “certain belief and the essential reality of the Qur’an”.?

This chapter examines Said Nursi’s life and discourse and focuses specifically on how
throughout his works he developed the notions of self (nafs) and its relationship with the
notion of the ‘I’ (ana). The chapter is divided into two main parts. The first is a chronological
account of Nursi’s life within a general framework which aims to show how his life and
thought are reflected in his works. In this part, important global and regional events and their
impacts on Nursi’s life are discussed in order to achieve a clear understanding of the
circumstances in which Nursi lived. This part also attempts to take an analytical approach

towards evidence for how Nursi developed his ideas.

Since the present study focuses on the understanding of man and his relation to an
understanding of God, in part two of this chapter the notion of self (nafs) and ‘I’ (ana) is

! Said Nursi, The Rays (Sozler Nesriyat, 2004), 313.
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discussed. In other words, rather than Nursi being scrutinisd as a social activist, his
understanding of the concept of self (nafs) and ‘I’ (ana) will be investigated. Thus the second
part is dedicated to understanding how Nursi developed those two notions, and it may also be
seen as an introduction to Chapters 4 and 5.

3.2. GENERAL OVERVIEW OF SAID NURSI’S LIFE
The biography of Said Nursi was published in the late 1950s during the last years of Nursi’s
life. He personally edited the book, which is entitled Risale-i Nur Muellifi Beditizzaman Said
Nursi Tarihge-i Hayati. It is still considered the main source for Nursi’s life story. The book
contains lengthy extracts from his Risale-i Nur collection. Nursi’s early life has a brief place
in the first section.? This is not a usual method for biography, and Nursi probably chose it in

order to draw the attentions to his writings rather than his personal life.

Said Nursi himself divides his life into two, the ‘Old Said period’ and the ‘New Said period’.
Some modern biographers such as Necmeddin Sahiner® and Vahide,* on the other hand,
consider Nursi’s life in three sections, namely the ‘Old Said’, the ‘New Said’ and the ‘Third
Said’. The first period runs from his birth in 1877 up to 1925. Nursi calls this 48-year part of
his life ‘the Old Said period’. The second period is from 1925 to 1950 and is called ‘the New
Said period’ by Nursi himself. During this second period Nursi was forced to live in exile,
where he produced his magnum opus, Risale-i Nur (Epistles of Light). The last ten years of
his life, from 1950 to 1960, are known as ‘the Third Said’ period. It can be said that the main
difference between these three periods is Nursi’s method of serving the Qur’an so as to make
contributions to society. The main characteristics of the different periods will be discussed in

detail in the following sections.

2 Siikran Vahide, Bediiizzaman Said Nursi: The Author of the Risale-I Nur (Cagaloglu, Istanbul:
Sozler, 2000), IX.
¥ Necmeddin. Sahiner, Bilinmeyen Taraflariyla Bediiizzaman Said Nursi : Kronolojik Hayati (Istanbul:
Yeni Asya Yayinlar, 1976).
4 Siikran Vahide, Bediiizzaman Said Nursi.
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Some biographers, however, believe that there are in effect only two Saids, the old Said and
the New Said.® In the Old Said era, Nursi can be seen as an influential social activist who
played critical roles in many events in Turkish history. During the New Said era, however,
his main focus shifted from political activism to writing books. Nursi was still influential in
society, but not as a social activist. One important difference between the two Saids is that in
the second period he was seen not only as a theologian or an Islamic scholar but also as an
exemplar. He lived for and presented every notion that he stood for in his daily life. He lived
his life in exile and solitude, but never gave up his service to the Qur’an and belief. His target
audience was not any particular group in society, but ordinary people in general who were
distanced from Qur’anic belief and faith in general. One can easily see that Nursi’s Risale-i
Nur is the fruit of this second period. During the New Said era, Nursi seemed to work
relentlessly to demonstrate the logical coherence and validity of the Qur’anic view of

existence and the falsity of scientific materialism.

3.3. THE OLD SAID PERIOD (1877-1923)
Although Said Nursi’s date of birth is not known accurately, most official Ottoman and
Turkish sources indicate that he lived between 1878 and 1960.° Nursi was born the fourth of
seven children in a Kurdish family in the village of Nurs, a small hamlet in one of the eastern
provinces of the Ottoman Empire, Bitlis, a city in today’s Eastern Turkey.’

Nursi’s father, Ramiz, was a livestock farmer, and his mother was a housewife. His parents
were ordinary, humble and pious people.? In order to illustrate their piety, most biographers
mention the story of how Ramiz used to lead his animals to his own land to feed them and

® Colin Turner and Hasan Horkuc, Said Nursi, Makers of Islamic Civilization (London: 1.B. Tauris,
2009).
®1. S. Markham and S. Birinci, An Introduction to Said Nursi: Life, Thought and Writings (Farnham,
UK: Ashgate, 2011), 3. Biographies of Said Nursi may refer to several different dates regarding his
birth year, which was reported according to official calendars used by the Ottoman Empire; Rumi
1290 and Hijri 1293. Differences occur in converting these dates to a Gregorian calendar date. On the
basis of extensive profound research, 1878 will be referred to as his birth year throughout the book.
See: Said Nursi, Bedilizzaman Said-i Nursi: tarihge-i hayati (istanbul: Soz Basim, 2009), 959-960.
" Sukran Vahide, Islam in Modern Turkey : An Intellectual Biography of Bediuzzaman Said Nursi, ed.
Ibrahim M. Abu Rabi’ (Albany, NY: State University of New York Press, 2005), 3.
8 1t is believed that both his parents were the direct descendants of Prophet Muhammad’s family.
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cover their mouths on the way so as not to allow them to eat grass from other people’s fields.®

Nursi’s mother also said that she had never fed baby Said without performing wudu.*

It is commonly believed that Nursi started his education at the age of six. Some biographers
dispute this and think that Nursi left his home for the village of Tag to study at the age of
nine in 1886.%! Nursi had a natural (fizr7) motivation to learn. He had studied in different
religious schools (madrasah) and was considered a God-gifted student. During his brief
period of education he elicited unusual comments. For example, one of his teachers, Molla
Fethullah, wrote the following note in the first page of a madrasah textbook called Jam * al-
jawami ‘, which Nursi had memorised in a week: “For this degree of memory and intelligence
to be combined in one person is indeed rare.”*? He also had an exceptional ability to
understand the most difficult books in a very short time. He completed his entire formal
education in six months. This usually takes over fifteen years in madrasah.®® During the same
period of his education, he also noticed that the current curriculum of the madrasah was in

need of reform.*

Nursi’s exceptional abilities brought him a great reputation, as well as troubles, in a very
short time. Despite his youth, he was not an ordinary student but a social activist too. He was
involved in important incidents such as warning the Governor of Mardin in strong terms*® and

counselling the Governor of Van.* His activities and influence brought him a great deal of

% Sahiner, Bilinmeyen Taraflariyla Bediiizzaman Said Nursi : Kronolojik Hayati, 51.
10 Wudi is the Islamic procedure for washing parts of the body using water, typically in preparation
for formal prayers. But people do not have to peform wudu 24 hours in a day. Praying five times a
day takes an hour or a little longer, so Muslims have wudu for that period of time only; however,
some pious Muslims keep their wudu as much as they can in a day.
See Ibid.
UNursi, Kaynakli, Indeksli Risale-I Nur Kiilliyati: Isaratii’l-Icaz, Mesnevi-1 Nuriya, Barla Lahikasi,
Kastamonu Lahikasi, Emirdag Lahikasi, Tarih¢e Hayat ... ve Digerleri., 2: 2122.
12 Siikran Vahide, Bediiizzaman Said Nursi, 12.
13 Sukran Vahide, ‘The Life and Times of Bediuzzaman Said Nursi’, The Muslim World 89 (1999):
209.
14 Sukran Vahide, ‘Toward an Intellectual Biography of Said Nursi’, in Islam at the Crossroads: On
the Life and Thought of Bediuzzaman Said Nursi. Albany, ed. Ibrahim M. Abu-Rabi’ (Albany, NY:
State University of New York Press, 2003), 3, http: //ahd1113.activehost.com/pdf/60742.pdf.
15 Vahide, Islam in Modern Turkey : An Intellectual Biography of Bediuzzaman Said Nursi, 23.
18 1bid., 25.
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trouble and he had to move from one city to another several times.*” Surprisingly, he earned
the respect of the Governor of Bitlis, Hasan Pasha, and the Governor of VVan, Tahir Pasha (d.
1913).18

Nursi stayed for a while in both governors’ residences. During that time, he studied all the
standard works on the main Islamic sciences independently.'® He increased his general
knowledge about situations besetting the Ottoman Empire and the Muslim world in general.
Nursi is said to have memorised forty madrasah textbooks.? While he was in Van, he stayed
in Governor Tahir Pasha’s residence. Tahir Pasha had a considerable library resource in
various disciplines and never tired of putting questions to Nursi, with whom he had long
discussions on deep philosophical subjects. One day, Nursi came across some books in the
library and realised that Tahir Pasha was asking philosophical questions from these books.
He gives a very brief explanation about the books in his biography; they were about the latest
versions of materialistic thought in the West and thus gave him the chance to familiarise

himself with those materialistic ideas for the first time.

Nursi was not an ordinary Muslim scholar. He was interested in positive and social sciences,
including religious subjects. He studied all subject areas, including history, geography,
mathematics, geology, physics, chemistry, astronomy and philosophy.?There are some
remarkable accounts of him from that period: on one occasion he is said to have had a debate
with a geography teacher and on another with a chemistry teacher, each in his own field.?> On
both occasions, it is recorded that Nursi won the debate. He is also said to have written a

book about mathematics, which was subsequently lost in a fire.?

7 1bid., 10-33.
18 1bid., 27-28.
¥Vahide, ‘Toward an Intellectual Biography of Said Nursi’, 4.
2See ibid.; See also Tarihce-i Hayat in: Nursi, Kaynakli, Indeksli Risale-I Nur Kiilliyati: Isaratii’l-
Icdz, Mesnevi-1 Nuriya, Barla Lahikasi, Kastamonu Lahikasi, Emirdag Lahikasi, Tarih¢e Haya .... ve
Digerleri., 2: 2123-2124.
21 See: Vahide, ‘Toward an Intellectual Biography of Said Nursi’, 4; see also Alparslan Agikgeng,
‘Said Nursi’, Tiirkiye Diyanet Vakfi Islam Ansiklopedisi (Istanbul: Tiirkiye Diyanet Vakfi, 1988).
22 Islam at the Crossroads : On the Life and Thought of Bediuzzaman Said Nursi (Albany, NY: State
University of New York Press, 2003), 73.
2 1bid.
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Meanwhile, he was continuously thinking about renovating the madrasa system. When he
finalised his educational model, while he was staying in Tahir Pasha’s palace, he called the
model Madrasat al-Zahra.* He also occupied himself with Islamic philosophy (ilm al-
kalam). He soon realised that kalam did not sufficiently reflect the true wisdom of the Qur’an

and needed reform. Only then would questions be answered correctly. ®

These were the founding ideas for Nursi’s Madrasat al-Zahra’ project, which would bring
together modern secular schools, religious schools and Sufi tekkes. At that time Nursi was the
only person in Ottoman religious circles to think that both positive and social sciences might
be considered in the same proposal.?® His idea was that Madrasat al-Zahra’ would be the first
link in a chain of universities in eastern Anatolia. He planned to expand this university model
into the Middle East at later stages. This group of universities was to consist of several
campuses. The central campus was planned for Bitlis. Another was to be built in the city of
Van, and another in the city of Diyarbakir. Nursi’s proposal was that modern and Islamic
sciences be taught on the same campus. Nursi had a curriculum in mind for these universities.
One of the most important parts of his intended curriculum was that the Qur’an and Islam
would be subjects too, but only through bringing together different educational traditions.?’
His main purpose was to combine science and religion. However, the political circumstances
were not amenable to realising this project, which is reflected in several places in Risale-i

Nur.

Nursi proposed the Arabic language as the medium of instruction at this university. Turkish
would be the second language, and Kurdish the third. Nursi writes in his Miinazarat
(Debates):

24 For further information about Nursi’s education reform project about Al-Madrasah al-Zahra; see
also Vahide, Islam in Modern Turkey : An Intellectual Biography of Bediuzzaman Said Nursi, 101—
110.
% Vahide, ‘The Life and Times of Bediuzzaman Said Nursi’, 213.
2 [slam at the Crossroads : On the Life and Thought of Bediuzzaman Said Nursi, 7-8.
2 S{ikran Vahide, A Chronology of Said Nursi’s Life in Islam at the Crossroads, ed. Ibrahim Abu
Rabi (Albany, NY: SUNY Press, 2003), xvii.

111



Chapter 3

in this university the language of Arabic is obligatory, the language of Kurdish is
acceptable and the language of Turkish is necessary ...2

After Nursi had spent several years in eastern Anatolia, Tahir Pasha advised him to visit
Sultan Abdulhamid 11 (d. 1918) in Istanbul and provided a reference letter for him. There
were in fact two important reasons for Nursi’s journey to Istanbul. One was his project for the
reform of the education system, Islamic Modern University in the east of Turkey (Madrasat
al-Zahra’).?® The other was that he had health problems. He always felt tired, as his brain was

always occupied with deep subjects.®

When he arrived in Istanbul, he settled in a hotel room in Fatih district, where most madrasah
were located.®! He put up a sign saying “Here all questions are answered, all problems are
solved, but no question is asked.””*> Within a few months, Nursi submitted his proposal asking
the government to support his ideas on educational reform. However, his proposal was not
welcomed by governors, who were seen as corrupt,® so Nursi could not find an opportunity
to present his project to the Sultan. Still, he never lost his motivation and continuously
lobbied the governors at every available opportunity. Unfortunately, these governors then
decided that they wanted to get rid of the persistent Nursi. They had him arrested and sent to
Topbashi mental asylum.* The medical report, however, concluded that Nursi was in good
mental condition, and he was consequently discharged from the asylum.®

Even though his educational project was not realised during his visit to Istanbul, Nursi had
had an excellent opportunity to meet many contemporary scholars and become known to
them.® At the time, Istanbul was the capital city of the Ottoman Empire, and the Ottoman
Sultan was also the caliph of the Muslim world, so many Muslim scholars had settled in

28 Said Nursi, Miinazarat (Sozler, Istanbul), 28.
29 Siikran Vahide, Bediiizzaman Said Nursi, 26.
%0 Vahide, Islam in Modern Turkey : An Intellectual Biography of Bediuzzaman Said Nursi, 37.
31 Vahide, ‘The Life and Times of Bediuzzaman Said Nursi’, 214.
%2 Ibid.
3 Vahide, ‘Toward an Intellectual Biography of Said Nursi’, 5.
34 Siikran Vahide, Bediiizzaman Said Nursi, 47.
%Vahide, ‘The Life and Times of Bediuzzaman Said Nursi’, 215.
3% Abdullah Aymaz, Personal Interview, 2010, May.
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Istanbul. Nursi attracted the attention not only of Muslim scholars and students, but also of
ordinary people. People from both groups visited him to ask him questions in a variety of
different fields. He answered all the questions given by the masters of the religious teachers
(shaykhs of the madaris), who were apparently most impressed by his great knowledge.*
Soon, he became a very well-known scholar in Istanbul. The masters of the religious teachers
(shaykhs of the madaris) also confirmed his nickname ‘The wonder of the age’
(Beditizzaman). Many years prior to this, one of Nursi’s masters, Molla Fethullah of Siirt, had
given young Said this nickname in recognition of his success and outstanding ability;*® at that

time Nursi had been no more than fourteen or fifteen years old.*

In 1908, the grand mufti of Egypt, Sheikh Muhammad Bakhit (d. 1935), who was also one of
the members of Al-Azhar University in Cairo, came to Istanbul. The Istanbul scholars
(ulama), who themselves had been unable to best Nursi in argument and debate, asked the
Sheikh to meet Nursi in a debate. One day after the prayers in Sultan Ahmet Mosque, they
had a chance to meet. The sheikh asked about the future of the Ottoman Empire and of

Europe. Nursi answered the sheikh’s question straightaway without hesitation:

the Ottoman State is pregnant with Europe and it will give birth to a European state one
day. And Europe is pregnant with Islam; one day it will give birth to an Islamic state.*

Nursi had not only answered his question but had also expressed his thoughts with the
fluency of poetry. Sheikh Bakhét concluded by saying that one could not argue with this
young man: “I am of the same opinion. But only ‘the wonder of the age’ (Badi * al-zaman)

could express it so succinctly and eloquently.”*

3See ‘Tarihge-i Hayat” in: Nursi, Kaynakli, Indeksli Risale-I Nur Kiilliyati: Isaratii’l-lcaz, Mesnevi-I
Nuriya, Barla Lahikasi, Kastamonu Lahikasi, Emirdag Lahikasi, Tarih¢e Hayat ... ve Digerleri., 2:
2131.
%8Vahide, ‘The Life and Times of Bediuzzaman Said Nursi’, 209; Vahide, ‘Toward an Intellectual
Biography of Said Nursi’, 204.
% Vahide, ‘The Life and Times of Bediuzzaman Said Nursi’, 209.
40 Siikran Vahide, Bediiizzaman Said Nursi, 42.
41 Ibid.
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The same year, the Young Turks issued the Second Proclamation of Constitutionalism.*> The
aim of constitutionalism was to take a further step towards democracy. This was another
attempt following the First Constitutionalism. Earlier in 1878, the first parliament had been
suspended by Sultan Abdulhamid Il on the grounds that it did not reflect the true
demographics of the empire. Initially, Nursi was positive about the idea of constitutionalism
as it gave more representation to ordinary members of the public and ensured freedom of
speech. He wrote several articles in the newspapers and gave speeches in support of
constitutionalism in Istanbul and Salonika.*®* Nursi also travelled in eastern Anatolia, starting
from the City of Van, to give speeches among the tribes on freedom and constitutionalism
and to persuade them that constitutionalism did not contradict Islamic principles.** He
collated the questions and answers in a book, called Debates (Miinazarat). This was a popular
book addressing the general public and was published in 1911.% During the same period,
Nursi also wrote another book called Reasoning (Muhakamat), for scholars (‘ulama’). This
was published in 1913.4

In short, Nursi and a number of other Muslim thinkers supported constitutionalism since they
believe that the Ottoman Empire could be saved through more freedom and constitutional
government. Only then could progress be achieved and Islamic civilisation be re-
established.*” Nursi continued his political activities and became a founder-member of the
Society for Muhammadan Unity (Ittihad-i Muhammedi Cemiyeti). In 1909, after the Thirty-

First of March Incident,*® he was arrested and Court Martialled. He was acquitted after 24

%2 Erik Jan Zircher, Turkey : A Modern History (l. B. Tauris, 2004), 93.
3 Turner and Horkuc, Said Nursi, 15.
# Vahide, Islam in Modern Turkey : An Intellectual Biography of Bediuzzaman Said Nursi, 84-89.
% See: Abdullah Aymaz, Miinazarat tizerine (Istanbul: Sahdamar Yayinlari, 2006), 4, http:
/Iwww.iikv.org/academy/index.php/books/article/view/682.
46 Vahide, ‘The Life and Times of Bediuzzaman Said Nursi’, 209; Vahide, ‘Toward an Intellectual
Biography of Said Nursi’, 204.
47 Safa Miirsel, Bediiizzaman Said Nursi ve devlet felsefesi (Istanbul: Yeni Asya Yayinlari, 1976).
*8The Thirty-first of March Incident was a revolt against Ittihad ve Terakki (The Young Turks) who
took charge of government after the Second Constitutional Revolution. It occurred on 31 March 1325
in the Rumi calendar (13 April 1909), hence it is called The Thirty-first of March Incident.
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days in prison. In 1910, he published his defence under the title ‘The Court Martial’ or ‘Two
Schools of Misfortune’ (Divan-1 Harb-i Orfi).*

In 1911, Nursi travelled to Damascus in Syria, which was part of the Ottoman Empire at the
time (only falling under the French Mandate as the Ottoman Empire was defeated in the First
World War). There he gave a speech in Umayyad Mosque. It is reported that there were
around ten thousand people in the audience, including a hundred Muslim scholars. In his
speech, Nursi identified what he believed were six sicknesses of the Muslim world and
offered remedies from ‘the pharmacy of the Qur’an’. The sicknesses Nursi identified were:
(i) the rising to life of despair and hopelessness in social life, (ii) the death of truthfulness in
social and political life, (iii) love of enmity, (iv) not knowing the luminous bonds that bind
believers to one another, (v) despotism, which spreads, becoming widespread as though it
were various contagious diseases, and (Vi) restricting endeavour to what is personally
beneficial . Nursi’s speech was printed twice, under the title The Damascus Sermon (Hutbe-i

Samiye), in Damascus the following week.*!

Nursi returned from Damascus to Istanbul and joined the official visit of Sultan Rashad (d.
1918) to the Balkans in June 1911 as the representative of the eastern provinces.*? The
mission was to gain the support of the Balkan nations, which were still living under the
Ottoman flag. Although the trip was successful in the sense of refreshing the bonds, the
upcoming events of the First World War would eventually see the Balkans separated from the
empire. The trip provided an opportunity for Nursi to explain to the Sultan his proposal for an
Islamic Modern University in the east of Turkey (Madrasat al-Zahra’). In fact, the Sultan
already had in mind another university project for the Balkans. However, later, after the
Balkans War, the Sultan’s project had to be cancelled and the funds were diverted to Nursi’s

Madrasat al-Zahra’ project. The foundations of Nursi’s university were laid in Van in 1913.

%9 Vahide, Islam in Modern Turkey : An Intellectual Biography of Bediuzzaman Said Nursi, 78.
%0 See Hutbe-i Samiye (Damascus Sermon) in Nursi, Kaynakli, Indeksli Risale-1 Nur Kiilliyati:
Isaratii’l-1cdz, Mesnevi-1 Nuriya, Barla Lahikasi, Kastamonu Lahikasi, Emirdag Lahikasi, Tarihge
Hayat ... ve Digerleri.
51 Turner and Horkuc, Said Nursi, 15.
%2 Vahide, ‘Toward an Intellectual Biography of Said Nursi’, 9.
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The outbreak of the First World War in 1914 meant the project had to stop, and Nursi and his
students had to join the military to defend the eastern provinces. Nursi was appointed by

Enver Pasha to serve as a commander against the invading Russian forces.>

In the midst of these events, in 1913 Nursi wrote a commentary on the Qur’an, called ‘Signs
of Miraculousness’ (al-Isharat al-1’jaz), which was dedicated to demonstrating the
miraculousness of the Qur’an’s eloquence.® This work was later incorporated into Nursi’s
Epistles of Light. In fact, Nursi planned to complete the Signs of Miraculousness in sixty
volumes, yet managed to write only one volume. This first and only volume was written on
horseback during the war. Nursi explained that he then changed his main focus to the theme
of belief in the Qur’an, rather than explaining every single verse. Vahide writes about how
present-day scholars admire Nursi’s subtlety concerning the exposition of the Qur’an’s word-
order (nazm), which in places surpasses that of the great masters of the past such as Jurjani
(d. 1078) and Zamakshari (d. 1143/4).%

During their defence of Bitlis, Nursi and some of his students were captured by Russian
forces and were sent to the prisoner-of-war camp in Kostroma in north-western Russia.®
3.4. THE PERIOD OF TRANSITION, 1918-1925

Nursi’s captivity in Russia may also be included in the transitional period of his life. The
Russian prisoner-of-war camp and subsequent escape affected Nursi’s thought for the rest of
his life.>” This transitional period can be considered in two parts. The first is Nursi’s two and

%3 Siikran Vahide, Bediiizzaman Said Nursi, 118.
* This work was published by Nursi when he came back from war camp prison in Russia, 1918.
Enver Pasha provided the paper for it to show his appreciation of the work and Nursi’s service in the
war. Nursi accepted his paper offering, because at that time paper was not easy to find in wartime
Turkey.
% See Siikran Vahide, Towards the Intellectual Biography of Said Nursi, in Islam at the Crossroads :
On the Life and Thought of Bediuzzaman Said Nursi, 9.
% Siikran Vahide, Bediiizzaman Said Nursi, 124; Nursi, Kaynakli, Indeksli Risale-1 Nur Klliyati:
Isaratii’l-Icdz, Mesnevi-1 Nuriya, Barla Lahikasi, Kastamonu Lahikasi, Emirdag Lahikasi, Tarihge
Hayat ... ve Digerleri., 2: 56.
57 Nursi, The Letters, 1994, 366.
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a half years as a prisoner in Russia during the First World War; the second begins when he
came back from Russia and ends with the beginning of the New Said period, when he started
writing the Risale-i Nur. The period of transition from ‘the Old Said’ to ‘the New Said’ took
around eight to ten years in total.

Upon Nursi’s capture in the east of Van, Russian forces took him to the province of
Kostroma in north-western Russia with other prisoners of war.%® A few months later, Tatar
villagers, who lived close to the camp, requested Nursi as an imam to lead their prayers in the
local mosque, which was beside the River VVolga. Nursi was leading the Tatar villagers as a
religious leader (imam) during the day, but he was alone during the long winter nights, so he
found plenty of time to think about his life and reflect deeply on his relationship with God.
One night, Nursi thought that he had had enough of mixing in social life with people and
decided to spend the rest of his life in the caves worshiping God. He decided that as he would

enter the grave alone, solitude was better than mixing with people.*

After around two years in Kostroma, Nursi managed to escape from Russia to Istanbul via
Warsaw and Sofia.®® His arrival in Istanbul was announced by the newspapers on 25 June
1918.%* Despite all the public congratulations, he was determined to realise his decision to
stay in a cave in solitude throughout the rest of his life. Nevertheless, as a result of great
pressure from high-ranking governors like Enver Pasha (d. 1922) and others who were

acquainted with him from the past, he had to postpone his plans. Vahide writes:

Nursi was revered in Istanbul as a hero, warrior, and exemplar of Ottoman courage. He
received invitations from prominent pashas and dignitaries or he was visited by similar
people. He was offered various positions of honour. In the meantime, he was awarded a
war medal.®?

%8 Siikran Vahide, Bediiizzaman Said Nursi, 124.
% Vahide, Islam in Modern Turkey : An Intellectual Biography of Bediuzzaman Said Nursi, 129.
€0 Said Nursi, Kaynakli, Indeksli Risale-I Nur Kiilliyati: Sézler, Mektubat, Lemalar, Sualar, vol. 1
(Istanbul: Nesil Yayinlari, 1994), 708.
81 Vahide, Islam in Modern Turkey : An Intellectual Biography of Bediuzzaman Said Nursi, 132.
62 Siikran Vahide, Bediiizzaman Said Nursi, 132.
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In August 1918, without his knowledge, Nursi was appointed President of Religious Affairs

(Daru’l-Hikmah), the second highest position after the President.®

During this new period of his life, Nursi lived in different parts of Istanbul, such as Camlica
Hill, Yusa Hill and Sariyer Hill. Yet he found it painful trying to reconcile his desire to live a
life of worship in isolation and his active role in society at this time. The life of partial
solitude he had been obliged to lead in Russia in 1918 had reinforced his strong motivation
towards the inner life. During this period in Istanbul he read the works of ‘Abd al-Qadir al-
Jilani (d. 1166) and Sheikh Ahmad Sirhindi (1563—1624), also known as Imam Rabbani.* He
was bewildered as to whom to follow. After some thought, he decided to follow the guidance

of the Qur’an only,®® since, he concluded, all paths are inspired by the Qur’an.

During this transitional period Nursi wrote The Seedbed of the Light (Al-Mathnawi Al-Nuri),
which is focused more on the internal world (anfizsi) than the external world of man ( ‘afagi).
This book expresses a fine balance between the inner tension of man and the major concepts
in the Qur’an such as Divine Oneness, Resurrection and Prophecy. In the 1920s, Nursi wrote

several small books, including Stinizhat,*® Lemaat, Isharat and Hutuvat-i Sitte.®’

Nursi’s transitional period occurred during a very turbulent time for the Ottoman Empire,
which was about to collapse as a result of the First World War. It must be said that Nursi was
psychologically affected by the war too. There are two elements which explain his
psychology. First, although the Ottoman Empire had been a superpower for several centuries
and the sultan represented the Muslim world as caliph, at that time the Ottoman Empire was
called ‘the sick man of Europe’ and was seen as being about to die.® The Ottomans were in a
terrible situation as they fought on several different fronts including North Africa, the

Balkans and the Caucasus. The war conditions must have had an effect on Nursi. As a result,

8 Vahide, Islam in Modern Turkey : An Intellectual Biography of Bediuzzaman Said Nursi, 133.
8 Nursi, Kaynakli, Indeksli Risale-I Nur Kiilliyati: Isaratii’l-lcaz, Mesnevi-1 Nuriya, Barla Lahikasi,
Kastamonu Lahikasi, Emirdag Lahikasi, Tarih¢ce Hayat ... ve Digerleri., 2: 34.
8 Nursi, The Rays, 2004, 313.
% Vahide, Islam in Modern Turkey : An Intellectual Biography of Bediuzzaman Said Nursi, 162.
67 1bid., 153.
68 Nursi, The Flashes, 298.
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he may have been bewildered about what would happen in the future after the collapse of the

Ottoman Empire.

The second element was that at that time Nursi was only around forty-five years old,* and
yet, possibly as result of his wartime experiences, he considered himself old rather than his

real age. Nursi’s own words explain this feeling:

“A day that will turn the hair of children grey” (Qur’an, 73: 17) even made children old.

Even though he was in his forties he felt as if he were eighty.” There are several examples
from his transitional period that explain his feelings. One of his works, which was written
around the 1930s during the New Said period, was called ‘Treatise for the Elderly’.”™ Nursi
gives an especially clear account of his feelings in the Twenty-sixth Flash, which consists of
sixteen hopes. All the examples in that work can be summed up as showing that Nursi thinks
that he is old enough and should focus on the hereafter, rather than the worldly life. He thinks
that he has reached a crossroads, where he must make that choice. External factors, such as
his friends, are inviting him to worldly positions, but even though these positions relate to
helping people to practise their religion internal arguments propel Nursi to prefer spiritual
progress. Nursi’s feelings are also apparent in his Seventeenth Word. There, he mentions two

scenes. The first depicts the reality of the world of the heedless:

Don’t call me to the world; — | came, and saw it was transitory.
Heedlessness was a veil; — | saw the light of truth was concealed.

All the beings in existence, — | saw were ephemeral, harmful.

If you say, being, | dressed in it; — Alas! It was non-being; | suffered much!
If you say, life, | tasted it; — | saw it was torment upon torment.

If you say the Beloved, | found him; — Alas! On separation | suffered grievous pain.’

However, the second scene indicates the reality of the world of the people of guidance who

are luminous or pious:

8 Nursi, Kaynakli, Indeksli Risale-I Nur Kiilliyati: Sozler, Mektubat, Lemalar, Sualar, 1: 703.
0'Vahide, Islam in Modern Turkey : An Intellectual Biography of Bediuzzaman Said Nursi, 128.
" Nursi, The Flashes, 286.
2 Nursi, The Words, 2005, 218.
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Then the heedlessness passed, — And | saw the light of truth clearly.

Existence became the proof of God; — See, life is the mirror of God.

The mind became the key to treasuries. — See, transience is the door to permanence.
The spark of perfection died, — But, behold the Sun of Beauty!

If you are a true slave of God, — See, it is a limitless pleasure and ease.
Taste its uncountable rewards, — Experience its infinite happiness ...”

These scenes might be considered as representing Nursi’s inner talk or self-criticism, a means

whereby he helped himself to understand his inner reflections.

In 1922, Nursi eventually left Istanbul when he was invited to Ankara by Mustafa Kemal (d.
1938) and the new government of the Turkish Republic to work for them.™ Nursi found
another opportunity to present his Madrasat al-Zahra’ project, this time to the newly
established Turkish Parliament. He immediately gained the support of 167 deputies in the
assembly, who signed his petition. Two years later, however, the project was again rejected
by a higher committee and sent back to the assembly. This was Nursi’s second failure to
realise the project.” Mustafa Kemal and the foremost governors were primarily secularists
and did not make any room for religious thought in the foundation of the new Turkish
Republic. Disappointed by the attitude of the new government, Nursi left Ankara in April
1923.7

Nursi started a new, simple and humble life in Van.”” He had a few students to instruct, with
whom he discussed Islamic sciences such as the exegesis of the Qur’an, hadith and figh, etc.”
A few years later in 1925, the Sheikh Said (d. 1925) Revolt broke out.” Nursi was arrested
and exiled to Western Turkey on the grounds that he might have a strong influence on the

local Kurdish population, even though he had played no part in the revolt. First he was

2 1bid.
"4 Vahide, ‘The Life and Times of Bediuzzaman Said Nursi’, 222.
® Vahide, Islam in Modern Turkey : An Intellectual Biography of Bediuzzaman Said Nursi, 172.
® 1bid., 173.
" Vahide, ‘The Life and Times of Bediuzzaman Said Nursi’, 223.
8 Vahide, Islam in Modern Turkey : An Intellectual Biography of Bediuzzaman Said Nursi, 177.
0 Zircher, Turkey : A Modern History, 172.Vahide, ‘The Life and Times of Bediuzzaman Said
Nursi’, 224.Vahide, “The Life and Times of Bediuzzaman Said Nursi”, 224.
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brought to Burdur.® Then he was taken to Isparta and finally to Barla, where he was to stay
for around nine years.®! Nursi later described his Barla exile in terms of his dream of
spending his life in solitude come true. Nursi writes in The Flashes of the dream he had,
while a prisoner of war in Russia, of spending his life in contemplative solitude:

That night in the mosgue on the banks of the Volga made me decide to pass the rest of
my life in caves. Enough now of mixing in this social life of people.®

Now he was forced to live in solitude in a small village, Barla, which was scarcely populated

and had no road or rail access to anywhere.

Nursi thought that God transformed the solitude on the mountain, which was unsafe and
exposed to the elements, into a retreat in the safe and sincere mountains of Barla.®® Nursi also
likens his other periods of imprisonment and exile in Kastamonu, Emirdag, Eskisehir, Denizli
and Afyon to that of his dreamed life of solitude. During this period Nursi devoted himself to
expounding the Qur’an and writing the Risale-i Nur, a work of approximately six thousand

pages.

3.5. THE NEW SAID PERIOD (1925-1950)
Nursi describes his Risale-i Nur as a kind of exegesis (¢afsir) of the Qur’an. There are two
fundamental methods of exegesis of the Qur’an: the analytical approach (al-'ittijah al-tajzi'i fi
al-tafsir) and the thematic or synthetic approach (al-'ittijah al-mawdii i fi al-tafsir).8* In terms
of this classification, it can be assumed that Nursi’s Risale-i Nur falls into the second
category, since Nursi’s approach in his writings was mainly aimed at elaborating the concept

of belief only. It seems that Nursi intentionally focused on this concept alone. For example,

8 Vahide, ‘The Life and Times of Bediuzzaman Said Nursi’, 225.
8 hid.
82 Nursi, The Flashes, 2909.
8 Nursi, The Letters, 1994, 63.
8 The term ‘thematic’, i.e. relating to a theme, is used to describe the method by which an exegete
selects a group of verses related to a single theme. We may also call this method ‘synthetic’ because it
does not seek to impose human experience on the Qur'an; rather, it seeks to synthesise these verses
and their meaning into a single composite view and to unite human experience with the Qur'an. See:
Muhammad Bagqir Sadr, Mugaddimat {1 al-tafstr al-mawda‘1 1il-Qur’an (Beirut: Dar al-Tawjih al-
Islami, 1980), 10.
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in his explanations, there are three steps in the last renewal of Islam in the end times, namely
belief, life and shariah. Nursi explains that his lifetime is not sufficient for all three of these,
but that the most important of the three is belief.® That is why he focused on belief rather

than on life and shariah.

In addition, it is worthwhile to note that almost all of Nursi’s books, such as The Words, The
Letters, The Flashes, The Rays and The Mathnawi, focus on reinforcing belief. They are the
fruits of the New Said era. Describing Said Nursi’s Risale-i Nur, Vahide writes:

Risale-i Nur incorporates the traditional Islamic sciences and modern scientific
knowledge, and while instilling those truths, effectively refutes the basis of materialist
philosophy... [in a] unique way in the Islamic world for the renewal of belief.%

The main body of Risale-i Nur consists of the four main themes of the Qur’an. These are: (1)
the existence of the Single Maker i.e. God, (2) prophethood, (3) the resurrection of the dead,
and (4) justice.®” Nursi dedicated his life to explaining these concepts in detail in his works.
As mentioned earlier, the New Said Period overlaps with the time of the new Turkish
Republic. Nursi’s life-philosophy contradicted the doctrine of Atatiirk’s new secular republic,
which was established on his own power monopoly. It was a radical programme of
secularisation and also aimed at modernisation on that basis.® There was no room for
religious figures, whereas Nursi wanted Islamic values and morality to be also incorporated,
an idea Ataturk strongly opposed.® When he was staying in Tahir Pasha’s residence in Van,
Nursi had become well informed about the arguments produced by Jean Baptist Lamarck (d.
1829), Auguste Comte (d. 1857), Ludwig Bichner (d. 1897), Charles Darwin (d. 1882) and
the like. He considered these positivist understandings of the universe flawed compared to

the arguments developed in the Qur’an.

8 Nursi, Kaynakli, Indeksli Risale-I Nur Kiilliyati: Isaratii’l-lcaz, Mesnevi-1 Nuriya, Barla Lahikasi,
Kastamonu Lahikasi, Emirdag Lahikasi, Tarih¢e Hayat ... ve Digerleri., 2: 2061-2062.
8 Vahide, ‘Toward an Intellectual Biography of Said Nursi’.
87 Bediuzzaman Said Nursi, The Miraculous Quran and Some of Its Mysteries (Lanham: Tughra
Books, 2009), IV.
8 Zircher, Turkey : A Modern History, 172.
8 bid.
122



Chapter 3

Atatiirk’s new regime transformed several cultural codes, which were mostly relevant with
regard to the religious dimension of public life. The Arabic call to prayer was banned. The
Sufi lodge (tekkes) and religious schools (madrasas) were also closed.*® The education
system was designed in accordance with materialist philosophy. The Caliphate and the
Sultanate were abolished in a couple of years.®® The sultan was the caliph who represents the

Muslim world. The aim was to remove the power of religion or of Islam from society.

The public in general was quite displeased with the revolutions. They caused unpleasant
reactions such as the Sheikh Said® revolt of 1925.% Sheikh Said, who was a Kurdish tribe
leader with huge support from the Kurdish community in eastern Anatolia, also desired
Nursi’s support before taking his action since Nursi was a well-known Kurdish scholar in the
region, but Nursi refused to take part in this revolt against the new regime. Nursi denounced

violence, and exclaimed:

Those soldiers (The Turkish Army) are the sons of this land. They are my kith and kin
and your kith and kin. Whom will you kill? And whom will they kill? Think! Use your
head! Are you going to make Ahmed kill Mehmed and Hasan kill Hiiseyin?%

He reiterated that the greatest enemy of the people was ignorance and that salvation was ‘to
offer illumination and guidance through the truths of the Qur’an and belief”.*® Still, Nursi was

exiled to Burdur along with many tribal and religious leaders.

Nursi wrote the first part of the Risale-i Nur, called The First Gateway to Illumination,® in
Burdur. From here he was again exiled to Isparta, then to Barla. Barla was a very small
village without any proper road, so Nursi was transported in a very small boat across Lake

Burdur. In Barla, Nursi wrote eighty per cent of Risale-i Nur. Nursi’s religious effort

% 1bid., 173.

1 Vahide, ‘The Life and Times of Bediuzzaman Said Nursi’, 224.

92 Zlrcher, Turkey : A Modern History, 170-173.

% Ibid. For further information see: Robert W Olson, The Emergence of Kurdish Nationalism and the

Sheikh Said Rebellion, 1880-1925 (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1989).

% Sahiner, Bilinmeyen Taraflariyla Bediiizzaman Said Nursi : Kronolojik Hayati.

% Vahide, ‘The Life and Times of Bediuzzaman Said Nursi’, 224.

% \Vahide, Islam in Modern Turkey : An Intellectual Biography of Bediuzzaman Said Nursi, 185.
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attracted central government attention. The new government increased pressure on Nursi and
his volunteer students, although Nursi had only a few followers. Risale-i Nur was repeatedly
copied out by hand by his students up until the late 1940s. Some estimate that around
700,000 copies of Risale-i Nur were produced this way.

After eight years had elapsed, the Ankara government had failed to stop Nursi’s scholarly
activities. In 1935, Nursi and 120 of his students were arrested and charged with “opposing
the reforms and belonging to a secret political organization ... exploiting religion for political
ends, forming an organization that constituted a possible threat to public order and giving
instruction in Sufism”.®” Ninety-seven of his students were acquitted by the court, but Nursi
was sentenced to eleven months’ imprisonment for opposition to the dress code and taken to

Eskisehir Prison.%

Having served his sentence in Eskisehir Prison, Nursi was exiled to Kastamonu. He had to
stay in the local police station for several months. Then a house was rented for him just
opposite the police station so that he could be under surveillance at all times. During his
Kastamonu exile, he wrote The Supreme Signs and some parts of The Rays. Nursi again
became the centre of attention in Kastamonu. New students were gathering around him.
Simultaneously, he was in touch with old students in Isparta by post. The number of his
students and his works were increasing day by day. Eventually central government was

irritated and took action against him once again.

Nursi and 126 of his students were arrested and sent to Denizli Prison. The court brought
similar charges to those of the Eskisehir trial, but Nursi and his students were all acquitted,

along with the Risale-i Nur. However, during the trial, they had to stay in Denizli prison in

7 See ‘A Chronology of Said Nursi’s Life’ by Sukran Vahide’ in: Islam at the Crossroads : On the
Life and Thought of Bediuzzaman Said Nursi, XXI.
% Ataturk introduced the new dress code in 1925, which made the use of the hat obligatory. Anyone
refusing to put a hat on was punished severely. See: Zircher, Turkey : A Modern History, 173.
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harsh conditions for some nine months.*® Detention proved to be fruitful as Nursi wrote The

Fruits of Belief during his stay in Denizli Prison.1%

Followig his time in Denizli Prison, Nursi’s exile in Emirdag started in 1944. Risale-i Nur
was almost completed by 1947. After three and half years in Emirdag, in 1948 Nursi and his
students were detained once again and sent to Afyon Prison, where Nursi remained for
twenty months. At the end of the Afyon trial both Nursi and Risale-i Nur were cleared once
again. But prison conditions had been too harsh for 75-year-old Nursi. Sahiner highlights
incidents where the prison authorities kept one of Nursi’s window panes broken to make sure
he was exposed to the harsh Afyon cold, and he was poisoned by corrupt governors several
times.®* Nursi had been literally left to die in his prison cell. Perhaps this was the harshest of
all Nursi’s prison terms. At last he was acquitted, and was sent to Emirdag to reside for the

second time.

3.5. NURSI'’S FREE YEARS (1950-1960)
The last ten years of Nursi’s life are seen as the Third Said period. The general style of
Nursi’s life was more or less the same, but the progress of modern Turkey towards
democracy sharply accelerated. After 27 years of single party rule by the Republican

People’s Party (RPP), Turkey was experiencing true democracy for the first time.'%?

The Democrat Party (DP), led by Adnan Menderes (d. 1960), beat the RPP by a huge margin.
Compared to the RPP with its secularist policies, Adnan Menderes’s DP could be considered
conservative. The DP’s first action was to lift the ban on the Arabic call to prayer. Vahide

writes:

% Vahide, ‘The Life and Times of Bediuzzaman Said Nursi’, 236.
100 Ibid., 237.
101 Sahiner, Bilinmeyen Taraflariyla Bediiizzaman Said Nursi : Kronolojik Hayati.
192 \/ahide, Islam in Modern Turkey : An Intellectual Biography of Bediuzzaman Said Nursi, 305; The
charges against Risale-i Nur and the Nurcus kept coming until the removal of Article 163 of the Penal
Code in 1991; in this regard see Bernard Lewis, The Emergence of Modern Turkey (London, New
York: Oxford University Press, 1961), 412.
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It was clearly a massive positive step forward in terms of an end to the oppression.
Although DP seriously improved democracy in Turkey, the attorneys were still free to
press charges on Nursi based on the old Article 163 of the Penal Code.*®

Nursi gave support to the DP in the name of democracy. Yet he was never a part of it. As a
matter of principle, Nursi was determined not to take an active part in politics. He said:

“I must take up the Qur’an’s light, I declared: ‘I seek refuge with God from Satan and
from politics” and threw away the club of politics; I embraced the light with both hands. |
saw that among the political movements are lovers of those lights in both the opposition
and the supporters. The Qur’an is far superior to all political currents and
partisanship.”1%

Nursi believed that whoever is serving God should never take sides against others. Thus he

could offer support to the DP, but never took an active role in it.

During the 1950s, Risale-i Nur students started to travel abroad in different parts of the world
in order to introduce the Risale-i Nur and establish relations, in various countries and major
cities, including Finland and Washington DC, as well as a number of Islamic countries, such
as Pakistan.'® Nursi also received visits from religious scholars and figures from the Islamic
world. Pakistan’s deputy education minister, Sayyid Ali Akbar Shah, visited him on 15
January 1951.1% He also sent copies of Risale-i Nur to the Pope in Rome. Nursi received a
letter of thanks from the Vatican dated 22 February 1951.%%7

The relation between the Muslim world and Christianity is another important issue in Nursi’s
free years. Nursi considers the West in two aspects. In the first, its sciences serve justice and
right and technological developments that are beneficial for society. It takes its inspiration
from true Christianity. However, the second face of Europe is corrupted by materialist
philosophy, which has driven mankind to vice and misguidance.'®® Therefore, Nursi

emphasises the need for co-operation between Muslims and sincere Christians against

103 \/ahide, Islam in Modern Turkey : An Intellectual Biography of Bediuzzaman Said Nursi, 285.
104 Nursi, The Letters, 1994, 49.
105 \/ahide, Islam in Modern Turkey : An Intellectual Biography of Bediuzzaman Said Nursi, 316.
106 Ipid.
107 I bid.
108 Nursi, The Flashes, 160.
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aggressive atheism. Nursi considered the communist regime of the Soviet Union to be the
representative of the ‘great Dajjal’ or Atheism. Nursi’s main focus was the concept of belief,
so he spent his last years challenging the idea of atheism by means of his main work, Risale-i
Nur, because he believed and advocated the idea that all monotheist religions should act as
allies in opposing atheism.*® He took unusual steps to build a bridge between Islam and
sincere Christianity. For example, Nursi visited the Greek Orthodox patriarch of Istanbul,

Athenagoras (d. 1972), in the spring and summer of 1953.11

In 1956, the court declared the acquittal of Risale-i Nur. The whole Risale-i Nur collection
was printed. Nursi believed that Risale-i Nur and its students would now be able to perform

their duties,'** and called this time “The Risale-i Nur Festival”.1?

Four years later, in 1960, after a long life which had been spent in the service of God,
Bedituzzaman Said Nursi died peacefully in a hotel room in Urfa in Eastern Turkey. The
remaining part of this chapter will focus on the works of Nursi, and on the concept of self
(nafs) and ‘I’ (ana) and their relationship with the concept of God.

3.6. THE BASIC MISSION OF SAID NURSI AND RISALE-I NUR
There is a strong correlation between the main concepts of Risale-i Nur and modern man’s
needs: the main mission of the Risale-i Nur is to guide people away from materialist
interpretations of philosophy and science. Man’s spiritual progress is based on human
intellect (‘agl) and heart (galb). According to Nursi, it is important to challenge any doubts
about any religious matters with the eye of the heart (galb) and the eye of the human intellect
(‘aql). This is the method that Nursi extracted from the Qur’an. He found a way to the
essence of reality by employing both the heart (qalb) and the human intellect ( ‘agl).

109 On the issue of Nursi’s Muslim—Christian dialogue, see: Zeki Saritoprak, ‘Said Nursi on Muslim—
Christian Relations Leading to World Peace’, Islam and Christian—Muslim Relations 19, no. 1 (2008):
25-37.
110 Vahide, Islam in Modern Turkey : An Intellectual Biography of Bediuzzaman Said Nursi, 333.
111 Nursi, Kaynakli, Indeksli Risale-1 Nur Kulliyati: Sozler, Mektubat, Lemalar, Sualar, 1: 1094,
12 See ‘A Chronology of Said Nursi’s Life’ by Sukran Vahide in: Islam at the Crossroads : On the
Life and Thought of Bediuzzaman Said Nursi, xxiii.
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In the present study, the concept of self (nafs) and ‘I’ (ana) are considered the key elements
of man’s spiritual progress. In the last section of this chapter, in order to comprehend the
totality of man in Nursian thought, six spiritual faculties of man, heart, human intellect, spirit,
conscience and ‘I’ (qalb, ‘aql, rith, nafs, wijdan and ana) and their relations, as
conceptualised by Nursi himself, will be detailed. Nursi’s sixfold schema differs from those
traditionally used in Muslim psycho-spiritual literature, where only four faculties (i.e. heart

(galb), human intellect (‘aql), spirit (rizh) and self (nafs)) are used.

During the period of the Old Said, as he writes, Nursi filled his mind with the philosophical
as well as the Islamic sciences, and familiarised himself with both Islamic and Western
ideologies. However, after his imprisonment in Russia in 1918, he had a tendency to direct
his attention more to his inner life. He was contemplating which path, or whom, he should
follow. During this period, he read the books of Abd al-Qadir Gilani and Ahmed Sirhindi. He
was inspired by these scholars and their writings, and decided to make his giblah one person.
This means taking one person as master and following him, and not concerning oneself with
anyone else. Nursi was bewildered as to whom to follow. He reflected on this, and then,
because the Qur’an was the source of all the various ways, he decided to follow the Qur’an

only. 13

3.7. ALLIANCE OF ‘AQL AND QALB IN NURSI’'S SPIRITUALITY
Nursi assigns considerable importance to Sufism in his works, but he was not a Sufi in
classical terms. There are two important indicators of his differences with the classical
understanding of Sufism.

Firstly, while, like al-Ghazzali, Nursi is an important Sunni scholar in Islamic history, and
also aimed to divert the attention of Muslims to the essential reality of the Qur’an and the
path of tradition (Sunnah), in the time of al-Ghazzali Sufism was highly dependent on
personal experience and did not have much of a structure. Also, in time it had started to move
away from the original path of the Qur’an and tradition (Sunnah). Al-Ghazzali, through his
major works such as lhya’ ‘uliim al-din and others, aimed to redivert the attention of Sufis to

113 Nursi, The Rays, 2004, 313.
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the main sources, that is, the Qur’an and tradition (Sunnah). While Nursi shared this focus on
the main sources with al-Ghazzali, by the time in which Nursi lived Sufism had already

become highly structured and formalised.

Secondly, as Nursi belongs to a different period in time, man’s requirements and
understandings have changed a great deal from what they were in the times when the
fundamentals and dynamics of Sufism were discussed and set. Nursi realised the necessity to
redefine and improve the methods of Sufism in the light of contemporary conditions. This, of
course, is linked to the purpose of the Risale-i Nur and his definition of ‘certain belief” (iman-

i tahqigi). According to Nursi, certain belief is

certain, affirmative belief or belief by investigation. As a conscious assent and
verification, it is the opposite of belief by imitation (iman-i taqlidi).***

To achieve this main purpose of the revitalisation of faith, Nursi sought to bring together or,
more accurately perhaps, carry out the essential functions of various traditional religious
sciences such as Islamic philosophy (kalam), the tenets of belief (‘aq ‘a ‘id), the scientific
method of religion (usil al-din) and exegisis (tafsir), together with modern sciences”,*

while making these accessible to all people whatever their background or class.'

Like al-Ghazzali, Mawlana Jalal-al-Din Raimi (d. 1273) and Ahmed Sirhindi, Nursi also
preferred a path which based the development of individuals on both the dynamics of the

heart (qalb) and the human intellect ‘aq/). Few prominent scholars take both into

114 Nursi, The Letters, 1994, 330-331.
115 Ibrahim M. Abu-Rabi, Spiritual Dimensions of Bediuzzaman Said Nursi’s Risale-I Nur (Albany,
NY: State University of New York Press, 2008), 5.
18 Giindiizalp, who was one of the foremost student of Nursi, underlines that “[w]hen perceptive and
appreciative people first come to know Bediuzzaman and the Risale-i Nur, they are infinitely regretful
they did not know of them previously, and in order to make up for lost time, never waste their spare
time, and if they have five minutes even, pick up the Risale-i Nur, and read it day and night. This
extraordinary interest and demand has never ever been shown for the work of any psychologist,
sociologist, or philosopher. Only the educated can benefit from them. If a middle school student or a
housewife reads the work of a eminent philosopher, he or she does not profit from it. But everyone
profits from the Risale-i Nur in accordance with his level.” Ibid., 3.
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consideration: there were some other paths which based their fundamentals on either heart

(galb) or on human intellect (‘ag/) alone.'” Nursi also confirms their path, and he explains:

The aim and goal of the Sufi path is — knowledge of God and the unfolding of the truths
of faith — through a spiritual journeying with the feet of the heart ... and all saints of his
community make their spiritual journeying under the shadow of the Ascension, with the
spirit and heart.118

Nursi found that more than anything else, this way, employing both the galb (heart) and the
‘aql (mind), cured his wounded spirit (rizk) and heart (galb). Also, ‘silencing Satan and his
evil-commanding soul’ rescued him from doubts and scepticism.*® Nursi, while defining his

spiritual architecture, proceeded through an alliance of human intellect (‘aq/) and heart
(galb).

Despite all the political and social turbulence, Nursi always wished to refine the truths of
Islam, and to dispel the doubts of the enemies of religion and repel the underground fears of
externalists and those who go to excess.!®

Nursi explains his life mission in The Words as follows:

One time | had a dream: | was at the foot of Mount Ararat. The mountain suddenly
exploded, scattering rocks the size of mountains all over the world, shaking it.

Then a man appeared at my side. He told me: “Expound the aspects of the Qur’an’s
miraculousness you know, concisely and succinctly!”

I thought of the dream’s meaning while still dreaming, telling myself: the explosion here
symbolizes a revolution in mankind.

117 Nursi, The Rays, 2004, 174.
18 See “Mesnevi-i Nuriye’ in: Nursi, Kaynakli, Indeksli Risale-I Nur Kiilliyati: Isaratii’l-lcaz,
Mesnevi-1 Nuriya, Barla Lahikasi, Kastamonu Lahikasi, Emirdag Lahikasi, Tarihge Hayat ... ve
Digerleri, 2: 1277.
119 Nursi, The Letters, 1994, 507.
120 See “Towards the Intellectual Biography of Said Nursi’ by Sukran Vahide in: Islam at the
Crossroads : On the Life and Thought of Bediuzzaman Said Nursi, 8.
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As a result of it, the guidance of the Criterion of Truth and Falsehood will be exalted
everywhere, and will rule. And the time will come to expound its miraculousness!**

Nursi was aware of, and not happy with, the fact that Islamic literature had been polluted
with Isra’illiyat and ancient Greek philosophy. These had caused an axial dislocation in
Islamic literature, not a complete one, but severe. Some Muslim scholars had not been
affected by this dislocation — al-Ghazzali, Ibn ‘Arabi, Rtmi, Nursi, and others — but some
scholars and their works had been heavily affected. This issue concerns the difference
between the wisdom of the Qur’an and philosophy. In other words, it is about different views
of the philosophy of science in the Western and the Islamic context. The difference between
those two disciplines is discussed and elaborated later in this thesis, most specifically in
Chapter 5. Nursi structured his own thought in accordance with an Islamic philosophy of
science which compromises both modern sciences and the Qur’an and in which they are not

in conflict at all.*®

3.8. NURSI'S STYLE OF EXPOSITION IN RISALE-I NUR
Nursi wrote the treaties in The Words using very simple language. He used allegories to make
the context clear to his readers, most of whom were not highly educated. He then reveals the
truth behind the allegory. For the proof of the Maker, for instance, Nursi tells the story of two
men travelling through a counntry. One man, who apparently represents atheist philosophy, is
empty-headed and the other, who represents the theist, is the wise man. Concerning the

empty-headed man’s rejection of Deity, the wise man replies:

Every village must have its headman; every needle must have its manufacturer and
craftsman. And, as you know, every letter must be written by someone. How, then, can it
be that so extremely well ordered a kingdom should have no ruler? And how can so
much wealth have no owner, when every hour a train arrives filled with precious and
artful gifts, as if coming from the realm of the unseen? And all the announcements and
proclamations, all the seals and stamps, found on all those goods, all the coins and the
flags waving in every corner of the kingdom — can they be without an owner? It seems

121 Nursi, The Words, 2005, 336.
122 See Said Nursi, Muhakemat (Reasoning), where Nursi dedicated almost this entire book to the
hakikat (reality) of Islam. For example, he explained verses such as 18: 86: Until when he reached the
place where the sun set, he found it going down into a black sea, and found by it a people. We said: O
Zulgarnain! either give them a chastisement or do them a benefit, and 51: 48: And the earth, We have
made it a wide extent; how well have We then spread (it) out.
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you have studied foreign languages a little, and are unable to read this Islamic script. In
addition, you refuse to ask those who are able to read it. Come now; let me read to you
the king's supreme decree.!?3

In terms of methodology, Nursi’s style resembles that of Plato. In Laws, Plato uses two
imaginary characters, namely Cleinias and the Athenian Stranger. These characters represent
opposing philosophical ideas. Similarly, Hume, in his Dialogues Concerning Natural
Religion, speaks in the mouths of Demea, Cleanthes and Philo in order to represent the

cosmological theist, the experimental theist and the sceptic.

Nursi, however, uses the word ‘philosophy’ (falsafah) to represent negative philosophy: that
is, materialist, naturalist and atheist thought. He never uses the expressions ‘atheist
philosophy’ or ‘theist philosophy’, but in order to refute such philosophy he makes the
Qur’an speak. His writings often illustrate the clash between philosophy (falsafah) and the

Qur’an.

3.9. INTERPRETATION OF THE CREATION
The book of the universe (kitab-i kainat) and the beautiful names of God (al-asma’ al-
husna):** throughout Risale-i Nur, Nursi methodically depicts the universe as a ‘cosmic
book’ written by God. He explains that, like a mirror, the universe reflects all the different
Beautiful Names and Attributes'? of its Creator. To Nursi, every being has been created for a
purpose, and they are all the signs (ayar) of their Creator. Therefore, the purpose of man’s
creation is to attain belief in God, which can be achieved by correctly interpreting the cosmic

narrative.

Nursi distinguishes between the materialistic philosophy of science and the Qur’anic
understanding of the reality of the things in the universe (or the cosmic book written by God).
Nursi explains the method he has developed for understanding the true face of the universe

through an Arabic linguistic rule: there are two notions to indicate meanings, (a) other-

123 Nursi, The Words, 2005, 60.

124 For the Beautiful Names of God (al-asma al-husna), see Appendix 2, p. 294.

125 Nursi mentions more than the classical 99 Beautiful Names of God listed in the hadith.
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indicative meaning (ma ‘na-yi harfi)'? and (b) self-referential meaning (ma ‘na-yi ismi).*?" It is
important to understand these notions to grasp Nursi’s understanding of the universe and the
reality of the things in it. Such an understanding is also helpful from the point of view of

grasping the concept of self (nafs) and other concepts in Nursi’s works.

One of the translator’s notes in Nursi’s al-Mathnawi al-Nzri contains a quotation from Nursi
in which he explains the terms ‘other-indicative meaning’ (ma ‘na-yi harfi) and ‘self-

referential meaning’ (ma ‘na-yi ismi):

A letter has no inherent meaning and so points to something else, such as the work of
which it is a part and its author (ma 'na-i harfi), a word, however, has a complete
meaning in itself and so points primarily to itself (ma 'na-i ismi). instead of using
meaning related to the letter and meaning related to the name, Turner translates the term
ma’na-i harfi as other-indicative and ma 'na-i ismi as self-referential meaning.?

Nursi writes that

God makes it possible to solve the greatest ontological problems by one linguistic rule:
The meaning related to the letter (ma 'na-i harfi) and the meaning related to the name
(ma’na-i ismi1). The universe is a book; the creatures in it are its words. These words
should be viewed only on their Inscriber’s behalf, for their primary function is to serve as
messages of the Lord manifesting His All-Beautiful Names. Considering creatures on
behalf of themselves causes ignorance, ingratitude and erroneous philosophy, while
considering them on behalf of their Inscriber is the origin of knowledge, belief and
wisdom.!?

According to Nursi, a true understanding of the Attributes and Names of God depends on a
true interpretation of the universe, which is only possible by considering all creatures with
their other-indicative meaning rather than their self-referential meaning. To further express

the importance and central role of this approach, Nursi writes:

126 Colin Turner, The Qur’an Revealed: A Critical Analysis of Said Nursi’s Epistles of Light (Berlin:
GERLACH PRESS, 2013), 97.
127 1bjid.
128 Said Nursi, Al-Mathnawi Al-Nuri : Seedbed of the Light, trans. Huseyin Akarsu (Somerset, NJ:
The Light, 2007), 351.
129 See: Colin Turner, The-Sided Vision of Said Nursi: Towards a Spiritual Architecture of the Risale-
i Nur in; Abu-Rabi, Spiritual Dimensions of Bediuzzaman Said Nursi’s Risale-I Nur, 37.
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during forty years of my life and thirty years of my studies, | have learned four words or
phrases ... the phrases are; other-indicative meaning, self-referential meaning, intention
and viewpoint.®

Nursi considers man to be at the centre of the universe and also a conscious fruit of it.
Furthermore, according to Nursi, man has comprehensive abilities and inner faculties to help
him understand and experience all the Divine Names manifested in the universe.’! As a
result of such an arrangement, most of the wisdom, aims, purposes and benefits of the

universe look to man.

3.10. SPIRITUAL COMPREHENSIVENESS OF MAN IN NURSI
According to Nursi, man has many inner faculties and notions which enable him to read and
interpret the cosmic text. Like many scholars, Nursi has produced a definition of the spiritual
architecture of human beings. Of course, understanding the self (nafs) as well as other
faculties (notions) is an important and vital step in mapping the spiritual comprehensiveness

of man.

Nursi’s understanding of self (nafs) is similar to that of al-Ghazzali and other great scholars
in the history of Islam such as Muhiddin al-Arabi, Ahmed Sirhindi, R@imi, and one of Riimi’s
important followers after many centuries, Igbal. Along with an exploration of Nursi’s ideas
on this topic, his thought will be compared to the works of those scholars and similarities will

be underlined.

Like al-Ghazzali, Nursi emphasises the strong and dynamic relations of self (nafs) with other
important notions, namely heart (qalb), spirit (izk) and human intellect (‘ag/), in man’s

spiritual life. Furthermore, Nursi adds two other important notions to these three, wijdan

130 Qriginal ex.; in a word or sentence, a letter points to the meanings of other things, not itself. A
word points to itself in meaning. Considering something from the view point of what a letter signifies,
or on account of the creator, means considering it a ‘mirror’ that reflects God’s Names and Attributes
manifested on it. Considering something from the viewpoint of what a word signifies means
considering it because of or on account of itself. See: Nursi, Al-Mathnawi Al-Nuri : Seedbed of the
Light, 300.
131 1bid., 67.
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(conscience) and ‘I’ (ana). All these notions will be discussed in detail so as to provide a

better understanding of the concept of nafs.

3.10.1. Heart (Qalb)
According to Nursi, the heart (qalb) directs all man’s faculties towards realising the reality of
self (nafs) or being a perfect person. Nursi gives a brief explanation of heart (galb) in The

Twenty-Seventh Word:

Man possesses many senses and subtle faculties charged with duties, like the mind, spirit,
nafs, and others. The perfect man is he who, driving all those subtle senses towards
reality on the different ways of worship particular to them, marches heroically like the
companions in a broad arena and rich fashion towards the goal, with the heart as a
commander and the subtle faculties as soldiers.**?

As Nursi, al-Ghazzali, and many other Sufis agree, heart (qalb) has two meanings. One
denotes the body’s most vital component, which is located in the left part of the chest and
resembles a pinecone. In the Sufi terminology, however, heart (qalb) signifies the spiritual
aspect as the centre of all emotions and intellectual and spiritual faculties, such as perception,
consciousness, sensation, reasoning and willpower. Sufis call this the ‘human truth’;

philosophers call it ‘the reasoning soul’. An individual’s real nature is found in the heart.**

According to Nursi, heart (qalb) is the place of belief and also one of the two spiritual
faculties which long for the creator of the universe (the other faculty is wijdan). If heart
(galb) needs anything, or when it feels impotent, it looks for an absolute power to stand by.
This longing or feeling is only satisfied by belief in or submission to God. Heart (galb) is not
a mere pinecone; rather, it is one of the inner faculties which is connected with conscience
(wijdan) and human intellect (‘ag/). Heart (qalb) feels through conscience (wijdan) and

thinks with the human intellect (‘ag/).®** Heart (galb) is vital for the spirituality of man just as

132 Nursi, The Flashes, 456.
133 Nursi, The Words, 2005, 511.
134 See “Muhakamat’ in: Nursi, Kaynakli, Indeksli Risale-I Nur Kiilliyati: Isaratii’l-Icaz, Mesnevi-I
Nuriya, Barla Lahikasi, Kastamonu Lahikasi, Emirdag Lahikasi, Tarih¢e Hayat ... ve Digerleri., 2:
2021.
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the heart (galb) is vital to the body. Without heart (galb), man is not a human being, but only

a sculpture.’*

Nursi also describes heart (galb) as a window through which to view the unseen worlds, and
through which other inner faculties also frame the luminous reflections of the Divine Names.
Thus heart (galb) itself is a luminous map which declares the manifestation of the Divine

Names and Attributes of God.*3¢

In Sufi tradition the spiritual treatment, perfection or development of the heart (galb) is
described metaphorically as fire which is incorporated with the notion of love. Nursi is well
aware of this tradition and uses it to set out the difference of the ways of the Risale-i Nur.

According to Nursi:

galb is like a seed which is to be watered by Islam and receive light from belief. If, in the
soil of servanthood (ubudiyyah) and purity of intention (ikhlas), it is watered by Islam
and awakened to life by belief, it grows into such an illustrious spiritual tree that it
becomes its corporeal body’s spirit. If it is not watered, it remains a dried seed having to
burn in fire until it acquires the quality of light.**’

The path of traditional Sufism, which Nursi describes as necessitating burning in fire, has

been discussed in detail in Chapter 2.

3.10.2. Ruh (spirit)
Religions, as well as philosophy, define spirit (rizh) as the source of life, feelings, motion,
consciousness, etc. Some definitions and discussions of the topic render it more confusing,

even incomprehensible, but all definitions of spirit (rizk) reflect on its non-material nature.

Nursi discusses the concept of spirit (riz/) in conjunction with the reality of life. According to

him, the pure essence of life, or even life itself, is spirit (izh). He also sees many

135 Nursi, The Flashes; see also Nursi, Kaynakli, Indeksli Risale-I Nur Kiilliyati: S6zler, Mektubat,
Lemalar, Sualar, 1: 2021.
136 Nursi, Kaynakli, Indeksli Risale-I Nur Kiilliyati: Isaratii’l-Icaz, Mesnevi-1 Nuriya, Barla Lahikasi,
Kastamonu Lahikasi, Emirdag Lahikasi, Tarih¢e Hayat ... ve Digerleri., 2: 1180.
137 Ibid., 2: 2020.
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resemblances between spirit (riz/) and the laws of nature, but the human spirit (riz/z), which is

like the laws in nature, has consciousness. To further explain their resemblance, Nursi states:

Both are unchanging and permanent, and come from the World of (the Initial
Manifestation of) Divine Commands. If Eternal Power had clothed laws with external
existence, each would have been a spirit; if the human spirit were stripped of
consciousness, it would become an immaterial law.'%

Although spirit (rizk) has a non-material nature, it is a fundamental requirement for matter
and existence. According to Nursi, “matter is not something dominating, so that things should
be referred to it; rather, it is something dominated, subject to the decree of something which

has a fundamental place in existence. That thing is life, the spirit (r2z/), and consciousness.”***

3.10.3. ‘Aql (human intellect)

Human intellect (‘aql) as a term refers to a Divine light through which a person can capture
the things that are not in the realm of our bodily senses. Through human intellect (‘aqg/) it is
possible to understand the interaction between cause and effect, which can be extended to

mean the functioning of the universe.

According to Muslim scholars, human intellect (‘agl) is an internal faculty which is
inarguably connected to other faculties such as heart (galb) and spirit (riz). The importance
of human intellect (‘aql) lies its potential to lead all the internal faculties of man to perfection
unless it is under the influence of evil-commanding soul (al-nafs al-ammarah). If the human
intellect (‘agl) is guided by the Qur’an and tradition (Sunnah), it reflects on the universe,
which ultimately leads to belief and tranquillity by reading the Divine Names and Attributes
of God. Knowledge of God is both a need that human intellect (‘ag/) must satisfy and a

source from which it must feed itself.1*°

According to Nursi, human intellect (‘agl) plays a central role in the comprehensiveness of

man and his spiritual life. In a situation of conflict between human intellect (‘aql) and

138 Nursi, Al-Mathnawi Al-Nuri : Seedbed of the Light, 170.
139 See ‘The Epigrams or Seeds of Truth’ in: Nursi, The Letters, 1994, 529.
140 See ‘The Twenty-Ninth Word’, in; Nursi, The Words, 2005, 529.
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revelation, Nursi prefers to base the final conclusion on human intellect (‘aql), which

interprets the revelation.

3.10.4. Wijdan (conscience)
Wijdan (conscience) is one of the spiritual mechanisms in man, which comprise four main
components, namely spiritual intellect (fu’ad, lasifa-i Rabbaniyah), willpower (iradah),

consciousness (zihn) and the power of perceptiveness (/is).

According to Nursi, Wijdan (conscience) is located at the junction of the unseen (ghayb) and
the material (shakadah) realms. Thus it can be considered as ‘the senses of the spirit’, and it
allows man to make contact with, and take an overview of, the unseen worlds through its
components. On the other hand, additionally to all other functions, Nursi states that there is

an ultimate purpose for each one of these components.

The ultimate purpose of willpower (iradah) is worshipping God; for the consciousness (zihn),
it is having knowledge of God; for the power of perceptiveness (#is) it is love of God; and for

the spiritual intellect (fi'ad, lasifa-i Rabbaniyah) it is the vision of God.**

Nursi further discusses these functions, and concludes that what is called piety (tagwa) or the
perfect form or degree of worship is only attainable through the functioning of conscience
(wijdan). Through conscience (wijdan) and its components, man can acquire information
about the knowledge of God. This knowledge is direct (coming not through any other
mediator) and based on personal experiences and intuition. While conscience (wijdan)
acquires this information, it can also influence the human intellect (‘aq/).**?

It is, moreover, the only inner faculty which always proclaims the existence of God. In other

words, the eye of the conscience (wijdan) is always open to reflect on the Divine Unity,

141 Nursi, Kaynakli, Indeksli Risale-I Nur Kiilliyati: Isaratii’l-Icaz, Mesnevi-1 Nuriya, Barla Lahikasi,
Kastamonu Léahikasi, Emirdag Lahikasi, Tarih¢e Hayat ... ve Digerleri., 2: 1980.
142 Nursi, Kaynakli, Indeksli Risale-I Nur Kiilliyati: Sozler, Mektubat, Lemalar, Sualar, 1: 1372; see
also: Nursi, The Letters, 1994,
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although human intellect (‘agl) may be busy with judgements and reflections, and other such

functions.

Nursi also develops another approach to elaborate on conscience (wijdan). He writes that
there is a correlation between conscience (wijdan) and the Divine laws of nature, because
both conscience (wijdan) and the natural or inborn qualities of things do not lie. He likens
wijdan to the inclination in a seed to grow, the inclination in eggs to live or the inclination in
water to expand while it freezes, even so much as to crack an iron container. Such

inclinations manifest the commands of creation issuing from the Divine Will.1*

3.10.5. Ana (I)

According to Nursi, the concept of ana (1) is one critical key with which to solve the riddle of
the creation and to arrive at the knowledge of God, because it adjusts the position of the
individual before God, and also gives him the tools to understand not only himself but also

the concept of God. Nursi points out:

As the key to the Divine Names, which are hidden treasures, the ‘I’ is also the key to the
locked talisman of creation; it is a problem-solving riddle, a wondrous talisman. When
its nature is known, the ‘I’, that strange riddle, that amazing talisman, is disclosed, and it
also discloses the talisman of the universe and the treasures of the Necessary World.*4

Realisation of the unity in the universe is also related to the understanding of ‘I’ (ana):
“When its true nature and the purpose of its creation are known, as it is itself solved, so too

will be the universe.”%

Nursi also relates the way to know the attributes and Names of God to the concept ‘I’ (ana).
Of course, this understanding determines the standpoint of an individual both towards himself
and in front of God. The concept ‘I’ (ana) in relation to all other internal faculties is

discussed in detail in Chapter 5.

143 Giilen, 'Key Concepts in the Practice of Sufism: Emerald Hills of the Heart', 1: 226.
144 Nursi, Al-Mathnawi Al-Nuri : Seedbed of the Light, 376.
145 Nursi, The Words, 2005, 558.
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3.10.6. Nafs (Self)

Nursi defines self (nafs) as a mirror to the manifestation of Divine Oneness and the
manifestation of the Eternally Besought One.*¢ Owing to its function as a mirror, Nursi
places the self (nafs) at the centre of man’s constant struggle to achieve a true understanding
of God and the universe. If self (nafs) is employed by all the other internal faculties, and
especially by ana, as a mirror to reflect the names and attributes of God in the way defined by

the Qur’an and tradition (Sunnah), then man can rise to the level of certain belief.

The mirror metaphor is an important topic in the writings of Nursi. It helps to draw the
distinction between other-indicative meaning (ma ‘na-yi harfi) and self-referential meaning
(ma ‘na-yi ismi). If the self (nafs) is realised by the ‘I’ (ana) as a mirror-like structure, it
perceives the Divine Names in all the reflections that are in the mirror. If, however, ‘I’ (ana)
looks at the mirror with its self-referential meaning then it attributes all the reflections in the

mirror to itself. This interpretation results in ignorance, ingratitude and erroneous philosophy.

The concept of self (nafs) in relation to all the other faculties of man, and in the writings of

Nursi, will be discussed in detail in Chapter 4.

3.11. CONCLUSION
Nursi lived through three distinct periods of Turkish (and Ottoman) history, which influenced
his thought. During the last few decades of the Ottoman Empire, he was mainly concerned
with saving the falling empire. Nursi’s thought had its first turning-point here. He committed
himself to acquiring all the knowledge available to him so as to understand the Qur’an and
prove its truth. The Old Said period, which coincided with the last years of the Ottoman
Empire, was Nursi’s more politically active period. He was preoccupied with reform of the
education system in order to prevent the collapse of the empire, and with other social issues.
With the collapse of the Empire, Nursi turned to fight the materialist philosophy which was
becoming the official ideology of the new Turkish Republic. It is clear in the Risale-i Nur
that there is a great shift towards Islamic Philosophy (kalam)-style refutation of atheism in

pieces like The Word, The Letters and The Flashes, which were all written during the first

146 Ibid.
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years of Kemalist Turkey. Nursi did not object to secularism, since he considered it a
guarantee of freedom of faith; however, he was seriously concerned about materialism and its
negative effects on the predominantly Muslim public. He developed a unique way in Islamic
Philosophy (kalam), where he merged modern science and the traditional Islamic knowledge
of the medrese to address the issue of doubts surrounding the Qur’an. Unlike pieces like
Muhakamat, and Isharat al-I’jaz, which addressed scholars, Nursi’s writings in the New Said
period were mainly aimed at the ordinary public. Nursi explained that every reader benefits
from Risale-1 Nur according to his or her abilities. In general, he condemned philosophy on
the basis that it did not submit to revelation. However, he also criticised some famous
Muslim philosophers (mutakallimiin) such as lbn-i Sina and Farabi on their judgements. It

can be seen that Nursi’s Islamic Philosophy (kalam) is more in line with that of al-Ghazzali.

After the Second World War existentialism arose, and gained prominence in the West. In
response to existentialism’s effects, both on Western people and also globally, Nursi
redesigned some of his arguments to counteract existentialism’s attack on belief.
Nevertheless, Nursi’s philosophy is unique and stands on a Qur’anic basis rather than being
reactionary. Nursi describes one of its key elements in Risale-i Nur as its discussions and
proofs that there is a heaven in this world for the people of faith and a hell in this world for
the people of disbelief. Mental tranquillity and awareness may be some of the dynamics of
heaven on this earth. So for Nursi, the discussion about self, self-interpretation and self-
affirmation is closely related to belief (iman) and the concept of God. The interpretation of
these concepts by a believer and non-believer would be completely different.

In this study, it is recognised that the turbulent times also affected Nursi’s spiritual
development and his developing concepts. Nursi was an eminent Muslim scholar whose
arguments were never defeated by anyone, as well as being an observant and pious person.
He developed the idea of self (nafs) and ‘I’ (arna), besides many other subjects, and affected

not only ordinary people but also advanced intellectual societies.
The concepts of self (nafs) and ‘I’ (ana), as Nursi developed them, and the relation between

them, has a particular importance in his works, since he related these concepts and their

relations to the concept of God and Divine knowledge.
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Chapter 4

NAFS IN NURSI

4.1. EXPLANATION THROUGH METAPHOR AND ANALOGY
In his writings, Nursi explains spiritual notions through metaphors and analogies
rather than imparting abstract knowledge, or a detailed description of self (nafs), or
any other internal faculties such as heart (qalb), spirit (r2zk) and human intellect (‘agl).
In this way he enables each individual to derive the conclusions best fitted for himself.
In Ayetll Kibra Risalesi,* a fine example of Nursi’s method, the topic is explored
through the experiences of a traveller, while Nursi invites readers to travel along with

the explorer:

Since man has been created on the most excellent of patterns and has been given
most comprehensive abilities, he has been cast into an arena of trial and

examination in which he may rise or fall to stations, ranks, and degrees from the
lowest of the low to the highest of the high, from the earth to the Divine Throne,
and from minute particles to the sun. He has been sent to this world as a miracle
of Divine Power, the result of creation, and a wonder of Divine art before whom
have been opened two roads leading either to infinite ascent or infinite descent.?

Nursi believes that faith (zman) is not only an intellectual concept but also a personal
experience. In the Twenty-Sixth Letter, he refers to a discussion between Ibn ‘Arabi
and Fakhr al-Din Razi, where Ibn ‘Arabi writes to Razi, “To know God is different to
knowing that He exists.”® Nursi asserts that Ibn ‘Arabi was reminding Razi that faith
(zman) is not an abstract thing which is gained only through knowledge. Subtle

faculties other than reason also have their share in it. The knowledge is first processed

! Said Nursi, The Rays, The Seventh Ray: Reflections on Islamic Belief, Thought, Worship,
and Action, trans. Huseyin. Akarsu (Clifton, NJ: Tughra Books, 2010), 116-201.
2 Said Nursi, The Words : The Reconstruction of Islamic Belief and Thought, trans. Huseyin
Akarsu (Somerset, NJ: Light, 2005), 335.
3 Said Nursi, The Letters: Epistles on Islamic Thought, Belief, and Life, trans. Huseyin.
Akarsu (Somerset, NJ: The Light, 2007), 345-346.
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by reason, then absorbed by other faculties such as spirit (rizh), inner heart (galb) and

soul (nafs).*

In addition, metaphorical expression is also one of the most frequently employed
methods in Nursi’s works. Nursi writes that this method is also frequently employed
by the Qur’an to make the book of Divine Guidance accessible to various different
levels of understanding:

All praise be to God, distant truths were brought close through the telescope of
the mystery of comparisons. Through the aspect of unity of the mystery of
comparisons, truly disparate matters were collected together. Through the stairs
of the mystery of comparisons, the highest truths were easily reached. Through
the window of the mystery of comparisons, a certainty of belief in the truths of
the Unseen and fundamentals of Islam was obtained close to the degree of
witnessing (suhiid). The intellect, as well as the imagination and fancy, and the
soul and caprice, were compelled to submit, and Satan too was compelled to
surrender his weapons.®

Nursi comments on the verse “Allah hath purchased of the believers their persons and
their goods; for theirs [in return] is the garden [of Paradise]”® in the Sixth Word,
which is dedicated to the concept of self (nafs).” This verse does not directly define
the concept of self (nafs), but Nursi still placed this verse at the centre of his

discussion.

Nursi employs a metaphor to discuss the concept. In the metaphor, there was a king
who entrusted two of his subjects with an estate each, including all necessary
workshops, machinery, horses, weapons and so forth. But since it was such a

* Nursi, The Letters, 2007, 345-346; see also Nursi, The Letters, 1994, 388-389.
5 Nursi, The Letters, 1994, 434-435.
® Ali, The Holy Qur’an: Translation and Commentary (9: 111).
" Said Nursi, The Words : The Reconstruction of Islamic Belief and Thought, trans. Huseyin
Akarsu (Somerset, NJ: Light, 2005).
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ent, war-ridden age, it was not possible fotr them to retain these objects. So they

were destined either to disappear or to change. Because the king had infinite mercy,

he sent a most noble lieutenant to suggest to the two men:

Sell me the property you now hold in trust, so that | may keep it for you. Let it
not be destroyed for no purpose. After the wars are over, | will return it to you in
a better condition than before. 1 will regard the trust as your property and pay
you a high price for it. As for the machinery and the tools in the workshop, they
will be used in my name and at my workbench. But the price and the fee for their
use shall be increased a thousand fold. You will receive all the profit that
accrues.?

The king said, further, that the men would not be able to manage thse great tasks in

the way they should be managed, and so the only way to benefit was to sell all to

him.?

Nursi interprets the metaphor and the symbols in it thus:

As for the king, he is the Monarch of Pre-Eternity and Post-Eternity, your
Sustainer and Creator. The estates, machinery, tools and scales are your
possessions while in life’s fold; your body, spirit and heart within those
possessions, and your outward and inward senses such as the eye and the tongue,
intelligence and imagination. As for the most noble lieutenant, it is the Noble
Messenger of God; and the most wise decree is the Wise Qur’an.™®

He interprets the word self (nafs), in the verse, as the totality of the human being,

which consists of the inner and outer faculties of man. Man can use all his faculties

either to know God and understand the purpose of creation to achieve perfection or

just to enjoy worldly pleasures as proposed by the evil-commanding soul (al-nafs al-

ammarah).

8 Nursi, The Words, 2005, 36.

° Ibid.

19 1bid.
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Nursi further discusses the differences between the two accounts through clear
examples. The eye is one of the senses, a subtle faculty, which might be considered as
a window. The spirit looks out through this window to this world. If man does not
employ the human eye to attain the Divine Knowledge, the evil-commanding soul (al-
nafs al-ammarah) employs it to present a handful of transient, impermanent beauties
and scenes. It will sink to the level of being a pander to lust and the concupiscent soul.
On the other hand, if the human eye is employed in the name of the eye-Maker, who
designed all different eyes, the human eye will rise to the rank of a reader of the great
book of being, a witness to the miracles of dominical art, a blessed bee sucking on the
blossoms of mercy in the garden of this globe.** On the one hand, it is a transitory tool,
which works for the evil-commanding soul to obtain bodily pleasures. On the other, it
is a thousand-times-more-meaningful, fine, subtle faculty for obtaining the Divine

knowledge.*?

Yet another example is the tongue, the sense of taste. If it is not engaged with
understanding its Wise Creator, the evil-commanding soul (al-nafs al-ammarah)
employs it for the sake of personal satisfaction. Again the tongue becomes a piece of
flesh, which enjoys food and drink to entertain man’s body. In this state, where it is
commanded by the evil-commanding soul (al-nafs al-ammarah), it will only be like a
watchman or a guard. But if the tongue is employed to distinguish the tastes in order
to understand the Generous Provider and the manifestations of His Names and
Attributes, then it will rise to the rank of a skilled overseer of the treasuries of Divine
compassion, a grateful inspector in the kitchens of God’s eternal power.™ In this
second account, in respect of the tranquil soul (al-nafs al-musmainnah), it can achieve

the status of a person who is occupied with fine tasks such as art and science. In the

1 Ibid., 37.
12 1bid., 38.
3 Ibid.
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following part of this chapter, where the reality of the human being is investigated,
the employment of these senses will be discussed with regard to the evil-commanding

soul (al-nafs al-ammarah) and the tranquil soul (al-nafs al-mugmainnah).

The third example concerns human intellect (‘agl). If man does not employ it to
obtain the Divine knowledge, human intellect (‘ag/) will become a poor and impotent
tool that will burden man with all the sorrows of the past and with terrifying fears
about the future. It will descend to the rank of a discouraging and destructive tool. But
if it is employed as a key to open the talisman of the Universe and unlock the infinite
treasures of compassion and the vaults of wisdom that creation contains, it will thus

rise to being a dominical guide preparing its owner for eternal bliss.**

Nursi invites the human intellect (‘agl) to compare both accounts in each example
regarding the senses of man, the human eye, the human tongue and the reason, and
see the differences between a tool of destruction and the key with which to unlock the

secrets of all being:

And look carefully, O eye! See the difference between an abominable pander and
the learned overseer of the Divine library! And taste well, O tongue! See the
difference between a stable doorkeeper or a factory watchman and the
superintendent of the treasury of God’s mercy!®

Nursi discusses the concept of self (nafs) via the same approach, mentioned above,
that he takes with the three examples. He believes that the compartments of the self

(nafs), namely evil-commanding soul (al-nafs al-ammarah), self-accusing soul (al-

4 1bid.
5 Ibid.
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nafs al-lawwamah) and the tranquil nafs (al-nafs al-musmainnah), and their subtle

faculties, have two aspects and can be considered in two accounts.®

As discussed above, according to Nursi, if the senses and subtle faculties are not
employed in the name of God to attain the Divine Knowledge, they are employed by
evil-commanding soul (al-nafs al-ammarah). Nursi takes this as an example of the

concept of ‘wrongdoing’ (zulm-u nafs), which was discussed in Chapter 1.’

Glen (1938-) is an important contemporary Muslim scholar who is an expert on
Risale-i Nur and Sufism. Giilen’s definition of self (nafs) is similar to that in Risale-i
Nur. One of Giilen’s books, Sufism, is used as a secondary source in this study. In it

Gulen defines the self (nafs) as

a substance that is essentially free of matter but which is in close connection with
it in its acts and functions; it is the origin or essence of something or its self and
it is a transformable, reformable, and refinable mechanism connected to human
corporeality.®

According to Giilen:

The soul has a constant, experienced connection between the body and the spirit.
It is through this connection that humans receive, recognize, and distinguish their
outer and inner sense-perceptions and go beyond the corporeal realm into
metaphysical worlds.*®

16 These three terms are Qur’anic in origin. For example, nafs al-ammarah appears in Q (12:
53), al-nafs al-lawwamah comes in Q. (75: 2), and nafs al-mut'mainnah is mentioned in Q.
(89: 27).
17 See: p. 61.
18 M. Fethullah. Giilen, Key Concepts in the Practice of Sufism: Emerald Hills of the Heart,
trans. Ali. Unal, vol. 3 (Somerset, NJ: Tughra, 2009), 216.
19 1bid.
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Gulen writes that there is a connection between body and spirit, which transmits their
revenues to each other continuously. Gilen explains this relation as being just like the
seas and the earth continuously exchanging currents of water through vaporisation
and rains.? According to him, self (nafs) is a ground on which the physical and
spiritual faculties of man are united. The nature (fisrah) of the self (nafs) can also be

explained in the light of this verse:

We have indeed created man in the best of moulds, Then do We abase him [to
be] the lowest of the low, Except such as believe and do righteous deeds: For

they shall have a reward unfailing.?*

There are two paths for man. He is capable of falling to the lowest of the low, as well
as rising to the highest of the high, perfection. The difference between the two paths
lies in employing the faculties of the self (nafs) either for evil or for good. Giilen’s
understanding of the nafs, mentioned above, is a positive case. Gllen further writes
that only this (positive) continuous connection can provide the highest level of certain
belief (haqq al-yaqin).? This subject will be discussed in greater depth in the

following parts of this chapter.

Certain belief is achieved through a true relation between the outer and inner faculties
in man. Man cannot reach and explore the highest level of certain belief and
submission without the bodily senses, since knowledge is only abstract without the
body and cannot be experienced. However, experience provides certainty to belief.?

This is the way to possess the Divine Knowledge. The relation between body and

20 |bid.
2L Ali, The Holy Qur’an: Translation and Commentary (95: 4-6).
22 Giilen, Key Concepts in the Practice of Sufism, 3: 219.
2 |bid.
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spirit is necessary for a true understanding of the manifestation of Divine Names and
Attributes.?*

Another important dimension of the discussion concerns the difference in quality of
the existence of the Absolute Necessary Being (wajib al-wujid) and the existence of
the contingent being. This is discussed in depth in Chapter 2, on Sufism.?® Although
the existence of things is not comparable with the Divine quality, things still have
existence (wujud) for, if things did not exist or have existence (wujiid), the discussion
would be ontologically problematic: some Divine Names and Attributes, such as ‘All
Generous Provider’ (Razzaq) and ‘Absolute Creator’ (Khaliqg), could not be

manifested.?

The first aspect of the external existence of things is related to the God concept, as
explained above. However, its other aspect looks to the engagement of man with the
Divine knowledge. For man cannot understand the manifestations of the Divine
Names and Attributes at a certain level without there being the external existence
(wwjiid) of man and things. The Divine Name ‘All Generous Provider’ (Razzag),
among many other requirements, can be fully understood and appreciated through
personal experience. For man, it is impossible to fully understand the taste of honey
without tasting it.?’ In addition, this critical argument emphasises the importance of
the relation between body and spirit in possessing certain belief, and also points to the

main difference between men and angels. Angels can only reflect the Divine Names

24 |bid, 218.

% See: p. 92.

2 Nursi, The Flashes, 62.

27 Giilen, Key Concepts in the Practice of Sufism, 3: 228.
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and Attributes without experiencing them. However, man is the perfect mirror for

reflecting the Divine names and Attributes, as discussed in detail in Chapter 2.2

4.2. THE COMPARTMENTALISATION OF NAFS
In Classical Sufism, there are a number of different stages of potential perfection for
the self (nafs). Self (Nafs) moves ever closer to God, or alienates itself from the
reality of its own nature (fitrah), by negotiating the different compartments or
different stages, namely evil-commanding soul (al-nafs al-ammarah), self-accusing
soul (al-nafs al-lawwamah) and tranquil soul (al-nafs al-mut 'mainnah). 1t is further
said that these changeable situations depend on the inward dimensions such as heart

(galb), secret (sirr), spirit (rizk) and human intellect (‘agl).?®

The self (nafs) has been discussed in terms of these compartments, namely plant,
animal and human soul, since Aristotle.*® For this reason, Islamic philosophy (kalam)
was heavily influenced by Aristotelian categorisation, and the same terminology is
employed in its literature. However, Nursi, for the first time, adds another dimension
to these categories of compartmentalisation of the self (nafs). Nursi keeps those three
categories, but adds one more dimension which he calls ‘belief soul’ (nafs-i imani).**
As explained above, Nursi considers the things through two accounts, namely their
self-referential meaning and their other-indicative meaning. The fourth
compartmentalisation appears in considering the second aspect of the first three
compartments. In other words, it is to consider plant, animal and human soul in

respect of the Divine Knowledge concept. Therefore, through the four

28 See p. 86.
2 See “‘Second Remark of 23th Word’ in: Nursi, The Words, 2005, 338.
%0 See: p. 5.
31 Nursi, Al-Mathnawi Al-Nuri : Seedbed of the Light, 289.
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compartmentalisations of the self (nafs), the self (nafs) can be examined under these

four compartmentalisations, namely plant, animal, human, and the sphere of belief.

In addition, Aymaz explains the dynamics of these spheres, as follows. He argues that
the plant sphere covers bodily needs such as drinking, eating and sleeping.3? The
animal sphere covers instincts and feelings such as lusts, anger, or the instinct to
defend oneself. These two spheres are reactionist and hence do not behave radically,
but only with feelings and instincts. The third sphere is the human, which covers
notions such as wisdom, conscience and other inner faculties. The last sphere of self
(nafs) is belief, with which man can go beyond himself and reach his true potential to
be the perfect man.® The sphere of belief is only realised by employing all the
instruments of self (nafs) or the faculties of the three spheres with respect to the

Divine Knowledge.

4.3. TWO ASPECTS OF THE NAFS
In Nursi’s understanding of the universe there are two important concepts, namely
other-indicative meaning (ma ‘nd-yi harfi) and self-referential meaning (ma ‘nd-yi
ismi). These two notions have been introduced in detail in Chapter 3.3 For Nursi, the

universe resembles a cosmic book:

The creatures in it are its words. These words should be viewed only on their
Inscriber’s behalf, for their primary function is to serve as messages of the Lord
manifesting His All-Beautiful Names. Considering creatures on behalf of
themselves causes ignorance, ingratitude and erroneous philosophy, while
considering them on behalf of their Inscriber is the origin of knowledge, belief
and wisdom.*®

32 This topic was discussed with A. Aymaz in an interview conducted in January 2011.

3 Nursi, Al-Mathnawi Al-Nuri : Seedbed of the Light, 289.

3 See: p. 168.

% See ‘The-Sided Vision of Said Nursi: Towards a Spiritual Architecture of the Risale-i Nur’

by Colin Turner in: Abu-Rabi, Spiritual Dimensions of Bediuzzaman Said Nursi’s Risale-I
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Nursi emphasises that the first aspect looks at itself; it is called self-referential
meaning (ma ‘na-yi ismi).% However, the other aspect looks at its Creator rather than
at itself, and is called other-indicative meaning (ma ‘nd-yi harfi).*” As was highlighted
above, the concept of belief is to consider things with respect to their Creator first.
According to Nursi, a true understanding of the attributes and names of God depends
on a true interpretation of the universe, which is only made possible by considering all
creatures through their other-indicative meaning rather than their self-referential
meaning. This is also the first step towards understanding the purification of the self
(nafs) in Nursi. In the following section, two aspects of the self (nafs) will be

discussed in detail with respect to their relevant frame.

In the meantime, it is important to emphasise that Nursi considers two accounts of
Western philosophy. In the first, it is inspired by true Christianity and follows the
sciences. It serves justice and right, and the industries beneficial for the life of society
through inspiration.® However, in the second it claims that there is no God and that
all the sciences, and scientific developments, are the purpose of life.*® This second
account of Western philosophy is interested in the material aspect of the universe
only. There is no room for the God concept in the materialistic interpretation of the

universe. Nursi challenges this second account.

4.3.1. The self-referential meaning of the self (nafs)
If the three spheres of self (nafs), plant, animal and human soul are considered in

respect of their self-referential meaning, then they are seen to be limited to their own

Nur, 37.
% Turner, The Qur’an Revealed, 97.
7 1bid.
3 Nursi, The Flashes, 160.
% bid.
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spheres. Such a consideration means to make a connection between each sphere and
its specific functions only. In that case, plant soul will be only a supplier for bodily
needs, the animal soul will only be expressed as instincts and feelings, and the human
soul will only incorporate notions such as wisdom, conscience and others. All bodily
and spiritual instruments will be considered according to their contributions to man’s

worldly life. They will not have any aspect other than their self-referential meaning.

They are also all interconnected and affected by each other. In any given day, man has
a variety of different psychological and physical needs, such as for food, sleep,
securiy, or for being good to others. Nursi writes that man’s experience reaches out to

all the different spheres in every twenty-four-hour period.*°

Even though man is considered a moral being, he feels strong pressure from the plant
and animal soul, which are not easy to manage. In modern psychology as developed
by the German psychiatrist Groddeck, plant and animal soul are considered the child
portion of the self (nafs). This is called the id.** Freud suggests a theory for taking the
subject further. He considers three notions, id, ego and super ego. The super ego
represents the moral p