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Said Nursi’s ideas and the modern political philosophy:
some aspects of comparative perspective

The aim of the present article is to find some relations (sometimes not direct and not evident) between Said Nursi political ideas and modern political philosophy. Said Nursi’s ideas will be the background for the political ideas and political philosophy, which I mostly investigate. 
At the heart of each concept of social philosophy, which is engaged in the study of politics, lies a certain phenomenal reality, which manifests the political. Loss of connection between notion and phenomenal reality leads to the fact that philosophy operates with “empty” concepts. Understanding the main phenomena of political reality, their specific “manifestation” creates the basis for the rational realization of politics. Moreover, within the social philosophy, it is clearly understood that modern politics demonstrates the desire to reconfigure its own space. Therefore, there is a strong need to develop a concept of the political, which is based on an understanding of the authentic meanings generated by it.
In contemporary philosophic literature, we can find the examples of phenomena that appear as political, but they are not such exactly. This is accompanied by a diagnosis of the establishment of a post-political paradigm, which describes the possibility of manifestation of the political meanings through the domination of marketing technologies, mechanisms of administration, etc. (the term “post-politics” describes the situation in the United States for Barack Obama’s presidency, in France - for the presidency of Nicolas Sarkozy, in Italy - for the Sylvio Berlusconi as prime minister etc.). The political crisis is evidenced by calls for the new intensity in the political world, a radicalization of the political, its redefinition. At the same time, we need to take into account the anti-demarcationist setting of modern culture, which influences the question of the possibility of being a political agent, which can clearly define its own political position and oppose it to other positions. We should not ignore the fact that the diagnosis of the political crisis is a search for the theoretical way of comprehension the extraordinary dynamics of the processes in modern politics. The description of the crisis situation in the world of politics, in fact, reveals the preconditions for understanding its transformations, which aims to point to the authentic dimensions of political existence.
The political world is created not only on the basis of reason but also through the use of beliefs, ideas, myths, stereotypes, illusions, and emotions. Moreover, in today’s conditions, we can observe how the mind is increasingly losing its position, which is traced in the critique of those political theories, which basically relied on the foundations of rationalism (for example, liberalism). We also can see the doubts about the universalism of the European mind. In this context, there is the problem of justification of the principles of justice, equality, political freedom, etc. It should also be taken into account that the attitude of a modern person to politics has changed. There are protests that do not pursue strictly political demands, democratic politics quite often reveals “non-political” character, and the development of democracy at the beginning of the 21st century generates phenomena and trends indicating the implementation of “counter-democracy” projects (Pierre Rosanvallon) or “post-democracy” (Colin Crouch). 
Why do we need to refer to the ideas of such thinkers as Said Nursi? I think his ideas sound as very actual in our time. In his own way of teaching and philosophical reflection, he focused his students’ attention to the need of some transformation (mainly, spiritual) in the society. Said Nursi believed that we need a change in the consciousness and morality of people which can make it possible to change society for the better. As we know, he was frustrated in politics and saw in it only the worst examples. Negative manifestations of politics and the perception of the need for spiritual transformation compelled Said Nursi to seek asylum in the faith. He argued that in politics, secular means take the place of eternal goals, and then the means turns into a goal. In addition, Said Nursi warned that if religion is exploited by politics, it is not because of a flaw in politics as such, but in its misuse. In our life, it is difficult for us to give up means, but they should not take the place of the goal and become the cause of evil. Saud Nursi writes: “Also, no one who enters politics amid the powerful currents that are now dominant can preserve his independence and sincerity. One of the currents is bound to exploit what he does for its own ends and for worldly purposes. It would defile the sacredness of his service. Also, due to the excessive tyranny and despotism which is the rule of this age, he would be certain in the material struggle – due to one person’s mistake – to crush numerous of its innocent supporters. He would otherwise be defeated. Also, the sacred truths of the Qur'an, which can be made the tool of nothing, would be imagined by those who for worldly aims exploit religion or who have given it up, to be a means of political propaganda. Moreover, all the classes of people, whether supporters or opponents, officials or ordinary people, have a share of those truths and are in need of them. In order to remain unbiased, the Risale-i Nur students have to give up politics and the material struggle completely and have no involvement whatsoever.”[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Nursî, Bediuzzaman Said, Sualar, Istanbul, Çeltut Matbaasi 1960, p. 303. The translation into English was given in the article: Muhammad Sa'id Ramadan al-Buti, Bediuzzaman Said Nursi’s experience of serving Islam by means of politics, http://www.bediuzzamansaidnursi.org/en/icerik/bediuzzaman-said-nursis-experience-serving-islam-means-politics.] 

But I do not think that Said Nursi shows us “escape from politics”. Moreover, we should ask the question: is it possible at all to “escape from politics”? 
The political world is something that is obvious for us. We live in the political world and trying to improve it. If refer to the ontological level the phenomenon of political manifests in three main ways. In this sense, we can state that political world has a three-dimensional structure. 1) based on the fight and overcome the enemy, thus demonstrating conflicts within and outside the community, as well as showing the phenomenon of political friendship; 2) focused on the less intensive forms of conflict, trying to show the possibilities of cooperation and compromise, thereby laying the perspective of modern democratic renewal projects and actualizing the problem of tolerance; 3) showing a deep connection between politics and culture. The sense of the political is manifesting intensively through relations between private and public, individuality and community, sacred and profane, central and peripheral.  These dimensions were determined as ontological ones because they are a precondition for regional ontologies and show the very states of the political. 
The determining of the transformation in the contemporary political world gave a possibility to diagnose the distortions of the political. This thesis examines the permanent state of exception, dehumanistic tendencies in the contemporary political world, “machine of the political”, biopolitics, political theology and political messianism. So we need to pay attention to the problem of legitimacy of the political power, the transformation of bios politicos, the problem of justice, the ways of creating the totalitarian political religions.
It to read the Said Nursi’s works and the commentaries of his biographers, we do not find his absolute opposition to politics. His comparison of politics with Satan is a reaction to the transformation of political world and domination of forms of non-authentic policy that can be observed today. Zeki Saritoprak writes about Said Nursi’s opposition to politics: “Nursi was not opposed to politics in an absolute sense. He believed that politics could serve humanity in a positive manner. However, he had serious reservations about politics in the name of religion, particularly Islam, which made him cautious about political involvement. He found politics to be divisive rather than uniting. According to Nursi, partisanship, in many cases, overcomes the sense of justice. In his statement equating politics with Satan, he refers to politics based on personal advantage, describing such politics as a ‘monster’.”[footnoteRef:2] The politics for Said Nursi was a manifestation of corruption. And his refuge to be engaged in political matters means the attempt to find true values in religious belief and Quran. In one of Letters, he wrote: “Since the truths of belief and the Qur’an are each like diamonds if I was polluted by politics, the ordinary people who are easily deceived, would wonder about those diamonds I was holding, ‘Aren’t they for political propaganda to attract more supports?’ They might regard the diamonds as bits of common glass. Then by being involved with politics, I would be wronging the diamonds and as though reducing their value.”[footnoteRef:3] This statement demonstrates that Said Nursi ruled himself with the principle: “faith first, politics second”. [2:  Saritoprak, Z., Islam and Politics in the Light of Said Nursi's Writings, “Islam and Christian–Muslim Relations”, 19:1, p. 123.]  [3:  Nursi, Said, Letters 1928-1932. Volume Two of the Risale-i Nur Collection, p. 82, https://ia800501.us.archive.org/ 34/items/RisalaNur/TheLetters.pdf.] 

When we try to find connections between the ideas of Said Nursi and contemporary political thought (including the ideas of modern Western philosophers), we deal with some kind of comparative perspective in philosophy. And I’d like to say that such comparative perspective in philosophy reveals not only the limitations of the Western or Eastern way of thinking or their regional and cultural isolation but also shows that this process was not ever thus. The philosophical tradition of the West or the East has never been closed, they always used the philosophical culture of each other. This perspective pays our attention to questions of dialogue between West and East. We need to overcome the ethnocentric or West-centric view on other culture. This perspective gives us a possibility to find similarities between different socio-cultural systems and some universal principles laid in the very background of the political world. Of course, there are some fundamental differences between Western civilization and Islamic civilization. These differences concern the worldview, connections between politics and religion, the political practices. By paying attention to the specific of the Islamic political thought, Gerhard Bowering writes: “In contrast to the West, the respective realms of religion and state are intimately intertwined in Islam and subject to a process of fluid negotiation; the concepts of authority and duty overshadow those of freedom and the rights of the individual. Islamic political thought deals not only with matters of government, politics, and the state but also addresses questions of acceptable behavior and ethics of both the ruler and the ruled before God. Islamic political thought cannot be measured by Western criteria and standards of political theory. It must be understood from within its own tradition, characterized by a vibrant integration of the secular and sacred in obedience to God and His Prophet. In its very nature, Islam is dynamic, not static, both as a way of life and a way of monotheistic worship. It is a living reality rather than a frozen system.”[footnoteRef:4]  [4:  Islamic Political Thought. An Introduction, ed. Gerhard Bowering, Princeton and Oxford: Princeton University Press, 2015, p. 4.] 

But such thinkers as Said Nursi demonstrates the basis for finding the similarities and dialogue between Western (Christian) and Islamic civilizations. All of us need the fundamental spiritual dimension implemented into politics of our countries and renewing the democratic projects. And some experiences are very similar. For example,  Ian S. Markham writes: “Nursi’s situation has so many similarities with the situation that confronts every person of faith in the West. Nursi faced an aggressive secularism, as do Western Christians; Nursi wanted to affirm the achievements of science and democracy, as do we; Nursi felt it important to challenge unbelief, as do we; Nursi is a mirror that continues to reflect the challenges of the world in which we all live.”[footnoteRef:5] [5:  Markham, I., Engaging with Bediuzzaman Said Nursi. A Model of Interfaith Dialogue, London and New York: Routledge 2016, p. 5.] 

As we can find in Said Nursi’s texts, he defines the differences between the Western culture and Islamic traditions. He also paid attention to negative principles of modern civilization:
1. Its point of support is a force, the mark of which is aggression.
2. Its aim and goal is a benefit, the mark of which is jostling and tussling.
3. Its principle in life is conflict, the mark of which is strife.
4. The bond between the masses is racialism and negative nationalism, which are nourished through devouring others; their mark is a collision.
5. Its enticing service is inciting lust and passion and gratifying the desires. But lust transforms a man into a beast[footnoteRef:6].  [6:  Nursi, Said, Letters 1928-1932. Volume Two of the Risale-i Nur Collection, p. 535, https://ia800501.us.archive.org/ 34/items/RisalaNur/TheLetters.pdf. ] 

Such intuitions concerning the critique of Western civilization are right in some aspects. We can also state that Said Nursi’s interpretation is correlated to the ideas of some Western intellectuals, who saw the wrong way of European civilization. Moreover, such critique is important, because it gives a possibility to understand the social and political phenomena that can enslave human being (as bios politicos) and deprecate the role of spiritual systems in socio-cultural development. The critique makes it possible to get rid of the restrictions that a society puts on individual and which is perceived as something natural. Often such restriction is a real cause of spiritual conquer of the human being which makes impossible the domination of true values in social practices. The critical view interprets the barriers facing the intellectual as variables that can be reflected. Due to this, an intellectual with the strong critical position acquires a distance and separates from particular society. In this way, criticism is correlated with the notion of absolute truth, which in the political world becomes the universal form of social good. The greatest problem of Western civilization in the era of modernity is the formalization of reason. This process erodes the meaning of traditional concepts used for reflection on political issues. Such concepts as justice, legality or public good appear to be formal and are used only as tools (not as ideal of political life), losing the opportunity to be semantic orientations. As Max Horkheimer writes: “Justice, equality, happiness, tolerance - all these concepts that in previous centuries... were inherent in the reason or they were sanctioned by it, lost their spiritual roots.”[footnoteRef:7] [7:  Horkheimer, M., Krytyka instrumentalnoho rozumu, Kyiv 2006, p. 38.] 

The features of modern civilization, presented by Said Nursi, are negative, but he didn’t say they should be fought by using the force. In his opinion force cannot be used against civilized people. As a vehicle of communication, the power of the word should be employed, instead of the power of the sword.
This idea refers to the concept of deliberation in modern political philosophy. The political should be understood not as antagonistic, but as agonistic. The antagonistic concept of politics deals with the opposition between “friend and enemy”. This opposition is very strong. And in accordance with this conception, we can win in the political world only if we destroy our enemy. This concept is very cruel. The end of 20th and beginning of 21 century shows that we need another type of politics. It should base on agon. The agon ( a word which refers to the Greek idea of competition) can be seen as rational debate. It is very important for contemporary democratic societies.  
When we are talking about the problem of democracy it’s important to notice the problem of the democracy in Muslim countries as it was interpreted by Said Nursi. Moreover, I want to add that this problem is not specific to Muslim countries. The similar discussions we also have in Christian countries. How to revival the democratic project.
Said Nursi argues that democracy and constitutionalism are the realizations of the qur’anic verses that recommend a consultation. In the article of Mucahit Bilici we can find the analysis of Said Nursi’s ideas concerning democracy. As the author writes, according to Said Nursi, democracy is in perfect harmony with the spirit of Sharia[footnoteRef:8]. We also can state that in reference to public deliberation and political representation he was involved in political activities until he realized that politics could not effectively represent the piety that is found at the core of Islam. [8:  See for details: Bilici, M. Said Nursi's Moral Philosophy, “Islam and Christian–Muslim Relations”, 19:1, pp. 89-98.] 

The modern political problem is similar: how to improve our democratic project? How to build politics which can effectively represent the authentic dimension of human life. And how to build the just democratic society?
In the Said Nursi’s works, we can find interesting reflections on the problem of justice. As Leonid Sykiainen notices, the starting point of Said Nursi’s approach to justice is recognition that besides the law of human justice there is Divine justice which determines the genuine nature of this phenomenon. Such idea concerns the fact that justice is one of the leading features of Allah and the universe created by Him. So it’s very important to understand that justice is the internal foundation of any political world. In this way, we may understand how basic to human life are the principles of justice, which are truths of the Qur’an and Islamic principles[footnoteRef:9].  [9:  Sykiainen, L. Said Nursi’s Approach to Justice and Its Role for Political Reforms in the Muslim World, http://www.bediuzzamansaidnursi.org/en/icerik/said-nursi%E2%80%99s-approach-justice-and-its-role-political-reforms-muslim-world] 

In the modern political philosophy, we can find the widespread discussions about principles of justice. Such principles are very important part of the fundamental level of political order. If to refer to Said Nursi’s works, we can also find the philosophical meditations about principles of justice and politics, which is based on this virtue. Leonid Sykiainen writes: “The approach of Said Nursi to justice is a ground of his attitude towards state power and politics. He stresses that truth and right, and conscience, severely prohibited him from politics and from interfering in government. At the same time the thinker formulates five principles which are necessary, essential, in order to save the social life and nation from anarchy: respect, compassion, refraining from what is prohibited (haram), security, the giving up of lawlessness and being obedient to authority.”[footnoteRef:10] [10:  Ibidem.] 

In his works Said Nursi divided politics into two categories: affirmative or positive politics, and utilitarian or negative politics. The positive helps to ease people’s daily life, creating better social conditions. Said Nursi considered the negative to be a sickness[footnoteRef:11]. He also believed that political change would come through the new mindset.  As we can read in the investigation of Nursi’s life an important part of his political philosophy was a statement that It’s never can be approved of violence as a political tool. Despite his opposition in his early life to the oppression of the rulers, he dedicated himself to peace and non-violence, especially in his years of “New Said”. [11:  Saritoprak, Z., Islam and Politics in the Light of Said Nursi's Writings, “Islam and Christian–Muslim Relations”, 19:1, p.120.] 

Said Nursi tried to find the spiritual foundations of social life. So, his works demonstrate the correct use of religion and truth of Islam by a human being. This point is also can be used in seeking the important answers by modern political philosophy. Especially, if we refer to the problem of political religions. Sometimes, Islam is seen as political (or even politicized) religion. But it is not right because distorts understanding its true values and principles. Analyzing the problem of the correlation between politics and Islam in the works of Said Nursi, Muhammad Sa'id Ramadan al-Buti writes: “The essence of Islam, which we try to persuade people to believe and then practice, consists of all the principles and rulings laid down by God's Book and His Prophet's Sunna. These principles and injunctions are characterized by ordering both the personal life of people and their relations with their fellow men; supervising the law and order of the family; setting up Islamic society as a whole; ordering the laws within it; establishing sound human relations between rulers and ruled; and setting up the bases of consultation between governors and governed within the harmony of the revealed injunctions to support good and restrain from evil. As a whole, the Islamic principles also order the relations between Muslims and other countries, whether in time of war or peace.”[footnoteRef:12] Such point of view establishing the idea of politics that has a strong connection with the authentic form of human being as bios politicos. The political religion is something different. It is rather “pseudo-religion” which can be a basis for the ideology of totalitarian regimes (E. Voegelin, R. Aron). The political religion produces the mythology of human salvation and it does not propose the real spiritual way which can give the possibility to know God. [12:  al-Buti, Muhammad Sa'id Ramadan, Bediuzzaman Said Nursi’s experience of serving Islam by means of politics, http://www.bediuzzamansaidnursi.org/en/icerik/bediuzzaman-said-nursis-experience-serving-islam-means-politics] 

[bookmark: _GoBack]In conclusion, I’d like to say that Nursi was not opposed to politics in an absolute sense. He believed that politics could serve humanity in a positive manner. When I read Said Nursi’s works I have an impression that such kind of ideas (if we try to extrapolate to the sphere of political thought) is similar to the stoic philosophy of Marcius Aurelius. It is also a point for comparative studies. I think that this similarity is not incident. Because such kind of political thought deals with the idea of the Republic (Res publica) which makes politics to be just, responsible and based on spiritual values. 
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