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ABST 11RA CT 

This thesis is an examination of the present state of Nurculuk, an 

Islamic movement founded by Said Nursi (1873-1960) and currently the subject 

of heated controversy in Turkey. After tracing the origins of the movement 

in the context of the peculiar circumstances of Turkey, the study notes the 

way in which Nurcu teachings are promulgated and promoted by publications, 

meetings and other means. Next, the effect these teachings have on the lives 

and views of members (Nurcus) is examined through individual case studies. 

The thesis ends with an evaluation of the movement's present significance. 

The founder's life - including his changing relationships with state authori- 

ties - is reviewed in an appendix. 

Said Nursi preached a distinctive approach to Islam. His followers 

regarded him as the mOceddid (divinely appointed reformer of Islam) for the 

twentieth century and organised a secret network to distribute his writings 

in the face of official hostility in AtatUrk's secular Republic. From this 

organisation grew the clandestine movement that later became known as Nurculuk. 

The main collections of Said Nursi's writings, the Risale-i Nur, give his 

exposition of the Koran and provide the main source of inspiration to Nurcus 

today. The nature of Nurcu beliefs and the way they are propagated have led 

to accusations that Nurculuk is a danger to the stability of the state. 

A detailed study of Nurcu attitudes reveals a remarkable identity of 

views among members, who see themselves not as a threat to Turkish stability 

but as a bulwark against anarchy from within the country and communism from 

without, though they are still eager to see Turkey turn away from AtatUrk's 

secularist vision and adopt Islamic ideals. 

By providing a composite picture of Nurcu personality and activity, the 

study shows what being a Nurcu means in Turkey today and provides the 

factual basis for the objective assessment of the movement with which the 

thesis ends. 



The copyright of this thesis rests with the author. No 

quotation from it should be published without his prior written 

consent and information derived from it should be acknowledged. 
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PREFACE 

Religion remains one of the most sensitive issues in today's 

secular Republic of Turkey. Religious expression is subject to state 

regulation intended to curb divisive influences in the nation. A wary 

eye is therefore kept on all religious activities, especially the 

activities of groups and movements that deviate from the established 

normsof Sunni orthodoxy in Turkey. The appearance of new Islamic 

movements is seen as a potential threat that arouses the suspicions of 

the Department of Religious Affairs as well as the hostility of ardent 

secularists. Faced with such opposition, these movements often become 

secretive, thereby further heightening the original suspicion and 

hostility -a process that may continue indefinitely - and, fuelled by 

polemical statements, may result in misunderstandings that could have 

serious consequences. 

This study was originally intended to cover three religious groups 

in contemporary Turkey: the Nurcus, the SUleymancis, and the I!, ýlkgis. 

However, it soon became apparent that it would not be possible to study 

all three groups adequately within the scope of a single thesis. The 

I, gikgi movement was found not to be sufficiently distinct to merit 

detailed study at present; as for the S-aleymancis, it was impossible to 

find any member willing to be interviewed, and since any attempt to do 

this research without the acquiescence of a leading member would have 

been futile, I decided to abandon this idea and instead to concentrate 

solely on the Nurcus. Fortunately, this was to prove much more rewarding 

as I was able to establish good contacts with reliable, well-disposed 

and well-placed members of the Nurcu movement. 

V 



Nurculuk, as the Nurcu movement is known in Turkish, is the most 

influential and controversial religious movement to appear in Turkey 

in recent years, yet surprisingly little reliable information about it 

is generally available. Press treatment of the subject is usually 

determined by the political stance of the paper concerned. Politicians' 

attitudes towards it are influenced by what they gauge to be their own 

electoral interest. The public take sides in passionate but uninformed 

debate on the issue. In short, opinions are rife but facts are scarce. 

The present study seeks mainly to provide a background of knowledge 

essential to any scholarly consideration of the subject. 

The questions I wished to answer in this thesis were many. I sought, 

among other things, to find out the real reasonswhy people attach them- 

selves to a movement which is strictly illegal thereby risking imprisonment. 

The conditions under which such movements appear and the nature of their 

formation also interested me. What sort of people are attracted to 

Nurculuk, and how does the movement survive? How is it financed? What 

do members do, and how do they do it? How are they organised, and are 

their numbers growing, static or declining? What changes does membership 

produce upon individual members' attitudes to politics and social norms 

as a result of propagating their ideology and establishing a group 

identity? The last question, concerning identity, was of particular 

interest. 

Relevance to Nurcu identity became the main consideration underlying 

the approach adopted throughout this thesis. Thus, detailed analyses in 

terms of historical, theological, ideological or sociological significance 

were eschewed. Instead, attention was concentrated upon relating to 

Nurcu members themselves the meaning of the particular topic of discussion, 

since this is crucial to an understanding of their identity. 
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After an introductory chapter which discusses the Nurcu movement 

against the social, political and economic background of modern Turkey, 

and notes some of the difficulties of the research, the study is 

organised into two main sections. In Chapters 2,3 and 4, the develop- 

ment of Nurculuk is traced, and Nurcu institutions and publications 

together with the writings of the movement's founder, Said Nursi, are 

discussed. Chapters 5,6 and 7 examine Nurcu meetings, focus on the 

personal experiences of Nurcus, particularly the processes of their 

religious conversion, and look at the views they hold on a wide range 

of political, social and religious questions. This information in these 

two sections is used as the factual basis of the assessment of the 

significance of Nurculuk with which the study concludes in Chapter 8. 

I should like to express my deep and sincere gratitude to my 

supervisor, John D Norton of the School of Oriental Studies in the 

University of Durham without whom this work would certainly never have 

come to fruition. His intimate knowledge of Turkey and its language, 

his warm, friendly and unceasing encouragement and, above all, his 

painstaking assistance and the tremendous patience he has shown in what 

has at times been a difficult study, have all rendered my task that much 

easier. My thanks are also due to Dr Bill Williamson of the Department 

of Sociology and Social Policy for his valuable suggestions and 

generous assistance at various stages of the work. I am also indebted 

to Dr JA Beckford for the many insights I gained while following his 

course on the Sociology of Religion at Durham University at an early 

stage of my studies. I alone, however, am responsible for the 

statements and interpretations set forth in the thesis. 
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Much of the research in this study was made possible by a grant 

from the Religious Affairs Department in Ankara; Idiould like to express 

my thanks to Dr Latfi Doýan, Minister of State at that time, who gave 9 

me the initial encouragement to study abroad. I am also immensely 

grateful to the Head of the Religious Affairs Department, Mr Tayyar 

Altikulag and his assistant, Mr Niyazi Balo4lu, both of whom have spent 

a great deal of time dealing with various administrative problems created 

by my prolonged study. 

I am particularly grateful to the staff of the Oriental Section of 

Durham University Library for their assistance, and to Mrs K Stenhouse 

for her skilful typing. 

Finally, this work would have not been possible without the kind 

co-operation of those interviewed during my fieldwork in Turkey, and I 

extend my warmest thanks and appreciation to all of them. 
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NOTES ON THE TRANSCRIPTION AND PRONUNCIATION OF TURKISH WORDS 

Except for those with an established English form, like Pasha, 

hadith, hodja, lyc6e and Ramadan, Turkish words are given in the text 

in modern Turkish spelling. 

The Turkish alphabet is phonetic and presents few problems, but 

readers unfamiliar with it should note particularly the pronunciation 

of the following letters: 

c- is pronounced like the English j in jam 

g- is pronounced like the English ch in church 

g- is always pronounced hard like the English g in gun 

g- after e, i, 6 or U is pronounced like the y in English yes 

after a, i, o or u it is itself silent and serves only to 

lengthen the preceding vowel 

i- is pronounced like the English i in fit 

i- is rather like the English i in fir. (The corners of the mouth 

should be pulled back when pronouncing i. ) 

6- is pronounced as it is in German 

:ý- is pronounced like the English sh in ship 

U- is pronounced with the lips forward and rounded as in the 

French tu 

A circumflex over a vowel denotes a slight "y" sound between it 

and a preceding g, k, or 1. Otherwise the circumflex serves to lengthen 

the vowel. 
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GLOSSARY OF TURKISH WORDS 

aCjabey : elder brother (used also, familiarly, as title of 

respect in addressing nonrelated persons). In Nurculuk: 

used to address a Nurcu of very long standing or one who 

has been personally taught by Said Nursi. 

dlim : learned, wise; scholar. 

cemaat : congregation, assembly; religious community. In 

Nurculuk: the word also refers to the Nurcu community - 

the entire group of the followers of Said Nursi. 

cemiyet : society, association. 

ders lesson, class, lecture. In Nurculuk: study sessions, 

regular gatherings of Nurcus to read and study the 

Risale-i Nur together. 

dershane : classroom, place of instruction. In Nurculuk: a place 

where Nurcus hold their derses. 

dost friend. In Nurculuk: one who seriously supports 

Nurculuk and disseminates the ideas put forward in 

the Risale-i Nur. 

ehl-i hizmet : in Nurculuk: those who commit their lives to the cause 

of Nurculuk. 

esnaf : trades, guilds; tradesman, artisan. 

ezan : call to prayer. 

fikih (fiqh) : Islamic canonical jurisprudence. 

gurbet : being away from home. 

hafiz : one who knows the whole Koran by heart. 
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hemý; eri (hem! ýehri) : fellow countryman, fellow citizen. 

hizmet service. In Nurculuk: (Nurcu activity) - usually 

refers to being in the service of Nurculuk or making 

sacrifices in order to serve Nurculuk. Can be applied 

to anything that promotes Nurculuk. 

iftar breaking one's fast; the meal taken at sundown 

(during the fast of Ramadan). 

imam : prayer leader; religious leader. 

kardes : brother or sister. In Nurculuk: a form of address 

Nurcus usually use to each other. 

kardeý; imiz : in Nurculuk: (literally "our brother") - the word 

used by Nurcus when referring to Nurcu sympathisers 

or very new members of Nurculuk. 

keramet : miracle worked through the agency of a saint. 

mahalle mektebi : local school. 

medrese : Muslim theological school. 

mescit : small mosque; place of worship, temple. 

mevlUd (mevlit) :a religious meeting held in memory of a deceased 

person, in which the MevlUd (poem written by 

S, aleyman Qelebi depicting the birth of the Prophet 

Muhammad, sung only by special singers) is chanted. 

millet : nation; people; religious community. 

miaezzin : one who calls Muslims to prayer. 

mfir! ýit : who guides to the right road; spiritual guide; 

head of a religious order. 

namaz : ritual worship, prayer. 

nefis (or nefs-i : in Nurculuk: the head-strong, unregenerate soul. 

emmare) 
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nur talebesi : in Nurculuk: (literally "student of the light") - 

one who studies the collection of the Risale-i Nur 

and accepts its teachings and applies them in his 

lif 

sannet : practices and rules not laid down in the Koran 

but derived from the Prophet's own habits and words. 

, geriat : (from Arabic Shariah) Islamic canonical law. 

! ýeyh : head of a religious order. 

! ýeyhulislam : dignitary responsible for all matters connected 

with the canon law, religious schools, etc., and 

coming next to the Grand Vizier in precedence. 

tarikat : religious order, order of dervishes. 

tarikatgl : member of a religious order, dervish. 

teravih : the supererogatory night service of the month of 

Ramadan performed immediately after the prescribed 

night service of worship (consisting of twenty 

genuflexions with an interval for rest and breathing 

after each two or four acts). 

tesbihat : ascriptions or litanies of praise to God. In 

Nurculuk: after every namaz to read a special set 

of tesbihat compiled by Said Nursi. 

ulema : the body of acknowledged scholars of Islam. 
Ommet : people, community. 
Ustad : master; teacher. In Nurculuk: the word refers to 

Said Nursi. 

vakif : pious foundation. In Nurculuk: charitable institutions 

established by Nurcus to support the Nurcu cause 

financially; one who has devoted his life to the 

Nurcu activities only. 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

THE NURCU MOVEMENT IN TURKEY: A CASE FOR RESEARCH 

1. THE MOVEMENT 

Nurculuk is a religious movement originating in Turkey. Its 

overall aim is to work '... for the re-establishment of a truly Islamic 

state, based on the Qur'an and the shari'a and ruled by a council of 

I-1 ulema'. The present study examines the development, structure and 

beliefs of the movement against the background of the modern secular 

Turkish state. 

It is a movement about which relatively little is known. Although 

in almost every scholarly work on the recent history of Turkish religious 

life there is a mention of Nurculuk or Said Nursi, unfortunately none 

of them studies the movement in a comprehensive way or gives detailed 

information about it. For example, Feruz Ahmad describes Nurculuk 

as 1 
... a movement whose aim is to bring together all Turkish Muslims 

in opposition to the doctrine of secularism in order to restore the 

Islamic state'. 
2 

Edward Mortimer talks of '... the clandestine revivalist 

Nurcu movement... ' 
3 

Heyd says, 'The most widespread and extremist 

religious propaganda has since the 1950s been made by the Nurcus, the 

followers of a Kurdish shaykh by the name of Bed7l'Uzaman Sa'id NQrsi; 

called -astad, "the teacher"'. 
4 

For Landau, Nurculuk is one of the 

'politically-minded Islamic groups ... 
' which '... claims to be not a 

-I- 
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tarikat, or dervish order, but a theoretical system, based on a 

spiritual idea of the need for a theocratic state to end "the 27-year 

period of irreligion"'. 

Binnaz Toprak saw Nurculuk as an order which '... became 

prominent during the 1950s. Their philosophy had been formulated in 

a book called the Risale-i Nur written by their leader, Saidi Nursi, 

and widely used in Nur classes [dershanes - as Nurcus call therr] dispersed 

throughout the countryl. 
6 

Metin Heper, too, mentions Nurculuk as 

an order: 'The most important of the orders that survived the 1950s is 

17 that [of the] Nurcus, or "disciples of Light". Commenting on the three 

Islamist groups of the Meý; rutiyet era (1908-1919), Niyazi Berkes rightly 

puts Said Nursi among the group which gathered around Sirat-i MUstakim 

and says: 'The only long-time survivor of the group was Said Nursi 

(1867 [sic. 18731, - 1960), known as Bedi-uz-Zaman (the Wonder of the 

Times); even at his death, he was the leader of a political-religious 

order... 18 Professor Mardin, who penned the only scholarly article on 

Said Nursi's early life, 
9 

writes: 'Another movement, more difficult to 

categorise, was the Nurcu sect made up of the followers of Said-i Nursi. 

... After his death in 1961 [sic. 19601 his influence survived among a 

large group of followers. Said-i Nursi's message is primarily concerned 

with decrying the reforms of AtatUrk. ' 
10 

For Arnold Leder, , Nurculuk 

was an I 
... uncontrolled popular religious group... 1 

11 
For others, it 

112 was a modern religious brotherhood ... The distinguished Turkish 

professor, T. Z. Tunaya, sees . Nurculuk as an "ekol" (school). 
13 

J. S. Trimingham mentions the movement in his authoritative book on sufi 

114 orders as 'A recent Naqshabaadi group in eastern Turkey... Dr Muzaffer 

Sencer regards Nurculuk as a "symbol of anti-revolutionism"and 

says: 



- 

Gergekten Cumhuriyet tarihinde, devrimlere kar: ýi gikan en 

6nemli ve 6rgUtla hareket, Nurculuk olmu! ýtur. Ozellikle 19251den 

sonra beliren bu akim gesitli islamci direniý; leri bir birlik 

a 15 
tak karsi devrimciligin bir sembolU haline gelmistir. iginde toplay 

Indeed, Nurculuk has been the most important and organised 

movement against the reforms in the history of the Republic. 

Appearing on the scene [in Turkey] in 1925, Nurculuk has become 

a symbol of anti-revolutionism by uniting together various Islamist 

resistance groups. 

Apart from the group's own publications, in which the adherents of 

Nurculuk describe their movement, Nurculuk has been studied and mentioned 

in books and articles in various languages. 
16 

Some are written in 

appreciation of Nurculuk, 
17 

while others criticise it. M. S. Abdullah 

gives a brief description of Nurcu activities in West Germany and in some 

other countries; 
19 

Anna Masala of Rome University has written a biography 

of Said Nursi which was published as part of the University's Turcology 

series. 
20 

An article by Ya! ýar Kutluay contains an interesting study of 

Said Nursi and Nurculuk from the point of view of the history of mezheps 

in Islam, 
21 

M. Y. Geyikda*i makes passing reference to the Nurcu movement 

saying Nurcus' 'main aim is to work against the secular system of govern- 

ment and return to the ! ýeriat rule'. 
22 

It will become apparent in this 

thesis that Nurculuk can best be described as a special kind of religious 

movement. 

It was founded in 1926 by Said Nursi (1873-1960), who was also known 

as Bediuzzaman. It is upon his personality and teachings that the whole 

movement is based. Since this thesis is concerned with the state of 

Nurculuk, some twenty years after the death of its founder, details of 

Said Nursi's life as portrayed by his followers are relegated to 



- 

Appendix III. However, the reader will find it helpful to note now 

the main outline of his career. 

Said Nursi was born in Nurs, a village in Bitlis province. He first 

began his traditional education in Molla Mehmed Efendi's medrese in a 

nearby village in 1882. Later, he was taught by his elder brother, Molla 

Abdullah, until he went to another nearby village, Pirmis, and then to 

Hizan in order to receive full-time education from Seyyid Nur Mehmet 

Efendi. Before going to Bayezit in 1888 where he took a three-month full- 

time course and obtained his icazet (diploma) from the mUderris (professor) 

ýeyh Mehmet Celali he had also studied in Arvas and Bitlis. 

Said Nursi gradually became well-known as 'Said-i Me! ýhur', travelling 

extensively throughout Eastern and South-Eastern Anatolia where his 

superiority in religious sciences was challenged by the learned men of 

the provinces in the region. When Said Nursi was in Mardin, his activities 

there displeased the Governor of the city who exiled him to Bitlis where 

V 
the Governor provided him with a room in his own house. There Said Nursi 

extended his knowledge by studying numerous works, both in the Islamic 

and secular sciences. He also made use of the newspapers and books published 

in Istanbul which the Governor received. 

In 1894, Said Nursi went to Van at the invitation of the governor of 

that city, and it was there that he concentrated his energies even more on 

secular sciences. Whilst in Van, he was given another title, that of 

'Bediuzzaman' (Wonder of the Age), by the learned men who were astonished 

at his intelligence and capacity in spite of his youth. Believing in the 

necessity of the reformation of the existing medrese system, Said Nursi 

travelled to Istanbul in 1896 with his 'medreset-Uz Zehra' project through 

which he sought to combine the modern sciences and the theological sciences 

and to teach them in three languages, Arabic, Turkish and Kurdish. His 



- 

first visit to the capital city of the Caliphate lasted a year and a half. 

However, although he was unable to approach the Sultan, he made the 

acquaintance of various religious and political leaders. 

Just before the Young Turk Revolution, Said Nursi returned to Istanbul 

and succeeded in presenting the Sultan with his reform project on the 

medreses. but because of his bold criticism of the institutions which Sultan 

Abdulhamid had set up to gather information through secret agents, he was 

sent first for trial by military court and then to a lunatic asylum in 

Istanbul. He was soon released from the asylum but was kept for a while 

under gendarmerie surveillance. On the third day of the Revolution, Said 

Nursi delivered the first of a series of speeches in a public demonstration 

in Freedom Square, Salonika, organised by the Committee of Union and 

Progress, which he supported until 1912, working with the Islamist group 

within it. After the '31 March Revolt' (1909) Said Nursi was put on trial 

as a member of the ittihad-1 Muharnmed! Cemiyeti (The Society for the Unity 

of Muhammedans) but was acquitted. From 1912 to 1922 he grew increasingly 

opposed to the Committee as the influence of the Islamists declined. From 

1922 onwards he remained neutral and was, as he puts it, 'in silence' as 

far as his attitude towards the Committee was concerned. 

On the eve of the Balkan War in 1912, Said Nursi was appointed 

commander of the militia forces brought from Eastern Anatolia and took 

part in front-line fighting. In World War I he served as the commander 

of a volunteer regiment on the Caucasian front and in Eastern Anatolia 

and when the Russian troops defeated the Ottoman army and entered Erzurum 

in 1916, Said Nursi and his volunteers participated in the Ottoman fight 

against Russia in Erzurum, Gevaý and Bitlis, where he was wounded and 

captured by the Russian forces and eventually sent to a prisoner-of-war 

camp in Kostroma, Northwestern Russia. After remaining in captivity for 



- 

more than two years, he managed to escape from the camp, and made his way 

via Petersburg (Leningrad), Berlin, Warsaw, Vienna and Sofia, to Istanbul, 

arriving there in 1918. Thereupon, Enver Pasha, the Minister of War, 

awarded him a campaign medal and a gratuity of fifty liras per month for 

three months. In the same year Said Nursi was appointed to the Dar 

ul-Hikmet al-islamiya (the School of Islamic Philosophy) as a counsellor, 

retaining his Post until the closure of the School in 1922. 

After repeated invitations from the Assembly in Ankara, Said Nursi 

went to Ankara in late 1922 and delivered an address to the Grand National 

Assembly and gave a prayer of thanks-giving for the victory of the Turkish 

army. In spite of the warm welcome he received, he was disappointed with 

Ankara because he found that most of the deputies were neglecting their 

namaz. He left for Van in 1923. Soon after the Kurdish revolt in 1925 

Said Nursi, together with the influential : ýeyhs and chieftains of Van and 

other provinces of Eastern Anatolia, was exiled to Western Anatolia. 

Said Nursi was first sent to Burdur and then to Barla-isparta in 1926 

where he began to write a series of treatises which he called the Risale-i 

23 
Nur. These writings through which the Nurcu movement came into being, 

were initially hand-copied by the villagers and then mimeographed and 

distributed secretly all over Turkey until 1956 when the state finally 

allowed them to be printed in the modern Turkish alphabet. 

Said Nursi appeared in court several times on charges of founding a 

secret society, plotting against the regime, and trying to destroy the 

fundamental principles of the state. His first appearance was in 1935 in 

Eskiýehir, and in 1943 in Denizli and then in 1948 in Afyon and finally in 

1952 in Istanbul. Although Said Nursi was kept in prison for more than 

three years during the course of these trials,, he was eventually acquitted 

of all the charges. 
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Said Nursi. One of his best known photo- 

graphs, taken in June 1918 when he reached 
Germany after escaping from a prisoner-of- 
war camp in Russia. 
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