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Abstract

This paper examines the conception and application
of critical thinking within the intellectual corpus of
Bedituzzaman Said Nursi (1877-1960), one of the
most influential Islamic scholars of the twentieth
century. Through systematic analysis of the Risale-i
Nur Collection, this study demonstrates that Nursi
developed a comprehensive critical thinking
methodology rooted in both Islamic epistemology
and rational inquiry. The paper explores how Nursi's
approach integrates Qur'anic exegesis, empirical
observation, and logical reasoning to address
contemporary challenges facing Muslim
communities. Key findings reveal that Nursi's critical
framework emphasizes the harmonization of
revelation and reason, the cultivation of doubt as a
pathway to certainty, and the application of
analogical reasoning across diverse domains of
knowledge. This study contributes to ongoing
discussions about Islamic pedagogy, intellectual
renewal, and the intersection of faith and critical
inquiry in modern contexts.
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1. Introduction

The intellectual legacy of Said Nursi represents a significant contribution to
Islamic thought in the modern era. Born in eastern Anatolia during the
twilight of the Ottoman Empire, Nursi witnessed the profound
transformations that characterized the early twentieth century, including the
rise of scientific materialism, the collapse of traditional Islamic institutions,
and the emergence of secularist ideologies (Vahide, 2005). In response to
these challenges, Nursi developed a distinctive intellectual framework that
sought to reinvigorate Islamic faith through rational demonstration and

critical engagement with contemporary knowledge.

Central to Nursi's methodology is what can be characterized as a
sophisticated approach to critical thinking—one that transcends simple
dichotomies between faith and reason, tradition and modernity, or revelation
and empirical inquiry (Abu-Rabi, 2003). Rather than viewing these as
competing or incompatible domains, Nursi articulates a synthetic vision in
which critical rational inquiry serves as a means of deepening religious
understanding and reinforcing certainty in fundamental truths. This paper
examines the theoretical foundations and practical applications of critical
thinking in Nursi's writings, with particular attention to how his approach
addresses epistemological questions central to contemporary Islamic
thought.

1.1 Research Questions and Objectives

Several interconnected research questions guide this study:

* What constitutes critical thinking in Nursi's intellectual framework?
» How does Nursi reconcile rational inquiry with revealed knowledge?
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» What methodological principles underpin Nursi's critical approach to
theological and philosophical questions?
« How can Nursi's model of critical thinking inform contemporary

Islamic education and intellectual discourse?

1.2 Methodology and Scope

This research employs textual analysis of primary sources from the Risale-i
Nur Collection, supplemented by secondary literature on Islamic
epistemology and critical pedagogy (Markham & Pirim, 2011). The
methodology combines hermeneutic interpretation with systematic
categorization of Nursi's argumentative strategies and reasoning patterns.
While the study focuses primarily on Nursi's mature works, it also traces the
development of his critical methodology across different periods of his

intellectual career.

2. Theoretical Foundations of Critical Thinking in Islamic Thought
2.1 Classical Islamic Epistemology

To situate Nursi's contribution within the broader Islamic intellectual
tradition, it is essential to outline the classical epistemological framework
that informed medieval Muslim scholars. Islamic epistemology traditionally
recognized multiple sources of knowledge, including sensory perception
(hiss), rational inference (agl), and revelation (wahy). The relationship
between these sources generated extensive philosophical debate, particularly
during the classical period when Muslim thinkers engaged deeply with
Greek philosophical traditions (Rahman, 1982).
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Scholars such as al-Ghazali (d. 1111) articulated sophisticated critiques of
pure rationalism while simultaneously defending the role of reason in
theological discourse (al-Ghazali, 2000). The tension between kalam
(rational theology) and falsafa (philosophy) reflected deeper questions about
the scope and limits of human intellect in comprehending divine truths. This
historical context provides important background for understanding Nursi's
own synthesis, which draws upon but also significantly reformulates

classical positions.

2.2 The Concept of "Aqgl (Intellect) in Islamic Tradition

The Arabic term 'agl, commonly translated as intellect or reason, occupies a
central position in Islamic thought. Qur'anic verses repeatedly call upon
believers to reflect, ponder, and use their reasoning faculties. The verb
‘agala and its derivatives appear frequently in contexts emphasizing the
importance of rational contemplation and logical inference. This Qur'anic
emphasis on intellectual engagement provided religious authorization for
the development of sophisticated rational disciplines within Islamic

civilization.

Nursi builds upon this foundation by arguing that the proper use of 'agl
necessarily leads to affirmation of faith rather than doubt or denial (Nursi,
2004). In his view, genuine critical thinking does not conflict with religious
conviction but rather reinforces it by revealing the rational coherence and
evidentiary basis of Islamic beliefs. This perspective challenges both
traditionalist approaches that minimize the role of reason and rationalist

positions that subordinate revelation to philosophical speculation.
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3. Nursi's Critical Methodology: Key Principles

3.1 The Principle of Tawhid (Divine Unity) as Explanatory

Framework

At the foundation of Nursi's critical thinking methodology lies the principle
of tawhid, the Islamic doctrine of divine unity. For Nursi, tawhid is not
merely a theological assertion but an epistemological key that unlocks
understanding across all domains of knowledge (Agikgeng, 2007). He
argues that recognition of divine unity provides the most coherent
explanation for the order, harmony, and purposiveness observed in the

natural world.

Nursi employs what might be called an argument from integrated
complexity. He invites readers to consider the intricate coordination evident
in biological organisms, ecological systems, and cosmic phenomena (Nursi,
2004). Through detailed observation of natural patterns—from the structure
of a seed to the organization of the solar system—he demonstrates that such
comprehensive integration points to unified intentionality rather than
random processes or multiple independent causes. This reasoning
exemplifies how Nursi uses empirical observation as a starting point for

theological reflection.

3.2 The Integration of Reason and Revelation

A distinctive feature of Nursi's approach is his insistence on the essential
compatibility between rational inquiry and revealed knowledge (Turner &
Horkuc, 2009). He rejects the notion that faith requires abandonment of
critical thinking or that authentic intellectual inquiry must proceed

independently of religious premises. Instead, Nursi proposes a model in
6
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which reason and revelation operate in complementary fashion, each

illuminating and confirming the other.

Nursi employs the metaphor of the Qur'an as the ‘'universe's criterion' and
the universe as the ‘created Qur'an' (Nursi, 2007). This parallel structure
suggests that both revelation and nature originate from the same divine
source and therefore must ultimately convey consistent truths. When
apparent contradictions arise between scientific findings and religious
teachings, Nursi attributes such discrepancies either to misinterpretation of
scriptural texts or to incomplete scientific understanding. This hermeneutic
principle enables him to maintain intellectual openness to empirical

discoveries while preserving commitment to revealed truths.

3.3 The Role of Doubt in Achieving Certainty

Contrary to traditions that view doubt as antithetical to faith, Nursi
acknowledges doubt as a potentially constructive element in the pursuit of
religious certainty (Michel, 2005). He distinguishes between corrosive
skepticism that refuses resolution and methodological doubt that serves as a
catalyst for deeper investigation. In his view, wrestling with difficult
questions and confronting apparent contradictions can strengthen rather than
weaken religious conviction, provided the inquirer approaches these

challenges with sincerity and appropriate intellectual tools.

Throughout the Risale-i Nur, Nursi addresses objections and difficulties that
might trouble believers, treating these concerns with intellectual seriousness
rather than dismissal (Nursi, 2004, 2007). He systematically presents
counterarguments to religious claims before offering comprehensive

responses. This dialectical method mirrors Socratic questioning and
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demonstrates confidence that rigorous examination will ultimately vindicate
rather than undermine faith. By modeling this approach, Nursi implicitly
encourages readers to engage critically with their own beliefs and to seek

understanding rather than accepting assertions passively.

3.4 Analogical Reasoning and the Method of Similitudes

Nursi makes extensive use of analogical reasoning (giyas), drawing parallels
between familiar phenomena and abstract theological concepts (Agikgeng,
2007). This pedagogical strategy serves multiple functions: it makes
complex ideas accessible, provides concrete illustrations of theoretical
principles, and demonstrates the applicability of Islamic teachings to diverse
contexts. The technique reflects classical Islamic rhetorical traditions while

adapting them to address modern concerns.

For example, Nursi frequently employs the analogy between human
craftsmanship and divine creation. Just as a watch implies a watchmaker
and a building presupposes an architect, so the ordered complexity of
natural systems points to conscious design (Nursi, 2004). While such
teleological arguments have a long history in philosophical theology, Nursi
enriches them with detailed scientific observations drawn from biology,
astronomy, and other fields. His analogies thus function not as mere
rhetorical devices but as substantive arguments grounded in empirical

evidence.
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4. Applications of Critical Thinking in Nursi's Writings
4.1 Engagement with Scientific Materialism

One of the primary contexts in which Nursi deploys critical thinking is his
engagement with scientific materialism and naturalistic worldviews
(Mardin, 1989). Writing during a period when materialist philosophies
enjoyed considerable prestige, particularly among educated elites in Turkey,
Nursi sought to demonstrate the rational inadequacy of explanatory
frameworks that excluded divine agency. His critique proceeds not through
appeal to scriptural authority alone but through systematic analysis of

materialism's internal contradictions and explanatory limitations.

Nursi argues that materialist accounts fail to explain the origin of conscious
experience, the existence of universal laws, and the apparent purposiveness
of biological systems (Nursi, 2004). He emphasizes that ascribing creative
power to unconscious matter and blind natural forces requires more faith
than belief in intelligent design. By turning the charge of irrationality back
upon materialist critics of religion, Nursi positions Islamic theism as the
more intellectually defensible position.

4.2 Qur'anic Exegesis and Interpretive Principles

Nursi's approach to Qur'anic interpretation exemplifies critical thinking
applied to scriptural hermeneutics (Abu-Rabi, 2003). Rather than accepting
traditional exegetical conclusions uncritically, he develops interpretive
principles that allow for fresh engagement with the sacred text. His
methodology emphasizes attention to linguistic precision, thematic

coherence, and contextual sensitivity. At the same time, he maintains
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respect for classical scholarship and continuity with established interpretive
traditions.

A notable feature of Nursi's exegesis is his attention to what he calls the
'subtle points' (ince noktalar) and ‘flashes' (lem'alar) of meaning in Qur'anic
verses (Nursi, 2007). These interpretive insights often emerge from careful
analysis of word choice, grammatical structure, and rhetorical patterns.
Nursi demonstrates how close reading of the text can yield multiple
complementary levels of meaning, from literal and historical senses to
allegorical and spiritual dimensions. This multilayered hermeneutic reflects
both classical tafsir traditions and a distinctly modern sensibility attuned to

complexity and nuance.

4.3 Social and Political Analysis

Beyond theological and philosophical questions, Nursi applies critical
thinking to social and political issues facing Muslim communities in the
modern era (Yavuz, 2003). His analysis of civilizational decline, the
challenges of modernity, and strategies for intellectual renewal demonstrates
engagement with contemporary realities informed by Islamic principles.
Nursi's social commentary combines historical analysis, sociological

observation, and normative prescription.

Particularly significant is Nursi's diagnosis of the causes behind the
weakening of Islamic civilization and his proposed remedies (Kuru, 2005).
He identifies intellectual stagnation, uncritical imitation of Western models,
and abandonment of authentic Islamic education as key factors in Muslim
decline. In response, he advocates for educational reform that combines

rigorous religious training with engagement with modern sciences. This
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prescription reflects critical assessment of both traditional and modernist
approaches, seeking a middle path that preserves Islamic identity while

embracing beneficial aspects of contemporary knowledge.

5. Pedagogical Dimensions of Nursi's Critical Approach
5.1 Educational Philosophy and the Cultivation of Critical Faculties

Nursi's educational philosophy prioritizes the development of critical
thinking capacities rather than mere transmission of information (Vahide,
2005). He envisions education as a process of awakening the mind to
recognize truth through direct engagement with evidence and argument.
This pedagogical orientation manifests in the dialogical structure of many
passages in the Risale-i Nur, where imagined interlocutors raise objections

and Nursi provides responses that model analytical reasoning.

The Risale-i Nur functions not only as a repository of religious knowledge
but as a training manual for critical thinking (Michel, 2005). Readers are
invited to participate actively in the reasoning process rather than passively
receiving conclusions. Nursi frequently employs phrases such as 'consider
this," 'reflect upon,” and ‘compare these,’ signaling that understanding
requires personal intellectual engagement. This pedagogical strategy aims to

cultivate independent thinking grounded in Islamic principles.

5.2 The Study Circle Model and Collective Reasoning

An important dimension of Nursi's pedagogical approach is the emphasis on
collective study and discussion (Mardin, 1989). The study circles
(dershaneler) that formed around the Risale-i Nur created spaces for

collaborative critical inquiry. Participants would read texts together, pose
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questions, debate interpretations, and work through difficulties collectively.
This communal dimension counters individualistic models of learning while

promoting intellectual rigor through peer exchange.

The study circle model reflects Nursi's conviction that critical thinking
flourishes in community rather than isolation (Turner & Horkuc, 2009).
Diverse perspectives and challenging questions from fellow students
stimulate deeper analysis and guard against individual bias. At the same
time, the shared commitment to Islamic principles provides a common
foundation that prevents discussion from devolving into mere relativism or
skepticism. This balance between open inquiry and normative grounding

characterizes Nursi's vision of critical Islamic pedagogy.

6. Comparative Perspectives
6.1 Nursi and Western Philosophy

While Nursi's intellectual formation occurred primarily within Islamic
scholarly traditions, his work exhibits intriguing parallels with certain
Western philosophical movements. His emphasis on empirical observation
and inductive reasoning resembles aspects of British empiricism, while his
dialectical method recalls Socratic and Hegelian approaches (Abu-Rabi,
2003). These similarities suggest common patterns in human reasoning that

transcend particular cultural contexts.

At the same time, Nursi's epistemological framework differs fundamentally
from secular Western philosophy in its grounding in revealed knowledge
and its ultimate orientation toward divine truth. Where Enlightenment
rationalism often positioned human reason as autonomous and self-

sufficient, Nursi views intellect as a faculty that achieves its highest
12
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function when aligned with revelation (Nursi, 2004). This distinction
highlights the distinctive character of Islamic critical thinking as

exemplified by Nursi.

6.2 Nursi in Relation to Other Modern Islamic Thinkers

Nursi's approach to critical thinking can be productively compared with
other influential Muslim intellectuals of the modern period. Figures such as
Muhammad Abduh, Muhammad Igbal, and Fazlur Rahman similarly sought
to reconcile Islamic tradition with modern challenges through rational
engagement and interpretive renewal (Rahman, 1982; Igbal, 2013). Each
developed distinctive methodologies reflecting their particular contexts and

concerns.

What distinguishes Nursi is perhaps his sustained focus on demonstrative
proof and his confidence in the rational demonstrability of religious truths
(Markham & Pirim, 2011). While other modernist thinkers often
emphasized ethical and social dimensions of Islam, Nursi concentrated on
epistemological and metaphysical questions. His detailed arguments for
divine existence, the rationality of prophethood, and the possibility of
resurrection reflect a conviction that these fundamental beliefs can be

established through rigorous reasoning accessible to all sincere inquirers.

7. Critical Assessment and Limitations
7.1 Strengths of Nursi's Critical Methodology

Nursi's approach to critical thinking offers several significant contributions.
First, it demonstrates the compatibility of serious intellectual engagement

with religious commitment, countering narratives that portray faith and
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reason as inherently antagonistic (Turner & Horkuc, 2009). Second, his
methodology provides Muslims with conceptual tools for engaging
contemporary challenges without abandoning their religious identity. Third,
his pedagogical emphasis on active reasoning cultivates intellectual

independence while maintaining continuity with Islamic tradition.

Additionally, Nursi's integration of empirical observation with theological
reflection anticipates contemporary discussions about science and religion
(Michel, 2005). His attentiveness to natural phenomena and his efforts to
incorporate scientific discoveries into religious understanding model an
approach that avoids both scientism and anti-intellectualism. This balanced
perspective remains relevant for Muslims navigating the relationship

between faith and modern knowledge.

7.2 Potential Limitations and Critiques

Despite its strengths, Nursi's methodology also faces certain limitations and
potential critiques. Some critics argue that his arguments occasionally
exhibit confirmation bias, selectively attending to evidence that supports
predetermined conclusions while overlooking contrary data (Hermansen,
2005). His teleological reasoning, while compelling to many, may not
satisfy those committed to purely mechanistic explanations of natural

phenomena.

Furthermore, Nursi's confidence in the rational demonstrability of religious
truths may underestimate the role of faith as a distinct form of knowing that
transcends discursive reasoning. Some religious thinkers emphasize the
element of mystery and the limits of human comprehension in approaching

divine matters. From this perspective, excessive reliance on rational

14



The Journal of Risale-i Nur Studies 9:2 (2026)

demonstration might inadvertently reduce religion to a philosophical system
rather than a lived relationship with the transcendent.

Additionally, questions arise about the applicability of Nursi's methodology
across different cultural and educational contexts (Yavuz, 2003). His
arguments presuppose certain levels of literacy and philosophical
sophistication that may not be universally accessible. Adapting his approach
for diverse audiences while preserving its essential characteristics presents

ongoing challenges for educators and interpreters of his work.

8. Contemporary Relevance and Applications
8.1 Implications for Islamic Education

Nursi's emphasis on critical thinking offers valuable insights for
contemporary Islamic education (Vahide, 2005). As Muslim communities
worldwide grapple with questions about curriculum design, pedagogical
methods, and educational goals, Nursi's model suggests an approach that
combines rigorous religious training with the cultivation of analytical skills.
His work demonstrates that Islamic education need not choose between
traditional knowledge transmission and development of critical capacities

but can integrate both dimensions.

Educational institutions might draw upon Nursi's methodology by
incorporating more dialogical teaching methods, encouraging student
questioning and debate, and emphasizing understanding over memorization
(Markham & Pirim, 2011). The study circle model could be adapted for
various educational settings, creating spaces for collaborative inquiry

grounded in Islamic principles. Such approaches might help prepare Muslim
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students to engage confidently with intellectual challenges while

maintaining religious commitment.

8.2 Interfaith and Intercultural Dialogue

Nursi's rational demonstration of religious truths provides a framework for
engaging in interfaith dialogue and intercultural exchange (Michel, 2005).
By articulating Islamic beliefs through reasoned argument rather than mere
assertion of authority, his approach creates common ground for discussion
with those from different religious or philosophical backgrounds. His
emphasis on empirical observation and logical inference appeals to shared

human capacities for reasoning.

At the same time, Nursi's methodology models how to maintain religious
particularity while engaging in genuine dialogue (Turner & Horkuc, 2009).
He does not reduce Islam to vague universalisms or compromise distinctive
doctrines in pursuit of common ground. Rather, he demonstrates confidence
that Islamic teachings can withstand critical scrutiny and that honest inquiry
will reveal their truth. This combination of openness and conviction offers a
model for interfaith engagement that avoids both triumphalism and

relativism.

8.3 Addressing Contemporary Challenges

Many challenges facing contemporary Muslim communities involve
questions that require critical thinking informed by Islamic principles (Kuru,
2005). Issues such as environmental ethics, biomedical technology,
economic justice, and political participation demand thoughtful engagement
that neither uncritically adopts secular frameworks nor retreats into

inflexible traditionalism. Nursi's methodology suggests an approach that
16
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brings Islamic values into conversation with contemporary concerns through

reasoned analysis.

For example, his emphasis on recognizing divine wisdom and purpose in
creation provides resources for developing Islamic environmental ethics.
His integration of observation and reflection could inform engagement with
scientific and technological developments (Ag¢ikgeng, 2007). His social
analysis offers frameworks for critiquing unjust systems while proposing
alternatives grounded in Islamic principles. While Nursi himself did not
address all contemporary issues, his critical methodology provides tools that

can be applied to emerging questions.

9. Conclusion

This examination of critical thinking in Said Nursi's writings reveals a
sophisticated intellectual framework that integrates Islamic epistemology
with rational inquiry. Nursi's methodology demonstrates that faith and
reason, revelation and empirical observation, tradition and critical
engagement need not stand in opposition but can function in productive
harmony (Abu-Rabi, 2003; Vahide, 2005). His approach offers both
theoretical insights and practical applications relevant to contemporary

challenges facing Muslim communities.

Key findings of this study include the centrality of tawhid as an organizing
principle for Nursi's critical framework, the dialectical relationship he
establishes between reason and revelation, his strategic use of analogical
reasoning and empirical observation, and his pedagogical emphasis on
cultivating active intellectual engagement (Nursi, 2004, 2007). These

elements combine to create a distinctive model of Islamic critical thinking
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that addresses modern concerns while remaining rooted in traditional

sources.

The contemporary relevance of Nursi's approach extends across multiple
domains. In education, his methodology suggests ways to develop critical
thinking within Islamic frameworks (Markham & Pirim, 2011). In interfaith
dialogue, his rational demonstration of religious truths provides common
ground for exchange while preserving distinctive commitments (Michel,
2005). In addressing social and ethical challenges, his integration of Islamic
principles with critical analysis offers resources for developing authentic yet
contextually responsive positions.

While Nursi's work has limitations—including potential confirmation bias,
context-specific assumptions, and the challenges of adaptation to diverse
settings—its strengths make it a valuable resource for ongoing reflection
about the relationship between faith and critical inquiry (Hermansen, 2005;
Yavuz, 2003). As Muslim communities continue to navigate the
complexities of modernity while maintaining religious identity, Nursi's

intellectual legacy provides both inspiration and practical guidance.

Future research might explore several promising directions. Comparative
studies examining Nursi's methodology alongside other Islamic and non-
Islamic approaches to critical thinking could illuminate both commonalities
and distinctive features (Rahman, 1982; Igbal, 2013). Empirical
investigation of how Nursi's pedagogical principles function in actual
educational settings could assess their effectiveness and identify needed

adaptations. Analysis of how contemporary scholars are applying Nursi's
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framework to emerging issues would demonstrate the ongoing vitality and
development of his intellectual tradition.

Ultimately, Said Nursi's contribution to Islamic thought lies not merely in
the specific conclusions he reached but in the critical methodology he
modeled (Turner & Horkuc, 2009). By demonstrating that rigorous
intellectual engagement strengthens rather than weakens religious faith, by
showing how empirical observation and revelation can mutually illuminate
truth, and by cultivating communities of learners committed to both critical
inquiry and Islamic principles, Nursi charted a path that remains relevant for
those seeking to integrate faith and reason in contemporary contexts. His
legacy challenges both uncritical traditionalism and secular rationalism,
proposing instead a third way grounded in the conviction that authentic
critical thinking, properly understood and practiced, leads inevitably to
recognition of divine truth.
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