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   Abstract 
Knowledge has a central place in Islamic tradition, and constitutes an important 

element in Islamic thought. Knowledge in Islam and an Islamic approach to education 

has been a domain of contestation and the core of scholarly debates and contentions 

across the Muslim world. The concept of ‘ilm (knowledge) tends to identify the 

totality of knowledge as religious knowledge hence, comprises of ‘aqliyah (rational) 

and naqliyah ‘ulum (transmitted knowledge). The onset of modernity posed a great 

challenge before Muslims to integrate the revealed and modern sciences. Muslim 

scholars responded to the conundrum according to their own worldview and 

understanding of the concept of the knowledge. Major Muslim intellectuals sought to 

amalgamate the revealed and modern sciences but were subjected to face the reaction 

from the traditional scholars. One such scholar was Bediuzzamān Said Nursi (1876-

1960), who proposed Madrassah al-Zahra, a school of brilliance, where revealed and 

modern sciences would be taught simultaneously, and to address and respond to the 

contemporary challenges faced by Muslim Ummah. Keeping in view the significance 

of the subject, this paper shall attempt to explore the concept of the integration of 

knowledge proposed by Said Nursi and bring into limelight the workability of the 

Madrassah al-Zahra.  
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Introduction: 

Knowledge in Islam and an Islamic approach to knowledge has been a domain of contestation 

and the core of scholarly debates and contentions across the Muslim world. The meaning and 

nature of knowledge have been diversely explained by various scholars in their times. 

Rosenthal an influential scholar notes that while the concept of ‘ilm (knowledge) designates 
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religious as well as mundane knowledge1. Ibn Khaldūn an influential sociologist divides the 

entirety of human knowledge into two all-embracing categories: The first kind comprises the 

philosophical sciences. They are the ones with which man can become acquainted through the 

very nature of his ability to think and to whose objects, problems, arguments, and methods of 

instruction he is guided by his human perceptions, so that he is made aware of the distinction 

between what is correct and what is wrong in them by his own conjecture and research, in as 

much as he is a thinking human being. The second kind comprises the traditional, 

conventional sciences. All of them depend upon information based on the authority of the 

given religious law. There is no place for the intellect in them, save that the intellect may be 

used in connection with them to relate problems of detail with basic principles. Particulars 

that constantly come into being are not included in the general tradition by the mere fact of its 

existence. Therefore, they need to be related [to general principles] by some kind of 

analogical reasoning. However, such analogical reasoning is derived from [traditional] 

information, while the character of the basic principle, which is traditional, remains valid 

[unchanged]. Thus, analogical reasoning of this type reverts to being tradition [itself], because 

it is derived from it. With this categorization, knowledge of various nature fall into one of the 

categories of the two-fold classification: they either belong to the first type known as al-

‘ulūmal-‘aqlīyah (argumentative knowledge); or they are part of the second category labelled 

as al-‘ulūm al-naqlīyah (knowledge by transmission).Hence, two distinct approaches to 

knowledge acquisition appear in Islam, each of which is established in the form of various 

theories of knowledge within the Muslim epistemology2. In Islam 'ilm is not confined to the 

acquisition of knowledge only, but also embraces socio-political and moral aspects. 

Moreover, Knowledge is not mere information; it requires the believers to act upon their 

beliefs and commit themselves to the goals which Islam aims at attaining. In brief, the theory 

of knowledge in the Islamic perspective is not just epistemology. It combines knowledge, 

insight, and social action as its ingredients. Islam made no distinction between the worldly 

knowledge and religious knowledge, and Muslims made excellence in both the fields of 

knowledge throughout the history. According to Syed Abū A‘lā Maudūdī: Education is the 

sum total of knowledge gained. A man who does not make use of these faculties falls behind 

others, whereas he who makes use of them excels. Similarly, a nation assumes leadership 
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when it devotes itself unsparingly to the pursuit of knowledge handed down to it from the past 

as well as present3. 

Said Nursi (1876-1960): A Brief Biographical Account 

Born in 1877 in eastern Anatolia to a Kurdish family, Said Nursi’s early years are occupied 

with accounts that  signifies his intelligence, bold character, and his ability to speak 

freehearted and persuasively. Already, during his teens Nursi would be given the title 

Bediüzzaman or ‘Wonder of the Age’ by the ulama, or scholars, of the day. He received his 

early education within the fringe of the Ottoman Empire4. He mastered the Quran, Islamic 

jurisprudence, oratory, Philosophy, history and geography in a short time. He had a 

photographic memory as a result he memorized the Quran by heart and the most important 

Arabic dictionaries and several treatises on Islamic law. He studied science, mathematics and 

gained proficiency in some foreign languages.5He also began writing commentary on the 

Qur’an during his membership in the Darul Hikmeti’l-Islamiye (The Academy of Higher 

Islamic Studies), one of the goals of which was to find solutions to the existing problems that 

Muslim countries in general were facing. Hence, it is safe to say that Nursi’s early years 

encompass his active role in trying to influence government leaders like Mustafa Kemal 

Ataturk in not blindly adopting positivist teachings cantered by the West.Neverthless, Nursi 

was not satisfied with the then Madrassah system as; he found it incompatible with the 

requirements of the modern age and he realized that the traditional form of Islamic theology 

was inadequate for answering the doubts concerning Islam6.In order to reform that existing 

education system, he wanted to establish a university in the form of Madrassah al-Zahra, with 

locations in eastern and south eastern Turkey7He believed that educational reform could  

solve the social and political problems and invalidate ignorance and backwardness. In 1907 

and 1908 in Istanbul and Salonica, he advocated the establishment of a university in Eastern 

Anatolia (Madrassah al-Zahra) where physical sciences would be taught alongside religious 

sciences. Through his writings (Risale-I Nūr), Said Nursi argued that religion reflects the 

social and human environment and that Islam could be interpreted according to the current 

needs of society. The new age brought modernity, science, technology, along with positivism 

and materialism. Nursi did not believe modernity was a threat to Islam in terms of the benefits 

he saw in science and technology; however he did feel the need to defend religion against 
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materialist philosophies that were suddenly spreading in to the heart of Anatolia. His written 

works are both a product and a demonstration of the abrupt and astute changes that were 

taking place in the newly forming secular nation. Vahide, provides a brief account on the 

transition: 

We can say that Bediüzzaman (Nursi) enlightenment occurred in three stages. 

Firstly, he realized the deficiency of the ‘human philosophy’ he had studied and how 

it had been an obstacle to his enlightenment and progress. And secondly, as 

Bediuzzaman himself confessed, through the ‘bitter medicine’ of Shaykh ‘Abd-al 

Qadir Geylani’s Futuhu’l Gayb. ‘I understood my faults, perceived my wounds, and 

my pride was to a degree destroyed’. Then completed the process of his 

transformation in the new Said, he understood through the Mektubat of Imam-

iRabbani that he should take the Qur’an as his sole master. The instruction in Divine 

Unity he then received from the Qur’an through the phrase ‘There is no god but 

God’ was ‘a most brilliant light’ scattering the darkness in which he had been 

plunged and allowing him to breathe easily8. 

 Not too long after his inner transformation, exiles and imprisonments dictated Nursi’s life 

until his final days, for around 35 years. From his captivity by the Russians in 1925 at the age 

of 50, to the later accusations of him supporting a rebellion group in the eastern provinces-

Nursi was sentenced to prison and exile for the rest of his life. At the age of 83, Nursi died in 

Urfa on March 23, 1960, where he was initially buried. Two months after Nursi’s burial, a 

military coup occurred and gendarme officials removed Nursi’s body, an order given by the 

‘National Unity Committee’, and buried Nursi in a covert location9. 

Madrassah al-Zahra. 

The Madrassah al-Zahra Model given by Said Nursi is all-inclusive and caters needs both of 

religion, science and morality and thus makes fascinating blend of all the three in a holistic 

manner. It was during his stay in Van that he formulated his ideas on educational reform and 

his own particular method of teaching. He developed this through examining the principles of 

all he had studied together with his experience of teaching religious and scientific subjects, 
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then considering them in relation to the needs of the times. The basis of this method was to 

“combine” the religious sciences and modern sciences, with the result that the positive 

sciences would validate and strengthen the truths of religion.10.Said’s chief aim was to 

establish a university in eastern Anatolia where this method would be practiced; that is, where 

the physical sciences would be taught with the religious sciences simultaneously and his other 

ideas applied. This university he called the Medrese-Zehra after the Azhar University in Cairo 

as it was to be its sister university in the centre of the eastern Islamic world.11The heart of 

Said Nursi’s proposals lay in reconciling “the three main branches” of the educational 

system—the Medreses or traditional religious schools, the Mektebs or new secular schools, 

and the Tekkes or Sufi establishments—and the disciplines they represented. The embodiment 

of this harmonization was to be the Medrese-Zehra, which has been mentioned earlier. Nursi 

attached the greatest importance to establishing this university where the religious sciences 

and modern sciences would be taught side by side and “combined,” and pursued it till the end 

of his days. The second main areas of Nursi’s proposals lay in completely restructuring 

Medresa education and were extremely modern in their approach. These consisted of what 

might be described as the democratization of the Medrese system, and its diversification so 

that “the rule of the division of labour” could be applied12.A third area concerned the 

preachers, who “guided the general public. On a wider scale, the Medrese-Zehra would unite 

the three traditions in the educational system.13 

Nursian Model of integration of knowledge 

Madrese- Zahra model presented by Nursi stands for “integration of knowledge” and his view 

that religious subjects should be taught simultaneously with secular sciences. He urged the 

Medrese institutions should include modern sciences in their curriculum and the secular 

institutions should accept traditional religious sciences to be imparted as well. By accepting 

this proposal, the students from the secular institutions will be saved from being without 

religion whereas those studying in the religious institutions would be updated in the modern 

science.14 For him, the integration of religious and secular education is a best tool for Muslim 

renaissance. He says:“We should mould the science brought from Europe and America, 

which, in fact, belongs to Islam, with the light of oneness and view it from the point of view 

of the contemplation and signified meaning, that is, on behalf of its maker ad master” On a 
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human level, Nursi saw religion as representing the heart and conscience, and science, the 

reason; both were necessary for true progress to be attained: “The religious sciences are the 

light of the conscience and the modern sciences “the sciences of civilization”are the light of 

the reason; the truth becomes manifest through the combining of the two. The students’ 

endeavour will take flight on these two wings. When they are separated it gives rise to bigotry 

in the one, and wiles and scepticism in the other.15 The main purpose of his initiative was to 

produce a sincere and committed Muslim citizen in order to get rid of the crisis of the Muslim 

intelligentsia and to develop science and technology in the Muslim world. In such a 

circumstances efforts have been made for the Islamization of knowledge project aimed at the 

greatest task confronting the Ummah to solve the problems of education. There can be no 

hope of a genuine revival of the Ummah unless the educational system is reconstructed and its 

inadequacies are corrected. Indeed, the system needs to be formed anew. The present dualism 

in Muslim education, its bifurcation into an Islamic and a secular system must be removed 

and abolished once and for all. The two systems must be united and integrated, and the 

emergent system must be infused with the spirit of Islam and must function as an integral part 

of its ideological program16.For Nursi the benefits of such a integrated education system 

would be manifold. Just as it would ensure the future of the ulama in the Eastern Provinces, at 

the same time it would be a step toward the unification and reform of general system. So 

would it deliver Islam from the bigotry, superstitions, and false beliefs that had encrusted 

parts of it over the centuries. Importantly, it would also be a means of introducing modern 

learning into the Medreses in a way that would allay the ulama’s suspicions concerning 

modern science. And it would “open the door to spreading the beneficial aspects of 

constitutionalism17. 

Conclusion  

To sum up, Islam presents a holistic view of Knowledge and encourages the acquisition of 

knowledge. For renaissance of Muslims and the preservation of Islamic civilization Nursi’s 

endeavour was to amalgamate the two systems of education; modern/scientific and 

religious/traditional. Nursi believed that “active cultivation of individual Islamic spirituality 

and morality” would have to take place as the basis for a moral community. In a sense, he 

argued that Islamic consciousness should be raised primarily at an individual level, by 
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strengthening ones’ faith. With a strong faith one would be equipped with the tools needed to 

properly address and meet the challenges of modernity from an Islamic standpoint. For Said 

Nursi integrated curriculum of modern secular and traditional religious sciences is inevitable 

for the revival of ummah and the whole world. It means that the problem of educational 

dichotomy should be deal with through this kind of integration where both sciences are 

complementary. Thus, there is a pressing need to develop the educational model that has been 

prompt by Nursi, namely Madrassah Zahra. To deal with the current challenges faces by 

Ummah  
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