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The Islamic cause had seen big promises in Turkey: economic prosperity, 
high standards of law, and a decent status in global politics. Simply, its 
pledge was to bring Turkey back to the “Golden Age of Muslims,” which 
is believed to have happened somewhere in history. Millions of Turks have 
made sacrifices in different ways to contribute to the Islamization of 
Turkey, but all efforts were affiliated with making Turkey a better country 
with Islam. People sincerely believe that Islamization will solve Turkey’s 
problems. For the millions who supported it, Islamization was a stand-
alone magic cure. A Turkish slogan “Iṡlam gelecek, dertler bitecek” (Islam 
is the solution for all problems) summarizes that mindset.

However, Islamization in Turkey has brought the country to the brink 
of a multifaceted catastrophe. In less than two decades, Islamism trans-
formed Turkey into an authoritarian regime with a host of structural prob-
lems ranging across the economy and foreign policy. Naturally, the Islamist 
failure provoked a debate on Islam, Islamic movements, and anything 
related to Islam. Yet it would not be fair to explain the failure of Islamism 
in Turkey in terms of Islam alone. In other words, the failure of Islamists 
in not ipso facto the failure of their religion: A fair number of other factors 
have also had a role. Then again, the failure is bound to have some links 
with how certain cuts of Islamist interpret and practice Islam. Turkey’s 
brand of “What went wrong?” literature has grown quickly. This book can 
be read as one of many in the “What went wrong?” bracket of scholarly 
literature about contemporary Turkey.

Usually, books in the “What went wrong?” bracket analyze how differ-
ent interpretations of Islam are relevant in understanding the interplay 
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between Islam and Muslims. In this book, I present a rarely analyzed 
dimension in the interplay between people and religion: the Islamic Idea 
of Nature. The Islamic Idea of Nature is the collection of beliefs about 
how nature works that a Muslim acquires during religious socialization. 
My aim is to shed light on an almost-ignored aspect of the interplay 
between Islam and Muslims in Turkey. So I try to explain how Islam is 
interpreted in Turkey in regard to the key issues in the Idea of Nature, 
such as causality, free will, and knowledge. Such an analysis will provide a 
completely different perspective on Islamization in Turkey.

The idea for writing this book emanated from my personal experiences 
with, and observations of, Islamic scholar, academics, politicians, and 
Islamic movement leaders. While following closely all sorts of Islamic 
actors in Turkey in the last two decades, I came upon a specific brand of 
Islamic outlook on nature, causality, and the relevant issues. I noticed that 
the Islamic actors under my scrutiny share a similar outlook on those con-
cepts, which, I believe, has its origins in Islamic socialization. One readily 
detects this Islamic outlook when the committed comment on a natural 
events like an earthquake, or they speculate on the limits of freedom. This 
perception led me to what became the subject matter of this book: It 
might be interesting to study how Islam is taught in Turkey in regard to 
some fundamental issues such as human free will, causality, and knowl-
edge. Islamic socialization and education are not only about law, but also 
about acquiring a creed-specific “complex knowledge.” Reading the major 
texts that shape Islamic socialization, and even education, in Turkey, I 
noticed that they tend to be long articulations of the Islamic Idea of 
Nature, and they devote relatively little attention to Islamic law.

While writing this book, I have benefited from the help of many people 
and institutions. Soon after I began to work on it, I was forced to leave 
Turkey, and I found myself in survival mode in Europe. I am therefore 
greatly indebted to Scholar Rescue Fund (SRF) for its officers’ prompt 
response to my application. I thank also Sean Lamberg for his cooperation 
with me during my correspondence with the SRF. I am deeply indebted 
also to Prof. Jaroslav Miller, the President of Palacky University, for all his 
generous support. I would like to declare my sincerest appreciation of 
him. I am grateful also to Prof. Jiri Lach for his help during my transition 
to the Czech Republic, as well as for his continuing support. I also 



ix  PREFACE 

acknowledge the help of Ahmet T. Kuru, Tomas Lebeda, Sophie Johnson, 
Fevzi Bilgin, Ozgur Koca, Iṡa Afacan, Tercan Basturk, and Yasir Yılmaz. 
Last but not least, I owe a special debt of gratitude to my family, Semra, 
Bensu, and Leyla.
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CHAPTER 1

Introduction

On November 12, 2017, a powerful earthquake rocked northern Iraq. 
That earthquake also shook the whole population of Turkey, which falls 
within an active seismic zone. As usual, geologists were quick to appear on 
television to explain the earthquake. Among them was Professor Ahmet 
Ercan, who spoke on state television. The channel cut his speech immedi-
ately after he made the following comment:

Eighty percent of people who lose their lives in earthquakes are from Muslim 
countries, because there is neither democracy nor scientific and technologi-
cal capability in Muslim countries. (Birgün, November 13, 2017)

There is a considerable body of literature on how Islam is interpreted, 
and it entails the rationalizations of the several problems of Muslim societ-
ies. Accordingly, the interpretation and the concomitant practice of Islam 
are identified as the causes of the various problems that beset Muslim 
societies. The geologist’s comments are also a reflection of a widely shared 
understanding that posits a causal link between how Islam is interpreted 
and the problems that plague various Muslim societies. By referring to the 
democracy gap in Muslim countries, Ercan called to mind the popular 
thesis that a democratic and transparent political regime is critical for eco-
nomic and social development. But he also added that Muslims are per-
forming in various fields without the necessary scientific capability. His 
comments raise two questions: Why do many Muslim societies lack fully 
functional democracy? And why do they generally lack scientific capability?

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/978-3-030-25901-3_1&domain=pdf
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The first question pertains to the well-known literature on democracy 
and law in explaining various problems in Muslim societies. These studies 
focus on the effects of Islamic law on the economy and the other spheres 
of Muslim countries.1 For example, according to Timur Kuran, Islamic 
law could not produce worldviews that could keep up with the transition 
from the medieval to the modern economy (characterized by corporations 
and banking). This failure also inhibited the accumulation of capital in 
Muslim societies.2 In another vein, François Facchini proposes that the 
Islamic legal tradition did not provide a basis for strong property rights, 
which in turn explains economic underdevelopment in Muslim societies.3 
Muslims’ economic success in earlier periods of history is attributed to 
trade-friendly interpretations of Islamic law.4 Later on, the emergence of 
inflexible regulating institutions and the evolution of Muslim inheritance 
law discouraged growth values and practices. Accordingly, the state and 
religious authorities were concerned only with preserving the status quo 
that emerged in the ninth century and was consolidated by the eleventh 
century. That period’s law and institutions gradually directed Muslims to 
be “strongly against competition” and made them anti-market.5

Economic and political institutions in Muslim societies doubtlessly 
reflect contemporary interpretation and practice of Islam. However, main-
stream scholarship assumes too readily that factors such as how Islamic law 
is interpreted or the current democracy gap are likely to be the major 
causes of the problems of the Muslim world today. Social and historical 
developments are also understood as the outcomes of the evolution of 
Islamic law or Islamic politics. The upshot of this is the projection that a 
more democratic, gender-friendly, and market-oriented interpretation of 
Islamic law would ameliorate Islam’s impact on Muslim societies.

The interplay between Islam and Muslims is however complex, and 
there are also other fields that are highly pertinent in the quest to under-
stand Muslim societies. Analyzing certain problems that have their ori-
gin in a lack of scientific and technological capabilities, the second point 
that geologist Ahmet Ercan raised requires a different analytical perspec-
tive in regard to the interplay between Islam and Muslims. In this regard, 
various problems such as slow technological advancement and low agri-
cultural productivity in Muslim societies can be seen as the result of their 
failure to understand the relevant causal relations. This brings us to the 
main purpose of this book: to introduce a new analytical tool, the “idea of 
nature,” in explaining the interpretation and practice of Islam affecting 
various situations in the Muslim world by studying selected cases from 
Turkey. The Islamic idea of nature is the collection of beliefs concerning 
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how nature works that a Muslim acquires during religious socialization. 
Transmitted from one generation to the next in the continuity of the 
Islamic faith, the Islamic idea of nature is an observable phenomenon. It 
occupies a large space in contemporary Islamic socialization. In many 
Muslim societies, religious socialization therefore entails engagement 
with the interpretation and transmission of the Islamic idea of nature. 
Like law, the Islamic idea of nature has serious implications for how 
Muslims interpret Islam, particularly with respect to key issues like cau-
sality, knowledge, and free will.

However, the role of the Islamic idea of nature has received scant atten-
tion, and we therefore remain uninformed about this vital historical and 
intellectual enterprise, which produced some of the foundational postu-
lates according to which all Islamic thought, including legal theory, oper-
ates. Instead, scholars of Islamic studies who examine social, economic, 
and political problems in Muslim societies have favored legal and scriptural-
hermeneutic approaches while generally overlooking the role of theology.6

1.1    Framing the Research Questions

Let us attend to some data on how Muslim societies perform in various 
fields. No Muslim-majority state ranks among the top ten exporters of 
manufactured goods, according to the World Trade Organization’s statis-
tics. Nor is any one of them on the list of the top ten exporters of chemicals 
and pharmaceuticals. There is also no Muslim-majority state among the 
top ten exporters of agricultural products.7 Belgium, which has relatively 
little natural resources and a small population, performs far better in terms 
of agricultural production than many larger, more resource-rich Muslim-
majority countries. Muslim societies’ poor performances in such fields are 
direct or indirect reflections of the lack of relevant scientific data and meth-
ods. With 57 Muslim-majority states as members, the Organization of 
Islamic Conference (OIC) represents nearly a quarter of the world’s popu-
lation but only 2.4% of its research expenditure, 1.6% of its patents, and 6% 
of its publications. Over half of the world’s gross expenditure on research 
and development (R&D) comes from the United States and the more 
advanced economies within the European Union (EU), at 30.6% and 
22.6%, respectively, while the OIC’s collective share stands at around 2.4%. 
Japan alone generates 10.3% of the world’s gross expenditure on R&D, 
almost five times more than that of the OIC’s 57 Muslims countries com-
bined. Furthermore, between 2000 and 2011, OIC countries were granted 
only 1.5% of all patents worldwide.8 The knowledge gap is also observable 

1  INTRODUCTION 



4

in education. Average year of schooling in Muslim-majority countries is 
5.6 years, well below the 7.7-year global average. The average year of 
schooling among Jews is 13.4 years; among Christians, it is 9.3 years. Yet, 
based on adults ages 25 years or older, Muslims along with Hindus have 
the largest shares of adherents with no formal education: 36% and 41%, 
respectively.9 Nearly four in ten Muslims have no formal schooling.

Two interrelated problems that this knowledge gap creates are a failure 
to apply scientific methods and knowledge to various fields of life, and the 
lack of dissemination of scientific thinking among the general population.

How is religion relevant here? Islam as studied and taught in Muslim 
societies still claims sweeping authority in shaping Muslims’ understand-
ing of nature. As a result, religious ideas on nature, which are acquired 
during socialization and education, still determine Muslims’ understand-
ings of nature. They bear directly on what the interpretation of religion 
promotes in significant issues such as human autonomy and the theory of 
knowledge. They also influence people’s understanding of how nature 
works in relation to laws of causation. Thus, the Islamic idea of nature, 
very much like Islamic law, is another level of analysis to observe the 
impact of Islam on Muslims. Methodologically, working on the impact of 
Islam on Muslims at this level requires answering two questions:

•	 What does the Islamic idea of nature promote?
•	 Does the Islamic idea of nature differ from modern, scientific one, 

and if so, does that difference explain Muslim societies’ poor perfor-
mance in various material fields?

This book will answer these questions by studying how Muslims in 
Turkey are taught about nature in their religious socialization. We will 
see how the scientific and material deficiencies of Muslim societies are 
related to their mainstream understanding of nature. Before explaining 
Turkey’s relevance as a case study, below I will elaborate on why we still 
need to take a religious idea of nature into consideration while examin-
ing the interaction between Islam and Muslims. In addition, I will explain 
the need of the sociohistorical framework of “Sunni orthodoxy” for 
studying the Islamic idea of nature in the Turkish case. Though Islam has 
survived in the Turkish context with the peculiarities of culture and other 
sociological dynamics, the general patterns of Islamic law and theology 
as determined by Sunni orthodoxy have been the historical framework in 
dictating the interpretation of religion.

  G. BACIK
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1.2    Islam’s Resilience

Unlike in Christianity, religious authorities in Islam have been successful 
in retaining their traditional powers in modernity, and this is the historical 
reason for studying how the Islamic idea of nature affects the interplay 
between Islam and Muslims.

To demonstrate the differences between Islam’s and Christianity’s 
experiences with modernity, a brief discussion of the development of 
modernity in Western societies is required. In the Middle Ages, religion 
was a major organizer of human affairs and human relations with nature.10 
Religion was everywhere, interwoven with everything else, and in no sense 
constituted a separate sphere of its own.11 To a large extent, the law that 
ruled people was inspired by religion. People turned to religion to explain 
their own existence and character, nature, and the universe.12

For this study, one of the most significant effects of modernity was to 
deprive religion of its authority in legislation and explanation. The mod-
ern state acquired legislative power, excluding religion as the source of 
law. Modernity also developed as a new way of thinking and permitted 
learned non-clerical men to investigate and explain the natural world and 
its relationship to human beings. Gradually, modern science displaced reli-
gion as the means of understanding the nature. Similarly, modern medi-
cine diminished religion’s traditional role in healing.13 Today, only a 
doctor’s medical report, and not a shaman’s or another religious person’s, 
can exempt an employee from work or a student from an exam. In short, 
Christianity gradually lost many of its traditional powers to modern insti-
tutions. It accepted modernity’s demand that it transform into a spiritual 
authority that inspires people without coercion.

Modernity’s demand from religion was that it narrows its all-
encompassing reach and withdraws from all spheres beyond its own epis-
teme. Modern society is an entity that accommodates clearly demarcated 
sets of beliefs, practices, and institutions, unlike premodern societies, 
where religion permeated everywhere.14

Unlike Christian religious authorities, religious authorities in Islam did 
not and still have not completely ceded their powers to modern norms and 
institutions. Undeniably, Islamic societies have not been unaffected by 
modernizing dynamics.15 However, modernizing trends in their cases 
never paralleled those in Western countries. In other words, Islam sur-
vived, though sometimes only partially, the fight with modern institutions 
over the authority to legislate and to explain nature. For example, apart 
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from strict Islamic states like Saudi Arabia and Iran, there are many states, 
like Egypt, where Islamic law is recognized as the source of legislation and 
is the reference for matters like marriage and divorce. Similarly, Islamic law 
is in effect in many states like Malaysia and Jordan, though in differing 
degrees and forms. A volume edited by Jan Michiel Otto, Sharia 
Incorporated; A Comparative Overview of the Legal Systems of Twelve 
Muslim Countries in Past and Present, studies 12 different Muslim coun-
tries and concludes that in all these states except Turkey, Islamic law has 
been incorporated into the legal system.16 Islam’s resilience is also observ-
able at the social level: As a PEW Survey finds, many Muslims say that they 
want Islamic law to be the official law of the land.17 Such cases demon-
strate Islam’s resilience in staying as the source of law.

Law is not the sole field to observe Muslims’ different response to 
modernity. The contemporary Islamic narrative, as we observe in the 
Turkish case as well as in many other Muslim countries, argues that Islam 
should remain the ultimate point of reference in other fields like politics as 
well as in explaining nature. But this is not only a claim: In Turkey, Islamic 
creed about nature is part of the official school curriculum. There are also 
thousands of officially sponsored religious clergy who continuously trans-
mit it, and there are many Islamic movements that intensively incorporate 
it into their indoctrination and activism. Thus, cases like Turkey prove that 
the encounter of Muslims with modernity should also be studied at differ-
ent levels in addition to that of the law. Nevertheless, the study of moder-
nity in the context of Muslim societies is usually reduced to a legal and 
institutional level.

Reflecting that reading, Muslims’ various experiences, mainly as part 
of their urban lives, are often cited as proof of their modernization. For 
example, an Islamic movement having a radio station is typically inter-
preted as a sign of modernization. This practice-oriented approach might 
well account for the wrong expectations among experts. In 1998, Dale 
F. Eickelman claimed that a Muslim reformation was taking place across 
the Muslim world at a rate and caliber similar to those of the Protestant 
Reformation in the sixteenth century.18 Such analyses and expectations 
were the result of a particular reading of Muslim politics from institu-
tional and legal perspectives with regard to Muslims’ encounter with 
modernization.

However, as illustrated in Table 1.1, modernization is a complex phe-
nomenon with a paradigmatic aspect that exists beyond the practice level 
of analysis. Islamic actors who adopt modern practices may still be in 
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conflict with modernity at the paradigmatic level. As we shall observe in 
the case studies of this book, Turkish Islamic actors use modern institu-
tions like media organizations and schools to propagate ideas that are 
incompatible with modernity. For example, we find many Islamic actors 
rejecting causality in explanations of natural events while happily employ-
ing modern instruments and institutions. The discrepancy in their engage-
ment with modernity at the practical and paradigmatic levels requires 
closer inspection.

As a result, we do not observe complex secularization, as Jose Casanova 
defines it, either as the annihilation of the impact of religion in various 
areas, or as the abolition of its impact by separating religion from fields 
such as politics.19 In its full-fledged progress toward modernity, Christianity 
conceded, after initial resistance, that modern norms and institutions hold 
the mandate for defining and determining norms and institutions. In 
exchange for this recognition, the modern system gives freedom to reli-
gious faiths and practices, as long as they do not breach the boundaries set 
by modernity. In this model, there is still a negotiation between religion 
and modernity; however, it is the pattern of this negotiation for religion to 
lose any battle against modernity. All too clearly, negotiation between 
Islam and modernity at the paradigmatic level in Muslim societies does 
not involve the weakening of religion as it does in Western societies. Islam 
has not yielded to modernity by recognizing it as the superior framework, 
obviating the possibility of a Western type of disassociation of fields.

1.3    The Historical Complexity: Sunni Orthodoxy

To study religion’s impact on a society is to follow the footsteps of Max 
Weber, who studied the relationship between various forms of Christianity 
and capitalism. Weber’s method is usually criticized for being essentialist. 
However, Weber himself confirmed the essentialist aspect in his studies by 
noting that the principal explanation of the difference between various 

Table 1.1  Different experiences of modernization

Modernity as paradigm Modernity as practice

Rationality, science, secularism, gender 
relations

Urbanization, citizenship, modern state, modern 
international system

Dissociation of fields, rational boundaries
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confessions “must be sought in the permanent, intrinsic character of their 
religious beliefs, and not only in their temporary external historico-
political situations.”20 In striking contrast, contemporary approaches are 
no longer interested in essentialist analysis; rather, they develop their argu-
ments in relation to temporal, social, and other contexts.

Without an external reference, arguments about an idea of nature 
would simply be essentialist. Islam is no exception, for like other religions 
and even political ideologies, its interpretation is constantly contested. 
Comparison of the various interpretations of Islam is methodologically 
tautological in the absence of a logically articulated comparator. Therefore, 
unless one picks up an external reference point to determine one’s posi-
tion, debates that are constructed on certain concepts of a normative or 
authentic Islam are only essentialist, and often tautological. Thus, the only 
available method is to approach Islam in a given temporal, social, and 
other context, the very method that Weber rejected.

I suggest in this book that Sunni orthodoxy is the incumbent sociohistori-
cal complexity that determines mainstream interpretation of Islam in Turkey 
like many other Sunni-Muslim societies, including the Islamic idea of nature. 
By Sunni orthodoxy, I mean two interrelated phenomena. The first is the 
interpretation of Islam in terms of law and faith, the proponents of which 
hold that it is the only valid and correct belief.21 At this level, orthodoxy is 
the set of arguments about faith and law that is usually referred to as Sunni 
Islam. However, orthodoxy is a claim, and it is a claim that can be enforced 
only through a distinct relationship of power.22 Therefore, the construc-
tion of any orthodoxy requires not only religious scholars, but also state 
agents in some capacity through a complex network of power relations. 
Finally, people’s participation is also critical, for their engagement is 
required in propagating and forging religious orthodoxy.23 Thus, as its 
second meaning, Sunni orthodoxy refers to a distinct mode of social and 
political relations in a given society according to which religion is inter-
preted, institutionalized, and propagated.

Sunni orthodoxy is methodologically important, since it provides us 
with the sociohistorical complexity, that is, the external reference, accord-
ing to which we can study how Sunni Muslims have interpreted Islam. It 
will be the reference frame, or independent variable, in our study, since the 
very same complexity commands the interpretation of the Islamic idea of 
nature in contemporary Turkey.

Starting with the second level, that is, the enabling relations of power, 
Sunni orthodoxy emerged in various complex political, social, and intellectual 
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formations that have shaped the Muslim world since the eleventh century. In 
the turbulent post-Abbasid period, a convergence of political, economic, and 
political factors generated complexity in the Muslim world that produced a 
new ideas and structures. The vacuum left by the fall of the Abbasid order 
engendered new social and political structures in Islamic societies.24 Gradually, 
Sunni orthodoxy consolidated as the dominant perspective way of interpret-
ing and transmitting Islam in Sunni societies. The period included many 
large-scale changes such as:

•	 The destruction of Muslim centers of science like Baghdad by the 
Moghul armies;

•	 The end of the Abbasid order;
•	 The rise of a new state traditions of importing foreign cultural and 

administrative patterns into the Islamic heartland25; and
•	 Important intellectual developments that led to the emergence of a 

new understanding of Islam epitomized by Abu Hamid al-Ghazali 
(1055–1111) and his attack on the rationalist philosophers.26

The most critical feature of the post-Abbasid Muslim world was the 
shift to a hierarchical society. Though the first organized intermediaries 
had emerged to formulate Islamic opinions in the latter periods of the 
Abbasid state, that earlier era was comparatively anarchical: a variety of 
opinions and interpretations coexisted, and the legal and theological 
schools were still in the process of formation. Contending opinions over-
lapped and intersected. Similarly, there was no fixed model of the kind of 
hierarchical relationship that was to emerge later and lead to the alignment 
of political and religious authorities. Such conditions created an anarchical 
atmosphere in which disparate actors exercised a considerable degree of 
freedom.27

However, developments in the post-Abbasid period introduced a more 
centralized society that narrowed the space for autonomy-seeking actors 
likes merchants. There was a creeping militarization of the state, and to 
some extent, even of the social and economic arrangements of Islamic 
society, according to traditional Turkic and Persian practices. The new 
model gradually introduced state (“bureaucratic”) rationality as the main 
factor to dominate all social arrangements, including the erstwhile eco-
nomic rationality.

Militarization was not limited to the coercive apparatus of the state. It 
introduced a new type of economic administration into the economy, 
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particularly regarding the use of land, which led to the consolidation of a 
new state-society model. In general, this was the transition process that 
brought about the hierarchical social order inspired mainly by the 
Sassanid political tradition. It differed from the previous, comparatively 
anarchical and autonomy-granting order, which had been inspired by a 
Greco-Arabic model.28

The Islamic world thus found itself with a model that reorganized soci-
ety hierarchically and displaced the previous, comparatively autonomous 
model. The new model, designed mainly along the model of the Sassanid 
state tradition, reorganized the relationship between state and religion to 
empower actors to forge a religious orthodoxy.29 Rational philosophers 
not only lost their previous influence over rulers but also found themselves 
under the strict control of both religion and state, their autonomy gradu-
ally disappearing. In this new hierarchical model, the military, bureaucrats 
and civil servants, and the clergy captured the most powerful positions, 
which reduced the autonomy of civilian groups like merchants and men of 
science. This was a new government, structurally less receptive to the soci-
etal dynamics and prone to imposing its bureaucratic rationality as the key 
principle of governance.30 We now see the main political features of the 
historical move of Islamic societies toward the hierarchical model of the 
post-Abbasid era.

Going back to the first level of Sunni orthodoxy, that is, the interpretation 
of Islam in terms of faith and law, the period also determined what is usually 
referred to as Sunni Islam. To begin with, in this historical context, the intel-
lectual rivalry between philosophy and religion, epitomized by al-Ghazali’s 
attack on philosophy, was less a debate among equals than an attempt by al-
Ghazali to reinterpret the relevant issues in the emerging hierarchical model. 
His challenge to philosophy was not only an effort to correct Aristotelian 
scholars. It was also a demand that philosophy adapt to the Sunni orthodoxy, 
as articulated by the allied religious and political authorities. The fight against 
philosophy was therefore a reflection of the emergence of a new, hierarchical 
Islamic society. Al-Ghazali’s writings themselves symbolized the new power 
relations between state and religion in the post-Abbasid order and were piv-
otal in the reorganization of Islamic thought.31

Second, and equally importantly, the consolidation of the Sunni ortho-
doxy also resulted in the formalization of organized theological schools. 
By the eleventh century, the Mu‘tazila had been almost completely 
destroyed by the Ash‘ari school of theology, which was flourishing with 
official support thanks to the new alliance between Sunni orthodoxy and 
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the Seljuqi state. The rise of the Ash‘ari school was a critical change, since 
it became the dominant theological framework among the Sunni Muslims, 
securing its place as the dominant paradigm for interpreting the Islamic 
idea of nature.

Having its origins in the post-Abbasid period, Sunni orthodoxy has 
survived to this day and remains the dominant framework for interpreting 
the Islamic idea of nature in contemporary Turkey. Studying the impact 
of the Islamic idea of nature upon Muslims in Turkey is in fact to study 
how the Sunni paradigm of nature is reproduced and transmitted in this 
country. Furthermore, a key legacy of the Sunni orthodoxy, that is, the 
power relations between clergy and the agents of state, also survives in 
Turkey, in nearly the same historical form.

1.4    The Islamic Idea of Nature in Turkey

This book studies selected cases from contemporary Turkey to analyze 
how Muslims are taught about nature in their religious socialization. The 
purpose of such a study is to explain how the idea of nature relates to the 
interplay between Islam and Muslims, a relationship that is usually 
approached in terms of Islamic law or politics.

The Islamic narrative about nature we encounter in Turkey, to be elab-
orated in later chapters, can be summarized as follows. Natural law has 
limited power, since nature is governed by divine causation. Natural law is 
often presented as if it were illusory, enticing human beings away from an 
understanding of the real power relations in the universe. The narrative 
teaches either refusal to believe in causality, or the maintenance of a rigor-
ous skepticism about it.32 God is not only the creator but also the agent of 
all changes in the nature. The overarching message is God’s direct rule. As 
a personal deity, God governs nature with frequent interventions that 
result in the suspension of the natural order.33 Being primarily a theology 
of God’s ultimate power and sovereignty, the Islamic idea of nature in 
Turkish Islam is very reluctant to recognize an autonomous space for 
man’s will.34 Its priority is to secure God’s sovereignty, so man’s freedom 
is either a secondary issue or merely a matter of moral responsibility. 
Muslims are advised to appeal directly to God, that is, to divine causation, 
for it is the real causal agent. Such thinking contributes to a very skeptical 
stance vis-à-vis modern scientific knowledge. Thus, challenging, and even 
sometimes deriding, modern science is a common controversy in the con-
temporary Islamic discourse on nature.35
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Results from several surveys indicate the same outlook summarized 
above. A PEW survey conducted in 2012 found that 92% of Turkish peo-
ple believe in predetermination in life.36 63% of Turks believe in the super-
natural.37 This “supernatural” includes miracles, the suspension of the 
natural order, and God’s direct intervention in the world; the common 
logic behind all such cases is the belief in a divine causation. Almost half of 
Turks believe that dead ancestors’ spirits have the ability to intervene in 
their life.38 According to a more recent survey, only 6% of Turkish Muslims 
believe in a natural order without God’s intervention.39 84% report that 
they believe in a God of intervention who governs the universe. Moreover, 
this intervention is incessant: 91% of Turks believe that God continuously 
attends to each and every one of them.40 The flipside of this emphasis on 
God’s intervention is a weak conception of human will: Only 15% of Turks 
believe that free will determines human actions.41 Almost 50% of Turks do 
not accept that a person has the capacity to change the course of his or her 
life.42 Reflecting their understanding of causality and divine intervention, 
most Turks (92.5%) pray very frequently.43 The survey tells us that almost 
60% of them pray daily.44 Looking in more details, we see that they mainly 
pray for God’s direct intervention in their personal lives in various issues 
like solving financial problems, having a good marriage, getting good 
scores on exams, and even having the soccer team they support defeat 
their rivals.45 63% of Turks have no doubt that God responds positively to 
their prayers.46

The above table could be summarized by what Ali Çarkoğlu, a Turkish 
scholar who conducted various surveys on religiosity in Turkey, once said 
about the religious understanding of nature in Turkey: Accordingly, it 
recognizes a higher (or metaphysical) causality that determines events 
(Milliyet, November 17, 2009). Reflecting this, a more critical fact is the 
strong influence of that understanding as it is conveyed via religious social-
ization and Islamic activism. Unsurprisingly, its role in many different 
realms, such as the communications of daily politics and the discourses 
about science and the West by Islamic agents, is easily observed.

When discussing environmental issues or workplace accidents, mega-
construction projects, or healthcare policies and education, the idea of 
nature is therefore one of the major discursive frameworks in which com-
peting ideologies clash. A short analysis of several topics in Turkish politics 
reveals how the Islamic narrative of nature is relevant in the political com-
munication between Islamists and their followers, as well as in the political 
rivalry between Islamists and secularists. Consider the example of responses 
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to a 2014 mine accident in Soma, a city in western Turkey, in which 301 
people were killed. Commenting on the event, Turkish Prime Minister 
R. Tayyip Erdoğan explained the accident by referring to fitrat, that is, the 
inherent nature of things as designed by God, leaving no place for human 
agency in the explanation (Cumhuriyet, May 14, 2014). Joining the pub-
lic debate on the accident to support the government, a professor of 
Islamic studies noted that the accident is itself an intervention by God. 
Accordingly, such events are beyond human comprehension since they are 
directly linked to God’s discretion. Reflecting the view that God’s acts are 
above human reasoning, including moral inquiry, the professor advised 
the victims’ families to praise God since they could have faced worse ways 
of dying (Hürriyet, May 14, 2015). In response to a previous mine acci-
dent in 2010, Erdoğan emphasized destiny and argued that those with no 
faith could not understand the disaster (Milliyet, May 19, 2014).

The secular response to such events is different. For example, the 
Turkish Chamber of Mechanical Engineers, a union dominated by secular 
leftists, publishes regular reports on work accidents and the Islamist gov-
ernment’s various projects. These reports often criticize the Islamic inter-
pretation of the nature.47 Recently, Iṡmail Saymaz, a journalist popular 
among secularists, published a book in which he criticizes the Islamist 
account of causality in the case of work accidents.48

As many other cases also reveal, the debate between Islamists and secu-
larists is reminiscent of the debate that European societies had some time 
ago about the secularization of explanations of issues like poverty, eco-
nomic status, and nature.49 It is a debate where we observe how Islamic 
and secular narratives differ from each other in explaining natural events.

These examples also illustrate how Turkey’s recent Islamization, despite 
its having been subjected to various levels of modernization in the last two 
centuries, deserves special attention in this inquiry into the function and 
impact of the Islamic idea of nature. Turkey has passed through a number 
of critical turning points during this period, such as the Ottoman modern-
ization programs, the early radical Kemalist modernization, and the later 
modernization to satisfy requirements for European Union membership 
candidacy.

However, despite that long and intensive modernization, Islamic actors 
have also exerted considerable influence in line with their Islamist agenda 
and its highly authoritarian elements as recently as the 2000s. Therefore, 
Turkey’s case is particularly important to understand how and why the 
Islamic idea of nature remains relevant in such a country. Analysis of this 
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phenomenon provides insights, at a paradigmatic level, into the Turkish 
society’s complex encounter with Islam and modernity. Unlike many other 
cases, Islamic socialization and Islamization in Turkey have not followed a 
law-first approach. Analyzing the narratives of Islamic socialization or 
Islamization, one rarely observes a clear and sophisticated call to make 
Islamic law the official law of the land. Turkey so far has not incorporated 
Islamic law into the state system. Instead, Islamization efforts have their 
most intense clash with modernity in debates about the idea of nature. As 
this book will demonstrate in detail, the realms of Islamic texts and 
speeches—which shape the narratives of Islamization in Turkey—are full 
of long articulations of the Islamic idea of nature while with relatively little 
attention to Islamic law.

1.5    Studying the Islamic Idea of Nature in Turkey

The study of the Islamic idea of nature is substantively about the socio-
logical interactions of Muslims in socialization, education, and religious 
activism, and about the interpretation and transmission of the Islamic idea 
of nature in the context of these interactions.

Logically, this endeavor brings us to the details of how Turks commu-
nicate Islam in their particular historical and sociological contexts.50 
Turkish Muslims are a part of the greater Islamic umma. However, their 
relationship with Islam reflects various particularities, especially in the 
reception and interpretation of Islam in Turkish. Though sharing the gen-
eral patterns of Islamic theology, Turkish Islam has evolved in its particular 
sociohistorical context, with its own scholars and texts. The situation is 
similar in contemporary Turkey when it comes to the interpretation and 
transmission of the Islamic idea of nature. Contemporary Islamic actors 
promote engagement with the Islamic idea of nature through the favored 
discourse structures of the times. In keeping with historical experience, 
linguistic and cultural factors continue to interact in the interpretation of 
theology. Corroborating this insight are the several Turkish texts and 
actors as well as various social movements and institutions that have shaped 
the evolution of theological thought among Turkish Muslims.

In this account, I examine the interpretation and transmission of the 
Islamic idea of nature in five cases: the Directorate of Religious Affairs 
(Diyanet), compulsory religion classes in public education, and the reli-
gious movements of Iṡkenderpaşa, Işıkçılar, and Erenköy.
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Methodologically, Islam in the Turkish context requires that two inter-
related sociological levels be taken into consideration. First, Turkey being 
a predominantly Muslim society, the average individual is subjected to 
Islamic socialization. Like other aspects of Islam, the idea of nature is 
acquired as part of religious socialization. Second, Turkey is home to many 
Islamic movements that, in their various forms, strive for the Islamization 
of society. Their efforts result in renewed and more intensive religious 
indoctrination, which is also key to understanding how these movements 
interpret and transmit the Islamic idea of nature. The individual person’s 
experience with Islam should be studied at both levels.

Socialization is naturally the most common way for people to learn 
about religion in Turkey. Two cases are selected for the study of how the 
Islamic idea of nature is interpreted and transmitted at this level: (i) the 
Diyanet and (ii) the eight consecutive years of compulsory religious 
courses for public school students.

The Diyanet is a constitutional organ responsible for managing all reli-
gious affairs. The law designates the Diyanet as the monopolist institution 
in all religious domains, including the articulation of faith. Simply put, it 
has the constitutional power to define Islamic orthodoxy for the Turkish 
state.51 With so many means and opportunities to transmit its interpreta-
tion as official Islam, the Diyanet is a major actor in religious socializa-
tion.52 Organized across the country, the Diyanet had 112,725 employees 
as of 2016.53 It enjoys official as well as social support. In a survey, 60% of 
Turks responded that they see Diyanet imams as the prime authorities in 
religious matters.54 As is observable in several surveys, there is a consensus 
in society that the Diyanet is the second source of religious socialization 
and learning, after the family.55 Thus, the ways in which the Diyanet inter-
prets the Islamic idea of nature are critical to this study.

Compulsory religious courses are the second important case to observe 
how Turkish people are taught about the Islamic idea of nature in schools. 
It is a constitutional requirement that students attend courses of religious 
instruction during eight consecutive years. As a consequence, students 
have religious courses from fourth through twelfth grade. Primary educa-
tion in Turkey consists of four years of elementary (1–4) school and four 
years of middle school (5–8). It is followed by secondary education (high 
school), another 4 years (9–12). The courses are instruments by which the 
state promotes official Islam in line with its societal vision.56 These courses 
are critical to this project, since they provide students with their first rigor-
ous instruction about the Islamic idea of nature. Religious textbooks have 
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detailed sections on the various aspects of nature, falling under the sub-
themes of causality, free will, and the theory of knowledge. Naturally, 
examining how the Islamic idea of nature is interpreted and transmitted 
through these courses is an important part of this study.

Both in the case of the Diyanet and the compulsory religious courses, 
religious socialization and learning take place in early, formative years. A 
survey shows that 86.9% of Turks get most of their religious knowledge 
before age 17.57 Having social and legal support, the Diyanet and compul-
sory religious courses dominate early Islamic socialization and learning. In 
the classical Durkheimian sense, they are typical examples of a formal and 
systematic socialization.58

To study the Islamic idea of nature in the context of Islamic move-
ments, this book takes three cases: Iṡkenderpaşa, Işıkçılar, and Erenköy. 
Turkey historically has been a hub of many Islamic movements. The three 
selected social movements offer typical examples of Islamic socialization, 
each dating back to the nineteenth century. They provide rich evidence 
concerning the phenomenon we study in this book. In addition, their 
impact on their followers, as well as on the public, has been decisive in the 
recent Islamization of Turkey. Furthermore, the rise of Islamic politics and 
society in Turkey has been advanced by various actors, including the three 
Islamic movements studied in this book. The analysis of these three cases 
from the perspective of the Islamic idea of nature provides us with impor-
tant insights into the motivations and strategies of the Islamizing actors, 
from a perspective that differs from that of the more common law- or 
politics-oriented studies.

1.6    The Structure of the Book

The subject of this study requires that this book follows two tracks: the 
historical and the contemporary. Though the prime purpose is to under-
stand how the Islamic idea of nature is interpreted and transmitted in 
contemporary Turkey, the book addresses historical questions as well, for 
that is methodologically required for tracing the origins and consolidation 
of the Islamic idea of nature, and how Islam in the Turkish case is linked 
to those origins.

Chapter 2, “Origins: Sunni Orthodoxy,” introduces the grand social 
and historical complexity that determines the mainstream interpretation of 
Islam in Turkey. To paraphrase Weber here, this is the external historico-
political situation in which Islam is interpreted. I previously quoted Shahab 
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Ahmad’s definition of orthodoxy as both a set of ideas as well as a reflec-
tion of certain power relations. Accordingly, this chapter is about the 
power relations between religion and political authorities. Our findings in 
this chapter are methodologically important: it is almost the same mode of 
connections between Sunni orthodoxy and political power that empower 
Islamic agents’ to promote their interpretations as the correct ones in 
Turkey today.

Chapter 3 explains the contending narratives of nature within the Sunni 
Islamic theological tradition. Briefly, a religious idea of nature is defined as 
the collection of theological propositions about how nature works that 
Muslims acquire in their religious socialization. Those propositions are 
expounded in an immense body of literature. I attempt to systematize 
them in a plain and consistent framework. Accordingly, the Islamic idea of 
nature is examined in terms of four major constitutive elements: causality, 
free will, knowledge, and the concept of God. I submit that this is a reli-
able method for investigating the understanding the “Islamic idea of 
nature” across the five cases. I explain these four topics according to the 
Ash‘ari, the Maturidi, and the Mu‘tazili schools of theology. We need to 
outline the main Islamic perspectives on these four issues to make sense of 
how the Islamic idea of nature is interpreted in present-day Turkey. This 
will enable us to understand and categorize what Islamic socialization 
teaches about the Islamic idea of nature.

Debates about nature involve arguments drawn from the various 
schools of Islamic theology, including the Ash‘ari, the Maturidi, and the 
Mu‘tazila. The Islamic idea of nature is fundamentally a theological issue, 
since Islamic authorities often advance their propositions about nature in 
theological terms. Historically, discussions of the idea of nature in Islamic 
societies have been transmitted mainly through the Islamic schools of the-
ology. Thus, Chap. 4 examines the historical evolution of Turkish Islam 
(i.e. the negotiations of Turks and the Islamic theological schools) by 
studying how Islam in Turkey has positioned itself in the general debates 
about Islamic theology between two schools: the Ash‘ari and the Maturidi. 
This chapter is methodologically important for investigating the historical 
patterns of continuity and differentiation that have affected Turks’ theo-
logical views.

Chapter 5, “Mapping the Cases: Official Islam and Islamic Movements,” 
surveys the five selected cases in terms of their genealogy, historical evolu-
tion, structure, and methods of activism. The main purpose of the chapter 
is to introduce the reader to the selected cases of the book. The chapter 
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also explains the rationale behind the selection of these five cases and clari-
fies their relevance to the understanding of the Islamic idea of nature in 
the Turkish context. In this vein, given that three of the cases are Islamic 
movements (Işıkçılar, Iṡkenderpaşa, and Erenköy), the chapter includes a 
discussion on how to interpret them within the larger frame of Islamic 
activism by proposing three models: reformism, renewalism, and revivalism.

Chapter 6 studies the five selected cases’ interpretation and transmis-
sion of the Islamic idea of nature in terms of causality, free will, knowl-
edge, and the concept of God. The purpose of this chapter is to explore 
how Islamic actors interpret and transmit the Islamic idea of nature to 
their followers as well as to the larger public in Turkey. While studying 
how Islamic authorities and actors articulate their respective ideas of 
nature, the chapter also explains where their narratives are situated within 
the Islamic tradition. Drawing from the works of scholars and leading 
thinkers of Islamic movements, the chapter offers a critical analysis of the 
Islamic idea of nature as interpreted and transmitted in Turkey.

This book’s account of Muslims’ encounter with modernity at the para-
digmatic level and examination of the dimensions of the debate on the 
Islamic idea of nature together offer new insights into the limits of change 
in Muslims’ interpretation of Islam. Therefore, the book concludes with a 
general discussion of how its findings are relevant to understanding 
Muslim societies with respect to debates over change, reform, and 
modernization.
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The Islamic Approach to Reasoning, 82.

1  INTRODUCTION 

http://www.pewforum.org/2016/12/13/religion-and-education-around-the-world/
http://www.pewforum.org/2016/12/13/religion-and-education-around-the-world/
http://www.pewforum.org/2013/04/30/the-worlds-muslims-religion-politics-society-overview/
http://www.pewforum.org/2013/04/30/the-worlds-muslims-religion-politics-society-overview/
http://www.pewforum.org/2013/04/30/the-worlds-muslims-religion-politics-society-overview/


20

36.	 PEW Research Center, “The World’s Muslims: Unity and Diversity, 9 
August 2012,” Accessed August 4, 2018. www.pewforum.org

37.	 Ibid.
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CHAPTER 2

Origins: Sunni Orthodoxy

Sunni orthodoxy has framed the trajectory of the Islamic concept of nature 
in Turkey. Therefore, before analyzing the Turkish case, I first examine the 
origins of Sunni orthodoxy, the significance of the idea of nature within 
that tradition, and how that tradition historically has reflected power rela-
tions between religion and political power.

Sunni orthodoxy emerged slowly over centuries through political as 
well as religious debate both among Muslims and between Muslims and 
non-Muslims.1 We are interested in the political and intellectual develop-
ments that played a role in the formation of what became the Islamic idea 
of nature, which brings us to a peculiar set of complex political, social, and 
intellectual formations that developed between the eleventh and thir-
teenth centuries. While weakening and even abolishing some previous 
political, intellectual, and economic structures, various dynamics and pat-
terns gradually differentiated themselves to form the new understanding 
of Islam that emerged roughly in the period between the demise of the 
Abbasid order and the rise of the Seljuqi state as a new norm-creating polity.2

Both mainstream and revisionist historical narratives recognize this 
period as one of critical change in Islamic political culture, though they 
differ in their assessments of its consequences. Mainstream accounts gen-
erally interpret the period as the beginning of the decline of Islamic civili-
zation, while revisionist accounts reject that judgment and argue that the 
decline of Islamic civilization was a “myth.”3 The period is a laboratory 
specimen of Islamic history, displaying critical developments such as the 
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end of the Abbasid order; the introduction of cultural and administrative 
forms from the Steppes to the Islamic heartland; and the emergence of a 
new understanding of Islam that is epitomized by al-Ghazali and his 
attacks on philosophy.4

I suggest a three-part periodization of the development of Sunni ortho-
doxy over the course of history of Islam:

The Formative Period: This is roughly the first century of Islam, when 
the Prophet Muhammad and his companions and first successors lived. 
During this period, normative practice was based on the example of the 
Prophet Muhammad and his companions rather than on scholarly texts or 
an established school of law/thought. All Muslims who lived in this period 
had an ability to affect the evolution of new religion, though at differing 
degrees. Even an unknown companion who put a question to Prophet had 
a formative effect on the emerging conception of Islam. The formative 
period opened with Muhammad’s declaration of his prophecy in 610 and 
lasted until the death of the last companion, Abu et-Tufayl Amir ibn 
Wathilah, in c. 724.5 The critical legacy of this period is the revelation and 
the practices of Muhammad and his companions.

The Age of Autonomy: This is more or less the same period of time that 
Marshall Hodgson calls “the Earlier Middle Period.”6 It spans from the 
early eighth century into the twelfth century. In that period, the first orga-
nized intermediaries emerged to formulate Islamic teachings in systematic 
forms. However, the key dynamics that forged the essential characteristic 
of the age were comparatively anarchic and let divergent interpreta-
tions coexist.

Muslim philosophers’ engagement with Greek thought occurred in this 
period. The legal and theological schools were still in the process of for-
mation; no solid borders had yet demarcated the schools, and the cordial 
intercourse of contending opinions was possible. As Daniel Gimaret 
explains, the general zeitgeist of the period supported “an extreme diver-
sity of people and doctrines.”7 There was no established hierarchical divide 
between political and religious authorities. The absence of such a divide 
fostered an atmosphere in which actors could claim high level of autonomy.

A variety of power structures naturally governed society during the Age 
of Autonomy. However, there was no single institution that could define 
political and religious orthodoxy. This atmosphere tolerated rationalist 
scholars’ influence on Muslim intellectual life and institutions. The ratio-
nalist scholars not only exerted influence over society but also exercised 
substantial agency in matters of religion. George Saliba notes scientists’ 
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close affiliation “with the religious functioning of the society,” sometimes 
even serving at the “helm of religious offices.”8 There was no orthodoxy 
to deny their legitimacy as interpreters of Islam.

The Age of Orthodoxy: Sunni orthodoxy has its origins in the political 
turmoil that led to the collapse of the Arab-Muslim cosmopolitan order, 
that is, the latter period of the Age of Autonomy. The decline of Abbasid 
power rendered the caliphate a merely figurehead post by the mid-eleventh 
century. The period paved the way for new dynamics and institutions that 
would transform the Muslim community. New social-political structures 
emerged and determined the interplay between Muslims and their reli-
gion.9 The most critical development of this period was the hierarchical 
structuring of society, according to which social, political, and religious/
intellectual life was organized according to an institutionalized orthodoxy. 
This development marked the shift in Muslim societies from a Greco-Arab 
understanding of society and nature to an Islamic-Sassanid one.

As I discussed in the Introduction, doctrinal unity is only one aspect 
of religious orthodoxy; religious orthodoxy is also defined by its formu-
lation, reproduction, and transmission in a contingent and complex 
relationship to political authority.10 Thus religious orthodoxy requires 
three elements: doctrinal unity among religious authorities; consensus 
between religious and political authorities; and the transmission of reli-
gious doctrine into a society by available means. The historical signifi-
cance of this period is the hierarchical organization of society and the 
development of the three elements required for the institutionalization 
of religious orthodoxy.

In this chapter, I will first examine the transition to the post-Abbasid 
order, the historical conjuncture when Sunni orthodoxy emerged. I will 
then discuss the general characteristics of that orthodoxy’s doctrine as per-
tains to the Islamic concept of nature.

2.1    The Decline of Autonomous Structures

The collapse of the Abbasid order cleared a space for a new Islamic regional 
order in which contending actors, including the Seljuqs, aspired to power 
and promoted their own cultural and political traditions.11 At times, these 
contending powers went to war with the Abbasid caliphate; at other times, 
they traded and cooperated across overlapping borders.12

The transition was a prolonged one. Local political powers and military 
groups nominally under Abbasid rule asserted greater and greater autonomy, 
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which in turn led to economic problems, particularly in agricultural produc-
tion and taxation. This fragmentation of authority was an opportunity for 
political actors who had already parceled out their lands on the periphery, 
and for the autonomous military groups aspiring to dominance.13 Gradually, 
these changes engendered a more militaristic and hierarchical state-society 
relations the Islamic heartland.14

Rising states such as the Samanids in Transoxiana, the Ghaznavids in 
Afghanistan, and the Seljuqs, who had moved from Transoxiana to 
Anatolia, introduced new ideas and practices from other cultural zones.15 
These ideas and practices generally came from non-Arab regions and 
included interpretations of Islam that were different from that of the 
Abbasid order. Unlike in the western regions like Iraq and Syria, where 
Arabic was the predominant language, in the eastern lands where many 
rising states originated, Persian dominated. Thus, not only the Samanids 
and Buyids but also the Ghaznavids and Seljuqs spread Persian administra-
tive culture.16 At the same time, these state’s institutional foundation was 
the tribe organized around the military. This organization resulted in the 
militarization of state and society. For example, Seljuqs were organized on 
the basis of military and tribal federations and were in most parts bereft of 
urban culture. However, the issue was a matter not only of administrative 
incompetence but also of cultural difference. For example, the Buyids 
quickly patronized the arts and literature once they established themselves 
as regional power; however, the way they linked these activities to political 
authority differed from the Abbasid precedent.17

These rising states promoted a new type of militaristic state and trans-
formed state-society relations into a strictly hierarchical configuration, 
which harmed the interests of merchants. Thus, militarization redefined 
the composition of political power and established vertical power relations 
where political authority was almost free from societal influences.

This militarization had its origins in the rise of various warring tribes, 
including the Turks, as early as the ninth century.18 It is possible to trace 
the Turks’ fame as highly skilled warriors; al-Jahiz (775–868) reports that 
Turks were mostly known for their military service.19 Such groups quickly 
became useful to Arab rulers who needed warriors but also faced a loyalty 
problem within their own communities. Al-Ghazali also hints at the his-
toric transformation associated with the arrival of the Turks. He called 
them “the holders of power” in his explanation of why the Caliph needed 
them. Al-Ghazali believed that beyond their military ability, the Turks had 
no political means of attaining power, such as a system of urban culture or 
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a sophisticated administrative tradition.20 Apparently, the Abbasids saw 
eastern lands like Khorasan “as a prime source of manpower.”21 Thus, war-
ring groups like Turks were valued as mercenaries who obviated the need 
to forge additional political allegiances for they were seen as military 
groups isolated from the larger community.

But this initially military arrangement gradually affected Abbasid poli-
tics. Even as early as the Caliph Mutawakkil (reign 847–861), there was 
criticism that the Turkic military groups were isolating the ruler.22 Later, 
in 870, Caliph Muhtadi (reign 869–870) was forced to negotiate with his 
mercenary soldiers, even over their share of state revenues—strong evi-
dence that the military groups were evolving as an autonomous group.23 
The early image of the professional warrior expired as these soldiers gradu-
ally transformed into de facto political groups with their distinct interests 
and internal loyalty.

Organized though they had become as a political-military group, they 
were still nomadic and economically collectivist.24 For example, the tribe 
had a central role in the allocation of land for habitation and grazing. 
Moreover, the tribe as a collective unit generally did not want to share its 
sovereignty over the land with the ruler. This, as Lambton observes in the 
case of the Seljuqs, rendered the ruler the leader of the people but not a 
territorial sovereign.25 The tribal unit itself also had military aspects. For 
the Seljuqs, the uymaq (household state) was also a military formation, 
and all groups’ loyalty was expressed as military allegiance to the leader.26 
Seljuq political order and economic infrastructure were linked through 
tribal and military networks.

Unlike in the previous Abbasid-Islamic state, in the Seljuq state, politics 
and the economy were militarized, and the warriors were set apart from 
the rest of society.27 This differentiation secured for the warriors special 
privileges and a status at the top of the hierarchy. Soldiers’ autonomy far 
exceeds that of other social groups. Marshall Hodghson glosses the new 
model thus:

Properly speaking, such a state had no capital city: the capital was the army, 
wherever it happened to be camped at the moment. The monarch was mon-
arch because he was commander-in-chief, and he was expected not to act by 
deputy; unlike the first caliphs … in principle, all forces were concentrated 
in one army and so in one expedition. Indeed, the whole state apparatus was 
organized as a single massive army.28
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An examination of the iqta system also reveals the way this new military-
dominated hierarchy affected the economy. In the Abbasid system, regular 
military troops were paid salaries from the central budget, which was fed 
by taxes and other revenues.29 In several rising states, the iqta system, that 
is, the distribution of land to soldiers, replaced this salary model.30 For 
example, the iqta system became the main pillar of the Seljuqi order.31 Iqta 
played a key role in Nizam al-Mulk’s strategy of developing an absolutist 
theory of land ownership, relying on the Sassanid tradition, where the 
sultan was the sole owner of the soil.32

The essential problem with the iqta system was that it turned profes-
sionally irrelevant people like soldiers into stakeholders in the economy.33 
When the Buyids implemented the system, Ibn Miskawayh (d. 1030) pre-
dicted that its negative impact would be seen first in agricultural produc-
tivity and taxation.34 He warned that the iqta might be destructive if it 
failed to keep pace with economic realities. Confirming his prediction, the 
practice of iqta was resented by a considerable number of merchants, and 
some of them even left urban centers. Regression in the agricultural econ-
omy was also inevitable. As Ibn Miskawayh remarked, the officials in the 
iqta did nothing to increase agricultural productivity, and even cultivation 
was given up entirely.35 “Soldiers make bad landlords,” as Heribert Busse 
wrote, and the whole system caused a severe and long-lasting impoverish-
ment of the country, with the additional cost of the displacement of the 
peasantry.36 Lacking the needed expertise, new landlords conducted end-
less debates about the proper exchange of iqta assignments. This preoc-
cupation resulted in serious problems, like the neglect of irrigation.37 A 
further result was the abandonment of large tracts of land and their trans-
fer from private to state ownership. Like that of the Buyids, the Seljuqs’ 
iqta system also set in motion the transfer of land tenure out of the control 
of hereditary families.38 Over and over again, land was distributed to sol-
diers. Under this system, the military, as the leading group of officials, 
were linked to the economic and fiscal segments of the state through the 
new land tenure system, which harmed classes like the merchants and cul-
tivators. Iqta also weakened the market: Since a large portion of the dues 
was presumably paid in kind, it resulted in agricultural products to be 
consumed without being routed through markets.39 It also pushed mer-
chants to invest primarily in state-linked businesses and generally to fall in 
line with the state agenda.40 Thus, the general consequence of iqta was an 
economy built into the hierarchical state bureaucracy and in which 
autonomy-seeking actors like merchants were allowed little space.41
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2.2    The New Idea of Rulership

If the new militaristic and nomadic patterns formed the basis of state-
society relations in the post-Abbasid period, then the Sassanid administra-
tive tradition provided the super-structural framework.42

Even after the spread of Islam throughout Persia, Persian intellectual 
elites retained preserved much of their pre-Islamic culture.43 Paradoxically, 
the Islamization of the Persian people provided an unprecedented opportu-
nity for the Persian culture to go beyond its historical geographical domain 
by reframing itself as Islamic (and not merely Persian).44 At the same time, 
with the Islamization of the Iranian people, Islam had spread beyond the 
Arabs.45 Thus, Islam’s encounter with Persia entailed a reconciliation 
between and synthesis of two great cultural traditions. This was especially 
the case when it came to administration and governance, as ancient Sassanid 
ideas of rulership were incorporated into Islamic political thought.46

The term “Turco-Persian” normally refers to two different linguistic 
zones. However, the Persian linguistic zone, with its administrative and 
cultural heritage, was the ascendant model even among the Turkic groups. 
In the course of the interaction of the two cultures, several successor 
states, including the Seljuqs, helped the Persian elements bring their 
impact on the Islamic tradition. In fact, the Eastern lands had already 
become the new center of gravity in the Islamic world as early as the eighth 
century. Al-Tabari’s History indicates many events that occupied the 
agenda of Caliph Hisham (724–743) were linked to developments in the 
Eastern lands.47 The early Persian influence through translation and newly 
adopted administrative practice dates back to his rule. Another example of 
Persian influence is the financial practices of Caliph Abd al-Malik in the 
late seventh century.48 Thus, starting with the Umayyads and accelerating 
with the Abbasids, the Arab caliphate had incorporated Persian elements 
that ranged from the literary to the administrative.49

In this vein, the rise of transcendental concepts of statehood and king-
ship among Muslims was one of the most significant developments. 
Before, there was no concept of leadership as an organized form of a tran-
scendental mythos. It was only after the incorporation of the Sassanid 
model of rulership that Islamic political thought would assert a transcen-
dental authority.

In the Sasanian system, the monarch was the central figure and enjoyed 
a privileged position in the esteem of the Stars and the Sun. People saluted 
him as “king of the four corners of the world,”50 reminiscent of the Roman 
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tradition of sacred kingship. Both the Roman and the Persian conceptions 
of sacred kingship were transcendental and independent of religious 
endorsement. In both cultures, kingship was as sacred as a religious narra-
tive could be. In a letter to the Roman Emperor Maurice, the Sasanian 
King Kosrow II described the Roman and the Sassanid empires as the two 
eyes through which God affects the world. The portrayal by Kosrow II of 
the Roman and the Sassanid empires encapsulates the Sassanid model of 
sacred kingship, in which the king mediates between heaven and earth.51

Unlike the Sassanid king, the Arab-Muslim caliph was never a transcen-
dental leader. Not having a mythological quality, the caliphate was a prac-
tical solution that the Muslim community devised after the death of the 
Prophet.52 As al-Mawardi theorized, the caliph succeeded to prophethood 
as a means of protecting the faith managing the affairs of this world. In 
this narrative which would be mostly embraced by the Sunnis, the neces-
sity of Islamic leadership is mostly defended by rational argument rather 
than by claims of the transcendent authority of the leader.53 The caliph 
never engaged in any sacred mediation between God and man. The caliph-
ate was a religious office and held the utmost authority in matters of reli-
gion—“all political and religious authority being concentrated in it” as 
Patricia Crone and Martin Hinds note.54 However, the caliph had no 
independent transcendental attributes that were either above or equal 
to religion.

Thus, since the first day of Abu Bakr’s reign, the caliph did not enjoy 
any divine authority. Neither Islam nor the traditional Arabic tribal code 
allowed him to claim such a status. The caliphate had no spiritual dimen-
sion.55 If we put communal support or homage (bay‘a) aside, the only 
symbolic authority a caliph could claim was that of being a successor to the 
Prophet. Yet even that is realized differently in practice. For example, the 
original title of the first caliph, Abu Bakr, was khalifat rasul Allah (succes-
sor of the Prophet). Following the same logic, for a while the Muslims 
called the second caliph, Umar, khalifatu khalifati rasul Allah (successor 
of the Prophet’s successor). In other words, Umar was the successor of 
Abu Bakr who was the successor of the Prophet.

Indeed, the caliphate evolved into an Arab-style kingship in the 
Umayyad period, whose rulers thereby distinguished themselves from the 
early caliphs.56 The Umayyads used a myriad of instruments to claim legiti-
macy, ethnic and as well as religious. For example, in the eighth century, 
the Arab theory of rulership was quite different from that of the early 
Islamic caliphate and shared some elements with Sassanid theories of 
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rulership. However, the eighth-century Arab theory of rulership never 
acquired any transcendental aspect, so even during the reigns of Hisham 
(724–743) and Walid II (743–744), the basis of legitimacy for the 
Umayyad caliphs rested largely on the consensus of the Umayyad elites 
and not on any religious doctrine.57

Under the influence of Sassanid administrative techniques implemented 
by the Seljuqs and other successor states, Islamic rulership acquired a tran-
scendental quality.58 Moreover, transcendentalization of royal authority 
transformed the state’s relationship to religious authority as well. The state 
now also had a transcendental power comparable to that of religion, so a 
redefinition of the relations between the two became necessary. Beyond its 
standard instruments, the state could now define religion according to its 
own agendas and intervene in matters of faith.

In Denkard—the collection of Zoroastrian beliefs and practices written 
down in the tenth century—religion and state are described as inseparably 
connected. An oft-quoted statement summarizes this link: “Know that 
kingship is religion and religion is kingship.”59 Similarly, the Testament of 
Ardasir, a book attributed to King Ardasir (180–242), states: “religion 
and government are twin brothers, no one of which can survive without 
the other.”60 Inspired by the Sassanid administrative culture, successor 
states like the Seljuqs developed an Islamic iteration of the Sassanid model. 
Now the state had become as sacred as religion, and political power was 
fully equipped to determine and enforce religious orthodoxy.

As a result, the boundary between state and religion was erased. A 
major outcome of this transformation was the rise of new Islamic scholars 
loyal equally to both the state and religion. Naturally, the state’s elevation 
to a transcendental level also affected the status of religious authorities vis-
à-vis the state. The Islamic tradition would soon have a clergy situated in 
a hybrid space controlled by both religious and political authorities.61 As 
Lambton has written, the incorporation of the transcendent sultan into 
the Islamic government constituted an entirely new model in which politi-
cal authority was a matter of religious orthodoxy.62

More critical than the subjugation of the clergy was the consolidation 
of power in the state, a development that led to the hierarchical organiza-
tion of society in which social groups acquired their status through sub-
mission to political authority.63 Social groups’ positions were no longer 
determined by the competitive bargaining among them, but exclusively 
on the basis of where they attached to the vine of the hierarchy of state 
power and interests. In Sassanid society, warriors were below the priests, 
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and merchants sat at the lowest stratum.64 Many classical Persian texts 
describe society as comprising four classes. The priesthood was the most 
powerful group and sat at the highest echelon of Sassanid society. The 
second class was the warriors, who were described as “the hands.” The 
cultivators, described as “the belly,” were the third, and the artisans includ-
ing the merchants, “the feet of society,” were the lowest group.65

Stanislaw Andreski observes that the reorganization of Sasanian society 
to empower the military groups over all others weakened the status of 
peasants and merchants.66 Similarly, the new Islamic polities that suc-
ceeded the Abbasid order would adhere to this model, in which state 
authority governs both relations within society (i.e. between different 
groups) and between each group and the state. As a result of the amalga-
mation of the Turco-Persian elements and the Islamic ones, a “power 
state” emerged. C.E. Bosworth derives the term “power state” from the 
Ghaznavids, another example of the Turco-Persian model, “in which the 
sultan and his servants, both military and civilian, stood over and against 
the mass of subjects.”67 The power state was a hierarchy dominated by the 
state that relegated autonomy-seeking actors to a low stratum. The system 
maintained a sharp division between the ruling class and the ruled.68 The 
rise of a new concept of statehood, as well as a new type of relationship 
between state and religion, were the two path-breaking developments that 
allowed Islamic society to acquire the capacity to develop a religious 
orthodoxy.

2.3    The Seljuqs: Religious Orthodoxy 
and the State

Seljuq state brought Turco-Persian elements of political organization—
chiefly nomadism, militarism, and the Sassanid theory of rule—together 
with the preexisting Arab-Islamic caliphate. In so doing, they adopted the 
Sassanid administrative culture and integrated it into mainstream Sunni 
Islamic thought. The writings of major thinkers of the Seljuq period, 
including al-Ghazali and Nizam al-Mulk, reflect the early interaction of 
the nascent Sunni orthodoxy and the political authority that defined the 
Seljuq state.

Nizam al-Mulk, the influential and long-serving wazir of the Seljuqi 
state, wrote in Siyasatnamah:
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The most important thing which a king needs is sound faith, because king-
ship and religion are almost brothers, whenever disturbances breaks out in 
the country religion suffers too; heretics and evil-doers appear; and when-
ever religious affairs are in disorder, there is a confusion in the country; 
evil-doers gain power and render the king impotent and despondent; heresy 
grows rife and rebels make themselves felt.69

For Nizam al-Mulk, when state weakens, heretics appear, and they are 
naturally the enemies of the state. Furthermore, rebels benefit if religious 
affairs are in disorder. The message is very clear: To avoid the problem of 
heretics, religion should protect the state; and to avoid the problem of 
rebels, the state should protect religion. This is one of example of Nizam 
al-Mulk’s political philosophy, which marks a shift from early Islamic poli-
tics to the Sasanian absolutist statehood.70

Siyasatnamah presents a Persian tradition of kingly rule as the basis of 
its theory of political power.71 In his list of advice to the Seljuqi Sultan, 
Nizam al-Mulk underlines the virtues of running an empire according to 
the traditional Irano-Islamic model.72 His administrative philosophy 
rooted Seljuqi power in the Sassanid idea of absolute monarchy.73 As in the 
Sassanid model, in his model, state and religion—though they may appear 
to be two organizations with different functions—are in fact symbiotes, 
that is, each is essential to the survival of the other.74 Similarly, the idea of 
kingship in Nizam al-Mulk’s writings was also based on the Persian con-
cept of kingship: God directly chooses the king and confers upon him the 
mission and power to rule over countries and people.75 Divinely empow-
ered, the king is above everyone and everything.

Al-Ghazali was no different: he did not refrain from citing traditions 
(hadith), including some of dubious authenticity, where the Prophet was 
said to have accepted that the state and religion are twins.76 Under the 
pretext of the need for a strong state for Islam, al-Ghazali accepted the 
Sasanian maxim that religion and temporal power are twins.77 What mat-
tered for al-Ghazali was “political stability and the existence of a strong 
government in order to produce the right conditions for the conduct of 
good religion.”78 In explicating his theories, it is clear that al-Ghazali had 
the sultan in his mind.79

In his time, the political and ideological challenge by the Fatimid Shi‘a 
state pressured the Seljuqi state to promulgate its orthodox interpretation 
of Islam. This threat was compounded by Fatimid missionaries, the dai, 
who preached Ismaili doctrine in Seljuqi lands.80 The Ismaili threat indeed 
informed al-Ghazali’s thinking.81
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Observing the cooperation between state and religion under the 
Seljuqs, al-Ghazali developed his political theory based on a combination 
of two different frameworks: the purely theological and the politically theo-
logical. At times, al-Ghazali was therefore a man of his political-theological 
paradigm and prioritized the political causes. For example, though al-
Ghazali incorporated Sufi theories of knowledge into his work, he also 
wrote the Kitab al-Mustazhiri, in which he attacked the idea of divine 
knowledge of the Fatimid imamate. The book was written to establish the 
legitimacy of the Abbasid Caliph Al-Mustazhir against Fatimid ideology.82 
As Ebrahim Moosa has written, al-Ghazali used sometimes theology in the 
service of Seljuqi politics.83 Thus, his position straddled different frame-
works, at times producing contradictory opinions, which was criticized by 
Ibn Rushd:

He adhered to no single doctrine in his books. Rather, with the Ash‘arite he was 
an Ash‘arite, with the Sufis a Sufi, and with the philosophers a philosopher.84

Al-Ghazali’s thinking not only reflects his anxiety over the Fatimid threat, 
but also the new hierarchical society maintained in part by the cooperation 
of state and religion. His Nasihat al-Muluk is worth studying to observe 
how he links politics and theology. After underlining the superiority of the 
sultan, he reminds the reader that a sultan’s consultation with the ulema is 
a virtue.85 He lists kings as the second group of superior people, after the 
prophets. For al-Ghazali, the sultan is the shadow of God on earth. Power 
is granted to the sultans by God, so they must be obeyed, loved, and fol-
lowed.86 In developing such arguments, al-Ghazali theorized the new de 
facto situation in which, as Safi said, the semantics of state and religion 
now overlapped.87 Reading al-Ghazali’s political arguments, we observe 
Islamic thought on the march toward a Sunni orthodoxy.88

Al-Ghazali was therefore never alarmed by the rise of an absolute state-
hood that weakened the autonomy of merchants and tradesmen. As a 
scholar of a Seljuqi madrasa, al-Ghazali’s indifference to the complexity of 
the interdependence of politics and the economy is telling. Al-Ghazali 
imagined the state as a completely autonomous phenomenon that stands 
above society, an administrative body directly above the people. In both 
Ihya and The Alchemy of Happiness, he approaches economy as a mechani-
cal system governed by administrative and moral principles.89 Thus, we 
have no reason to think that al-Ghazali was concerned about the negative 
repercussions of the nascent absolutist statehood on religion or economy.
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Both Nizam al-Mulk and al-Ghazali theorized the relationship of state 
and religion as it was understood in the Sassanid administrative tradition. 
They were both agents of the legitimation and transmission of the Sassanid 
concept of statehood in the Seljuq state.90

Thus in the case of Seljuqis, we observe a nascent Sunni orthodoxy 
dependent on collaboration between state and religion. Such collabora-
tion also entailed official patronage of scholars who adhered to and pro-
moted orthodoxy. This support was particularly necessary in the face of an 
ideological threat, for example of the Ismailis. The Seljuqi state governed 
and enforced a particular interpretation of religion, which came to be 
taken as orthodoxy. Nizam al-Mulk’s invitation of influential Ash‘ari 
scholars, such as al-Juwayni (d. 1085), to protect and enforce the official 
religion was a harbinger of a new type of cooperation between clergy and 
officials.91 A critical piece of this new system was the state-sponsored 
madrasa, which was expected to define and defend Sunni orthodoxy.92 
Ibn al-Athir (1160–1233) gave details of several cases in which Nizam al-
Mulk personally appointed lecturers at the madrasa.93 In return for politi-
cal and financial support, the Seljuqs imposed a certain measure of 
doctrinal uniformity upon the interpretation of religion.94 With this insti-
tutional network, the Seljuqs laid down a state-controlled religious ortho-
doxy by methods such as promoting madrasa scholars and popular Islamic 
saints and defining Sunni orthodoxy itself.

Thus, there was no longer competition between political and religious 
actors (as had been the case during the Age of Autonomy). In the Seljuqi 
period, political and religious authorities were mutually dependent. In 
their time, the Abbasids persecuted groups they deemed to be heretical. 
However, as Zaman notes, the Abbasid policies were “rather the effort, on 
the part of the Abbasid caliphs, to lay claim to the sort of competence the 
ulama were known to possess” and did not even come close to the Seljuqi 
model, which officials were the patrons of orthodox Islam.95 Clearly, then, 
the Seljuq state was the first Islamic polity with the capacity to formulate 
and enforce religious orthodoxy.

2.4    Al-Ghazali: Sunni Orthodoxy as Doctrine

An equally important topic is the reflection of the Islamic societies’ move 
toward a hierarchical model in the post-Abbasid era, which I have ana-
lyzed above in the case of Seljuqis, unto the intellectual life. On this 
account, what we observe, in Foucauldian terms, is the birth of a “regime 
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of truth” reflecting the new “circular relation within systems of power.”96 
In this vein, al-Ghazali’s attack on philosophy epitomized the rivalry 
between philosophy and religion and marked a turning point in Islamic 
intellectual history. It was both a correction of perceived errors in 
Aristotelian thought and also a demand that philosophy (and even the 
rationalist tradition in Islam) recognize the new hierarchy of society that 
placed religious and political authority together at the top.97

Al-Ghazali’s writings reflect the new power relations in the post-
Abbasid order and played a key role in the reorganization of Islamic 
thought. Al-Ghazali’s leadership in the theorizing and legitimizing of the 
developing paradigm of religion–state collaboration made him the top 
scholar of mainstream Islam, a distinction that ensured his enduring influ-
ence. An oft-heard expression runs thus: “If there had been a prophet after 
Muhammad, it would have been al-Ghazali.”

The Age of Autonomy witnessed a flourishing of Islamic philosophy. 
During that period, translated Greek philosophers shaped the essentials of 
the Islamic thought. Muslims made extensive use of Greek philosophy 
when they formulated their ideas of God, nature, causality, free will, and 
other key concepts.98 Thus, as already noted, the theological basis of the 
Age of Autonomy can be described as Greco-Arab or Greco-Islamic. This 
influence was apparent since the writings of al-Kindi—dubbed the first 
Muslim philosopher—who began his On First Philosophy with the 
Aristotelian discourse on the four causes of being.99 No later age would 
witness such an intensive and fruitful fusion of Islamic thought and ratio-
nalist philosophy.

The institutionalization of Sunni orthodoxy during the Seljuq period 
however drove philosophy to a remote outpost. The prestige of philoso-
phy declined dramatically. It was deemed a threat to religion. Moreover, 
through the attack on philosophy, Sunni orthodoxy imposed a hierarchy 
in which rationalists were forced to accept the vague concept of a higher 
authority, which was in practice a group of religious and political scholars/
authorities. Islamic thought was brought into line with the hierarchical 
organization of Islamic society in the post-Abbasid period.

It is possible to identify how philosophy came to be seen as a somehow 
distressing phenomenon through several examples. For example, Imam 
al-Nawawi (1233–1277) noted in his Etiquette with the Quran, a book 
that represents the main tenets of Sunni orthodoxy, that when he read the 
Qanun of Ibn Sina, darkness filled his heart, and he was unable to work 
for several days. It was only after he sold Ibn Sina’s book that al-Nawawi 
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was able to come to his senses and feel “light fill his heart.”100 Ibn al-Salah, 
who taught hadith in thirteenth-century Damascus, explained his position 
on philosophy in a way that reflected the social conditions of the new age:

Philosophy is the basis of foolishness and weakness [in belief], the base of 
confusion and error, the teaching of deviation and heresy. Whoever philoso-
phizes, his sight becomes blind to the beauties of the sharia, which are sup-
ported by proofs. Whoever adopts it will be afflicted by disappointment and 
deprivation, the devil will take possession of him and his heart will be dark-
ened for the prophethood of Muhammad…Thus, it is the duty of the ruler 
to protect the Muslims from the evil of these sinister individuals, to expel 
them from the madrasas and to exile them.101

Not satisfied with declaring philosophers heretics, Ibn al-Salah also wanted 
the state to punish them. Ibn al-Salah adopts the same position as Nizam 
al-Mulk, who ruled that religion and kingship are brothers, that is, a sym-
biotic unit with common enemies.

There are many other examples that attest to the new negative attitude 
toward philosophy as well as rationalist interpretations of religion. Studying 
the same period, Konrad Hirschler observes that the trend against the 
rationalist thinking even forced several scholars to retreat to small towns 
for security and financial reasons. The hostility toward philosophy could 
lead to accusations of promulgating incomplete or non- existent belief, 
and potentially to suspect scholars being barred from teaching.102

These examples do not suggest that philosophical and rationalist 
thought was extinguished. However, they do indicate a general trend in 
favor of religious sciences at the expense of rational philosophy across the 
Muslim world.

Al-Ghazali’s intellectual activism promoted such skepticism toward 
philosophy. Downgrading the status of philosophy and philosophers was 
his one of key purposes.103 He was disturbed by their influence, and as he 
wrote in Ihya, his aim was to let the theologian know the limits of the 
philosophers’ position.104 He successfully downgraded philosophy with 
respect to function and status.105 Moreover, his severe criticism of philoso-
phers, sometimes going as far as claiming that they were infidels with no 
right to be part of the Muslim community, left an enduring legacy among 
Muslims in the form of a skeptical view to philosophy.106

However, as stated earlier, the more critical issue, far greater than the 
impact of al-Ghazali’s attack on philosophy, is the legacy of his role in the 
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reorganization of Islamic thought. Al-Ghazali challenged some opinions 
of Aristotelian philosophers like Farabi and Ibn Sina. However, he was not 
satisfied with arguing that they were wrong; he also asserted that their 
proclamation of certain views made them heretics.107 In al-Ghazali’s own 
words, those heretical views included:

One of them is the question of the world’s pre-eternity and their statement 
that all substances are pre-eternal. The second is their statement that God’s 
knowledge does not encompass the temporal particulars among individual 
[existents]. The third is their denial of the resurrection of bodies and their 
assembly at the Day of Judgment.108

Claiming that an argument is heretical is not the same as claiming that it 
is wrong. The cost of a heretical argument is far greater than the cost of a 
wrong one. Consider how al-Ghazali puts a question to himself, in his 
famous The Incoherence of the Philosophers, about those who defend the 
three opinions listed above:

If someone says: You have explained the doctrines of these [philosophers]; 
do you then say conclusively that they are infidels and that the killing of 
those who uphold their beliefs is obligatory?109

The charge of being an infidel was central to al-Ghazali’s opposition to the 
philosophers.110 He was not reluctant to broach the issue of whether it is 
religiously permissible to kill those who endorse philosophers’ beliefs, not 
only the philosophers themselves. This sweeping opposition was known to 
his contemporaries like Ibn Tufayl (1105–1185), who criticized al-Ghazali 
for charging philosophers with unbelief because they deny the resurrec-
tion of the body and affirm that only souls are rewarded and punished.111

Al-Ghazali questioned the faith of philosophers and even indicted them 
as heretics.112 He also rejected some philosophical opinions because they 
conflicted with “the political authority of the religious law.”113 This judg-
ment was based on a hierarchy in which religion is the final arbiter in 
matters of philosophy. There is no doubt, as Leor Halevi shows, that in the 
event of any non-concurrence of religion and philosophy, al-Ghazali 
would know that “right resides on the authority of religion,” and would 
not entertain the possibility that the philosophers could be right.114 What 
we observe here is a more than a repudiation of philosophy; it is the inser-
tion of a regime of religious correctness into Islamic thought.
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One result of such a hierarchical method is the subjugation of the sci-
ences to religious verification. In Munkidh, having listed some sciences 
like mathematics, logic, and geometry, al-Ghazali declared that none of 
their results “are connected with religious matters, either to deny or to 
affirm them.”115 However, those words may be misleading, since al-
Ghazali in fact imagined some sciences as merely technical disciplines 
unable to draw insights for important questions of theology such as exis-
tence, the nature of God, or the eternality of the universe. For example, he 
considered astronomy to be a neutral discipline without precepts that tres-
pass onto the religious domain. This exculpation of astronomy by al-
Ghazali was, however, conditional upon its staying within that neutral 
territory. Thus, as long as sciences were neutral on philosophical or reli-
gious issues, al-Ghazali recognized them as ways of gaining knowledge. 
On the other hand, he insisted—for example in Ihya—that even sciences 
like geometry and arithmetic are permissible only “for those who are firm 
in faith” and maintained that some parts of physics contradicted religion 
and therefore are incorrect.116

However, notwithstanding al-Ghazali’s qualified acceptance, sciences 
like astronomy can in fact have philosophical and theological implications 
and thus were not always seen as “neutral” in those domains. In contrast 
to al-Ghazali, Nasir al-Din Tusi (1201–1274), a scholar known for his 
synthesis of Aristotelian thought with Islamic thought, argued that astron-
omy is based on metaphysics, geometry, and natural philosophy.117 Thus, 
it was problematic that al-Ghazali pinned his conditional tolerance of 
astronomy on its not intruding into the domain of religion. Al-Ghazali 
insisted on the propriety of religious verification of all sciences that make 
philosophical arguments that might be at odds with religious ones. In so 
doing, al-Ghazali generated a hierarchy in Islamic thought by asserting 
the propriety of religious verification. A clear example of this subjugation 
of science to religion can be found in his Al-Qistas Al-Mustaqim. In this 
book, al-Ghazali proposed that an analogy should be made as it is explained 
in Qur’an. Al-Ghazali rejected the appeal to reasoning (qiyas) and opinion 
(ra’y) according to the “rules of the devil” and insisted that these faculties 
be exercised according to “the rule of God. (qistas al-mustaqim)”118 In 
this line of thinking, al-Ghazali recognized logic as a legitimate science, 
but only after subordinating it to religion. Thus, his understanding of 
religion and science permitted the former to interfere with the autonomy 
of the latter.
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Sunni orthodoxy thus gradually elevated religious knowledge as the 
authoritative test by which all other knowledge was verified or disproved. 
Orthodoxy never recognized any non-religious discipline as having an 
independent epistemology not subject to religious verification. An endur-
ing impact of orthodoxy was the prevention of the full differentiation of 
various disciplines and religion.

Al-Ghazali’s innovation was indeed different than the rationalist schol-
ars’ approach. To get a sense of the latter approach, consider how Al-Hasan 
ibn al-Haytham (965–1040), one of the earliest empiricist scholars, whose 
studies created a new optic theory that survived until Kepler’s time. 
Al-Haytham’s method was distinguished by a rigor remarkably similar to 
that of the modern science.119 His method combined the natural and the 
mathematical; he relied on both the sense-based observation of natural 
things and mathematical calculations (reasoning).120 He thus recognized 
key elements of the scientific method as the independent and ultimate 
means of verification. By contrast, Sunni orthodoxy would develop a dim 
view of independent (non-religious) verification that led to the inhibition 
of the differentiation of distinct disciplines and realms of knowledge.

Another aspect of al-Ghazali’s legacy is his articulation of an alternative 
type of knowledge. In developing his idea of inner knowledge, al-Ghazali 
first argued that human knowledge is limited because human senses are 
restricted.121 As he wrote in his autobiography, he had searched for an 
infallible body of knowledge but ultimately found that he “could no lon-
ger trust sense-perception.”122 Al-Ghazali’s critical ideas on the boundar-
ies of human knowledge are valid. However, having confessed his 
reservations about human knowledge, he introduced the possibility of an 
inner type of knowledge. This formulation drew on Sufi thought and prac-
tice and incorporated them into the Islamic framework. Thus, another 
important legacy of al-Ghazali was the reconciliation of Sunni orthodoxy 
with the teachings of Sufism.123 This accommodation was tantamount to 
adding a new discipline to the curriculum of Islamic knowledge—as 
Ahmet T. Karamustafa called it, “Inner Science.”124

In rational knowledge, human beings acquire knowledge through the 
senses, and what is collected through senses is processed by brain. In 
this model, the senses are limited, and therefore what people know 
about objects changes over time, as new methods enhance human 
observation. By contrast, al-Ghazali suggests a different method for 
acquiring knowledge. In Al-Risalat al-Laduniyya, al-Ghazali recognizes 
two different methods for acquiring knowledge: from without and from 
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within.125 Knowledge from without is rational knowledge that is drawn 
through sensory perception and reasoning. Knowledge from within is 
acquired without sensory perception or reasoning, through self-realiza-
tion that transcends all spatio-temporal dimensions. As al-Ghazali 
defined knowledge from within:

This did not come about by systematic demonstration or marshalled argu-
ment, but by a light which God most high cast into my breast. That light is 
the key to the greater part of knowledge. Whoever thinks that the under-
standing of things Divine rests upon strict proofs has in his thought nar-
rowed down the wideness of God’s mercy.126

Al-Ghazali’s inner knowledge refers to the possession of direct access to 
truth. His discussion is not abstract speculation. He makes it clear who are 
the actors, as well as the masters, of inner knowledge: the mystics. 
Al-Ghazali describes the mystics as men of real experiences and not merely 
men of words. He tells the reader that the mystics can easily and quickly 
achieve the intellectual progress that al-Ghazali himself only accomplished 
over a long time and with great effort.127 For al-Ghazali, the mystics’ abil-
ity to acquire knowledge is beyond doubt, since it depends on and is 
bestowed by God’s grace.128

At the same time, inner knowledge is not confined within the spiritual 
realm. It can be applied to a range of questions, including to the investiga-
tion of nature. Writing on intellectual changes in the post-Abbasid period, 
Ira Lapidus has highlighted the rise of inner knowledge and its impact on 
the broader Islamic tradition:

It also carried with it a theosophical view of the universe which explained the 
structure of the cosmos and the possibility of religious ascent toward union 
with God. Finally, it encompassed belief in the miraculous powers of saints 
as channels for God’s action in the world. Sufism thus encompassed piety 
and ethical behavior, ascetic and ecstatic practices, theosophical metaphys-
ics, and magical beliefs. It embraced at once a scripturalist, an agnostic, and 
a miraculous concept of Islam.”129

Al-Ghazali’s conception of inner knowledge reflected the elevation of reli-
gion over sciences, even physics in explaining the workings of the uni-
verse.130 He was not against reason, but he redefined it. He invented a 
subservient reason, which had no independent ability to determine truth. 
Rather, it could endorse one idea among alternatives only if it was supported 
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by religion. Reason was given a subordinate role.131 Moreover, while reason 
was limited, inner knowledge reigned supreme over both material and spiri-
tual matters. Magid Fakhry thus described al-Ghazali’s legacy as “sowing 
the seeds of misology.”132 Similarly, Mohammed Abed al-Jabri likened his 
legacy to a deep wound inside reason, which is still bleeding.133

2.5    Conclusion

Sunni orthodoxy emerged during the waning of Muslims’ brilliant ages. 
Those were the times when “the mood of confidence,” in the words of 
Tarif Khalidi, which had blossomed during the enormous economic 
growth in 900–1100, was fading. During the period that followed, 
1100–1500, the mood of confidence disappeared.134

Under the new paradigm, the Islamic society was reorganized into a 
hierarchy, which replaced the previous model of distinct autonomous 
spheres. At the core of the new model was the concept of transcendental 
statehood that expanded at the expense of autonomy-seeking groups. The 
new paradigm reorganized the relationship between state and religion, 
empowering authorities to interpret and enforce religious orthodoxy. The 
developments radically altered the relationship among religion, state, and 
science as well. Rationalist philosophers not only lost their authority to 
help interpret Islam but were also subjected to the strict scrutiny of both 
religion and state. Piety-minded scholars grew more popular and influen-
tial. Sufi thought emerged as a strong component of the Sunni ortho-
doxy.135 Reflecting the new hierarchical model, military officers, 
bureaucrats, civil servants, and the clergy captured the most powerful roles 
and thereby reduced the autonomy of civilian groups like the merchants 
and the men of science.

At its outset, Islamic civilization institutionalized relatively egalitarian 
and cosmopolitan values, giving considerable weight to mercantile inter-
ests.136 New social and economic structures that gave birth to the new 
orthodoxy reversed this dynamic and dominated urban and mercantile 
elites as well as independent scholars. The emergence of Sunni orthodoxy 
marked the Islamic world’s break from its earlier engagement with the 
Greek logos. Instead, the Sassanid administrative tradition became the new 
source of inspiration. The Sassanid tradition prioritized submission to 
power, order, and hierarchy, not logos.137

Thus, it may be argued that Islamic society in the Age of Autonomy 
were organized rather like what Aristotle defined as a political community 
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dependent on the middle ground. In his Politics, Aristotle said of such a 
society that its balance is held steady by the tradesmen who are able to 
bargain.138 However, gradually destroying the autonomous space for such 
middle classes, new power relations in the post-Abbasid period instituted 
a new hierarchy. Islamic society was reorganized into a polity where non-
state actors’ capacity to generate and claim political, social, economic, and 
intellectual autonomy weakened dramatically, if not completely. Sunni 
orthodoxy, including its idea of nature, evolved within this broader social 
structure. The content of the Sunni orthodox idea of nature will be the 
subject of the following chapter.
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CHAPTER 3

The Islamic Idea of Nature

After a tour from Baghdad to Khorasan in 1082, Abu Ishak al-Shirazi, the 
head of the Nizamiya madrasa in Baghdad, noted that in almost every city, 
town, and village, he met a student of his who was serving as a scholar, 
imam or mufti.1 Al-Shirazi made this remark 15 years after his inaugural 
lecture at the Baghdad Madrasa, attesting to the growing impact of the 
Seljuqi madrasas. Al-Ghazali was still not around. He would join the fac-
ulty in 1091. A graduate of the Nishapur madrasa, al-Ghazali himself was 
a proof of these madrasas’ impact.2

This chapter aims to explain the Islamic idea of nature according to 
the Sunni view. It has its origins in the ninth-century synthesis of Islamic 
and the Greek philosophy, when the Mu‘tazila nearly acquired the status 
of dominant intellectual school. By the eleventh century, the Mu‘tazila 
had been almost completely destroyed by the Ash‘ari school of theology, 
which was flourishing, as al-Shirazi’s anecdote demonstrates, with official 
support thanks to the new alliance between Sunni orthodoxy and the 
Seljuqi state.

The consolidation of the Ash‘ari school of theology was a result of the 
alliance between the state and religion, which Nizam al-Mulk had com-
pared to twins. Ash‘ari scholars now benefited from state funds and could 
even call on state authorities to punish their intellectual opponents. They 
were able to transmit their interpretations through the madrasa curricu-
lum not only in Baghdad but also in cities like Isfahan, Damascus, and 
Mosul. During the second half of the eleventh century alone, the Seljuqis 
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established 11 madrasas in Iraq and Syria, demonstrating how the madrasa 
became a central institution of the Muslim society.3

Al-Turtushi (1059–1126) was reported to have said that in his time, 
there was hardly a scholar from Jerusalem to Samarqand who did not 
enjoy Seljuqi state support.4 The madrasas in Damascus increased from 23 
to 89 during the twelfth and thirteenth centuries.5 Undoubtedly, the 
growing network of madrasas benefited from the new state-religion alli-
ance. Visiting Baghdad in 1185, Ibn Jubayr wrote about the most splen-
did Nizamiya madrasa and its impressive financial resources that paid the 
professor stipends.6

Political patronage naturally changed the balance of power among the 
various intellectual as well as theological groups. Official interventions like 
Nizam al-Mulk’s decision that all students should read Sahih al-Bukhari, 
which resulted in the canonization of al-Bukhari, contributed to a new 
educational standardization and a homogeneous intellectual climate.7 The 
piety-minded scholars who benefited from the state-sponsored education 
system quickly developed their outreach to the broader Muslim commu-
nity.8 However, public funds alone cannot explain all the expanding influ-
ence of the Ash‘ari school.9 The new paradigm was not only a matter of 
school curriculum. More decisive was the new alliance between state and 
Islam that enabled the clergy to religious clergy penetrate society to an 
unprecedented degree.

The Ash‘ari School, which took its name from Abu’l-Hasan al-Ash‘ari 
(873–935), a former Mu‘tazila, had consolidated into a major school of 
theology by the eleventh century, dominating the classical heartland of the 
Islamic societies, that is, the modern-day Middle East. As underlined 
above, its consolidation virtually ended the largely Mu‘tazila-dominated 
Islamic theological scene of the previous two centuries. It also had far-
reaching consequences in law and other spheres of Islamic civilization.10 
E. Edgar Elder compared its rise with the history of Christian doctrine 
since the first Council of Nicaea (325).11

There were numerous challengers to the Ash‘ari doctrine, the most 
consistent and well-known of whom was the Maturidi school (Table 3.1).12 

Table 3.1  The spectrum of Islamic: theology between rationalism and 
traditionalism

The spectrum of Islamic theology

Mu‘tazila Maturidi Ash‘ari Hanbali
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The significance of the Maturidi school was its success in remaining a 
legitimate school in the Sunni world despite the fact that it shared many 
views with the then delegitimated Mu‘tazila.13 The school took its name 
from Abu Mansur al-Maturidi (c. 852–944), who was born in Samarkand 
and whose teachings became dominant in Transoxiana. The Maturidi 
school tended to attribute more power to human agency and secondary 
causes than did the Ashari school. However, unlike the Mu‘tazila, the 
Maturidi view resulted from a variation in interpretation rather than a 
theological rupture with the Ash‘ari.14

3.1    Defining the Islamic Idea of Nature

The Islamic idea of nature refers to the set of theological arguments about 
how nature works. There is no standard method to present the opinions 
and arguments on nature, which usually remain scattered in a number of 
books. Thus, a major purpose of this chapter is to systematically describe 
the Islamic idea of nature according to the Sunni theology. I analyze the 
Islamic idea of nature by focusing on four major themes: causality, free 
will, the theory of knowledge, and the idea of God.

3.1.1    Causality

Axiomatic in the Islamic approach is the need to develop a theological 
perspective on causality that recognizes God’s central agency. But, how is 
it possible to develop a theory of causality that accommodates an interven-
ing God who governs the universe?

Ash‘ari theologians base their account of causality on the basic principle 
of God’s omnipotence.15 There is nothing God does not will.16 Thus, for 
the Ash‘ari school, no being or event in the world causes another, since 
God creates each event.17 What people call causality is merely a sequence 
of events created by God. As al-Ash‘ari wrote in Kitab al-Luma‘, all the 
things that proceed from others are acts of God.18

We read in al-Ghazali how Ash‘ari explains natural events: God creates 
them independent of any necessary connection of natural causes.19 
Logically, therefore, proposing that natural law has the capacity to cause 
natural events is to deny God’s omnipotence, since it implies that some-
thing is acting on its accord.20
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In the Third Discussion of The Incoherence of Philosophers, al-Ghazali 
developed a theory of movement that is ontologically dependent on 
agency. According to this theory, movement is possible only when there is 
an agent capable of volition. Nature, however, is not a living entity 
endowed with volition, and so it lacks the capacity to cause any move-
ment.21 God is the only agent, and there is no casual relationship between 
any two natural events.22 He concluded that the term natural law is a mis-
nomer: What we observe are God’s actions; it is only the human mind that 
tends to frame them as laws.

The repudiation of natural law and the recognition of God’s agency in 
nature produced a different concept of causality that makes reference to 
the relationship between this world and the divine one.23 But, how is this 
relationship possible? Al-Ghazali has an analogy in which a mere physicist, 
who relies on natural law, is liken to an ant who, crawling on a sheet of 
paper and observing black letters spreading over it, sees the pen alone as 
the cause. However, for the astronomer with a wider vision, it is fingers 
that move the pen.24 Causality is now a fuzzy shadow of God’s customs. 
God is not part of time and space; therefore, it is not possible to under-
stand exactly how he governs the universe. Likewise, natural laws are the 
human interpretations of God’s actions. This is the space-time problem in 
Islamic philosophy. Ibn Rushd summarizes it in The Incoherence of the 
Incoherence as follows:

One i.e. human in the nature of which there is motion and which cannot be 
separated from time; the other i.e. God in the nature of which there is no 
motion and which is eternal and cannot be described in terms of time.25

Al-Ghazali’s concept of causality is based on God’s agency and therefore 
refutes natural law.26 As we will see later, Ibn Rushd, in contrast, based his 
concept of causality on the difference in their natures and suggested a 
distinction between human and the divine agency.

In this vein, the impact of Atomist philosophy on Muslim scholars, 
especially in regard of the formation of Islamic natural theology, requires 
attention, particularly if one is to understand Ash‘ari skepticism toward 
natural causality. A selective reading of Atomism enabled Muslim scholars 
to reject the notion that the capacity or tendency to cause motion is 
inherent in the nature of atoms (or things).27 According to Atomism, 
everything is composed of atoms and accidents.28 Atoms can acquire 
properties only by accident. Accidents happen, but what they create 
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immediately ceases to exist. There is no continuity or connection between 
one moment in time and another, nor one accident and another. In prov-
ing that there is no agent other than God, Ash‘ari theologians filled these 
gaps with God’s power, which creates the accident in each case, and at 
every instance of time.29 This Ash‘ari account also accorded with the 
atomist idea that human attempts to know reality through the senses are 
futile.30 What was appealing about Atomism to Ash‘ari theologians was 
the idea that no situation in nature is real, since each is in fact the appear-
ance of atomic combinations.

Muslim scholars’ selective reading of the Atomist view demonstrates 
that the main motivation was not to reject causality but to explain it in a 
way that does not violate God’s agency in nature. This motivation is also 
evident in their engagement with Stoic thought. The Stoics had elabo-
rated a theory of continuity to explain determinism in nature. According 
to this theory, things are connected to one another like a chain. The whole 
system of causation depends on “a chain of fate; and this chain of fate [is] 
held together by pneumatic force.”31 Stoic causation posits an ultimate, 
transcendental cause (the pneuma), the active divine spirit.32 It includes 
the logos, which the Stoics identify as God pervading everybody in the 
universe and holding them together.33 It ascribes all action to the supreme 
Deity, leaving no space for man’s choice. Stoic determinism was also pref-
erable for Ash‘ari theologians, including al-Ghazali, since it explained 
God’s continuous intervention with pneuma, which admits a God-driven 
causation into nature.34 Ibn Rushd was thus correct when he criticized 
occasionalist Muslim scholars for adopting “the theory of those ancient 
philosophers of the Stoics” to repudiate natural law.35

The Ash‘ari theologians concluded that an external agency is required 
to explain any action in nature. Thus, ours is a world of accidents, where 
God creates each of us independently of autonomous causal laws.36 This 
amounts to placing all causal efficacy in the hands of God, on the authority 
of the doctrine of continuous creation.37 However, Muslim scholars were 
also motivated to reconcile causality with God’s absolute agency. Their 
efforts to do so produced the theory of Occasionalism.

As defined by Majid Fakhry, Occasionalism is the belief in the exclusive 
efficacy of God, according to which every natural event is the manifesta-
tion or occasion of God’s direct intervention.38 Occasionalism among 
Muslim scholars was a challenge to the Aristotelian concept of causation, 
which had come to be considered a threat to faith.39 The Aristotelian view 
of nature, which holds that events take place according to certain causal 
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procedures, is indeed not compatible with a God who is always active in 
nature. In contrast, Occasionalism offers a view of nature in which every-
thing is composed of atoms, and every movement on this atomic founda-
tion occurs as God wishes.40

�Contending Ideas on Causality
Reading al-Ghazali we get detailed information on how Ash‘ari occasion-
alism explains causality. The theory’s basic framework is that whatever we 
see as a cause is not a real cause, and the sole reason for movement in 
nature is God’s agency.41 I will call this the God-first approach. The God-
first approach first secures the idea that God’s continuous creation causes 
all temporal events.42 Having defined the constant, the God-first approach 
then explains how to understand nature, which basically amounts to an 
attempt to prove how natural laws do not exist. The priority is to define 
the substantial constants of the debate, and then attempt to explain the 
secondary issues. The constant is God’s continuous creation, intervention, 
and rule over nature. Any explanation may not put the constant at risk.

Following a God-first approach, al-Ghazali first denies the impact of 
intermediate causes on events and things. He does not only deny (caused) 
effects; he denies the very existence of a cause-and-effect (natural law) 
order: “The connection between what is habitually believed to be a cause 
and what is habitually believed to be an effect is not necessary.” How then 
do things occur? An effect occurs on the “prior decree of God, who cre-
ates side by side, not to its being necessary in itself, incapable of separa-
tion.”43 In fact, this interpretation is a typical Neoplatonist one. In the 
Neoplatonist account of causation, terminology like “before,” “after,” or 
“sequence” is metaphorical. Or, better put, these terms refer in reality to 
a “metaphysical order of priority and posteriority,” and not to events as we 
understand them in a temporal sequence.44 Causality in the Neoplatonic 
system is mainly about the ultimate soul that rules the universe, rather 
than some other explanation stemming from nature.45 Similarly, in al-
Ghazali’s account of nature, rules or non-living things have no ability to 
initiate action; only willing agents can have such roles. Thus, by observing 
events in nature, we learn to accept that “existence [of one something] with 
a[nother] thing does not prove that it exists by [that thing].”46 In other 
words, things may exist together, but that does not imply a causal link 
between them. Rather, their coexistence is a mere coincidence. For exam-
ple, observing the ebb of the sea when there is a full moon does not prove 
that the moon causes the sea to ebb. Al-Ghazali is adamant on this: 
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crediting a non-living rule or law with action contradicts God’s sover-
eignty, since all actions in nature are created exclusively by divine power.47 
To stress his thesis, he gave the following example:

The movement of the stone downward is also compulsory, originating by 
God’s creating motion in it. The same is to be said of the motion of all inani-
mate bodies.48

Another, probably the famous, example is the burning of cotton:

The first position is for the opponent to claim that the agent of the burning 
is the fire alone, it being an agent by nature [and] not by choice—hence, 
incapable of refraining from [acting according to] what is in its nature after 
contacting a substratum receptive of it. And this is one of the things we 
deny. On the contrary, we say: The one who enacts the burning by creating 
blackness in the cotton, [causing] separation in its parts, and making it cin-
der or ashes is God, either through the mediation of His angels or without 
mediation.49

Al-Ghazali was not the first thinker to question the role of secondary 
causes; however, as Fakhry notes, his approach was outstanding in its sys-
tematic refutation of the concept of the necessary causal nexus of events.50 
In fact, al-Ghazali also left a legacy concerning other issues of Ash‘ari 
theology such as knowledge and free will. However, his most important 
legacy was the positing of another, higher cause of natural events.51 Magid 
Fakhry called this legacy the bipolarity in Muslim thought.52 Thus, popu-
lar engagement with Islamic theology has tended to focus on divine causa-
tion, leaving a deep mistrust of the natural laws.53

Revisiting Ibn Rushd’s approach to causality, which is different on 
many accounts, will help us reach a better understanding of the Ash‘ari 
perspective. Ibn Rushd explained nature in terms of causal relations. He 
defined a natural agent as “one which performs one essential thing exclu-
sively: For instance, warmth causes heat, and coldness causes cold.”54 As a 
qadi in the court of the Almohad rulers and author of significant books on 
Islamic law, he did not think that recognizing natural causes necessarily 
contradicts God’s sovereignty.55 Instead, he argued that there was a con-
tinuum of causality underlying structure of physical reality. For Ibn Rushd, 
there are rules and standards in nature, and they can be discovered through 
science.56
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In elaborating his arguments, Ibn Rushd first criticizes al-Ghazali’s 
interpretation of God’s agency. Ibn Rushd believes that God’s agency is 
not an easy topic to study, since there is “no counterpart to His will in the 
empirical world.”57 He finds al-Ghazali’s presentation of God as the sole 
agent of natural events to be reductionist and flawed. God’s being out of 
time and space makes impossible to find a counterpart of God’s will in the 
empirical world. Given that God is outside of time and space, it is not clear 
how deliberation and choice are tied to time and space. Thus, he con-
cluded that there is no equivalent to God’s will within the empirical world. 
Ibn Rushd consequently differentiates between empirical or natural and 
divine agency. For Ibn Rushd, philosophers do not reject the view that 
God is the omnipotent creator. But al-Ghazali’s proposal that God is the 
sole agent in the events of nature is problematic, since it is wrong to 
assume the possibility of observing an equivalent to God’s will in the 
empirical world. Ibn Rushd opines that the way al-Ghazali and the Ash‘ari 
theologians repudiate secondary causes on the basis of God’s sovereignty 
ironically creates the problem of contradicting God’s divine nature. A 
superior view according to Ibn Rushd is that while God is the creator of 
everything, things may depend on different agencies.58 In other words, in 
Ibn Rushd’s account, the admission of secondary causes does not contra-
dict God’s sovereignty; instead, that admission is made necessary by the 
impossibility of observing an equivalent to God’s will in nature.

Ibn Rushd thus offered a formula to reconcile God’s omnipotence with 
causation. He proposed a straightforward explanation of secondary causes: 
“… for what actualizes another thing, i.e. acts on it, is not called agent 
simply by a metaphor, but in reality, for the definition of agent is appropri-
ate to it.” Thus, all other attempts at theological explanation are either 
various linguistic metaphors of no importance.59 The agency of secondary 
causes is so clear that denying them is sophistry. Arguing that God is an 
agent for everything in the world without an intermediary contradicts the 
evidence provided by human senses that things act upon (and in this sense 
cause) other things.60

What we observe in Ibn Rushd is a shift from the God-first approach to 
a different view that recognizes the agency of other things.61 Ibn Rushd 
accepted that the agency that causes things to happen (either in the way of 
passing from potency to actuality, or from non-existence to existence) 
occurs sometimes by choice and sometimes by nature.62 There is no doubt 
for Ibn Rushd that God’s agency is “more perfect and glorious than any 
performed by the empirical agents,” for he is the sole capable agent of 
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drawing forth the universe from non-existence to existence.63 However, 
by differentiating “passing from potency to actuality” and “passing from 
non-existence to existence,” Ibn Rushd accepts a division of labor between 
agency-by-choice and agency-by-nature. In other words, he recognizes 
the capacity of natural laws to cause movement. In practice, Ibn Rushd 
rejects the mixing of the visible and the divine worlds, as al-Ghazali did. 
For al-Ghazali, such opinions that credit laws or things as the origin of 
movements are inadmissible:

But [according to the philosophers] the stone has an action—namely, falling 
due to heaviness and an inclination toward [the earth’s] center—just as fire 
has an action, which is heating, and the wall has an action—namely, the 
inclination toward the center and the occurrence of the shadow—for all 
[these latter things] proceed from [the wall]. But this is impossible.64

In contrast, Ibn Rushd is firm in his view that there are some principles 
in nature that govern motion—that is, that things move by their nature.65 
For him, those principles are the general ones that affect all things in simi-
lar ways.66 Ibn Rushd’s nature, therefore, is a nature of constant rules. 
Human beings can trust the natural laws. Further, he challenges the 
Ash‘ari position that acts cannot proceed from natural things, on the 
grounds that such a position denies that living beings act. For Ibn Rushd, 
such a denial is wrong, even if its objective is to prove God’s exclusive 
agency.67 Ibn Rushd’s masterstroke was to point out simply that the denial 
of constant laws would require a tyrannical idea of God.68 On this logic, 
he made one of his strongest points against the Ash‘ari idea of causality, 
which in his view renders God a tyrant:

[…] agent to rule existents like a tyrannical prince who has the highest 
power, for whom nobody in his dominion can deputize, of whom no stan-
dard or custom is known to which reference might be made. Indeed, the 
acts of such a prince will undoubtedly be unknown by nature, and if an act 
of his comes into existence the continuance of its existence at any moment 
will be unknown by nature.69

There is an order in Ibn Rushd’s nature. God endowed things with an 
ability to move without cessation or weariness. Therefore, there is no need to 
fear that things in nature might collapse like “ceilings and lofty edifices.” And 
the natural order is manifest in “numbers, shapes, positions and motions.”70
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The Maturidi position on causality is usually interpreted as differing 
from that of the Ashari school. While some scholars argue that the Maturidi 
adopts a soft Occasionalism “not exactly the same as that of the Ash‘aris,”71 
other scholars argue that Occasionalism has played no role in the develop-
ment of Maturidi theology.72 Focusing on al-Maturidi’s emphasis on 
natures (taba‘i) in Kitab al-Tawhid, Richard Frank argues that the 
Maturidi system does include a causal model similar to those elaborated by 
the rationalist schools in Islam.73 Accordingly, al-Maturidi recognizes that 
events in nature are ordered by established rules that originate in the 
natures (taba‘i) of things.74

Reading Kitab al-Tawhid, one concludes that al-Maturidi’s position 
has some similarities to that of Ibn Rushd. Like Ibn Rushd, al-Maturidi 
distinguishes between the visible and the divine worlds.75 Al-Maturidi’s 
understanding of the visible world differs significantly from that of al-
Ghazali. By distinguishing between the visible and the invisible worlds, 
al-Maturidi recognizes that nature may have its own agents. For example, 
he recognizes that the natures of things cause regular movements. In 
explaining the argument, he gives the example of combustible burning 
objects.76 In contrast to al-Ghazali, al-Maturidi accepts that the structure 
of things may cause burning, indicating his divergence from occasional-
ism. Thus, like Ibn Rushd, al-Maturidi sees no problem with recognizing 
that natural laws have causal efficacy: God’s agency is not contradicted, 
since God created the laws, that is, the structure of nature, in the first 
place.77 Thus, al-Maturidi advises that a person who wants to succeed at 
any task in this world needs knowledge of the natures of the pertinent 
things.78 However, the Maturidi brand of causation is limited: for exam-
ple, natures are not able to initiate motion at a high level, such as the 
motion of stars.79

3.1.2    The Theory of Knowledge

As I explained in Chap. 2, the concept of inner knowledge is one of al-
Ghazali’s major legacies in Sunni theology; however, it derives from his 
interpretation of the Ash‘ari occasionalism. The repudiation of natural 
laws required alternative methods to know the real mechanism behind 
natural events, which resulted in the incorporation of inner knowledge 
into Sunni theology. Al-Ghazali explains the major characteristics of inner 
knowledge as follows:
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This did not come about by systematic demonstration or marshalled argu-
ment, but by a light which God most high cast into my breast. That light is 
the key to the greater part of knowledge. Whoever thinks that the under-
standing of things Divine rests upon strict proofs has in his thought nar-
rowed down the wideness of God’s mercy.80

Transmitted through direct contact with God, inner knowledge is not 
mediated by human senses or reasoning. The knowledge acquired in this 
way is sublime and incomparable with rational knowledge, which al-Ghazali 
deemed unreliable.81 However, the recognition of inner knowledge did not 
entail a complete rejection of reason. Instead, al-Ghazali reframes reason as 
a subservient faculty that has no autonomous ability to find out truth; rather, 
subservient reason requires guidance from inner knowledge.82

Al-Ghazali holds that inner knowledge is infallible and cannot be 
doubted.83 Unlike the knowledge that comes from sensation and reason-
ing, inner knowledge depends on a “mystical state, which is realized in 
immediate experience by those who walk in the way leading to it.”84 Inner 
knowledge, therefore: (i) depends for its acquisition on direct contact with 
God, and that contact has no intermediaries; (ii) personal spiritual quality 
is the element that grants access to that contact; the path to inner knowl-
edge is linked to the purity of the soul.85

Al-Ghazali’s concept of “inner knowledge” is rooted in Occasionalism. 
If there is a double causality and the divine one is superior (to the natural 
one), a method that is able to reach to that divine causality is logically the 
more important one.86 Like in Neoplatonism, in Islamic inner knowledge, 
the proposal is to go beyond what we see in this world.87

The deficiencies of human sensation and reasoning are usually invoked 
as reasons for the necessity of inner knowledge. We can trace the logic of 
defending and explaining inner knowledge based on the limits of human 
sensation and reasoning back to al-Ghazali.88 He frequently emphasizes 
the limits of the human senses:

Again, it looks at the heavenly body (i.e. the sun) and sees it small, the size 
of a shilling; yet geometrical computations show that it is greater than the 
earth in size.89

The purpose here is to attack the very foundation of the rational knowl-
edge: human senses. However, al-Ghazali’s attack is not limited to sensa-
tion but took on reasoning too.90 There are some fields, al-Ghazali argues, 
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like the medical sciences and astronomy, where obtaining knowledge by 
reason alone is inconceivable; even experts in those fields know that their 
knowledge is “attained only by Divine inspiration and by assistance from 
God most high. It cannot be reached by observation.”91 In so doing, he 
lays siege to the two pillars of rational knowledge: sensation and reasoning.

This is a radical perspective, as it attempted to bring inner knowledge 
even into the realm of the natural sciences such as the medical sciences and 
astronomy. Indeed, to do this is to reject any border between religion and 
science. When al-Ghazali says that he cannot trust sense perception, his 
distrust also holds in scientific fields. (As I discussed in the Chap. 1, al-
Ghazali based his conditional tolerance of science on its not intruding into 
the territory of religion. Furthermore, he insisted upon the propriety of 
religious inquiry into all sciences that come up with philosophical argu-
ments that might be at odds with religious ones.) This is not inconsistent 
for al-Ghazali, since his claiming that reason has limits entails the need to 
concede that it has limits in all relevant fields.92

A section of al-Ghazali’s Ihya is the blueprint of his explanation of how 
people are able to connect with inner knowledge through piety and mysti-
cal purification. He defines the heart not as the blood-pumping organ but 
as the locus of a mystical nature that is able to connect with absolute 
knowledge. It is the seat of knowledge and an organ that “uses all the 
other faculties as its instruments.”93 Al-Ghazali gives a special role to Sufis, 
who are in theory the best actors to perform the method: to act and com-
municate in the visible world (‘alam al-mulk wa’l-shahadah) with the 
higher spiritual world (‘alam al-ghayb wa’l-malakat). The former is 
observable with the human senses. The latter, the world of higher truth, is 
not observable with human sense but can be known by an inner spiritual 
eye.94 As with causality, al-Ghazali again constructs his concept of inner 
knowledge based on a model where it is possible to communicate between 
the visible and the visible worlds.95 Al-Ghazali’s nature is not a closed sys-
tem that operates according to laws; rather, it is an open system that is 
affected by the interventions from the invisible world.

Those who obtain inner knowledge learn how “the invisible govern-
ment of the world is carried out.”96 Al-Ghazali named these knowers the 
“elite of the elite” (khass al-khawass)97 and defined their knowledge as 
superior to rational knowledge.98 For al-Ghazali, such privilege enhanced 
their social legitimacy and prestige, since they are the agents of communi-
cation between man and God.99
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The incorporation of inner knowledge, as systematized by al-Ghazali, 
into Sunni theology reinstituted direct contact between man and God 
through inner knowledge. It is ironic that al-Ghazali, who rejected the 
notion of the esoteric knowledge of the Fatimid imams, advanced and sys-
tematized the theory of inner knowledge. His theory amounts to the asser-
tion “that after the Prophet’s death the Muslim community was still in need 
of divine inspiration, to be found among God’s friends.”100 These “friends” 
are agents endowed with quasi-prophetic powers.101 The incorporation of 
inner knowledge into Sunni Islam was a watershed in Islamic history.

The Mu‘tazili and the Maturidi schools each hold a different position 
on knowledge. Any religious interpretation in line with the classical 
Mu‘tazili or Maturidi theology is expected to be incompatible with the 
concept of inner knowledge. To begin with, for the Mu‘tazila, it is possi-
ble to develop a successful rational method to understand nature, and 
even to know good and evil solely through human reason.102 Thus, we do 
not detect in Mu‘tazili thought a criticism of human senses and reasoning. 
Instead, the Mu‘tazila had a rationalist view and accepted reason as a foun-
dational element of their theology. Unlike the Ash‘ari school, the Mu‘tazila 
believe that man lives in a world where things can be known. In this order, 
the human intellect is of greater value than revelation.103

The Mu‘tazili scholar, ‘Abd al-Jabbar, defined speculative reasoning as 
the first duty of man, and rational argument (hujjat al-‘aql) as the first 
evidence.104 On all accounts, the Mu‘tazila believed that confidence in the 
rational and knowable nature of reality is required; otherwise, the idea of 
human responsibility would be baseless. In other words, Mu‘tazila ratio-
nalism emerges from a moral requirement: man’s responsibility requires 
that he develop his ability to explain nature.

Maturidi theologians also emphasize reason, as it would be responsible 
for acquiring knowledge even if God had sent no prophet for this pur-
pose.105 This point is a major difference with Ash‘ari theology, which did 
not hold that reason was qualified to lead man without the aid of revela-
tion. Maturidi theology is rationalist in many respects. In Kitab al-Tawhid, 
al-Maturidi renounces those who claim that the only available method of 
acquiring knowledge is God-given intuition.

Thus, Maturidi rationalism is persistent on the central role of sensation 
and reasoning.106 Accordingly, rational knowledge with its pillars of 
reasoning and observation is the highest human faculty. Al-Maturidi even 
insists on the authority of reason over hadith (traditions). Reminding the 
reader that narrators are fallible people who can err, he suggests that 
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human reason is the best means of verification.107 His message through 
hadith is to underline that rational knowledge is the highest authority 
when it comes to verifying any type of knowledge. By contrast, al-Ash‘ari 
wrote in al-Ibanah that “we accept all the traditions for which the tradi-
tionists vouch.”108

In al-Maturidi’s methodology, relying on reasoning is not a matter of 
choice but a necessity. Al-Maturidi writes that denying reason is also an act 
of reasoning. He therefore had no doubt that rational knowledge based 
on senses and reasoning is the only available method for acquiring knowl-
edge.109 For him, knowledge that comes from sense perceptions is the 
origin of true knowledge, and one should have no doubt about its 
validity.110

Al-Maturidi was not unaware of the limits of human senses and reason-
ing. As he wrote, the knowledge acquired by sensation is subject to change 
as a result of environmental factors such as insufficient light. As we saw 
above, it was on the basis of this point that al-Ghazali would later develop 
his theory of inner knowledge. By contrast, al-Maturidi sees the limits or 
weaknesses of sensation and reasoning as a natural part of rational knowl-
edge and does not think that they disprove its validity111

3.1.3    Free Will

The issue of free will is another point of entry for an analysis of the Islamic 
idea of nature.112 On free will, Ash‘ari theologians again follow a God-first 
approach, where the prime motive is to affirm God’s omnipotence. 
Logically, such an approach compromises or even denies man’s free will. 
In Ash‘ari theology, the concept of cocreator with God (even in the lim-
ited sense, according to which man claims full agency in determining his 
actions) amounts to polytheism and contradicts God’s absolute power. If 
there were in the world something unwilled by God, wrote al-Ash‘ari, it 
would be something to the existence of which God would be averse. 
God’s authority leaves no space for anything God does not will.113 Since 
no person shares with him in his creative activity, attributing agency to 
man is simply wrong.114

Ash‘ari discourse on free will focuses on preserving God’s complete 
control over his creation.115 Al-Ash‘ari left his arguments on human will 
only as postulates, with no further attempt to demonstrate them.116 God’s 
creation, which includes all things, even intentions, leaves no space for a 
man with an autonomous capacity to act, nor even to will.117 Thus, God is 
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not only the only creator but also the only agent, as al-Ash‘ari wrote in 
Kitab al-Luma‘.118 If Islam’s maxim is La ilaha illallah (There is no god 
but God), the maxim of Ash‘ari theology on free will is “There is no agent 
but God.” The Ash‘ari view allows for almost no distinction between cre-
ation and agency. Thus, unlike Ibn Rushd, al-Ash‘ari does not differenti-
ate agencies, which makes it impossible to attribute any kind of autonomous 
agency to man. As a result, in the Ash‘ari view, man wills only what God 
willed man to will.119 Since there is no will in the sense of an autonomy 
that belongs to the agent, each act of willing or volition of man is a dis-
crete event or accident that God creates.120

However, the Ash‘ari view of free will is not strict absolutism. Ash‘ari 
theologians have deployed the concept kasb carefully, mindful of avoiding 
inconsistency in their discourse on morality, which includes the teaching 
that a man’s freedom is the essential prerequisite of his being responsible 
for his actions. The verb kasb (to acquire) presents the Arab ethical view 
that actions are possessed by  the acting person.121 The term was trans-
ferred to the theological context with the meaning of man’s will to do an 
action. And the term was interpreted to fill the gap between man’s respon-
sibility and God’s agency. Accordingly, man’s acquisition of an action 
occurs simultaneously with that action.122 Thus, theologians elaborated 
the concept of kasb to prove that man’s actions occur without contradict-
ing either God’s absolute sovereignty or man’s responsibility.123

Reading the Ash‘ari explanation of kasb, one concludes that not only its 
role but also its nature is vague. It is defined as a discrete thing created 
immediately with the act of willing and at the very same moment when 
man acts and God’s creation occurs.124 Inspired also by Atomist philoso-
phy, the model suggests that God instantaneously creates in the human a 
power of causality at the very moment of the realization of the act, and this 
transforms man into the efficacious cause.125 Thus, God remains the cre-
ator of the choice and the thing chosen, and kasb secures both human 
freedom and responsibility.126 However, the Ash‘ari theory of kasb has 
gaps, as Binyamin Abrahamov points out:

[It] does not tell us to whom the power to will belongs, to man himself or to 
God, whether God creates it for man at the moment the action takes place or 
before the occurrence of the action, or whether it is an inherent element in 
man. However, since, according to al-Ash‘ari, God wills and creates all things, 
one may conclude that He wills and creates man’s power to will as well as the 
will itself. Although al-Ash‘ari does not mention the power to will, it is evident 
that according to al-Luma‘ man cannot will unless God wills.127
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The crux of the theory is the question of to whom acquisition belongs, 
and the answer is yet to be clarified. For example, in Al-Ibanah, al-Ash‘ari 
wrote that there is no acquisition on the part of human beings that God 
does not will.128 Thus, Ash‘ari theology, as Georges F. Hourani summa-
rizes it, succeeds at dismissing the problem but not at solving it.129

Even some Ash‘ari theologians recognize the logical gaps in the Ash‘ari 
account of free will. For example, Mahmud Isfahani (d. 1279), a scholar 
at the Revahiyye Madrasa, argued that the man’s acts are God’s creations. 
Aware of the contradictory content of the theory, Isfahani ended his part 
in the debate, noting that the best thing to do with this topic is to follow 
the method of the early scholars, which was to cease arguing about it and 
to be satisfied with the fact that God understood how there was no con-
tradiction, even if humans did not.130 The ambitious Ash‘ari attempt to 
harmonize man’s will and God’s sovereignty has repeatedly resulted in 
theological analogies. However, none of them has resolved the logical 
problems. As Ibn Rushd warned, analogies are convincing until they are 
investigated, when their deficiency becomes evident.131

The Mu‘tazili perspective on free will is a man-first approach, unlike the 
God-first approach of the Ash‘ari school. Accordingly, man not only has 
power over his good and bad deeds but also creates them.132 As ‘Abd al-
Jabbar (d. 1024) succinctly puts it, the Mu‘tazila thesis has a simple logic: 
“If God were the agent of our acts then they would not have happened 
according to our purposes and motivation.”133 Pointing out that two dif-
ferent actors cannot do an act as one, for they may disagree sometimes, the 
Mu‘tazila argued that God delegated real power to man to freely make his 
own choices to act on them. Not giving any credit to theological analogies 
or contrived concepts like kasb, they simply accept that man has the ability 
to determine his action according to his will.134

While summarizing the Mu‘tazila’s five general principles, Abu᾽l-Qasim 
al-Balkhi (d. 931) made the point that God does not create the acts of 
human beings, as God created human beings with the capacity for action 
(qudra).135 Looking at such arguments today against the backdrop of 
Sunni theology, they appear so divergent from mainstream views as to be 
utterly incapable of acquiring any legitimacy. Thus, the typical criticism of 
the Mu‘tazila view of human freedom, a criticism that is also relevant for 
the Maturidi, is the problem of harmonizing man’s choice and God’s will. 
In challenging the Mu‘tazila, many have asked the same question that was 
posed by ‘Abd Allah al-Baydawi (d. 1286), a leading Ash‘ari theologian: 
What if man makes a choice, and his will is contrary to the will of God?136 
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To overcome such questions, the Mu‘tazila developed a concept of God 
that rejects divine attributes.137 Lacking divine attributes, this God is 
impersonal and does not know the particulars of or create man’s actions. 
This conception of God is compatible with the Mu‘tazila’s view of free 
will, where man has absolute autonomy in his actions.

The Maturidi concept of free will is also a man-first approach, though 
within a reserved framework. Al-Maturidi tried to develop a theology 
where human beings are really doers of their actions and are free.138 
However, al-Maturidi rejected the notion that man is the creator of 
his acts.139

Maturidi developed his idea of man’s autonomy in a balanced way, care-
ful not to imply anything that resonates with Mu‘tazila’s arguments. As we 
saw, leading Maturidi scholars like al-Nasafi (1067–1142) aimed to 
develop a theological interpretation where man chooses his actions.140 
Al-Hakim al-Samarqandi (d. 925), an early representative of the school, 
similarly insisted that man has the capacity for action but that capacity 
exists contemporaneously with the action.141 The Maturidi account focuses 
on man’s autonomy over his deeds. In the Maturidi view, man is truly free 
and thus is the doer of his actions.142 Like the Mu‘tazila, Maturidi theolo-
gians gave priority to prove the autonomy of man, leaving the God-linked 
side of the debate in abeyance. Thus, on this account, the Maturidi’s view 
differs substantially from the God-first Ash‘ari theology of free will.

The Maturidi concept of kasb is straightforward: Man is the doer of 
action (fa‘il) and a free one (mukhtar), and thus he is an acquirer, kasib.143 
Unlike the Ash‘ari position, which qualifies man’s acquisition, the Maturidi 
position accepts that God has no impact on man’s action in terms of acqui-
sition.144 In this model, God gives man freedom to act, and man’s acts 
emerge as a result of cooperation between God and man.145 The coopera-
tion occurs with a kind of division of labor: God is the creator and man is 
the doer.146 Man is able to freely act without requiring God’s intervention 
as creator.147

But, how is this possible? The answer lies in al-Maturidi’s concept of 
agency, which is reminiscent of that of Ibn Rushd. In contrast to al-Ash‘ari 
and his followers, al-Maturidi suggests that although agency belongs to 
God in terms of creating man’s action, man does have agency when it 
comes to doing his own actions, and such agency does not contradict 
God’s sovereignty. In this conception, every human action has two seg-
ments; the first belongs to God, and the second belongs to man.148
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Al-Maturidi’s conception of human will is located to the left of the 
Ash‘ari position on the spectrum of Islamic theology. At the same time, 
al-Maturidi saw the Mu‘tazila position as red line that could not be legiti-
mately crossed. Thus, it is consistent to argue that Maturidi’s analysis of 
human action involves elements of both Mu‘tazila and Ash‘ari theology.149

3.1.4    The Idea of God

The final issue that constitutes part of the Islamic idea of nature is the 
concept of God: how God is described, and the implications of that 
description for the explanation of natural events.

The Diyanet’s The Encyclopedia of Islam defines Allah as the supreme 
being that created and governs the universe.150 According to this defini-
tion, one crucial information about God is that he governs the universe. If 
God governs the universe, what is the proper attitude toward God with 
regard to the functioning of things in the universe?

On this issue, the Qur’an can be interpreted to support both personal 
and impersonal conceptions of God.151 It declares God to be unique: 
“There is nothing whatever like unto Him.”152 The doctrine of uniqueness 
and difference (mukhalafa) is underscored. However, the Qur’an also 
speaks of certain attributes of God that present him as having a personality 
that knows, speaks, and even sits on a throne. Furthermore, the Qur’an 
uses anthropomorphic terms like God’s eyes and hands. Throughout his-
tory Islamic thought has oscillated between the personal and impersonal 
conceptions of God. In Kitab al-Luma‘, al-Ash‘ari warns that it is not 
proper to refer to God using those names about whose meaning is no 
consensus among Muslims, indicating how the conception of God is also 
a social construction.153

We can plot various Islamic groups’ conceptions of God on a spectrum. 
On one pole, there is ta‘til, where God is depicted as essentially an imper-
sonal power. On the opposite pole lies tashbih, where God is endowed 
with attributes that make him a personal deity.154 Throughout Islamic his-
tory, Muslims have given credit to both approaches when interpreting this 
pillar of their faith.155

The theological debates about the nature of God certainly have their 
dilemmas: While God’s divine essence requires a very abstract conceptual-
ization of him, understandings of God in Muslim daily life can lead to 
anthropomorphization. Contending conceptions of God have appeared 
between the two poles of the spectrum, as displayed in Table 3.2. Ibn 

  G. BACIK



77

Miskawayh (d. 1030) summarized the dilemma thus: any conception of 
God is always incomplete.156 The problem therefore is how this incom-
pleteness might be observed in the various conceptions of God. For exam-
ple, reflecting a sort of utilitarian view, he states that religion requires a 
personal God replete with attributes understandable to people, who could 
then fear and love him: the popular demand is for a God who is the per-
sonal target of worship and prayer.

However, bringing God into the realm of daily life generates a complex 
concern: It must be done without contradicting God’s absolute unity.157 Ibn 
Miskawayh’s warning was important. Putting God into any context, be it 
theological one or natural causality, is likely to end in the erosion of his abso-
lute and divine unity, that is, in some kind of incompleteness.158 At the same 
time, philosophers’ abstract conception of God is also affected by incom-
pleteness for failing to be meaningful to the people. Aware of the same 
problem, Ibn Rushd also warned that for average people, it is difficult to 
accept the idea of God that is not linked with something imaginable.159

On the other hand, a concept of God is usually the outcome of how an 
Islamic school of thought defines its position in regard of causality, inner 
knowledge, and free will. Logically, less emphasis on the role of secondary 
agents would result in a more personal conception of God. Such a rela-
tionship is also observed between other elements of the Islamic idea of 
nature. For example, more emphasis on causality usually results in less 
emphasis on inner knowledge. Repudiating secondary causes, for instance, 
Ash‘ari theology is already inclined toward an active and personal God. 
Similarly, inner knowledge consolidated the personal concept of God by 
allowing for direct contact between man and God.

Sunni scholars usually try to locate their conception of God at the cen-
ter of the spectrum of Islamic theology (Table  3.2), avoiding both 
extremes of ta‘til and tashbih. For example, al-Ghazali deemed anthropo-
morphism and the philosophical idea of an impersonal God to be equally 
dangerous. For him, God is unique: divine, so unlike any created thing. 
He has no face, body, or form, nor size, manner, or quality, for he resem-
bles nothing and is resembled by nothing.160 In Moderation in Belief, he 

Table 3.2  The spectrum of the concept of God in Islam

Ta‘til Tashbih

Non-personal God Personal God
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explained that God is not a body, for all bodies are composed of more than 
one element and have a specific magnitude. But he also added that God is 
not a mode or substance.161

Therefore, not thinking of God as body or substance, al-Ghazali refrains 
from giving an incorporeal image of God that resembles the philosophers’ 
God, who is a cosmic entity or an abstract intellect. Remembering Ibn 
Miskawayh’s dilemma, al-Ghazali wanted to fix his concept of God on 
exactly the right point, which is supposed to satisfy both social-utilitarian 
and theological requirements. For example, exhibiting a typical social-
utilitarian concern in his conception of God, al-Ghazali argued that seeing 
is more perfect than the one who does not see, and that thus it is illogical 
to attribute seeing to man but not to God.162

Sunni scholars have generally accepted that presenting the Islamic idea 
of God in a well-balanced, populist discourse is necessary for teaching the 
general Muslim population about God. Thus, whoever listens to his crea-
tures, helps them, and accepts or rejects their prayers becomes the popular 
idea of God. This discourse led to the integration of God into the daily life 
of Muslims. To rephrase Erwin I.J.  Rosenthal: this God is like the 
Abrahamic God who declares “I am” with a defined personality, who 
actively fills the soul and heart of people. He is unlike the Greek notion of 
God, who is the author of mathematical truths, or the order of the ele-
ments.163 However, such a strategy naturally resulted in a theology where 
God is defined with various attributes. Accordingly, a personal God whose 
agency is defined as the origin of all events in nature required attributes.164 
However, defining God with attributes carries the risk of anthropomor-
phism, and both the Ash‘ari and the Maturidi schools developed complex 
arguments to prove that attributes are neither identical to nor other than 
God.165 Thus, both in Ash‘ari and Maturidi theology, we frequently 
observe the warning “but not in the way humans do….” This is the typical 
assurance for the proponents of the personal conception of God that God 
is not like a human. For instance, al-Ghazali wrote that the name is differ-
ent than the act of naming and the thing named, and thus God’s names 
and attributes should be understood within their idiosyncrasy.166 Similarly, 
on God’s attributes, al-Maturidi wrote that they are neither the same as 
God’s personality nor they different from his personality.167 Probably the 
most eloquent formulation of this point is again available in al-Ghazali’s 
Alchemy of Happiness, where he wrote that no one can understand a king 
but a king.168
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One way of guarding against anthropomorphizing God ironically 
involved borrowing notion of hal from the Mu‘tazila and linking it with 
concept of attributes. Briefly, hal (pl. ahwal) is a metaphysical entity that 
is neither existent nor non-existent and that informs us of how God acts 
through his self. Hal theory claims that God’s acts as grounded in his self 
are like being knowing or being hearing.169 The theory explains God’s 
continuous agency in nature without giving way to anthropomorphism. 
Thus, it could be seen as an attempt within Ash‘ari theology to correct an 
overly personal conception of God. Abu Bakr al-Baqillani (d. 1013) intro-
duced the notion of hal to Ash‘ari thought, and later other key scholars 
like al-Juwayni and al-Razi adopted it.170

However, al-Ghazali did not approve of hal theory and even his discus-
sions on the concept of God were critical of such an approach.171 Thus, 
al-Ghazali played an important role in sustaining the traditional Ash‘ari 
conception of a personal God with anthropomorphic features. In Kitab 
al-Luma‘, there are various passages where al-Ash‘ari proposes some opin-
ions that clearly contradict hal theory. For example, he writes that God 
cannot be knowing by himself. Basically, he was against any theological 
interpretation that might mean rejecting divine attributes. For him, God’s 
knowledge is divine and eternal but separate from God.172 Similarly, in 
Al-Ibanah, he wrote that whoever says that God is a knower but does not 
have knowledge is wrong.173 The result of such principles is a personal 
conception of God whose agency operates through divine attributes such 
as seeing, hearing, and even the use of hands. Even, al-Ash‘ari proposes a 
personal conception of God, with a face, two hands, and eyes.174 He 
believed that rejecting the divine attributes would result in a passive God 
with no hearing and no sight.175 One major reason for al-Ash‘ari’s opposi-
tion toward abstract conceptions of God and for his support for a personal 
conception is his linguistic method in interpreting the Qur’anic passages 
about God. In his explications of the Qur’anic statements about concepts 
like God’s hands, throne, and eyes, al-Ash‘ari proposes that God addressed 
the Arabs only in their classical language and that “we have recourse to 
what we find understood in their speech and comprehended in their 
address.”176 For al-Ash‘ari, since, “their language does not allow what the 
innovators claim,” abstract speculations about the concept of God are 
improper; thus, a literal interpretation of the related parts of Qur’an is cor-
rect as the Arab understood them.177 A logical result of this method is an 
anthropomorphic interpretation of the relevant Qur’anic verses.
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In contrast, God according to al-Farabi—whom al-Ghazali declared a 
heretic—is an impersonal, abstract, thinking, and acting power, like the 
Greek notion of God.178 For al-Farabi, existence and thought are almost 
indivisible in the case of God, which makes God nothing but an immate-
rial intellect that exists only in or through its thinking.179 Depicting God 
as only intellect is indeed beyond what Ash‘ari theologians could have 
accepted. Though they suggest that God has no body and form, they are 
of the opinion that God is never the fuzzy or nebulous existence that phi-
losophers like al-Farabi postulate. The typical Sunni view maintains that 
God has a divine personality that humans cannot comprehend.180

The Mu‘tazila conception of God presents another striking contrast: 
their priority was to formulate a theology where God is an intellect.181 
Thus, their God is a kind of pure actuality of thought that requires no dif-
ferentiation between essence and attribute.182 It is more like a pure abstrac-
tion, a cipher, as ‘Abdus-Subhan explained it.183 There is nothing that 
separates God’s nature and his attributes or actions, and thus anything 
other than God’s nature, attributes, and actions is created and has no 
divine essence.184 Logically, this view leads to the rejection of the divine 
attributes of God that are not part of his essence, in order to maintain 
God’s unity.185 Rejecting coeternal and separate attributes, God is said to 
act by virtue of his self (ahwal).186 By rejecting attributes, the Mu‘tazila 
also conclude that God knows only through universals. Loyal to an abstract 
conception of God, the Mu‘tazila accepted that God is not seeable in the 
afterlife, for to be seeable, God would have to exist in a dimension that 
people can observe through their senses.187

The question of whether God is seen in the afterlife was a key difference 
between the two conceptions of God. Undoubtedly, the possibility of see-
ing God in the hereafter was helpful in the consolidation among Muslims 
of the personal idea of God. Thus, the possibility of seeing God in the 
afterlife became a pillar of the Ash‘ari and the Maturidi schools. Al-Ash‘ari 
holds that God will be seen in the next world by sight.188 Al-Maturidi also 
accepts the visibility of God, however his explanation is qualified: people 
will see God in way that it is incomprehensible to humans in this life and 
is not like the normal sight that we use to sense light and distance.189 
Al-Ghazali promised that people would enjoy “the pleasure of looking on 
God’s noble face.”190 Both Ash‘ari and Maturidi theologians approach this 
issue as an argument against the philosophical conception of the immate-
rial God. Despite its various negative theological implications, it drew a 
red line between their conception and that of the philosophers’, for seeing 
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God in the afterlife requires a personal God.191 As Aaron Huges wrote, the 
desire to visualize the divine mediates the fundamental tension between 
“God’s incorporeality and the need to apprehend Him as a personal divin-
ity with continuous involvement in human affairs.”192 In fact, al-Ash‘ari 
wrote almost the same point in Al-Ibanah and argued that those who 
reject the visibility of God through sight have in mind only ta‘til.193

Another pertinent question that further distinguished the personal and 
impersonal conceptions of God is that of how God knows things in nature. 
The Mu‘tazila, as well as several philosophers like Ibn Sina, argued that 
God knows only universals, and thus his knowledge of particulars is pos-
sible only through those universals. Otherwise, they argued, God’s know-
ing particular things would require a change in him, which would 
contradict his divinity. Since the eternal cannot change in anyway, as Ibn 
Rushd reasoned, rationalist scholars proposed God’s knowing through 
universals.194

The idea that God knows through universals coheres with the view that 
man possessed an absolute ability to act in a world governed by natural 
laws. In his The Incoherence of the Philosophers, al-Ghazali condemns such 
opinions as heresy on the grounds that they entail change in God’s essence. 
This is so because if knowledge changes, the knower must also change. 
And therein lies the fallacy, as al-Ghazali wrote, for this argument leads to 
equating God with the dead, where God is able to have only self-
knowledge, in a state of “ignorance of everything else.”195 As in the case 
of seeing God, al-Ghazali warns that God’s knowing is unlike man’s, for 
otherwise, knowing for God would mean a change in him, and that is not 
compatible with his divinity.196 Thus, al-Ghazali criticized rationalists for 
negating everything in God’s greatness that serves to magnify God.197 
Al-Ghazali’s God knows every detail: “the sands of the deserts, the leaves 
of the trees, the palpitations of the human heart.”198 More critically, in 
Ash‘ari theology, the fact that God knows particulars entails that God is a 
personal deity with separate attributes who governs the universe and 
responds to prayers.199

As we observed in related discussions on the concept of God, the major 
difference among scholars was a reflection of personal and non-personal 
concepts of God. Following a non-personal concept of God, the Mu‘tazila 
do not engage in obscurantism, but they do have their own problems: The 
highly abstract concept of God that they propose was never popular, nor 
understandable for the average Muslim. Despite the risk of anthropomor-
phism, the personal concept of God of both Ash‘ari and Maturidi branches 
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of Sunni orthodoxy was appealing to ordinary believers and meaningful in 
the daily life of the average Muslim. The cost of such a theology is the 
classical problem of anthropomorphism, a topic of philosophy since 
Xenophanes (570–480 BCE). On this account, all attributes of God are 
understandable in terms of comparisons with human beings, be those 
comparisons of a negative or positive kind. For instance, “God is eternal 
but man is not” is negative comparison. However, when it is said that man 
knows but God’s knowledge is limitless, it is a positive comparison. Thus, 
the point of comparison (vahid-i qiyas) is man. This might be logical, but 
even so, it can lead to a man-oriented understanding of God, or even, as 
Ibn Rushd puts it, turning God into (merely) an eternal man.200

The debate over the conception of God also reflects the same diver-
gences when it comes to whether a moral inquiry about God’s actions is 
relevant or not. For the Mu‘tazila, the moral framework of human reason 
can be applied even to God’s actions.201 They argued that God’s actions 
have a moral framework that is understandable by human reason. For 
instance, Qadi ‘Abd al-Jabbar wrote that God’s acts are morally good, and 
he describes them as morally good as understood from the human per-
spective.202 The logical conclusion of the Mu‘tazila argument is a moral 
conclusion about God: God also has a moral obligation, for example, to 
reward people who fulfill their moral obligations.203

The Ash‘ari commitment to preserving God’s absolute divinity leads to 
a different interpretation of God’s actions and morality.204 God’s acts can-
not be fully grasped by human minds. Thus, human being cannot propose 
a moral framework to evaluate his actions. Right and wrong are merely 
human categories that cannot be applied to God’s acts. The Ash‘ari per-
spective categorically rejects even the idea of evaluating the logic of God’s 
actions according to human rationality.205 Al-Ashari holds that God is not 
bound to do anything.206 He wrote that one who is unjust is not unjust 
because he makes injustice as another’s injustice207 Thus, what we see as 
injustices are created by God for people and prove the injustice of those 
people not rather than of God.208

Al-Ghazali also argues that it is not obligatory for God even to care 
about the wellbeing of his servants, for he may do “whatever he wills and 
decree whatever he wants.”209 To clarify how God’s actions are perfectly 
arbitrary, al-Ghazali gives a compelling example: “God is able to bring 
suffering upon an animal that is innocent of any crime, and he is not 
required to reward it.”210 This example derives from al-Ash‘ari’s Kitab al-
Luma‘, where it is written that God can inflict pain on infants in the next 
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life or can punish believers while rewarding unbelievers in paradise.211 The 
message that Ash‘ari theologians want to convey is that there is no moral 
determinism that can explain God’s actions.212 God is simply not obligated 
to reward even obedient people,213 and it up to God to assign his servants’ 
obligations, whether within their ability or beyond their ability.214 The 
Ash‘ari position on this topic is similar to the schools’ view of causality. 
There are no autonomous natural laws, and thus what we see in nature is 
his customs; likewise, there are no autonomous moral principles, and thus 
what God does is good.

On the evaluation of the morality of God’s actions, the Maturidi posi-
tion is located somewhere between the Ash‘ari emphasis on God’s sover-
eignty and the Mu‘tazila emphasis on God’s justice. Not accepting the 
Ash‘ari repudiation of moral inquiry,215 Maturidi theology holds that while 
God is the absolute sovereign, his creatures are not subjects of arbitrari-
ness, for they have their own characteristics and their own rights.216 Thus, 
while Maturidi theology accepts that God cannot be obligated to perform 
to a specific act, there is no injustice or folly in his actions.217

Without imposing a binding morality on God’s actions, al-Maturidi 
insists that God’s acts are always wise and just. God never acts arbitrarily; 
he puts everything in its right place.218 Thus, for al-Maturidi, it is incon-
ceivable that the cosmos is based on anything other than wisdom, and it is 
equally inconceivable that God deviates from wisdom.219 Though Maturidi 
does not follow the Mu‘tazila, he is very clear that God’s actions are neces-
sarily wise, as any other possibility would diminish his divinity.220 Though 
sharing with al-Ash‘ari the principle that God is not bound to any kind of 
principle, al-Maturidi insists that God’s actions must be wise, even if he 
does not formulate this as a binding norm.221

3.2    Conclusion

In this chapter I have plotted on a spectrum the contending arguments 
about four subjects that together constitute the Islamic idea of nature. We 
can identify both rationalist interpretations that emphasize man’s auton-
omy and traditionalist interpretations that emphasize God’s omnipotence. 
Another key point that this chapter has demonstrated is that the Islamic 
idea of nature is composed of interconnected subjects. Thus, how one 
explains one subject, for example causality or the concept of God, informs 
how one explains the other three.
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The Islamic idea of nature has been a key component of the interplay 
between Islam and Muslims. It has affected Muslims’ understanding of 
nature, morality, freedom, and many other important issues. Understanding 
different groups’ interpretations of the Islamic idea of nature is thus criti-
cal for understanding how Islam relates to and may help explain various 
situations and problems in the Muslim world.

Having summarized the formation of Sunni orthodoxy and the Islamic 
idea of nature within the Sunni theology, the following chapters will study 
how these ideas are relevant in the Turkish case and how Muslims in con-
temporary Turkey are taught Islamic theology with regard to the four 
subjects of the Islamic idea of nature.
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“Kitāb al-Luma”. The Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society of Great Britain and 
Ireland 2 (1): 210–221.

———. 1992. Fakhr al-Din al-Razi on God’s Knowledge of the Particulars. Oriens 
33 (1): 133–155.

Abu Bakar, Ibrahim. 1989. Some Aspects of Ibn Miskawayh’s Thought. Islamiyyat 
10 (1): 115–123.

Abu Zayd, Abdu-r-rahman. 1990. Al-Ghazali on Divine Predicates and Their 
Property. Lahore: S. M. Ashraf.

Adamson, Peter. 2003. Al-Kindi and the Mu‘tazila: Divine Attributes, Creation 
and Freedom. Arabic Sciences and Philosophy 13 (1): 45–77.

Adamson, Peter, and Peter E.  Pormann. 2012. More than Heat and Light: 
Miskawayh’s Epistle on Soul and Intellect. The Muslim World 102 
(3/4): 478–524.

Ak, Ahmet. 2009. Selçuklular Döneminde Maturidilik. Ankara: Yayın Evi.
al-Ash‘ari. 1940. Al-Ibanah ‘An Usul Ad-Diyanah [The Elucidation of Islam’s 

Foundation]. Translated by Walter C.  Klein. New Haven: American 
Oriental Society.

———. 1953. Kitab al-Luma‘ [The Luminous Book]. Translated by Richard 
J. McCarthy. Beirut: Imprimerie Catholique.

———. 1963. Maqalat al-Islamiyyin wa Ikhtilaf al-Musallin. Edited by H. Ritter. 
Wiesbaden: Franz Steiner.

al-Athir, ‘Ali Ibn. 2002. The Annals of the Saljuq Turks: Selections from al-Kamil 
fi’l-Ta’rikh of ‘Izz al-Din Ibn al-Athir. New York: Routledge-Curzon.

Al-Galli, Ahmad Mohamad Ahmad. 1976. The Place of Reason in the Theology 
of al-Maturidi and Al-Ash‘ari. PhD diss., University of Edinburgh.

al-Ghazali. 1963. Deliverance From Error [Al Munkidh min Ad Dallal]. Translated 
by W.M. Watt. Lahore: Sh. Muhammad Ashraf.

———. 1964. Council for Kings [Nasihat al-Muluk]. Translated by F.R.C. Bagley. 
London: Oxford University Press.

———. 1978. The Just Balance [Al-Qistas Al-Mustaqim]. Translated by 
D.P. Brewster. Lahore: Sh. M. Ashraf.

———. 1991. The Alchemy of Happiness [Kimiya-yi Sa‘adat]. Translated by Claud 
Field. Lahore: Sh. M. Ashraf.

———. 1993. Revival of Religious Learnings Vol. 3 [Ihya Ulum Al-din]. Translated 
by Fazl-ul-Karim. Karachi: Darul Ishaat.

———. 2000. The Incoherence of the Philosophers [Tahafut al-falasifa]. Translated 
by Michael E. Marmura. Utah: Brigham Young University Press.

  G. BACIK



93

———. 2007. Ninety-Nine Beautiful Names of God [Al-Maqsad al-asna fi sharh 
asma’Allah al-husna]. Translated by David B.  Burrel and Nazih Daher. 
Cambridge: The Islamic Text Society.

———. 2013. Al-Ghazali’s Moderation in Belief [Al-Iqtisad Fi Al-I‘tiqad]. 
Translated by Alaaddin M. Yaqub. Chicago: The University of Chicago Press.

al-Jawzi, Sibt ibn. 1968. Mir’at al-zaman fi ta’rikh al-a’yan. Ankara: A. Sevim.
Al-Jubouri, I.M.N. 2004. History of Islamic Philosophy With View of Greek Philosophy 

and Early History of Islam. Hertford: Bright Pen.
al-Maturidi. 2017. Te’vilatul-Kur’an Tercümesi I [Kitab Ta’wilat al-Qur’an]. 

Translated by Bekir Topaloğlu. Istanbul: Ensar.
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CHAPTER 4

The Contested Boundaries of Turkish Islam

The ninth-grade religious course textbook emphasizes that al-Maturidi’s 
opinions have deeply influenced Turks’ understanding of religion and 
faith.1 A popular remark presents Turks as followers of Abu Hanifa in reli-
gious practice and of al-Maturidi in creed: “Amelde mezhebim Ebu Hanife, 
itikatta mezhebim Iṁam Maturidi.” This formulation suggests that the 
Maturidi interpretation of Islamic theology—including the Islamic idea of 
nature—is one among multiple interpretations and implicitly distinguishes 
Turkey from parts of the Muslim world where Ash‘ari theology is domi-
nant. But how distinctive is Turkish Maturidism? Does religious socializa-
tion and education in Turkey teach a concept of causality different from 
that of Ash‘ari occasionalism?

I will answer these questions in the following chapters by directly analyz-
ing how selected cases interpret and transmit the Islamic idea of nature in 
contemporary Turkey. In this chapter, I inquire into Turks’ views of Ash‘ari 
and Maturidi theology. In the previous chapters, I discussed how the Ash‘ari 
theology emerged as mainstream Islamic idea of nature in the post-Abbasid 
era, and how Maturidism has stayed as a legitimate contender school with 
full legitimacy within the Sunni orthodoxy. Since Islamic theological schools 
are the historical carriers of theological interpretations from one generation 
to the next, the contemporary interpretation of the Islamic idea of nature in 
Turkey cannot be explained without some reference to that background. 
Therefore, we need to identify first where and how theology in Turkey has 
been positioned between the Ash‘ari and the Maturidi schools.
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4.1    The Primary Religious Identity: Hanafism

A large majority of Muslims in Turkey follows the Hanafi school, while 
smaller groups have shown interest in Shafi‘i, Hanbali, and Maliki.2 Since 
the early-Ottoman period, the state has maintained the Hanafism as the 
dominant school of law. The early-Ottoman elites shared a commitment 
to the Hanafi School,3 which enjoyed an exclusive official recognition in 
the Ottoman Empire.4 In a typical court ruling, the process usually 
required “a faithful and convenient rendering of the classical Hanafi ver-
sion of the sharia.”5

The Hanafi interpretation of Islam remained dominant into the repub-
lican period too, despite that new regime’s commitment to secularization. 
The republican elites tried to confine Islam to the private realm, but within 
that realm Hanafi law remained influential. Inspired by Atatürk, the 
Turkish parliament asked Elmalılı Hamdi Yazır to write an exegesis of the 
Qur’an in 1925. Yazır was an Islamist scholar who became famous during 
the second Constitutional Period (1908–1920).6 Reflecting the continu-
ing interest of officialdom in Hanafism, the assignment specified that the 
exegesis should be written in accordance with the Hanafi School.7 Yazır 
noted in the Preface to the exegesis that he followed the Hanafi approach.8 
This case demonstrates how the secular republic continued to recognize 
Hanafism as the official religion.

Hanafism has also informed Turks’ understanding of Maturidi theol-
ogy. Accordingly, Maturidi theology is usually regarded as a subbranch of 
Hanafism.9 However, the primacy that Hanafism enjoyed in the Ottoman 
interpretation of Islamic law was never conferred upon Maturidism in the-
ology. The Hanafi identity of the Ottomans and today’s Turks was and is 
affirmed by the state, which is not the case with regard to Maturidi theol-
ogy. Instead, the boundary of Ottoman Maturidism was blurred, due to 
its continuous receptions from the Ash‘ari. Thus, whereas the Turks are 
staunchly Hanafi, their doctrinal identity has been syncretic. Recognizing 
this syncretism is essential to understanding the Turkish case with regard 
to Islamic theology as well as the Islamic idea of nature.

Scholarship generally offers two reasons for Ottoman official interest in 
Hanafism. The first is the ruling elite’s historical affinity with Hanafism, 
which has its origins in Central Asia, when the first contacts of Turks with 
Hanafi circles were believed to have been made. In this narrative, the cen-
trality of Hanafism in Turkish Islam is very old and embedded in Turkish 
culture. The second reason is political pragmatism: It is argued that Hanafism 
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suited Turkish social structure and governance because of its rational and 
flexible nature.10 Accordingly, the Ottoman state and elites maintained their 
support for Hanafism because it offered them flexibility in interpreting the 
Islamic law.11

This explanation brings to mind the Seljuqs’ interest in religion, 
described in Chap. 2 as patronage. As a matter of fact, as Rudolph Peters 
has argued, a distinctive Ottoman Hanafism emerged, “one that accord-
ingly was well suited to the requirements of the bureaucratic set-up of the 
Ottoman state.”12 Hanafism was gradually transformed into a legal doc-
trine for the state with a more uniform and predictable nature, crafted to 
suit to the state’s policies.13

The discursive function of Hanafism was also important. Hanafism but-
tressed the political legitimacy of the dynasty. Classical texts like 
Şema‘ilname—written in the early 1590s by an imperial historian specifi-
cally “to demonstrate the Ottoman dynasty’s fitness to rule”—attributed 
the Ottoman dynasty’s legitimacy to its adherence to Sunni Islam and the 
Hanafi school of law.14 Hanafism offered a legitimizing religious narrative 
to the Ottomans, rulers of a rising state in the Western Islamic world. 
Thus, as Colin Imber explains, Hanafi law was symbolically important 
even in determining the structure of the Ottoman dynasty.15 For Ottomans, 
Hanafism was a legitimizing religious discourse that could also accommo-
date their politico-religious aspirations.

On the other hand, the Ottoman case was another version of the 
hierarchical-society model that had its roots in the Turco-Sassanid tradi-
tion: it reflected the standard features of that model, such as the state’s 
control of economic groups by its imposed bureaucratic rationality.16 As 
Suraiya Faroqhi has written, it was a system “where everybody was sup-
posed to know his or her place and, ideally, remain in it.”17 Like the econ-
omy, religion was also subordinated within this hierarchy. Ottoman 
Hanafism depended on a closed alliance of state and religion. The Ottoman 
“circle of equity,” drafted by Kınalizade Ali Çelebi (d. 1571), which 
Norman Itzkowitz summarized as a “formulation that embodied the ethi-
cal, political, and social values of the Ottomans,” reflected this state-
dominated hierarchy: there can be no royal authority without the military, 
the state’s prop is the religious law, and there is no support for the reli-
gious law without royal authority.18

The land regime also reflected this hierarchy, as well as the alliance 
between state and religion in the Ottoman system. The Ottomans declared 
all cultivated lands to be state property in principle and introduced a strictly 
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controlled land regime.19 According to Halil Iṅalcık, it was the militaristic 
character of the state that led to this policy, reminiscent of the Seljuqi iqta. 
The scarcity of silver, as Iṅalcık explains, forced the Ottomans to adopt a 
direct goods-based system of remuneration.20 This sate-centered system 
benefited the state treasury, as it secured a predictable amount of revenue 
from land, but harmed the interests of the peasantry, who had fixed tax 
burdens independent of agricultural output. For Iṅalcık, such problems 
were typical of the economic model in place since the Sassanid period.21

With respect to the land regime, the Ottomans expected Hanafi jurists 
to offer an accommodating framework. Their expectation was satisfied. 
As Baber Johansen has shown, in its early period, Hanafi law protected 
peasant ownership of land against state claims.22 Hanafi law included a 
principle somewhat resembling individual ownership of property. 
However, the classical Hanafi view of land regime gradually changed to 
the detriment of individual rights. As of the fifteenth century, we see a 
new interpretation of land tenure, in which ownership of agricultural land 
is understood “not as arising from possession by individuals but as vested 
in the treasury and delegated in different forms to intermediate and 
cultivators.”23

This new interpretation was clear: Land was state property merely 
leased to a temporary proprietor until it reverted to the state upon the 
death of the proprietor. Various groups including the notables opposed 
the new land regime.24 That was the typical response of autonomy-seeking 
actors witnessing the erosion of their domain. But what we observe is the 
transformation of Hanafi law according to the Ottoman raison d’etat. We 
can see this development in the example of the change in the land regime 
(in Iraq and elsewhere) through jurists’ new interpretations, which went 
beyond the previous Hanafi rulings to justify Ottoman policies. Advancing 
new interpretations on the pretext of the public interest or necessity, jurists 
developed pro-government approaches to displace the original Hanafi 
views, which included a principle resembling individually owned property.25

The harmony between the Ottoman state and Hanafi law cannot be 
interpreted solely in terms of the latter’s readiness to meet the former’s 
practical needs. It was also a reflection of the alliance between religion and 
state legitimized and reinforced by Sunni orthodoxy. The state was able to 
intervene in the formulation of religious law. As Guy Burak has observed, 
state interest in regulating the doctrine of the Hanafi school of law pro-
duced a hierarchy of state-supported scholars whose purpose was to bring 
religious law in line with state interests.26 Baki Tezcan’s findings—though 
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in a different context—also support the view that it was mainly the state, 
rather than the characteristics of the particular (Hanafi) school, that deter-
mined the interpretation of Islamic law.27

The harmony between the state and Hanafism generated an administra-
tive culture among Ottoman bureaucrats that defined Hanafism as the 
dominant school. Accordingly, the best solution for an Ottoman adminis-
trator was to handle a case according to the Hanafi School. However, they 
were not completely closed to other schools of law, so long as those 
schools remained below Hanafism on the legal hierarchy. Hanafi law was 
the rule, and others were tolerated in particular cases. Recep Cici has 
shown the Hanafi dominance among major texts of the Ottoman religious 
circles of the classical period (1300–1600), despite the lack of objection to 
referring to other schools.28

The close relationship with the state tied religion to political develop-
ments. In the sixteenth century, Ottoman rule extended over territories of 
Muslim populations where other schools were followed. The Ottomans 
became less tolerant of other interpretations in courts than they had 
before.29 The Ottoman judge became a dispenser of Hanafi-law justice in 
most parts of the Balkans and Anatolia, “no matter what the religion or 
legal school of the parties concerned.”30 Adherence to the Hanafi inter-
pretation of Islamic law was now an obligation of judges.31 The exception 
was places where people observed other schools of law, like those of the 
newly gained Arab lands. The Ottoman’s reaction to the new demographic 
composition of the empire resulted in the rise of Hanafism as an official 
school of law.32

At times the Ottomans promoted Hanafism in Arab lands. For exam-
ple, sustained state support for Hanafi scholars in Damascus led the profile 
of jurists and scholars in the city to become more Hanafi-oriented by the 
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. This happened despite the Shafi‘i 
dominance of Damascus in the previous century.33 Similarly, the Ottomans 
restricted judges to Hanafi jurisprudence during the reorganization of the 
Sharia courts in nineteenth-century Egypt as part of an administrative 
reform aimed at uniformity in law.34

The Ottoman approach to the Hanafi School created a model where the 
state brought Hanafism in line with its agenda. The Hanafi jurists did not 
refuse to accommodate the ebbs and flows of Ottoman politics because of 
the power relations that linked them to the state in the usual logic of the 
Sunni orthodoxy. The model worked similarly in later periods of the Empire. 
When the Ottomans initiated reforms with the Tanzimat Decree (1839), 
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Hanafism helped determine the boundaries between Sunni Muslims and the 
state since new administrative reforms introduced many rights for non-Mus-
lims as well as for non-Hanafi ethnic groups. The Ottoman support for 
Hanafism ended in what Selim Deringil defines as Hamidian Hanafism, epit-
omized in the Islamist policies of Abdulhamid II.35 Hanafism had become 
the framework of an accommodative ideology.

Finally, the Hanafi School also accommodated the Ottoman reforms of 
the late period of the Empire by supplying a legitimizing discourse for the 
reforms. The ambitious Ottoman agenda of law reform, which required 
codification and unification, was based on Hanafi law.36 The Majalla, the 
first Sharia-based Ottoman civil code of law, intended to standardize the 
law across the Empire, came into force in 1877, and was based on Hanafi 
jurisprudence.37 Emerging out of the existing legal tradition of Hanafi 
interpretations and practices, the Majalla was the zenith of Ottoman 
Hanafism in a modern text.38 Despite its secular nature, Republican Turkey 
would inherit the late Ottoman practice of collaborating modern struc-
tures and religion. Though the Republic would purge religion from the 
legal codes, Islam would remain within the modern structure of govern-
ment in its peculiar institutional form.

4.2    The Ottomans and the Maturidi School

In theological matters, Ottomans did not hesitate to pick and choose 
arguments from different schools.39 They followed a quite dynamic, if 
irregular, path between the Maturidi and the Ash‘ari schools, despite the 
former’s having been recognized as the confessional creed. In certain peri-
ods of Ottoman rule, it even appears as though the Ash‘ari school domi-
nated. The state’s relationship with both schools gives an impression that 
the Ottomans aimed to synthesize the two. Thus, the Ottoman case pro-
vides an example of the consolidation of the Ash‘ari school even among 
Turks, whose confessional identity is Maturidi. On the other hand, such 
an ambitious synthesizing strategy should be thought of, within its histori-
cal and geographical contexts, as the journey of Maturidism from 
Transoxiana to the heartland of Islamic societies, mainly via the Turks, 
leading to Maturidism’s encounter and engagement with Ash‘arism.40

Ash‘arism exerted strong influence over Ottoman madrasas, at times 
enjoying the status of the primary theological school. Experts like 
Süleyman Uludağ have even argued that in the Ottoman system it was 
Ash‘ari more than Maturidi theology that held sway.41 The studies of 

  G. BACIK



107

Yahya R. Haidar of the Ottoman classical period support Uludağ’s argu-
ment. Accordingly, as far as doctrinal affiliation is concerned, the classical 
Ottoman Hanafi theologians’ attitude to the issues between Ash‘arism 
and Maturidism was marked by: (i) infrequent subscription to the Maturidi 
position; and (ii) the hegemony of Ash‘arism, manifested in the common 
inclination to the Ash‘ari position on conventional points of dispute with 
Maturidism.42 Haidar also notes that Ash‘arism occupied a central place in 
the classical Ottoman theological texts written in Anatolia and the 
Balkans.43 Ironically, Anatolia and the Balkans were the backbone of 
Ottoman Hanafism, which would normally lead us to expect a Maturidi 
dominance. Haidar concludes that the leading names of Ottoman theo-
logical scholarship showed no hesitation in affirming al-Ash‘ari as the fore-
most mutakallim (theologian) of Islam, even superior to al-Maturidi.44

Ali Iḣsan Karataş’s study of popular books based on the sixteenth-
century tereke records—lists of the movable and immovable items inher-
ited after people’s death—of Bursa, a former Ottoman capital, confirms 
Haidar’s and Uludağ’s arguments. The list includes only the books owned 
by individuals in their households. The records display that the most pop-
ular book on theology was al-Nasafi’s (1067–1115) Aqaid al-Nasafi, 
nearly all of which were al-Taftazani (1322–1390) editions known as 
Sharh al-Aqaid. The second most common was Adududdin al-Iċi’s 
(1281–1355) el-Mawaqif fi ‘Ilm al-kalam.45

The tereke records reflect the Ottoman syncretic approach to theology 
in the case of Bursa. Al-Ici was an Ash‘ari scholar of great renown in the 
Ottoman intellectual milieu. Al-Nasafi was dubbed the “second founder 
of Maturidi” theology. However, al-Nasafi was read through the commen-
tary of al-Taftazani, who was an Ash‘ari.46 Similarly, the most popular 
commentary of al-Ici’s book was Sharh al-Mawaqif by al-Sharif al-Jurjani 
(d. 1413), who was an Ash‘ari scholar.

The sixteenth-century Bursa tereke records reflect a strong Ash‘ari influ-
ence. The key theology book had a Maturidi framework; however, it was 
presented to the Ottomans through the lens of an Ash‘ari scholar. As the 
Bursa records demonstrate, despite an affiliation with the Hanafi School, 
the Ottoman elite, particularly that of the urban religious milieu, had a 
syncretic relationship with the Maturidi and the Ash‘ari but recognized 
the latter as the dominant school.

The particular case of al-Taftazani is itself an important one for under-
standing how the Ottomans approached theological schools. He was one 
of the most influential scholars in Ottoman theology. He was also among 
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the most read scholars in the madrasas.47 Along with those of al-Nasafi, 
al-Taftazani’s works dominated madrasa curricula in the fifteenth and six-
teenth centuries.48 His fame endured via his Sharh al Aqa‘id, an authorita-
tive compendium on theology that remained a standard textbook in 
Ottoman schools.49 The book is a commentary on al-Nasafi’s treatise, in 
which al-Nasafi systematized Hanafi-Maturidi theology. However, al-
Taftazani adopted an Ash‘ari perspective in his commentary.

Al-Taftazani was born in the heavily Shi‘ite region of Khorasan. 
Spending time in cities where different theological schools dominated, 
like the Mu’tazila in Khawarazm and the Maturidi in Samarkand, he per-
sonally developed an accommodative approach to theological schools. 
However, he was by definition an Ash‘ari scholar, which is also apparent in 
his Sharh al Aqa‘id.50 He started the book by praising Ash‘ari after criticiz-
ing the Mu’tazila.51 On various issues like free will, al-Taftazani intervenes 
as an Ash‘ari scholar.52 Though his commentary in parts reflects an Ash‘ari-
Maturidi synthesis, the main framework was Ash‘ari theology.

Another example of the complicated state of theology in Ottoman soci-
ety is found in the case of Ekmelüddin al-Baberti (1310–1384). Al-Baberti 
was a renowned defender of Maturidi theology and a critic of the Shafi‘i 
School of law.53 He lived in the first century of the Ottoman state, which 
made him influential among the emerging religious elites. However, he 
was mostly a Maturidi scholar in an Ash‘ari-dominated environment.54 
One observes the complicated relations between the Maturidi and the 
Ash‘ari schools in the case of al-Baberti. For example, the first Sheikh-al-
Islam of the Ottoman State, Fenari (d. 1431), was a student of al-Baberti. 
However, despite his teacher’s Maturidism, Fenari later adopted the 
Ash‘ari school. The Ash‘ari affiliation of the first Ottoman Sheikh-al-Islam 
is illustrative of the complex relations of the Maturidi and the Ash‘ari in 
the Ottomans.

Another case related to al-Baberti is that of al-Jurjani. Like Fenari, al-
Jurjani was a disciple of al-Baberti, who gave him ijazah in Cairo.55 
Al-Jurjani was another towering figure whose impact on Ottoman society 
is comparable with that of al-Taftazani. As we discussed above, al-Jurjani 
was a popular scholar and a household name. But unlike his tutor 
al-Baberti, al-Jurjani was Ash‘ari, even if he was critical of that school on 
particular points.56 Reading his Sharh al-Mawaqif, we see that he was a 
follower of Ash‘ari on key issues like free will57 and God’s attributes.58

The young Ottoman state felt the impact of many dynamics, producing 
a new society like a “new amalgam.”59 In this complex and ever-shifting 
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environment, Ottomans saw in Ash‘arism an advanced, dynamic theology 
while they saw in Maturidism a stagnant and therefore less attractive sys-
tem of thought. As a matter of fact, Ottomans in the early period sent their 
scholars to abroad for education, which become another conduit of Ash‘ari 
influence.60 For example, Davud Kayseri (d. 1351), a leading scholar of 
the early-Ottoman madrasa, was educated in Cairo, where Ash‘arism 
dominated. Similarly, the first Sheikh al-Islam of the Ottomans, Fenari, 
traveled to Egypt to study religious sciences.61

Simply put, Maturidism did not have the intellectual grandeur of 
Ash‘arism in Ottoman society. Even several Ottoman-era theologians who 
identified with Maturidi, as Philip Dorrol has written, were not exposed to 
Maturidi’s ideas from that scholar’s own texts. Instead, they mostly 
engaged with Maturidi theology through alternative resources.62 By con-
trast, Khojazada (d. 1488) wrote one of the earliest commentaries on al-
Ghazali’s The Incoherence of The Philosophers, even expanding the latter’s 
criticism of philosophy.63 Thus, the choice of a syncretic path between 
Ash‘arism and Maturidism was a result of necessity rather than a primarily 
ideological choice.64

Until the sixteenth century, the Ottomans drew on Ash‘arism when 
interpreting certain topics of Islamic theology. Ash‘arism determined the 
interpretation of theological matters. As Mustafa Akman has observed in 
his analysis of a commentary on al-Nasafi written by Ramazan Efendi (d. 
1571), Ottoman Maturidism ironically survived through the Ash‘ari-
oriented scholarship of the Ottoman madrasas.65

However, the Ottomans gave signals of change in their understanding 
of Islamic theology after the sixteenth century. They were no longer a 
small state confined to Western Anatolia. Transformed into a leading 
power with sophisticated institutions, and ruling Arab-Islamic centers 
including Cairo, the Ottoman state required ideological and intellectual 
legitimacy. Official interest in Maturidism changed, letting it emerge as an 
alternate intellectual framework for the nascent imperial religious narra-
tive. The Ottomans reinvented Maturidism as part of their political ven-
ture in the sixteenth century.66 Though they did not end their syncretic 
approach to Ash‘arism, they began to emphasize Maturidism, particularly 
in the education in the Balkans and Anatolia.67

At the same time, rivalry with the Safavids spurred greater Ottoman 
interest in Maturidi theology. As a Shi‘ite state, the Safavids were not only 
a political rival; they were also ideological competitors. The Ottoman 
administration needed a politico-theological narrative that would both 
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distinguish their subjects and mitigate Safavid influence. The Ottomans 
developed new methods, not only in the political realm but also in their 
interpretation of Islam, which resulted in an emphasis on the Sunni char-
acteristics of the empire on the basis of Hanafism. For example, as the 
Safavid state waged an asymmetrical war by infiltrating the Turkmen tribes 
in adjacent Ottoman lands, the Ottomans responded by supporting Sunni-
Hanafi religious orders like the Khalwatiyya and the Naqshbandiyya within 
Safavid lands.

The general strategy of supporting Hanafism to counterbalance the 
Safavid threat consolidated Maturidism in Ottoman society. The Ottomans 
did not radically break with their previous syncretic approach to the 
Ash‘arism, but they reinterpreted Maturidism as the major theological 
school to complement the Hanafism.68

The new narrative represented Maturidism as an independent theologi-
cal school. In a widely circulated book that reflects the trends of the age, 
Kemalpaşazade Şemseddin Ahmed (d. 1534) compared Ash‘ari and 
Maturidi theologies, treating the latter as a distinct school.69 Maturidism 
was no longer a subbranch of Hanafism but an independent school com-
parable to Ash‘arism. The book reflects the change in the status of 
Maturidism in Ottoman society. The last popular book on the same sub-
ject before Kemalpaşazade’s, written by Taceddin al-Subki (d. 1370), had 
reflected the old superiority of Ash‘arism.70 Unlike Kemalpaşazade, 
al-Subki compared al-Ash‘ari and Abu Hanifa rather than al-Ash‘ari and 
al-Maturidi.

However, notwithstanding the interest in Maturidi, the Ottomans 
upheld their traditional conciliatory approach that granted Ash‘arism 
some space in officially sanctioned theology. For example, major texts 
written in the eighteenth century display the enduring syncretism of the 
Ottoman approach to theology. Sheikh al-Islam Mehmed Esad Efendi 
(1684–1753) wrote a treatise comparing the differences between the 
Ash‘ari and the Maturidi schools.71 Esad Efendi compared Ash‘ari and 
Maturidi theologies on 40 topics. Under each heading, he only summa-
rized the two Schools’ arguments, without taking any position on them. 
As he reveals in last paragraph of the book, his only purpose was to clarify 
the theological issues on which he was writing.72 Even under especially 
important topics such as the seventeenth, on the morality of God’s acts, 
Esad Efendi made no personal judgment; all he did was present a sum-
mary of each school’s opinion.
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The book exemplifies the traditional Ottoman restraint vis-à-vis judg-
ing between the theological schools. This is apparent in numerous other 
Ottoman theological works. For example, Akkirmani (d. 1760), a peer of 
Esad Efendi, who served as a qadi in important regions like Izmir and 
Egypt, also wrote a treatise on free will, the Iṙade-i Cüziyye Risalesi. 
Although he judged the Maturidi perspective superior in general, 
Akkirmani adopted an Ash‘ari stance on particular issues like free will.73 
Similarly, another important book of the period, written by Davud-i Karsi 
(d. 1756), also followed the syncretic approach between Ash‘ari and 
Maturidi theologies.74 However, like the earlier example of al-Baberti, 
there were Maturidi scholars though their impact was limited. For exam-
ple, Beyazızade (d. 1684) had a clearly Maturidi approach.75

The syncretic approach continued in the latter centuries of the Empire, 
even as the state occasionally reinterpreted Hanafism or Maturidism for 
political purposes. For example, during the reign of Abdulhamid II, as 
discussed above, state-supported scholars reformulated Hanafism as an 
accommodating ideology. More generally, the Ottomans adapted 
Maturidi, into a reform-friendly theological school in the later centuries of 
the empire. However, the traditional syncretic approach remained 
unchanged. For instance, Manastırlı Iṡmail Hakkı (d. 1912) wrote a school 
textbook with a Maturidi perspective without abandoning the traditional 
syncretic approach to Ash‘arism.76 Hüseyin Avni (1864–1954), who 
worked in multiple respected Ottoman schools, also had an Ash‘ari per-
spective.77 As late as the late nineteenth century, Abdurrahim Fedai Efendi 
(d. 1885), a lecturer in Skopje Madrasa in Balkans—another historical 
center of Ottoman Hanafism—wrote a book that harshly criticized the 
Maturidi view of free will.78

To conclude, the Ottomans were Maturidi in their theology. However, 
they also entertained Ash‘ari opinions on multiple issues. Their syncretic 
approach proves, ironically, both the success of Ash‘arism in becoming the 
dominant school and of Maturidism in remaining the legitimate secondary 
school. Thus, the standard claim that presents Turks as the followers of 
Maturidi requires some modification. The Ottoman state gave support to 
Maturidism, even as it drew on Ash‘arism and in so doing reinforced that 
school’s de facto dominance.

An imperial decree from the mid-sixteenth century encapsulates the 
Ottoman stance on theology. In 1565, during the reign of Suleiman I, 
the Ottoman administration sent a list of 55 books to the madrasas 
under its control. This missive constituted an intervention by the state in 
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the determination of the madrasa curriculum. Having analyzed the 
books cited in the Imperial Decree, I believe that we can find a good 
summary of the traditional Ottoman approach to theology in Shahab 
Ahmed’s and Nenad Filipovic’s response to the critical question, “if any-
thing, what does the 1565 State Decree tell us about the official identity 
of Ottoman Islam in the reign of Suleiman?”

The basic text chosen is by a Turkish scholar who belonged to the official 
legal rite of the Ottoman state—Hanafism—but who was a Mu‘tazila. The 
commentaries thereon are mainly by Shafi Ash‘aris, whose presence, as we 
have noted, is doubtless symptomatic of the gradual coming together of 
Ash‘arism with the Maturidi theology favored by the Ottoman state. But as 
regards the law—the primary medium in which the graduates of the medaris-
i Haqaniya [royal madrasas] would eventually serve and represent the 
state—the identity of the Sultans syllabus is emphatically and exclusively 
Hanafi. The Ottoman empire had no interest in training its ulema in any 
other legal madhhab.79

The Ottoman’s priority was to keep Hanafism as the official school of 
law and to leave the theological track open to the influence of a continu-
ous dialogue between Ash‘arism the Maturidism.

4.3    The Maturidi in Contemporary Times

Despite its staunchly secular policies that almost purged Islam from the 
public sphere, the Turkish Republic continued the interest in theology 
exhibited by the Ottoman state. Republican Turkey continued to promote 
a particular form of Maturidism that had its roots in the Ottoman mod-
ernization, in which Maturidism was reinterpreted as a theology that was 
compatible with modernity.

In this narrative that we observe during the Ottoman reforms, 
Maturidism was interpreted as a rational school of Islam that suited the 
historical patterns of Turkish culture. This narrative also insinuated a 
cultural differentness from Arab Muslims among whom Ash‘arism domi-
nated. Nationalism and secularism were also incorporated later: Maturidism 
evolved into an Islamic school that was secularism-friendly and displayed 
Turkish cultural motifs. It was coded as a “practical, pragmatic and mun-
dane” school adaptable to new realities.80 Important names that domi-
nated intellectual life since the late Ottoman period to the early Republican 
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period (like Ahmed Cevdet Pasha, Şemsettin Günaltay, Yahya Kemal, 
Ahmad Naim, and many others, coming from various ideological back-
grounds) contributed to the formation of the new narrative that 
Maturidism was a Turkish Islam different from Arab Islam and moderate, 
secular, apolitical, and open to egalitarian interpretations on gender 
issues.81 This constituted the reinvention of Maturidism in modern Turkey 
as “Turkish neo-Maturidism.”82

Kemalism embraced this Turkish neo-Maturidism. In a speech delivered 
at the Second Turkish History Congress of 1937—one of a series of confer-
ences in which the Kemalist regime articulated the regime’s historical and 
cultural identity—Iṡmail Hakkı Iżmirli, an Ottoman scholar who later 
became a supporter of the New Theology Movement (Yeni Il̇m-i Kelam) in 
the early Republican period, argued that there were substantial links 
between Islam the Turkish culture.83 Abu Hanifa had a central role in this 
narrative, whom Iżmirli defined as a rationalist Muslim of Turkish origin.84 
The Kemalist dream was to reinvent the Maturidi and Hanafi traditions so 
that they accorded with the reformist and modernist policies of the new 
regime. Writings like Iżmirli’s Il̇m-i Kelam exemplify the search for a new 
interpretation of Islamic theology in the early years of the republic.85

Though the extremism of early Kemalism later waned, the new narra-
tive of Maturidi has survived. The term “Maturidi” today not only indi-
cates an Islamic school of theology, it also connotes a specific theology 
that has historical and cultural affinity with Turks.86 Secular, nationalist, 
and even religious groups share the new narrative on Maturidism, albeit 
with slight differences among them. Accordingly, the elements of toler-
ance in Maturidism are attributed to traditional Turkish culture that even 
pre-dates the revelation of Islam.87 Maturidism comes close to being a 
special religion of Turks: It is called “Turkish Sunnism”88 or the “national 
religion.”89 Popular imagination reinforces the connection of Turkish cul-
ture and Maturidism. People speak of “Maturidism as an Ottoman Islam,” 
“Maturidism as a Turkish Islam,” “Maturidism as a foundation of the 
secular Turkish state,” and “Maturidism as an Anatolian Islam.”90

However, despite the interest in Maturidi in the Republican period, it 
is not easy to concede that Islamic socialization takes place under a domi-
nant Maturidi theology. Mustafa Said Yazıcıoğlu, a professor of Islamic 
studies who also served one term as the Head of Diyanet, contends the 
general approach to Maturidism among Turks is not clear. Yazıcıoğlu’s 
academic studies on Maturidism, as well as his presidency of Diyanet, are 
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supposed to have equipped him with experience and expertise to make 
observations on the current status of Maturidism in Turkish society. 
Yazıcıoğlu points out that the subject tends to be left at that discursive 
level, without further information about the details of the Maturidi creed 
being offered. Accordingly, the confession is like a cliché that has ceased 
to have impact in Turkish society.

Explaining the Turkish society’s indifference to the essentials of 
Maturidism, Yazıcıog ̆lu argues that it is nothing but a continuation of the 
Ottoman legacy. He observes that no major book by al-Maturidi, not 
even his Kitab al-Tawhid, was ever part of the Ottoman madrasa curricu-
lum.91 There are several data confirming his thesis. In 1980, Kemal Is ̧ık 
complained that in Turkey studies of Maturidism have always been fewer 
in than those of Ash‘arism.92 The case is similar when it comes to aca-
demia: The number of doctoral theses written directly on Maturidism 
between 1958 and 2012 is only 14. Moreover, the first doctoral thesis on 
al-Maturidi was written as late as 1964.93 More strikingly, the first reliable 
Turkish translation of Kitab al-Tawhid was published in 2002. As of 
February 2019, The Diyanet still had not published a biography of al-
Maturidi, though it had published one of al-Ash‘ari.94 In a recent study in 
Denizli, a relatively prosperous western Turkish city, interviewed imams 
who are supposed to teach a Maturidi interpretation of Islam were found 
to have almost no idea about al-Maturidi, save his name.95 Binali Yıldırım, 
the former Prime Minister, who has played key roles in shaping the 
Islamist AKP’s policies, said that he first heard al-Maturidi’s name when 
he was a university student (Yeni S ̧afak, October 26, 2018). Such evi-
dence supports Ulrich Rudolph’s diagnosis of al-Maturidi as “the famous 
unknown.”96

A critical issue in this vein is the impact of Maturidism on religious 
socialization, including education. Are Turks really socialized in a Maturidi 
framework? If Maturidism is engaged merely on an empty-discourse level 
(as Yazıcıoğlu argues), then there must be other theological ideas that fill 
the gap. What are they? For example, do Turks continue the traditional 
Ottoman syncretic approach that accommodates many Ash‘ari ideas? And 
most critically, with regard to the subject matter of this book, which theo-
logical approach dominates the teaching of the Islamic idea of nature? To 
answer such questions, I shall, rather than refer to general debates, directly 
analyze the Turkish case in terms of how selected actors interpret Islamic 
theology. That will be the subject of the following chapters.
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4.4    Eastern Religiosity

A relevant subject for our inquiry is eastern religiosity, which has histori-
cally reflected itself as an Ash‘ari dynamic in Turkey. By eastern religiosity, 
I refer to the interpretation and practice of Islam in eastern parts of Turkey 
in line with the Shafi‘i and Ash‘ari schools. Eastern religiosity has had a 
huge impact in the reproduction of Islamic knowledge, particularly in 
matters of theology, even in the parts of Turkey where the Maturidi is the 
dominant school. Thus, when studying how various actors interpret and 
teach the Islamic idea of nature, Eastern religiosity also has to be refer-
enced, since there are influential actors and groups (some are covered in 
the case studies of this book) whose background is in the Ash‘ari intellec-
tual setting of Eastern religiosity.

Geographically, there is in Turkey a western Hanafi religious zone 
mostly concentrated in urban areas, and an eastern Shafi‘i zone. According 
to a 2014 survey by the Diyanet, the ratios for madhabs in Turkey are as 
follows: Hanafi 77.5%, Shafi‘i 11.1%, Hanbali 0.2%, and Maliki 0.03.97 
Geographically, the Shafi‘i population is concentrated in Eastern Turkey. 
35.2% of the population of north-east Anatolia adhere to the Shafi‘i 
school. That proportion is 48.7% in mid-east Anatolia, and 42% in south-
east Anatolia.98 In Istanbul, the Shafi‘i population is 10% (note that this 
city is an immigration hub) and it is lower than 8% in all other regions. 
Based on the data provided by the survey, one can define a Shafi‘i-Ash‘ari 
theological zone in Eastern Anatolia. However, for several reasons exam-
ined below, the comparatively small Shafi‘i-Ash‘ari zone has had dispro-
portionate impact on theological thought across Turkey.

To begin with, the early Kemalist policies increased the impact of east-
ern religiosity on the rest of the country. Kemalist policies aimed to purge 
Islam from the public sphere.99 The Kemalist dream for Turkey was that 
it becomes a secular country with along Western lines.100 Therefore, in 
the early period of the republic, the state wanted to confine religion to 
the private realm. In line with this goal, the Kemalist regime curtailed the 
traditional influence of Islam on Turkish society. However, Kemalist 
reforms were comparatively successful only in Western urban areas, where 
Maturidism was historically dominant. They failed in rural areas, particu-
larly in the eastern parts of Turkey, where the Shafi‘i-Ash‘ari school 
was strong.

Kemalist secularism alarmed many conservative groups in the periphery 
of the country. These groups developed what Peter L. Berger theorized as 
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the resentment of the elite culture of secularism.101 The eastern region 
became an informal front where religious education continued in tradi-
tional institutions. The Kemalist regime was unable to penetrate the 
periphery to prohibit the activities of the traditional and informal centers 
of religious education, the madrasas.102 Thus, Şark Medreseleri (The 
Eastern Madrasas) survived despite the regime’s official closure of all 
madrasas in 1924.

After religious education was virtually eliminated in western Turkey, 
the informal madrasa system in the east became the only available form of 
religious education in the entire country.103 This monopoly on institutions 
of religious education enabled Ash‘ari theology to spread throughout the 
country. The gap in religious education in the west was filled by people 
from the east, leading to greater influence of Shafi‘i-Ash‘arism where 
Maturidism had previously been dominant.

In retrospect, the movement of religious scholars from the eastern to 
the western part of Turkey, particularly to Istanbul, began at least as early 
as the nineteenth century. Said Nursi (d. 1960), who would become one 
of the most influential Islamic figures and inspire many Islamic groups, 
came to Istanbul in 1907. Nursi was born in Bitlis, an eastern city. He was 
also affiliated with the famous madrasa in Tillo.104 There was also 
Abdülhakim Arvasi (d. 1943), who was born in Van, another eastern 
Anatolian city. Arvasi, a leading figure of the Naqshbandiyya order who 
would also become a leader in the Turkish Islamic revival, came to Istanbul 
in 1919. Muhammad Esed (d. 1931), another charismatic leader of the 
Naqshbandiyya, came to Istanbul from northern Iraq in 1882.

Nursi, Arvasi, and Esed, known as şark uleması (the Eastern scholars), 
helped transmit Ash‘ari theology to western Turkey.105 They promoted 
Ash‘ari theology in places where Maturidism had previously dominated, 
particularly among the educated youth, who would become a key demo-
graphic in later Islamic movements.

Another factor for the spread of Shafi‘i-Ash‘ari thought was the Kurdish 
identity of some informal madrassas. What made the people of the region 
toward the Kemalist regime were not only its ultra-secular policies but also 
the nationalist attack on Kurdish culture. Madrasas in the Kurdish prov-
inces were seen as some of the few institutions that could still promote 
Kurdish language and culture and were therefore supported by the Kurds.106

Third, apart from madrasas, various Islamic groups and orders have 
their origins in the eastern provinces’ influence on Islamic socialization in 
Turkey. For example, the Menzil group, originating in Adıyaman, is one of 
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the biggest Islamic orders in the Naqshbandiyya-Khalidi tradition. The 
group also has a considerable influence in the Turkish bureaucracy.107 Some 
politicians who were socialized in the group have occupied key political 
posts in ministries such as health and energy, thanks mainly to the groups’ 
cooperation with the AKP.108 The Menzil is not the only group that has its 
origins in Eastern Turkey; there are many small branches of Islamic orders 
in many provinces of eastern and southeastern Turkey. These include the 
various Qadiri orders around Tillo and the Naqshbandiyya-Haznevi orders 
in different cities like Mardin and Kilis. All such Islamic movements are 
sociological transmitters of Ash‘ari theology into the western parts of 
the country.

Finally, in the broader Muslim world, the term madrasa connotes an 
intensive religious education with no instruction in modern subjects. 
Thus, the ongoing madrasa tradition is more about the Muslim response 
to secularism, modern education, and colonialism.109 As in many coun-
tries, from Pakistan to Egypt, the informal madrasas in Turkey can also be 
seen as the guardians of traditional Islamic education. Turkey still has a 
dynamic network of informal madrasas in its eastern region. For example, 
there are ten informal madrasas in Mardin alone. According to a recent 
study, there are 162 students in these madrasas collectively.110 Similarly, 
many other Eastern cities have their own local networks of such informal 
institutions.111 As in many other countries, people in search of traditional 
Islamic education prefer to spend some time in these informal madrasas, 
thus exposing them to Shafi‘i-Ash‘ari influence.

The informal madrasas in Turkey are typical institutions to observe 
Muslims’ resistance to modernity. Their curriculum aims to transmit tradi-
tional Islamic disciplines, including theology.112 It is an institution where 
Islamic knowledge remains out of synchrony with recent developments in 
social and natural sciences. The madrasas aim to protect and transmit the 
traditional Islamic acquis. Informal Turkish madrasas are thus typical 
agents in the transmission of Islamic orthodoxy, including the Ash‘ari view 
of nature.

4.5    Conclusion

Our survey of the contested boundaries of Turkish theology has identified 
several patterns. To begin with, Hanafism is the central element. The 
boundaries of Turkish Islamic identity are clear when it comes to Islamic 
law. On the other hand, the boundaries of Turkish theological identity are 
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blurry. In the absence of a clear boundary between the Ash‘ari and the 
Maturidi schools, the traditional Turkish approach to theology is a syn-
cretic one that has promoted a dialogue between the two schools. Secondly, 
Islam, both in terms of law and theology, is always subject to political 
influence. This politicization of Islam is the result of power relations main-
tained by Sunni orthodoxy in the Turkish case.

Having analyzed the boundaries of Turkish Islam in this chapter, the 
next critical question is how Islamic actors interpret the Islamic idea of 
nature in present-day Turkey. I will answer this question in the follow-
ing chapters.
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67.	 Kalaycı, “Şeyhülislam Mehmet Esat Efendi,” 102.
68.	 Gencer, “Osmanlı Iṡlam Yorumu,” 69.
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Il̇işkisine Genel Bir Bakış”, 405.
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104.	 Nursi, Tarihçe-i Hayat, 52–57, 46.

4  THE CONTESTED BOUNDARIES OF TURKISH ISLAM 



122

105.	 In Nursi’s autobiography, a dialogue between Nursi and Tahir Pasha, the 
governor of Van, reveals perceptions of the relationship between the 
ulema of the eastern provinces and those of Istanbul. Having observed 
Nursi’s charismatic influence among the Eastern ulema, Tahir Pasha chal-
lenged Nursi as follows: “You are convincing and silencing the Eastern 
ulema, but can you go to Istanbul and challenge the big fishes in the sea?” 
Ibid., 52.
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Akaidi’l-Iṡlam Adlı Eseri. Rumeli Journal of Islamic Studies 2 (2): 7–31.

Bein, Amit. 2011. Ottoman Ulema, Turkish Republic: Agents of Change and 
Guardians of Tradition. Stanford: Stanford University Press.

Berger, Peter L. 1999. The Desecularization of the World: A Global Overview. In 
The Desecularization of the World: Resurgent Religion and World Politics, ed. 
Peter L. Berger, 1–18. Washington, DC: Ethics and Public Policy Center.

Biçer, Ramazan. 2012. Türkiye’de Kelam ve Iṡlam Mezhepleri Çalışmaları. Kelam 
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Araştırmalar 27 (3): 404–413.

  G. BACIK



127

Peters, Rudolph. 2003. From Jurists’ Law to Statue Law or What Happens When 
the Shari’a Is Codified. In Shaping the Current Islamic Reformation, ed. 
B.A. Roberson, 82–95. London: Frank Cass.

———. 2005. What Does It Mean to Be an Official Madhhab? Hanafism and the 
Ottoman Empire. In The Islamic School of Law: Evolution, Devolution, and 
Progress, ed. P. Bearman, R. Peters, and F.E. Vogel, 147–158. Cambridge, MA: 
Harvard University Press.

Pilatin, Übeydullah. 2012. Batman ve Çevresinde Faaliyet Gösteren Geleneksel 
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Marmara Il̇ahiyat Dergisi 38 (1): 47–80.
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Değerlendirme. SUIFD 30 (1): 7–20.
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Yazıcıoğlu, M. Said. 1980. XV. XVI. Yüzyıllarda Osmanlı Medreselerinde Il̇m-i 
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CHAPTER 5

Mapping the Cases: Official 
Islam and Islamic Movements

In a weekly radio broadcast, Esad Coşan, the late leader of an Islamic 
movement, raised the issue of nature with his audience:

What is nature? Is it stone, tree or water? What is nature? It is the sum-total 
of all these things. But, each of these things is different from the other. 
Nature is like a scene. It is not a unitary being to cause something. It is the 
collection of things. So, referring to nature as a cause is illogical, as nothing 
exists as a unitary thing called nature.1

By introducing this argument, Coşan communicated the Ghazalian 
theory of movement. It might seem strange to see an Islamic leader citing 
al-Ghazali’s ideas on nature in a radio program. However, what we observe 
is in fact a typical example of the reproduction and transmission of the 
Islamic idea of nature in a daily context. Muslims learn Islamic ideas con-
cerning nature during their religious socialization and education. As 
Coşan’s radio broadcast displays, any kind of Islamic activity may include 
engagement with the Islamic idea of nature. Therefore, such cases are the 
best evidence for an empirical inquiry into the interpretation and transmis-
sion of the Islamic idea of nature.

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/978-3-030-25901-3_5&domain=pdf
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5.1    Socialization and Ingroup Socialization

When selecting a case for this inquiry, we should consider two major 
dynamics in the study of Islam in the Turkish context. First, Turkey is 
predominantly a Muslim society. Second, its Islamic characteristics have 
become more visible since the early 2000s. Islamization reveals itself in a 
new religiously inspired political and sociological configuration, now 
dubbed “the new Turkey,” where Islamic actors along with Islamic politi-
cal and social norms have emerged to replace the previous secular ones.2 
Considering those two dynamics together, it becomes evident that in the 
Turkish case, religion as a social and political phenomenon should be ana-
lyzed on the levels of both socialization and ingroup socialization.

In this discussion, while socialization refers to the procedure through 
which people learn and internalize Islamic norms and values, ingroup 
socialization refers to a different type of Islamization that takes place 
within Islamic movements through intensive religious activism. Historically 
speaking, ingroup socialization has played an important role in the trans-
mission of Islamic knowledge to the public, as well as in the Islamization 
of society and politics. Islamic movements have been the standard form of 
conducting an Islamic activism in Turkey. Ingroup socialization is differ-
ent from standard socialization; the former is an intensive and enduring 
boundary-maintenance process.3 Both can be effective process for trans-
mitting knowledge. Below, I examine cases from each process—socializa-
tion and ingroup socialization—to observe how the Islamic idea of nature 
is reproduced and transmitted.

5.1.1    Socialization in Official Islam: The Diyanet 
and Compulsory Religious Courses

Socialization is the sociologically customary way by which people come to 
learn their religion in Turkey, a predominantly Muslim country. The 
socialization of the average Muslim individual, or a person who has already 
learned something about Islam as part of the at-home socialization pro-
cess, takes place at school and in the neighborhood.

In this book, we are interested in the epistemic framework of socializa-
tion. I use “epistemic framework” to refer to the sets of ideas that a person 
learns in the course of socialization, which then form that person’s knowl-
edge base. If we imagine socialization within family and the narrow neigh-
borhood as the primary socialization, then the epistemic framework is 
linked to secondary socialization, through which individuals acquire 
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knowledge.4 In Turkey, authoritative agents guide people’s acquisition of 
religious knowledge and development of an epistemic framework. This 
brings us to the Diyanet and compulsory religious courses.

The Diyanet is the major organization in religious socialization. It has 
many opportunities to transmit its interpretation of religion as official 
Islam. Law 633, which sets out the legal framework of the Diyanet, pro-
vides that the institution is responsible for implementing relevant proce-
dures and works pertaining to faith, worship, and morality. It also governs 
places of worship.5 Effectively, the Diyanet enjoys a monopoly over con-
trol of officially sanctioned religion, including the formulation of faith. 
Over the course of time, the Diyanet has become a massive network con-
trolling many segments of religious life. No authority other than the 
Diyanet is authorized to appoint an imam to a mosque, nor to any other 
religious office.6

The Diyanet is also a major agent of the reproduction and transmis-
sion of Islamic faith in Turkey. It directs Islamic socialization through 
religious courses where people acquire basic religious knowledge. 
According to official data, 745,000 students—mostly elementary and 
secondary schools—enrolled in Diyanet-run religious summer courses in 
2014 (Habertürk, March 7, 2015). A survey reports that 43% of Turks 
participated in Diyanet courses several times during childhood. There is 
another large group of 25% who participated in those courses at least 
once.7 The Diyanet’s influence on early religious socialization is espe-
cially clear, given that 77.5% Turks get their most of religious knowledge 
before 13 years old.8

Thus, the Diyanet is the main institution shaping Islam for people 
across social groups.9 There is a consensus in Turkish society that the 
Diyanet is the second source of religious socialization and learning after 
the family.10 Even secular people who are critical of Islamic movements 
encounter the Diyanet’s teachings. A survey demonstrated that 43% of 
Turks believe that Diyanet imams are the origin of their religious knowl-
edge.11 Thus, notwithstanding some reservations from various groups, the 
Diyanet holds the social legitimacy to construct religious interpretations 
that are widely recognized as the orthodox Sunni Islam in Turkish society. 
Almost 60% of people prefer to consult Diyanet’s imams to get clarifica-
tion on religious matters.12

The Diyanet constructs an Islamic episteme for Turks through its 
books, journals, imams, muftis, sermons, radio, and TV broadcasts. Each 
of these conduits has its peculiar impact. An average of 15 million people 
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hear a Diyanet-prepared sermon each Friday at mosque (Habertürk, 
March 7, 2015). Its massive bureaucracy is important in this vein: There 
is one mufti (chief religious official) in each city. Its employees total more 
than 112,000.13 A comparison of the Diyanet’s budget with other institu-
tions may give a sense of its institutional capacity; its budget for 2019 is 
bigger than those of several ministries, including the Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs and the Ministry of the Interior (Cumhuriyet, October 11, 2018).

The Diyanet enjoys not only social legitimacy but also bureaucratic 
legitimacy. All its employees are civil servants and therefore unique agents 
who exercise both religious and state authority. To put this in historical 
context: it is a continuation of the Ottoman-Turkish state tradition of 
defining religious orthodoxy and preserving its cooperation with religious 
authorities.14 Islam as interpreted and propagated by the Diyanet is a mod-
ern incarnation of Sunni orthodoxy as promoted by the Ottoman state, a 
reflection of power relations governing society and religion-state rela-
tions.15 The state expects the Diyanet is to support its agenda on any 
issues. For example, when the Turkish government sent troops to Syria to 
prevent the Kurds’ from consolidating power there, the Diyanet sup-
ported the move through a Friday sermon (Cumhuriyet, February 16, 
2018). Given such a relationship, the modern Turkish model of religion-
state relations is very much like the model that Nizam al-Mulk proposed 
in Siyasatnamah.

The second case to study concerning the construction of the Islam 
epistemic framework in Turkey is the compulsory religious courses, where 
most students first encounter the Islamic idea of nature. Compulsory reli-
gious courses form a significant portion of early Islamic socialization in 
Turkey. Starting as early as the last year of elementary school, students 
receive religious education. On that account, religious courses are a formal 
and systematic socialization, in the classic Durkheimian sense.16

Religious courses are compulsory, pursuant to the 24th article of the 
constitution, which provides that religious education shall be conducted 
under state supervision. The courses fall under the purview of the Ministry 
of Education (not the Diyanet). The constitution also provides that reli-
gious instruction shall be included in the curricula of primary and second-
ary schools. As a consequence, students have religious courses from the 
fourth through the twelfth grade. Primary education in Turkey consists of 
four years of elementary school (1–4) and four years of middle school 
(5–8). It is followed by secondary education (high school) of 4 years 
(9–12). Compulsory religious courses indicate the state’s interest in 
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teaching what it deems to be the true interpretation of Islam.17 Thus, like 
the Diyanet, the Ministry of Education and more broadly the Turkish 
State can be seen as a modern incarnation of the Ottoman system, where 
state plays role in interpreting and propagating religion.

5.1.2    Ingroup Socialization

Ingroup socialization happens within Islamic movements, which have 
their own process of alternate religious socialization. A typical Islamic 
movement in Turkey seeks to proselytize Islam among the people. 
Practically, this amounts to an agenda of Islamizing society, and even poli-
tics. Unlike the standard Islamic socialization described above, this model 
requires the cultivation of intense and devoted religious activism. Though 
the Islamic movement disseminates its religious message to the public via 
journals and radio stations, and methods such as religious gatherings, the 
ideal method is the expansion of group boundary by gaining new mem-
bers. Accepting a movement’s identity, individuals become subject to an 
intensive and continuous religious indoctrination as well as a perpetual 
engagement with the Islamic message as interpreted by the movement’s 
leaders. Naturally, as a result of ingroup socialization, individuals self-
differentiate from ordinarily socialized people as adherents of a new Islamic 
framework. The movement itself becomes a framing mechanism, for 
members interpret events to resonate with the interpretations of the other 
members.18 In addition, ingroup socialization expects its members to 
become part of a continuous Islamic activism. Activism occurs in different 
ways, such as new member recruitment, financial support to the move-
ment, or involvement in other activities deemed useful by the movement.19 
Most critically, activism for movement members is a process of both learn-
ing and transmitting the Islamic message. Thus, activism and indoctrina-
tion/knowledge are never completely separated in an Islamic movement.20

Turkey is a hub of many Islamic movements organized in different 
forms, such as movements and religious orders. In this book, I examine 
ingroup socialization in three movements: Işıkçılar, Iṡkenderpaşa, and 
Erenköy. The main selection rationale is that these movements are typical 
examples of ingroup socialization with a comparatively long history reach-
ing back to the nineteenth century origin. Each movement plays an impor-
tant role in shaping the religious thinking of members. These cases can 
shed light on the main subject of this book: the interpretation of the 
Islamic idea of nature.
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I have selected these cases for a number of other reasons as well.

	1.	 These movements’ impact on their followers, as well as on the pub-
lic at large, has played a decisive role in the recent Islamization of 
Turkey. All three movements have been involved in the promotion 
of ideology of “new Turkey.” Thus, when examining their experi-
ence, one should bear in mind that their interpretation of Islam has 
had practical outcomes. An analysis of their trajectories will help us 
understand Turkish politics, religion, and society today.

	2.	 These movements have also been associated with many prominent 
and influential public figures. For instance, President R.  Tayyip 
Erdoğan was socialized in the lodge of Iṡkenderpaşa. Similarly, 
Mustafa Şentop, the speaker of the Turkish parliament, was an active 
member of the lodge when he was a university student.

	3.	 Despite their substantial and enduring influence on Turkish society, 
these groups have not been extensively studied. Studies of 
Islamization in Turkey have focused on the Gülen movement or the 
Justice and Development Party (AKP). By including less-studied 
cases in the framework, it is possible to check our hypotheses from 
different angles, which would enhance the theoretical consistency of 
work in this field.

	4.	 Finally, after the Gülen movement was declared illegal, thousands of 
Gülen schools and institutions were closed down, and their property 
was seized. These measures left a large gap to be filled by other 
Islamic movements.21 Thus, the study of other cases is also timely, to 
get some early insights into the new dynamics of ingroup religious 
socialization in the post-Gülen period.

Işıkçılar, Iṡkenderpaşa, and Erenköy operate through complex socio-
logical and historical dynamics that they have developed since the nine-
teenth century. Methodologically, such dynamics are important in 
understanding the inner mechanisms of each group in terms of religious 
activism, as well as in terms of transmitting Islamic knowledge. The fol-
lowing section therefore reviews the history, leadership, and main ideas of 
each group.
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5.2    Iṡkenderpaşa

The Iṡkenderpaşa Community (Iṡkenderpaşa Cemaati) is a group affiliated 
with the Khalidi branch of the Naqshbandiyya. The Khalidi branch is his-
torically been influential in Eastern Turkey, Iraq, Syria, and in the Kurd-
inhabited parts of Iran. The Khalidi branch reached its height of influence 
in the nineteenth century, having succeeded to recruit members even 
among the Ottoman elites.

The founder of the Khalidi branch was Khalid al-Baghdadi (1799–1827). 
Al-Baghdadi elaborated a concept of political activism inspired by Ahmad 
al-Sirhindi (1564–1624), who is widely held to be the reviver (mujaddid) 
of the second millennium. Al-Sirhindi is credited for reviving the 
Naqshbandiyya by pushing the Sufis into daily life and transforming them 
into men of action rather than of the spirit alone.22 Al-Sirhindi’s revivalism 
also affected politics.23 As a matter of fact, it was al-Sirhindi’s fight against 
the Moghul Emperor Akbar Shah’s newly designed religion that raised 
him to fame as the reviver of Islam.24 Al-Sirhindi’s interest in political 
affairs continued. Jahangir, who succeeded Akbar, appreciated al-Sirhindi’s 
friendship. Al-Sirhindi met with the king regularly and even accompanied 
him on several campaigns.25 The Naqshbandiyya’s enthusiastic interest 
and participation in political affairs is a legacy of al-Sirhindi and al-Khalidi.

Iṡkenderpaşa gave birth to the Islamist political movement in Turkey 
and thus exemplifies the Sirhindi-Khalidi tradition. The emergence of 
Iṡkenderpaşa as a distinct Islamic movement started with the rise 
of Mehmed Zahid Kotku (1897–1980), an aspiring Islamic leader in the 
Naqshbandiyya. His allegiance to the Gümüşhanevi order, founded and 
led by Ahmed Ziyaüddin (1813–1893), marked a turning point in the his-
tory of Iṡkenderpaşa. Like Sirhindi, Ziyaüddin was a leading figure in the 
major political events of his age.26 For example, he organized influential 
protests against the economic regulations introduced by the 1838 Anglo-
Ottoman Trade Agreement.

Naqshbandiyya protest against the Ottoman government was a rare 
event. Ziyaüddin believed that the agreement would open Ottoman lands 
to Western exploitation. Ziyaüddin incorporated economic elements into 
his Islamic political discourse. Later, he supported Abdulhamid II’s pan-
Islamist policies, again based on a religio-political narrative. His thought 
and activism deeply influenced later generations of Naqshibandis, includ-
ing Mehmed Zahid Kotku.
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Kotku first distinguished himself as a preacher in Iṡtanbul in the 1950s. 
His religious activism around the Iṡkenderpaşa Mosque gradually con-
structed a new group identity. In 1952, when Abdülaziz Bekkine (who led 
the group) passed away, Kotku became the new leader. As a charismatic 
figure, Kotku first strengthened the cohesion among members. His main 
strategy was to develop a strong network with the urban and middle class. 
Gradually, Iṡkenderpaşa became popular among the newly urban, edu-
cated young Muslims, as well as with the representatives of the Muslim 
middle class.27

Religion, politics, and economy are the key concepts in Kotku’s activ-
ism. As a follower of the Sirhindi-Ziyaüddin tradition, Kotku urged his 
followers to hold posts in all sectors of life, including politics. He formu-
lated a new religious thinking that addressed, among other issues, political 
economy. As part of this thinking, Kotku defined Western economic dom-
inance as a form of colonialism. Thus, for Kotku, Islamic activism should 
also focus on economic issues, mainly by developing effective links with 
local economic actors.28 Beyond preaching Islamic morality, Kotku was 
calling for a new type of Islamic activism aimed at transforming Turkey via 
political and economic revival.

In 1969, inspired by Kotku’s activism, Necmettin Erbakan established 
the National Order Party (NOP), the first Turkish Islamist party.29 The 
NOP reflected the contemporary Naqshbandiyya’s interest in politics. 
Sirhindi did not refrain from having close contact with Jahangir. The 
Khalidi order had had followers in the Ottoman bureaucracy.30 Iṡkenderpaşa 
developed the Khalidi tradition of political activism with a political party. 
The creation of the NOP was indeed a turning point, for Iṡkenderpaşa 
became the major institution through which Turkish Islamists could gain 
political expertise. It was the origin of modern Turkish political Islam, out 
of which the AKP later evolved.

In 1971, the Constitutional Court dissolved the NOP for its anti-
secular activities. The National Salvation Party (NSP) was founded as the 
successor to the NOP in 1972. In 1974, the party joined the coalition 
government, and Necmettin Erbakan became the deputy prime minister. 
In the 1970s, the party shaped the patterns and narrative of Islamist politics.

Meanwhile, the consolidation of the Islamist party’s corporate identity 
created a friction with Iṡkenderpaşa, especially in the late 1970s. At its core, 
the rift was about the power-sharing problem between the party and the 
movement.31 Kotku was unhappy about some results of the Erbakan-led 
political activism under the banner of an Islamic party.32 The party was a 
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colossal organization that communicated with the larger public, defining its 
own pros and cons. Thus, the Iṡkenderpaşa movement gradually became 
vulnerable to risks caused by the political activism of the party itself. 
However, the growing rift between Iṡkenderpaşa and the NSP was inter-
rupted by unexpected developments: Kotku died in 1980, and the Turkish 
army seized control of the government in the same year. The junta dissolved 
the NSP. Erbakan was banned from politics.

Mahmud Esad Coşan, son-in-law of Kotku, became leader of the move-
ment after the latter’s death. Meanwhile, the Welfare Party (WP) was 
founded in 1983 as a follow-up of the NSP. Banned from politics, Erbakan 
led the WP through proxies till 1987. However, the rift between 
Iṡkenderpaşa and Erbakan resumed and grew apace. This time, Erbakan 
demanded that religious authority follow political authority.33 Coşan pre-
ferred a controlled separation with the WP, though he kept supporting it 
in elections.34 Meanwhile, the WP was expanding beyond the boundaries 
of the Iṡkenderpaşa movement. The party won the local elections in 
Ankara and Istanbul in 1994. R. Tayyip Erdoğan became the first Islamist 
mayor of Istanbul. In 1995, the WP won the parliamentary elections, and 
Erbakan was appointed Prime Minister.

Esad Coşan, the new leader, was an influential name within the 
Iṡkenderpaşa movement even before the death of Kotku. He quickly initi-
ated a new strategy for a balanced disengagement from politics and put 
more emphasis on civil society. Under his leadership, Iṡkenderpaşa initi-
ated new projects, such as printing journals and establishing foundations 
in different fields, like education, trade, and civil society activities. Coşan’s 
priority was to reorganize Iṡkenderpaşa at the grassroots level by trans-
forming the movement into an urban network of civil society. Iṡlam—a 
journal initiated under Coşan’s leadership—became influential among a 
large group of Islamists. Its monthly circulation reached 150,000, an 
impressive figure by Turkish standards. Iṡkenderpaşa also created a new 
journal for women, Kadın ve Aile, which focused on the Islamic life of 
urban women.

Coşan’s purpose was to transform Iṡkenderpaşa into an intellectual cen-
ter where urban and educated individuals would be socialized as contribu-
tors to Turkish society. Not satisfied with the traditional narrative, he 
declared professionalism, expertise, and knowledge as the new principles 
of religious activism. It was an ambitious strategy to redefine Iṡkenderpaşa’s 
mission in politics and the civil services.35 He was convinced that political 
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activism was not conducive to generating a modern Islamic generation 
equipped with professional abilities. Coşan was also alert to the danger of 
too much engagement with a political party and worried that it would 
alienate his movement and inhibit good relations with different groups.

In his first article in Iṡlam, Coşan wrote that education is the most 
important task of their mission and warned that traditional activist meth-
ods like preaching were no longer sufficient.36 Itzchak Weisman summa-
rized Coşan’s impact on Iṡkenderpaşa as follows:

He turned the Iskenderpaşa mosque into the hub of educational, economic, 
and communications networks, while advocating peaceful adjustment to the 
modern state and the capitalist market. Coşan attracted wealthy business-
men and merchants, and with their help developed economic enterprises 
and religious endowments for the benefit of the community. His moral eco-
nomic vision was propagated through his own magazines and radio station, 
and later also through the Internet.37

Coşan’s educational background helps account for his civil-society ori-
ented Islamic activism. Coşan graduated from the Department of Arabic 
and Persian Philology of Istanbul University in 1960. He also enrolled in 
a double-degree program in History of the Middle Ages and Turkish 
Islamic Arts. Interaction with several key scholars of the period was also 
decisive in Coşan’s intellectual formation. Z. Velidi Togan, who played 
formative role in the development of the modern historical discipline in 
Turkey, was his professor. Another professor was Helmut Ritter, a German 
scholar whose studies introduced modern philology to Turkish academia. 
Coşan would bring up anecdotes from Ritter’s classes even 40 years later.38 
Coşan also enrolled in several courses given by Muhammad Hamidullah, 
the renowned scholar of Islamic studies who was then teaching at Istanbul 
University.

After graduation, Coşan worked as a research assistant at Istanbul 
University. He later moved to Ankara, where he taught humanities courses 
at Department of Turkish Islamic Literature of the Divinity School.39 As 
his biography demonstrates, Coşan had a modern education, and his inter-
est in religious studies was developed mainly through literature, rather 
than Islamic sciences. His academic background informed the discourse 
he developed about Islamic activism, which drew heavily from multiple 
modern pedagogical approaches.
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However, Coşan’s reformist agenda was arrested by the dynamics of 
Turkish politics. In 1997, after the military again seized power from the 
Erbakan government, Coşan left Turkey and settled in Australia.40 Out of 
Turkey, Iṡkenderpaşa’s activism diminished. Meanwhile, the Constitutional 
Court dissolved the WP in 1998, and a new group of young Islamists 
began its own political career under the leadership of R. Tayyip Erdoğan 
with a new party: the JDP. The JDP attracted huge public interest and 
heralded a new era in Turkish politics defined by the dominated by Islamist 
politics. Having observed the success of the JDP in monopolizing political 
power, Iṡkenderpaşa reluctantly adopted a low profile, with the strategy of 
protecting its autonomy, lest the new party absorb it.

Esad Coşan died in a traffic accident in 2001, and his son, Nureddin 
Coşan, succeeded him as leader of Iṡkenderpaşa. Leadership succession in 
Islamic groups is decided by both formal and informal dynamics. Two 
parameters are important in this vein: family-friendship networks and 
financial structure. Customarily, a person who has a central position in the 
family-friendship network becomes the new leader, who then takes control 
of the companies affiliated with the movement. Usually, Islamic move-
ments have their own companies. The rationale is to convert the groups’ 
social network into financial power by creating various companies in dif-
ferent fields. The control of companies is critical in the succession, since 
whoever controls the companies controls the group’s economic power. In 
the case of Iṡkenderpaşa, Nureddin Coşan—who had the advantage of 
being the son of Esad Coşan—claimed leadership and successfully took 
control of the financial conglomerate affiliated with the movement, that is, 
Server Holdings.

Though Iṡkenderpaşa has lost its previous splendor, its historical impact 
upon Turkish political Islam remains crucial. It has a living legacy through 
many prominent Islamists who were socialized within Iṡkenderpaşa.41 Any 
inquiry into the theological foundations of Turkish Islamism requires an 
analysis of Iṡkenderpaşa. Furthermore, it is an ongoing movement that 
keeps promoting its interpretation of Islam among the wider public. 
Iṡkenderpaşa is a significant social movement where people are taught a 
certain brand of Islamic knowledge. A study of the epistemic framework in 
Iṡkenderpaşa’s interpretation of Islam will help in revealing how the 
Islamic idea of nature is interpreted in Turkey.
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5.3    Işıkçılar

Işıkçılar is another group that follows the Naqshbandiyya order. The 
group traces its modern origin to Abdülhakim Arvasi (1865–1943), who 
joined the Naqshbandiyya in 1879. According to Işıkçılar, Arvasi was the 
chief representative of the Naqshbandiyya in his time. Like many other 
eastern scholars, Arvasi also came to Iṡtanbul. In Iṡtanbul, he was appointed 
as faculty member to Medresetü’l-mütehassısin, a short-lived Ottoman 
madrasa, which was created in 1914 as part of the last Ottoman educa-
tion reforms.

After Arvasi’s death, Hüseyin Hilmi Işık (1911–2001), one of his dis-
ciples, succeeded him as leader. Işık was the most critical figure in the his-
tory of the movement and even gave the group its name—“Işıkçılar” is 
derived from his surname and means “those of Işık” or “the Işık-ites.” The 
group asserts continuity with the Naqshbandiyya line through the succes-
sion of Arvasi by Işık.

After graduating from military high school, Işık enrolled in the 
Chemistry Department of Istanbul University, graduating in 1936. Işık 
also met some leading German scientists who had escaped from Nazi 
oppression. Işık was promoted to the rank of captain in 1938. After serv-
ing in various military units, he was appointed as a teacher to Kuleli 
Military High School (Iṡtanbul) in 1951. He taught chemistry there until 
a forced retirement after the 1960 coup d’etat.

Işık remained a follower of Arvasi after the two met in 1929. After 
Arvasi’s death, Işık continued his religious education with Arvasi’s son 
Ahmet Mekki Üçışık. Işık was later given an ijazah (a certificate of reli-
gious authority) by Üçışık in 1953.42 In the late fifties, Işık wrote his first 
books, where he developed his method of Islamic revivalism. Işık called for 
a Sunni revival against several perceived threats including Communism, 
positivism, and the various “heretical” interpretations of Islam like 
Wahhabism, Shi‘ism, reformism, and Islamism (including the works of 
Sayyid Qutb and Maududi). Arguing that all these approaches are wrong, 
Işık proposed a revival of Sunnism as defined in previous books of distin-
guished Muslim scholars. In other words, revivalism for Işık was to return 
to the authentic Sunni interpretation of Islam. From this perspective, 
alternative attempts at Islamic revival through new interpretations of Islam 
became unacceptable.
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Işık believed that Islam needs no new interpretations and that existing 
opinions and books were excellent.43 His loyalty to the previous scholars 
transformed his group into a conduit for the transmission of previous 
interpretations of Islam. Işık’s books are mostly translations of previous 
books, but they include his comments in a confusing way, such that the 
reader is hard pressed to distinguish his comments from those of the origi-
nal author. Since the purpose is to reconnect with the previous Islamic 
scholars’ teachings, the result is a staunch stance against any kind of inno-
vation in Islam.44

Işık was the undisputed ideologue of Işıkçılar. However, he tolerated 
his son-in-law Enver Ören (1939–2013), to become the de factor leader 
in the late 1970s. Ören was Işık’s student from Kuleli Military School. 
After Kuleli, Ören attended the Zoology and Botany Department at 
Istanbul University. After graduation, he spent a year in Italy on a NATO 
scholarship and then returned to Istanbul University to pursue an aca-
demic career. However, in 1970, Ören resigned from the university to 
devote himself entirely to the activities of Işıkçılar. Ören’s rise as the de 
facto leader introduced a new model to Işıkçılar, in which Işık was the 
group’s spiritual tutor, and Ören was the group’s executive leader. 
Accordingly, Ören assumed control of all group-linked companies.

The cooperation of Işık and Ören was more than a division of labor; it 
also symbolized the movement’s transformation into a community, thus 
divesting its traditional appearance as an Islamic order. Now a community 
in appearance, Ören’s suitably executive style of leadership introduced 
various strategies to reach the larger public. For example, the television 
channel controlled by Ören distinguished itself as a highly popular channel 
with magazine programs, which was a quite radical change, if one remem-
bers that Işık had previously disavowed even listening music.45

Işıkçılar started its first newspaper, Hakikat, in 1970. The newspaper 
was renamed Türkiye in 1972. Türkiye deserves attention as an example of 
an Islamic group’s venture into print: Its main strategy was to follow a 
nationalist line with a populist narrative that includes Islamic messages. Its 
populist approach generated broad interest, and it became the most widely 
circulated newspaper in Turkey in the late 1980s. In 1989, Türkiye put out 
1.5 million daily copies, still one of the highest circulation rates in national 
history.46 It was the first time that a newspaper owned by an Islamic move-
ment became popular nationwide, having gone beyond the boundaries of 
the movement. Işıkçılar’s expertise in media increased its ability to take its 
Islamic message beyond its base.
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In 1993, all group-linked units were organized under the Iḣlas Holding, 
a conglomeration that has investments in a variety of fields such as 
education, energy, media, construction, and health.47 In the same year, the 
group acquired its TV channel, where Islamic messages were broadcasted. 
Işıkçılar founded a bank, Iḣlas Finans, in 1995, marking the zenith of its 
financial power. At the same time, the group’s transformation into a com-
munity with many financial interests strengthened its already pro-
government stance. As a matter of fact, nationalism has always been a 
component of Işıkçılar’s brand of Islamic activism. The group adopted a 
religio-nationalistic outlook, which is publicly recognized as the Turkish 
Islamic synthesis. Işık developed a peculiar narrative where the destinies of 
Islam and Turks are uniquely linked.

I previously offered the works of Iṡmail Hakkı Iżmirli as an example of 
how Islam and Turkish culture may be linked. Like that of Iżmirli, the 
Işık-Ören tradition defines the Turkish nation as having a special mission 
in the history of Islam. Işık believed that the Turks are the protectors of 
the Sunnism.48 Concomitant to this Turkish Islamic synthesis is a typical 
feature of groups inspired by Arvasi. For instance, Necip Fazıl Kısakürek, 
an influential poet who popularized the Turkish Islamic synthesis, was a 
follower of Arvasi.49 While commenting on the nationalistic overtones in 
Işıkçılar messaging, the military backgrounds of Işık and Ören are also 
relevant. In fact, the case of Işıkçılar is itself a rare example of an army 
officer acting as an ideologue of an Islamic movement.

In 2001, Iḣlas Finans went bankrupt, causing an unprecedented crisis 
of prestige for the group. Hüseyin Hilmi Işık died in the same year. The 
group partially recovered, thanks to the government-backed projects, at 
the expense of losing its autonomy from the AKP government. When 
Enver Ören died in 2013, Işıkçılar was still in a deep crisis, despite its sup-
port by government-backed projects. Mücahid Ören quickly took over his 
father’s official posts within the economic conglomerates of the group, 
despite serious debate within the group regarding his qualifications as a 
religious leader. That he eventually assumed leadership reflects the decisive 
importance of control of the affiliated companies in the Işıkçılar succes-
sion process.

Mücahid Ören was able to consolidate power in the group for Işıkçılar 
had already developed a more CEO-style group leadership with Enver 
Ören, while Işık’s books continued to provide the group’s ideological 
framework. Enver Ören did not exert significant influence over the ideol-
ogy of the group. Işıkçılar defined the reading and distributing of Işık’s 
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books as the most critical Islamic service. Furthermore, such activity was 
consistent with Işık’s views, which held that Islam needs no new 
interpretation, since books by previous Islamic scholars hold all answers. 
Işık’s books did not include any new interpretation but summarized previ-
ous scholars’ books. Mücahid Ören could assume leadership of the group 
on account of his economic skill and CEO-style leadership in part because 
he did not attempt to alter the ideology of the group and continued to 
uphold the works of the late Işık as basis for its activities.

5.4    Erenköy

Erenköy, known as “Erenköy Cemaati” in Turkish, is another Islamic 
group that follows the Naqshbandiyya order. The group takes its name 
from Erenköy, a neighborhood in Iṡtanbul where the key names of the 
movement have lived. The group traces its origins back to Muhammad 
Esed (1847–1931). Esed, who was born in Erbil, is the leader through 
whom Erenköy connects itself to the greater Naqshbandiyya network.

Esed came to Istanbul in 1876, and he quickly became a popular figure, 
developing connections with the higher Ottoman bureaucracy. He was 
subsequently appointed to the Meclis-i Meşayih, the council responsible 
for supervising religious orders across the empire. The Ottoman adminis-
tration extended stricter control over religious orders in the nineteenth 
century as part of its modernization program.50 The council was created in 
1866, symbolizing increasing state control over the religious orders.51 
However, since the council was composed of members from various 
Islamic orders, such as the Qadiriyya and the Naqshbandiyya, it was more 
like a self-disciplining mechanism than an external imposition of direct 
state authority.

In 1883, despite his allegiance to the Khalidi order, Esed was appointed 
to a Qadiriyya lodge in Iṡtanbul, since he also had a Qadiri ijazah. 
Reflecting typical Khalidi characteristics, Esed had been interested in poli-
tics since his first days in Istanbul. He supported the Young Turks against 
Abdulhamid II, who exiled him to his hometown, Erbil.52 However, Esed 
continued political activism there by organizing local networks against the 
increasing British influence in the region.53 Esed died in 1931, leaving 
behind a legacy of strong political activism.

Mahmud Sami Ramazanoğlu (1892–1984), a graduate of the School of 
Law at Istanbul University, emerged as the new leader of the movement in 
the 50s. Ramazanoğlu worked as an accountant in various Anatolian cities, 
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where he developed contacts with merchants. In 1954, he returned to 
Iṡtanbul and stayed there till 1979, when he moved to Medina, where he 
lived until his death in 1984. Ramazanoğlu’s leadership marked the crys-
tallization of Erenköy as a differentiated group within the Naqshbandiyya 
tradition. Ramazanoğlu emphasized the spiritual development of the 
group’s followers. Unlike Esed, Ramazanoğlu preferred a quiet life and 
was not interested in political affairs.54 However, his close contacts, par-
ticularly with merchants, gave Erenköy a sophisticated network of eco-
nomic actors across the country. Under Ramazanoğlu, the group advanced 
a distinctive brand of Islamic activism targeting the merchant class.

After Ramazanoğlu’s death, Musa Topbaş (1916–1999) became the 
new leader. Topbaş had no university education. Instead, his father 
arranged for him to study informally under a series of famous intellectuals. 
For example, he studied under Elmalılı H. Yazır, who wrote the Qur’anic 
exegesis at the request of Turkish parliament (and upon Atatürk’s initia-
tive). Another prominent name among his private tutors was Hamid 
Aytaç, who was dubbed the greatest calligrapher of the period. The private 
courses included also French, taught by a local Jewish instructor.

Musa Topbaş continued the merchant-oriented mentality of Islamic 
activism. Under his leadership, Erenköy established many, as did other 
Islamic groups like Iṡkenderpaşa and Işıkçılar. In the 1980s, Erenköy also 
created various new institutions, such as its journal, schools, and a publish-
ing house. After Ramazanoğlu, who had focused on the crystallization of 
the group’s message, Musa Topbaş achieved the institutional consolida-
tion of Erenköy.

When Musa Topbaş passed away, his son Osman Nuri Topbaş emerged 
as the new leader of Erenköy. Osman Nuri Topbaş was born in 1942 in 
Erenköy and attended Iṁam-Hatip High School. Some of his teachers at 
high school were influential names such as Nureddin Topçu and Mahir Iż, 
who are recognized as leading ideologues of Islamic thought in Turkey. 
Nureddin Topçu was particularly influential over the young Osman Nuri. 
Topçu received his doctorate in philosophy from the Sorbonne. He aimed 
to develop a moral philosophy based on Anatolian traditions.55 Topçu’s 
model linked Islam and Turkish identity as interdependent phenomena.56 
Under the deep influence of Henry Bergson, Topçu became a leading 
scholar who influenced all sorts of religious, nationalist, and conservative 
groups in Turkey. His ability to merge Islamic and European ideas was a 
major reason for his appeal among Islamic actors who appreciated the 
references to Western philosophy in his Islamic discourse.
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As is apparent in his books, Osman Nuri Topbaş elaborates Islam as a 
structured philosophical discourse. Reflecting Topçu’s legacy, Topbaş 
quotes Western philosophers to support his arguments. He wants to con-
struct his own philosophical narrative while interpreting Islam. However, 
on the other hand, what we observe in the case of Osman Nuri Topbaş is 
a continuation of the Erenköy tradition, where the group elites have 
always been in close contact with the urban and well-educated Islamic 
elites. Erenköy has always been controlled by urban and upper-middle-
class families.

As an influential group that links and mobilizes sophisticated network 
of merchants, Erenköy’s approach to politics is contested. Erenköy has 
developed a balanced relationship with diverse political groups.57 However, 
the impact of Erenköy on middle-class merchants has consistently attracted 
the interest of political actors. For example, Eymen Topbaş, a member of 
Topbaş family, occupied high-level administrative positions in the 
Motherland Party of Turgut Özal in the 1980s. However, the group has 
recently become more popular, particularly as a result of its close relations 
between Recep Tayyip Erdoğan and some prominent members of the 
Topbaş family. For example, Mustafa Latif Topbaş, a famous Turkish bil-
lionaire, is very close to Erdoğan.

Similarly, several other family members are known for their economic 
relations with politicians in the AKP. Companies owned by those members 
have won many government contracts. However, there is no perfect over-
lap between the Topbaş family and Erenköy. The clarification of the 
boundary between Erenköy and the Topbaş family in regard of the com-
plex relations between religion and politics is beyond the limits of this 
study. However, the recent political activism of several family members has 
transformed the image of Erenköy, giving the impression that the group is 
deviating from its previous strategy of keeping a low profile politically.58

With full support from the ruling government, Erenköy has been able 
to mobilize many different elements within society. It is the Islamic group 
most favored by the government. Its status calls to mind the relationship 
between Iṡkenderpaşa and the NSP, or the WP, in the 1970s and 1980s. 
As a result of the group’s privileged status, Osman Nuri Topbaş has an 
unparalleled political legitimacy among political elites, which in turn cre-
ates many opportunities for the group’s members. For example, many 
members of the group have recently been appointed to critical posts at 
Diyanet. Thus, what we see in Erenköy today is an Islamic group at its 
peak of influence.
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5.5    The Revivalist-Renewalist Axis

We can classify as revivalists those Islamic movements that argue that the 
problems facing Muslims today emerge from their un-Islamic lifestyles, 
and that the solution is to bring Muslims back to Islam. We can classify as 
renewalists those who call for a new interpretation of Islam without com-
pletely rejecting the previous interpretations. Finally, we can classify as 
reformists those who believe that a radical agenda of religious reform is 
required, one that touches even the essential doctrines of Sunni Islam. 
Neither Iṡkenderpaşa nor Işıkçılar nor Erenköy is reformist. These three 
groups stand somewhere between revivalism and renewalism. (The two 
other cases, Diyanet and compulsory religious courses, are excluded here, 
for they are embodiments of Sunni orthodoxy. In both cases, we observe 
the reproduction of Sunni Islamic theology supported by political author-
ity.) (Table 5.1).

The Islamic tradition has mostly been skeptical to the idea of religious 
reform. That approach defines reformation as a distortion, based on an 
Islamic view of Western history, where the Reformation is defined as a dis-
tortion of original Christianity.59 Besides, it emphasizes institutional differ-
ences between Islam and Christianity, arguing that since Islam has no 
“Catholic-style clerical class answering to a divinely appointed pope,” it can-
not undergo a similar reform.60 According to Hüseyin Atay, an influential 
Turkish scholar of Islamic studies, such a reading of the Protestant 
Reformation was a result of ignorance of European history.61 Based on a 
misreading of the Christian Reformation as a distortion of the very essence 
of religion (i.e. not just as a challenge to the authority of the Catholic 
Church), reform was understood to have the intention of changing the 
fundamentals of faith and was therefore rejected by many Islamic groups. 
Academics like Atay also remind that the Reformation was also about pro-
posing new ideas that go beyond merely challenging the institutional pow-
ers of the Catholic Church.62 Accordingly, reformists’ ideas on various 
theological concepts such as free will—also relevant to this book—were also 
important issues through which they tried to realize their reformist agenda.63

Table 5.1  Classifying the Islamic movements

Muslims’ practice Interpretation of Islam

Revivalist school Problem is here
Renewalist school Problem is here
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All three groups examined in this book take themselves to adhere to 
Sunni orthodoxy but occupy different positions along the spectrum reviv-
alism and renewalism. They all recognize the theological framework of 
Sunni Islam as legitimate. They vehemently reject accounts that hold that 
Sunni Islam emerged through a historical process. Rather, they believe 
that true Islam has been constant in essence and does not bend to chang-
ing conditions. Consequently, they equate any reformist attempts that 
seek to disturb the Sunni orthodoxy with modernist efforts to shake the 
very foundations of Islam.

In this context, Işıkçılar stands as a radical revivalist: Hüseyin Hilmi Işık 
frequently stated that Islam is perfect, not subject to historical change, and 
has to be practiced without any new interpretation. He held that there was 
no need for new reasoning in Islam, since there is nothing left unex-
plained.64 Işık stresses that his books do not contain any new interpreta-
tions and are simply collections of the work of previous scholars.65 The 
root of Işık’s radical revivalism is the belief in Islam’s perfect transmission 
through history with no change, not even in interpretations based on cul-
tural differences. For Işık, historical conditions have no ability to penetrate 
Islam, as it is ahistorical.

Having stated that “everything about religion comes from the Prophet,” 
Işık swore that not even the Umayyad Caliphs did anything to change the 
religion.66 Işık gives the Umayyads as a tactical example that proves that 
Islam has remained unchanged, because many Islamic scholars see them as 
a symbol of innovation in religion. Işık is confident that the Islam he pro-
motes is the Prophet’s Islam. Işık’s perspective equation of Islam and Sunni 
orthodoxy excludes the possibility of any legitimate reformist thought.

Iṡkenderpaşa is also a revivalist movement. However, compared with 
Işıkçılar, it is more open to renewalism. We do not observe in Iṡkenderpaşa 
the Işıkçılar brand of radical rejection of new interpretations. Coşan’s 
works do not emphasize the pure transmission of Islam through previous 
scholars. These works exhibit an openness to the role of historical and 
cultural factors in influencing the interpretation of Islam. However, this 
does not amount to an acceptance that historical dynamics are formative 
in Islam; Coşan still maintains that the Islamic tradition has retained its 
essence. However, Coşan accepts that people are interested in different 
interpretations of Islam based on particular circumstances and that, as a 
result, the genuine Islamic tradition has been polluted by various interpre-
tations.67 Thus, Coşan’s method invites a critical engagement with Islamic 
literature in order to discern legitimate and illegitimate interpretations.
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Erenköy’s position on the revivalism-renewalism spectrum is less clear. 
The movement is in a process of moving toward a renewalist position and 
away from its original revivalism. There is no Işıkçılar brand of radical 
revivalism in Erenköy. In principle, Osman Nuri Topbaş is against new 
reasoning in religion.68 On the other hand, in practice, we cannot but note 
that Topbaş seems to engage in new reasoning in his books.69 Without 
explicitly presenting his discussions as new reasoning, Topbaş nevertheless 
expands the theological framework of Erenköy, which should be seen as a 
gradual departure from the revivalist lines of M. Sami Ramazanoğlu and 
Musa Topbaş. However, this slow progression toward renewalism should 
not be taken as a sign that the group has accepted reformism.

5.6    The Maturidi-Ash‘ari Debate

Theological schools are relevant when examining how Islam is interpreted 
by each group. It is therefore important to know how each group posi-
tions itself in the Maturidi-Ash‘ari theological debate.

Işıkçılar defines itself as Hanafi and Maturidi.70 Accordingly, it holds 
that the Hanafi madhhab is better than other Islamic schools.71 The group 
believes that Abu Hanifa is not only the imam of Hanafis, but also of all 
Sunni Muslims.72 Moreover, Abu Hanifa is the leader of all Sunni schol-
ars.73 To prove his superiority, Işık claims that Abu Hanifa “owns” three-
quarters of the whole of Islamic knowledge.74

Işık does not approach Abu Hanifa as simply a great jurist who contrib-
uted to the formation of Islamic law. Rather, he perceives him to be a 
sacred figure with a divine mission. His mystic approach is visible, for 
example, when he claims that Jesus will follow Abu Hanifa’s School once 
he returns from the heavens in the latter days.75

When it comes to Maturidism, Işık sees it as branch of the Hanafi mad-
hhab rather than an independent school of theology.76 Reflecting the tra-
ditional Ottoman ambiguity, Işık rejects the view that the differences 
between the Ash‘ari and the Maturidi schools are important. Thus, while 
Işık opposes crossing the boundaries between the different Islamic schools 
of law—an act he considers heretical77—he is flexible when it comes to the 
border between Ash‘ari and Maturidi theology. Reflecting his radical 
revivalism, Işık claims that neither al-Ash‘ari nor al-Maturidi founded new 
schools; rather, what they did was to systematize the interpretations of 
early Muslims in different ways.78 Linking Turks with the Hanafi-Maturidi 
tradition, Işık defines Turks as the protectors of Sunnism, affirming the 
Turkish cultural thesis.79
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The confessional identity of Iṡkenderpaşa is also Hanafi and Maturidi.80 
The differences between the Maturidi and the Ash‘ari schools are again 
dismissed as minor disagreements. In a book on theology, Mehmed Zahid 
Kotku presented the general features of Sunni Islam according to Maturidi 
and Ash‘ari and did not even mention the differences between the two 
thinkers’ systems, wring as if there was consensus on all issues.81 The tra-
ditional Ottoman-Turkish syncretism is thus visible in the ideology of 
Iṡkenderpaşa. Iṡkenderpaşa also affirms the Turkish cultural thesis and 
holds that the Turks preferred Islam for its compatibility with their values.82

Erenköy also takes Hanafism as its confessional identity. Osman Nuri 
Topbaş presents Abu Hanifa as “one of the greatest jurists the world has 
ever seen.”83 However, there is no direct mention of Maturidism in 
Topbaş’s writings. Instead, Maturidism is understood as a part of Hanafism. 
Furthermore, in contrast to Iṡkenderpaşa and Işıkçılar, Erenköy does not 
affirm the Turkish cultural thesis. Topbaş argues that that before Islam, 
Turks held a low position in the annals of history. Topbaş gives the exam-
ple of Attila (the Hun) as a Turk who left only bloodshed and tears. It was 
Islam that changed the Turks into a civilized people.84

The Diyanet and Ministry of Education are not intended to have any 
confessional identity. The Diyanet presents itself as neutral with respect to 
the four schools of Sunni Islamic law.85 However, if we imagine Diyanet as 
consisting of concentric ideological circles, there is no doubt that the 
outer circle is Sunni Islam, and the inner circle is Hanafism. Practically 
speaking, Diyanet teachings are based on Sunni Islam and the Hanafi 
madhhab. However, the Diyanet presents its Hanafi-dominated approach 
as a reflection of Turkey’s demographic balance rather than as a doctrinal 
preference. Similarly, with regard to Islamic theology, in its catechism 
books the Diyanet defines itself as an adherent of the “an ahl al-Sunna 
school that follows the opinions of imam al-Maturidi.”86 Again, this is 
presented as a demographic reality rather than a doctrinal choice. Thus, 
Ash‘arism is not emphasized as much as Maturidism in Diyanet materials. 
Also, with reference to Maturidism, the Diyanet’s narrative stresses cul-
tural dynamics and the special link between the Turks and Maturidi 
theology. For example, the rational nature of Maturidi’s theology is attrib-
uted to the school’s roots in Transoxiana.87

When it comes to religious textbooks, Abu Hanifa is presented undis-
putedly as the most influential scholar there.88 He is presented as the key 
figure in shaping the Turks’ relations with Islam and in spreading Islam 
among them. Abu Hanifa is credited for proving Islam’s ability to solve 
humanity’s problems in every age by systemizing the religion into a school 
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of law.89 Al-Maturidi comes second; he is presented as a follower of Abu 
Hanifa’s theological teachings.90 All textbooks also accept the narrative 
that presents Hanafi-Maturidi tradition as the most suitable theology for 
Turks. Accordingly, Abu Hanifa’s moderate interpretation of Islam facili-
tated the Turk’s adoption of and adherence to Islam.91 Textbooks’ empha-
sis on flexibility and practicability reflects the traditional Turkish approach 
to Hanafism as an accommodating school of law.

It is possible to detect the traditional Ottoman syncretic approach in 
the textbooks that are used in compulsory religious courses. Al-Maturidi 
is presented along with al-Ash‘ari, for both are credited with playing 
important roles in systematizing the Islamic faith on the basis of reason 
and in defending Islam against heretic opinions.92 They are presented as 
two figures who shared the same purpose, and there is no reference to 
their differences. In general, al-Ash‘ari and al-Shafi‘i are also presented as 
important figures in the formation of Turks’ understanding of Islam.93 But 
they occupy less space and receive less attention than Abu Hanafi and al-
Maturidi. Like the Diyanet materials, the textbooks emphasize that 
Hanafism is the demographically and geographically dominant school in 
Turkey and explain that the Shafi‘i School is dominant only in the “Eastern 
part of Anatolia.”94

5.7    Conclusion

In this chapter, I have examined five cases, which I picked up to illustrate 
how the Islamic idea of nature is reproduced and transmitted in contem-
porary Turkey. In the following chapter, I will analyze the reproduction 
and transmission of the Islamic idea of nature in each case. As I have 
already underscored, the Islamic idea of nature is central to the interpreta-
tion of Islam propagated by each case. The agents of Islamic socialization 
and ingroup socialization in Turkey are very eager to transmit their par-
ticular version of the idea of nature to individuals who become the sub-
jects of their Islamic activism. Thus, Islamic law does not monopolize the 
content of these five cases’ religious narratives; each is also concerned with 
the idea of nature.
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69.	 Topbaş, Sufism A Path Towards The Internalization of Faith, 64.
70.	 Izniki, Miftah-ul Janna, 23–24.

  G. BACIK



153
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82.	 Coşan, Hazineden Pırıltılar 4, 223.
83.	 Topbaş, Sufism, 226. Topbaş, Civilization of Virtues 2, 416.
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Trinkaus, Charles. 1949. The Problem of Free Will in the Renaissance and the 

Reformation. Journal of the History of Ideas 10 (1): 51–62.
Tug ̆al, Cihan. 2009. Transforming Everyday Life: Islamism and Social Movement 

Theory. Theory and Society 38 (5): 423–458.
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Tanıl Bora, and Murat Gültekingil, 323–340. Istanbul: Il̇etişim.
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CHAPTER 6

The Islamic Idea of Nature in 
Contemporary Turkey

Like elsewhere, Islamic theology in Turkey has evolved in its particular 
sociohistorical context with its own scholars and texts. Contemporary 
Islamic actors in Turkey also interpret the Islamic idea of nature in terms 
of the dominant discourses of the times. Corroborating this insight are the 
several texts that have shaped theological knowledge for all five cases of 
this book.

In the case of three Islamic movements, we find reference books, or 
collections (külliyat), written by the present or the previous leaders, which 
define each movement’s understanding of Islam. Fourteen books written 
by Hüseyin Hilmi Işık make up the Işıkçılar’s külliyat. The Erenköy kül-
liyat comprises the more than 60 books written by Osman Nuri Topbaş. 
The Iṡkenderpas ̧a collection is composed of more than 40 books written 
by Mahmud Esad Coşan. Each külliyat also includes works written by 
earlier leaders, like M.  Zahid Kotku in the case of Iṡkenderpaşa and 
M. Sami Ramazanoğlu in the case of Erenköy. Reference books define the 
movements’ Islamic interpretation, which is transmitted to the members 
as well as the public. Discussions of the idea of nature feature prominently 
in these reference books. Members are expected to regularly read these 
books, which also guide the activities of the movements.

The case of the Diyanet requires a different approach, since it is an offi-
cial body. Among the many books and other materials published by the 
Diyanet, we focus on books that are specifically prepared to teach the 
public about the basics of Islamic theology, including the idea of nature. 
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We will not examine more advanced works published by the Diyanet, for 
example one in which a scholar examines a technical question of theology. 
Rather, we are interested in what the Diyanet wants the people in general 
to learn about the Islamic idea of nature.

The two-volume catechist book entitled Il̇mihal is the Diyanet’s chief 
religious guide for the public. The Diyanet widely distributes it to house-
holds, mosques, and schools. It is the fundamental guide in formulating 
the popular understanding of Islam. The other key work here is the Tefsir, 
a five-volume exegesis of the Qur’an, again written for the general public. 
As stated in the Introduction, the exegesis was written for “people of 
middle-level education and culture.”1 Tefsir covers topics such as causality, 
free will, and the idea of God and is therefore a good source for the study 
of the Islamic idea of nature as interpreted for and promoted among the 
general Turkish public.

A series of books with the title of Iṅanç Kitapları (Hereafter Faith 
Series) is another source for examining the Diyanet’s articulation of the 
Islamic idea of nature. The series is composed of nine volumes, each of 
which covers an independent topic of Islamic theology. In the Introduction 
to the series, the purpose is defined as “[illuminating] the general public 
on Islamic faith.”2 The series is another resource to understand how the 
Diyanet interprets the Islamic idea of nature. In addition, the Diyanet has 
multiple means of conveying its Islamic message to the public: journals, 
Friday sermons, and radio and TV stations. These important arms of the 
mass media will be selectively observed as another route to understanding 
how the Islamic idea of nature is brought to the public.

Turning to the compulsory religious courses, I shall examine all Turkish 
textbooks for religious education from Grade 4 to Grade 12. Written for 
the purpose of delivering fundamental religious knowledge to students, 
these school textbooks cover all the critical content of the idea of nature. 
Textbooks are the prime resources for understanding how the Islamic idea 
of nature is interpreted and transmitted during religious socialization at 
the level of formal education.

In Chap. 2, I identified four critical subject areas of Islamic theology 
that collectively provide the basis for the Islamic idea of nature: causality, 
knowledge, free will, and the idea of God. I have devoted separate sections 
of this chapter to discuss these subjects. In each section, I will examine 
how materials representing each of the five cases—the three movements, 
the Diyanet, and the compulsory religious courses—deal with the particu-
lar subject, and more generally how each case interprets and incorporates 
these subjects into its Islamic narrative.
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6.1    Islamic Movements on Causality and 
the Idea of God

6.1.1    Işıkçılar

The case of Işıkçılar demonstrates how a contemporary Islamic movement 
can promote the Ash‘ari view of nature despite its Maturidi confessional 
identity. The movement’s interpretation of Islam provides a clear 
Occasionalist view of causality, repeating nearly all of al-Ghazali’s 
arguments.

Hüseyin Hilmi Işık’s massive Seadet-i Ebediyye (Endless Bliss), the cen-
tral book of the Işıkçılar movement, contains many long sections devoted 
to Islamic theology. Its treatment of theology completely rejects the con-
cept of natural law. Reflecting an Occasionalist perspective, the book 
teaches that God moves everything, thus precluding the attribution of 
event to natural causation.3 Işık’s nature is al-Ghazali’s nature; the uni-
verse operates with dual causality, natural and divine, but the latter is supe-
rior. God’s customary creation (i.e. divine creation), which we cannot 
rationalize by means of human thought, causes natural events. Işık bor-
rows many examples from al-Ghazali, including fire and burning cotton: 
the fire does not cause the cotton to burn—only God does. That cotton 
seemingly always burns upon contact with fire is a result of God’s custom, 
that is, his habit of making it so, not of any natural law linking fire and 
burning. Işık denied the possibility of any necessary natural causes 
unequivocally: he emphasizes that neither fire, nor oxygen, nor heat, nor 
the electrons cause the burning—only God does. Denying such secondary 
causes, Işık reduced them to mere human illusions.4

Al-Ghazali’s theory of movement virtually monopolizes religious 
thought in contemporary Turkey. Işık also recognizes this theory as the 
groundwork for his explanations of causality. Only a conscious agent with 
the ability to will can cause a movement. Lacking those faculties, a law 
cannot initiate a movement. Thus, law is simply a misnomer, since it is 
nothing but the custom of the actor (God) whose will is behind the move-
ment or act. Thus, real causality is about the agent and his customs, not 
about secondary reasons, which have neither life nor power to will. God’s 
customs are the only mechanisms that explain natural events.5

Işık posits that natural order is possible only when fixed natural laws 
generate the same results under the same conditions. However, defining 
God’s customary works as the source of natural events, it is logically neces-
sary to accept that God can change his custom as he wishes. Thus, belief 
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in the suspension of nature is an essential part of faith.6 Any conception of 
nature that implies limitations on God’s sovereignty contradicts God’s 
omnipotence. A proper conception of nature recognizes that God is able 
to act in nature as He wishes: no natural law binds him. The case is also 
important for demonstrating how some opinions about nature are still 
coded as principles of faith. Similarly, Işık frames debates about nature as 
matters of faith, not as matters of facts.

Having repudiated natural laws and put God’s custom as the central 
authority, we have now a different notion of nature where God suspends 
order for some higher virtues.7 The case of several pious people, like 
appearing in different places at the very same time, is only one example to 
prove how God suspends the natural order.8 In fact, what we call natural 
is a fiction rather than a reality. So, if God lets someone fly, the man-made 
concept of natural presents the case as supernatural. This had nothing to 
do with the supernatural or the natural. Rather, a flying man is only a 
change in God’s custom.9

Further reflecting the Occasionalist perspective, Işıkçılar’s concept of 
the deity is that of a personal God who governs the universe without inter-
ruption through his divine attributes. This is a God who reacts instanta-
neously to various developments in one’s life. God’s special relations with 
people may lead him to change his custom, resulting in the suspension of 
the natural order. God is very much involved in daily life, knowing and 
following every detail. Işık is critical of Mu’tazili doctrine, which holds 
that God knows only through universals. Işık underlines that God knows 
particularities, including all details.10 Adopting a personal conception of 
God, Işık has no doubt that people will see God in heaven.11 Divine attri-
butes in Işık’s thought are not abstract; like al-Ash‘ari, he explains them in 
concrete terms, suggesting a human-like image of the deity.

The influence of Ash‘arism on Işık’s thought is also clear in the latter’s 
views on God’s actions and morality. His stance on this intricate question 
of theology is clear: God does not have to do what is good and useful for 
his creatures, nor does he have to reward some people or torment others.12 
We remember these sentences from al-Ash‘ari’s Kitab al-Luma‘.13 
Accordingly, God’s intervention in nature cannot be subjected to a moral 
inquiry. Repudiating secondary causes require a personal God with divine 
attributes like seeing and knowing whose customs cause natural events but 
who is not subjected to a higher moral or natural law. Humans cannot 
possess or propose moral norms to understand God. Thus, the search for 
a logical explanation to God’s custom on the basis of morality or rational-
ity is not only meaningless but also heretical. God acts within a divine 
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context, which is not comprehensible to the human mind.14 To prove the 
irrelevance of a moral inquiry to God’s actions, Işık again draws several 
examples from Kitab al-Luma‘. For example, Işık explains that God is the 
possessor of everything, including human beings, and therefore has the 
absolute right to do with his possessions as he wills. No one has the right 
to question his conduct with regard to his possessions.15 Or, since God is 
above every ruler and rule, God is not in a position to have to comply with 
any set of rules, since there is no power to ask this of him.16 These are 
almost verbatim quotations from al-Ash‘ari.17

To conclude, Işık formulates causality within the Ash‘ari perspective, 
repudiating secondary causes. Işık’s nature has God as its governor who 
creates and manages every event directly. Thus, people are expected to 
appeal directly to God, not to natural law, since God is the agent of every 
movement. Obviously, such an idea of nature invests more in the higher 
causality that is God’s customs. Therefore, Işık could be interpreted as a 
scholar who reproduces al-Ghazali’s Occasionalist ideas. Reflecting his 
deep respect for al-Ghazali, Işık praises the former’s magnum opus, Ihya, 
as the most useful book.18 Al-Ghazali’s other books, like Munkidh, Iljam 
al-‘awam and Tahafut, are also frequently quoted, sometimes in at length. 
Centuries after he passed away, al-Ghazali continues to be the most influ-
ential scholar in Işıkçılar’s teachings on Islamic theology. By contrast, al-
Maturidi has virtually no place in Işık’s writings on causality.

6.1.2    Iṡkenderpaşa

The study of how causality is interpreted in Iṡkenderpaşa is comparatively 
difficult, since the religious discourse of that movement is dominated by 
piety and morality and rarely reflects the characteristics of a standard theo-
logical narrative. Theological issues are usually presented in their reference 
books indirectly. However, despite such hurdles, the Iṡkenderpaşa refer-
ence books contain sections on the idea of causality. Like Işıkçılar, 
Iṡkenderpaşa also proposes particular ideas about how nature works in the 
course of its religious instruction.

Al-Ghazali’s theory of movement also provides the basis for M. Esad 
Coşan’s approach to causality. Nature has no direct casual power, since it 
is a blind and created thing without the power to will. Everything in 
nature, such as trees and the sun, is under the direct governance of God.19 
God uses nature.20 Having no consciousness, nature is an entity that is 
used by God as we use other objects. As a passive thing, it is subjected to 
God’s agency and unable to will and therefore to cause any action. Coşan’s 
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frequent use of the term “blind nature” reflects the impact of al-Ghazali’s 
theory of movement.21 Coşan repudiates the role of natural law, that is, 
secondary causes, since God’s agency is behind all natural events.

Following al-Ghazali’s theory of movement, Coşan concludes that 
there is a double causality to explain natural events, and that it is the 
higher, divine causation that determines movement in nature. From this 
perspective, it is not clear what role the secondary causes can play. Thus, 
the investigation of nature in the context of Iṡkenderpaşa’s religious 
instruction is not like what is done in physic courses in universities, where 
investigators are oblivious to or ignore the dimension where God creates 
and does everything with his knowledge. The poverty of the methods of 
physic at explaining nature proves that God’s custom, since it is not bound 
by regularity, is the real agent of natural events.22

Coşan does not yield to physics to explain nature; Islam monopolizes 
that task. Any scientific (or philosophical) attempt to explain nature with-
out taking God’s continuous agency into consideration ends in a wrong or 
incomplete judgment.23 His proposal is also a contemporary example of 
how Islamic agents still reject the separation of religion and science.

Mehmed Zahid Kotku also adopts an Occasionalist perspective, as evi-
denced in his book on Islamic theology, Ehli Sünnet Akaidi. The book 
outlines a general framework of Sunni Islamic theology. Speculating on 
causal factors in nature, Kotku, partially expounding al-Ghazali’s theory of 
movement, defines nature first as being a fixed or unchanging fact. Nature 
is fixed and motionless and thus cannot include or produce any causal 
dynamics that initiate the movement of things. So “black is black, white is 
white,” and if there is any change, for example if “white becomes black,” 
it is not because of nature or natural law, but because of God’s will.24 
Kotku leaves little if any space for secondary causes, for he presents God as 
the agent of every motion, even the location of every individual raindrop 
and snowflake. To demonstrate his arguments, Kotku employs the raindrop 
example. God orders the place of each raindrop. Snow is no different, as 
God takes full charge there too. None of these natural events is autono-
mous, nor is there a natural law to cause them.25 What we see as natural 
events are in fact the results of God’s customs.

Following al-Ghazali’s theory of movement, nature in Iṡkenderpaşa is 
mostly seen through the lens of Ash‘ari theology. For Coşan, nature is not 
able to initiate any movement, as it is a collection of unconsciousness and 
breathless things:
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What is nature? Is it stone, tree or water? What is nature? It is the sum total 
of all these things. But, each of these things is different than the other. 
Nature is like a scene… It is not a unitary being to cause something. It is the 
collection of things. Thus, referring nature as a cause is illogical as there is 
nothing that exists as a unitary thing called nature.26

Logically, once nature is defined as lifeless, that is, inanimate, an alter-
nate theory is needed to explain movements as the work of a real, con-
scious agent with the power of will. Recognizing an agent’s will as the 
ontological cause of motion in nature leaves no space for natural law (since 
nature cannot will), but only the agent’s customs. Thus, Iṡkenderpaşa’s 
Islamic teachings go beyond the narrative that postulates natural law as the 
basis of natural events. Instead, it requires a personal power that governs 
the universe behind the scenes.

Muslims instructed in these teachings are thus invited to develop an 
understanding of natural events as God’s continuous agency in this world. 
Such an idea of nature entails a mysterious quality of natural events as well. 
Coşan locates this mysterious quality of nature somewhere beyond the lim-
its of the knowledge that one acquires in physics lessons.27 Contemplation 
of the mysterious reflections of God’s ultimate power makes Muslims believe 
that everything is possible, irrespective of natural law. The possible is defined 
in terms not of natural law, but of God’s limitless power.

The suspension of the natural order is another aspect of Coşan’s under-
standing of causality.28 Like Işık, Coşan insists that supernatural and natu-
ral are irrelevant categories when it comes to classifying God’s actions. 
The emphasis on this topic is not trivial: it is a major argument for why 
natural law is merely a human illusion without any kind of effect or exis-
tence. Since events in nature are merely the habits of God, his actions 
could happen in any form and are not bound by any law. In other words, 
the argument of the suspension of natural law is a logical deduction of 
God’s direct agency. But it is also employed to repudiate natural law. 
Coşan argues that, being out of time and space, God is not bound by any-
thing. Thus, he is not held in chronological time or in any causal nexus; he 
can even enable people to see future events.29 Coşan gives examples from 
Islamic history, especially the stories of saints, to prove that God does sus-
pend the natural order.30

The God we read in Iṡkenderpaşa is a highly personal God. Muslims 
will see him with their own eyes in the afterlife.31 As a personal deity, God 
has certain attributes that are neither other than him nor part of him, yet 
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which also have divine quality.32 Belief in the divine attributes is essential 
of faith. Kotku writes that anyone who rejects that God has hands (like the 
Mu‘tazila) deviates from the true teachings of Islam. He further insists 
that words like “God’s hands” cannot be interpreted metaphorically as 
God’s power.33 God’s absolute status above any law or morality renders 
impossible any attempt to evaluate his actions through moral inquiry. Very 
much like causality in nature, a moral causality—doing or not doing an 
action for a specific moral purpose—is not a legitimate framework for 
explaining God’s actions. Kotku makes this clear by reminding that God is 
not bound to always do what is good for people. Kotku makes no mention 
of al-Maturidi’s views on this subject. Instead he adheres to Ash‘ari 
absolutism.34

The reference books of Iṡkenderpaşa take things one-step further and 
fully anthropomorphize God. For example, if God loves one person, 
Coşan writes, he creates extraordinary conditions for him.35 God not only 
governs the universe but also follows people’s lives closely, even expressing 
divine emotions. Thus, God himself is emotional, like a human being: 
God can even be embarrassed (utanmak). To clarify what he means, Coşan 
explains that God can be embarrassed like a lady (hanım) or a child. He 
explains it can even be like the embarrassment of a person who does some-
thing wrong.36

As I have underlined above, the Islamic message Iṡkenderpaşa transmits 
to its members, and to the larger public, is an Occasionalist idea of causal-
ity that repudiates natural law. The movement’s message identifies a highly 
personal God as the central agent of daily events, as well as of other natural 
events. However, on causality, Coşan goes one step further and incorpo-
rates a new element where Islamic laws are able to affect events in nature. 
Defining revelation as the absolute truth and law, Coşan postulates a causal 
relation between revelation and natural events.37 Interestingly, recogniz-
ing the effect of revealed laws is not held to contradict God’s sovereignty. 
This perspective reflects the thesis that the Qur’an is not uncreated, a 
belief which has its origin in the divine nature of God’s attributes. 
Accordingly, since attributes are divine, God’s knowledge and his words 
(including the Qur’an) are also divine. Thus, while natural laws are repu-
diated—since anything that we observe in nature is created—revealed laws 
are seen as connected to God’s divinity.

The origin of such a divine causality is the repudiation of natural law, as 
Sayyid Hussain Nasr notes, since it leads people to define God’s revelation 
as the real law.38 This should not be confused with the traditional Islamic 

  G. BACIK



167

argument that Islamic rules bring Muslims to a better life. Rather, this 
view proposes a causal link between religiosity and the course of events in 
the material world, for example, the volume of rainfall. Muslims’ failure to 
live a religious life according to the revealed law can have material effects 
in nature.39 Abiding by Islamic laws initiates God’s direct intervention in 
nature in favor of people. God helps pious people, sometimes even directly 
through supernatural means.40

This sort of religious causality could be interpreted as the extreme 
extension of repudiating natural law. God governs nature through Islamic 
laws rather than natural law. Coşan formulates the essence of this special 
causation with a motto: if a person obeys God, everything obeys him (the 
person).41 This is simply to incorporate Islamic principles into the relation-
ship of man and nature, as if that relationship were another causal nexus.42 
As a matter of fact, Coşan frequently reminds the reader that fiqh (reli-
gious law) is the highest science.43

6.1.3    Erenköy

Like the two previous cases, Erenköy also adheres to the Ash‘ari concept 
of causality, despite its Maturidi confessional identity. The movement 
transmits a typical God-first approach, where the divine power is explained 
as the sole cause of everything.44 Osman Nuri Topbaş clearly warns that 
attributing a real effect to natural law is misleading, for it is God who gov-
erns the universe.45

Topbaş explains his understanding of nature with an analogy. He writes 
that nature is like a painting on a canvas. A painter paints dots, lines, and 
various shapes on the canvas. Shapes on the canvas have no ability to influ-
ence anything in the content of the painting. They cannot change size, 
shape, or color, nor can they affect appearances or places on the canvas. 
There is no authority on the canvas other than the painter’s choice and 
will. No one can propose a causal link to explain shapes on the canvas 
other than the painter’s custom or wishes. God is thus the painter of 
nature: He decides and makes everything in nature such that no object or 
element of it has any ability to cause itself or anything else.46 All existing 
things in the universe are like the dots, lines, and shapes on a canvas. We 
are meant to extrapolate from this analogy that to understand nature we 
must focus on the artist, not the work of art.47 We observe in the design 
of nature is God’s absolute arbitrariness. As al-Ghazali once noted, God 
could have set nature differently, had he so wished.48
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Earlier, we briefly analyzed Kotku’s raindrop example, which recognizes 
no natural causes. As we will observe later in different contexts, the scholars 
of Islamic movements prefer analogies in which nature has no causal effi-
cacy. Their analogies reflect the general precepts of the Ghazalian theory of 
movement. They cautiously avoid analogies where nature or natural law is 
assigned any role in the initiation of events. As I have elaborated in Chap. 2, 
Ibn Rushd criticized al-Ghazali and the Ash‘ari view for excessive reliance 
on God’s direct agency. For Ibn Rushd, there is “no counterpart to His will 
in the empirical world.”49 Thus, presenting God as the sole agent of natural 
events is flawed. God is not part of space and time, and thus it is impossible 
to find a counterpart of God’s will in the empirical (space- and time-bound) 
world. Ibn Rushd suggests a differentiation between the empirical and the 
divine will. He argues that the agency of secondary causes is so clear that 
denying it is sophistry, as they are easily observed in sensible things.50 On 
this debate, al-Maturidi’s explanation is close to that of Ibn Rushd, and 
several passages of Kitab al-Tawhid suggest that al-Maturidi differs from 
al-Ash‘ari on this point.51 His explanation of nature recognizes that God 
created things with various features and structural qualities, and that one 
can thus speak of “rules” governing the natural order.52 However, as we 
spot in all cases in this book, including the Diyanet, on causality, Ash‘ari 
occasionalism prevails in Turkey, while al-Maturidi’s approach is ignored.

Topbaş explains natural events as the results of God’s creation through 
his unceasing interventions.53 What is radical about his repudiation of nat-
ural law is that it entails a complete incapacity of humans to understand 
nature. Topbaş believes that understanding nature is not possible. Any 
attempt at explanation would require a causal nexus, and that would 
amount to the claim that God’s custom is subject to that causal law. God 
is above any law, and thus any scientific framework that seeks to explain 
God’s actions through natural law is a travesty. We cannot learn the exact 
reasons for the natural events that take place around us.54 Topbaş demon-
strates to us the consequence of the Occasionalist perspective: if the divine 
rules of governance rather than natural law determine natural events, then 
we cannot explain natural events with reference to the laws of nature.55 
The options now are either to develop an alternative method for learning 
the divine rules of governance, or to be satisfied with our deficiency.

Topbaş points to various natural events, like disasters, as hints of the 
divine aspect of nature. He claims that such events cannot be explained on 
the basis of observed natural phenomena.56 Their explanation requires a 
type of knowledge quite different from that which science can furnish. 
Topbaş’s interpretation of the Islamic idea to nature entails a denial of 
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natural law, thereby making space for an alternative order where the rule 
is divine arbitrariness. It is a nature where God does anything he wishes, 
sometimes even appearing as a supernatural being.57

Arguing along the same lines as Işık and Coşan, Topbaş defies the con-
cept supernatural because it is a man made, and therefore of no relevance 
to God’s action. Man-made binaries like normal/abnormal and natural/
supernatural have nothing to do with God’s custom. Again, the core of 
the argument is rejection of any attempt to explain God’s actions with 
reference to a consistent framework. God acts as he wishes on the divine 
level, which is not comprehensible by humans. The logical conclusion of 
this view is an epistemic fatalism where the human mind cannot under-
stand the movements and events in nature.58 Following from this, Topbaş 
also discards any moral framework that purports to evaluate God’s acts. 
God is above all law, so he is also outside any moral framework. His actions 
are never questioned.59 This epistemic argument is in principle the same as 
the moral argument that rejects any attempt to explain God’s decisions in 
terms of a man-made framework. This approach is a typical expression of 
the God-first theology, where the ultimate principle is to avoid any idea 
that might appear to diminish God’s absolute perfectness. Like the other 
cases, on the issue of morality and God actions, Topbaş does not incorpo-
rate any Maturidi doctrines and instead adheres to Ash‘ari absolutism.

In Topbaş’s cosmology, the personal God of nature manages not only 
the macro-level events of the universe but also the daily affairs of every 
person. This is a personal God who cares about the universe; it is his con-
tinuous intervention (in the form of habit) that preserves the illusion of 
natural law and prevents the descent into anarchy. God follows people 
closely; he reacts to their decisions and deeds. Having no intermediaries, 
God is an integral part of every person’s daily life. Muslims in fact observe 
the reflections of God’s decisions in their daily lives. Topbaş proposes a 
simple explanation that God manages people’s lives and that people appeal 
to God to favor them by acting piously.60

Topbaş is also in search of a religious causality: he is not satisfied with 
natural law, for that concept presumes a natural order that exists indepen-
dently of the revealed Islamic principles. He attempts to expand causality 
by arguing that Islamic laws are the causes of effects in nature. So, natural 
events like fires, plagues, and droughts are related to people’s piety. 
Religious causality is as follows:

If most of the servants are on the right path, rain comes down as a mercy 
and a blessing, and happiness follows. However, if most of the community 
is inclined to their earthly desires, then floods, droughts or earthquakes 
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become inevitable. These sad events occur because of sins or rebelliousness 
committed by people. In other words, natural disasters happen only after 
spiritual quakes already took place due to corrupt hearts.61

Unlike with natural law, proposing an explanation of God’s actions 
through religious laws does not diminish God’s sovereignty. This is again 
a reflection of the Sunni orthodox view of the Qur’an as uncreated and 
divine. Recognizing the revealed laws as binding on nature does not con-
tradict God’ sovereignty, since the laws are also divine. Topbaş elaborates 
his idiosyncratic religious causality as follows:

It cannot be denied that people’s spiritual states and their actions—good or 
evil—play a role in the triggering or the deflection of earthquakes.62

Destroyed by God’s direct agency and religious causality, natural law is 
now irrelevant. Thus, Topbaş wrote that it is wrong to exaggerate the role 
of physical rules by saying “if the buildings were strong enough, this 
earthquake would not have killed so many people,” since things are depen-
dent on the divine will, which manifests itself at all costs.63 Here is the 
hierarchy of powers in nature as Topbaş explains to his followers:

Those who have no clue of the divine presence wander around ordinary 
causes, idly latching on purely physical explanations, such as blaming tec-
tonic faults for earthquakes.64

This is a world of direct divine governance, so Topbaş asks Muslims to 
organize their lives in accordance with the reality of a divine causation 
rather than on natural law, for natural laws are uncertain, while the divine 
rules and God’s management are constant.65

6.2    Official Islam on Causality and 
the Idea of God

6.2.1    The Diyanet

The Diyanet’s narrative on causality also reflects the general features of 
Occasionalism. Relevant books published by the Diyanet clearly display 
the prevalence of occasionalism in that official institution’s interpreta-
tion of Islam.
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Dinim Iṡlam (Islam Is My Religion) is a typical example in this vein. 
Addressed particularly to young students, the book declares that every-
thing good or bad, living or non-living, useful or not useful, is created by 
God’s will, knowledge, and creation.66 The book also includes sections 
that suggest that nature is governed by a religious causality, according to 
which God creates natural disasters or health problems to test human 
being.67 Thus, the regular function of natural law surrenders to divine 
causation, which has its own customary framework. God is always able to 
do as he wishes. He can take back everything that a man has gained in his 
life. The text warns Muslims to bear in mind divine intervention, since it 
can affect everything in daily life. For instance, how people are given their 
sustenance is exclusively a matter of divine decision. However, the pre-
dominance of divine causation is not limited to these issues. It is the norm 
that governs the nature, so any action in nature needs God’s consent to 
come into being.68 I believe that the practical benefits of Occasionalism, 
that is, enabling Islamic agents to formulate their opinions in manner that 
is compatible with God’s omnipotence, seem to make it an indispensable 
method. Occasionalism is practical and persuasive in bringing a God-
centered explanation to the general public.

As is apparent in the book just analyzed, the Diyanet’s narrative rejects 
the notion that natural law can cause the events and changes we see in 
nature. Indeed, even postulating natural law contradicts God’s sover-
eignty. It is accepted that God directly and instantaneously governs natural 
events. The view equates any proposal that endows secondary causes with 
an autonomous efficacy with a claim to share in God’s sovereignty, that is, 
shirk. Thus, in the case of the Diyanet, we again observe a typical problem 
of Sunni Islamic theology that is its inability to formulate a space for 
autonomous action.

To overcome the quandary, the Diyanet develops a narrative of har-
mony among God, natural law, and human will. However, one finds little 
information concerning the problematic aspects of this narrative. The style 
is declarative and carefully avoids the controversial issues. We observe the 
same narrative in Iṅancım, another typical book by Diyanet written for the 
public, where it is stated that faith requires belief in God’s governance of 
nature through his “knowledge, design and creation.”69 However, this 
divine model is explained as if it does not raise any questions about natural 
law or man’s free will. This style just makes statements without discussion, 
and the tricky issues are ignored.
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The Diyanet’s narrative does not explicitly repudiate natural law, as 
was the case with the three Islamic movements analyzed above. Even so, 
the priority of securing of God’s sovereignty, that is, its God-first 
approach, results in similar consequences. Explaining natural events as 
the direct and instantaneous actions of God and passing over natural law 
with vague and ambiguous declarations, practically produces yet another 
Occasionalist outlook.

In this vein, the Diyanet’s Tefsir offers detailed and dialectical discus-
sions of causality. Tefsir is the pivotal exegesis that the Diyanet promotes 
and distributes in present-day Turkey. Four highly prestigious and leading 
Turkish scholars—Hayreddin Karaman, Mustafa Çağrıcı, I.̇ Kafi Dönmez, 
and Sadrettin Gümüş—were commissioned to write the Tefsir. They are 
recognized as eminent and well-credentialed religious scholars who have 
served the public in various religious and academic posts and who have 
been influential in governmental circles.70

Tefsir makes a sophisticated attempt to reconcile God’s sovereignty and 
natural law. Yet even it still resorts to declaring assumptions and in some 
places contradictory reasoning in its effort to overcome a substantial quan-
dary of Islamic thought, which is to formulate a space for autonomous 
action without violating God’s sovereignty. Tefsir recognizes natural law as 
God’s design. However, it still maintains that nature cannot limit God’s 
will, and that God can suspend the natural order.71 While the authors’ goal 
is to reconcile natural law and divine sovereignty, the implication is that 
natural laws are efficient only so long as God does not intervene in nature. 
They thus uphold the Occasionalist conclusion that God manages the 
world and that his relations with the universe are continuous and direct.72 
The ultra-sensitivity to and respect for God’s sovereignty remains the 
undisputed norm, leaving no possibility of formulating a consistent frame-
work of autonomous action in nature. As a result, natural laws are still held 
to have no causal efficacy. Furthermore, it is again underlined that it is the 
human mind that imagines regularities in nature in the form of natural 
laws. In fact, various irregular events prove God’s agency as the sole power 
to explain natural events.73

In another attempt at reconciliation, Tefsir appeals to the concept of 
Sünnetullah (Ar. Sunnat Allah) to explain the workings of nature. The 
Diyanet’s Encyclopedia of Islam defines the term as the rules that God has 
laid down to sustain the social and natural orders.74 This definition gener-
ates a causality that incorporates natural and social factors. Accordingly, if 
societies fail to comply with these laws in their social life, they can trigger 
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certain natural events, such as disasters. But Sünnetullah refers to more 
general divine rules that determine both natural and social events in a 
supreme form of causation that is above natural law. The Diyanet’s 
Sünnetullah is also based on the thesis that because the Qur’an is uncre-
ated and divine, the rules it reveals govern nature. Thus, the Diyanet’s 
cosmology also puts God’s direct agency and his revealed rules at the 
center of natural order.

Tefsir then explains how God governs nature according to Sünnetullah. 
For every action, God first creates the cause and then creates the conse-
quence, in keeping with divine wisdom.75 On this account, a thing hap-
pening immediately following another thing does not mean that there is a 
causal link between them. Thus, the causal link we observe in nature is not 
autonomous but rather a reflection of God’s agency. God’s continuous 
creation of causes and consequences is his customary way of acting, albeit 
perceived as natural law by people. However, the attempt to accommodate 
God’s agency with natural order results in a convoluted conclusion:

The general immutable law (sünnet) enacted by God can only be changed 
by God with again a special law of God for an interim period in special cases.76

Analyzing the explanation, we read that order exists in nature thanks to 
God’s general customs. However, even though Tefsir names them as the 
immutable general law, God changes them for interim periods. Tefsir here 
makes a distinction between sünnet-i amme (God’s general laws) and sün-
net-i hassa (God’s exceptional laws) in order to reconcile natural order 
with God’s sovereignty. Accordingly, a special law can suspend the immu-
table general laws in nature for a short time, and only in special cases. 
However, the case is now more complicated, since we have exceptional 
laws that can suspend the general laws that were defined as immutable.

What we observe here is a sophisticated Occasionalist perspective sift-
ing God’s sovereignty through various mechanisms. The outcome is again 
that God’s absolute governance determines natural events. But it is obvi-
ous that the Tefsir authors want to minimize the suspension of the natural 
order: God only rarely changes his customs in Tefsir’s discourse on nature, 
and his actions are always in accord with wisdom. The quest here is to 
escape Ibn Rushd’s criticism of Islamic scholars whose rejection of natural 
law leads to a tyrannical idea of God.77 However, God’s suspending natu-
ral order remains a recognized principle of the Islamic idea of nature in the 
Diyanet’s interpretation of theology.78
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The problem of this theological view is its inconsistency. For example, 
Tefsir accepts supernatural practices but cautiously reminds the reader that 
such events happen only on a special law of God. Indeed, despite such a 
cautious approach, is it hardly possible to read a biography of a contempo-
rary Islamic saint or even many religious leaders that does not mention 
supernatural events, which proves that the Tefsir’s own theological caution 
fails. In fact, other books by the Diyanet, for example its chief catechism 
Il̇mihal, plainly recognize supernatural events. While summarizing the 
fundamentals of Islam in short sentences, Il̇mihal proclaims that the 
supernatural actions of saints are fact.79 Reading many other books written 
for the general public, one quickly notices that the suspension of the natu-
ral order as well as various forms of supernatural events are essentials of 
Islamic faith in the Diyanet’s interpretation of Islamic theology.80

Tefsir also makes use of analogy to explain nature. The analogy that 
illustrates the relationship of God and nature is the changing shadow of an 
object. It is an analogy we will remember from al-Ghazali’s The Incoherence 
of Philosophers.81 The shadow changes shape simultaneously with the 
change of position of the object that casts it. God’s will and works in 
nature happen simultaneously, without a lapse of time, as do the concur-
rent changes of the shadow and the object. As in the painting analogy of 
Topbaş, the Tefsir shadow presents a nature without autonomy. The 
shadow cannot cause a change in its shape or position.

Accordingly, all we see in nature as changes and occurrences are simul-
taneous reflections of God’s decisions. We observe God’s governance as it 
is reflected in nature. Put differently, the only hypothetical difference is 
the missing dimension of divine governance, like the difference between 
the 3D object and its 2D shadow. Leaving no initiative to nature, the anal-
ogy reminds the Ghazalian theory of movement. Even the Tefsir analogy 
repeats the scheme of the Ghazalian theory almost verbatim: Nature is not 
an agent with a consciousness or will that initiates movement. What is 
more, there is no such thing as nature; it is merely an imagined concept. 
Nature is only a convenient collective name for things like trees, planets, 
stars, and animals. Thus, one cannot attribute a power to nature, which 
does not exist on any level other than that of a name.82

The Diyanet’s Faith Series also perpetuates Occasionalism. Reading rel-
evant volumes of the series, we quickly grasp that they are written in line 
with traditional Ottoman syncretism of the Ash‘ari and the Maturidi 
schools again giving precedence to the former. The syncretic attempt in 
Faith Series therefore leads to some contradictory statements.
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In the series, we are informed that there is normally an order in nature, 
but that order is subject to change depending on God’s customs. Those 
changes are not abnormal or extraordinary developments. Rather, they are 
uncustomary (adet dışı) events, meaning changes in God’s custom. 
Humans misunderstand them as extraordinary.83 However, in some parts 
of Faith Series, the authors themselves define such changes in nature as 
extraordinary events.84 Accordingly, such extraordinary events demon-
strate God’s absolute agency in nature, since they demonstrate the lack of 
any perpetual natural laws.85

According to Faith Series, God’s direct agency causes all natural events. 
This logically requires the rejection of regular natural laws. Thus, it is fre-
quently stated in the books that natural laws are not ontologically neces-
sary, given God’s direct agency in nature.86 As a result, the knowledge of 
causes that we acquire through science “of which we are proud of”—an 
expression of disdain—is inadequate. True causality operates at the higher 
and absolute level of God’s agency.87 This conception of nature again 
resembles that of al-Ghazali, which holds that human sensation and rea-
soning have only a limited capacity to provide knowledge of causes. As a 
logical result of the occasionalist model, Faith Series reminds us that there 
are two worlds: visible and invisible. Man’s senses and capacity fall short in 
understanding the invisible, which is the most critical one when it comes 
to causality.88 All events in nature are governed at that invisible level, 
where God’s agency rules nature, including man’s acts.89 Such a view of 
visible and invisible worlds is an important example to trace the Ash‘ari 
impact in Diyanet’s narrative. The dual conception of visible and invisible 
worlds is a Sufi perspective that al-Ghazali brought into Sunni theology. 
Recall that there was no such conception of the visible and invisible worlds 
in al-Maturidi’s thought. For al-Maturidi, the visible world could be pro-
posed as a proof to another; however, the idea of imagining man between 
the two worlds in terms of acquisition of any kind of knowledge is false.90

In another expression of its occasionalism, the Diyanet maintains the 
conception of a personal God. God is presented as a person (zat) in 
Diyanet books.91 Il̇mihal gives many details about God’s attributes.92 
Tefsir frequently reminds the reader that attributes are a requirement for 
God’s perfectness.93 By frequent references to leading Ash‘ari scholars like 
al-Ghazali and al-Razi, divine attributes are explained as necessary for 
God’s continuous contact with the universe.94 The Diyanet vehemently 
challenges philosophical (and Mu‘tazila) conceptualizations of God in the 
form of an abstract power or intellect.95 God knows the particulars of 
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every person’s life,96 and his actions have nothing to do with being good 
or bad.97 The Diyanet’s God is a typical reflection of Sunni Orthodox 
theology: God is the sole agent, which requires having attributes to explain 
his governing of the universe.

This explanation is simple and comprehensible to the average reader. 
However, this intelligibility comes at a cost: it comes close to anthropo-
morphizing God. Thus, as I have summarized in Chap. 3, in the case of 
Diyanet we face another problem of Sunni theology. Philosophers’ abstract 
conceptions of God are not satisfactory for orthodox theologians, as they 
are neither comprehensible to the average reader not compatible with the 
Occasionalist view of nature. On the other hand, the piety-minded schol-
ars’ views approach anthropomorphism, which Ibn Rushd once derided as 
“turning God into an eternal man.”98 It is this nearly-anthropomorphized 
God that we find in many theological works written and promoted by a 
range of Islamic actors in contemporary Turkey.

6.2.2    School Textbooks

The idea of nature also occupies a large space in the textbooks of compul-
sory religious courses. Textbooks regard the issue of causality as a major 
subject of Islamic theology. Reading the relevant sections of religious 
course books, one might even feel that one is reading a science course book.

Thematically, the general debate on nature, particularly in the earlier 
years of study, is based on the concept of order.99 Students are asked to 
ponder the order that they observe in nature. The purpose is to make 
them understand natural order as a sign of God’s creation. Presented as a 
proof, natural order is defined as a result of the “measures and arrange-
ments by God.”100 The idea of God’s continuous agency is underlined to 
explain natural events. Mostly, textbooks up to the eighth year follow the 
same method of emphasizing natural order while teaching about God’s 
relationship to nature. The emphasis on natural order, however, is pre-
sented along with a concept of personal God.101 The personal God relates 
directly to everything in the universe and cares about every person’s needs 
and problems. The continuous dialogue between God and nature is 
underlined.102 Textbooks discuss divine attributes in detailed way; God 
sees, speaks, and intervenes in daily life.103

The narrative of the textbooks becomes dialectical after the eighth 
grade, and there is a concomitant shift in focus from natural order to cau-
sality. Natural law is now God’s design. Students are taught that man 
should understand natural law as designed by God.104 At this level, such 
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explanation can be evaluated as a strategy to emphasize the significance of 
natural law without referring to any thorny theological issues. Basically, 
the method is to recognize natural law along with God’s sovereignty. 
Textbooks skip traditional problems of Islamic theology concerning the 
compatibility of the autonomous natural law and God’s sovereignty. 
Leaving those discussions aside, it is underlined that “the functioning of 
the universe depends on natural law” since God created everything in 
nature according to some measures.105

Particularly in the eighth-grade textbook, the narrative on causality 
comes close to a natural-law-first perspective. Physical laws are considered 
the most important factors for gaining an understanding of natural events, 
and it is made clear that if people fail to consider them, they will encounter 
various material problems such as environmental disaster or economic 
underdevelopment. This is a quite unusual recognition of natural law 
without resorting to any Occasionalist argument. Natural laws are held to 
cause events within their standard and mechanical procedure. Continuing 
the natural-laws-first approach, the book informs that the speed of the 
Earth’s rotation, rain, snow, and all other natural events happen according 
to the laws of physics.106 Not interested in the traditional problems of 
Islamic theology, the book has as its prime objective teaching students that 
understanding natural law is vital for developing better relations between 
man and nature. Consider the following question that one encounters in 
the textbook:

Why do people construct stronger houses in quake regions? Which physical 
laws should be considered in these areas?107

The semantics of the two questions suggest natural law causes events in 
nature. It does not mention the divine agency or the religious causality, 
which explains natural events like earthquakes as a function of religious 
impiety. The narrative is so precise that one sometimes has the impression 
that one is reading the transcript of a physics lecture. The book even 
defines what a physical event is in the fashion of a science textbook: a 
physical event happens because prevailing conditions determine the causal 
relations that govern the participating physical things. The textbook’s 
intention is evidently to incorporate causality as an autonomous mecha-
nism into Islamic theology without any qualification. To support its thesis, 
it reminds the reader that the Qur’an also directs men’s attention to natu-
ral law. Life will be easier if one understands natural law.108
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The eighth-grade textbook, presenting its causality-first-oriented opin-
ions without mentioning any theological problem pertinent to God’s rela-
tions with nature, offers the clearest stance on natural law of all books I 
have read while writing this book. No other book from the library of 
Turkish Islam that I have analyzed in this study can compete with its 
natural-law-first approach. It is the only book that raises no reservations 
on the role of natural laws in explaining nature.

However, the general feature of the narrative on causality is still an 
equivocal one if all textbooks are analyzed together. Thus, the causality-
centered narrative that we observed in the eighth-grade book is excep-
tional in only one component of the official narrative, not a typical example 
of it. For example, we observe a clearly God-first approach on causality 
from the tenth-grade book onward. In the latter, it is underlined that all 
events in nature are reflections of God’s continuous creation. God has a 
direct and continuous relationship with the universe.109 Not surprisingly, 
God does everything in nature, such as bringing about rain or the blos-
soming of flowers.110 The emphasis on natural law is largely absent in the 
latter textbooks.

The textbooks of different grades thus present an asymmetric approach 
to nature. The analysis of course books suggests that there is a planning 
only in terms of the topics to be included the curriculum. When it comes 
to the detailed content of topics such as causality or free will, what we find 
is variations of the Sunni theological narrative. For example, in the 
eleventh-grade book, there is a logical fallacy in the defense of the proposi-
tion that events in nature happen according to causal relations designed by 
God. Natural laws are subsequently defined as destiny, thus leaving the 
debate unresolved. Finally, after warning that if people fail to comply with 
religious laws, they will face natural disasters, the books end on the right 
side of the pendulum of Islamic theology, promoting pure religious 
causality.111

Given such equivocation, I categorize the narrative of textbooks as a 
moderately equivocal stance on natural law and causality. A synoptic analy-
sis of textbooks does not provide a consistent idea of causality. This might 
be either the result of careless editing or a pedagogical intention to offer 
alternative perspectives. In any case, the textbooks can be credited with 
having sections that focus on natural law as well as a low-profile critical 
discourse of natural law that serves to secure God’s sovereignty. It should 
be remembered here that secular education was a top Kemalist priority 
until the Islamist actors consolidated their power, and thus the moderate 
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stance of religious textbooks can also be interpreted as remnants of the 
Kemalist influence on the Turkish education system.

In a wider perspective, however, the lengthy sections of religion course 
books exemplify Islam’s difficult relationship with modernity, particularly 
when it comes to explaining nature. In the pertinent sections, we observe 
how the traditional authority of explaining Islam endures with regard to 
nature, refusing to yield to modern science. Consider, for example, how 
the tenth-grade textbook’s section on nature begins with the following 
question: “What do you understand by law of nature?”112 This rather con-
frontational approach implies that explaining nature is still the exclusive 
mandate of religious authorities, at the cost sometimes of clashing with 
relevant scientific explanations.

Why is a textbook in a course of religious studies even interested in rais-
ing this topic, given that schools offer courses like physics and chemistry 
in the natural sciences? The answer is that the ongoing interest of religious 
authorities in natural law is definitely in that Islam continues to hang on 
to its idea of nature. In other words, religious authorities still claim nature 
as its area of concern, not leaving it completely to modern science.

6.3    Islamic Movements on Free Will

6.3.1    Işıkçılar

In Chap. 2, I quoted Mahmud Isfahani for his critical remark that Islamic 
scholars ceased to argue over free will and instead committed the knowl-
edge of it to God.113 Contemporary agents of Islamic theology in Turkey 
also practice this prudence. In general, their treatments of free will are 
short and vague, unlike their writings on other components of the Islamic 
idea of nature.

Our first case is the Işıkçılar, who adopt a strictly God-first approach on 
the free will issue. Hüseyin Hilmi Işık situates the movement’s position on 
free will between that of the Jabriyya and the Mu‘tazila. Accordingly, nei-
ther does God completely leave human actions to man’s will, nor is man 
completely devoid of will.114 However, when it comes to harmonizing 
man’s will and God’s sovereignty, his approach is almost a perfect replica 
of the Ash‘ari perspective: Man’s will has no ability to affect his deeds.

Işık defines God’s absolute sovereignty over human actions as axiom-
atic in his approach to free will. If God does not will it, nobody can do, or 
even will to do, something good or bad. There are some instances, as Işık 
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explains, where God does not allow people’s acts to come into being even 
if they want to perpetrate those acts. Thus, ontologically, human action 
depends on God’s will.115 God’s ultimate authority over man’s deeds 
extends to man’s own ideas and wishes. For Işık, even the doubts that 
come to one’s mind are works of God.116 If we imagine man’s acts as con-
sisting of two parts, willing (ideational) and doing (practical), Işık argues 
that God also creates the ideational segment. Logically, such overwhelm-
ing divine governance leaves no room for man’s autonomy. Işık’s priority 
is to secure God’s sovereignty as the absolute agent of all human actions, 
including their ideational aspects.

While deliberating over his theological stance, Işık criticizes the 
Mu‘tazila for engaging in polytheism by accepting man’s freedom to cre-
ate his own acts.117 This famous criticism accuses the Mu‘tazila of assign-
ing many partners to God when they assert that each man is the creator of 
his acts. Man’s full authority over his actions is not compatible with God’s 
omnipotence.118 For Işık, the belief that man creates his own will and 
actions is heresy.119

As noted above, a central feature of Işık’s approach to free will is his 
extension of God’s sovereignty over even the ideational aspect of people’s 
actions.120 Işık uses the concept of kasb by repeating the famous motto of 
al-Maturidi that pledges not to sacrifice man’s freedom: “Kasb is from 
man, the creation is from God.”121 Accordingly, kasb results in man’s 
actions, and it cannot be seen as created by God, since it is non-existent.122 
However, Işık’s approach to kasb, which may be called a radical Ash‘ari 
perspective, leaves us with the classic paradox of Islamic theology. Man is 
the doer of his actions thanks to kasb, which is not created by God. 
However, kasb itself does not exist. Işık’s stance is even more confusing, 
since for him kasb is also not an act of man’s willing, since God is the cre-
ator of man’s will to do an act. In this framework, it is not clear how kasb 
makes man free and competent for his actions. Işık is also vague on the 
function of kasb, as it is sometimes man’s will to choose, and sometimes a 
power that activates man’s will to choose.123 What we observe in Işık’s 
writings is theological obscurantism that preserves God’s role in creating 
even the ideational aspects of man’s action124 while attempting to avoid 
charges of fatalism.125

Işık’s translation of the Ottoman scholar Kınalızade Ali Efendi (d. 
1572)’s Ahlak-ı Ala’i (The Sublime Ethics) is a rare instance of the author 
adopting something close to the Maturidi perspective on free will.126 
Recognized as the first work on ethics in Turkish, the book is inspired by 
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the writings of Nasir al-Din al-Tusi (1201–1275).127 Credited with laying 
the foundations of Islamic ethics, al-Tusi was an Islamic scholar with a 
Shi‘a background who attempted to synthesize Aristotelian and Islamic 
moral philosophy.

Like al-Tusi, Kınalizade relied on earlier Islamic philosophers (Ibn Sina 
and al-Farabi) and Greek philosophers such as Aristotle in developing his 
theory of ethics.128 Reflecting the impact of rationalist philosophers, the 
dialectical discussion of free will in Kınalızade’s book departs from the 
typical Ash‘ari perspective. It is very likely that Işık incorporated 
Kınalızade’s book into his movement’s collection because of its discourse 
on morality, not for its theological content. Indeed, Işık did not hold back 
from expressing his reservations about the author, claiming for example 
that al-Tusi—who inspired Kınalızade—was responsible for many people’s 
deaths during Hulagu’s torching of Baghdad. Işık also intervenes in the 
text by repeating typical Ash‘ari opinions on various topics like free will to 
counterbalance Kınalızade’s rationalist views.129

Although Işık proposes an Ash‘ari explanation on free will, which theo-
logically is risk-free perspective since it makes no qualification to God’s 
sovereignty and creation, he does admit that the free will issue is “the 
trickiest puzzle on earth.”130 Not satisfied with assigning almost no role to 
man in the creation of his own actions, Işık wants to reframe free will 
beyond the scope of human reason. Thus, Işık’s stance on free will is dif-
ferent than those of several scholars like Khalidi al-Baghdadi, whom the 
Işıkçılar movement recognizes as an inspiration.131 Al-Baghdadi’s books, 
like Itiqadname and Mektubat, are selectively quoted in Işıkçılar’s refer-
ence books. For example, in the ninth letter of Mektubat (The Letters), 
al-Baghdadi presents a detailed discussion on human will, in which he 
provides balanced and critical assessments of various approaches, including 
that of al-Ash‘ari.132 However, Işık’s interpretation of the free will issue is 
more conservative than even that of al-Baghdadi.

6.3.2    Iṡkenderpaşa

Reflecting the same reservation, the reference books of Iṡkenderpaşa have 
no direct, lengthy discussions of free will. Free will is almost left untreated 
in movement’s reference books. For example, the term irade-i cüziyye (the 
classical Islamic concept defining man’s will) is used only once in Coşan 
four-volume Tefsir Sohbetleri, a thematic exegesis of the Qur’an. In the 
first volume of this exegesis, Coşan had only a one-sentence statement to 
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the effect that God gave human beings an irade-i cüziyye and the freedom 
to act as they wish.133 Coşan gives no elaboration or defense of this state-
ment. The free will issue in the case of Iṡkenderpaşa can thus be read as 
part of the movement’s moralist narrative where Islamic messages are 
communicated through parables.

The general survey of Coşan’s major books, such as the nine-volume 
Hazineden Pırıltılar, the four-volume Tabakata’s-Sufiiyye Sohbetleri, and 
the four-volume Tefsir Sohbetleri, reveals that he unequivocally articulates 
a God-oriented (divinely determinist) theology in which God’s will is axi-
omatic, and therefore free will is excluded.134 On the other hand, the ref-
erence books do not explicitly reject free will. Coşan is satisfied by 
reminding the reader of man’s responsibility for his actions and God’s 
sovereignty over man’s actions. Leaving his stance at this, Coşan is not 
interested in the details of the potential problems of reconciling man’s will 
and God’s sovereignty. However, he does not endorse a full-blown defense 
of man’s freedom of action. While predestination is a keyword in Coşan’s 
interpretation of Islam, free will is not treated as a fundamental concept, 
and in many parts is even ignored.135

Mehmed Zahid Kotku’s approach is similar to Coşan’s. Kotku first 
argues that the theological differences on free will between the various 
theological schools are minor and merely semantic. For example, while 
presenting the general features of Sunni faith according to both the 
Maturidi and the Ash‘ari schools, he does not even mention their differ-
ences and proceeds as if they are in consensus on all issues.136 Kotku’s 
approach could be interpreted as a continuation of the Ottoman syncretic 
approach to the Islamic schools of theology. However, it is also an impor-
tant indicator of the movements’ shift to a more conservative theological 
position. To compare, Ahmed Ziyaüddin, the influential leader of the 
Ottoman Naqshbandiyya order who I discussed briefly in Chap. 5, was a 
staunch Hanafi-Maturidi whose intellectual position could be defined as 
Ash‘ari-skeptical, if not anti-Ash‘ari. While recognizing the Ash‘ari contri-
bution to Islamic orthodoxy, Ziyaüddin did not count adherents of that 
school as part of Ahl al-Sunna.137 By contrast, the present articulation of 
free will in Iṡkenderpaşa’s reference works no longer reflects that anti-
Ash‘ari attitude.

Kotku does not devote much space to it in his works. It occupies only 
half a page in Ehli Sünnet Akaidi, a 300-page book on Islamic theology. 
Like Coşan, Kotku employs a declarative style that does not inform us 
about the details of his reasoning. He holds that all actions are contained 
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in God’s will and order, but that man also has a personal will. However, 
does this not elaborate on the details of this seemingly contradictory 
account, such as the status of man’s volition vis-à-vis God’s will.138

One striking point in Kotku’s writings is his quotation of al-Maturidi’s 
arguments. For example, he repeats the Maturidi motto that man is the 
doer of his actions, but not the creator. He also writes that God creates 
whatever a man wants, another Maturidi explanation of the relationship 
between man and God in the creation of man’s deeds.139 Though he does 
not provide a clear and consistent defense or explanation of these quota-
tions, they can be interpreted as evidence of Kotku’s attempt to somehow 
connect himself and his movement with the Maturidi approach to free 
will. However, immediately following these short discussions, Kotku turns 
to criticize the Mu‘tazila theses on free will and argues that man cannot be 
the commander (kumandan) of his deeds. In another section, he argues 
that human acquisition (kasb) has no role in creating human actions.140 
Such controversial arguments could also be the ongoing reflection of the 
traditional Ottoman syncretic method of concurrently and contradictorily 
repeating the Ash‘ari and the Maturidi arguments.

Iṡkenderpaşa’s account of free will does not include a full recognition 
of human agency. Though it differs in terms of its reference to several 
Maturidi resources, it ultimately only admits a qualified form of human 
agency and is for the most part committed to the God-first approach. 
Furthermore, the Iṡkenderpaşa reference books avoid detailed engage-
ment with the free will issue providing only a vague narrative. Thus, the 
movement’s works are mostly silent on free will, and when they do address 
the issue, they emphasize the limit’s human agency.

6.3.3    Erenköy

Erenköy exhibits a similar reluctance to address the free will issue. Sections 
directly or indirectly dealing with this issue are comparatively few in the 
reference of books of the movement. Osman Nuri Topbaş covers free will 
without detail or argument.141 Topbaş maintains the God-first approach, 
insisting that free will is non-existent and that God is the sole agent.142

Having secured his position by showing interest in the God-first 
approach, Topbaş then continues with a reluctant and prudent narrative 
that holds that free will lies beyond human comprehension. Accordingly, 
it is better to believe in free will without asking for details or proof. 
Theological topics like the free will issue are compared to a “bottomless 
and shoreless sea.”143
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Unlike their bold attacks on natural law in defense of the God-first 
approach, the Islamic actors I analyze in this book are more reserved when 
it comes to the issue of free will. Though they do not strongly defend free 
will, they do not criticize it in the name of God’s ultimate sovereignty. 
They tend to opt for what can be thought of as a safe narrative. The repu-
diation of free will would introduce serious problems concerning human 
responsibility. Proposing God’s agency in explaining human’s actions is 
not as logically persuasive as doing the same in repudiating natural law. 
However, reflecting different degrees of the God-first approach, they do 
not recognize man’s absolute ability to determine his actions. The strategy 
probably originated in the fear of Islamic scholars that their standard theo-
logical arguments might fail to persuade Muslims, which might result 
either in a crisis of faith or in the adoption of more rationalistic opinions.

In this vein, Topbaş rejects rational arguments as valid instruments for 
investigating the free will issue. He believes that they lead to dead-ends 
and offer no solution, just like the arguments of philosophers.144 Having 
defined the topic as beyond reason, Topbaş clarifies his safe narrative on 
free will: neither those who say that man has no will nor those who claim 
that man’s will is absolutely free are correct. Topbaş states that the truth is 
somewhere in between, but again, he provides no detail. He is satisfied to 
remind that man has will and choice in a way that we are not able to grasp 
fully.145 Topbaş refrains from promoting a dialectical narrative, since it is 
not possible to advance in an understanding of an issue that reason cannot 
comprehend. He frequently repeats that the topic is beyond the capacity 
of the human intellect.146 He suggests that the limits of this issue should 
not be strained due to man’s obligatory respect for God.147 Topbaş also 
advises the reader also that free will is not an issue in which one can find 
useful knowledge.148

To conclude, Erenköy repeats the usual prudent narrative on free will. 
The prime method of securing God’s sovereignty leaves the movement’s 
narrative in a quite traditional position on the free will issue. Thus, 
Erenköy’s stance on free will is the parallel of its position on natural law: 
overvaluing free will is a sign of ignorance, therefore one must always keep 
in mind that it is totally non-existent in the face of God’s absolute will.149 
It is again interesting to observe an Islamist movement with a Maturidi 
confessional identity not proposing strong arguments on free will and 
instead siding with traditional arguments on free will, which are not com-
patible with the Maturidi perspective.
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6.4    Official Islam on Free Will

6.4.1    Diyanet

We also encounter the traditional prudence on the free will issue in the 
publications of the Diyanet. Il̇mihal warns that only God can know the 
inner reality of free will. Thus, asking for a clear solution here is to ask the 
impossible of human beings.150 After stating the impossibility of grasping 
free will, Il̇mihal states that all events and things in the universe come into 
existence by God’s creation. Thus, man decides or chooses his action 
within the boundaries that are given to him by God.151 There is no com-
plete freedom. This is in fact the exact strategy that we observe in Erenköy 
and Iṡkenderpaşa: since the general characteristic of Turkish Islam is the 
God-first approach, the prime interest is usually to make it explicitly clear 
that a proposed argument does not violate God’s sovereignty.

Having secured God’s sovereignty, Il̇mihal examines the subject of free 
will under two subtitles of a section, in line with the Maturidi view, where 
the ideational and practical segments of man’s actions are analyzed sepa-
rately. Under the first subtitle, “Man’s Will and Its Role in Action,” the 
ideational aspect is explained. Accordingly, God created man with free 
will so man can act as he (man) wishes. This bold statement is, however, 
qualified in the following way: man’s will does not dominate the act; 
instead, it has only a limited effect on man’s action. This text implies that 
man is able to dominate his acts enough to be responsible for them. 
Instead of presenting dialectical debates to clarify what is meant by these 
arguments, the text is satisfied with the traditional motto: the acquisition 
(kasb) is from man, and creation is from God.152 Critically, Il̇mihal does 
not give any information about what kasb is beyond the assertion that it 
originates in man.

The first subsection thus offers what can be called a reserved stance on 
free will. However, the difficulty of reconciling man’s autonomous ability 
to will and God’s ultimate sovereignty appears to be a perennial topic in 
the Diyanet’s books. Though the narrative acknowledges man’s ability to 
will, that ability is compromised as soon as it is juxtaposed with God’s 
sovereignty. The dilemma is the impossibility of imagining any act, even 
the act of wishing something, independent of God’s sovereignty. 
Everything is not only part of God’s knowledge but also part of his will. 
The Diyanet’s interpretation of Islamic theology is thus reluctant to rec-
ognize man’s autonomy even in the ideational segment of his actions. For 
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example, a Diyanet book on destiny for the general reader first invokes the 
Qur’anic verse “you cannot will it unless God wills” and then concludes 
that it is not possible for any development to take place independent of 
God’s will.153

After explaining the ideational aspect of action, Il̇mihal examines how 
actions come into existence. The section “The Creation of Man’s Actions” 
counterbalances the previous section. One is again reminded that accord-
ing to Sunni Islam, only God can create, and thus one cannot think of 
man as creating his actions.154 Man is able to choose by using his free will. 
However, God’s eternal knowledge already knows man’s choice and cre-
ates according to man’s choice and will.155 The idea of God creating what 
man wills reflects the classical Maturidi opinion, though it is not clear 
whether this division of labor between man and God gives ultimate free-
dom to man. Yet, the reference to God’s knowledge empowers God’s role 
without negating man’s volition. It puts God into the context via his 
knowing rather than his sovereignty. God knows everything eternally 
because he is outside of time.156 Yet, his knowing is not like acting and 
does not compromise man’s will. Although Il̇mihal does not develop this 
argument, its reference to God’s involvement by stressing God’s knowl-
edge rather than his power could be evaluated as a proof displaying 
Il̇mihal’s reserved endorsement of a man-first approach to free will.

The exegetic work Tefsir explicitly affirms the Maturidi perspective, 
which is presented as being theologically different from all the other 
schools—Ash‘ari, Mu‘tazila, and Jabriyya.157 Tefsir states clearly that 
human will is real and exists along with God’s will.158 The relevant sections 
on free will in Tefsir exhibit two important characteristics: first, the exegesis 
includes many declarative remarks. For example, it is frequently stated 
straightforwardly that man has the will to act and that God is the creator 
of everything, as if these two facts do not raise any theological dilem-
mas.159 We are not informed about how this compatibility is possible. 
Thus, the exegesis presents a minimalist approach to free will, despite the 
framing of the debate according to the Maturidi perspective. Thus, Tefsir 
gives the impression that it wants to arrest the impact of man’s will pre-
cisely at the point where it is adequately positioned to counter fatalism.

A striking example of this minimalism is the exegesis explanation of 
man’s action in relation to God’s involvement: man’s power and will are 
somehow (bir şekilde) influential in man’s actions.160 The sentence is an 
indirect one, presenting its meaning through interrelated arguments’ 
clauses. By attributing the effect of man’s will somehow (bir şekilde) to his 
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own act with, it recognizes the limited explanatory power of reason. In 
Turkish, bir şekilde refers to a situation in which we know the facts but lack 
information about how they work or relate to one another. Thus, man 
exerts some influence on his actions, but our intellect fails to grasp how 
that actually occurs. This is a typical example of Maturidi obscurantism 
that secures man’s freedom without attempting to solve its apparently 
contradiction with God’s sovereignty.

As elaborated in previous chapters, al-Maturidi conceded that man is 
an agent who acquires his power to act but did not make it clear how man 
is differentiated from God, who retains the power to create everything 
including man’s acts.161 No matter the reality, al-Maturidi asks us to 
believe in a model where man is a free doer, even though God is the cre-
ator of all actions. Al-Maturidi is satisfied by having made his position on 
free will clear and sets other problems aside. Reflecting this classical 
Maturidi method, Tefsir declares that man’s will influences his actions and 
wants us to believe that it is occurs in some way (bir s ̧ekilde) that we can-
not comprehend.

Faith Series has also several sections on free will that generally adhere to 
Ash‘ari theology. Faith Series also explicitly admits that it is not possible to 
completely explain the free will issue.162

If we recall that the series is a recent project by the Diyanet to educate 
the public about Islamic faith, it is striking to observe that Fakhr al-Razi, 
the most prominent Ash‘ari scholar after al-Ghazali, dominates many vol-
umes of the series.163 For example, a volume of the series that contains 
long sections on free will starts with a parable from al-Razi where Caliph 
Ali’s opinions on free will are explicated. Ironically, the message of the 
parable refutes the main arguments of Maturidi and the Mu‘tazila on free 
will. A man came to Ali and said that he is able to perform both good and 
bad deeds. Ali asked the man whether he does so along with God or inde-
pendent of God. Ali then warned that if one thinks he performs any act 
along with God, it is simply polytheism, since to do so is to assign a part-
ner to God. On the other hand, if one thinks one is able to act indepen-
dently, it is tantamount to deifying oneself.164 The Ash‘ari message of the 
parable is clear; the first part attacks the Maturidi position, while the sec-
ond part attacks on Mu‘tazila position. After the parable, we are warned 
that the gist of the free will issue is the question of whether man is able to 
do anything independent of God or not. Having successfully located the 
free will issue within God’s creation, the explanation is given: man has no 
ability of completely independent action.165 Then it is stated that all deeds 
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of man from birth to death are under God’s absolute control. God is the 
absolute authority in planning and governing everything in the universe, 
including man’s volition and deeds.166 Though Faith Series includes some 
typical examples of discussions on free will, the general approach is very 
critical of man’s freedom in his volition and deeds. Yet, we are warned 
against being misled by alternative arguments, since human action is cre-
ated by God. It is underlined that man’s relationship to his own actions is 
only a façade.167

6.4.2    School Textbooks

Following the same principle of prudence, school textbooks devote almost 
no space to the free will issue. Reading the relevant pages, one feels that 
textbook authors consciously refrain any detailed engagement with the 
free will issue. Analysis of the very short, relevant sections indicates that 
the general feature of the textbooks’ treatment of free will is similar to that 
of the Diyanet’s materials. Textbooks recognize that man has an ability to 
choose according to his will. However, it is also noted that man’s will is 
partial (cüz’i), and that the absolute will (kulli) belongs only to God.168 
However, there is no information about how the two wills relate to man’s 
actions. The relevant sections in the textbooks aim to teach students that 
man has free will, which is compatible with God’s sovereignty, but they do 
so without explaining how that compatibility is possible.

6.5    Islamic Movements on Knowledge

6.5.1    Işıkçılar

Inner knowledge is an important component of the Işıkçılar interpretation 
of Islam. In the movement, the concept refers to the sublime form of 
learning, different from rational knowledge, that lay people can acquire.169 
Accordingly, the reason why we need inner knowledge is the limited 
capacity of human reason; there are many things that reason cannot grasp. 
Similarly, human sensation is not capable of perceiving the divine gover-
nance of nature.170 Thus, there is a need for an alternate knowledge to 
connect man with invisible rules that govern the universe.

Işıkçılar employs Ghazalian arguments to demonstrate the limits of 
human reason and sensation. The Işıkçılar reference books are full of quo-
tations from al-Ghazali. We encounter Al-Ghazali’s famous example of the 
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limits of the human eye.171 Elsewhere, Işık quotes at length al-Ghazali’s 
Al-Munkidh to argue that there are critical things beyond the scope of 
reason.172 Moreover, inner knowledge in Işıkçılar is no longer limited to 
the spiritual experiences of Sufis; instead, everyone requires it, as human 
reason cannot fully comprehend the real, divine rules that determine the 
natural order.

Işıkçılar writings give reason a subservient place, a view, we have already 
seen in the writings of al-Ghazali. Human reason is an instrument that 
operates according to mechanical principles and has no ability to generate 
reliable knowledge. On this model, reason’s limits disqualify it as a means 
of acquiring reliable knowledge.173 Reason is just “an instrument of mea-
surement,” a passive apparatus lacking the ability to generate truth.174 It 
therefore cannot play a serious role in matters regarding knowledge about 
God. Reason is not able to discover truth on its own; it needs the help of 
a higher authority. At best, it can only choose between alternatives, and 
then only if it is given true guidance. Thus, if not properly guided, subser-
vient reason can even become an instrument of delusion.

Işıkçılar does not only subordinate reason to God’s guidance. The 
movement’s teachings dismiss reason altogether as an authority, particu-
larly on but not limited to religious issues. Işık condemns as infidel those 
who interpret the Qur’an according to reason, for the only legitimate and 
correct meanings are those interpreted by the Sunni scholars.175

To challenge Işık by asking whether those scholars employ reason when 
interpreted meaning is pointless, since Işık holds that ahl al-Sunna scholars 
interpreted Islam according to what they learned from the Prophet, not 
according to reason.176 In Işık’s approach to knowledge, the only reliable 
method is inner knowledge. In fact, revelation itself is proof of the limits 
of human reason: “Had reason been enough to find truth, there would 
have been no need for prophets,” writes Işık.177 This point is another 
major deviation from Maturidi theology; for al-Maturidi, reason can know 
good on its own, even without revelation. By contrast, Işık follows al-
Ash‘ari and concludes that attempting to understand Islam through the 
guidance of reason is a rejection of prophethood.178 Pursuing inner knowl-
edge is identified as a method of overcoming the deficiencies of human 
reasoning and sensation. The only limitation is Islamic law, with which 
inner knowledge is expected to comply.179 Islamic law, unlike scientific 
knowledge, has its origin in revelation, making it the highest norm, to 
which all other types of knowledge and opinions are subjected.
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Işık emphasis’s emphasis on inner knowledge suggests a preference for 
traditions over reasoning. Knowledge acquired by the traditions is supe-
rior to human reason.180 This is yet another difference between the Ash‘ari 
and the Maturidi schools, proving how the Işıkçılar, notwithstanding their 
Maturidi confessional identity, has evolved along an Ash‘ari line. Unlike 
al-Ash‘ari, who required the acceptance of all traditions the traditionists 
reported,181 al-Maturidi held that narrators are fallible people and that 
their traditions can not necessarily be accepted.182 Once it is established 
that human reason is deficient in various ways, Işık warns that its employ-
ment as a central element might lead to innovations in Islam.183 Thus, he 
asks Muslims to be satisfied with the established body of Islamic knowledge.

As I have explicated in Chap. 3, the limits of human senses and reason 
are key evidence for al-Ghazali that inner knowledge must exist. By con-
trast, al-Maturidi, though he admitted such limits, argued that they could 
not disprove the validity of rational knowledge. For al-Maturidi, rational 
knowledge through sensation and reasoning is the best available method.184 
Thus, the popularity of al-Ghazali’s theses on the limits of senses and rea-
son in Turkey, as we observe in the case of Işıkçılar, demonstrates the deep 
influence of Ash‘ari theology even in a country known with a predomi-
nantly Maturidi confessional identity. One would not expect confessional 
Maturidis to compromise on al-Maturidi’s stance on rational knowledge, 
which itself is essential to Maturidi theology. However, as we observe in all 
the cases examined in this chapter, al-Ghazali’s theses on knowledge have 
eclipsed those of Maturidi in contemporary Turkey.

The incorporation of inner knowledge into mainstream Islam paved the 
way for an idiosyncratic approach to the heart—a replica of al-Ghazali’s 
approach, as discussed in Chap. 3—which requires further attention, since 
it also prevails in all the cases we study in this book. According to this view, 
the heart is the pivotal organ with the ability to experience sensation and 
to think alongside its function of pumping blood. As al-Ghazali wrote, 
“the five senses” are “conveying water to [the heart],” which is the main 
organ to process them.185 This description is based on an interpretation of 
the Qur’an. In the Qur’an, the heart is the central organ of comprehen-
sion as well as the generation of emotions and senses.186 For example, a 
verse in Surat al-A‘raf depicts the heart as an organ with a purpose of 
acquiring understanding, but also counts it with other organs, like eyes 
and ears, and mentions their prime functions of seeing and hearing: “They 
have hearts with which they do not understand, they have eyes with which 
they do not see, and they have ears with which they do not hear.”187 The 
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semantics of this verse suggest that, as eyes see and ears hear, so the heart 
understands. Based on such an interpretation, the Islamic tradition of 
Occasionalism identifies the heart as the organ able to acquire inner 
knowledge: Since secondary causes are repudiated, a new type of knowl-
edge is required to connect man with the divine rules of the universe. 
Thus the heart emerges as man’s means of connecting to and acquiring 
inner knowledge.

To clarify the issue of heart in this vein, I propose the following theoreti-
cal framework for analyzing the various interpretations of the function of the 
heart. The first approach to the question of the heart in the Qur’an argues 
that such verses are allegorical and ought not to be read literally. The second 
approach is historicist and explains the cardiocentric model—which argued 
that the heart is in fact the organ of intelligence, in the Qur’an as the result 
of the view of the Arabs who (in the seventh century) believed that the heart 
is the center of thinking and believing.188 Thus, not the brain-centered con-
ception of the body (the encephalocentric theory) but the Aristotelian idea 
of the human body with the heart as the center of sensation and thinking was 
the dominant one.189 While the heart is the most important organ in the 
Aristotelian conception of the body, in the Hippocratic conception, the 
brain is central. For the historicist approach, revelation followed the cardio-
centric track only to make its message understandable, as that was the norm 
among Arabs at the time. Thus, the term heart in the Qur’an should be read 
today as “brain” or “reasoning.” The third approach is literalist and accepts 
the heart as an organ with some kind of sense-experience capacity, and even 
of reasoning, without rejecting the role of brain.190

Supporters of inner knowledge have generally adhered to the literal 
interpretation of the Qur’anic verses that address the function of the heart. 
Işıkçılar likewise claims that the heart is not only a blood-pumping organ 
but also the generator of knowledge that affects one’s belief.191 Işıkçılar 
identifies the heart as the organ of love, hate, and fear, and as the locus of 
belief or disbelief.192 Similarly, the heart plays the central role in inner 
knowledge: divine light comes to the heart to deliver the knowledge that 
helps us understand what God and the Prophet mean by their words.193

Işık wrote that the heart is the president of the human body. Having a 
lower status, the brain can only inform the heart about man’s emotions. 
Accordingly, when man receives some information about outer things 
through senses, the brain quickly reports them to the heart, that is, the 
final processor.194 (I should note here that Işık had a modern education in 
medicine and chemistry.)
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In a wider context, in the case of Is ̧ıkçılar, we also see how a contemporary 
Islamic movement maintains antagonism to philosophy and rational knowl-
edge. Işıkçılar reference books define philosophers as heretics for having 
ideas that threaten Islamic faith. In its attack on philosophy, Is ̧ıkçılar repeats 
the arguments and examples of al-Ghazali. Upholding his antagonism to 
philosophy, the movement relies on al-Ghazali’s arguments and examples 
rather than reconstructing their challenge by referring to the ideas of con-
temporary philosophers. They still understand and conceptualize Islam’s 
relations with philosophy in the terms al-Ghazali formulated almost ten cen-
turies ago. Thus, Is ̧ıkçılar exemplifies how some contemporary Islamic 
movements continue the fight with philosophers, even the Greek ones.

Greek philosophers are heretic scholars, Işık frequently tells the 
reader.195 However, Işık also wants to demonstrate their intellectual pov-
erty: “The Greek philosophers are the most ignorant people on earth.”196 
Such comments represent the present-day animosity toward philosophy. 
Işık makes no allowance even for the greats of classical philosophy. He calls 
Plato an ahmak (idiot, stupid) and derides Aristotle for depending on 
reason rather than experience. Işık blames these two giants of Greek phi-
losophy for delay of Europe’s technological development, which, he 
argues, would have happened much earlier than eighteenth century had it 
not been for their poor intellectual guidance.197

While criticizing the philosophers, Işık uses populist jargon rather than 
engaging directly with ideas. His arguments that denigrate the philoso-
phers are simple and appealing to his followers. He advises them not to 
read the Greek philosophers. Instead, they should be satisfied with Islam, 
for even a simple tradition that grew from the Prophet’s utterances is 
worth more than the talk of all the old Greek philosophers.198

Işık’s stance on Muslim philosophers is equally harsh. The list of Muslim 
philosophers who are labeled heretics includes many famous names. Ibn 
Hazm is a heretic.199 Ibn al-Haytham and Abu Bakr al-Razi were influ-
enced by Greek philosophy.200 Unsurprisingly, Işık also targets the 
Mu‘tazila: they, too, are defined as a heretic sect, owing in part to their 
rationalist philosophy. Işık reserves a special place for Ibn Sina in the list of 
heretics as the “leader” of those who follow reason.201

Işık accuses Ibn Sina and al-Farabi in particular of sharing Aristotle’s 
opinion that matter is eternal and then declares that were disbelievers.202 
Işık often cannot control his anger toward the Muslim philosophers. For 
example, Ibn Sina was of limited vision. This caused his lesser share of 
Islam, and he stayed in the “dirt of philosophy” (felsefe pisliği).203
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Işık draws heavily on al-Ghazali while condemning the philosophers.204 
Declaring Ibn Sina as faithless, Işık quotes Al-Ghazali directly.205 Similarly, 
he quotes Al-Ghazali while when al-Farabi as infidel.206 Such cases indicate 
the continuing impact of al-Ghazali on Muslims in contemporary Turkey. 
While pushing philosophy out of Islam, Işık also quotes several Islamic 
scholars like al-Shafi‘i, who is reported to have denounced kalam as a great 
sin, and Abu Yusuf, who is reported to have declared that those who are 
interested in kalam cannot lead prayer.207

Işık praises al-Ghazali for purging Islamic thought of philosophers’ 
errors.208 He presents al-Ghazali as a savior of orthodox Islam in an age 
of chaos, when heretical ideas, like those of the Fatimids and the 
Mu‘tazila, infected Muslim lands.209 He also credits al-Ghazali for incor-
porating inner knowledge into Islam as part of his fight against the 
philosophers.210

To strengthen his attack on philosophy, Işık proposes a narrative about 
Islamic history in which he marks the period that I call the Age of 
Autonomy as the source of many problem, including the contamination of 
the Islamic faith with scientific knowledge and philosophical thinking.211 
The origin of the problem for Işık is in the interaction of Islamic and 
Greek thought: this is what paved the way for erroneous interpretations of 
religion.212

By contrast, Işık salutes the latter period, the age in which the roots of 
Sunni orthodoxy took hold, as the restoration period when Islam’s con-
tamination was cured. According to him, Islam was rescued from contami-
nation in the eleventh century.213 He interprets the reorganization of 
Muslim societies in the post-Abbasid period as the restoration process that 
returned Muslims to the authentic Islam, that is, to its original form before 
Greek thought contaminated it.

Let us visualize two brackets of time in Islamic history: the first begins 
under the reign of Ma’mun in 813, when the Abbasid Bayt al-Hikma was at 
its peak in translating Greek books and soliciting scholars’ original contribu-
tions; the second beginnings in 1111, when Al-Ghazali died and Sunni ortho-
doxy was consolidating. In the first bracket, which I name the Age of 
Autonomy, we see a burgeoning rationalist scholarship. In the second bracket, 
hailed as the restoration period of Islamic history, we see the rise of the piety-
minded religious authorities and the rejection of Greek thought. The years 
813 and 1111 epitomized the cultural trajectories of each bracket, respec-
tively. Today, there are those who look back on the first bracket and sigh sadly; 
others, like Işık, look back at the second bracket and sigh with relief.
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Işık’s narrative is a typical example of this piety-minded perspective, 
which is shared by many contemporary Islamic revivalists in Turkey. For 
instance, Said Nursi supports this narrative, claiming that Greek thought 
contaminated Islam and created chaos in Islamic thought.214 The Age of 
Autonomy is regarded by present-day piety-minded scholars as the ancien 
régime when Islam was contaminated.

Işık completely rejects philosophy, considering it to be the agent of the 
contamination of the Islamic faith. To him, there is no such thing as truly 
Islamic philosophy. No true Islamic scholar was a philosopher, and no true 
philosopher can be an Islamic scholar.215 For example, al-Ghazali was not 
a philosopher, nor was he under the influence of Greek philosophy.216 
Philosophy is the opposite of prophecy, because pure reason rejects revela-
tion.217 Philosophical statements are nothing but diversion from the 
right path.218

Işık defines the religiously correct path as dependent first on revelation 
and then on the transmitted teachings of the Islamic scholars. For him, 
dependence on reason leads to rejection of prophethood.219 Leaving no 
room for philosophy in Islamic thought, Işık maintains the Ghazalian mindset.

6.5.2    Iṡkenderpaşa

Iṡkenderpaşa also adopts the Ghazalian approach to inner knowledge: 
man is able to acquire inner knowledge after going through several reli-
gious procedures. The movement’s works hold inner knowledge above 
rational knowledge and frequently emphasize the differences between the 
two types of knowledge. Coşan warned that inner knowledge should not 
be confused with the knowledge that is acquired by listening to or reading 
the works of university professors.220

Inner knowledge and rational knowledge are stratified. If the key agents 
of Sunni Islam are the piety-minded religious scholars, then inner knowl-
edge has played a key role in consolidating their status. Reflecting this 
stratification, Coşan incorporates al-Ghazali’s label “men of words,” used 
pejoratively for rationalist philosophers who depend on reason and senses, 
into his writings.221

Coşan underlines the substantial differences between rational and inner 
knowledge: the latter can only be obtained through a personal process. 
This is what Al-Ghazali wrote of inner knowledge in al-Munkidh, that it 
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did not come from “systematic demonstration or marshalled argument.”222 
Similarly, Coşan argues that inner knowledge does not originate in system-
atic methods, for it is not separated from one’s state of mind or religiosity. 
Emphasizing this difference, Coşan often uses the example of the univer-
sity professors, since they are the agents of rational knowledge, which can 
be acquired by everyone who practices the relevant systematic method. In 
explaining this point, Coşan gives another meaning to Al-Ghazali’s remark 
that science is not about words.223 He holds that it is not always possible 
to translate the truth of nature and other things in terms of causal links 
into the ordered system of language. Science is more a state of mind. Just 
as the Occasionalist viewpoint requires fuzzy logic to explain the events of 
nature by defining God’s habit as the only cause, so inner knowledge 
destroys the more stable nature of rational knowledge and introduces a 
similarly fuzzy knowledge by proposing the subjective process of knowl-
edge acquisition. Inner knowledge rises above rational knowledge inas-
much as it deals with the supreme form of knowledge: the knowledge on 
God, the sole agent of all actions.224

Coşan views human reason as a subservient reason, which needs the 
guidance of superior religious knowledge. Accordingly, reason does not 
have power to discover absolute truths; it is able to recognize only the 
principles defined by God. However, because reason is without the capac-
ity to understand God’s knowledge directly, it should pursue this quest by 
learning from inner knowledge, which Coşan calls the real science (asıl 
ilim).225 Reason is expected to recognize truths presented through the 
agents of inner knowledge. The repudiation of reason’s autonomous abil-
ity to discover truths in turn requires a theory of the brain and the heart.

Coşan recognizes the heart as the organ of thought, contemplation, 
and perception.226 For example, interpreting the above-cited verse from 
the Qur’an in which it is said, “they have hearts with which they do not 
comprehend,” Coşan explains that “we understand from the verse that the 
heart is an organ of comprehension.” Though Coşan does not reject the 
brain’s role, and his approach to the heart bears spiritual elements, he still 
recognizes that the heart can comprehend while also being the chief organ 
that keeps man carrying on (çekip çevirmek).227 Kotku similarly wrote that 
the center of reason is the heart and not the brain.228

In their treatments of inner knowledge, Islamic actors in contemporary 
Turkey usually cite al-Ghazali’s arguments. Al-Ghazali’s ideas have also 
influenced Iṡkenderpaşa’s interpretation of Islam. However, we observe a 
special case where the writings of another Islamic scholar, who lived even 

6  THE ISLAMIC IDEA OF NATURE IN CONTEMPORARY TURKEY 



196

before al-Ghazali, also inform the movement’s understanding of inner 
knowledge. Abu ‘Abd al-Rahman al-Sulami (942–1021), who was raised 
in a Shafi‘i-Ash‘ari intellectual circle, is a critical thinker for Iṡkenderpaşa.229 
Al-Sulami believed in the possibility of experiential knowledge of divine 
reality through Sufi methods of inner education. He focused on mystical 
theology.230 As Alexander Kynsh explains, al-Sulami played a key role in 
the systemization of the Sufi science of his age.231 He also wrote an exege-
sis of the Qur’an, based on Sufi methods.232

The central status of inner knowledge and the skepticism toward ratio-
nal knowledge associated with it have led Iṡkenderpaşa to repeat tradi-
tional Ghazalian arguments against philosophy as well. Coşan criticizes 
philosophers for proposing alternatives to revelation and for being satis-
fied solely with reason.233 Coşan harshly criticizes philosophy and writes 
that philosophers’ knowledge should be abandoned.234 Kotku also fre-
quently warns his followers not to obey philosophers, particularly on what 
they say about nature.235 For Kotku, philosophers are those who fill in 
their books with “empty words.”236

Iṡkenderpaşa’s writings are also critical of the Mu‘tazila, framed as a 
heretical sect that is wrong on all issues. Like Işık, Kotku mentions the 
fatwa that prohibits praying behind a Mu‘tazila.237 Kotku also warned that 
Muslims should not marry them or even go to their funerals.238 Given that 
there are no Mu‘tazila around, we may read “Mu‘tazila” as a label for any 
and all rationalists of the present age.

Iṡkenderpaşa writings also repeatedly deny the intellectual caliber of 
philosophers. Coşan for instance considers philosophers like Strabo, 
Aristotle, and Plato to be insincere and unoriginal thinkers.239 “The phi-
losopher is a man like you,” says Coşan, to challenge their prestige, imply-
ing their inability to acquire absolute knowledge through revelation as 
well as inner knowledge. Philosophers, this logic holds, are just like any-
one who formulates his thoughts on the basis of sensation and reasoning.

Moreover, for Coşan, philosophy books are full of contradictions and 
mistakes, since they are simply collections of various philosophers’ opin-
ions, which change over time. Each philosopher taught his own ideas, 
which might be corrected or revised by peers or successors. The history of 
philosophy is a collection of corrections, proving that philosophers have 
always changed their minds.240 Changes and differences in their knowl-
edge are proof of the imperfect nature of rational knowledge. Coşan asks 
rhetorically, “so is not the path of reason always one?” To him, differences 
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among philosophers are proof of reason’s limits, which in turn demon-
strates why inner reason is required.241

Coşan implies that, in contrast to the always-shifting teachings of the 
philosophers, inner knowledge does not change and is therefore reliable. 
We should note, however, that Coşan never brings up the intellectual dif-
ferences among Islamic scholars, nor of the Islamic principle that disagree-
ment among scholars reflects the mercy of God.

The only context where Coşan speaks positively about philosophers is 
when he contemplates the Muslim contribution to Western civilization. 
While arguing that Islamic scholars’ ideas contributed to European suc-
cesses, Coşan speaks appreciatively of, for example, Ibn Rushd.242

The Iṡkenderpaşa reference books maintain the traditional stance on 
philosophy. Coşan’s approach annihilates any chance of incorporating 
rationalist methods into the movement’s interpretation of Islam. The only 
legitimate place for rational thought is subservient reason, which is the 
guided by superior religious knowledge.

6.5.3    Erenköy

Like the other cases, Erenköy interprets inner knowledge within the 
framework of its Occasionalist idea of nature. There is need for real insight 
to acquire divine knowledge of the universe and its divine governance. 
Inner knowledge is the alternate method of examining and comprehend-
ing the real causes that operate in nature.243 In general, the theological 
ideas on rational knowledge and inner knowledge that Erenköy teaches 
reflect the influence of al-Ghazali. Some particular accents or discursive 
elements notwithstanding, Erenköy upholds the Ghazalian idea of inner 
knowledge.

According to the reference books of Erenköy, inner knowledge is 
acquired through a subjective process without standard rules and becomes 
accessible only upon spiritual maturation.244 It is received directly through 
the heart. Unlike rational knowledge, inner knowledge depends on a per-
sonal and subjective procedure, and thus only those who possess a purified 
soul can attain such knowledge.245

The ontological necessity of inner knowledge comes again from the 
limits of human senses and reason. According to Topbaş, positivism con-
structs truth on the five senses. However, Islam is also about the unseen, 
where human senses have no capacity at all.246 However, the issue of defi-
ciency is also a valid point about human reason: like every bodily organ, 
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the intellect also has its limits.247 As a result, a human being cannot gain 
perfect knowledge, due to the limited nature of sensation and reasoning. 
Thus, employing means such as reasoning, or other methods like analogy, 
is never enough to grasp knowledge of matters that are beyond human 
intellect.248

Topbaş frequently quotes al-Ghazali while arguing that reasoning and 
sensation cannot be sufficient for finding the knowledge that is behind the 
“curtain that covers the invisible side of things.”249 Accordingly, while rea-
son and the senses can be used to investigate the visible realm, another 
instrument is required to learn about the things that reason and the senses 
cannot grasp. Only with inner knowledge is man able to see and under-
stand what his senses cannot see and his mind cannot understand.250 In 
this thinking, as stated above, the unseen realm is in fact the ontological 
reason for proposing inner knowledge.251 We again observe how al-
Ghazali’s arguments on the limits of senses and reason play a central role 
in the interpretation of Islamic theology in Erenköy. Analyzing various 
cases on this subject, one concludes that Islamic actors in contemporary 
Turkey have given up a substantial element of the Maturidi interpretation 
in favor of an Ash‘ari standpoint on this topic.

Topbaş also defends the concept of subservient reason. Reason is only 
able to find, know, and comprehend things in a limited realm of the visible 
world.252 Thus, revelation’s help is always required.253 In fact, God’s send-
ing thousands of prophets is proof of the deficiency of the human intellect. 
Reason is necessary but insufficient. Human reason or intellect is naqis 
al-‘aql (inadequate intellect), or ‘aql al-juz’i (partial intellect).254 Since it 
fails to grasp reality in its totality, the subservient reason may generate 
conclusions mixed with “doubt, hesitation, error, deficiency and delu-
sion.” Thus, it is better for reason to stay “within its natural limits.” The 
logical solution is acceptance by reason of the assistance of revelation. 
That is the only mechanism to save the former from being dragged into 
contradiction.255 Topbaş thus suggests putting reason into the service of 
religion. If this is not done, and reason is taken as the only instrument, the 
result will be disaster for humanity.256

Erenköy also shares the cardiocentric perspective on human cognition: 
The heart is not only the spiritual but also the cognitive center of the body. 
It is the organ that is able to obtain real knowledge. Therefore, the heart 
is usually defined in the Erenköy reference books as the instrument of 
knowledge.257 There is also a hierarchical relationship between the heart 
and reason: since reason has limits in processing knowledge, the heart 
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takes the lead exactly at the point where reason can go no further in find-
ing a solution.258 The heart occupies the higher place in the hierarchy: the 
brain presents proofs to the heart, which unifies them for perfect compres-
sion of the truth. It is up to the heart to amend the inadequacies of the 
brain in this process.259 Without the heart, what the brain produces is only 
raw knowledge.260 Reason is dependent on the heart; without the heart, 
reason has no value.261 Given the central and the higher role of the heart, 
Topbaş concludes that “Islam is a religion of the heart rather than merely 
a religion of reason.”262

Erenköy also maintains the traditional skepticism toward philosophy and 
rational knowledge. Topbaş’s works argue that philosophy causes people to 
confuse the prohibited and the permissible because it offers (among other 
procedures of reasoning) analogical deduction, which allows people to 
avoid submission to divine revelation. Philosophy is portrayed as weakening 
the human ability to engage with absolute knowledge. For Topbas ̧, to prac-
tice philosophy is to be enslaved to the limited senses and human intel-
lect.263 The extreme skepticism toward human senses and reasoning, a 
legacy of al-Ghazali, prevails in Erenköy. In no passage does Topbaş enter-
tain any argument about knowledge that might resonate with al-Maturidi.

To give one example of his criticism of reasoning: Topbaş writes that it 
is Satan who introduced analogical reasoning.264 Topbaş bases this view on 
a Qur’anic verse where, after creating Adam, God ordered the angels to 
prostrate themselves before him. Satan did not comply, though all the oth-
ers did. When asked, Satan reasoned to legitimate his disobedience as fol-
lows: “I am better than Adam: you created me from fire, and you created 
him from clay.”265 Muslim scholars usually interpret this verse as proof that 
reasoning might generate wrong results and lead one away from obeying 
God’s orders. A logical derivative of Satan’s argument is the lesson that 
the absolute knowledge that comes from God must be obeyed, and rea-
soning must be distrusted, because it has no ability to acquire knowledge.

Topbaş’s second move, very much like a point made by Coşan, is to 
point out that the disagreements among philosophers are proof of the 
inadequacy of reason and philosophy.266 Philosophers prove their own 
limitations in their constant debates and falsification of each other’s 
views.267 Again, it is their lack of ability to acquire absolute knowledge that 
makes them engaged in endless and pointless debate. The argument that 
philosophers busy themselves with empty arguments has its roots in al-
Ghazali’s The Incoherence of Philosophers, where he complained that to 
plunge into narrating the differences among the philosophers would 
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involve too long a tale.268 Since then, on the assumption that there can be 
only one truth, philosophers’ disagreements have been interpreted as 
proof of their falseness.

Like Coşan and Işık, Topbaş too questions the intellectual quality of 
philosophers. However, Topbaş focuses more on the applicability of their 
ideas: he claims that not even one person can be found who has attained 
happiness through belief in and practice of Aristotle’s philosophy.269 
Challenging philosophers for their failure to produce useful knowledge 
also reflects the influence of al-Ghazali and brings to mind his “men of 
words” characterization of philosophers, which implies their uselessness. 
For Topbaş, philosophers are simply “men of words,” not purveyors of 
ideas that can be put to work to cure social problems or guide people to 
salvation.

Topbaş applies the same criticism to Muslim philosophers. For exam-
ple, he states that al-Farabi’s ideas have no practical application.270 Thus, 
having worked through several examples of Greek as well as Islamic phi-
losophy, Topbaş then claims that in the history of humanity, no society has 
achieved peace and happiness by implementing the views of a particular 
philosopher.271 On the contrary, he argues, philosophers have often pro-
voked distress among people.272

Islamic ingroup socialization in the case of Erenköy is therefore based 
on the traditional antagonism to philosophy. The reference books repeat-
edly state that philosophy is not compatible with Islam. Topbaş recounts 
the story of Muhammad Iqbal, who read Ibn Sina and al-Farabi. Not satis-
fied with their dry sentences, Iqbal found himself “a traveler in their night-
mare dead-end streets.”273 Like Iqbal, Topbaş is alarmed by the weakness 
of philosophy and reason.274 Thus, he issues his judgment: “May reason be 
sacrificed for Muhammad.”275

6.6    Official Islam on Knowledge

6.6.1    Diyanet

The official narrative of Islam as presented by the Diyanet strives to pro-
pose a balanced approach to the question of inner knowledge. The 
Diyanet’s writings do indeed offer a relatively balanced and less one-sided 
account of the role and importance of inner knowledge. As a result, the 
Diyanet’s articulations of official Islam recognize inner knowledge incor-
porate it into its religious narrative while also striving to keep it in check.
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As a principle, Diyanet writings present inner knowledge to the Turkish 
public as an important element of Islamic faith. In a section on knowl-
edge, Il̇mihal clearly defines official Islam’s standpoint on inner knowl-
edge by declaring that it is possible to access various special types of 
information through certain procedures called kashf and ilham.276 Kashf 
and ilham are forms of a self-realization of reality that do not rely on 
senses or reasoning. Unlike the standard knowledge that we acquire 
through sensation and reasoning, knowledge reveals itself in its original 
absoluteness beyond all spatio-temporal determinants in an alternate form 
like kashf.277 (This is again what al-Ghazali summarized in Al Munkidh as 
the knowledge that “did not come about by systematic demonstration or 
marshalled argument.”278)

Tefsir takes the same approach to inner knowledge. As long as it is does 
not clash with revelation, people can get knowledge through inner knowl-
edge.279 Though Diyanet’s attempt to keep inner knowledge within limits is 
important, the explicit recognition of those limits is even more significant. 
This is because, given the enormous social impact and prestige that inner 
knowledge generates. This point is critical in understanding contemporary 
Islamic socialization as well as Islamic movements in Turkey. Almost all 
movements believe that their interpretation of Islam, articulated in their 
reference books, is somehow directly inspired from God. For example, Said 
Nursi, deeply influential among Islamic movements in contemporary 
Turkey, wrote that his 6000-page Risale-i Nur, which includes long sections 
on non-religious issues like biology, was a direct inspiration from God.280

The reason why Islamic actors emphasize inner knowledge, as we clearly 
see in the Diyanet materials, is that Sunni orthodox theology does not 
accept that direct contact between God and men has ceased. Tefsir defines 
God’s divine will and revelation as active whereas human reason is passive 
and subject to revelation and divine will.281

Tefsir then contextualizes inner knowledge in the Islamic tradition. The 
text explains that the Islamic tradition includes the concept of ledünni ‘ilm 
(intuitive knowledge or inner knowledge), a type of “knowledge that 
comes from God without an intermediary or instrument.”282 This knowl-
edge comes to one’s cognition not through the standard instruments of 
the senses. Inner knowledge is classified into two groups, objective-general 
and subjective-personal. Revelations received from God give objective-
general knowledge, whereas all other modes of knowledge reception are 
subjective-personal. However, both categories of knowledge originate at 
“God’s side” (Allah katı).283
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The classification in Tefsir reveals how inner knowledge is defined in 
Sunni orthodoxy. Revelation, that is, the transmission of objective-general 
knowledge, ceased with the death of the Prophet Muhammad, but inner 
knowledge has continued to be transmitted. We can thus finalize the defi-
nition of inner knowledge according to Sunni orthodoxy in contemporary 
Turkey: It is knowledge directly from God transmitted in ways other than 
revelation.

The Diyanet materials also teach people that the heart is the central organ 
of inner knowledge. In Tefsir, we read that inner knowledge comes through 
the heart when the “eye of one’s heart” opens.284 To clarify the role of the 
heart in the acquisition of inner knowledge, Tefsir quotes al-Ghazali’s Ihya. 
Man’s heart and lehv-i mahfuz (the divine book that includes all knowledge, 
including knowledge of the future) are like two mirrors facing each other, 
but with many curtains in between. Once the curtains are removed, the 
heart is able to reflect the content of the divine book. 285 Man’s heart has the 
potential to engage directly (without an intermediary) with the divine 
source of knowledge. However, such narrative through the analogy of a 
mirror where man communicates between the two worlds contradicts 
Maturidi epistemology. Al-Maturidi does not recognize such a communica-
tion between the two worlds through human beings. For him, as I have 
stated before, this world could be a proof of another world; however, it can-
not inform us about the nature or knowledge of that world.286

The interpretation of Islam that the Diyanet promotes among the 
Turkish public also emphasizes that the heart is the main receiver-organ of 
inner knowledge. For example, it is very easy to encounter a Friday ser-
mon—written by a central commission under the control of the Diyanet 
and read in the same way in all mosques in Turkey—that describes the 
heart as an organ that not only circulates blood but also orients spiritual 
life, the source of faith and faithlessness, love and hate, good and bad.287

Faith Series adopts the same stance on inner knowledge. The series 
reproduces the traditional skepticism toward rational knowledge. Referring 
to various Ash‘ari resources, Faith Series explains that inner knowledge is 
reliable. The texts also include several warnings on the subjective nature of 
inner knowledge, but inner knowledge is never categorically rejected.288 
Sufi practices are appreciated as means of acquiring inner knowledge. 
Reading relevant parts of the series, one does not detect a strong Maturidi 
reservation, which would be more skeptical toward, or at least less enthu-
siastic about, inner knowledge. Instead, the general approach of faith 
series maintains the Ghazalian skepticism toward rational knowledge.
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Inner knowledge is emphasized as a pillar of the Islamic faith.289 Faith 
Series also concludes that a theory of knowledge that depends solely on 
empirical observation is invalid. One must include metaphysical inquiry, 
without which any theory of knowledge is reductionist and narrow.290 The 
series repeatedly mentions that observation and experience are not the 
sole source of knowledge. Knowledge, in this account, should not only 
include the events of this world but also metaphysical experience.291 
Having repeated the narrative on the limits of human knowledge, Faith 
Series then explains that religion complements science.292 We here see the 
typical hierarchy of Sunni Orthodox theology, where religion retains ulti-
mate authority over science.

The Diyanet’s narrative functions to incorporate inner knowledge into 
the mainstream interpretation of Islam. This is clear even in those works 
by authors known for their appreciation for Maturidi theology. Consider 
for example the volume coauthored by Bekir Topaloğlu, a scholar who 
translated Maturidi’s Kitab al-Tawhid into Turkish. The volume states 
that Maturidi theology is superior to that of al-Ash‘ari. An early section 
that lists sense, reasoning as the major sources of knowledge accords per-
fectly with Maturidi theology.293 The reader is also warned that knowledge 
acquired through inner knowledge is not reliable. However, the text never 
explicitly rejects inner knowledge.294 On the other hand, later on inner 
knowledge is recognized as the second method of proving the existence of 
God. Inner knowledge here is described as a direct method where one 
removes curtains to obtain absolute knowledge. Inner knowledge is the 
knowledge that God directly puts into the human heart without resorting 
the normal means of knowledge acquisition, meaning observation and 
reasoning.295 In addition, inner knowledge is described as a more sublime 
form of knowledge acquisition. Reason is able to know indirectly through 
some means, whereas the heart knows directly by inner knowledge with-
out resorting any secondary means.296

Thus, some minor qualifications notwithstanding, the Diyanet’s mate-
rials clearly recognize and value inner knowledge. In 2013, Diyanet Aylık 
Dergi, the Diyanet’s monthly journal for a general readership, published a 
special issue on irfan (gnostic knowledge), an indication of the important 
place of inner knowledge in the Diyanet’s messaging to the Turkish pub-
lic. In the editorial column, Mehmed Görmez—who was the head of the 
Diyanet in 2013—emphasized that man grasps some truths through spiri-
tual senses.297 Görmez’s argument takes the Ghazalian approach to 
explaining the need for an alternative form of knowledge. Also noteworthy 
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in this vein is the Diyanet’s persistent recognition of alternative knowledge 
and its policy of disregarding the views of various Turkish scholars who are 
critical of inner knowledge.298 While disseminating its interpretation of 
Islam to the public, the Diyanet does not incorporate such rejections or 
criticism of inner knowledge.

In this vein, the Diyanet employs two different narratives to explain the 
relationship between philosophy and science. In the first narrative, phi-
losophers are treated as part of the greater Islamic civilization and dis-
cussed in a careful, moderate tone. For example, Il̇mihal favorably cites 
Ibn Sina, al-Farabi, and Ibn Rushd.299 At no point does the Diyanet’s first 
narrative point out the criticisms levied against philosophers like al-Farabi. 
Tefsir shares this positive evaluation and even recognizes philosophical 
argumentation as a valid method in religious study.300 This positive 
approach even includes the Mu‘tazila and does not call the group hereti-
cal. Their arguments are selectively quoted throughout Tefsir.301 Tefsir 
even legitimates the Mu‘tazila by mentioning that ahl al-Sunna scholars 
relied on some of their arguments.302 Il̇mihal also refer to Mu‘tazila argu-
ments in various sections.303 Given the public status of Il̇mihal as the major 
Islamic catechism, its neutral (and arguably favorable) stance on the 
Mu‘tazila is significant. The positive narrative on philosophy and rational-
ism continues, even with regard to the historical period when Islam and 
Greek philosophy interacted. Il̇mihal points to this period as the origin of 
the Islamic rational schools.304

This first narrative accommodates the philosophers into Islamic cultural 
heritage without addressing their debates with piety-minded scholars. 
Diyanet materials never quote philosophers in ways that might appear to 
undermine Sunni orthodoxy. These texts give the general impression that 
Islamic intellectual history has been a smooth, uncontroversial progres-
sion toward the formation of Sunni theology. They downplay intra-Islamic 
debate and avoid suggesting that different scholars reached radically dif-
ferent conclusions about theology and epistemology.

However, the Diyanet’s second narrative on the philosophers, which 
focuses on matters of theology, reflects the influence of al-Ghazali. It 
harshly criticizes philosophy and even modern science. Faith Series articu-
lates this second narrative. The series, as the general rule, rejects modern 
science’s authority in explaining nature. It is underlined that there is no 
science independent of metaphysics.305 Accordingly, religion has authority 
to interrogate even scientific conclusions. Citing al-Ghazali, the series 
warns readers that certain scientific assumptions may even constitute or 
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result in heresy. For example, philosophers such as Phyrrhon, Protagoras, 
and Descartes are criticized on the grounds that their epistemological 
skepticism leads to atheistic conclusions.306 Sigmund Freud is presented as 
a “sapkın”307—a term that can mean both deviant and pervert in Turkish. 
The text repeatedly condemns Darwinism, positivism, and skepticism.308 
The series posits a hierarchy of knowledge with religion at the top. The 
rationale behind such thinking is clear: “Philosopher’s opinions and scien-
tists’ observations and technical innovations” are unsatisfactory. Thus, at 
most they can be simple “stepping stones” (atlama taşı) toward the true 
reality of religion.309 Various forms of inner knowledge are frequently 
explained and defended: experimental knowledge excluding metaphysical 
experience is held to be not only misleading but also unscientific. Science 
is redefined to include metaphysical experience and knowledge; thus, as 
the series argues, if metaphysics is removed, what we get is not science but 
mere positivism.310 However, the scope of metaphysics is so wide that it 
even includes dreams as a source of knowledge.311

6.6.2    School Textbooks

School textbooks differ considerably from the other cases in terms of their 
treatment of the issue of inner knowledge. There is no section of any man-
datory religious course textbook that explicitly recognizes inner knowl-
edge. Instead, textbooks merely advise that Muslims should seek true 
knowledge (doğru bilgi).312 This phrasing suggests that religion does have 
some role in verifying true knowledge. However, though the adjective 
“true” (doğru) has a religious connotation, it cannot be interpreted as 
recognition of inner knowledge. On the other hand, the textbooks do 
repeat the traditional argument that human reason is not sufficient for the 
acquisition of true knowledge, and that revelation is therefore necessary. 
However, such warnings in textbooks do not amount to a call for inner 
knowledge to compensate for the deficiency of human reason. Instead, a 
cooperative model between revelation and reason is suggested. Man is said 
to reach truth and beauty more easily when reason and revelation are 
both used.313

The textbooks do include long sections on Sufi orders, whose major 
concern is to acquire inner knowledge. In this vein, Sufism is defined as “a 
branch of science that belongs to Islamic culture.”314 The focus on Sufism 
as a branch of science within Islamic culture is indeed important. However, 
there is no further information about what is meant by the phrase “a branch 
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of science that belongs to Islamic culture.” The general discourse implies 
an intention to incorporate Sufism into the Islamic tradition. We encounter 
special chapters on Sufi orders like the Naqshbandiyya and Qadiriyya. 
Thus, it is normal to read sections with the title of “Interpretations in 
Islamic Thought” that explain how and why Islam has been interpreted 
throughout history. Such sections usually focus on various Sufi traditions, 
but mainly on the Qadiri and Naqshbandiyya orders as the two representa-
tive traditions.315 They are presented as examples of “Sufi Interpretations of 
Islamic Thought.”316

The textbooks also cite al-Ghazali as an Islamic scholar who systemized 
and developed Sufi thought.317 However, in presenting a detailed discus-
sion of Sufi orders and al-Ghazali, textbooks do not include any discussion 
of inner knowledge. Instead, such topics presented as examples of the 
richness of Islamic tradition and culture. In any case, the growing enthu-
siasm in textbooks to incorporate Sufism into the official Islamic narrative 
should be noted. Textbooks present Sufism as a pillar of Islam.318

Textbooks display a negative view of the historical period during which 
the encounter between Islam and Greek philosophy took place. The text-
books locate the origin of Islamic philosophy in the encounter among 
Islamic, Greek, Persian, and Indian culture. The interaction is presented in 
negative terms and is said to have had several problematic consequences. 
For example, the textbook asserts that new Muslims introduced their old 
beliefs and cultures to Islam. This created deep philosophical problems. 
This is the “contamination” problem that we examined in the contexts of 
the Erenköy and Işıkçılar accounts of Islamic history.

The religion course textbooks point to translations of the works of 
Greek philosophers as the major reason for the contamination of Islam. 
Contamination led to intellectual chaos, during which “some people with 
bad intentions” began questioning Islamic principles, sowing fitna in the 
Muslim community.319 This period is deemed a time of cultural chaos (kül-
türel kargaşa) when doubts clouded Muslim minds. This chaos brought 
forth the rationalist defense of Islam in the light of the Qur’an and the 
hadith.320 Thus, the narrative about the genealogy of Islamic philosophy 
centers on the defense of Islam. It implies that Islam’s cultural interaction 
with other cultures, particularly Greek culture, created serious social prob-
lems. The textbooks in turn praise the post-Abbasid developments that 
gave birth to Sunni orthodoxy.

However, textbooks do not take a dim view of philosophers themselves. 
They present the philosophers as part of the Islamic cultural heritage, but 
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they do not go into detail about their theological arguments. Thus, text-
books show appreciation for philosophers like al-Farabi and Ibn Sina as 
great contributors to Islamic civilization.321 The comparatively balanced 
narrative of the textbooks is also evident when it comes to the Mu‘tazila. 
Textbooks quote the major characteristics of Mu‘tazila thought, such as 
the emphasis on man’s freedom, and the belief in man’s ability to create his 
own actions, and do not accuse them of heresy.322 In this narrative, 
Mu‘tazila disputes with the piety-minded scholars, or their transmission of 
Greek thought, are not mentioned. Philosophers are appreciated for their 
contributions to Islamic civilization, but they are not the focus of atten-
tion. None of them is lauded like Abu Hanifa or al-Shafi‘i. In textbooks, 
the representatives of official Islam are Abu Hanifa, al-Shafi‘i, al-Maturidi, 
al-Ash‘ari, Bahauddin Nakshibendi, and Ahmad Yesevi, not al-Farabi 
or Ibn Sina.

As a striking example, not a single textbook includes any information 
about Ibn Rushd. Ironically, his name appears only once, under a portrait 
of him by the fourteenth-century Florentine painter Andrea Bounaiuti.323 
The brief inscription under it is the only information that students read 
about Ibn Rushd. Satisfied with only mentioning the philosophers’ names 
and noting that they are a part of the Islamic heritage, textbooks center 
the narrative of Islamic history on figures like Abu Hanifa and al-Shafi‘i.

6.7    Conclusion

The Islamic cases I analyzed demonstrate that the traditional Ottoman 
syncretic approach to the Ash‘ari and the Maturidi theological schools 
remains strong. Despite the popular identification of Turks as Maturidi, 
Ash‘ari thought remains influential in each of our five cases’ interpretation 
of the Islamic idea of nature. If we imagine a spectrum with Ash‘ari’s 
Kitab Al-Luma‘ and Maturidi’s Kitab al-Tawhid on opposite sides, the 
literature of the Turkish Islam as we have observed in five cases is closer to 
the Ash‘ari side on all aspects of the Islamic idea of nature. We find virtu-
ally no strong Maturidi views on knowledge and free will where we would 
most expect them. Even in the cases like the school textbooks, where we 
detect a comparatively Maturidi perspective, the message is compromised 
by many qualifications. In no case is there a systematic, consistent, and 
firm Maturidi interpretation of the Islamic idea of nature.

Al-Ghazali is the key scholar in all five cases. Occasionalism as inter-
preted by al-Ghazali is the dominant paradigm across the board. Though 
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Turks are known for their Maturidi confessional identity, it is al-Ghazali, a 
leading Ash‘ari thinker, who is the chief influence on many texts that shape 
contemporary Islamic theology in Turkey. Al-Ghazali ties Turkish Islam to 
Ash‘arism while marginalizing the influence of Maturidi theology.324

Looking synoptically into its content, the nature we encounter in five 
cases is an order in which natural law has limited power, since nature is 
governed by divine causation. At times one even detects an embarrass-
ment about natural law. Natural law is often presented as if it is illusory, 
enticing human beings away from an understanding of the real causal rela-
tions in the universe. Turkish theologians teach students to reject natural 
causality or at least maintain a rigorous skepticism toward it. The over-
arching message is God’s direct rule. As a personal deity, God governs 
nature with constant intervention that results in the suspension of the 
natural order. God is very much involved in daily life. Piety-minded schol-
ars advise Muslims to appeal directly God, for he is the ultimate cause of 
all things.

All five cases recognize that there are people who can acquire inner 
knowledge with their hearts through various spiritual methods. The 
Islamic narrative as observed in the five cases takes the limits of rational 
knowledge as proof of man’s need for a religious understanding of nature. 
Thus, challenging, and even sometimes despising, modern science is a 
common aspect of these Islamic actors’ interpretations of nature.

Finally, due to its emphasis on God’s sovereignty, the Islamic idea of 
nature in Turkish Islam does not recognize an autonomous space for 
man’s will. Its priority is to secure God’s sovereignty, so man’s freedom is 
either a secondary issue or merely a matter of moral responsibility.
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12.	 Işık, Belief and Islam, 29.
13.	 al-Ash‘ari, Kitab al-Luma‘, 99.
14.	 Süveydi, Hak Sözün Vesikaları, 27–28.
15.	 Emrullah and Hadimi, Iṡlam Ahlakı, 24.
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orthodoxy. Işık quoted in Müceddidi, Dürr-ül Me‘arif, 3. Emrullah and 
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26.	 Coşan, Hazineden Pırıltılar III, 243.
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57.	 Topbaş, Sufism A Path Towards The Internalization of Faith, 238–248.
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104.	 Eroğlu, Il̇köğretim Din Kültürü ve Ahlak Bilgisi 8, 13–16
105.	 Ibid., 11–15.
106.	 Ibid., 15–16.
107.	 Ibid.
108.	 Ibid.
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Bakışı”, 123. Gencer, “Bir Müceddid Olarak Ahmed Ziyaeddin-i 
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154.	 Karaman, Bardakoğlu and Apaydın, Ilmihal I, 136, 137.
155.	 Ibid.
156.	 Ibid., 133.
157.	 Karaman et al., Kur’an Yolu Türkçe Meal ve Tefsir I, 455.
158.	 Karaman et al., Kur’an Yolu Türkçe Meal ve Tefsir II, 678.
159.	 Karaman et al., Kur’an Yolu Türkçe Meal ve Tefsir I, 455.
160.	 Karaman et al., Kur’an Yolu Türkçe Meal ve Tefsir II, 675.
161.	 Pessagno, “Irada, Ikhtihayar, Qudra, Kasb,” 190.
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179.	 Işık, Tam Il̇mihal, 50.
180.	 Ibid., 25, 48.
181.	 al-Ash‘ari, Al-Ibanah ‘An Usul Ad-Diyanah, 53.
182.	 al-Maturidi, Kitabü’t-Tevhid, 61.
183.	 Izniki, Miftah-ul Janna, 29.
184.	 al-Maturidi, Kitabü’t-Tevhid, 309–310. al-Subki, Al-Sayf Al-Mashur, 4.
185.	 al-Ghazali, The Alchemy of Happiness, 28.
186.	 Tahmasebi, “The Concept of Heart in Quran,” 391.
187.	 Qur’an, Al-A‘raf: 179.
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234.	 Coşan, Tabakatü’s-Sufiyye Sohbetleri II, 232.
235.	 Kotku, Ehli Sünnet Akaidi, 255.
236.	 Ibid., 272.
237.	 Ibid., 258, 111.
238.	 Ibid., 112.
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252.	 Topbaş, The Golden Chain, 420.
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Topbaş, Gönül Bahçesinden, 56.
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Kınalızade, Ali Efendi. 1982. Ahlak-ı Ala’i. Istanbul: Tercüman.
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and B.  Marković. 2014. Brain and Art: Illustrations of the Cerebral 
Convolutions. A Review. Folia Morphol 73 (3): 247–258.

Müceddidi, Rauf Ahmed. 1998. Dürr-ül Me’arif. Istanbul: Hakikat.

6  THE ISLAMIC IDEA OF NATURE IN CONTEMPORARY TURKEY 



220

Muhammad bin Qutbuddin I
.
zniki. 2014. Miftah-ul Janna. Istanbul: Hakikat.

Mushtaq, Gohar. 2012. The Intelligent Heart, the Pure Heart: An Insight into the 
Heart Based on the Qur’an, Sunnah and Modern Science. London: Ta-Ha.

Nasr, S.H. 1978. An Introduction to Islamic Cosmological Doctrines. London: 
Thames and Hudson.

Nursi, Said. 1995a. Muhakemat. Istanbul: Envar.
———. 1995b. Sözler. Istanbul: Envar.
———. 2014. Mektubat. Şahdamar: Iżmir.
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CHAPTER 7

Conclusion

One purpose of this book is to show that problems and issues in the inter-
pretation of Islam go beyond law and politics; the Islamic idea of nature 
also plays key role in Muslims’ understanding of Islam. Accordingly, our 
analysis of five cases demonstrated that the Islamic idea of nature as 
imparted to Turkish Muslims contributes to:

•	 a highly skeptical stance on causality, and a belief in a divine causa-
tion that determines natural events;

•	 A deep suspicion about the capacity of human reasoning and sensa-
tion and a consequent belief in the existence and necessity of inner 
knowledge;

•	 a limited recognition of human autonomy over human deeds;
•	 and a highly personal conception of God.

In a broader perspective, the Turkish case displays the historical conti-
nuity of the Islamic idea of nature from the Middle Ages to the present 
day. Despite their historical affiliation with the Maturidi school, writings 
of the five cases examined here bear the deep influence of Ash‘ari theology 
when it comes to the idea of nature, which constitutes an important part 
of Islamic socialization. Thus, the classical quandary of Islamic theology, 
what William J. Courtenay once defined as sacrificing natural causality and 
human volition on the altar of divine omnipotence, persists in contempo-
rary Turkey.1 Having recognized the imposition of a higher causation 
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upon natural processes, it is presumed that there are mechanisms operat-
ing between the metaphysical and physical realm of the created universe, 
as well as within each of them.2

In 1503, Gregor Reisch presented a woodcut depicting the levels of 
scholastic learning. As the work indicates, students study the grammar at 
the lower levels and then move up to logic, rhetoric, and other sciences. 
The summit of knowledge that students reach at the highest level includes 
theology and metaphysics.3 If we were to draw a similar model but for 
what Islamic learning in present-day Turkey teaches about nature, it would 
simply be this (Fig. 7.1).

Recall one of the grand debates of Islamic philosophy, expressed in al-
Ghazali’s attack on Aristotelian Muslim scholars in The Incoherence and 
Ibn Rushd’s response to him with The Incoherence of the Incoherence. The 
Islamic idea of nature that we observe in the Turkish case aligns with al-
Ghazali’s position, particularly his refutation of the Aristotelian concept of 
causality. In Physics, Aristotle, having recognized that there are natural 
laws governing nature, wrote that to know something is to know its 
causes.4 Unlike the Aristotelian method, the Islamic idea of nature in con-
temporary Turkey repudiates natural law and argues that to know some-
thing requires going beyond natural causality. Having defined God’s 
agency as the sole cause of natural events, in harmony what al-Ghazali 
wrote centuries ago, the ultimate form of knowing is knowledge of God, 
that is, ma‘rifatullah.5

God's agency

Islamic rules as revealed,
i.e. law

Inner knowledge Natural law, rational
knowledge

Fig. 7.1  The Islamic idea of nature as taught in contemporary Turkey

  G. BACIK



225

The analysis of the Turkish case also sheds light on some general prob-
lems of Muslim societies in regard to the Islamic idea of nature. To begin 
with, the survival of certain interpretations of Islam has never been only 
the result of its intellectual appeal. The alliance between state and Islam, a 
key element of Sunni orthodoxy, still prevails across the Muslim world, 
contributing to the persistence of particular interpretations of Islam over 
others. Enjoying the opportunities of the alliance, the Sunni clergy are 
able to promote their particular interpretation and shape the daily practice 
and beliefs of the general population.

Secondly, by not yielding to modern science in regard to the explana-
tion of nature, as we observed in the Turkish case, the Islamic idea of 
nature inhibits the disassociation of realms that is characteristic of modern 
societies. Thus, the Islamic idea of nature is an important case to observe 
how Muslims still insist on its continuing traditional authority in all fields 
of life. The standard religious outlook still opposes the notion of confining 
Islam to a single, spiritual domain and leaving some fields to alternate 
paradigms such as secular law and modern science. The Sunni orthodox 
view is ready to recognize science or law only on the condition that they 
accept Islam as the ultimate authority.

This situation generates a deeper clash with modernity at the paradig-
matic level. Historically, Muslims have followed a pragmatic path toward 
modernity at the institutional level. As a result, they have not been rigidly 
against adapting to modernity’s various institutional forms, even the mod-
ern state.6 Also, as we observed in the Turkish case by studying various 
Islamic movements, Muslims have no qualms about adapting to the insti-
tutional aspect of modernity. By contrast, Muslims have reservations about 
modernity at the paradigmatic level, as is clear in the various Islamic actors’ 
interpretations of the Islamic idea of nature. Islamic movements, with 
modern instruments such as the mass media and modern schools, propa-
gate ideas that are clearly incompatible with modernity. For example, it is 
very typical to observe Islamic actors rejecting causality in explanations of 
natural events while readily employing modern instruments or having 
modern institutions.

The Islamic idea of nature, which had its origins in the encounter of 
Islamic and Greek thought, is today part of Islamic faith. Muslims acquire 
it in their Islamic socialization (as we observed in several cases in this book) 
as a standard Islamic belief that trusts faith more than the articulations of 
man. Reformist attempts to modify the Islamic idea of nature collide with 
the hard shell of Islamic faith. We should remember also that the legitimacy 
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of the philosopher, and even the scientist, has declined alongside the con-
solidation of Sunni orthodoxy. Thus, there is no effective mechanism 
within the Islamic tradition to update the Islamic idea of nature in line with 
recent scientific or philosophic approaches. This has led to the dissemina-
tion of vague scientific content and outdated arguments, which in turn are 
exploited by religious agents as they insist on the supremacy of Islam in all 
fields of life.

Thus, the dilemma of Islamic thought with respect to the idea of nature 
is clear: Islam has not completely ceded its traditional authority to explain 
nature to modern science. At the same time, the mechanism for updating 
according to the most recent scientific data is simply not in place today. 
The result is the interpretation of Islam according to a conglomeration of 
contending ideas and arguments, including some outdated ones, leading 
to serious problems in terms of how Muslims think of nature and causation.

One such problem is the persistence of previous Muslim scholars’ ideas 
on nature. For example, Marifetname, a book written in 1757 and full of 
information about geography and medicine, the content of which cannot 
be accepted as reliable by any contemporary standard, is still a best-selling 
book in Turkey and influences contemporary Muslims’ understanding of 
nature. Such an old book should be of interest only to historians and 
antiquarians; its popularity, however, is proof that old ideas are still 
authoritative. In fact, book’s scientific merit is problematic even by the 
standards of 1757.7

Commenting on the Aristotelian idea of nature, Bertrand Russell 
noted that, today, in light of modern science, that grand and influential 
paradigm can no longer be accepted.8 The problem is that an idea of 
nature is a reflection of what people’s knowledge is about “the natural 
world they live in” or “the cosmos they imagined.”9 On this account, the 
key arguments of the Islamic idea of nature were developed before the 
rise of modern scientific revolution. Updating is a crucial issue for a reli-
gion that still claims traditional authority in various fields like nature. The 
case is not different when it comes to several Muslim scholars’ ideas that 
are still influential in shaping contemporary Turkish Muslims’ under-
standing of nature. However, since Muslim scholars’ ideas on nature are 
also treated as part of the canonical tradition, Muslims are reluctant to 
give them up, despite their outdated content. As a result, the Islamic idea 
of nature has become a stagnant set of assumptions and arguments about 
nature transmitted without major update from one generation to the 
next. This transmission resembles what Marshall G.S. Hodgson called the 

  G. BACIK



227

degeneration of a tradition.10 Indeed, my examination of five cases dem-
onstrated that what happens in the Turkish context is mere transmission, 
since Islamic agents reproduce the Islamic idea of nature without sub-
stantial update. Reading the reference texts of Islamic actors in Turkey, 
one may even get the feeling that no time has elapsed since al-Ghazali 
walked the Earth.

So what solution might one propose, in the light of these impediments?
Seemingly, the most popular proposal is to revitalize the link between 

Islam and science (or rationalist thought in the broader context) in order 
to rehabilitate Muslims adversely affected by stale religious thinking. The 
belief that underlies this proposal is that a new and effective mechanism 
can be devised to energize the weak connection between Islam and science.

Though it might sound interesting, such a proposal has little chance, 
given some sizable obstacles. To begin with, the proposal assumes too 
boldly that the piety-minded Muslim scholars can be persuaded to recog-
nize the need to expand the definition of who is a scholar with a legitimate 
role in shaping Islamic thought.11 One would be naïve to expect to realize 
such a change, given the current sociological and intellectual profile of 
mainstream religious scholars. The highest status for a scholar in Islam is 
‘alim, and it is said without any special reservation that the term normally 
refers to a religious scholar. Neither the mainstream Islamic movements 
nor the general Muslim population see, for example, a sociologist or a 
chemist as ‘alim. Moreover, the piety-minded scholars are so convinced of 
the superiority of their resources that their efficient cooperation with even 
piety-minded scientists is unlikely. Even people with an extensive modern 
academic education in religion fail to get the title of ‘alim.12

So, who are the actors? Who will connect Islamic thought with the 
most up-to-date science and knowledge? Who are the capable actors to 
sustain dialogue between Islam and science? Since the rationalist scholars 
have already been delegitimated, there is no group to fulfill this mission in 
the Islamic world. The inevitable option is to continue the mission through 
the traditionalist Muslim scholars, a group whose professional skills are 
certainly not adequate to sustain a dialogue with modern science and phi-
losophy. As a matter of fact, this option has been the main mechanism in 
bringing the findings of recent scientific developments into the Islamic 
field, resulting in the dissemination by Islamic actors of populist and often 
times distorted or misunderstood interpretations of recent scientific 
developments.
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There are other obstacles to the first proposal: Today, the idea of com-
munication between religion and science through actors is anachronistic. 
Science has developed into a profession that sets its own terms for training 
scientists. The shift from the natural philosopher to the professional scien-
tist has led to conflicts with leaders of organized religion.13 The gap 
between the religious scholars and modern scientists has widened to an 
unprecedented level, which makes systematic cooperation between scien-
tist and religious scholars almost impossible. It is true that there is a nos-
talgia among Muslims for the past’s charismatic ‘alim who held expertise 
in many disciplines:

Throughout Islamic history, the central figure in the transmission of the sci-
ences has been the wise man, or hakim. He has usually been a physician, a 
writer and a poet, an astronomer and mathematician, and above all, a sage. 
In the figure of the hakim, one can see the unity of the sciences as so many 
branches of a tree of which the trunk is the wisdom embodied in the sage in 
this figure of the hakim, or sage.14

However, expecting such a profile in modern times, when the sciences 
have undergone a deep differentiation, is naïve. Modern science may be 
open to interdisciplinary or trans-disciplinary studies. But the idea of the 
unity of the sciences is now a rarely discussed concept.

A second proposal is to follow the Western model, which requires that 
Islam cede its traditional authority of explaining nature to modern science. 
This option requires accepting that religion and science are exclusive 
realms. In 1972, the US National Academy of Sciences passed a resolution 
stating that religion and science are separate and mutually exclusive realms 
of human thought.15 The resolution echoed the well-known approach 
proposed by various scholars like Etienne Gilson, the French philosopher 
who argued that science and faith should be held as two distinct kinds of 
thought. They are two distinct species of knowledge, and thus neither of 
them has to question the function of the other.16

However, as this book has shown, a similar agenda in the Muslim world 
requires a clash with the pillars of religious orthodoxy. Islam claims author-
ity to shape Muslims’ idea of nature. To give a very recent example from 
Turkey of how Islam still claims absolute authority over all fields, includ-
ing science, consider a book by Ali Bulaç’s, a prominent author very 
influential in Islamist circles across the country. In his recently published 
exegesis of the Qur’an, Dirasatu’l-Kur’an, Bulaç insists that scientific 
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knowledge that is acquired by observation or reasoning should be pro-
cessed through the filter of the Qur’an. In case of a clash between scientific 
knowledge and the Qur’an, Bulaç proposes that it must be because of 
some deficiency in human observation or reasoning, for a clash between 
the Qur’an and absolute truth is impossible. For Bulaç, the Qur’an remains 
the ultimate authority to evaluate even scientific knowledge.17 Bulaç’s 
stance is no different than that of al-Ghazali, who also saw the Qur’an as 
a book from which “the sciences of the ancients and contemporaries 
branch off.”18 Representing the mainstream view in Turkey, Bulaç’s stance 
on the issue proves that the traditional reservation about scientific knowl-
edge has remained virtually unchanged since age of Ibn al-Haytham (d. 
1045), whose demand for the autonomous authority of scientific knowl-
edge was rejected.

The prospects of this proposal are also poor given the sociological reali-
ties of the Muslim world. No mainstream interpretation of religion has 
emerged in the Muslim world that calls for religious authorities to cede 
their traditional powers. What is more, Islamization of Muslim societies 
today is gaining even more momentum. For this reason, calling upon reli-
gious authorities to cede their traditional powers would nowadays be as 
weak an echo in Muslim societies as was the traditional secularization the-
sis of the 1930s.

Finally, the analysis of this book reveals a general insight on Islamic 
reform. Change in the interpretation of Islam requires more than intel-
lectual intervention. Many ideas we define today as reformist were already 
said before the nineteenth century. As early as the eighteenth century, 
Islamic thinkers like Hasan al-Attar (1766–1835) demanded radical 
changes within the Islamic tradition.19 Other reformists have also written 
books back then full of sharp criticism of the current paradigms of Islam. 
However, they failed to persuade the Muslim public of the rightness of 
their ideas. Thus, the legitimation or embrace of a new Islamic interpreta-
tion on a societal level requires more than intellectual intervention; it is 
also a matter of power relations between Sunni orthodoxy and the state. 
These power relations have enabled only certain interpretations of Islam 
to become the normative content of religious education and socialization. 
As a result, people who are subject to Islamic socialization acquire a view 
of nature as an essential part of their religious faith. The Islamic idea of 
nature is thus woven into the thick fabric of religious culture. Not surpris-
ingly, al-Ghazali was aware of this strategic point:
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Indeed, true faith (al iman al rasikh) is the faith of the masses that develops 
in their hearts from childhood due to their constant exposure (to religious 
material), or that accrues to them after they have reached the age of majority 
as a result of experiences that they cannot fully articulate.20

He knew that most people attain their belief by following their parents 
and teachers.21 Al-Ghazali’s opinions remind us that religious orthodoxy 
is an issue not merely of intellectual persuasion but also of socialization 
within a supportive social and political system. In the absence of this sup-
port, as cases of the Mu‘tazila as well as contemporary reformers show, the 
broad propagation of alternative, critical views, and subsequent society-
wide reform is extremely difficult to achieve. It is not realistic to expect 
that reformist Islamic scholars will overturn the religious status quo in the 
politically, socially, and economically hierarchical Muslim world. Thus, 
what we need is a more balanced approach of actors and structures to 
formulate explanations of how certain social and political complexities 
cause the formation of certain religious paradigms in the Muslim world. 
We might be critical of how Muslims interpret Islam to solve problems in 
terms of their understanding of nature. However, a realistic perspective 
requires the admission that change is not easy and is only possible with 
parallel transformations in Muslim societies’ social and political 
organizations.

Notes
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2.	 I borrow these frames from Amina Wadud, who is known as a Muslim 

reformist. Her explanation demonstrates how even reformists adopt the 
mainstream Islamic idea of nature and construct their reformist narrative 
exclusively on the basis of Islamic law. Wadud, Inside The Gender Jihad, 24.

3.	 Ozment, The Age of Reform, 43.
4.	 Aristotle, Physics, 2.
5.	 al-Ghazali, The Alchemy of Happiness, 55.
6.	 Belkeziz, The State in Contemporary Islamic Thought, 122.
7.	 Hakkı, Marifetname, 1–25.
8.	 Russell, The History of Western Philosophy, 226.
9.	 Taylor, A Secular Age, 25.

10.	 Hodgson, The Venture of Islam Vol. 1, 79.
11.	 Schimmel, “Islam,” 190.
12.	 Guessoum, “Issues and Agendas of Islam and Science,” 375.

  G. BACIK



231

13.	 Drees, “Academic Freedom and the Symbolic Significance of Evolution,” 67.
14.	 Nasr, Science and Civilization in Islam, 41.
15.	 Grose, Science But Not Scientists, 655. Also see: Solberg, “Science and 

Religion in Early America,” 73–92.
16.	 Gilson, Reason and Revelation in the Middle Ages, 72–74. To remember, 

for Aquinas “faith and science are not about the same thing”. Hastings, 
Medieval European Society, 1000–1450, 143.

17.	 Bulaç, Kur’an Dersleri, 10.
18.	 al-Ghazali, The Jewels of the Qur’an, 19.
19.	 Gesink, Islamic Reform and Conservatism, 24.
20.	 al-Ghazali, On the Boundaries of Theological Tolerance, 124.
21.	 Abrahamov, “Al-Ghazali’s Supreme Way to Know God,” 144.

References

Abrahamov, Binyamin. 1993. Al-Ghazali’s Supreme Way to Know God. Studia 
Islamica 77 (1): 141–168.

al-Ghazali. 1977. The Jewels of the Qur’an: Al-Ghazali’s Theory [Kitab Jawahir 
al–Quran]. Translated by Muhammad Abul Quasem. Kuala Lumpur: University 
of Malaya Press.

———. 1991. The Alchemy of Happiness [Kimiya-yi Sa‘adat]. Translated by Claud 
Field. Lahore: Sh. M. Ashraf.

———. 2002. On the Boundaries of Theological Tolerance in Islam: Abu Hamid al 
Ghazali’s Faysal al Tafriqa [Faysal al Tafriqa]. Translated by Sherman 
A. Jackson. New York: Oxford University Press.

Aristotle. 2018. Physics. Indianapolis: Hackett.
Belkeziz, Abdelilah. 2009. The State in Contemporary Islamic Thought: A Historical 

Survey of the Major Muslim Political Thinkers of the Modern Era. New York: 
I. B. Tauris.

Bulaç, Ali. 2016. Kur’an Dersleri: Dirasatu’l-Kur’an Vol. 2. Istanbul: Çıra.
Courtenay, William J. 1973. The Critique on Natural Causality in the Mutakallimun 

and Nominalism. The Harvard Theological Review 66 (1): 77–94.
Drees, Willem B. 2008. Academic Freedom and the Symbolic Significance of 

Evolution. In The Study of Religion and the Training of Muslim Clergy in 
Europe, ed. Willem B.  Drees and Pieter Sjoerd van Koningsweld, 67–70. 
Leiden: Leiden University Press.

Gesink, Indira Falk. 2010. Islamic Reform and Conservatism: Al-Azhar ad the 
Evolution of Modern Sunni Islam. London: I. B. Tauris.

Gilson, Etienne. 1939. Reason and Revelation in the Middle Ages. London and 
New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons.

Grose, Vernon L. 2006. Science But Not Scientists. Bloomington: Author House.

7  CONCLUSION 



232

Guessoum, Nidhal. 2012. Issues and Agendas of Islam and Science. Zygon 47 
(2): 367–387.
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