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The first encounter of Turkish thought with the theory of evolution dates to
the second half of the 19th century, during the Ottoman Empire, just after the
publication of Darwin’s book Origin of Species in 1859. A Turkish writer at that

time, Ahmed Midhat (d. 1913), wrote a series of essays concerning human evolution
and the problem of how human beings emerged on earth. In 1873, the Sultan ordained
Midhat’s exile to one of the Turkish islands for those strange, Westernized ideas.1 Turkish
thinkers, especially during the last decades of the 19th century and the beginning of
the 20th century, were under the influence of Western thought and philosophy, and
several Turkish thinkers saw themselves as representatives of Western tendencies, such
as Materialism, Lamarckism and Darwinism.2

Nevertheless, these “imported” Western ideas constituted serious problems for
Turkish thinkers with religious concerns and sensitivities. Muslim thinkers were
inevitably called upon to give Islam’s opinion with respect to these new ideas. A
defensive attitude is observable in Islamic scholars from the foundation of the Turkish
Republic onwards. Among them were Ahmet Hamdi Akseki (1887–1951), whose several
books on Islam were officially supported by the Turkish government in a time when
religious publications were almost prohibited3, and Süleyman Ateş (1933–. . .), who
wrote one of the most influential Qur’an commentaries and a standard text for students

* My thanks are due to A. Saim Kılavuz for alerting me to the texts the article deals with, and also Wil
Derkse for his helpful comments.
1 Doğan, Atilla, Osmanlı Aydınları ve Sosyal Darwinizm (İstanbul: Bilgi Üniversitesi Yayınları, 2006),
153f.; Okay, M. Orhan, “Ahmet Midhat Efendi,” Diyanet İslam Ansiklopedisi (İstanbul: TDV Yayınları,
1989), 2: 101.
2 To get a general outlook of the writers and the ideas in this regard see Alkan, Mehmet Ö., “Osmanlıda
Darwinizm ve Evrim Kuramlarına İlgi Üzerine” Toplumsal Tarih 187 ( July 2009), 20–27; Doğan, Atilla,
Osmanlı Aydınları, 145–237.
3 His İslam Dini (“The religion of Islam,” Ankara 1933) and Askere Din Kitabı (“Book of Religion for
Soldiers,” Ankara 1924) are among the most important examples.
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and scholars in Turkey. Both held the official position of the “Head of the Religious
Affairs” (Diyanet İşleri Başkanı), which influences religious publications in modern
Turkey. This article will deal with the ideas on evolutionism of these two important
Turkish writers and their determined attempt to show that their religion was in
accordance with the scientific data that they took for granted at that time.

1. The Aim of the Islam-Turk Encyclopedia and Ahmed
Hamdi Akseki’s Article on Adam
After the foundation of the Turkish Republic in 1923 and the alphabet reform of

1928, the following decades in Turkish academia would lack Islamic publications.
The First Turkish Publication Congress, held in May 1939, discussed the need for a
comprehensive scientific publication in the area of Islamic studies. Following the
congress, Maarif Vekaleti (now the Ministry of National Education) decided to translate
the Encyclopedia of Islam, which was issued in the Netherlands, into Turkish, and
formed a translation committee. The issue received media coverage due to allegations
that the Encyclopedia was prepared by missionary orientalists and, thus, filled with
opinions against Islamic doctrine. The ministry avoided the charges by deciding to
re-compose the original encyclopedia with corrections and additions rather than doing
a literal translation. Meanwhile, several eminent Muslim writers, like Eşref Edip (d. 1971),
İsmail Hakkı İzmirli (d. 1946), Kamil Miras (d. 1957) and Ömer Rıza Doğrul (d. 1952),
who would afterwards be referred to with the general title “İslamcılar ”, meaning
“Islamists” because they did not see the “translation-correction” attempt by the govern-
ment as an adequate work, came up with the idea to compile a ‘Turkish-Islamic‘
encyclopedia.4 Thus, the Islam-Turk Encyclopedia (İslam-Türk Ansiklopedisi) was the
first attempt to compile a comprehensive Islamic source providing necessary Islamic
information for Turks and responding to the “wrong” ideas formed about Islam in the
West.

The Encyclopedia begins with an introduction that stresses the importance of that
purpose. This introductory section gives the basic viewpoints of modern Islamic thought
that all contributors of the encyclopedia were expected to take into consideration in their
articles. According to the introduction, entitled “The Essence and Aim of the Islam-Turk
Encyclopedia”, the Qur’an gives the idea of God’s unity its pure form. This pure form can
be found in the messages of all prophets sent by God throughout the history. Thus, the
belief of the oneness of God lies at the core of Islamic doctrine, and all other ideas

4 Aykut, Ayhan, “İslam-Türk Ansiklopedisi,” Diyanet İslam Ansiklopedisi, 13: 57; Lewis, Bernard, The
Emergence of Modern Turkey (Oxford University Press, 1961), 411. The title of the encyclopedia was
given by Lewis wrongly as “Türk İslam Ansiklopedisi ”. About fifteen years earlier in Berlin, 1923, one
of the reformist Muslim thinkers Musa Jarullah Bigi (d. 1949) had called for compiling a comprehensive
encyclopedia of Islam. See Musa Carullah Bigiyef, İslam’ın Elifbası (Ankara: Seba Yayınları, 1997), 44.
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besides the oneness of God should be avoided. From this point of view, ideologies
like animism, polytheism and anthropomorphism are strictly against the Islamic notion
of God.5

The aim of the Qur’an is to provide human beings with high moral virtues. Only by
understanding their position in relation to nature can human beings achieve that high
level of morality. Human beings were not created to be afraid of natural forces and, as
a result, to worship them. On the contrary, they were created to control and dominate
nature. Given the fact that the entire universe was created for the human race, everything
in the universe is in the position to serve mankind. If humans worship one of the forces
of nature that was created for them, they humiliate themselves and lower their position
in the world.

According to the editors of the Islam-Turk Encyclopedia, the most important aim of
the Qur’an is to protect humankind from this humiliation by giving them all of the dignity
that they deserve. Because of that reason, the Qur’an prohibits all kinds of idolatry.
Misunderstanding the nature of humankind causes idolatry. As a result of the doctrine of
unity, Islam declares the superiority of human beings over nature and encourages them
to dominate and use all of the possibilities that nature provides.6 It was this aspect of
Islamic doctrine that enabled the sciences to spread with unprecedented speed
throughout the Islamic world.7

It is interesting to see the editors bringing the main approach of Islam regarding
nature closer to that found in Western thought. The idea that “knowledge is power” has
been considered to be one of the turning points of Western thought, and the Muslim
editors of this encyclopedia probably wanted to find an alternative approach at the core
of the Islamic belief that would counter the ideological and economic challenge of the
West. This stance is obvious in the pages of the introduction to the encyclopedia.8

All verses in the Qur’an about humanity must be understood according to the
general outlook that a reader of the Qur’an takes the moral message given by God
into consideration and interprets the stories told by Him to derive the sort of
above-mentioned “humanistic”, moral conclusion. Therefore, the writer of the article
from the encyclopedia on Adam, Ahmed Hamdi Akseki, sought to avoid the literalist
understanding of the Qur’an, elaborating the story of the creation of Adam under this
main principle. According to Akseki, the story of Adam in the Qur’an is a parable

5 Eşref Edib, Ömer Rıza Doğrul, eds., “Introduction,” İslam-Türk Ansiklopedisi, (İstanbul: Asar-ı İlmiyye
Kütübhanesi Neşriyatı, 1940), 11.
6 Ibid., 11.
7 Ibid., 12. For the authors, Turks‘ acceptance of Islam must have surely been due to the fact that Islam‘s
above-mentioned notion was quite suitable for their ‘noble‘ character. The claim that “Turks converted
to Islam quickly because Islam was very suitable for their national character” was a cliché used by
nationalists, particularly after the foundation of the Republic. See Köprülü, M. Fuad, Türk Edebiyatı
Tarihi (İstanbul, 1980 (first ed. 1920)), 149.
8 Eşref Edib, Ömer Rıza Doğrul, eds., “Introduction,” 11–16.
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that teaches the readers basic attributes of human beings rather than relating historical
fact.

At the very beginning of his article, after quoting the verses that include the story of
the creation of Adam and Eve from the Ottoman Translation of the Old Testament,
Akseki made initial remarks about the authenticity of the story and its possible correct
interpretation, because he understood that stories in religious books might cause serious
doubts about religion for scientists. In Akseki’s opinion, because the Qur’an’s aim is not
to give historical details in telling the story of Adam, it is the Bible’s problem to face
scientific challenges directed at the story. In several important details, the Qur’an differs
completely from the Bible.

In Akseki’s mind, the Qur’an’s position against science must be quite clear: “The
Qur’an was not revealed to teach human beings the sciences, which they are supposed
to achieve by their own reason and experiments. Disciplines like history, astronomy,
physics, mathematics, agriculture and industry, which can only be acquired by means of
deductions, inductions and experiments, are out of the scope of the Qur’an. However,
when the Qur’an talks about these disciplines, it does not deal with them as primary
object, but rather as instruments. In addition, the Qur’an encourages mankind in
exploring these issues. Accordingly, the only principle that one should infer from the
Quranic account of the story of Adam is some moral implications lying under the literal
text.”9

Akseki is aware that almost all scientific criticism of the religious account of the
creation of man is directed to the time of the creation claimed by the Abrahamic religions
of Judaism, Christianity and Islam. He was quite convinced that Islam is basically
different from its ancestors ( Judaism and Christianity) regarding this issue. One cannot
find any information about when or where Adam “showed up” in this world in the
Qur’an or in the authentic sayings of the Prophet. Interpretations and data given by
commentators on the Qur’an and Muslim historians were taken from Israelite traditions
that were known among Muslim communities at their time. In fact, because there is no
explicit explanation in the Qur’an, Muslim scholars throughout history have felt
themselves to be free to comment about the topic.10

In his article, Akseki first dealt with the question: “When was Adam created?”
Judaism, Christianity and Islam have accepted that Adam was the ancestor and father of
all human races. In terms of that accepted notion, Akseki posed a critical question that
brings the reader to deeply ponder the creation of Adam: was Adam really the father of
all humankind or were there some other “Adams” before him? There is no doubt that
before Adam, there were other creatures living in the world, but the problem is with the
nature and species of these creatures. What did they look like?

Akseki quoted from several Islamic sources, mainly from the commentaries of the
Qur’an and history books, which imply that there were probably humanlike creatures

9 Akseki, Ahmed Hamdi, “Adem,” 77–78.
10 Ibid., 78.
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before Adam.11 According to some commentators, creatures named Hin and Bin, or Tim
and Rim, lived before Adam settled in the world. After those creatures began to spill each
other’s blood, God sent His angels to destroy them all.12 According to other sources,
before Adam, God created thirty previous races, and between every race passed a
thousand years to complete one period. After this period, the world stayed ruined until
God prepared it for the ancestor of our race, namely, Adam.

As quoted by Akseki in the article, Ibn al-‘Arabı̄, the famous Sufi theologian of the
12th century, tells an interesting story on this subject. During his visit to Mecca, he came
across a person in strange cloths. When he asked the identity of the strange man, the man
said: “I am from your ancient ancestors. I died forty thousand years ago!” Bewildered by
this response, Ibn al-‘Arabı̄ asked, “What are you talking about? Books narrate that Adam
was created about six thousand years ago.” The man replied “What Adam are you talking
about? Beware of the fact that there were a hundred thousand Adams before Adam, your
ancestor.”13 Referring to it as a mystical experience, Akseki underlines the spiritual
character of the conversation and states that the important point in this story is Ibn
al-‘Arabı̄’s opposition to the general opinion of the Bible and that the world must be
older (i.e., a hundred thousand years older) than the age stated in the Old Testament.14

According to the geological accounts at that time, Akseki says, it must have taken at least
thirty thousand years to form the outermost solid layer (crust) that is necessary for human
habitation, which is a chronology that contradicts “young age” creationism’s claim that
the earth is much younger.15

11 Ibn Bābawayh (d. 991), Ibn al-‘Arabı̄ (d. 1245), Ibn Khaldūn (d. 1406), Mah·mūd al-Ālūsı̄ (d. 1854) and
contemporary Egyptian scholar Muh· ammad ‘Abduh (d. 1905) are among those names whose books
mentioned as to contain the data about the topic.
12 Ibid., 78. For an early Islamic account of the story of the creation of the universe and the first creatures
see al-Maqdisı̄, Muţahhar b. Ţāhir (the second half of the fourth century), al-Bad ’ wa at-Ta’rı̄kh (Paris,
1899–1919), 2:58.
13 See Ibn al-‘Arabı̄, al-Futūh· āt al-Makkiyya (Beirut: Dār al-S·adr), 3:549. It is tempting to find similar
claims later in the Western thought: in 1655, Isaac La Peyrère, a French Calvinist librarian wrote a book
to challenge the biblical account of creation. Being translated to several languages its English translation
was entitled “A Theological Systeme upon that presupposition that Men were before Adam”. In this
book, he identified ‘thunderstones‘ as the weapons of what he called a ‘pre-Adamite‘ race of humans,
which he claimed had existed before the creation of the first Hebrews. As a result, he said that Adam
and Eve were the founding couple only of the Jews. While Muslim commentators were enjoying the
freedom to give their opinions on Adam’s creation, unfortunately his book was denounced as ‘profane
and impious‘, he himself was seized by the Inquisition, imprisoned and his book burned on the streets
of Paris. See Watson, Peter, Ideas. A History of Thought and Invention (New York: Harper Perennial,
2006), 14.
14 Akseki, “Adem,” 79.
15 Young age creationists give a date between 6,000 and 10,000 years. On the other hand, according to
modern scientific predictions, the time Akseki gives might also be counted as a young age creationism
when compared to 4.6 billion years stated by modern scientists today. See Stoeger, William R., “Age of
the universe,” Encyclopedia of Science and Religion (Thomson Gale, 2003), 4; Pallen, Mark, The Rough
Guide to Evolution (Penguin Books, 2009), 12f.
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Mentioning narratives from several authors, Akseki concluded by stating that there
is still no clear evidence demonstrating the exact time of the origin of human beings,
neither from religious thinkers nor from scientists and philosophers. Therefore, claims
that the world is six thousand years old and that human beings lived before Adam and
Eve are not at all clear in terms of “true religion” and science. As mentioned before, no
one can find a statement that Adam was created six thousand years ago in the Quranic
verses. The Qur’an says that human beings were created from one single soul (nafs) and
that other generations of men and women were scattered throughout the world. One can
easily say, then, that the Qur’an does not set a specific time for the creation of humans.
Notwithstanding, Akseki, interestingly, had serious doubts about the conclusions of the
discipline of geology. He reasoned that, no matter what the scientific truth was, a Muslim
could easily accept proven facts and saw no contradiction between science and religion,
because the only necessary belief for a Muslim is to accept that Adam was created from
clay, as stated in the Qur’an.16 In the opinion of Akseki, we can go one step further
and say that the verse “Travel through the earth and see how God did originate Creation”
(29:20) leads a believer toward geological research. This verse shows that, through
geological studies, one can derive clues about the beginning of humankind. God’s order
to “Travel through the earth” includes traveling both on and inside the earth, which
means performing scientific excavations for this purpose. In every case, it is obvious that
God, by not having made a statement about the time of the creation, leaves this inquiry
to the human intellect. Islam has been and will be in a position to support all truths
proven by science, because it serves the will of God in the Qur’an.17

Afterwards, Akseki remarked that it would be appropriate to mention the Quranic
verses regarding this issue to grasp a correct understanding of what God says on his own
creation.18 The verses quoted by Akseki can be divided into two main categories: the
verses on Adam’s creation story and the verses on the stages of the creation of man as
beginning from an embryo. The first group of verses is about the conversations between
God, Satan, the angels and Adam and Eve.19 The main line of the conversations states
that when God created Adam and Eve, i.e., the first human beings, he commanded the
angels, of which Satan was one, to prostrate before Adam. All obeyed but Satan, who
afterwards deceived Adam and Eve into eating the forbidden fruit of the tree of life. As
a result of their mutiny, God decreed that Adam and Eve should be cast out of Eden. The
second category that Akseki used in his argument regarding evolution includes verses
dealing with the stages of physiological development of the human body, beginning
from the embryo and progressing to the later stages of life.20 While the story in the first
category is used as a metaphor of Adam’s place in the universe relating to the evolutional

16 Akseki: “Adem,” 79.
17 Ibid., 79.
18 Ibid., 80–81.
19 7:11–25; 15:26–33; 2:30–38.
20 22:6; 30:20; 32:7–9; 6:2; 76:2; 40:67.
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hierarchy perceived by Muslim scholars, including Akseki, the second is used as
biological data on the stages of human life given by the Qur’an itself.

These Quranic verses indicate that Adam was created from clay (nuţfah), and when
studied carefully, those passages are fully compatible with scientific truths. Adam’s
creation from clay does not mean that his creation occurred instantly. Rather, the verses
tell about the gradual process in God’s creation of the first human being. According to
the verse “God has produced you from the earth, growing (gradually)” (71:17), Adam
might have begun his life in the form of plant. How many steps it took to embody the
perfect human form is the topic of scientific research. One crucial point here is that it was
necessary for man to receive God’s order “be!” (kun) to acquire his human soul when he
was in his previous form. According to Akseki, at the beginning of creation, when God
created the earth, there were no forms of life. From that lifeless earthly substance, clay
was created; from clay, plants were created; and finally, animals and the first human
being were created from plants. All other human individuals from Adam until today have
been coming to this world as a result of semen, which is called in the Qur’an “despised
water” (mā‘ mahı̄n), and is a kind of formative substance for every human being. For
that reason, clay is the ‘material prima’ of our human genus.21

Another important word mentioned in the Qur’an regarding this issue is “s·als·āl ”
(sounding clay), which means dry clay that produces a sound, like pottery. This word,
to Akseki, indicates the impossibility of Adam’s coming into existence accidently as a
product of nature and, thus, demonstrates God’s creating power, His omniscience and
His wisdom. Because the earth, which is the first origin of the human race, is exposed
to direct sunlight and, thus, has no adequate environment to form life by itself, God
created humanity by shaping his perfect form gradually from the dry clay to the special
yeast of humankind. Akseki, in this regard, referred to the “human seed”, meaning the
sperm, as “the sperm of life.” It is important to state that the clay, which was human’s first
yeast, did not turn instantly to a human shape; it took a period of time and several stages
to take for clay to take final human form, and then the soul was “blown into it” by God,
creating Adam. To conclude, there was no instant creation; rather, it was a gradual
process of creation (marātib al-khilqa).22 In such an explanation, one can easily find the
author’s aim for making a religious point closer to the scientific paradigm of the age,
evolutionism.

Another point in which science and revelation meet in the Quranic creation story
of Adam is the verse that mentions the term “quintessence of clay” (sulāla min t·ı̄n).
According to Akseki, this term is the equivalent of the biological term protoplasm and
also shows how the Quranic verses lead the way in understanding human nature. It
might be concluded that God created minerals, plants and animals from clay, and
humans became the last step of that gradual creation. None of the verses indicate that
humanity came into existence by its own nature without any divine intervention or that

21 Akseki, “Adem,” 82.
22 Ibid., 83.
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creation occurred at once. From the beginning of the creation until taking perfect
form as hearing, seeing and thinking beings, humans came into being step by step in
“God’s chemistry laboratory,”23 passing through several processes mentioned in the
Qur’an.

If one studies carefully, one can interpret the verses on the story of Adam as the
story of all human beings, not only Adam. The angels’ prostrating themselves with
God’s command to Adam is a sign of the high rank humans occupy among other
creatures created by God. In this regard, the Qur’an uses the word “is·t·ifā’” (selection)
to emphasize the fact that God selected Adam and his offspring above all the universe
(3:33). This clearly shows that Adam experienced evolution (tr. tekāmül ) and “divine
selection” (işţifā-i ilāhı̄ ), a statement that has direct connotations and posits an
alternative to the evolutionist term “natural selection” (işţifā-i ţabi ‘ı̄). Concluding his
article by seeking common bases between science and religion, Akseki saw no
contradiction between those two areas in the Qur’an’s account of Adam’s creation
story, but that is not the case for the Bible. Aseki’s final verdict was that there should
not be any conflict between reason and revelation because the creator of nature and
religion is the same.24

In the encyclopedia, two essays by well-known South Asian Muslim thinkers follow
Akseki’s article: “The Essence of the Story of Adam” by Maulana Muhammad Ali (d. 1951)
and “The Philosophy of the Story of Adam” by Muhammad Iqbal (d. 1938). At first sight,
Maulana‘s two page essay seems to give a summary of Akseki‘s previous remarks. He
explicitly underlined the uniqueness of humans and their dominant position in the
universe, which he presented as the most important aspect of the story. Maulana’s
attitude in interpreting the verses is to read them figuratively rather than taking a literalist
approach. Thus, he interprets Satan‘s disobedience in refusing to prostrate himself to
Adam as humanity’s vulnerability to its own malignant desires. Accordingly, the
metaphor of the tree, which Adam and Eve were forbidden to eat from, represents evil,
because in the Qur’an, the tree is used as a parable for both good and evil (14:24).25

Maulana did not stop pursuing an allegorical understanding of the Qur’an, and he goes
one step further to claim that even heaven can be seen as a spiritual state of humanity’s

23 Ibid., 84.
24 Ibid., 83–84. A similar statement can be found in Sayyid Ah·mad Khān’s (d. 1898) ideas: “The word of
God is always in accordance with the work of God”. See Riexinger, Martin, “Responses of South Asian
Muslims to the Theory of Evolution,” Die Welt des Islams 49 (2009), 217. In comparison to the Western
thought, we also find similar ideas. Galileo states “the Book of Nature and the Book of Scripture cannot
conflict because they come from the same author”. Barbour, Ian G., Religion and Science (HarperOne,
1997), 15.
25 The esoteric approach to the Qur’an represented here can also be found in the old ishārı̄
commentaries regarding the story of Adam. Cf. al-Bursawı̄, Ismā‘ ı̄ l Haqqı̄ (d. 1725), Rūh· al-Bayān
(İstanbul: Eser Yayınevi, 1969), 1:108.
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mind, meaning a life full of peace and contentment, far from the struggle for survival.
Committing evil, Adam deserved to leave his tranquil life. Maulana concluded that there
is no resemblance between the narration of the Qur’an and the Old Testament, because
the account in the Old Testament is not suitable for interpreting the story.26 The relevant
verses (2:30–39) in Maulana’s Translation of the Holy Quran (1928) can prove that this
essay in the encyclopedia summarizes a translation of commentaries on the verses.27

Similarly, Muhammad Iqbal’s essay “The Philosophy of the Story of Adam” is a
translation of several pages of the chapter, “The conception of God and the Meaning of
Prayer”, in his famous book The Reconstruction of Religious Thought in Islam (1930).28

By pointing out that the Qur’an nearly always aims to give a universal moral or
philosophical import, like Maulana, Iqbal also stated the Qur’an’s difference from
Biblical narrations: the purpose of the Quranic narration is not historical, as in the case
of the Old Testament, which gives us an account of the origin of the first human pair as
a prelude to the history of Israel.29 These two additional essays were most probably
translated by one of the editors of the Encyclopedia, Ömer Rıza Doğrul, whose
connection with the literature of contemporary South Asian Muslim writers is well
known.30

2. Süleyman Ateş and evolution as a key concept of Islam
About thirty years after Ahmed Hamdi Akseki’s article in the İslam-Türk Ansiklope-

disi, determined to prove the Qur’an’s compatibility with the contemporary science,
Süleyman Ateş followed his predecessor’s outlook in a thought-provoking article on
evolution. Ateş thought that first giving a definition of evolution (tr. evrim) would
prevent any incorrect conclusions that might occur in the later pages of his article. To
him, evolution simply meant gradual change and progress. In addition, as a biological
term, the theory of evolution posits that all plants and animal species were and have
been multiplied from each other. Specifically, evolution argues that all living organisms
were multiplied and produced out of one stem.31

26 Maulana Muhammad Ali, “The Essence of the Story of the Quran,” 90–91.
27 For an online edition see http://www.muslim.org/english-quran/quran.htm (Last checked March
2011).
28 Iqbal, Muhammad, The Reconstruction of Religious Thought in Islam (London: Oxford University
Press, 1934), 77–84.
29 Ibid., 78; idem, “The philosophy of the story of Adam,” 92.
30 Syed Ameer Ali‘s The Spirit of Islam (Turkish trans. 1921), Shibli Nomani‘s History of Islam (Turkish
trans. 1928) were among those books which were translated by him from South Asian thinkers. He also
translated several parts of Maulana Muhammad Ali‘s works including Translation of the Holy Quran.
For his admiration towards Maulana‘s books, he was accused of spreading the doctrine of the
Ah·madiyya sect in Turkey. But later on, in 1950, responding the accusations, he would write an article
titled “We wash our hands off Qadianism”. See Uzun, Mustafa, “Doğrul, Ömer Rıza,” Diyanet İslam
Ansiklopedisi, 9:489–492.
31 Ateş, Süleyman, “Kuran-ı Kerim‘e Göre Evrim Teorisi,” Ankara Üniversitesi İlahiyat Fakültesi Dergisi
20 (1973) 127.
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Ateş divided the concept of evolution into three main categories: inorganic
evolution, organic evolution and evolution of the soul, which makes generalizing
evolution to put it in the broadest sense of the term an easy task for him. First, regarding
inorganic evolution, scientific experiments have proven that the earth has gone through
several geological eras over millions of years. This formation period is what Ateş called
“the evolution of the earth”

As regards the creation of the earth, the Qur’an talks about six “days” in which the
whole universe was created as stated in the Old Testament. In the Qur’an, however, the
earth alone was created in two “days”, apart from the universe: “He it is Who has created
the heavens and the earth in six Days” (11:7), “Do you verily disbelieve in Him Who
created the earth in two Days?” (41:9).

In the opinion of Ateş, it is incorrect to compare the days mentioned in these verses
to the days of human beings, because it is obvious that God means geological eras by
these days. Moreover it might be concluded from these verses that the creation of the
entire universe required six days and the creation of the earth required only two days,
which can be interpreted as azoic times. We do not possess the knowledge of what
happened in these two days nor from the beginning of the earth until the time that life
began. However, the Qur’an informs us that the universe was “smoke” (dukhān) at that
time (41:11). God must have made the smoke in layers and then created life on earth.
According to the scientific account, life first began in the seas and then moved to land.
The Qur’an accordingly states the direct connection between water and life: “. . . and His
Throne was on the water” (11:7). Ateş claimed that, in this verse, the throne of God
represents biological life, because in some other verses, it is said that his throne covers
both the heavens and the earth, which allows the interpretation that it represents
biological life. Biological life is totally dependent on water: “Have not those who
disbelieve known that the heavens and the earth were joined together as one united
piece, then We parted them? And We have made from water every living thing. Will they
not then believe?” (21:30). Moreover, God states that life on earth was created and began
its evolution in four days: “He placed therein firm mountains from above it, and He
blessed it, and measured therein its sustenance in four Days”. Giving several specific
time periods for the creation of the earth (six, four and two days in several verses), the
Qur’an probably indicates different eras both for the universe and the earth during the
process of formation.32

The process described above constitutes the inorganic evolution that the Qur’an
talks about. When it comes to organic evolution, one can also find clear implications in
the Qur’an on this subject. Organic evolution is the basic theory that a species undergoes
gradual changes under the effect of environment, causing natural selection for that
species. In every generation, new characteristics might occur by sex and mutation.
Finally, change, having occurred in an organism, becomes a permanent characteristic for

32 Ibid., 127–129.
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that species. The change is always toward excellence, not the opposite. This is what
today’s scientists refer to as an “evolutionary unit”.33

Ateş stressed that the ability of nature to select what is best for itself lies at the core
of evolution. Natural selection is, therefore, nothing but the natural law made by God.
The Qur’an has several verses to indicate this attribute of nature. Ateş interpreted one
verse in the Qur’an for this aim34: “He manages and regulates the affair (creation) from
the heavens to the earth (begins with the lowest degree of what he would create); then
it (affair) will go up to Him (gradually become excellent), in one Day (in step by step
evolution), the space whereof is a thousand years of your reckoning” (32:5).

According to Ateş, science proves that primitive creatures came from unicellular
organisms, with evolution and humanity at the top of this evolutionary process. It is not
true that humankind came from apes, but humans and apes might have come from a
shared ancestor. Even during this process, human evolution might have been interrupted
for some time, resulting in the speciation of apes. Therefore, it would not be implausible
if we concluded that apes came from humankind, instead of vice versa. To transgressive
societies, God says in the Qur’an, “We said to them: ‘Be you apes, despised and rejected”
(2:65). Having come from this or that animal does not reduce humankind’s nobility,
because God created the universe through a reliance on the law of evolution, and the
purpose of evolution was the formation of humankind. Maybe humans came from a
special creature out of clay, rather than from other animals, including apes; the certain
thing is humanity went through an evolution.35

In this regard, Ateş was aware that any attempt to reconcile science and religion on
the basis of Islamic doctrine would be unsuccessful without taking the Qur’an’s story of
the creation of Adam into consideration. As he dealt with that story, he mostly followed
his ancestor Ahmed Hamdi Akseki while using and interpreting Quranic verses. Ateş
similarly concluded that all Quranic terms mentioned on this issue, such as clay, mud,
despised water etc., describe the gradual process of the creation of humankind.36 In one
thought-provoking verse, God says, “He began the creation of man from clay” (32:7),
instead of saying “he created”. The word “began” implies that humans did not occur
instantly but emerged from a process.

33 The source of Süleyman Ateş in describing evolution theory is a book by Abdul Wadud, Phenomena
of Nature and the Quran. Welcoming its authors at the very beginning of the book with an illustration
titled “Tree-like pattern of evolution”, which aims at drawing an alternative Islamic genealogical tree
supported by several Quranic verses, this interesting book firmly puts his purpose to show that the
Qur’an is the revealed book by Allah and not is the outcome of human imagination, accordingly, the
Qur’an‘s compatibility with the scientific truths is a way to prove this fact. See Sayed Abdul Wadud,
Phenomena of Nature and the Quran (Lahore: Khalid Publishers, 1994 (the first ed. 1971)), 1f. From an
overall look at what the book covers through its pages, it seems that Wadud‘s book was very influent
on Ateş‘s remarks in the article.
34 Interpretations in parentheses are by the author himself.
35 Ateş, “Kuran-ı Kerime Göre,” 129–131.
36 Ibid., 133.
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Looking for evidence in Islamic heritage to support their arguments was a
well-known practice of the Muslim scholars in the modern era. Reflecting this practice,
Ateş argued that it was Muslims who developed the theory of evolution. A theologian
of the ninth century, Jāh· iz· (d. 868), stressed the changing impact of migration and
environment in general on the lives of birds. Later, Ibn Miskawayh (d. 1030) gave a
clearer example of the theory of evolution. According to him, the soul, coming from the
celestial world, had incarnated in some earthly creatures and then evolved into humans
by degrees. The first creature that accepted this soul was a plant. There are many plant
organisms, from the simplest to the most complex; dates (the fruit) are at the highest rank
of plants and are the closest to the animal class, because the breeding of dates resembles
that of animals. Thus, the date is the last degree of plant organisms and the first degree
of animal organisms. Similarly, among the vast variety of animals, apes are the closest
to humanity. There is a very small difference between apes and humans, which is the
intellect, which is given only to humankind.37

Another Muslim thinker who took an evolutionary approach before Darwin
(d. 1882), was the Turkish scholar Erzurumlu İbrahim Hakki (d. 1772). In his famous
book, which has been very popular in Turkish culture, Marifetname (The book of
Knowledge), he summarized his theory of evolution through a mystical approach. For
Islamic mystics, the entire being consists of the descent of attributes and names of God
to the world by evolving up to the degree of “perfect human being” (insān-i kāmil ) and
finally an ascension back to God: “Existent cannot become non-existent, and vice versa.
However, existent can change to other ranks of being, from one situation to another.
With the order of God when four elements merged in several forms to create minerals,
plants and animals, the aim of this process was to make humans come into existence.
Humanity is at the center of the universe.”38

To present a general notion of evolution in Islamic thought, Ateş dealt with a third
kind of evolution related to the spiritual aspect of humankind. Descending from the
celestial world, the soul achieved its aim by having a role in the formation of humankind.
Nevertheless, evolution did not finish at that point. The main purpose for humanity is to
know his Creator and the Creator of the entire universe. An important verse, “I created
not the jinn and mankind except that they should worship Me” (51:56), posits that
knowing and worshipping God is the only way to achieve this aim. Thus, the soul goes
back to the source (God) from whence it came.39

37 Quoted from al-Fawz al-As·ghar, (Beirut, 1319h.), 87–91, Ateş, “Kuran-ı Kerime Göre,” 137. Ibn
Miskawayh deals with this issue under the title “On the ranks of beings in the universe and their
relationship with each other”. He puts his purpose as to reveal God’s wisdom throughout the universe.
See his al-Fawz al-As·ghar (Beirut, 1319), 85.
38 Quoted from Marifetname (Istanbul, 1330h.), 27–29; Ateş, 138. Like his successors in the modern
times, İbrahim Hakki stresses man‘s unique position and obedience of all creatures to him in the
universe. It is interesting to see that evolutionary approach is so apparent in his statements that he
clearly says man evolved from animals. See his Marifetname (İstanbul: Bedir Yayinlari, 1981), 62.
39 Ateş, 144–146.
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Ateş ended his article with the sentence, “the true freedom is to be a slave of God”.
This final, clear-cut judgment is meaningful when the reader considers that the author
wants to position evolution at the core of the weltanschauung of Islam. Evolution is
not only a key concept for understanding the whole procedure of creation; it also
represents humankind’s main duty to the Creator of the universe. While explaining this
point, Ateş controversially used Islamic mystical tradition. Positioning the concept of
evolution at the heart of Islam, Ateş’s aim was to prove Islam’s “sustainability” vis-à-vis
contemporary scientific challenges.

3. Conclusion
1. Scholars who strove to accommodate the theory of evolution in Islamic scripture

were pleased to find ideas that convey a rough form of Darwin’s theory in the classics of
the Islamic heritage, exemplified in the writings of the authors elaborated above
and in works by their colleagues and contemporaries. As an example, one of above-
mentioned editors of the Islam-Turk Encyclopedia and a noted Islamic theologian at that
time, İsmail Hakkı İzmirli, wrote an article titled “The Philosophy of the Brethren of
Purity and the Theory of Evolution in Islam”. In this article, İzmirli was absolutely certain
that the Brethren of Purity of the tenth century developed the theory long before Charles
Darwin did. The only difference is that they called “divine grace” what Darwin called
“natural selection”, and the Brethren of Purity generalized the evolutionary process to all
organic and inorganic bodies in the universe. After supplying other examples in the
Islamic literature that implied similar ideas, İzmirli concluded, “the theory of evolution
cannot be seen as contrary to Islam; it was already to be found in the classics of Islam
from the tenth century onwards”.40 Thus, finding data in such classics gave authors like
İzmirli more confidence that they were not departing from the Islamic tradition in an
attempt to interpret the Quranic verses in accordance with the theory of evolution.41 As
described above, the approach of Turkish scholars to the theory of evolution in the first
decades of the Turkish Republic was positive in terms of defending Islamic belief in
the eyes of scientists. Thus, today’s famous Turkish anti-evolutionist Harun Yahya’s
blistering attacks on Darwinism are, in fact, not loyal to this tradition regarding the theory
of evolution.

2. In the theological tradition of Islam, reason and revelation are considered the two
main sources of knowledge.42 The problem of the contradiction between reason and
revelation, therefore, takes a position in the theological/philosophical literature. Theo-
logians who represent the orthodox point of view offer a clear-cut solution to the

40 İhvan-ı Safa Felsefesi ve İslam’da Tekamül Nazariyesi, ed. Celaleddin İzmirli (İstanbul: Hilmi
Kitabevi, 1949), 10–15.
41 A contemporary Epyptian thinker Abbas al-Aqqad (d. 1964) gives a similiar account to trace the
theory of evolution back in the Islamic tradition: See his “al-Insan fi‘l-Quran” (1961) in Mawsū‘a Abbās
Mahmūd al-‘Akkād al-Islāmiyya (Beirut: Dār al-Kutub al-‘Arabı̄, 1971), 4:300–308.
42 For an early example see Maturidi, Abū Mansūr, Kitāb al-Tawhı̄d (Ankara: İsam Yayınları, 2003), 5.
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problem: if reason and revelation contradict each other, there is no way to deny the
reasonable argument for the sake of defending religious dogma, because religion itself
depends on reason, and God’s word cannot be in conflict with His creation. The only
solution is to interpret the related verse according to the scientific facts,43 a method called
ta’wı̄l. Applying this methodological principle according to tradition, Muslim thinkers
throughout the ages had no difficulty adjusting their understanding of the religious texts
to the progressive nature of science. In this sense, one almost cannot see in the Islamic
viewpoint, therefore, the dilemma of scientists who “have to make a decision between
evolution and Scripture” because “if the evidence seems to contradict the book, it is the
evidence that must be thrown out, not the book”.44

3. Both Ahmed Hamdi Akseki, in his encyclopedia article, and Süleyman Ateş, in his
highly controversial journal article, sought to prove the compatibility of religion, which
could only find its true form in Islam and science. The interesting fact here is that both
accepted the theory of evolution as a proven scientific truth and did not criticize it on the
basis of the philosophy of science. They might have taken into account that scientific
judgments of one age (in this case Darwin’s age) are not immune to a change of scientific
paradigms, as Thomas Kuhn would state later. Their main purpose was to find divine
intervention in nature, while materialist ideologies at their time were doing their best to
eliminate the concept of God from the human mind. This challenge was a crucial
problem of religious thought in general. However, according to these Muslim writers,
what distinguishes Islam from other religions was the fact that the Qur’an offers the
proper response for this challenge rather than other holy books. Maybe regarding their
difficult times, they were not able to be open to religious pluralism.

43 See al-Rāzı̄, Fakhr al-Dı̄n (d. 1209), al-Masā‘il al-thamsūn fi Us·ūl al-Dı̄n (Beirut: Dār al-Jayl, 1990),
39–40.
44 Dawkins, Richard, The God Delusion (London: Black Swan, 2007), 319–323.
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