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Introduction

Muslim responses to Darwinian and neo-Darwinian ideas fall in a broad
acceptance-rejection continuum, with all possible shades in between—
from unconditional acceptance to various versions of theistic evolution,
and from . vociferous rejection to a view that sees it as a liberating sci-
entific fact." These positions are generally intimately connected to the
respondent’s prior commitments and understanding of the origin of spe-
cies, which, in turn, emerge from one’s beliefs, knowledge of scripture,
and/or scientific and intellectual training. In addition to these personal
considerations, which are common to responses to Darwin’s ideas in other
faith communities, Muslim responses have also been shaped by political
and social conditions, especially those which existed at the time of their
first encounter with Darwin around 1880—a time when most of the tradi-
tional Muslim lands were under colonial occupation. Since then, there has
been a gradual emancipation from the colonial past, but there is a dearth
of mature works which examine Darwinism from a well-informed Islamic
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perspective rooted in a thoroughly integrated scriptural and scientific
understanding of the origin of species. Most of the existing literature is
either a product of scientism, which superimposes Darwinian ideas on the
Qur’an and the works of early Muslim scientists and philosophers, or, on
the other extreme, that of a vociferous rejection perceiving Darwinism as
an ‘ideology of the infidels’.

The reception of Darwin in the Muslim world has two distinct phases:
the colonial era and the post-colonial era; these correspond to the two
phases of Muslim attitudes toward Western science in general, as outlined
in a previous work.? This article explores and categorizes a variety of
Muslim responses to Darwin. Since it is not possible to cover works in all
languages spoken in the Muslim world, the aim here is to focus on major
categories of responses which have emerged during the last one hundred
and fifty years through examining representative works by major think-
ers. Since these works have been highly conditioned by the political and
social conditions of the Muslim world, the article begins with a general
note on these conditions.

The Political and Social Context of Darwin’s Reception
in the Muslim World
Not just Darwin but the very scientific, philosophical, and religious milieu
which produced him was contemporaneous with one of the greatest chang-
es in the social and political composition of the Muslim world. Hence, the
political and social context of Darwin’s reception in the Muslim world is
as important as the scientific and philosophical, because the former con-
trolled the latter. A month after the reading of Darwin’s paper “On the
Variation of Organic Beings in a state of Nature; on the Natural Means
of Selection; on the Comparison of Domestic Races and true Species” at
the meeting of the Linnean Society of London, the British Parliament
passed an act which called for the liquidation of the British East India
Company (which had up to that point been ruling a large part of India
under the auspices of Parliament) and the transference of its functions to
the British Crown.” The Government of India Act 1858—actually entitled
“An Act for the Better Government of India”*—passed on August 2, 1858.
This marked the formal end of the Mughal Empire (1526-1857) which,
along with the Ottoman (1299-1923) and the Safavi Empires (1501-1722),
had been one of the three great empires of the Muslim world after the
dismemberment of the ‘Abbasid Empire (750-1258).

The three empires were also in turn dismantled and nearly the entire
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Muslim world was colonized; this, too, is intimately connected to the
period of the emergence of modern science in Europe. Founded in 1600,
the English East India Company shared its early years with the Scientific
Revolution, and by 1662, when the Royal Society of London was founded,
the Company had trading bases at a number of strategic places in India,
including Surat, Madras and Masulipatam. It was then poised for a major
territorial expansion that would lead to the subjugation of the vast subcon-
tinent. The first volume of Buffon’s Histoire naturelle (1749) is contempora-
neous with the Company’s triumph at Carnatic and Linnaeus’ Species plan-
tarum (1753) was published four years before the battle of Plassey opened
the floodgates of British power in India. By the time the Geological Society
of London was founded in 1807, British proxy power in India through the
Company was already at its zenith and the first volume of Lyell’s Principles
of Geology was published three years before the Charter Act of 1833, which
was promulgated in the background of the British Industrial Revolution
and the consequent search for markets. Darwin’s Origin of Species (1859)
was published just when the British Indian Army was being reorganized
and the universities of Bombay, Madras, and Calcutta (1860) were about
to be founded.

On June 28, 1798, Napoleon, then only 28 years old, arrived in Egypt
with a fleet of 400 ships carrying 36,000 men and ushered in a new era
for the entire Muslim world. Although his occupation of Egypt lasted
only three years (1798-1801), it established institutionalized procedures
of occupation and destruction which are still operative in the Muslim
world.? The French invasion of Algeria in 1830 (a 17-year process leading
to total domination) began a gradual expansion of French colonial rule
that would take over much of Northern, Western, and Central Africa by
the turn of the century.® French rule was extended to the Islamic heart-
land after the First World War, when the French gained mandates over
the territories of the Ottoman Empire that make up contemporary Syria
and Lebanon. Similarly, by the time of Darwin’s appearance, South East
Asia was firmly under European control. Britain, Portugal, and France
claimed for themselves vast areas of Africa; they were soon joined by
Italy and Germany. The scramble for Africa became an organized activ-
ity when Bismarck (1815-98) invited the European powers to Berlin in
1885 to establish international guidelines for the acquisition of African
territory. Between the Franco-Prussian War (1870-71) and the Great War
(1914-19), European powers added approximately 23 million square kilo-
meters—one-fifth of the land area of the globe—to their overseas colonial
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possessions. The Ottoman Empire was crumbling.

All of this was not by accident. “Europeans had by 1800 reached a
decisively higher level of social power than was to be found elsewhere,”
as Marshall Hodgson notes.” The role played by science and technology
in this ascendancy is too obvious to need elaboration here,® although it
must be said that it was not merely the superiority of their arms that gave
Europeans the power “to cast terror in the hearts of the natives by their
sheer presence”, as Hodgson phrased it. There was indeed something
more than the superiority of their arms and technological devices at work
which allowed, in the case of India, less than a hundred thousand British
soldiers and administrators to hold in thrall two hundred and fifty mil-
lion Indians. At work was a distinct and fully-expressed belief of the supe-
riority of the European race, a higher order of administrative control, a
superior psychological presence, and above all, a shrewd political instinct
that allowed Europeans to control vast territories in far flung corners of
the world.

As a result, the colonized people not only lost control of their land;
they also lost control of their social and political institutions, their culture,
and even their history, which was rewritten by the colonizers. The finan-
cial control of new lands gave the colonizers the wherewithal to embark on
their self-proclaimed mission of “civilization”,’ which some saw as a man-
date entrusted to them by none other than God; as George Curzon (1859-
1925), Viceroy of India from 1899 to 1905)—who is often criticized for
having watched with contempt and disregard the major famine in India
which coincided with his rule as viceroy and in which 6.1 to 9 million peo-
ple died—once said: “I do not see how Englishmen, contrasting India as
it is with what it was or might have been, can fail to see that we came here
in obedience to what I call a decree of Providence, for the lasting benefit
of millions of the human race.”"

The European ability to rule a very large part of the world rested
on the skills of its well-trained administrators who could extract taxes
from peasant farmers (who at best lived a hand-to-mouth existence), the
self-regenerating system of infusion of raw materials extracted from the
colonies into the large-scale industrial production of Europe, and the suc-
cessful marketing of the finished products, which produced an abundance
of material wealth." Behind all of this political and economic dominance
lay the European Scientific Revolution and the subsequent use of new
scientific discoveries which produced new technologies, providing the
colonizing armies with superior weapons and military hardware which, in
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turn, contributed to their ability to “cast terror” by their sheer presence.'
Not only did the Europeans see themselves as belonging to a superior
race, but in time a large segment of the colonized people also submitted
to their self-claimed superiority." After a visit to England, Sayyid Ahmad
Khan (1817-1898) wrote: “Without flattering the English, I can truly say
that the natives of India, high and low, merchants and petty shopkeepers,
educated and illiterate, when contrasted with the English in education,
manners, and uprightness, are as like them as a dirty animal is to an able
and handsome man.”*

In this social and political context, Darwin’s formulation of evolution-
ary theories in biology and their application to anthropology, sociology,
and even history provided the perfect “scientific explanation” for the pro-
claimed superiority of the European race as compared to the colonized
people. “By the early 1870s, most philosophical approaches to history
with any widespread public impact in Europe had become associated with
theories of biological evolution." Scientism reigned supreme in the nine-
teenth-century Europe, but it was puny compared to its hold on the minds
of the newly educated classes in the colonies who carried an additional
psychological burden: they had little or no intellectual capacity to criti-
cally examine philosophical concepts handed down to them in a language
they considered superior, by the people they considered superior, couched
in a scientific terminology to which they bowed in submission.'® By the
time of Darwin’s appearance, the authority of science had already been
established in Europe,'” but for the colonies the very word “science” had a
magical spell. This awe of science was doubly operative in those parts of
the Muslim world where the intellectual elite among the colonized people
had access to the language of their colonial masters. People of this class
vied with each other to “civilize” their fellow men and women by trans-
lating or restating in their own words the latest, the most scientific, the
most fashionable, the most modish topic of the various scientific, cultur-
al, and the social organizations of the colonizing power. This activity, in
turn, produced local versions of Darwin’s theory, which were then reacted
against and refuted by those who had no direct access to the originals.

The Scientific Context of Darwin’s Reception in the

Muslim World

As opposed to the European milieu, Darwin’s reception in the Muslim
world was marked by a vacuous scientific context: by the middle of the
nineteenth century, there was nothing left of the centuries-old Islamic sci-
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entific tradition and although there was the beginning of the emergence
of modern science in certain parts of the Muslim world, this enterprise
was controlled by the colonial rulers; there was hardly any scientist who
could fully comprehend scientific aspects of Darwin’s theories, let alone
have the ability to examine the meta-scientific underpinnings of these
theories on the basis of Islamic view of nature and creation. The Muslim
world of the nineteenth century was a vast intellectual wasteland steeped,
on the one hand, in a crumbling old order, and, on the other, stirring
with the rumblings of a small, newly educated class which had received
its intellectual nourishment from the institutions established by the colo-
nizers—or else, as in the case of the Ottomans, from European sources
under the gripping and all consuming realization of stagnation and im-
minent dissolution which characterized the mindset of the generation of
the Tanzimat (reorganization) period (1839-1876). There were so-called
reform efforts of all sorts, but all of these reforms were taking place un-
der great internal and external pressure and amidst a political, social,
and intellectual chaos. Societies were fragmenting. Stray ideas were freely
floating among the reformers who were generally drawing their inspira-
tion from European thinkers. In the Ottoman Empire, for instance, the
Young Ottomans (Yeni Osmanlilar)—the group of Ottoman nationalist
intellectuals formed in 1865, consisting mostly of disenchanted bureau-
crats—were greatly influenced by European thinkers such as Montesquieu
and Rousseau; leaders of the military coup of 1876, which forced Sultan
Abdiilaziz (1861-1876) to abdicate in favor of Murad V (who was, in turn,
deposed within a few months), had no great plan for the transformation
of the system and merely acted haphazardly and under compulsion; the
declaration to establish of a constitutional monarchy (issued on November
23, 1876 by Sultan Abdiilhamid IT) had no serious intention of the reform
of the political system' and was merely yet another effort to save the sys-
tem. The emergence of the Young Turks' and their “revolution” of 1908
and the beginning of the Second Constitutional Era was motivated by a
single, all-consuming realization: there is something wrong with our soci-
ety; we need to do something to change our situation before it is too late,
and that nebulous something must be sought in Europe. In other parts of
the Muslim world, even the realization that something needed to be done
was not being felt in a manner which would prompt serious reflection and
thoughtful, careful action, even though the realization of being overrun
by the European power was generally present.

An important component of this realization was related to European
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science and technology. Since, among all the Muslim states of the nine-
teenth century, the Ottomans had the most direct links with Europe,
their awareness of the new scientific and technological developments was
the most acute, and even though they had started to become aware of
the rise of modern science in Europe as early as the sixteenth century,?
their complacency did not allow them to realize the extent of the change
that the new science was to produce in the balance of world power. When
they finally realized the enormous amount of wealth and military power
generated by the applications of modern science, it was already too late.
Furthermore, despite an attempt to claim local developments in science
and technology,? there was no real scientific community in the Ottoman
empire in the seventeenth and the eighteenth centuries; there was a grow-
ing awareness of the supremacy of the European science and technolo-
gies, but such awareness merely produced a frantic effort to import sci-
ence while the Empire crumbled under European military pressure.?

Newly implemented Western science was pressed into the service of
military expansion. In addition, missionaries came with the empire build-
ers and led a two-pronged frontal attack on the local population and insti-
tutions: their conversion activity was integrally linked to the spread of a
worldview informed by imperialism and its increasing reliance on science
and technology to subdue the colonized world.

Darwin’s ideas were, therefore, received in a scientific milieu predis-
posed to accepting anything coming from Europe—received, that is, by a
mindset defined by a deep-seated inferiority complex; this was especially
true of the so-called “educated” class. It is possible to discern a consistent
pattern of behavior of this class all across the Muslim world. Members of
this class were vying with each other to claim for their people the latest
scientific idea to have appeared in Europe. This unabashed activity took
place through forums such as the newly established scientific societies and
journals, newspapers and popular magazines. Those who gained special
importance in this race to spread Western ideas were both Muslims and
Arab Christians, many of whom had been educated in the educational
institutions established by the missionaries. Science was taken as a higher
authority by these advocates of modernism, and presented to the masses
as something new, objective, uncontestable, beneficial, and beyond doubt.
Since there was no expertise by which to examine science scientifically
and there was little grounding in the Islamic intellectual tradition, most
Muslim leaders of the nineteenth century took everything coming from
European science as firmly established truth and scrambled to find sup-
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port for theories like those of Darwin in the religious and philosophical
realms. In time, they were even found to be already present in the Qur’an
and already expounded by Muslim scientists of the previous centuries.
This percursorism remains a hallmark of the Muslim attitude toward
modern science to this day.

The Conduits

Darwin’s ideas were not initially directly transmitted to Muslims through
his own works. The initial responses depended, to a large extent, on what
was attributed to him by those who disseminated his ideas in a particular
language, which, in turn, depended on the predisposition of the exposi-
tor. In many cases, the conduits were Europeans living in the colonized
Muslim world, either as administrators, missionaries, or teachers at the
missionary colleges. The most important channels of transmission were
the missionary educational institutions, such as the Syrian Protestant
College or the hundreds of missionary schools and colleges established in
British occupied India by various Christian denominations that sometimes
competed with each other to spread their version of Christianity?® and
sometimes joined hands.** There was also a very small number of Muslims
and Arab Christians who had travelled to Europe and had encountered
Darwinian ideas and debates about his ideas directly through their con-
tact with European scientific and intellectual circles. In those parts of the
Muslim world which were not directly colonized by the Europeans, the
pattern of Darwin’s reception outlined above remained more or less intact
except for the involvement of administrators of the colonial empire. For
instance, those who transmitted Darwinian ideas in the Turkish milieu
were either foreign advisors or Turkish travelers to Europe. As already
pointed out, Darwin was not received in a scientific milieu familiar with
the new theories and ideas in biology and related sciences which informed
his works or which, at any rate, form the inalienable historical link to his
work; rather, Darwin was mainly received in the Muslim world as present-
ing a new theological concept which was then taken as a progressive or
regressive idea, opposing or confirming the existing theological ideas on
origins of life.

Furthermore, those who presented Darwin to the Muslim audience
seemed to be vying with each other for the honor of being the first to
know the latest scientific development in Europe, while their opponents
seemed more interested in casting them as infidels or materialists than
engaging with the ideas. This is understandable in the absence of any
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understanding of the meta-scientific underpinnings of modern science.
The role of Western missionaries or their local associates is key to under-
standing the way in which Darwin’s ideas arrived in Muslim lands. These
various groups of missionaries often fought each other for influence in the
Muslim world. In mid-nineteenth century Syria, for instance, the American
Protestants and French Jesuits were fierce rivals and established compet-
ing educational institutions. The Syrian Protestant College (SPC) and St.
Joseph’s College (established by the Jesuits), both in Beirut, became the
two most important centers of Western education in the region. These
were not merely educational institutions; the missionaries understood
their vocation as the spreading of the gospel and enlightenment, and sci-
entific education was, thus, part of the larger package.” The situation in
India was similar. Many colleges established by missionaries during the
nineteenth century became the sources of Western influence on education
and science. These institutions also became centers of translation out of
practical need. In order to teach, these colleges needed material unavail-
able in local languages. The staff had to create it; these teachers had pro-
ficiency in languages and they opted simply to translate existing French
or English texts into local languages. This gave birth to secondary scien-
tific works in languages spoken in the Muslim world. Books on various
branches of science that appeared in Arabic, Hindi, or Urdu as a result
of the missionary effort were at best of modest standard, but they served
the purpose of spreading European scientific ideas in the Muslim world.
Let us also note that what eventually became known as Darwinism
(along with its modified versions) arrived in the Muslim world in install-
ments. It was seen as a phenomenon of singular importance, something
novel, current, and interesting, but, nevertheless, not close at home, but
far away, in another land. For all practical purposes, the real event of the
emergence of Darwin was never in full view of the most nineteenth-cen-
tury Muslim writers on Darwinism. Many based their views and responses
on judgments of heresy and prior philosophical or faith commitments
rather than on Darwin’s ideas. Often they recycled what was being said in
Europe for or against Darwin’s ideas. Their responses to Darwinism were,
therefore, shaped by a perceived view of Darwin’s ideas, rather than his
actual works. The translation of Darwin’s own works into Arabic, Farsi,
Urdu, and other languages spoken in the Muslim world were rather late in
coming. The first Arabic translation of the first six chapters of the Origin
of Species appeared only in 1918,%° when the generation of Arab modern-
ists and their opponents that first brought Darwin’s ideas into Arabic had
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nearly passed away. The Farsi translation appeared in 1984,%” and there i.
still no Urdu translation.

Darwin and the Arab World

The earliest traceable mention of Darwin’s theory in Arabic goes back
to a series of three articles in the monthly enlightenment magazine al-
Mugtataf (“anthology”, “harvest”, or “selection”), founded in Beirut in
1876 by Yaqub Sarruf and Faris Nimr.”?

In the very first volume of al-Mogtataf (sic), there were three

articles about the origin of man, all by Rizq-Allah al-Berbari,

mentioning Lamarck and praising Charles Darwin, but refuting

his theory on the basis of lack of convincing evidence (vol. 1, pp.

331, 342, 379). In Vol. 2, three more articles appeared, these by

Bishara Zalzal Effendi.. .but these articles were rather anthropo-

logical in character.?

In 1879, Bishara Zalzal published a 368 page book, Tanwir al-adhhdan
(The Enlightenment of Minds), from Alexandria, Egypt, which was dedi-
cated in both prose and poetry to the Ottoman Sultan Abd al-Hamid,
and which featured a handsome portrait of Lord Cromer as “a typical
example of the Anglo-Saxon people[,] and praised him in two lines of
Arabic verse”.”® Both the title of the book and the portrait of Cromer are
telling signs of Zalzal’s a priori commitments. Lord Cromer, let us recall,
had arrived in Egypt to take charge of'its finances shortly before the pub-
lication of the book, just after Britain and France forced the deposition of
Khedive Ismail and installed a more compliant successor. Cromer was in
Egypt for only six months, but his measures created unrest in the army,
leading to the formation of a nationalist government in 1881. This, in
turn, led to the occupation of Egypt by Britain and the return of Cromer
to Egypt in 1883. He was to remain in Egypt until 1907 as Her and later
His Majesty’s Agent and Consul-General, purportedly as “adviser” to a
nominally autonomous Egyptian government but in reality as the coun-
try’s de facto ruler.

The so-called scientific journals® mushroomed in Egypt, Lebanon,
and Syria between 1865 and 1929. The three most important were
al-Mugtataf (1876-1952), al-Hilal (The Crescent) (1892-1930), and al-Mashrigq
(The East) (1898-1930). The case of al-Mugtataf is representative: while its
editors, and those who wrote for it, were predominantly Christians, they
nevertheless managed to identify themselves with the Muslim community
by urging all Arabs to follow the example of Western civilization. Arabs
could progress, they argued, if they adopted the proper methods of edu-
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cation. “The proper method” of education was Western education. Arab
writers in al-Mugqtatdf linked the idea of progress with that of evolution. It
is, therefore, not surprising, that the magazine paid special attention to a
prolonged discussion of different aspects of Darwinism.

In addition to the Christian writers of al-Mugtataf, Darwin’s ideas
were warmly received by the Lebanese Shi‘a scholar, Hussein al-Jisr
(1845-1909), who wrote more than twenty-five books, including
al-Risala al-hamidiyya fi hagiqat al-diana al-islamiyya wa-haqigat al-shari‘ia
al-Muhammadiyya.” Al-Jisr’s views on Darwin are also formulated in the
context of western materialism but he makes efforts to reconcile the the-
ory of evolution with Qur’anic teachings. He quotes Q. 21:30 (“We made
every living thing from water. Will they not then believe?”’) and then agreed
with Darwin’s theory: “There is no evidence in the Qur’an,” he wrote, “to
suggest whether all species, each of which exists by the grace of God, were
created all at once or gradually.”**

The influence of these journals was not limited to the Arab world;
they were widely circulated in the Indian subcontinent and the Ottoman
empire through the centuries-old channels of intellectual, social, politi-
cal, and economic exchanges which remained alive until the demise of
the Ottoman empire. Al-Mugtataf, for instance, was widely known in the
Indian subcontinent and each new issue was eagerly awaited by its well-
established readership. Certain Arabic translations of the Western scien-
tific works published in the Arab journals of Lebanon and Egypt were
translated into Urdu or Turkish from the Arabic versions.*

Jamal al-Din al-Afghani Asadabadi (1838-1897) wrote his polemic, al-
Radd ‘ala al-dahriyyin (Refutation of Materialists), in 1881 while he was in
British India, but it does not seem that he had sufficient knowledge of
Darwin’s ideas.”® Later he accepted the validity of the principle of selec-
tion, claiming that it had already been long known and used by Muslim
scientists, but rejected the transition from Ape to Man due to the ques-
tion of the soul. He asked Darwin to explain the causes of variations of
trees and plants of Indian forests. “Darwin would crumble,” he wrote,
“flabbergasted. He could not have raised his head from the sea of per-
plexity, had he been asked to explain the variation among the animals of
different forms that live in one zone and whose existence in other zones
would be difficult”.*” He cites Darwin’s illustration of how the continuous
cutting of dogs’ tails for centuries would produce a new variety of dogs
without tails and asks rhetorically: “Is this wretch deaf to the fact that the
Arabs and Jews for several thousand years have practiced circumcision,
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and despite this until now not a single one of them has been born circum-
cised?”*® Despite such rhetoric, al-Afghani was willing to accept evolution
as the mechanism through which God created life forms. Al-Afghant’s
influence may have been short lived, except for the fact that his ideas
attracted young Muhammad ‘Abduh (ca. 1850-1905),> the influential
Egyptian Qur’an commentator who pioneered Muslim modernism in the
Arab world. ‘Abduh, in turn, influenced Muhammad Rashid Rida (1865-
1935), and together they wrote the influential Tafsir al-manar.*

The so-called “Manar School of Thought” was to influence Muslims
all over the world. The basic thrust of this school of thought is on the har-
monization of modern science and the Qur’an in a manner that tries to
reinterpret the Qur’an in the light of modern science, which, in turn, is
taken unquestionably as the criteria for truth regarding the physical world.
Since the Qur’an calls itself al-Furgan (the Criterion), and Muslim scien-
tists and scholars have always interpreted scientifically observable phe-
nomena in the light of revelation, this reversal of epistemological roles led
to the denial of supra-rational events and entities and a reinterpretation
of certain injunctions which modern Western thought considered unac-
ceptable.

It is important to note that most Muslim responses to Darwinism
were borrowed versions of the Christian responses to Darwinism. These
responses have been categorized as (i) Christian Anti-Darwinism; (ii)
Christian Darwinisticism; and (iii) Christian Darwinism by James Moor
in his influential The Post-Darwinian Controversies.*' In Moor’s description,
“Christian Anti-Darwinism” denoted the conflict between Darwinian
doctrines and certain fundamental philosophical, rather than specifically
Christian, beliefs: namely, the perennial belief that full and final certainty
can be obtained through inductive inference and must be obtained for a
scientific theory to be thoroughly credible; and the belief, lately indebted
to the Neo-Platonism of German Romantic philosophy, that every form
of life is essentially fixed by the divine will. If a “Darwinian revolution”
occurred at all it was these beliefs about certainty and fixity that were
primarily overthrown. Moore used the term “Christian Darwinisticism” to
denote reconciliations of Darwinism and Christian doctrine that embod-
ied non-Darwinian evolutionary theories. They came into conflict with
Darwinism because they believed that God’s purposes are manifested in
the world and that these purposes disclose God’s omnipotent and benefi-
cent character: more precisely, they believed in a God whose purposes
could not have been realized through evolution as Darwin conceived it.
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Moore calls “Christian Darwinism” a contradiction in terms, and notes
that it was used as early as 1867 and its representatives on both sides of the
Atlantic were among the ablest and most orthodox of the post-Darwinian
controversialists.*

All of these attitudes can be found in the Muslim responses to
Darwinism. Thus Darwin arrived in the Muslim world along with his
Christian critiques. The work of Abu al-Majid Muhammad Rida al-Isfah-
ani, a Shi‘a theologian from Karbala, Iraq, is a good example of such
pattern. His two-part book, Nagd Falsafa Darwin (Critique of Darwin’s
Philosophy), published in 1941, argued for a theistic version of evolution
and counted Lamarck, Wallace, Huxley, Spencer, and Darwin among
those who believed in God. Indiscriminately using such heterogeneous
sources as the works of Imam Ja‘far bin Muhammad al-$adiq (especially
his Kitab al-Tawhid) and those of the Ikhwan al-Safa’ to point out ana-
tomical similarities found in humans and apes, al-Isfahani claimed that
Darwin could never provide full treatment of these similarities as well
as the Ikhwan, but he disputed the embryological similarities between
man and other animals. He affirmed that the structural unity of living
organisms was a result of heavenly wisdom and not a consequence of blind
chance in nature; he also demanded identification of first causes.*® All
that Darwin did, this attitude claimed, was restate what Muslims have
already said. This precursorism was to spread rapidly in the Muslim world
in the decades to come and continues to be one of the most prevalent atti-
tudes even today: all that modern science has discovered is already pres-
ent in the Qur’an and/or in the Islamic scientific tradition. Darwin was
thus merely reiterating what al-Birtini (973-1048),** Ibn Miskawya (932-
1030),* or al-Jahiz (781-868) had proclaimed earlier.*®

In 1924, Ernst Haeckel’s popular book, The History of Creation,*” was
translated into Arabic by Hassan Hussein, an Egyptian Muslim scholar, as
Fasl al-Magqal fi Falsafat al-Nushut wa-I-Irtiga@ (On the Philosophy of Evolution
and Progress). In his 72-page introduction Hussein agreed with some of
Haeckel’s ideas, but refuted his anti-religious views, and tried to recon-
cile Islam and evolution. He insisted on a non-literal reading of the six
days verses in the Qur’an and claimed that what Darwin was saying was
heavenly wisdom (hikmah Ilahiyya). Four years after the publication of
Hussein’s book, Ismail Mazhar (1891-1962) translated the first five chap-
ters of Darwin’s The Origin of Species into Arabic, adding four more chap-
ters in 1928. The complete translation was published in 1964. He had
already himself written a book on evolution in 1924. Mazhar is one of the
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many secularist Arabs of this time who saw nothing of value in their own
civilization. He advocated adoption of the scientific method not only in
education but also in life. He also published a journal, a/-‘Usur, which had
as its motto the phrase harrir fikrak, “Liberate your thought.” He claimed
that Islamic Law may have been suitable for the Arabs of the seventh cen-
tury but was totally incompatible with modern society. He was an ardent
follower of Mustafa Kemal of Turkey.

Subsequent developments in the Arabic-speaking part of the Muslim
world remained firmly rooted in the same mould and fall into the contin-
uum which has the uncritical, unreserved total acceptance of Darwinism
on the one side and its total rejection on the other, with an Islamic theistic
version of acceptance in between.

Darwin’s Reception in Modern Turkey

Turkey is a special case because of its particular history. Higher educa-
tion in the Ottoman Empire was controlled by the ‘ulama’ through the
religious institutions; the head of all such institutions was the shaykh al-
Islam. By the nineteenth century, most of these educational institutions,
which used to be the hallmark of Islamic learning, had become fossil-
ized structures which had run out of creative energy. They were abolished
along with the Ottoman Caliphate in 1923, when Mustapha Kemal so-
lidified his power and became the president of the new Turkish Republic.
In that defining year, Turkey became a country defined by deep contra-
dictions: a secular Muslim state whose constitution forbade religious laws
from having any role in the state and society.*® During the initial fervor of
Kemalism, the ruling junta tried to purge all expression of religion from
public life: the Arabic alphabet was replaced with the Roman alphabet,
Islam and its study was taken out of the educational curriculum, prayers
which had always been recited in Arabic were translated into Turkish,
religious education in traditional {aritg was banned, a new legal system,
based on the European model, was adopted and most important for our
study, the theory of evolution was introduced as an important part of biol-
ogy curriculum. By the time Mustapha Kemal died in 1938, Turkey had
been transformed into a secular state run by men and women who were
fiercely against Islam as a way of life. Islam remained the religion of the
majority of Turks, yet the elimination of Arabic from public life, the forced
removal of Islamic studies from educational institutions, the ban on tra-
ditional dress, and the prohibition of other practices and norms of an
Islamic society increasingly affected the role of the Islamic worldview in
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understanding modern science. The dominant voices were those of the
secular, westernized minority who accepted everything coming from the
West as true, especially if it were labeled as science.

This is not to say that there was no resistance to this secularism. In
spite of the state violence and its anti-religious policies, there remained,
at all levels of society, Islamic organizations which tried to preserve life-
styles, education, values, and ethics based on Islam.* During the rise of
the Welfare party (from 7.2% votes in 1987 to 21.4% in 1995) and espe-
cially during its coalition government (with the secular True Path Party)
in 1996, its leader and Prime Minster of Turkey Necmettin Erbakan intro-
duced certain reforms in the curricula. But for the last twenty-five years,
pro- and anti-evolutionists have remained locked in a fierce battle. Anti-
evolutionists have established the Science Research Foundation (known in
Turkey with its Turkish initials as BAV), and the pro-evolutionists operate
from various platforms. Pro-evolutionists depict BAV as a fundamentalist
organization. Harun Yahya, whose identity is questioned by pro-evolu-
tionists,’® has written a large number of books against evolution.” His
website, in forty-three languages, also has a wide range of material against
evolution.’”? The opponents of BAV also accuse it of having an active alli-
ance with the Institute of Creation Research (ICR) in the United States.
They trace the history of these links and of the establishment of BAV
to the report on Darwinism that was commissioned by the Minister of
Education, Vehbi Dingerler, in 1985. Adem Tatli wrote the report and it
was distributed to various educational institutions as a “working paper”. In
a recent article, Arthur M. Shapiro, Professor of Evolution and Ecology at
the University of California, Davis and a member of National Center for
Science Education (NCSE), accused Vehbi of making a phone call to ICR in
San Diego and asking for material on creationism that would be suitable
“for translation and distribution in Turkey”.>

He also says that the report by Tatli “reproduced the ICR’s argu-
ments, but omitted all Christian fundamentalist hobbyhorses as the age
of the earth. Predictably, it concluded that evolution had been falsified by
scientists and was still being taught only because of its ideological value
to Marxists. Soon afterwards, Tatli’s effort was amplified into a booklet
called Evolution, a Bankrupt Theory, widely distributed by the political
Islamists.”>*

Shapiro also points out that American creationists were invited to BAV
conferences. He says the BAV held three international conferences in 1998
with “star speakers recruited from ICR and other American sources...
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between August 1998 and May 1999, BAV staged local meetings and ral-
lies in some 60 Turkish cities.”® The Americans who attended BAV con-
ferences are John Morris, Duane Gish, Carl Fliermans, David Menton,
Edouard Boudreaux, Michael Girouard and Kenneth Cummings.

In response to such activities of BAV, the Turkish Academy of Sciences
(TUBA)®*® issued a declaration on September 17, 1998.%7 It opens with a
quote from Mustafa Kemal, which states: “I do not leave any scripture,
any dogma, any frozen and ossified rule as my legacy in ideas. My legacy
is science and reason.” It goes to on to state:

In the past few years an organized campaign against modern
science and science education has been started in our country.
These efforts, which especially manifest themselves through at-
tacks on scientific theories concerning the origin and develop-
ment of the universe and of life, are furthered by the collabora-
tion of certain religious groups from within the country and
from abroad. In reality, the concepts these groups proposed are
nothing but opinions that various Christian organizations have
tried to spread for many years but which have been wholly re-
jected in scientifically advanced countries....

The true purpose of these attacks on accumulated scientific tra-
dition, which is centuries old, is to bring up unthinking, unques-
tioning and uncritical individuals who do not test ideas and who
accept dogmatic and incorrect information exactly as they are
given to them. Itis obvious that those circleswho conductan open
or covertwar against secular government, freedom in education,
and advancement in science and technology in our country do
not desire independent-thinking civilized people. These seg-
ments of society initially work towards including non-scientific
beliefs along with scientific ideas in educational curricula, and
in the long term they have the goal of totally eliminating the
theory of evolution from textbooks. Such primitive enterprises
have been rejected years ago in countries with a high and estab-
lished tradition of science and removed from the agenda.

The Indian Sub-Continent

India, the Jewel of the British Crown, came under direct control of the
British monarch on August 2, 1858, a year before the publication of
Darwin’s Origin of Species and fourteen months after the last armed re-
sistance against the British East India Company,”® which by then had an
army of its own in the country where it had arrived as a trading company,
begging for concessions from the then mighty Mughals. Variously known
as “India’s First War of Independence”, “the Great Rebellion”, “the Indian
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Mutiny”, “the Revolt of 1857”7, “the Uprising of 1857”7, and the “Sepoy
Mutiny”—each title betraying the historian’s bias—began on Sunday,
May 10, 1857, in the town of Meerut, and soon spread to other regions
in an unorganized manner. Crushed with full force, the last armed resis-
tance against the occupation of India came to an end on of June 20, 1858,
when Gwalior fell. A reign of terror followed. Men were tied to the mouths
of cannons and blown to pieces.”® A note from General Montgomery to
Captain Hudson, known to the Indians as the “butcher of Delhi”, and to
the English as the conqueror of Delhi, exposes how the British military
high command approved cold blooded massacre of general populace of
Delhi, reminiscent of Halagu Khan’s massacre of the residents of Baghdad
in 1258: “All honour to you for catching the king and slaying his sons. I
hope you will bag many more!”® A policy of “no prisoners” was adopted,
and whole villages were wiped out on the flimsiest rumors of sympathy for
the local soldiers. An estimated ten million Indians lost their lives.®! Back
in England, the accounts of atrocities of the British “Army of Retribution”
were generally considered justified in the wake of exaggerated press ac-
counts of Indian “savagery” against the “Europeans and Christians”.? A
short description of a picture published in a British paper during the War,
is indicative of the mood: “a recent number of Punch has a large picture,
in which the state of feeling in England towards India is forcibly repre-
sented by a fierce lion springing upon a Bengal tiger, which is crouching
upon a woman and her infant child. The lion is England, the tiger is rebel
India, and the woman and child the Anglo-Indian subjects who have been
sacrificed by the cruel Sepoys... the roar of the British lion will soon strike
terror into the heart of the Bengal tiger.”®

Bahadur Shah Zafar, the last Mughul King, was tried for treason and
a military commission assembled at Delhi ordered him to be exiled to
Rangoon where he died in 1862, bringing an end to the Mughal dynas-
ty. Muslims were especially targeted because they were perceived as a
major threat to the Company’s occupation of India, even though men
and women from all religions participated in the ill-fated attempt against
English control of their land and resources. During this year of terror,
and for a long time to come, India went through a gigantic transformation
which must be considered as one of the largest and most cruel experi-
ment in social reengineering in modern history. First the Company and
later the British Crown, through its representative in India, the Viceroy,
attempted to remake India in their own image. The society was entirely
remodeled. Memoirs, chronicles, letters,® and personal accounts of the
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time cataclysmic events. Thousands were killed, imprisoned, or sent into
exile; aristocratic families of old were ruined; a whole new administrative
was imposed; new institutions were implanted which changed everything
from the judiciary to the education system of the vast subcontinent.

This massive transformation had its affects on all aspects of life and
society. The implantation of new scientific institutions that had no con-
nection with the Islamic scientific tradition soon obliterated any alter-
nate mode of study of the natural world, and the resulting supremacy
of an ultra-rational, materialistic worldview began to assert itself in vari-
ous newly-‘disciplinary’ fields from education to the interpretation of the
Qur’an. The epistemological shift produced by the reigning scientism
of the nineteenth century not only affected individual thinkers, it also
affected fields which had remained insulated from such influences for
the preceding centuries. The emergence of a hitherto unknown genre of
tafsir, al-tafsir al-“ilmi (the scientific exegesis), in the nineteenth century is
intimately related to the political and social events, the implantation of
Western institutions, and the scientism that pervaded the minds of many
influential Muslim thinkers of that time. It is important to note that this
genre did not emerge during the centuries when the Islamic scientific tra-
dition was the most advanced enterprise of science anywhere in the world,;
it emerged only when there was nothing left of that naturally grown and
organically nourished tradition which was rooted in the Qur’anic world-
view and which shared a common universe of discourse with the Divine
revelation. At that time, there was never any need to read back into the
“Word of God” any scientific discovery or explanation of the “Work of
God”; the emergence of these two entities in the Islamic tradition was
purely under an influence which came from external sources. And this
happened only when that traditional universe of discourse was rent asun-
der and when Muslims found themselves overwhelmed by the power of
modern science. It is precisely at that time of their history that Muslims
sought such consonances. Ironic as it may sound, most of those who pur-
sued this new agenda had very little understanding of science, and no
scientific training in any of the major sciences. Most of them also lacked
formal training in the long-established tradition of Qur’anic exegesis. But
as a number of influential intellectual and religious leaders of the nine-
teenth century started to find Qur’anic descriptions of the natural world
in modern science, the trend developed into a formal discipline, which
continues to thrive.
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Finding Darwinism in the Qur’an
Attempts to find support for Darwinian and neo-Darwinian theories in the
Qur’an are intimately connected with the broader effort of finding mod-
ern science in the Qur’an and the resultant development of the genre of
scientific tafsir. These efforts began with the publication of The unveiling of
the luminous secrets of the Qur’an in which are discussed celestial bodies, the earth,
animals, plants and minerals in 1880 by the Egyptian physician Muhammad
ibn Ahmad al-Iskandrani, who was one of the early proponents of reform
predominantly based on urging Muslims to acquire modern science. Al-
Iskandrani published another book in 1883 that dealt with the “Divine
Secrets in the world of vegetation and minerals and in the characteristics
of animals”. Al-Iskandrani repeatedly construed his explanations of the
Qur’anic verses to prove the presence of specific European inventions and
discoveries in the verses of the Qur’an. In the Indian subcontinent, Sayyid
Ahmad Khan started to write a modernistic scientific tafsir in 1879, but
it was left unfinished at the time of his death in 1898. This was not yet
a full expression, for Khan was restricted in his knowledge of Western
science to identify specific examples of discoveries and inventions but,
nevertheless, his main intent was to motivate Muslims to acquire modern
science. By the beginning of the twentieth century, the scientific exegesis
had become a fully differentiated discipline to the extent that subsequent
books on Qur’anic exegesis have devoted special attention to this genre.
Thus, al-Dhahabi, whose seminal work, Tafsir wa’l-Mufassirun (Exegesis and
Exegetes), is one of the most important twentieth- century surveys of the
field, devotes a full chapter to al-tafsir al-tmi. In addition, J. M. S. Baljon.
Muhammad ‘Iffat al-Sharqawi. and J. J. G. Janse. have all paid attention
to this genre. In the Arab world, in addition to al-Iskandarani, early par-
tisans of scientific exegesis include ‘Abd Allah Basha Fikri, Sayyid ‘Abd
al-Rahman al-Kawkabi, and the physician Muhammad Tawfiq Sidqi, all
of whom either wrote exegeses or works supporting scientific explanations
of the verses of the Qur’an. By the end of the nineteenth century, scien-
tific exegesis had established itself as an independent discipline, though
it still lacked the general acceptance granted other kinds of exegesis such
as tafsir fighi and tafsir lughawi. This trend reached a high point in 1931
with the publication of the twenty-six volume tafsir of Tantawi Jawhari
(1870-1940), al-Jawahir fi tafsir al-Qur’an al-Karim, illustrated with draw-
ings, photographs, and tables.

The Darwinian explanation of the origin of species, and especially
his views expressed in the Descent of Man, pose specific problems for those
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who wish to reinterpret the Qur’an scientifically, for the Qur’an is rather
very specific about the origin of life and the creation of the first human
being, who is given a specific name, Adam, and whose creation and sub-
sequent life story has intimate links with the essential and fundamental
aspects of the entire belief system in Islam. A way around this difficulty
was sought by modernist writers, such as Ghulam Ahmad Pervez (1903-
1985), by interpreting the Qur’anic verses metaphorically. This radical
reconstruction of the creation narrative of the Qur’an takes the following
form:

From the various details of the story of Adam in the Qur’an, it

seems that the Adam who was expelled from paradise was not a

specific person, but a metaphorical representative of humanity.

In otherwords, the story of Adam is not the story of a specific per-

son (or couple), but the story of ‘Man’ himself, which the Qur’an

has presented metaphorically. It begins at a time when, evolving

from his primitive state, he began to live a social life—even the

word adama indicates this sociality—hence, Adamiat is the name

of that state of human life where human beings started to life

together.

This was already the view of Sayyid Ahmad Khan, who declared
that Iblis and angels are not external entities, but merely innate human
abilities. He called angels quwwa’-e malkiti, the angelic powers, and Iblis,
quwwa’-e bahimi, animal powers, and the entire story of Adam “an inter-
esting and fine narration of human innate nature (fitra), and “because
ordinary people are unable to understand its secret, therefore God cast it
in the form of an interesting story which everyone can understand. A simi-
lar interpretation is offered more recently by Muhammad Asad (1900-
1992), whose evolutionary perspective makes the story of Adam “allegori-
cal”, and the angels and jinn “psychological forces”. ‘Abduh considered Q.
2:3. an ambiguous (mutashabih) verse and then tried to interpret it alle-
gorically.

This trend did not remain unchecked for long. In fact, its critical
examination is contemporaneous with its emergence. In time, it took the
form of a well-constructed and organized critique and Muslim scholars
described the reasons behind the emergence of scientific exegesis, point-
ed out its flaws and internal inconsistencies and the psychological fac-
tors behind its emergence. Mahmud Shaltut (1893-1963), for instance,
remarked drily of those who interpret the Qur’an according to scientific
theories:

If they come to a verse which mentions the rain, or describes
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the clouds or talks about thunder or lightening, they rejoice and
say: “see! The Qur’an is addressing the scientists”. Shalttit ob-
serves that such people may think they are they are serving the
Qur’an, but on the contrary, they may do much harm by associ-
ating the text of the Qur’an with specific theories; if and when
those theories are invalidated in the light of further scientific
discovery, the Qur’an would be open to the charge of containing
errors. Moreover, the Qur’an was not revealed as a handbook on
scientific theory—its references to the natural phenomena are
only intended to provoke thought and reflection, and to increase
people’s faith.

Muslim Darwinists of the Indian Subcontinent

Muhammad Igbal (1876-1938) has two oblique references to Darwin in
his Reconstruction of Religious Thought in Islam. but his entire outlook is
shaped by an evolutionary perspective. He calls the Qur’an’s account of
the Fall “a legend” and compares it with other “legends” of creation and
talls to conclude:

Thus we see that the Quranic (sic) legend of the Fall has nothing
to dowith the first appearance of man on this planet. Its purpose
is rather to indicate man’s rise from a primitive state of instinc-
tive appetite to the conscious possession of a free self, capable
of doubt and disobedience. The Fall does not mean any moral
depravity; it is man’s transition from simple consciousness to the
first flash of self-consciousness, a kind of waking from the dream
of nature with a throb of personal causality in one’s own being.

His comments on Q. 20:120-2. embed the Darwinian notion of the
survival of the fittest into the Qur’an:

The central idea here is to suggest life’s irresistible desire for a
lasting dominion, an infinite career as a concrete individual. As
a temporal being, fearing the termination of its career by death,
the only course open toitis to achieve a kind of collective immor-
tality by self-multiplication. The eating of the forbidden fruit of
the tree of eternity is life’s resort to sex-differentiation by which
it multiplies itself with a view to circumvent total extinction. It is
as iflife says to death: ‘If you sweep away one generation of living
things, I will produce another’.

In his insightful but overstretched critique of Igbal, Maroof Shah
has placed the Igbalian position on evolution within the broader context
of Muslim modernists. “Igbal is not unique in acceptance of evolution.
Several of the contemporary modernists—Sir Syed, Abduhu, Abul Kalam
Azad, Inayatullah Mashriqi, G[hJulam Ahmed Pervaiz—to name but a few
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have accepted it.. Yet, as Shah notes,

Igbal’s is the most sophisticated appropriation of the theory. It is
integrally connected to his philosophy and his overall interpreta-
tion of Islam. The theory of evolution seems to have permeated
deep into his thought. The modernist humanist framework that
he more or less subscribes to demands this. His personalist phi-
losophy, his idea of the perfect man, his views on immortality
and hereafter, his philosophy of time, his interpretation of the
finality of prophethood, his meliorism, his belief in a growing
universe, his demythologizing approach (especially with regard
to the legend of the Fall), his theodicy, his critique of Sufism, his
critique of the Ash‘arite doctrine of destiny, his interpretation of
1blis, the very project of reconstruction, his inductionist emprici-
cist approach, his critique of Nietzsche and all cyclic theories of
time, his critique of the theory of relativity, [his] deed and action
centred interpretation of Islam, his pantheism and links with
the process philosophy, his plea for absolute Ijtihad and dyna-
mism, his praise for innovation, his condoning attitude towards
Kemalist project, his conception of man as copartner of God
in creatorship, his seeing nothing wrong in Islam’s movement
towards the West, his epistemology, his interpretation of history,
his critical attitude towards traditions and praise for Abu Hanifa
[Abu Hanifa] forlargely ignoring them, his privileging of becom-
ing over being, his defense of what he calls intellectual evil and
many more dimensions and aspects of his thought reveal a clear
direct or indirect impact of evolution and evolutionism. Igbal is
perhaps the only great Muslim intellectual who took evolution
so seriously that his whole philosophy is colored by it.

Igbal was perhaps the first Muslim scholar to link evolution so inti-
mately to Qur’anic verses through such analogies. He is also one of the
first modernists of the nineteenth century to deny resurrection as it had
been understood in Islamic thought and to instead consider it as an event
within the ego: “The resurrection, therefore, is not an external event. It is
the consummation of a life-process within the ego. Whether individual or
universal it is nothing more than a kind of stock-taking of the ego’s past
achievements and his future possibilities.” His radical reinterpretation of
the Qur’a. is indicative of his own preferences rather than having any
textual basis.

He asks: “How did man first emerge?” and responds, building into
his narrative one of the most far-fetched linkages between evolution and
Rumi’s poetry—a construction that has remained in vogue ever since:

It was [al-] Jahi. (d. 255 A.H.) who first hinted at the changes in
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animal life caused by migrations and environment generally.
The association known as the ‘Brethren of Purity’ further ampli-
fied the views of [al-] Jahiz. Ibn Maskawaih (d. 421 A.H.), however,
was the first Muslim thinker to give a clear and in many respects
thoroughly modern theory of the origin of man. It was only natu-
ral and perfectly consistent with the spirit of the Qur’an, that
Rumi regarded the question of immortality as one of biological
evolution, and not a problem to be decided by arguments of
purely metaphysical nature, as some philosophers of Islam had
thought. The theory of evolution, however, has brought despair
and anxiety, instead of hope and enthusiasm for life, to the mod-
ernworld. The reason is to be found in the unwarranted modern
assumption that man’s present structure, mental as well as physi-
ological, is the last word in biological evolution, and that death,
regarded as a biological event, has no constructive meaning. The
world of today needs a Rtimi to create an attitude of hope, and
to kindle the fire of enthusiasm for life. His inimitable lines may
be quoted here:

First man appeared in the class of inorganic things,

Next he passed there from into that of plants.

For years he lived as one of the plants,

Remembering naught of his inorganic state so different;

And when he passed from the vegetative to the animal state

He had no remembrance of his state as a plant,

Except the inclination he felt to the world of plants,

Especially at the time of spring and sweet flowers.

Like the inclination of infants towards their mothers,

Which know not the cause of their inclination to the breast.
Again the great Creator, as you know,

Drew man out of the animal into the human state.

Thus man passed from one order of nature to another,

Till he became wise and knowing and strong as he is now.

Of his first souls he has now no remembrance.

And he will be again changed from his present soul.

Muhammad Hamidullah (1908-2002), perhaps the best known
Muslim scholar of the twentieth century to write in French, was to point
out these alleged links between Darwin’s theory and Muslim thinkers
of the past more forcefully in a series of twelve lectures delivered at the
Islamia University Bahawalpur, Pakistan, in March 1980. The lectures,
delivered without even the help of notes, covered a vast range of areas,
ranging from the history of the Qur’an to the educational system in Islam
and they truly reflect the depth and breadth of a unique scholar who has
devoted his life to solitary pursuit of scholarship. Each lecture was fol-
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lowed by a question-answer session. During the question-answered session

that followed the lecture on “Religion”, someone asked Hamidullah: “If

Darwin’s theory of evolution is correct from the scientific point of view,

there is conflict between science and Islam. Kindly explain.”
Hamidullah’s answer is astonishing. He said:

It has been presumed that Darwin’s theory has been rejected
by Islam. It appears to create complications for us because we
presume that Darwin was an atheist, although he believed in
God. When he completed his medical education and entered his
family profession, Darwin went through a metamorphosis. Being
sick of the world he became interested in God. He studied Chris-
tianity in the Faculty of Religion at the University of Cambridge.
Comparative Religion was one of the subjects taught in the Uni-
versity. Darwin also learned Arabicin order to understand Islam.
In the collection of hisletters that have been published, anumber
of them are addressed to his Arabic teacher. They are couched
in extremely reverent and respectful language.

This is indeed an amazing statement that belies all known facts
about Darwin. The authoritative tone of the statement is remarkable.
Hamidullah continues:

Among the text books prescribed for Arabic studies at that time
were selections either from The Epistles of Ikhwan al-Safa’ [Breth-
ren of Purity] or al-Fawz al-Asghar of Ibn Maskawayh. Both the
books mention the theory of evolution. Nobody ever criticized
their Muslim authors on this account nor were they dubbed as
unbelievers. The books in question belong to the third or fourth
century of the Hijrah.

It is inconceivable that Hamidullah did not knowt the numerous cri-
tiques of the Epistles of the Brethren of Purity, including the well-known
arguments of al-Ghazali, who states in his al-Mungidh mina’l-dalal:

...the substance of what he mentioned was a bit of the feeble phi-
losophy of Pythagoras. The latter was one of the early ancients,
and his doctrine is the feeblest of all philosophical doctrines.
Aristotle had already refuted him and had even regarded his
teaching as weak and contemptible. Yet this is what is followed in
the book of the Brethren of Purity, and it is really the refuse of
philosophy. One can only marvel at a man who spends a weary
lifetime in the quest for knowledge and then is content with such
flaccid and thin stuff! Yet he thinks he has attained the utmost
reaches of knowledge!

Hamidullah then elucidates the theory contained in “these books”
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which, according to him,

state that God first created matter and invested it with energy
for development. Matter, therefore, adopted the form of vapour
which assumed the shape of water in due time. The next stage
of development was mineral life. Different kinds of stones devel-
oped in course of time. Their highest form being mirjan (coral).
It is a stone which has in it branches like those of a tree. After
mineral life evolves vegetation. The evolution of vegetation cul-
minates with a tree which bears the qualities of an animal. This is
the date-palm. It has male and female genders. It does not wither
if all its branches are chopped but it dies when the head is cut
off. The date-palm is therefore considered the highest among
the trees and resembles the lowest among animals. Then is born
the lowest of animals. It evolves into an ape. This is not the state-
ment of Darwin. This is what Ibn Maskawayh states and this is
precisely what is written in the Epistles of Ikhwan al-Safa. The
Muslim thinkers state that ape then evolved into a lower kind
of a barbarian man. He then became a superior human being.
Man becomes a saint, a prophet. He evolves into a higher stage
and becomes an angel. The one higher to angels is indeed none
but God. Everything begins from Him and everything returns
to Him.

This statement, which even does not state the thesis propounded by
the Ikhwan, as we will see shortly, is revealing for it shows how certain
Muslim thinkers can “Islamize Darwinism”. But what follows is even more
revealing of this attitude.

Hamidullah states that

when all this has been stated by Muslim thinkers and no Muslim
scholar ever took them to task for making such statements, one
should pause and ponder over these facts. In the Qur’an it is
stated that God made man out of clay. Our concept of the cre-
ation of man is that God, like a potter, molded clay into shape
and breathed His spirit into it and Adam was thus created. Pos-
sibly this was the process but what does one do with verses 18:37,
22:5, 35:11, 40:67 which state time and again that God created
man from clay and sperm? It is obvious that clay does not create
sperm; it comes from an animal and a human being. It means
that the mention of all intermediary stages of evolution has been
omitted and attention is drawn to the original source which is
clay. The last cause is the sperm of man which stays in the womb
of a woman.

But perhaps the most extreme example of this attitude is the defini-
tion of evolution that he ‘produced’ from the Qur’an: “Take yet another
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verse of the Quran (71:14): ‘He created you in stages’. The word fawr is
the basis of tatawwur which means evolution.. This is then further defend-
ed: “This can also mean that God created man as a mineral in the first
instance. Minerals developed into vegetation which developed into ani-
mal life. There is no contradiction.”

Muslim Critique of Darwinism: Some Important Works

In conclusion we mention some important works which critique Darwinism
on the basis of meta-scientific assumptions built into the theory. These
have received much more attention from Muslim scholars than the scien-
tific aspects. In his Ancient Beliefs and Modern Superstitions, Martin Lings
has examined some of these assumptions of the theory of evolution. He
returned to this subject in much greater detail in his The Eleventh Hour.
Lings likens the theory of evolution to the concept of progress: the “two
cards that are placed leaning one against the other at the ‘foundation’ of
a card house. If they did not support each other, both would fall flat, and
the whole edifice, that is, the outlook that dominates the modern world,
would collapse”. He argued that

Every process of development known to modern science is subject
to a waxing and waning analogous to the phases of man’s life.
Even civilizations, as history can testify, have their dawn, their
noon, their late afternoon, and their twilight. If the evolutionist
outlook were genuinely ‘scientist’, in the modern sense, it would
be assumed that the evolution of the human race was a phase of
waxing that would necessarily be followed by the complemen-
tary waning phase of devolution; and the question of whether or
not man was already on the downward phase would be a major
feature of all evolutionist literature. The fact that the question is
never put, and that if evolutionists could be made to face up to
it most of them would drop their theory as one drops a hot coal,
does not say much for their objectivity.

Sayyid Hossen Nasr has called the theory of evolution “a metaphysi-
cal absurdity” in his Man and Nature: The Spiritual Crisis of Modern Man.
Elsewhere, he has discussed evolution in much more detail, including the
fraught social dynamics that now structure discussions of evolution:

There are different kinds of scientific theories. For example,
you have string theory in physics and cosmology and you have
quantum mechanics. Now, if someone were to oppose prevalent
theories in these fields, no one would expel that person from
his or her university; no one would have his or her promotion
denied because of his or her saying “I do not accept this theory.”
Evolution, on the contrary, is a totally different matter, because it
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is an ideology, it is not ordinary science; if you are a professor of
biology at a university, especially in the Anglo-Saxon world—less
so in Italy, France, and Germany—and if you oppose the theory
of evolution on purely scientific grounds, you are rejected and
even ejected from your position, your colleagues think you are
insane, you do not receive promotions, and so on.

Nasr states his disagreement with Muslims who

succumbed to this pressure and have developed what you might
call an Islamic version of theistic evolutionism or evolution. First
of all, this is worse than the Darwinian idea of evolution because
it is no longer even scientific and would not satisfy the agnostic
or atheistic biologists. Secondly, it ties the Hands of God through
a process that we believe we know, but we really do not know.
And that is even worse. So Muslims have to look upon this issue
from the point of view of our own spiritual and intellectual posi-
tions—from what the Qur’an and Hadith say, what our intellec-
tual tradition has said. There are major issues involved, which
the modern mindset glosses over, leaving evolution as the only
explanation of the scientific data.

One of them is the question of form and the finality of form. A
triangle is a triangle, and nothing evolves into a triangle; until
a triangle becomes a triangle, it is not a triangle. So if we have
three loose lines that gradually meet, even if there is one micron
of separation, that is not a triangle. Only a triangle is a triangle.
And life forms also have a finality of their own. The famous
French biologist L. Bounoure opposed evolution on the basis of
thisreality of the finality of forms, aswell as other considerations.

Nasr sums up three basic objections to the theory of evolution: (i) the
destruction of forms in the ultimate sense; (ii) the reduction of causality
to the horizontal plane—that is to say, the denial of Vertical Causality and
therefore of Divine Causality; and (iii) the horizontalization of the vertical
chain of Being.

Nasr, however, does not deny the possibility of micro-evolution,
because

micro-evolution is still within the possibilities of the archetype
or form of a particular being in the philosophical sense, in the
same way that you and I are human beings, and the Chinese and
the Japanese are also human beings. (...) But we are all within the
possibilities of the human form. That kind of micro-evolution is
possible. Flies can become a bit bigger and when there is a certain
kind of light, plants can do this and that, and this is mistaken by
some for change of species. That is not change of species; that
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is “evolution” within a single species. Each species has a width,
a range, a reality greater than a particular individual in that
species. And so other individuals can appear in that species with
other characteristics and even change according to environmen-
tal conditions, without one species becoming another.

In one of the few detailed and well-reasoned critiques of the theory
of evolution to be found in Urdu, Mawlana Muhammad Shihab al-Din
Nadwi has examined it from the perspective of the Qur’anic metaphysics.
Using the well-known argument of Muslim scholars which construes the
theory as an ideology, Nadwi places the creation narrative of the Qur’an
within the context of creation narratives of the pre-Qur’anic revelations,
examines the metaphysical implications of the theory of evolution and
rejects it on the basis of well-referenced scriptural and Prophetic accounts
of the creation of Adam. More importantly, he examines and critiques the
views of some influential Muslim apologists for Darwinism.

Nuh Ha Mim Keller has succinctly presented Islamic views on the the-
ory of evolution in a letter in response to a question from a Muslim biolo-
gist who indicated that he is “convinced by the evidence which supports
the theory of evolution”, and who wanted to know “whether the Qur’anic
account of Creation [was] incompatible with man having evolved”. In
response, Keller examines the theory of evolution for its coherence, logi-
cality, and applicability to humans and other species and concludes:

Allah alone is Master of Existence. He alone causes all thatis tobe
and not to be. Causes are without effect in themselves, but rather
both cause and effect are created by Him. The causes and the
effects of all processes, including those through which plant and
animal species are individuated, are His work alone. To ascribe
efficacy to anything but His action, whether believing that causes
(a) bring about effects in and of themselves; or (b) bring about
effects in and of themselves through a capacity Allah has placed
in them, is to ascribe associates to Allah (shirk). Such beliefs seem
to be entailed in the literal understanding of “natural selection”
and “random mutation,” and other evolutionary concepts, un-
less we understand these processes as figurative causes, while

realizing that Allah alone is the agent. This is apart from the
consideration of whether they are true or not.

Asfor claim that man has evolved from a non-human species, this
isunbelief (kufr) no matter if we ascribe the process to Allah or to
“nature,” because it negates the truth of Adam’s special creation
that Allah has revealed in the Qur’an. Man is of special origin,
attested to not only by revelation, but also by the divine secret
within him, the capacity for ma‘rifa or knowledge of the Divine
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that he alone of all things possesses. By his God-given nature,
man stands before a door opening onto infinitude that no other
creature in the universe can aspire to. Man is something else.

Conclusion

Muslim responses to Darwinism and neo-Darwinism range from an un-
conditional acceptance to various versions of theistic evolution, and from
a vociferous rejection to a view that sees it as a liberating scientific fact.
These responses have parallels in Christian responses to Darwinism.
There has been almost no original scientific research by any Muslim sci-
entist which can serve as an alternate to Darwinism and neo-Darwinism.
This is unlike the Christian tradition which has produced a broad range
of scientific literature in response to Darwinism.

The third part of this series will examine, in more detail, specific
claims of Darwinism and neo-Darwinism from Islamic perspectives.
These claims, beliefs, ideas, and interpretation of scientific date will be
examined against the central belief structure of Islam based on Islam’s
two primary sources—the Qur’an and Hadith.

We’Llahw’l-musta‘an, wa ma tawfiqi illa be’-Llah.
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868), son of a Zanji slave, master of Arabic prose, and the author of
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don: HarperCollins, 2005), 45.

Ibid.

Amaresh Misra, War of Civilisations: India AD 1857 in two volumes
separately entitled The Road to Delhi and The Long Revolution (Delhi,



62.

64.

66.

67.

68.
69.

Muzaffar Igbal @ 47

Rupa, 2008).

For general accounts, see Gautam Chakravarty, The Indian Mutiny
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ba Meri Library, 1979), 34.
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of Islamic Culture, 1986), 33 and 154 [hereinafter Reconstruction]; of
the two, only the first has a discussion on biology, while the second
is merely a passing reference mentioned for the sake of pointing out
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Notably the works written by individuals associated with the Intelli-
gent Design (ID) Movement such as Stuart Burgess, Phillip E. John-
son, William Dembski, Stephen C. Meyer (all of whom are evangeli-
cal Protestants), and Michael Behe (a Roman Catholic).

The last and the third instalment will appear in the Winter 2009
issue of this journal, bi’idhne’Liah.
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