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Introduction  

We argue in this paper that the science reporting in Turkey, and particularly 

representations of evolutionary theory, mirrors ongoing political discussions, rather than 

exploring the economical, social or technological impact of the scientific developments.  

We analyzed archival records of several Turkish newspapers to demonstrate the political 

fault-lines along which the evolutionary theory is discussed.  Based on our analysis, we 

outlined the patterns, tactics and forces that form the representations of evolutionary 

theory in Turkish newspapers. 

In this section, we outline a short historical context through which evolutionary 

theory emerged as a principal subject in science reporting in Turkish media.  Turkish 

science has always been closely linked with the nation building efforts since the first 

modernist movements in the late Ottoman Empire (see Zurcher, 1993; Koker, 1990; 

Mardin, 1991; Bozdogan, 2001). Mustafa Kemal himself, and later, followers of his 

ideology, strongly associated positivist scientific development with the success of the 

Republican revolution (Parla and Davison, 2004).  Despite this emphasis on the scientific 

development, science reporting in Turkish press media remained a backwater even today.  

Most of the science news in daily newspapers are chosen for their sensation value and 

comprises merely translations from outside sources. 

However, the increased visibility of Islamist ideology in the last three decades, 

represented today by the popular Justice and Development Party (AKP), transformed the 
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Turkish media in general, and the science reporting, in particular.  Especially after the 

electoral success of Islamist Refah Party, the Islamist press media, such as Yeni Şafak, 

shifted its role from a marginal extremism to a more mainstream conservatism (see Adaklı, 

2006).  Consequently, the representations of evolutionary theory in Turkish newspapers 

increasingly became the dominant paradigm of science reporting, reflecting the power 

struggle between the emerging economically liberal, but socially conservative Islamist 

voices and the mainstream secular and militaristic Kemalist opposition. 

The real turning point for the discussions of evolutionary theory can be traced back 

to the 1980 military coup and its aftermath.  This period marks the integration of an 

orthodox Sunni ideology into the state ideology as a means to national stability (Copeaux, 

2000).  The definitive act that has shaped the discussions of the evolutionary theory in 

Turkey is the report prepared by the Turkish State Planning Organization (DTP) in 1983.  

In this report evolutionary theory was defined as an already disproven, materialistic and 

immoral theory that has been aggressively promoted by Marxist institutions, states and 

individuals. (Öztürkler, 2005: 50).  In the following year, the Education Minister, Vehbi 

Dinçerler, contacted with the Institution for Creation Research (ICR) to promote 

creationist ideas in Turkey (Kence, 2002a, 2002b; Edis, 1994).  This led to a series of 

events in Turkey, organized by Turkish Ministry of Education.  These events include 

seminars by the members of the ICR and, more importantly, the translation and publication 

of several books of the ICR, which were distributed to Turkish teachers free of charge by 

the Ministry of Education (Öztürkler, 2005: 50). 

 By 1985, the creationist teachings were integrated into the high school curriculum 

in Turkey.  The revised textbooks recited some of the ideas put forward in by the IRC and, 

by doing so; Turkey became the first secular nation to officially integrate creationist ideas 

in their high school curriculum.  Despite the fact that political parties representing different 

ideologies came and went and several revisions were made to the high school curriculum, 

creationism has remained as a part of the high school education. (Öztürkler, 2005: 161) 

Since then, the integration of creationist ideas to high school curriculum has been a major 

political issue and found major media coverage in Turkey.   

  

The Adnan Oktar – Harun Yahya Phenomenon 
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 Another important development regarding the discussions of evolutionary theory in 

Turkey is the rise of Adnan Oktar (a.k.a. Harun Yahya) as a prominent proponent of the 

creationism and anti-Semitism in Turkish public sphere.  Oktar found the Bilim Araştırma 

Vakfı (Science Research Foundation, BAV), which has established close ties with moderate 

Islamist groups, as well as, international creationist organizations (Kence, 2002a; Edis, 

1994).  Oktar’s foundation somehow secured access to substantial financial sources and 

became an influential international organization.  This organization organized several 

conferences, meetings and symposia; published numerous books and brochures; and 

maintained a very comprehensive web site (www.harunyahya.com).  All these activities 

focus on creationist ideology and undermining the evolutionary theory, both for the public 

opinion and on political grounds. 

 In 2006 BAV published the voluminous Yaratılış Atlası (Atlas of Creation), an 

encyclopedia promoting creationist ideas.  This publication was sent to thousands of 

academicians in Turkey.  In addition, the translated versions of the same publication were 

sent, in thousands, to many western countries, including France, England, and US.  It 

created an international upheaval in the international community and Adnan Oktar was 

gained an international notoriety among evolutionary scientist and secular intellectuals.  

Prominent figures, such as Richard Dawkins, responded directly to the Atlas of Creation in 

several speeches and international press showed significant interest in this story. 

 Adnan Oktar recently got renewed media attention due to his attempts to limit 

access to certain web pages in Turkey.  Using a loophole in the recently implemented 

Turkish internet law, he convinced the Turkish courts to prohibit access to major websites 

including groups.google.com and youtube.com, as well as, Richard Dawkins’ website, on 

the basis that these websites are insulting his person (Radikal, 26 September 2008). 

 Today, the main context through which the evolutionary theory is discussed in 

Turkey remained the political rupture between the secular-elite and the popular ruling 

party, AKP.  Curriculum is still the main axis of discussion.  It should be noted here that in 

Miller et al (2006)’s well-known survey of public acceptance of evolution among European 

countries, US and Japan, Turkey is placed the last.  Another survey conducted by EU in 

(European Commission, 2005), Turkish public was placed last in “level of knowledge of 

science”.   The residing Ministry of Education, Hüseyin Çelik, gave several well publicized 
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speeches, some of them in the parliament, openly declaring his opposition to evolutionary 

theory.  In one of his speeches, he specifically referred to some quotations of Darwin, 

accusing him of being “Türk Düşmanı” (enemy of the Turk) (Aksam, 24 December: Yeni 

Safak, 24 December).  In 2006, a group of left leaning academicians started a major 

campaign against Çelik.  The same group brought to the court the newly integrated 

creationist content in the Ministry of Education’s middle school textbooks on the basis that 

these books challenges secular fabric of education. (Saymaz, 2006; Yeni Şafak, 20 February 

2006) Overall, the main driving force behind the discussions of the evolutionary theory in 

Turkish public sphere is primarily political, rather than scientific. 

 

Methodology 

 In this paper, we comparatively assessed the sources, content, visual and semantic 

associations, the ideological and scientific attitude of representations of evolutionary theory 

in six national Turkish newspapers.  For this purpose, we utilized archives of these six 

newspapers that are available online, or accessible through Ankara University library 

system for up to 10 years period.  Unfortunately, most of the Turkish newspapers do not 

have online or searchable databases and, may be more problematically, the archives that 

date back before 2002 have incomplete records.  Overall, even though we collected data for 

the last ten years (i.e., between 1998-2008), we think that the data from the last five years 

give more reliable results. 

 For selecting the articles of interest, we simply searched the word evrim (evolution) 

in the title and/or the content of the news stories.  We went through this selection to record 

the date, length and source of these articles.  In addition, we assigned ideological (laicist or 

Islamist) and scientific (pro-evolution or anti-evolution) tags to these news stories.  The 

former category distinguishes between active political agenda visible in the news story.  

The latter category discriminates between an evolutionary and a creationist explanation of a 

phenomenon.  We found, for example, that some news stories prefer a creationist twist in 

their explanation of new findings, even though the general tone of the publication is laicist. 

 We interpreted our data using simple plot charts that allowed us to visualize the 

relationship between years, length, source, ideology and content.  This, in turn, gave us to 



5 

 

elucidate some patterns, which we explained within a political context.  Specifically, our 

quantitative analyses  allowed us to (1) identify the general trends of reporting evolutionary 

theory in Turkey, (2) associate particular representations of evolutionary theory with certain 

ideological stances, (3) reveal the semantic and visual tactics that are used to disseminate 

particular arguments about evolutionary theory. 

 We choose the newspapers to ensure that the present spectrum of political discourse 

in mainstream Turkish newspapers is represented. Hence, we included Hurriyet, which is 

distributed widely in Turkey, and represents a politically centralist position.  Sabah, another 

mainstream publication, was chosen to contrast Hurriyet, which is owned by the dominant 

media mogul in Turkey, Dogan group.  Cumhuriyet, a traditionally leftist newspaper, which 

has transformed into a secular, state-centric publication, represents the contemporary 

Kemalist position against the Islamist narrative.  Yeni Şafak became the main niche for the 

fostering of the far-right Islamist arguments on various issues, and in particular on the 

evolutionary theory.  Zaman differs from Yeni Şafak in defending an economically liberal 

position and urges integration with the global markets.  Zaman also has a significantly large 

circulation.  It represents the new and liberal Islamist movement in Turkey.  Radikal, a 

relatively recent newspaper with relatively limited distribution, remain an important 

publication that influences the intellectual discourse in Turkey.  It remains the main channel 

through which the western liberal arguments are posited in the political discussions.  The 

archives of all the newspapers, except Yeni Şafak, were available at least after 2001.  For 

Cumhuriyet and Sabah, we managed to get information since 1998 and 1999, respectively. 

 In this analyzes, we have not included the opinion columns and pieces in weekly 

additions, but strictly limit ourselves to the main content of the newspapers.  It should be 

noted that some of the newspapers studied here, including Cumhuriyet and Hurriyet (until 

2006), have had science additions.  Our preliminary surveys of these additions show that 

there is significant number of articles concerning new findings in evolutionary biology.  

This probably influenced the number of the news articles in the main newspaper.  Another 

important issue to mention is the fact that Turkish columnists, especially those write in 

Cumhuriyet and Yeni Şafak, often mention evolutionary theory in the context of national 

politics.  This is not reflected in our results.  Last issue to mention is the limitation 

regarding the quality of the existing archives.  Since, there is no available tool to estimate 
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the average length, number of news stories, accuracy of hits in searching index and other 

related parameters; we could not establish a quality check for the generated data for this 

study.  Despite, these shortcomings, we are confident that the results presented here show a 

considerably accurate representation of the major patterns in representation of evolutionary 

theory in Turkish newspapers from the late 90’ to today.   

 

Results 

 The chronological distribution of the number of the news stories showed a 

remarkable increase between 2003 and 2006 (Figure 1).  This trend is interesting, especially 

given that the average number of news stories mentioning theory of evolution was less than 

5 in 2003, and swiftly increased to about 15 by 2006.  It is arguable that this increase is 

related to the politics of AKP, which came to power with strong popularity in 2002.  For 

instance, the curriculum and the text books were changed for pre-college education system 

in Turkey.  During this process, the discussion of evolutionary theory and its place in 

Turkish education system was resurrected in Turkish political and public discourse.  On 

another level, Harun Yahya, whose activities were limited by the 28 February “post-modern 

coup” of 1997 (a la Çandar, 1997), regained legitimacy and started an array of highly 

visible activities on national and international stage. 

 

 

Figure 1  The average frequency distribution of news stories in Turkish newspapers between 2001 

and 2008. 

 

Radikal stood among other publications as it had significantly higher number of 
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stories related to evolution (Figure 2).  This disparity is interesting, since, unlike 

Cumhuriyet, which positioned itself with the laicist ideology, or, Yeni Şafak, which 

consistently supports an islamist/creationist agenda, Radikal is regarded as a liberal 

newspaper that distances itself from laicist-islamist paradigm.  Radikal frequently use 

translated pro-evolution news stories for new scientific findings, which make up most of 

the articles observed in this study.  These articles do not necessarily carry a political tone, 

nevertheless.  It should be noted that observed evolution news Cumhuriyet may be lowered 

since discoveries in evolutionary biology are commonly featured in the newspapers weekly 

science addition.  On the other hand, Zaman, which supports a moderate Islamic and is 

allegedly connected to Islamist ‘Nurcu’ movement, rarely publish news stories related to 

evolution and/or creationism.  However, when it does, the featured articles have creationist, 

and often Islamic undertones. 

 

 

Figure 2 Yearly average number of stories related to evolutionary theory in six different Turkish 

newspapers 

 

 The frequency distribution of the articles related to evolution among Turkish 

newspapers is better understood in the context of the news sources (Figure 3).  Radikal’s 

tendency to publish translation from international publications about major scientific 

findings is also visible in Sabah.  However, Cumhuriyet, Zaman and Yeni Şafak heavily 

report from national sources, and the content of evolution stories in these newspapers 

generally involves national politics (Figure 4).  Radikal seems to put an extra effort to 

assign reporters in covering certain stories, which resulted in long, relatively well written 

pieces.  Overall, there is a visible difference in the content and the sources of the more 
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mainstream (i.e. centralist) publications, such as Hürriyet and Sabah, and the more 

ideologically driven (i.e. operating through the laicism/Islamism paradigm) newspapers, 

such as Cumhuriyet, Zaman and Yeni Şafak.  Radikal stands out as an outlier to this general 

trend and reports relatively accurately and in concordance with the international press on 

issues related to evolution. 

 

 

Figure 3 The percent-distribution of the content of the articles related to evolution in six Turkish 

newspapers.  

 

 We observed that in the centralist and widely distributed newspapers, namely in 

Hurriyet and Sabah, the international news of major scientific findings are presented with a 

specific focus on the sensation value, rather than scientific, political or social relevance.  

One telling example to such translations is Hürriyet’s coverage of a major anthropological 

study with the sensational title of “First blondes emerged 11.000 years ago,” accompanied 

by a revealing picture of Uma Thurman.  Similarly, Sabah featured an article with the title, 

“The monkey man really exists” accompanied by a still photograph from the movie Planet 

of the Apes.  Such sensation seeking is indicative of the low expectations from the editors 

and the audience of mainstream press media for accurate scientific reporting.  This becomes 

especially problematic given that evolutionary theory is one of the significant political 

tension points between laicist and islamist on the Turkish national stage. 
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Figure 4  The percent-distribution of sources of news stories in six Turkish newspapers 

 

The difference in the ideological stance of the newspapers become vivid when the 

number of actively laicist or Islamist articles is visualized (Figure 4).  Cumhuriyet, a 

traditionally Kemalist newspaper, presents evolutionary news in a very laicist tone.  

Cumhuriyet’s articles focus for the most part on the alleged takiyye (the hidden agenda) of 

the Islamist political movements to transform the education system to integrate creationism.  

In contrast, Zaman and Yeni Şafak presents news related to evolution from an Islamist 

perspective, generally blaming the secular establishment for being oppressive and against 

religious freedom.  In fact, it is common to see the translation of the same scientific 

development reported by the same international source is spun to reflect a pro-Islamist and 

pro-laicist position by Islamist and laicist publications, respectively. 

 

 
Figure 5 The percent-distribution of the ideological stance of the articles related to evolution in six 

Turkish newspapers 
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 One interesting example that outlines the contrasts in representations of 

evolutionary theory is the well-publicized association of FOX2P gene with speech 

development.  FOX2P gene came into the attention of the Turkish media after its coverage 

by TIME magazine in 2006.  In TIME magazine the story of the evolution of FOX2P gene 

and its relationship to human speech development was thoroughly reviewed in more than 

6,000 words.  Radikal, Zaman and Yeni Şafak published summaries of the TIME article, the 

longest of which consisted less than 200 words.  Radikal presented a relatively faithful 

summary of the TIME article with the title: “What makes humans unique,” comparable to 

TIME’s title: “What makes us Human?”  However, Zaman and Yeni Şafak presented the 

case of FOX2P with titles: “Genetic blow to evolutionary theory” and “Big blow to 

evolutionary theory from scientists,” respectively.  Both of these publications phrased the 

news story almost in identical words to argue that the “diminutive differences” observed 

between monkeys and humans cannot be explained by evolutionary theory.  In addition, 

both of these newspapers refer to American religious groups and their opposition to 

evolutionary theory to support their case.  It should be mentioned that Yeni Şafak’s article is 

accompanied with a rather ridiculous picture of a rhesus monkey riding a child’s bicycle.  

This remarkable deviation from the actual source material is very telling in how 

representations of evolutionary in the Turkish media are formed by ideological sensitivities, 

rather than scientific or journalistic norms. 

 Another telling example is the coverage in Turkish media the European 

Commissions’ report entitled “The dangers of creationism in education,” which argues that 

permeation of creationist ideas in the education system may create significant problems for 

human rights.  Radikal gave an exceptionally large coverage of this event with two 

different articles entitled: “The creationist theories are threats to human rights” and 

“Teaching of evolution is necessary for democracy.”  Radikal’s coverage singled out 

Adnan Oktar as a main threat to the teaching of evolutionary theory and generally showed a 

very anti-creationist/ laicist stance.  Cumhuriyet, in its very short coverage of the event, 

used the title “Ban to creationism,” which of course, indicates the hardliner laicist position 

of the newspaper.  Hurriyet, with a small play on words used a similar, but different title: 

“Is there a ban to creationism.”  This rather neutral title was accompanied by an article of 
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only 67 words that simply inform the readers of the decision of the European Commission.  

The Islamist newspapers largely ignore this event.  Yeni Şafak, in an article entitled “The 

support of CHP to evolutionary theory” emphasized that the report was passed by the 

efforts of “leftist” and “liberal” members of the parliament who were “responsible” for 

preparation of this report.  

 

Conclusion: 

This study provides a preliminary look at the representations of evolutionary theory 

in Turkish press media.  Overall, in Turkey, the news stories about evolution are very 

limited scientifically, prone to errors and ideologically driven.  There are sharp contrasts 

between laicist and Islamist press, and most of the news stories covered by more centralist 

publications tend to focus on the sensation value.  The content of many articles related to 

evolution comprises less than 200 words and unable to grasp the scientific background of 

the novel developments.  Even in the long and detailed stories about evolution, we observed 

major errors in use of scientific terminology and, more problematically, in explaining 

evolutionary theory.  Overall, the media cannot communicate accurately and clearly the 

complex scientific and political issues related to evolution.  Rather, stories about evolution 

mirrors, on one hand, a rather simplistic debate between Islamist and laicist pundits.  On the 

other hand, the centralist newspapers pick and choose news related to evolution only based 

on their sensation value, stripping the political and scientific relevance of the story.  

 We hope that this study initiate a more thorough study of public perception of 

evolution in Turkey.  Contents of the newspapers columns, magazines, websites (especially 

that of Adnan Oktar), and possibly television programs should be incorporated into the 

expanded analysis to better understand the media coverage of evolutionary theory in 

Turkey. 
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