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A STUDY OF CONVERSION TO ISLAM WITH REFERENCE
| - TO S |
 EGYPT AND IRAQ

A 'S:usfvey 'of-‘We’s_&ﬂern Sources

by Talip KUCUKCAN

OZET -

islamm ilk yay111§ donemlerinde ba;ka dmlere mensup olan insanlarin bireysel
ve zoplumsal duzeyde Islam dinini kabul etmelerinin nedenleri ve sonuglart Bauli bi-
lim adamlarint sureklz olarak me,s*gul edege!en bir konu olmugtur. Okuyacagmzz ince-
Ieme Batli ara,surmaczlarm Isiamun yaytlz,v donemlerinde meydana gelen ihtida ( con-
verszon ) olaylarna iligkin goriiglerini: zgermektedzr Ara;nrmamzzm itk béliimiinde
j.:; .din degz,wurme kavram ve sirecine zh;km goruﬂermt icermekiedir. Ara,snrmamtzm
ilk béliimiinde din degigtirme kavram ve siirecine 1115km giris nztehgmde bilgi veril-
. migtir. . '

- Understanding Conversion

In contemporary social psychological works the concept.of CONVErsion appears
10 have had a comprehensive meaning. In th oft quoted words of Trayisano conver-
f.ff sion refers to a radical réorganization of identity, meaning af}d life (Trayi_sanoa 1970,
p. 594 cited in Lofland and Skonovd) Heirich explains conversion in such phrases
that "conversion is the process of chaﬁg_ing, a sense of root reality” or "a CONSCIous
 shift in one's sense of grounding” (Heirich, 1977, p. 674) One can deduce from the
_ above mentioned definitions that conversion is a very remarkable event which leads
_ tantamount changes in the life of the one who expericnces it. Thus, if one tries to
undertake for an exploration of conversion experience many variables should be taken
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into considecration to reach a sound conclusion, Of those the conversion monfs are of
great 1mpor1.ance ' ‘

Lofland and Skonovd suggest six fundamental motifs of a religious‘conversion,
being identified as intellectval, mystical. experimental, affectional, revivalist and co-
crcive: ‘

1- Intellectual motive: The inteliectual mode of conversion commences
with individual and private investigation of possible grounds of being alternate theo-
dicics, personal fulfillment eic. Intellectual motifs do not push an individual into
social inVo]vemem io become 'aequanted with alternative ideologies and'ways of life,
Rather, in the course of such a process some individuals may convert themselves in
| isolation from any actual interaction with devotees of respeclwe religion.

'2- Mystical motive: M_ysucal motive of conversion, from a historic_al point
of view, is the m()sl common or the best known one. In the case of mystical conver-
“sion, the conversion experience can not be expressed in logical and coherent terms. It
is noteworthy that who are considered the carliest scholars of conversion W. James,
E.D. Smbuek end E.T. Clark focused heavily on mystlcal conversion. During this

type of conversion there is little or no social pressure, the convert xs most likely
- alone at the time of aelual cvent. |

3- Experamemal motwe Exper-mental motive refers 1o an actwe pamc:pa-
tion into a choscn group or life style and new religious orientation or belief which
arises out of this pamcnpauon Intensive xnleracﬂon seems 1o be a sxgmfxcant feature‘
of many experimental conversion expenence

4- Affectional motive: Emotional factors are of great importance in some
individual's life. Feelings can play an important role in our psychoiogica.l life. In this
type of ‘conversion persona] attachment or strong hkmg for practlcmg believers is
central 1o Lhe conversion process.

- 5- Revivalist motive; This motive implies the influence of preache-rs, or-
ganizations and groups which are of revivalist nature on individuals' religious life.
Within the context of an-emotionally aroused crowd an individual ‘might go into the
process of ecstatic religious experience,

6- Coercive Motive: The final conversion motive refers to the use of some
sort of power through brainwashing, programming, mind control, coercive persua-
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sion and ihought reform etc. The two.key features of brainwashing or coercive persu-
_ asion are a- the compulsion of an individual, b- sincerely to confess the guilt or em-
~ brace an ideological system. |

Whatever the conversion motifs may be, they differ significantyly from one his-
_torical epoch 1o other, from oné socxety {0 anolher (Lofland and Skonovd, 1981, p.
 377-83)

The State of Affairs in Egypt and in Iraq Before Islamic

Conguest | -
Egypt
The ten years of Persnon rule i in Egypl had been followed by a strong By/ammc
 reaction after the victorious wars of Heraclius. Byzantine authorities hoped to termi-
nale the long lasting conflict beiwecn Monophysxtes and Dyophysntcs But they
failed to do so. At the same time the financial clazms of thc Empire on Egypl were
very heavy and the administration of church and finance was controlled by the same
“bedy. In 631 Cyrus was sent io Egypt Lo persuade Coptic community 1o acccpt mcar
- proposal and 10 increase the revenues of the reasury. (Becker, E.LVoll. 2, p.5) In
_ Cambridge Mcdieval History (Voll.2.p. 349) Becker also points out the fact that the
Byzantine rulers forced the members of Coptic Church lo convert to, the Irenicon be-
lief. The Coptic form of worship was forbldden and its pnests and organizations

were cruelly treated. The heavy burden of taxes fell upon the shouidcrs of Coptic
commumty in order to assist in. paying the dcpls of emperor. |

Iraq _

In Iraq, on the eve of Islamic conquest, the Sasanian state had fallen on hard
ﬁmes and its defence system Tcdnsi,defaﬁly weakened. The majority of the population
in Iraq were people of Aramaic origin. Preceeding Islamic conquest its inhabitants
were divided by baririers.of language, religion, social class and way of life. With re-
gard to religious diversity of Iragi population, Zoroastrianism was the official faith of
the Sasanian State, but it scems that Zoroastrianism was observed mainly by the Per-
_.sian ruling elite in Iraq and therefore restricted mainly to the larger towns, ‘Th'c relig-
ious orientation of the majority of Iraq's rural inhabitants and of- ‘many town dwellers
was shaped and moulded by the Church or the Syngogue |

Before Islamic congquest thc Nestorian Church seems to have been the most _
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widcly spread in Iraq. There were a number of Nestorian religious schools serving the
needs of Nestorian community and stimulating a great following throughout the
country. By comparison with the Nestorian, the Jacobite Church was weakly repre-
sented in Irag.

‘The Jewish community was second in size after Nestorians and seems to have
been well organized in Veh-Ardashir., The ma_m Jewish commumly settled by the wa-
ters of Babylon in the arca traversed by great canals whlch connected the Eupharates
and the Tlgns and along the Eupharates toward Syria. In these areas numerous rabbin.
ical schools were located. (Donner, 1981 . p-169)

‘ Motivationswof Islamic Congquests

Several factors can be taken into account with regard to motivations to embrace
an expansionist pohcy 1- There is a possibility that ideologicalk message of Islam
itself filled some or all of the ruling elite with the riotion that they had an essentially
religious duty to expand the political domain of the Islamic State. In other words the
elite may have organized the Islamic conquest for they rcgarded it as their divine mis-
sion to do so. (Donner, 1891, p.270) 2- The desire to expand the.polilical boﬁndaﬁeé
of the new state in order to secure trans-Arabian commerce roule might have served as
one of the causes of conquest movement. 3- The acquisition of properties in Lhe con--
quered areas, taxes 1o be levied on conqured people, the booty in wealth and slaves
might be considered some sort of ﬁnanmal advantages of expanswmst attitude.

Conquest of Iraq

The conquest of Iraq began durmg the Calnphatc of Omar. In 663 Khalid b. Wal-
id appeared outside al-Hira making the opposition forces surrender without much re-
sistance. After four years of this initial victory, the Muslim army put down the Sa-
sanid forces. With this victory the door of Traq was opened to mustim expansnon-
developmcm (E.LVoll.3) Generally speaking the conquest of Iraq by Muslims in-
volved two separate arenas, one was in ceneral Iraq and the other one was in the
southern Iraq ' |

Conquest of Egypt

Istam was first introduced into Africa by the Muslim Arab army which mvaded
‘Egypt under the command of Amr b. As in 640 A.D. (Arnold, 1913, p. 102) Amr b.
As set up his way to Egyptian lands from Syria and appeared unexpectedly on the
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easteh frontier dcfeating Byzantines and capturing Babylon. From this strategically
f-:jflmportam place he extended the expansion of Muslim army up to the Nile valley-and
:i'.f?uppcr Egypt. Durmg the Islamic conquest, Cyrus was sent to Egypt by Byzantine au-
horities to conclude a treaty. After having sccn the unhopcf ul situation he concluded
the final treaty of surrender with Amr by which the city was to be vacated.
(E 1.Voll.2) As Amold states, the wuhdmwa! of Byzanune troops aficr therce years

feft the Christians to Muslim administration. The welcoming attitude which was
f:_-:.shewn to Arabs by local Christian population played an important role in the rapid
success of the Arabs. The Orthodox adherents and supporters of Byyzantine ruie op-
pressed the indigeneous Egyptian churhces, exifing their leaders and persccuting their
_memberss It seems that 1o the suppressed Copts and Jacobiies , the Islamic conqucs& :
brought a frecdom of religious life that they had not enjoyed for a century. {Amold, |
1913, p. 102; Brett, 1973, p.2) -

High]ighiing The Conversion Into Esiam

Eudgmg form the survey of western sources it seems that mcrc are a number of
questions inherent in the study of conversion to Islam durmg the carly pcnod The
ifé:::!;'-dnfﬁcultxes which on faces stem from the lacunae of sources in this arca of Islamic
history. It is vutually 1mp0551bﬂc to give accurate rate of converted population in a
given time and space. Western scholars tricd to explore and higlight the problem of
this paper from different angles, emphasizing a number of diverse causes and effects. |
Westcm sources claim that the concept of Islamizaliopf and Arabization do not sccm
to have been clearly defined in related ‘sources Bcing confrontcd with forcgoing diffa-
culties, in what follows, I shall try to glvc an account of conversion process as con-
ceived in western sources including its motafs and results without making Shdj’p dis-
tinction between Egypt and Irag. '

It occures 1o me that Dennet focuses on economic circumstances namely taxes
_ which were levied on non-Muslim subjects in conqu'rcd Izin_ds. He gives an account of
those who were liable to pay taxes and those who were exempled, the poor. The un-
employed, the blind, the sick, the insane, the beggars and the monks of monostaries
did not pay taxes. Women of all ages and children were also exempt. All the rest paid
a poll-tax graded according to man's wealth and income. (Dennet, 1950, p.27) ~Dcri-
net asserts that at the time of conguest many tribes akin to conqurer professiid Istam
at once and were from the outset exempt from all taxes except religious payment,

~ zakat, but there is no evidence of conversion taking place among the peasantry dur-
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niod of the coversion process. (Ibid, p. 32) He EOCS on p@iﬂﬁmg out the -
fact that there in only very few evidences of conversion g gﬁwﬂﬁ, the Umayyad
pmm in Egypt while p@%ﬁm excmplion constiuted an economic motive for giving .; :
up old rcligion. He auributcs this small amount of conversion 10 the fact that, rom
the beginning conversion had &ﬁways frced s Copi of his mﬂ-m bt mot of hnﬁ land
tax. In addition to ﬁm becam;

ing this pe

i- The mﬁaaﬁamy of Copuic mﬂﬂgm community. I{ Coptin a waﬂagﬁ became
a Mmﬂam he was culcast in the eyes of his Christian bmiﬁwm‘. '

Z- Tﬁm attitude of Arab govermment itsclf which seems maﬁm‘ 10 have @emmi -
nor io have encouraged ihe siep.

- 3- The Arab centralization of the taxation auth

ority which madc a closer control
of the inhabitants possible. (Ibid, p. §7-89) - -

Lapidus gives an important cmphasis on the gradual sctliement of Arabs in the
newly mﬁqm iands. He claims thag magmﬂm and sciflement ook place during the E
cours conquest. This process seems o be aparn of an assimilation policy to reduce
non-Arab and non-Islamic cultural and religions clements in the society. Accos e L
 bim Arab sculement pmm@wd the social change and progressive, though partial, in-
teraction of Arab and non-Arab p@ﬁuﬂaum into mew cosmopolitian communities,

e b aocepled the idea of a slow process of coa-

(Lapidus, 1988, p. 37) He appeass s
version, claiming that a qm@k and massive conversion to Islam i :de East did
er a slow and umeven

ot take place. The available evidence, in his mam@ poinis
. process of S{maﬁ and mhg@m; adjm nent. {Thid, p. ﬁﬁ

Becker dmws our atiention 1o the cultural expmm of Amabic thought thy
the ad@p&aﬁm of Arabic language. {E.L.Voll 2) Langu:
tant factor 10 impose onc’s cultore on me another. As a means of COMMmURICEton
 language camics all the clements of culture iought. If one considers the relati

between the fangy rage and te mind or system of thinking, the role of conversion
. Wﬁﬁﬁﬁ?ﬁ}? relligious, can be %sgiy disceme

‘Breut claims thag on &he eve of Islamic com St B0
@emmaﬁm 1 and disunited. {Beme, 1973, p.2) one might a:
ecstatic convert, the old mﬁ&gm@m miay have failed 10 mest

e that in the case of an
sipiritial expeciation of 3 E

ge seems W be a very impor-
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© believer wh1ch scems lo have grcalcr promlsc of fulfillment in the rchgmn Thm sil-

" yation may lead an mdmdual to conversion and that person may find lalc m the new

':j: religion more attactive. (Bulhci 1979, p35 36)

One can deduce from the foreging dnscussnon that Western sources suggest a
~ number of causes and cffects involved in the process of coversion 1o Islam in egypt
. and Iraq Our survey shows that Western scholars differ in their approachers o the

problems of convcrsnon to Islam in lhc formative period.
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