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Abstract

This study investigated whether American women who have converted to Islam use rationality or emotional defenses to deal with cognitive dissonance. Dissonance was induced by attempting to instill a gender inequity perception from having to face anti-Islamic criticisms of religious scripture that addressed various women’s issues. Responses to the critics’ attacks by the women categorized them as either rational or emotional. Conventional literature on women has shown that they are susceptible to using emotional defenses more so than a reasoning strategy to sort out conflicting cognitions. This study attempts to find out whether participants’ age of conversion, the time-period between being introduced to Islam and converting to it, and problems associated with the participants’ former faith, had an affect on how the women defended their newfound faith. Results indicate that age of conversion and the time-period between the introduction to Islam and conversion to Islam were significantly related to women using a rational means of clearing dissonance. Findings indicate that on the whole, converted Muslim women used more of a reasoning strategy rather than an emotional defense.

Introduction

Religious conversion as a phenomenon has received special attention from scholars of psychology, sociology, anthropology, history, philosophy, and theology. The quest to find “the right way” has engendered these disciplines to formulate their respective theories on how religious converts have been constructed to transform themselves as part of a new self. Religion, even though it lacks a precise definition, has always been linked to an individual person’s self-concept and identity. Much of the research on religious conversion has been limited to religious systems other than Islam. In addition, the apparent paradox of higher religiousness levels among women and gender bias in patriarchal religions has not been frequently examined. Thus, the study presented in this paper is primarily based on Poston’s (1992) study on converts to Islam and Ozorak’s (1996) study on perceived gender inequity in patriarchal religions. 

The objective of Larry Poston’s study in 1992 was to examine the convert to Islam within a western context. He mailed a general letter to twenty Muslim organizations describing the proposed project and included a sample questionnaire. The majority of these organizations did not respond or were unwilling to participate despite all participants being assured of their anonymity. Eight organizations agreed to participate but the response rates were disappointing. Thus, he resorted to alternative sources of information. He examined Muslim periodicals, booklets, and books for western conversion accounts. His sample ended up being a composite of 34 American and 38 European converts. Of the 72 testimonies, 50 were males and 22 were females. These statistics indicate that men convert to Islam more so than women even though it might be that missionary activity (da’wah) in Islam has generally been regarded as being more effective in the hands of males. Hence males have published their stories more than women have. This observation could be due to the random nature of how the survey was administered or the image of male domination in the Islamic faith itself. Nevertheless this appears to be the opposite of Starbuck’s (1897) sample of 192 converts to Christianity, in which 120 were females and 72 were males. 

In Poston’s (1992) sample of 72 testimonies, the religious background of the participants was predominantly Christian. Forty-one out of 72 testimonies mentioned Christian upbringings, 5 people mentioned Jewish backgrounds, 2 people were agnostic, one person claimed to be Hindu, and 23 did not mention anything of their beliefs.

One of the most interesting points to note in the study (Poston, 1992) is the age at which converts rejected their previous belief systems and the age at which they embraced Islam. Eleven individuals specified a point in their lives of consciously rejecting the faith they were raised in. Six individuals gave an age at which this occurred, the average being 16.8 years while other testimonies indicate a younger age of rejection. Poston makes a comparison with converts to Christianity where the average age to convert is 15-16. The testimonies of converts to the Islamic faith reveal that there is a body of people who, at almost precisely the same time when other persons are committing themselves to adhere to the faith in which they were raised or which is dominant in their culture, choose deliberately and consciously to reject that religion. Thus, converts to the Islamic faith did not immediately convert to Islam after they rejected their previous faith. A significant number of converts examined other religious alternatives like Buddhism, Hinduism, Taoism, Judaism, Ba’hai, Confucianism, and Sikhism before settling on Islam. This point emphasizes that at the age of conversion for converts to Christianity, future converts to Islam would only be rejecting the faith they used to identify themselves with. It leads to the question of whether the Muslim convert is a certain type of person and what possible sex differences are prevalent within this type. My study sheds light on this question by formulating a profile of Muslim converts. 

Deviating from religious conversion in the west, Poston (1992) finds that the average age of converts to Islam at the time of their conversion was 31.4 years. These numbers reveal that a significant amount of time had come to pass between rejecting the native religion and the decision to become a Muslim. Poston (1992) posits that rejecting the commitment to a specific religion allowed these people to explore other alternatives, something they would not have thought of doing had they immediately converted to another faith during adolescence. In other words many of the participants were not seekers for “the right way” per se. Most reported that they had simply “left the religion”. The feedback resembles the “moratorium period” proposed by Gillespie and Erik Erikson (1979) with the average gap of 14.6 years between the age of rejecting the religion of upbringing and the age of accepting Islam. 

Poston (1992) indicates that more men appear to convert to Islam. His statistics of the number of converts according to gender in Europe and America yields an interesting observation. The proportional disparity of the men to women convert ratio is greater in Western Europe than in America. Poston (1992) accounts for the near equal proportion of male to female converts in America in terms of three factors. First, it may be that just as Christianity has been accused of being a religion of women and children, religion in general has come to be perceived as a female-oriented phenomenon. Second, it is possible that some women have reacted negatively to the feminist movement (including its effects upon the Christian church) and have deliberately sought a more conservative alternative. Third, it may be that American women are less opposed to marrying Muslim men than European women. 

Poston (1992) reported that only a few of his participants were explicit regarding the reason for rejecting their previous faith. Six former Christians told him of their dissatisfaction with the “irrationality” of the Trinity concept and the doctrine of transubstantiation. Some were disappointed with Christianity’s inability to be contemporary with modern social issues and one rejected the religion’s exclusivist claims. Poston (1992) reported that most however had just “left the religion” and thus, these reasons should not be taken as primary motives for converting to Islam, but merely are some of the reasons why the former faith was rejected. 

Poston (1992) concluded that conversion to Islam did not involve an upheaval in the lives of these individuals. Seventy-one of the 72 testimonies he examined characterized their conversion experience to be a process as opposed to a spontaneous occurrence. They were not a result of an emotional reaction from social or personal pressure. In most cases there was no crisis or seeking of religious solutions to difficulties. 

Poston (1992) describes his participants as individuals who were fully conscious and aware not only of their own local environment but also of the international aspects to their faith. Their conversion experiences were the end result of a long process of deliberate choice made after careful examination and consideration of the alternatives. This study lays the groundwork that attacks the paradoxical social phenomenon of religion as an emotionally valid system. Converts to Islam appeared to make rational judgments. The following study sets the stage for proving why women are drawn to religion because of their emphasis on emotional validity. I intend for my study to be a final testament to whether a Muslim woman, through conversion, supports the notion of the emotional woman (Ozorak, 1996) or the rational Muslim convert (Poston, 1992). 

Elizabeth Weiss Ozorak (1996) conducted a study of 61 women to assess how they cognitively reconstructed the inequality they perceived as a result of patriarchal religious systems. She noted that the potential comforts of religious systems might motivate women to invest in them. As a result, research has supported that women are more religious than men across all ages. However, research has also revealed that women who are intensely active in religion appear to have lower motivation levels and a relatively higher level of interest in a family rather than a career (Ozorak, 1996). Ozorak (1996) suggested that these results are evidence of social inequality for women. She cited a study by Weiss in 1987 on reporting that Hare Krishna men scored higher on sense of well-being than did men from the general population, but this was not so for Hare Krishna women. Another study by Sorscher in 1992 found that women were six times as likely as men to identify with victims. Islam being a patriarchal system is expected to yield the same results as these cited studies for its women even though research on Muslim women is limited. 

Ozorak (1996) predicted that women emphasize a personal relationship with a loving God as well as with others in a religious community. Men focus on God’s power and the betterment of their own religious sense of self. The differing views of religion for men and women result from their respective social roles. American Muslim women in this study were asked how they defined ‘liberation’ to assess how they dealt with Islamic beliefs about the woman’s role. Participants in Ozorak’s (1996) study were asked about their past and present religious beliefs and how they shaped the way they felt about themselves. It was predicted that to preserve her self-esteem within the religious context, she could cope in one of two ways: through behavior, by working to change the environment in which she participates; or cognitively, by altering her private response to the environment. Ozorak (1996) found that the overwhelming response from women was the alteration in private cognitive responses. 

The high level of religiousness among women could be a result of why they are drawn to religion more and what characterizes their religiousness. Women in Ozorak’s (1996) study (a) repeatedly emphasized emotional and intuitive aspects of faith rather than sense and understanding (b) emphasized the importance of a caring community to their religious experience (c) insisted on a view of God as a friend and confidante rather than a cosmic ruler or judge. Although these women were aware of inequities, they see them for the most part as tangential to their faith experience. Gender inequities did not belie the value of the faith experience. The relevance of these results lies in the observable social phenomenon that women seek security outside themselves. In this study I attempted to find out whether American women converts to Islam display seeking environmental comfort as one of their primary motives to convert. 

What one seeks may well be a function of how one views the self. Social comfort would be preferred by women who value the recognition of similar others. The following study examined how Muslim women are viewed. It surprisingly found that women were attributed egalitarian and liberal views. Tasleem Damji & Catherine M. Lee (1995) examined gender role perception within a Canadian Muslim community. Eighty-one participants completed the Bem Sex-Role Inventory (BSRI), the Attitudes Toward Women Scale (AWS), and a demographic questionnaire. The BSRI is a sixty-item measure of gender role identity with masculinity and femininity scales. The AWS measures beliefs about appropriate male and female gender roles. The demographic questionnaire was specifically designed for this study asking participants to indicate gender, age, marital status, number of children, profession, educational background, length of residence in Canada, country of former residence, length of time in former residence, and spouse’s age, profession, and educational background. 

Their hypotheses were: The Muslim gender equality hypothesis predicted that there would be no gender differences in scores on the BSRI masculinity or femininity scales or on the AWS. In addition, Muslim men and women were equally likely to exhibit androgynous traits. The traditional Muslim hypothesis predicted that Muslim men would score higher on the BSRI masculinity scale and women would score higher on the BSRI femininity scale. The equality hypothesis predicted no differences between the Muslim sample and normative samples on the BSRI or the AWS. The liberal Muslim hypothesis predicted Muslim men would score higher on the BSRI femininity scale, Muslim women would score higher on the BSRI masculinity scale, and both Muslim men and women would score higher on the AWS compared to normative non-Muslim samples. The above hypotheses suggest an influence of demographic characteristics on egalitarianism in gender views. People of western origin with more education who lived in Canada for more than 5 years would have more egalitarian views than people of eastern origin with less education and who lived in Canada for less than 5 years. 

Results showed that women had more of a feminine identity as well as more liberal gender role perceptions than men did. The women scored significantly higher on the femininity scale but there were no significant differences between the sexes on the masculinity scale. However, both sexes were androgynous and had more liberal as opposed to conventional views. Findings were consistent with the equality hypothesis. There were no significant differences on the BSRI masculinity and femininity scales between the Muslim sample and a sample of sophomore students from the University of Alberta. For gender role perception, the AWS scores of Muslim women did not significantly differ from the non-Muslim Canadian sample. Both samples had liberal attitudes. Of the various demographic characteristics examined, only education affected gender roles and perceptions. Participants with more education advocated more liberal views on the AWS than participants with less education. 

Damji & Lee (1995) observed that their study challenged popular belief about Muslims’ view of the woman. The findings were inconsistent with media portrayals of Muslims as patriarchal and controlling of women. Muslims in their sample endorsed items representing androgyny and liberal attitudes. My study assessed whether the self-concept of converted Muslim American women had any bearing on how they dealt with apparent gender-inequity. If they recognize themselves to be distinct from man, my study could answer that Muslim women are more likely to use reason rather than emotion to deal with conflicting cognitions concerning how their faith views them. This is the subject of the next empirical study, also done with American Muslim women. 

Jen’nan Ghazal Read & John P. Bartkowski (2000) investigated the self-concept of Muslim women in Texas in virtue of the meaning they assigned to the veil. The study was done to bear on the current debate between Muslim elites and Islamic feminists about the relevance of the veil. Proponents of the veil or hijab initiate their defense with the argument that men are weak because of their irresistibility of sexual contact. Women are responsible to manage men’s sexuality by protecting themselves through veiling. It is also legitimated as an anti-imperialist statement of national and religious distinctiveness. The most cited justification for veiling lies in Islam’s holy book, the Qur’an. Opponents of veiling associate the practice with oppressive social hierarchies and male domination. Islamic feminists also believe that the veil is used as the only standard where women’s religiosity is judged. They too cite their interpretation of the Qur’an as justification for their anti-veiling sentiment. 

How these disputes have affected gender identity negotiation among 12 veiled and 12 unveiled Muslim women in Austin, Texas was examined. In-depth interviews with these Muslim women addressed the following questions: What does the veil itself and the practice of veiling mean to these women? Among the veiled women, why do they do so? Among the unveiled women, how have they arrived at the decision to remain unveiled? How does each group feel about the other group? Many of the women objected to being audiotaped. Thus, handwritten notes were elaborated into broader transcripts and emergent themes were coded. Attention was paid to points of disparity and points of similarity between the two groups of Muslim women.  

The study found that the responses of veiled women conformed to the current pro-veiling discourse. Veiling being commanded in the Qur’an is manifested in positions in their social networks as a result of this practice. Veiling helped form meaningful peer relationships in adolescence and reiterates connectedness with other Muslim women. Proponents see the veil as a symbol of a woman’s precious nature and is an equalizer enabling women to work alongside men. Women in the sample who pursued college degrees related their experiences of how the veil led to being appreciated for their minds rather than their appearance. Also, these women said that they felt safe in co-ed environments. The respect and protection afforded them by the hijab enables them to engage in extra-domestic pursuits that would ironically generate sharp criticism from many pro-veiling Muslim elites. Veiled women also expressed their discontent at how they have been treated. It came at the price of being considered “weird” by some Americans, it produces rifts among relatives when appearing veiled in public, and some claim that their family members believe the veil goes against modernity (Haddad & Esposito, 1998; Smith, 1999; El Guindi, 1991; Mule & Barthel, 1992). 

The unveiled women of the sample argued that the veil is an institution that reinforces gender distinctions to serve the advantages of men. These women reject the view that the veil protects women from the evil male gaze. They asserted that it is unfair to have women responsible for taming men’s sexuality. Veiling originated from politics and not from Islam. The level of reasoning offered by both groups of women in the study is what my research looks for in the women to be categorized as rational. 

Another reason for the importance of this study is attributable to the attitudes of two groups toward each other. People with intrinsic religious attitudes are likely to show increased tolerance toward others with differing views (Allport & Ross, 1991). The majority of the veiled women had no ill will toward Muslim women who chose not to veil. The veiled women distinguished between veiling as a sign of religious devotion and how it generally serves to be a voluntary cultural practice. The unveiled women also expressed understanding toward veiled women. Ironically, anti-patriarchal statements about the veil are what enabled them to criticize it without condemning women who wear it. Both views stem from a feminist platform. Veiling and unveiling both symbolize the woman as an individual in her own right, distinct from man. Attitudes of the two groups toward one another are reflective of what could be considered a well-integrated self-concept. The literature supports Muslim women being rational. However, the effect of a conversion experience on a woman’s mindset is what lacks in research done on Muslim women, and which my study aims to pursue. 

In Poston’s (1992) study, participants converted to Islam as a result of intellectual reasoning while Ozorak’s (1996) study found that women used intuition and emotion to overcome perceived gender inequity. This study attempts to address which of the two samples, Ozorak’s or Poston’s, better represents American women who have converted to Islam. According to The Poston Hypothesis an older age of conversion would lead to a higher likelihood of a rational nature. A young convert to Islam will experience emotional turmoil when faced with criticism. The Ozorak Hypothesis would expect a very low occurrence of the rational method to resolve dissonance. A woman’s self-concept according to this hypothesis would be extrinsic in nature, seeking communal belonging and emotional relief. 

Besides the Poston (1992) study, review of the literature on American Muslim women has shown that focus was primarily on participants who have known Islam all their lives. My focus will be to pose similar questions to Muslim women who were not brought up with Islam. Factoring in the religious conversion aspect I attempt to demonstrate how religious conversion affects the popular notion of a woman as being predominantly an emotional person. The question of whether a religious conversion has a substantial affect on a woman’s emotional faculty arises. The inducing of cognitive dissonance was thought to be the best way to test for how religious conversion might affect the extent to which a woman allows her emotions to govern her thoughts. 

Method

Participants

Participants included American women converts to Islam (n = 30). They ranged in age from 19 to 51 years. The sample was obtained via the Internet through Yahoo group searches and personal web pages created by the women themselves. They were contacted via email provided by them on their websites. Most of these women explicitly invited correspondence. There was no personal face-to-face contact with them. 

Materials

A specifically designed questionnaire of 12 items was used in this study (see Appendix). The top had the name of God in Arabic inscribed to elicit comfort. Demographics included statistics about current age, age when introduced to Islam, age of conversion, education, marital status, field of work, and faith prior to Islam. Check-Box items had questions about their biggest influence, if they had a supernatural experience, an in-depth study of Islam, a turning point in life, and a sense of emotional belonging. There were indicators of the best way to learn about Islam, how the truth about God is known, and their God-concept. Rater items, comprising of scale-based statements, measured religious orientation (intrinsic, extrinsic, or quest) and priority in belief. Open-Ended items addressed problems associated with their former faith, the way they met their most influential person, how they defined ‘liberation’, and the nature of their responses to critic interpretations of Qur’anic verses popularly thought to be “anti-women”. An additional variable, called the moratorium period, was added after finished questionnaires were received. The moratorium period is the number of years between the age at which these women were introduced to Islam, and the age at which they formally converted. 

Design and Procedure
The participants were sent the questionnaire through email as an attachment file. They were told that a study on Muslim women was being conducted as a result of western images of Islam and its treatment of women. A certain level of social desirability was induced in the participants in order to ensure a substantial response rate. 

Three ideas were examined to test for The Poston Hypothesis and The Ozorak Hypothesis: (1) The effect of age of conversion on the method used to deal with dissonance (2) The effect of length of the moratorium period on the method used to deal with dissonance. (3) How problems associated with one’s previous faith are linked to the method used to deal with dissonance. The age of conversion was categorized into young and old, the cutoff age being 24 years. The moratorium period was categorized into high and low, the cutoff time period being two years. The self-concept of women in this sample was operationally defined as a function of reasons for abandoning their previous faith. This was put into three categories: metaphysical claims, emotional crisis, or environmental influence. Women expressing objective dilemmas about their previous faith were categorized into metaphysical claims. Those who cited general unhappiness and emotional turmoil as reasons for losing faith were categorized into emotional crisis. Those who complained about the hypocrisy of followers and worship institutions were categorized into environmental influence. The Ozorak Hypothesis would predict that most women in this sample would cite emotional turmoil as their reason. 

Four Qur’anic verses appearing to condone wife beating, polygamy, forced marriage, and women’s limited role as witnesses in court were chosen and presented in that order (see Appendix). Participants were asked to respond to a critic, who uses these verses to argue against Islam as a legitimate system. Responses were coded into two categories: rational or emotional. Those that involved attacking the critic were categorized as emotional and those that focused on the reasoning behind the verse were categorized as rational. If there was a case where the participant seemed to use both methods, her other responses and whether she used more rational arguments or emotional defenses were looked at to determine her thought pattern. Two other acquaintances, unaware of the hypotheses under investigation, also coded the responses. Responses that were believed to be rational or emotional by two or more out of the three people determined the final codes to be used for the study. 

Results

The age of conversion ranged from 15 to 48 years, Mdn = 24. Table 1.b shows how conversion age was found to be significantly linked to how women dealt with the verse on women’s role as witnesses: χ2  (2, N = 30) = 9.832, p < .05. In this verse, women who were young at the time of conversion used the rational method more than women who converted at a later stage in their life. There were no young women using the emotional defense, indicating limited support for The Ozorak Hypothesis. On all the other verses, women converting at a young age tended to use the rational method. The following tables summarize frequencies linking conversion and response type (** denotes p < .05): 

	
	Response Type for Verse on Wife-Beating

	Age of Conversion
	Emotional
	Rational
	No Response

	Young   

Old

Total 
	4

3

7
	13

 10

23
	--

--

--


Table 1.a

	
	Response Type for Verse on Witnessing**

	Age of Conversion
	Emotional
	Rational
	No Response

	Young   

Old

Total 
	--

6

6
	15

 6

21
	2

1

3


Table 1.b

	
	Response Type for Verse on Polygamy

	Age of Conversion
	Emotional
	Rational
	No Response

	Young   

Old

Total 
	7

5

12
	10

 8

18
	--

--

--



Table 1.c

	
	Response Type for Verse on Forced Marriage

	Age of Conversion
	Emotional
	Rational
	No Response

	Young   

Old

Total 
	6

4

10
	7

 4

11
	2

1

3


Table 1.d

The length of the moratorium period ranged from 0 to 31 years, Mdn = 2. Table 2.a reveals how the length of the moratorium period was found to be significantly linked to how women dealt with the verse on wife beating: χ2  (2, N = 30) = 6.679, p < .05. Women with a low moratorium age used the rational method substantially more. Women with a high moratorium age tended to use both methods equally. Insignificant results were found on all the other verses, but the same trend appears to prevail. Women with low moratorium periods tend to focus on the reasoning behind the gender provocative verses, going against both hypotheses. The following tables show the frequencies (** denotes p < .05): 

	
	Response Type for Verse on Wife-Beating**

	Moratorium Age
	Emotional
	Rational
	No Response

	Low   

High

Total 
	1

6

7
	16

 7

23
	--

--

--


Table 2.a

	
	Response Type for Verse on Witnessing

	Moratorium Age
	Emotional
	Rational
	No Response

	Low   

High

Total 
	3

3

6
	11

 10

21
	3

--

3


Table 2.b

	
	Response Type for Verse on Polygamy

	Moratorium Age
	Emotional
	Rational
	No Response

	Low   

High

Total 
	8

4

12
	9

 9

18
	--

--

--


Table 2.c

	
	Response Type for Verse on Forced Marriage

	Moratorium Age
	Emotional
	Rational
	No Response

	Low   

High

Total 
	4

6

10
	7

 4

11
	6

3

9


Table 2.d

Reasons for rejecting their previous faith were close to being statistically significant for two of the verses in its effect on whether the women rationalized or reacted emotionally. Table 3.c shows it for the verse on polygamy: χ2  (2, N = 30) = 5.648, p > .05, p = .059 and Table 3.d shows it for the verse on the forced marriage issue:  χ2  (4, N = 30) = 9.503, p > .05, p = .050. Women who reported philosophical discrepancies in their previous faith used the rational method more than the emotional as is shown in Table 3.a, Table 3.b, and Table 3. d. However, they also used the emotional defense more than women who reported having personal crises or distrust for the followers of their former religion. The following tables summarize frequencies of self-concept through former faith issues and response types:

	
	Response Type for Verse on Wife-Beating

	Previous Faith Issue
	Emotional
	Rational
	No Response

	Metaphysical Claims   

Personal Crisis

Environmental Influence

Total 
	3

1

3

7
	15

 1

7

23
	--

--

--

--


Table 3.a

	
	Response Type for Verse on Witnessing

	Previous Faith Issue
	Emotional
	Rational
	No Response

	Metaphysical Claims   

Personal Crisis

Environmental Influence

Total 
	4

1

1

6
	13

 1

7

21
	1

--

2

3


Table 3.b

	
	Response Type for Verse on Polygamy

	Previous Faith Issue
	Emotional
	Rational
	No Response

	Metaphysical Claims   

Personal Crisis

Environmental Influence

Total 
	10

1

1

12
	8

 1

9

18
	--

--

--

--


Table 3.c

	
	Response Type for Verse on Forced Marriage

	Previous Faith Issue
	Emotional
	Rational
	No Response

	Metaphysical Claims   

Personal Crisis

Environmental Influence

Total 
	8

--

2

10
	17

 2

2

11
	3

--

6

9


Table 3.d

The questionnaire also had items that give insight into a profile of the American woman convert to Islam. Supporting The Poston Hypothesis: (1) 63.3% of the women defined ‘liberation’ in terms of their sense of self as opposed to defining it in terms of what they are allowed to do. This finding supports the conception of Muslim women as found in Read and Bartkowski’s study about veiling. A large number of women said that the veil helped them be aware of their identity as a Muslim, as part of the open-ended question on how ‘liberation’ is defined. The veil was not a sign of oppression, but liberation (El Guindi, 1991; Mule & Barthel, 1992). Veiled women in Texas expressed similar sentiments about their veil (Read and Bartkowski, 2000). (2) 50% of the sample reported that their biggest influence was engaging in philosophical dialogue (3) 90% of the women did not have a supernatural experience (4) 86.7% indicated that they adopted Islam after a period of in-depth study (5) 83.3% did not indicate a “turning point” that led to an immediate conversion (6) 73.3% of women in the sample believed that God is better known through rational means as opposed to intuitive and emotional means. (7) 97% did not embrace Islam through a religious group or as a result of missionary activity. 

The Ozorak Hypothesis is partially supported by the following frequencies. The percentages are lower than those of the other subcategories but are close enough to demonstrate some support: (1) 46.7% of women in the sample indicated “communal belonging” as one of the factors contributing to their decision to become a Muslim (while 53.3% did not indicate this factor) (2) 40% of the women reported that “talking to other Muslim women” was the best way for a woman to learn about Islam (while 43.3% reported “reading books on Islam” as the best learning tool). The following item is the only real support for Ozorak’s conception of women: (3) 86.7% believed that God is personal and allows for free will, as opposed to God being a distant being who determines everything in individual lives. Some women in the questionnaire wrote that it was unfair to make them choose between intuition and reason because they were believed to be two integral aspects of human nature. 

Discussion

The findings point to arguments for and against both hypotheses. Women who came to Islam at a young age predominantly used the rational method to overcome dissonance. Women converting at a later age did not exhibit any significant increase in displaying rationality more than emotionality. These women tended to use both methods equally. The finding goes against The Poston Hypothesis, which predicted that women with older conversion ages would more likely use the rational method. The finding also goes against The Ozorak Hypothesis, which predicted that women with younger conversion ages would most of the time react emotionally to criticism. The implications suggest an interesting social phenomenon. It is intriguing to observe young people exercising more reason than emotion when sensitive issues are raised. Most of the participants were undergraduates and this could be a factor in how they have been trained to answer criticism. American women at a young age (up until 24 years old) may have felt the need to live up to what is considered mature behavior. Reasoning may have also been a result of their educational training where they learned critical thinking (Haddad & Esposito, 1998).

Neither of the subgroups (young or old) used significantly more emotional defenses. The women with the older conversion ages used both methods equally and this could be due to the experience that comes with age (thus using reason), but also could be due to the frustration that comes with having lived through trials (thus using emotional defenses). Nevertheless, findings regarding the age at which women have conversion experiences suggest that it may not be a deciding factor on how criticism is dealt with. The mindset of individuals may differ even if they are the same age, as was demonstrated in the women of older conversion ages. 

The conversion age and moratorium age findings reveal a phenomenon consistent with what Damji and Lee found in their study of Canadian Muslims. It was observed that people who had lived in Canada for a longer time and had access to the education system appeared to have more egalitarian and liberal views of gender roles, even more so than non-Muslim populations (Damji & Lee, 1995). Younger aged women using more rationality in this study may have been affected by liberal views as a result of cultural and educational upbringing. 

It may also be that because these women have already converted into the Islamic faith, they are well aware of how to handle attacks made on their new faith and as a result may not have even experienced dissonance. (Haddad & Esposito, 1998). The Ozorak Hypothesis thus does not work with converted women, as they may have truly not perceived gender inequity and thus are easily able to defend appearances of it. The Poston Hypothesis was not supported in its prediction that most of the women will have converted later in life, but was supported by the result that most women focused on reason in order to clear the critic’s conception of gender inequity in the Qur’an. 

Similar to the findings on conversion age, women with low moratorium periods demonstrated more use of reason than emotion. Neither of the subgroups (low or high) resorted to significantly more emotional defenses. The moratorium age reflects a time-period during which these women were contemplating over their motives to convert. For the verse that appears to condone wife beating the women with lower moratorium periods rationally justified it significantly more times. These unexpected findings could be explained like this: during their low moratorium periods, these participants may have studied Islam only. For those with higher moratorium ages, other belief systems may have been studied, and compared with each other, as well as Islam. Thus, the time gap does not guarantee the depth of study. 

Using reason when one has known Islam for a relatively short time may also be the result of educational training (Haddad & Esposito, 1998). It may also be a result of them wanting to present an image of knowing a lot about Islam in a short time. The participants might also have researched the area before answering the item on the questionnaire, since there was no deadline for completing and returning them. Nevertheless, neither of the subgroups (high or low) displayed an overwhelming emotional reaction compared to the other. 

In terms of problems associated with their former faith, women who cited metaphysical issues are more prone to use reasoning. This should not be surprising since philosophical enquiry is based fundamentally on reason. However, it is surprising that these women also used emotional defenses for other verses. This finding may have partial support for The Ozorak Hypothesis. Women may want emotional connectedness to some extent. However, they appear to want rational fulfillment as much as they want emotional uplifting, if not more. 

If a woman’s self-concept is geared toward doing what she internally believes and being aware of the principles behind actions, she is most probably the type to use reason to defend criticism (Smith 1999). Ozorak’s model appears not to work with the converted woman. Women who have converted to Islam are more characteristic of Poston’s rational person rather than demonstrate the disposition of women per se, as Ozorak would see them, in this sample. The conversion to Islam dimension contradicts the view of the woman being predominantly an emotional being. A religious conversion experience is undoubtedly a significant factor leading women to alter their worldview. In this study it was found that a conversion experience, in this case to Islam, is related to an increased usage of reason in women when they were faced with gender sensitive issues. 

Future research should focus on whether it is the case that women who choose to convert are rational, or whether it is the case that upon encountering religious systems such as Islam, western women discover an encouragement that initiates them to use reason less than intuition. Gender-inequity perception, views on sex roles, and methods used to deal with criticism of faith should be researched in places with different educational systems. It would also be interesting to observe and code for how culturally influenced mindsets interpret gender related verses in the Qur’an, to discover how Islam’s views on women vary from culture to culture. 

There is a need to work for more sophisticated measures of inducing cognitive dissonance. In this study, it wasn’t clear whether dissonance was successfully induced among any of the women. It is possible that the mood of some women due to their emotional nature could have affected the ability to reason while answering the questionnaire. The observation that more women tended to use reason does not in any conclusive way determine that they are rational per se. Since there was no time limit to the questionnaire, women might have avoided emotional responses to improve their image. A larger sample size could have increased the internal as well as the external validity of this study. 
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Appendix


Thank you for your participation in this study about your life as a convert to Islam. Your confidentiality is guaranteed. Your honesty would help to present an undistorted view of your self and your beliefs. There is no word limit to the answers but it is important to get the main message across.

Your age: ____    

Your level of education completed or currently in progress:

· High school

· Undergraduate study

· Graduate study

· Post graduate study

Your marital status: 

· Single

· Married

· Separated

· Divorced

Your field of work (if applicable): _______________________     

Position: __________________

1. Age when you were first introduced to Islam: ____

2. Age when you reverted (converted) to Islam: ____

3. Your religion / faith / belief-system before you found Islam: _______________

4. Was there anything you doubted about your prior religion / faith / belief-system before you entered Islam? If so, please list the main problems associated with your previous faith:

      5.    What person in your life most influenced your current beliefs about Islam?

· Current/Future spouse

· Friend

· Family member

· Other ______________

· Nobody influenced me. I discovered Islam myself

       Please explain how you came to meet this person (if applicable):

       How did he/she influence you most (if applicable)?

· He/she gave me a copy of the Holy Qur’an

· He/she guided me through emotional troubles by teaching me about Islam

· He/she and I had many philosophical discussions on God and religion

 6.   Indicate yes or no to the following that best describes your pathway to Islam:

 A supernatural experience made me become a Muslim              

· yes          

·  no

 An in-depth study of Islam revealed its rationality 

and scientific soundness, which led to my acceptance of it               

· yes          

·  no

 An incredible incident one fine day proved to be the turning

point of my life which made me become a Muslim immediately         

· yes          

·  no

 I felt an extremely emotional sense of belonging from within     

the Muslim community and wanted to become one of them               

· yes         

·  no                                          

   7.   Rate the following for what constitutes a ‘true’ Muslim according to the scale:

               No two items can have the same number.

            1: Least important for a Muslim 

            2: Admirable but unnecessary for a Muslim 

            3: Absolutely essential for a Muslim

            ____  Declaring and believing the Shahada 

            ____  Knowing a large amount of Quranic verses by heart

            ____  Having a yearning for beliefs to be challenged all the time 

    8.  Rate the following for what constitutes a ‘true’ married Muslim woman according  

       to the scale: 

      No two items can have the same number.

1: Permissible but not essential for a married Muslim woman

2: Very important for a married Muslim woman

3: Should absolutely not be done by a married Muslim woman

      ____  Having male friends

      ____  Disagreeing with her husband and/or family if they are wrong

      ____  Allowing her husband to discipline her

9. How is the Muslim woman more liberated than women of other religions?   

10. The following questions are related to western misconceptions of Islam and its treatment of women. Following are scriptures from the Holy Qur’an. With each verse there is an anti-Islamic interpretation provided. Your task here is to respond to the interpretation with your belief about what the verse truly teaches.

 (i) “Men are the maintainers of women because Allah has made some of them to excel others and because they spend out of their property; the good women are therefore obedient, guarding the unseen as Allah has guarded; and (as to) those on whose part you fear desertion, admonish them, and leave them alone in the sleeping-places and beat them; then if they obey you, do not seek a way against them; surely Allah is High, Great.” 

      www.jesus-is-lord.com: “Women are treated bad in Islam. Let's look at the Quran, Sura 4:34:”

Your response: 

(ii) “If you fear that you will not act justly towards the orphans, marry such women as seem good to you, two, three, four; but if you fear you will not be equitable, then only one, or what your right hands own; so it is likelier you will not be partial”

www.answering-islam.org: “…if we look more closely at the form of the text we will notice that the writer departed from a whole number to approximate numbers. In fact it is stylistically ambiguous since it may give the impression that here Muhammad is permitting the man to marry more than four if he dares... That may have been the intention because at the time this verse came down Muhammad himself was legally married to nine wives!”

Your response: 

(iii) “Oh Prophet, We have made lawful for thee thy wives whom thou hast given their wages and what thy right hand owns, spoils of war that God has given thee, and the daughter of thy uncles paternal and aunts paternal, thy uncles maternal and aunts maternal, who have emigrated with thee, and any woman believer, if she give herself to the Prophet and if the Prophet desire to take her in marriage, for thee exclusively, apart from the believers—“

www.answering-islam.org: “So we see Muhammad allowing himself any wives, exclusively even if they were bound by law to another man. And this is actually what happened with Zainab... we remind the reader that the principle at issue is fairness among the wives. But one sees the Koran legislating a special provision for him without regard whatever for the opinion of the woman. She is to be led as a lamb to the slaughter at the whims of the chieftain, if he fancies a woman he acquires her with appropriate authority! He then obtains whatever enjoyment he desires after which he decides whether to bring her into his inner circle or desert her without fear of injustice in the matter...”

Your response:

(iv) “and call to witness two witnesses of your people; but if there be not two men, let there be 

a man, and two women of those whom ye shall judge fit for witnesses: if the one of   them should mistake, the other may cause her to recollect.”

www.answering-islam.org: “the Prophet himself declared that woman is deficient, both mentally and religiously. Mentally, because Islamic jurisprudence does not accept the witness of one woman whom it considers incapable of a reliable testimony. Therefore, where necessary it prescribes the witness of two women to be equivalent to one man.”

Your response: 

11.  What would you better recommend to a woman interested in Islam? Check one.
· Talk to other Muslim women

· Read books on Islam

· Pray to Allah in her own words to get guidance

12.  The truth about God is known more through (Check one):

· Reason and rational understanding

· Intuition and emotional support

            God is (Check one):

· Distant and majestic and everything in my life is determined by Him
· Personal and intimate and offers guidance for me to exercise free will
- The End -




