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ABSTRACT

Religious identity change is discussed in the literature mainly regarding
religious conversion; however, the estimated increase in the atheist and deist
identities in recent years also finds an echo within the academic literature.
Disaffiliation from the religion that the family ascribed often comes with significant
social and emotional challenges. Especially, claiming an atheist identity after
disaffiliation increases the likelihood of facing discrimination and prejudice.

The present study aims to understand the experiences of people who became
atheists after leaving Islam and their identity reconstruction process. This study is
conducted through in-depth interviews made with 10 participants. The interviews
were transcribed and coded using MAXQDA 2020. The thematic analysis of the
data revealed four main themes that explain the identity change process: being
Muslim, experiencing a conflict between Islam and self, becoming one’s own
person, and living with a new identity. At the core of this identity change, the
participants interviewed experienced an internal conflict between their internal
experiences, needs, and desires and the requirements of the Muslim identity. This
conflict led them towards self-knowing, by which they started to understand their
internal experiences and make contact with their disconnected feelings and urges.
As a result of this process, they started to construct a new identity based on their
own choices and agency. The study results contribute to the literature regarding
enlightening the processes that trigger an identity change as well as the construction
of a new identity, in addition to understanding the often stigmatized and concealed

atheist identity and the challenges that atheist individuals deal with.

Keywords: Atheist Identity, Identity Construction, Qualitative Study, Religious
Disaffiliation, Religious Identity Change



OZET

Dini kimlikte degisim literatiirde genellikle bir dinden baska bir dine
gecmek olarak tartisilsa da son yillarda ateist ve deist kimliklerdeki artis akademik
caligmalara da yansimaktadir. Bireylerin aileden gelen dini kimliklerini birakmalar1
genellikle biiyiik sosyal ve manevi kayiplar, gibi zorluklar1 beraberinde
getirmektedir. Ozellikle ateist kimlige gegislerin ayrimcilik ve onyargilarla
karsilagma olasiligini artirdig1 goriilmiistiir.

Bu caligmada Miisliimanliktan ateizme gecen kisilerin bu siireci nasil
deneyimledikleri ve yeni bir kimligi nasil insa ettikleri anlasilmaya ¢aligilmistir.
Arastirma, 10 goniilli katilmciyla yapilan derinlemesine goriismelerle
gerceklestirilmistir. Goriismeler desifre edilip MAXQDA 2020 yazilimi
kullanilarak kodlanmis ve yapilan tematik analiz sonucunda bu kimlik degisimi
siirecini agiklayan dort temel tema belirlenmistir: Miisliiman olmak, Islam ve
kendilik arasinda catisma yasamak, kendini tanimak ve yeni kimlikle yasamak.
Gorlisme yapilan katilimeilarin bu degisimin temelinde kendi igsel deneyimleri,
ihtiyaglar1 ve arzulart ile Misliman kimliklerinin gerektirdikleri arasinda bir
catisma yasadiklar1 belirlenmistir. Bu ¢atismanin onlar1 kendi i¢sel deneyimlerini
daha fazla anlamaya, temas etmedikleri duygu ve diirtiilleriyle temas etmeye
basladiklar1 bir kendini tanima siirecine yonlendirdigi goriilmiistiir. Bunun
sonucunda da kendi sectikleri ve temellerini belirledikleri sahiplenilmis bir yeni
kimlik insa siireci gorilmiistiir. Calismanin sonuclari, bir kimlik degisimini
tetikleyen ve yeni bir kimlik ingasini ortaya ¢ikaran deneyimlere 151k tutmak, bunun
yan1 sira Tiirkiye’de damgalanan ve gizlenen bir kimlik olan ateist kimligi ve bu
kimlige sahip bireylerin karsilastiklar1 zorluklari anlamak adina literatiire katkida

bulunmaktadir.

Anahtar Kelimeler: Ateist Kimlik, Dinden Ayrilma, Dini Kimlik Degisimi, Kimlik

Insas1, Nitel Arastirma
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

The possible increase of disaffiliation from Islam has been a significant
discussion within the mainstream and nonmainstream media in Turkey (Aktan,
2019; Girit, 2018; Oztiirk, 2017). A nationwide survey revealed that atheist and
deist identities have become more common than last decade (KONDA, 2019).
According to this survey, the percentage of atheists in Turkey increased by 2% from
2008 to 2019. The same survey revealed that 90% of people who reported to be not
affiliated were under 35. Also, according to the same report, the number of people
who reported to be religious decreased by 4%. On the other hand, older research
that compares results from 1999 and 2006 revealed that within those years, the
number of people who identified primarily as Muslim increased by 9%, and the
number of people who identified as “very religious” increased by 7% (Carkoglu &
Toprak, 2006). Nevertheless, most of the public opinion polls continue to indicate
that a great majority of people in Turkey identified as having faith in God, as
religious, and as Muslim (KONDA, 2019; Kulat, 2017; PEW, 2019).

In addition to this recent inclination, Turkey, in fact has been the subject of
an increasing political Islamist agenda for the last 50 years beginning with 1970’s.
This increase in the radical Islamist views affected many aspects of religions as well
as certain religious symbols such as the headscarf. The radical Islamic rise
transformed the headscarf from a traditional item to an Islamic symbol (Kaya,
2019). With the strengthening of radical Islamist congregations and cults, the
secular army of the time attempted an almost coup in February 28" 1997 resulting
in the increasing polarisation between the secular and religious parties within
Turkey. The coup not only affected radical Islamist but also all Muslims especially
by emphasizing the radical Islamist symbolisation of turban. This resulted in many
Muslim and non-Muslim women to rise against the prohibiton of headscarf in
public institutions (Kaya, 2019). The AKP rule beginning in 2002 and onwards,

promised to the religious and conservative section of Turkey, who felt oppressed



and robbed of their rights until then, a more democratic and equal Turkey (Cinar,
2006). However, the AKP rule, helping the strengthening of congregations and cults
that aim to replace Turkish constitution with Islamic law (shariah) contributed to
the construction of an increasingly less democratic, more Islamic and therefore a
more oppressive and autocratic rule (Boliikbasi, 2012; Kaya, 2019).

Over the recent years, the topic of disaffiliation became also more prominent
in academic studies in Turkey (Arslan, 2016; Aydin, 1995; Giilfil, 2018; Giindogar
& Yiirgiig, 2019; Menkiig, 2019; Simsek, 2018; Zavalsiz & Sahin, 2018). However,
the literature on disaffiliation focused chiefly on the reasons of religious
disaffiliation (Arslan, 2016; Aydin, 1995; Giilfil, 2018; Simsek, 2018; Zavalsiz &
Sahin, 2018) or aimed to provide suggestions regarding the prevention of
disaffiliation and the reinforcement of religiosity (Aydin, 1995; Giilfil, 2018;
Menkiig, 2019; Simsek, 2018; Zavalsiz & Sahin, 2018). Despite the increasing
number of studies that address non-religious identities, the number and the scope
of the existing research remains inadequate to understand the topic
comprehensively. This study aims to bring attention to the identity changes that
became more widespread in recent years, focusing on the identity change
experienced by the individuals who are disaffiliated from Islam.

This chapter summarizes the literature on identity and ego identity status,
with a more elaborated literature review on religious identity change and atheist

identity.

1.1. IDENTITY

Identity as a concept utilized within different disciplines from psychology to
sociology to history, has many different definitions varying from a collection of
categories that define a person’s roles within a society (Stryker & Burke, 2000) to
a general category that refers to the person’s belonging to a certain collective group
(Tajfel & Turner, John, 2004). Identity can be grouped into two main categories: a
personal identity by which an individual defines oneself in terms of their individual

idiosyncratic characteristics and roles; and a social identity or a collective identity



by which the individual identifies as part of a larger group (Thoits & Virshup,
1997). The individual or the personal identity can consist of social roles (such as
being a husband, being a teacher, or being a citizen) (McCall & Simmons, 1978, as
cited in, Thoits & Virshup, 1997), and demographic (such as age, race, or gender)
and personal characteristics of an individual (such as being a brunette person or an
assertive person) (Stryker & Burke, 2000).

According to Stryker and Burke (2000), social identity has the function of
including an individual in a certain group while at the same time distinguishing the
same individual, as a member of that particular social group, from other ocial
groups. They suggested that each person pursues ways by which they can derive
heightened self-esteem out of their social identity; therefore, each person constantly
compares their own group to other groups. According to their theorization, if an
individual starts to become dissatisfied by their in-group, in other words, when the
group starts to fail to increase an individual’s self-esteem, they would either leave
the group in search of a new identity or remain in the group but strive to change the
group from within (Stryker & Burke, 2000).

The term “identity commitment” related to the scope of this study was first
coined by Stryker (1982). The term refers to the extent that an individual invests in
a particular identity. People who are high on identity commitment spend a
significant amount of their time cultivating their role in and engagement with that
particular identity (Stryker & Serpe, 1982).

The concepts of “concealable stigmatized identity” (Quinn & Earnshaw,
2011) and “identity salience” (Stryker & Serpe, 1982) are also crucial with regards
to the frame of the present study. Identity salience refers to the importance of a
particular identity for a person. According to the conceptualization of identity
salience, the self is organized around different identities, which are arranged
according to their ranking of importance. The identity that an individual primarily
identifies is on top of the ranking, in other words, it is the most salient identity for
that individual (Stryker & Serpe, 1982). The term concealable identity refers to
identity that is both marginal and not visible by other parties unless it is declared
(Quinn & Earnshaw, 2011). Abbott and Mollen (2018) consider atheism as a



concealable identity since it is not discernible for others, and it is considered
marginal. According to Quinn and Earnshaw (2011), a concealable stigmatized
identity has two axes: valanced content and identity magnitude. The latter is very
similar to identity salience and refers to the hierarchical importance of a particular
identity within an individual’s self-definition. Valanced content is related to the
experiences (both positive and negative) regarding the concealable stigmatized
identity. It contains exposed, internalized, and expected stigma, the reactions of
others to the disclosure of identity, and the learned positive information for self-

defence against stigma (Stryker & Serpe, 1982).

1.1.1. Ego-ldentity Status

Different from the social identity theories and definitions, Erik Erikson
(1968) developed the concept of “ego identity” and incorporated the notion of
identity within a psychodynamic frame. He defined identity as a sense that the
person stays the same when shifting from different social contexts and
relationships. Identity, according to Erikson (1968), organizes a person’s different
experiences, values, principles, and relationships under its roof and provides a sense
of coherence. It is also conceptualized by him as being open to development
throughout an individual’s lifespan. He proposed eight stages for ego development
and every stage of the process corresponding to a specific age range. Each stage
included a typical developmental objective and the counter position of that
objective. The ego identity development coincided with adolescence and contained
the opposing poles of identity and identity diffusion (Erikson, 1968).

According to Erikson (1968), religion is one of the earliest influences in
one’s ego development. He suggested that as an institution, religion organizes the
moral principles as well as the daily rituals of individuals and cultivates the seeds
of basic trust in one’s safety in the face of absolute evil through protection by an
all-powerful being. He considered religiosity as an essential component for the
development of a healthy concept of trust. By this theorization, Erikson did not

suggest religion as the sole promoter of trust during ego development but instead



as representing organized rules and structures that reassure one’s security. In the
absence of religion, another system can serve to maintain the development of a
feeling of trust (Erikson, 1968).

Marcia et al. (1993), building upon Erikson’s theory, proposed their identity
status theory which contained four different positions or statuses. Their research
began in 1964 with 20 male university students and has included thousands of
individuals since then (Marcia et al., 1993). They grouped their participants in terms
of their identity commitments. They found that there were two groups who were
committed but differed in terms of their commitment styles and two groups who
were not committed but also differed in terms of their styles. One of the committed
groups experienced what can be termed as an “identity crisis,” an exploratory
process by which they questioned their previous identities and were highly involved
in constructing a more idiosyncratic identity for themselves. On the other hand, the
second type of committed group did not experience such an exploration period but
invested in their designated identities without questioning. They also found that
these two groups differed in terms of their reasoning styles in that the former was
found to be more flexible than the latter. The not-committed groups also differed in
terms of whether their processes included an identity crisis or not. The not-
committed group who experienced an identity crisis was worried about their lack
of investment in a particular identity and was interested in pursuing a consistent and
meaningful identity. The last group was either indifferent and apathetic regarding
identities or proactively rejected defining themselves by identity categories (Marcia
etal., 1993).

The four identity statuses identified as a result of the research mentioned
above by Marcia et al. (1993) were Identity Diffusion, Foreclosure, Moratorium,
and ldentity Achievement. ldentity Achievement and Foreclosure Identity Status
corresponded to the dichotomy of Identity and Identity Diffusion in Erikson’s
theory of ego development (Erikson, 1968; Marcia, 1966). The two statuses in
which commitment was observed were Foreclosure and ldentity Achievement
(Marcia et al., 1993). Foreclosure referred to an identity status in which the person

Is unquestioningly committed to the identities that their families determined.



Identity Achievement is a status that refers to an identity which the individual
constructed as a result of an intense period of questioning and search. The identity
of a person who can be categorized under this status becomes a distinct and
idiosyncratic identity. The other two statuses in which commitment was either not
present or only obscurely present were Moratorium and Identity Diffusion. In the
Identity Diffusion status, no commitment was observed, and the person at this status
has no concern or preference regarding their identities, remaining indifferent to
what it meant and required. Finally, at the Moratorium status, the person, although
they had no current commitment to a particular identity, strived to commit to a
coherent identity (Marcia, 1966). It is important to note that the individuals who fit
perfectly into one of the four status categories were infrequent, and only a few

exhibited a total commitment or (lack of commitment Marcia et al., 1993).

1.1.2. Atheist Identity

The Oxford dictionary defines atheism as the “belief that there is no God”
(Oxford, 1993). While some authors’ definitions of atheism are compatible with
that of the English dictionary (Baggini, 2003), there is an ongoing philosophical
debate over the meaning of atheism (Bullivant, 2013; Cliteur, 2009; Eller, 2010; Le
Poidevin, 2004; Martin, 2007; McGrath, 2004). Although the Cambridge
Dictionary and Baggini suggested a “belief” in their definition, Eller (2010) argued
that atheism is not a belief but a theological position that does not claim a creator
or creators. Similarly, Martin (2007) also objected to the definition that atheists
believe that God does not exist and argued that an atheist is a person who claims no
belief with regards to any god. McGrath (2013) argued that atheism is not only the
disbelief in any god but, in fact, a declared position, a deliberate rejection to believe
in any god. Le Poidevin (2004) defined atheism as the rejection of theism and
described theism as the belief in an omnipotent and supernatural creator. Cliteur
(2009) focused on the semantic analysis of the word, which contains the alpha

privative “a-” that provides the meaning of “the absence of theism.” The word

“theism” etymologically comes from the Greek word “theos,” which means God



(Bullivant, 2013; Oxford, 1982). However, Cliteur (2009) did not define atheism as
simply a disbelief in God but as the rejection of believing in a theistic God. A
theistic God is specified with certain characteristics such as being omnipotent,
primordial, and everlasting. A theistic God is also idealized to be absolutely good
and supreme. Therefore, atheism is not only disbelief in religions but rather a
rejection of the theistic values and principles as well as a theistic God (Cliteur,
2009). Martin (2007) made a distinction between disbelief in a theistic God and
disbelief'in any god or any divine, spiritual being by defining the former as “atheism
in the narrow sense” and the latter as “atheism in the broad sense.” In the scope of
this paper, the word atheism will be used in its narrower sense since the participants
defined themselves as atheists, although some of them retained belief in certain
spiritual explanations regarding the operations of the universe (Martin, 2007).

One study attempted to develop a model that explains the stages involved in
the formation of an atheist identity. Siner (2012) suggested a model in order to
understand the development of atheist identity in college students. They based their
proposal on a combination of Jenny L. Small’s Doctoral Dissertation on the
development of religious identity in college students (Small, 2008) and Fassinger’s
theory developed to explain the identity development of lesbian, gay, and bisexual
students (Fassinger, 1998, as cited in, Siner, 2012). In their paper, Siner (2012)
compared atheist identity to LGBTI+ identities and addressed certain similarities
between them, particularly in terms of how they are both stigmatized, minority
identities. Many studies defined atheist identity as a stigmatized identity and
explored the ways atheist individuals were stigmatized or discriminated (Abbott &
Mollen, 2018; Cloud, 2017; Goodman & Mueller, 2009; Scheitle et al., 2019). The
fact that atheism is also different than most LGBTI+ identities in terms of its’
concealability (Abbott & Mollen, 2018) increases the chances that it remains
hidden; however, the discourse on atheism adopted the vocabulary including
“coming-out” and “being in the closet” that originally belonged to the LGBTI+
discourse (Alidoosti, 2009; Anspach et al., 2007; Zimmerman et al., 2015)
indicating the relevance of the dilemma of whether to conceal or disclose one’s

identity. The reasons for, the possible consequences and influences of, and the



strategies for disclosing one’s disbelief are among the most commonly studied
topics within the literature on atheist identity (Brewster et al., 2014). The stigma
around the label makes it hard for individuals to disclose their identities, especially
to their families, particularly if they were raised with a particular religious
affiliation (Zimmerman et al., 2015). The psychological and, at times, physical
hazards of developing an atheist identity can also be detrimental (Abbott & Mollen,
2018; Brewster et al., 2014).

The particular LGB identity development theory Siner (2012) referred to as
a base for their atheist identity formation theory suggested an identity development
scheme within two different contexts: individual and social (McCarn & Fassinger,
1996; Fassinger, 1998, as cited in, Siner, 2012). For both contexts, McCarn and
Fassinger (1996) proposed an identity development that unfolded along four stages.
The first stage, named awareness, suggested a self-recognition phase of identity
development. The second stage was exploration. At this stage, the student started
to discover their sexuality either through experimentation or by observation. The
third stage of development, deepening/commitment, was when the student started
to claim their LGB identity and socialize with their community. The final stage was
named internalization/synthesis, suggesting that in this phase, the student integrated
their LGB identity into the whole of their identities and felt confident in carrying
the label (McCarn & Fassinger, 1996).

Siner (2012) also referred to Small’s (2008) religious identity development
theory in college students in order to combine it with McCarn and Fassinger’s
(1996) model. Small’s model suggested six stages of religious identity development
in college students. Along with different models specified for different monotheistic
religions (Christianity, Judaism, Islam), Small also attempted to apply their own
model to illustrate the development of an atheist identity. According to their model,
the first stage of atheist identity formation described an initial state where no agency
upon the identity was claimed. The second stage was a period where one started to
pick up on the information in their environment regarding religion and faith and
started to be aware of their religious identity. In the third stage of atheist identity

development, one started to have questions, doubts, or displeasure regarding



religion and God. A stage of transitioning, namely stage 3.5, was theorized as an
intermediate phase in which one left former religious beliefs and constructed a new
identity. In the fourth stage, the individual owned their identity. This phase included
an increasing capacity to investigate and question as well as possible participation
in a rational or intellectual community. Stage five was described as a period with
increased connection to other individuals and increased humility. The sixth stage,
not so different from the fifth, was also described as a period of life where the
participants became increasingly humanitarian and were in harmony with all people
(Small, 2008).



Figure 1.1. Small’s Faith Development Trajectory Model for Atheists
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Based on Small’s (2008) religious identity development theory for college
students and McCarn and Fassinger’s (1996) model for LGB students, Siner (2012)

proposed their own atheist identity development model ASID. This model consisted

of four stages taken from McCarn and Fassinger’s (1996) model, and the six stages
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of Small’s (2008) model were incorporated under these four topics. Siner (2012)
also, following McCarn and Fassinger (1996), applied their model to two different
contexts: individual and social. The first stage, Awareness, describes a stage where
the person recognized their own doubts and questions regarding religion (the
individual context) and became aware of others with atheist identities (the social
context). The second stage, Exploration, was a stage in which the individual
acknowledged their disbelief and discovered the meaning of atheism (the individual
context). In the social context of the second stage, the person also explored the
community, in other words, other people who were atheists, and started to form
opinions about this community. The third stage, Deepening/Commitment, was a
more autonomous phase in which the individual knew more about their identity as
well as themselves and was becoming more proactive in terms of their self-
expression (individual context) as well as participation in atheist organizations
(social context). At this stage, they also become more aware of their own position
and status within the society as an atheist (social context). The last and fourth stage,
Internalization/Synthesis, regarded the integration of atheist identity into their

global individual identity and social identity (Siner, 2012).

1.2. RELIGIOUS IDENTITY CHANGE

A change in religious identity is commonly referred to as religious
conversion within the literature (Arslan, 2016; James, 2002; Kayiklik, 2005;
Rambo, 1993). A study from Turkey aimed to identify the diversity within religious
conversion experiences and classified disaffiliation from religion under the fourth
directional category of religious conversion (Kayiklik, 2005). Other directional
categories were a change of intensity within the affiliated religion, conversion from

one religion to another, and changing from disbelief to affiliation.
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Figure 1.2. Kayikhik’s (2005) Categories for Religious Conversion
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A similar categorization with regards to the direction of the conversion was
made by Rambo (1993). They identified five conversion categories: apostasy,
intensification, affiliation, institutional transition, and tradition transition. The first
one, namely apostasy, involved disaffiliation from one’s former religion. The
second category, intensification, described the experience of increased religious
ideation and attachment. The third, affiliation, was the experience of starting to
follow a religion while previously being non-religious. The fourth, tradition
transition, described transitioning from one denomination to another, such as
changing cults or congregations. The last one occurred when massive social and

cultural changes were experienced, such as being colonialized (Rambo, 1993).
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Figure 1.3. Rambo’s (1993) Categories for Religious Conversion
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Kayiklik (2005) classified conversion also under three categories in terms
of duration, including a sudden change, a gradual change, and religious
socialization. The sudden change was also referred to as “crisis conversion” and
“self-surrender conversion.” (Kayiklik, 2005). Meadow and Kahoe (1984)
conceptualized this type of conversion to occur in three stages: In the first stage, the
person experienced conflict, distress, and confusion. In the second stage, the person
experienced a radical change with a feeling of revelation and insight. In the third
stage, the person experienced a feeling of harmony, unity, serenity, and inner peace
(Meadow & Kahoe, 1984, as cited in Kayiklik, 2005). Besides the temporal
differences, gradual conversion was also classified as a more conscious, agent, and
cognitive process than the sudden conversion, an affect-driven and experiential
process (James, 2002; Kayiklik, 2005). The last type, religious socialization,
referred to the acquisition of religious (or non-religious) identity in a developmental
process by picking up the environmental and social cues and internalizing them in
time (Paloutzian, 1996, as cited in Kayiklik, 2005).
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Another conceptualization of religious conversion processes was developed
by Lofland and Skonovd (1981). They named their model “Conversion Motifs” and
identified six different motifs: intellectual, mystical, experimental, affectional,
revivalist, and coercive. Their first motive, intellectual conversion, involved a
process where an intensive intellectual effort was at work and the person proactively
pursued and researched the options. The mystical motif suggested a dramatic
change that involved an intense spiritual experience. The experimental conversion
included an experience in which the person voluntarily adopted a prospective
religion’s lifestyle in order to experiment with it first hand and see if it fit them or
not. The fourth motif, affectional conversion, described a social conversion process
that occurred as a result of the person developing an attachment to certain followers
of the religion. It is important to note that the attachment to the social group was
primary in this case, compared to the attachment to the religion, which came
secondarily. In the fifth motif, namely the revivalist, an intensity change was more
likely to occur rather than a radical religious conversion. In this type of motif, the
person’s dormant religious feelings were awakened or “revived,” in a sense, by
another individual. The final motif was coercive conversion which, as the name
implies, defined an enforced religious conversion. It was a coercive conversion if
the person was frightened, tortured, or threatened into conversion, was “brain-
washed,” or other social, psychological, or physical forces were at stake (Lofland
& Skonovd, 1981).

1.2.1. Religious Disaffiliation

A particular direction of religious identity change includes leaving religion
and becoming non-religious, which was referred to as apostasy (Cook, 2006;
Deringil, 2000; Pulcini, 2017), or religious disaffiliation within the literature
(Fenelon & Danielsen, 2016; Nica, 2020; Rainwater, 2019). Literature on religious
disaffiliation encapsulates mostly research on disaffiliation from monotheistic
religions to atheism, deism, and agnosticism, and the research has been mostly

conducted in a Western context (Berger, 2015; Fenelon & Danielsen, 2016; Khalil
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& Bilici, 2007; Nica, 2020; Pulcini, 2017; Smith, 2011) Among those studies some
focused on particularly disaffiliation from Islam (Khalil & Bilici, 2007; Pulcini,
2017) and one investigated the process of becoming an atheist for 40 Americans
who came from mostly Protestant and Catholic Christianity backgrounds (Smith,
2011). Others focused on the formation and the nature of atheist identity (Brewster
etal., 2014; Cimino & Smith, 2011; Nash, 2003; Siner, 2012).

In Turkey, the literature on disaffiliation has focused on experiences of
Muslims who later became deists, atheists or agnostics (Aydin, 1995; Cayir, 2014;
Simsek, 2018; Zavalsiz & Sahin, 2018). In addition to a more general inquiry
regarding religious disaffiliation, some studies focused on the process of becoming
an atheist (Arslan, 2016; Giilfil, 2018). Other empirical studies aimed to understand
atheism and deism in itself rather than focusing on a disaffiliation process (Gilfil,
2019a, 2019b; Giindogar & Yiirgiig, 2019; Menkiig, 2019).

In the following section, studies from Turkey, as well as the international
literature regarding disaffiliation and the process of becoming an atheist, will be

explored in detail.

1.2.1.1. International Literature on Religious Disaffiliation

Fenelon and Danielsen (2016) conducted a study comparing recently
disaffiliated people’s psychological health and well-being and those who were
always affiliated or disaffiliated. Their findings suggested that disaffiliated people
experienced inferior psychological health compared to both groups mentioned. The
authors found out that the mediator of the difference was church attendance which
points to the role that social connections play on the psychological well-being of
people who are disaffiliated from their former religion and the related community
(Fenelon & Danielsen, 2016).

Another study by Nica (2020) focused on participants’ psychological well-
being and the identity reformation process. In this qualitative study, people who left
fundamentalist Christian religious groups were interviewed in an attempt to

understand the ways through which they reconstructed their identities as well as
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how this identity reconstruction affected their psychological well-being. Their
study revealed that people who left fundamentalist groups experienced difficulties
regarding the loss of their formal roles within their religious community (such as
being a clergyman or having responsibility within the church) and the loss of status
that came with it. Participants experienced this loss of status as a factor that
negatively influenced their self-construct and, therefore, their well-being. During
the transition process, participants continued to experience certain stressors, some
of which were also linked to their roles within the frame of their new identity.
However, during this process, some of the participants’ well-being increased
primarily due to a gained autonomy, the decrease of guilt, shame, and fear that was
related to the religion, and also their new roles within their new identities (such as
being a volunteer) (Nica, 2020).

Berger (2015) also conducted a study with ex-fundamentalists who had left
an Ultra-Orthodox Jewish community and examined the difficulties they
encountered as well as how they dealt with them. The difficulties they encountered
included adapting to a new social environment and new intellectual challenges, as
well as financial and procedural difficulties. The strategies they used in order to
overcome those difficulties included conformity, making compromises in favor of
others, moving into a newlocation that non-Jewish people mostly inhabited,
pretending to fit in, becoming “thick-skinned and innovative as well as trying to
keep up with others (Berger, 2015)

Among the studies regarding disaffiliation, a few focused on disaffiliating
from Islam, the one by Khalil and Bilici (2007) being one of them. This study
examined people who were disaffiliated to deism, atheism, agnosticism, and people
who converted from Islam to Christianity. The researchers relied on different
resources, including published and online narratives of former Muslims, as well as
their own interviews with people who left Islam. Their research focused on the
reasons for leaving Islam as well as the direction of the apostasy. Their findings
revealed that ex-Muslims left Islam for reasons that can be mainly categorized
under two topics: “Intellectual/Ideological Motives” and “Social/Experiential

Motives”. The former of the categories included the criticisms that were directed at
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Islam and Islamic law regarding subjects such as problems concerning human and
women’s rights, lack of scientific thinking, rigidity and harshness of Islamic rules,
issues with regards to the character of the prophet Muhammad and the geography-
specificity of the Qur’an. The second category mainly included negative
experiences with Muslims (Khalil & Bilici, 2007).

Another study focused on the formation of an atheist identity (Smith, 2011).
The study suggested four stages of atheist identity formation: 1) a starting point
where a theist identity was claimed, 2) a questioning phase, 3) rejection of religion
and God, and 4) coming out as an atheist (Smith, 2011). Smith’s (2011) research
was one of several studies in the literature that adapted the terms of “coming-out”
and “being in the closet” that had been initially claimed by the LGBTI+ discourse
to the discourse of atheist identity. (Alidoosti, 2009; Cloud, 2017; Zimmerman et
al., 2015).

Zimmerman et al. (2015) examined the impact of disclosing one’s identity
as an atheist on family relationships. The reactions of the family members were
coded under the categories of a) supportive and b) not supportive. Both categories
were further examined along three axes: 1) cohesion vs. lack of cohesion, 2)
adaptability vs. rigidity, and 3) healthy communication vs. poor communication
(Zimmerman et al., 2015).

In their master’s thesis, Alidoosti (2009) attempted to understand the
coming-out processes of atheists. The study showed that the experience of coming
out as an atheist unfolded in three phases, including atheists’ explanation of their
identity formation, the way they disclosed their identity and the reactions they
received, and finally, the impacts of their coming out as atheists (Alidoosti, 2009).

Cloud (2017) discussed 50 different narratives of atheists, which were
extracted from the Coming Out Godless Project website. The website of the project
that in 2017, reportedly used to contain the testimonies of people who disclosed
their atheist identities, today seems to consist of content that invites visitors to
different religions by introducing characteristics of each religion’s culture
(https://comingoutgodless.com). In their study, Cloud (2017) found that the coming

out discourse that atheists utilized and also criticized by the LGBTI+ community
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for appropriating it (Anspach et al., 2007) was used by atheists to assert both high
and low levels of agency over their identities. The author also compared and
discussed different levels of agency and how they relate to the characteristics of
atheist identity assertion (Cloud, 2017).

1.2.1.2. Literature from Turkey

The studies from Turkey will be presented under two topics: The studies
that focus on atheism and deism and the studies that focus on disaffiliated

individuals.

1.2.1.2.1. Atheism and Deism in Literature from Turkey

The oldest study known regarding deist and atheist identities was conducted
by Aydin (1995) from On Dokuz Mayis University’s Department of Philosophy
and Science of Religion. At this point, it is important to note that the majority of
the studies in Turkey regarding religious disaffiliation or non-religious identities
have been conducted by scholars from the departments of theology, the science of
religion, or the Islamic studies (Aydin, 1995; Cayir, 2014; Giilfil, 2018, 2019b,
2019a; Giindogar & Yiirgilig, 2019; Simsek, 2018). Some of the studies were
conducted within small samples that represented a local population (Cayir, 2014;
Giilfil, 2018, 2019b, 2019a; Gilindogar & Yiirglic, 2019; Menkii¢, 2019). As a
method, an important part of the studies used a descriptive research design and as
collected data through surveys (Aydin, 1995; Cayir, 2014; Giindogar & Yiirgiic,
2019) while the others offered a review of the literature (Simsek, 2018) or used
qualitative methods (Arslan, 2016; Gilfil, 2018, 2019b, 2019a; Zavalsiz & Sahin,
2018). All the studies mentioned above focused on the reasons for disaffiliation.

Aydin (1995) conducted a study with 152 people from Samsun, Ankara, and
Istanbul who expressed a lack of belief in religion. In order to measure participants’
attitudes towards religion, Aydin used an inventory developed reportedly based on

the literature. However, within the study, no references were presented from the
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literature for the resources used to develop the inventory. Another critical problem
regarding the study was the presumptions and biases that were revealed by the
language used. A few representative quotes from the study are presented below in
order to demonstrate the biased language:

“Religion was attacked by various comments which were presumed to be
rational.” (Aydin, 1995)

“The existence of God or any divine authority was questioned many times,
and the reality behind the religious experience was clearly denied.” (Aydin, 1995)

The author also revealed that they considered doubt regarding religion or
the existence of God as an undesirable situation. An example is presented below:

“The goal of the present study is to contribute to understand the psycho-
social reasons of the behavior of denying religion which greatly influences one’s
psychic life, and to gain a conscious approach towards this behavior that is an
important problem.” (Aydin, 1995)

The results of Aydin’s study (1995) could be examined better in light of the
limitations and the biases it carries, as in the case of all research within the literature.
The study revealed that the restrictive aspect of religion, the status of women in
Islam, restrictions regarding sexuality, the obligation to wear headscarf and cover
body parts, the excessive punishments within Islamic law such as amputation and
the death penalty accounted for 53% of the participants’ attitudes towards religion.
44.74% of the participants reported that they were influenced by Muslims’ actions,
such as the Madimak massacre in 1993, the murder of Ugur Mumcu, or verbal
assaults on secular people, as well as the pressure from the teachers, and the
compulsory religious education in schools. 81,58% of the participants reported that
they were affected by the Islamic exercises worldwide and the exploitation of
religion. 48% of the participants reported praying despite their attitudes towards
religion. 90,74% of the participants reported the influence of books on their
attitudes towards religion. 94,74% of the participants reported as being highly
influenced by intellectual improvement (Aydin, 1995).

One study was conducted with 1150 freshmen, sophomore, junior, and

senior high school students among ten schools in Adiyaman in order to understand
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the prevalence of deism among high-school students (Giindogar & Yiirgiig, 2019).
In their study revealed that 50,4% reported that they had faith and that they found
rational and logical evidence regarding the existence of God; 27,2% reported doubts
and problems regarding the existence of God; 1,4% reported disbelief, and 1%
reported indifference towards the issue. They found that within Anatolian high
schools, the ratio of doubt was higher among students compared to other types of
high schools. The main aim of the study was to understand the prevalence of deist
ideation among students, and the results revealed that over 20% of the students
reported having no faith in “God’s intervention into the universe,” which has been
determined as an important criterion for deist ideation by the researchers (Gilindogar
& Yiirgiig, 2019).

Another study regarding religious attitudes of students was a descriptive
study conducted by Cayir (2014) from Dicle University’s Faculty of Theology.
Cayir’s (2014) study attempted to understand the influences on adolescents’ doubts
about and criticisms against religion. The study’s population consisted of 200
freshmen high school students (including one “imam hatip” high school) within the
Cinar district of Diyarbakir. The study used a survey titled the “Survey of Religious
Doubt, Faith, and Attitude” in order to measure students’ outlook for Islam;
however, neither the source of the survey nor a reference regarding the measure
was clarified within the study. Their results revealed that students differed in their
religious attitudes as a function of their socio-economic status, gender, age, and the
level of education of their families. Older students and students with lower socio-
economic status scored higher on religious doubt. Female students scored higher on
religious practices and praying compared to boys. Also, students whose parents had
higher education levels perceived religion as a restrictive phenomenon. The study
also demonstrated that religious doubt was mostly about the afterlife, divine
providence, and the evil and the injustice of the world (Cay1r, 2014).

Finally, Simsek (2018) conducted a review of the studies conducted within
Turkey and abroad regarding the deist and atheist inclinations among high school
students and adolescents to better understand the reasons. They concluded that the

process of going through adolescence was the main reason for religious doubts and
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disaffiliation (Simsek, 2018). The study also aimed to provide suggestions
regarding the prevention of disaffiliation and the increase of atheist and deist
identities among students. Similar to Aydin’s study (1995), this research also
contains a bias in favour of religious identities and against non-religious identities
(Aydin, 1995; Simsek, 2018).

1.2.1.2.2. Studies on Religious Disaffiliation in Literature from Turkey

In the literature, a few studies focused on disaffiliation from Islam to atheist
and deist identities, all of which used qualitative methods (Arslan, 2016; Giilfil,
2018, 2019b, 2019a; Zavalsiz & Sahin, 2018). More relevant to the subject of the
present study, Giilfil (2018, 2019a, 2019b) and Arslan (2016), both thesis studies,
directly focused on the transition from Islam to atheism (Arslan, 2016; Giilfil,
2018).

Zavalsiz (2016) interviewed 25 university students (15 atheists and 10
deists) regarding their family relationships, the level of religious education they
received from the families, their relationship to society in general, and the intensity
of their prior religious practices. The participants were also asked about their doubts
regarding religion, the reasons behind their disaffiliation, and whether they
experienced a traumatic event that might have affected their decision to become
atheists or deists. 76% of their participants reported either no attachment or a very
weak attachment to Islam during the period in which they identified as Muslims.
32% of the participants reported that they had never engaged in Islamic practices,
while only 1% of the participants performed religious practices on a regular basis.
None of the participants were former members of Islamic congregations or cults.
(Zavalsiz & Sahin, 2018). As in Aydin’s study (1995), participants reported the
influence of religious exploitation of religion on their disaffiliation (Aydin, 1995;
Zavalsiz & Sahin, 2018). In addition, participants also reported that they had
difficulty in making sense of the narratives of miracles and that they were
disappointed because of not receiving a response to their prayers. 64% of the

participants reported that they have disaffiliated as a result of questioning the
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Qur’an, Muslims, or creation. As a response to the researchers’ question of whether
they experienced a traumatic event related to their disaffiliation, 32% of the
participants reported a traumatic event (such as the death of a loved one as a result
of an accident, intense conflicts within the family, divorce of the parents, being
separated from the mother). 44% of the participants reported that other atheist or
deist acquaintances influenced them; 56% of the participants reported that they
influenced others in the same way; and 36% reported that they might claim a
religious identity again, someday (Zavalsiz & Sahin, 2018).

Gilfil (2019a, 2019b) studied a sample consisting of 18 people who were
members of the Atheists Association in Istanbul. The nature of the sample implied
the representation of certain characteristics of the participants. The study mentioned
these characteristics by referencing the main goals of the association, which were
(1) to allow collaboration among atheists and non-religious people, (2) to introduce
and popularize atheist arguments, (3) to support people and institutions which work
for similar goals, (4) to fight against the use of religion and ideologies against
atheists and non-religious people; and finally, (5) to advocate atheists’ right of free
speech. Giilfil’s study had a similar bias as Aydin’s, in favour of theism and the
presumption of God’s existence which was again implied by the use of language.
An example of biased language, which was quoted from the literature review
section in which she discussed the influence of modernism on disaffiliation, is
presented below:

“Therefore, these types (of people), deny the creator with their grandiosity
and their admiration of themselves by almost seeing themselves as God.” (Giilfil,
2018)

Giilfil’s research revealed that the reasons for participants’ disaffiliation
included their desire for liberty and independence, the adoption and prioritization
of scientific, rational, and logical thinking, modernism and secularism, as well as
issues regarding Islam, such as participants’ perception of God, and the ubiquity of
evil in the world (which was referred to as “the problem of evil” within the
discourse of philosophy of ethics (Le Poidevin, 2004)). According to the results of

the analysis, the participants of the study perceived God as a “punishing,” “scary,”
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“pain-inflicting,” and a “cruel” being. (Giilfil, 2018). Based on the results and the
data of the subject study, Giilfil (2019a) attempted to understand the reasons for the
participants’ perception of God as a negative figure using descriptive and content
analysis methods. Their analyses revealed that negative and traumatic experiences,
as well as emotional factors related to financial difficulties and the problem of evil,
contributed to the development of a negative God perception in participants (Gilfil,
2019a). Giilfil (2019b) interpreted the results with regards to the influence of

secularism on becoming an atheist. Participants perceived secularism as being

29 ¢¢ 99 ¢C

“modern,” “contemporary,” “progressive,” as well as relating to the adoption of a
rational, scientific perspective and universal principles. They found that secularism,
although not directly leading to atheist ideas, contributed to the formation of a world
view and a perspective that shape their perception of religion (Giilfil, 2019b).
Lastly, Arslan’s study (2016) attempted to understand the reasons for the
transition from Islam to atheism. In their study, Arslan considered the process of
becoming an atheist as a conversion process (based on the literature on religious
conversion) and referred to studies in Turkey that discussed disaffiliation within the
frame of religious conversion (Arslan, 2016; Hokelekli & Cayir, 2006; Kayiklik,
2005). As part of their research, Arslan interviewed 30 people who had disaffiliated
and became atheists. They found that being raised by a more secular family, having
more leftist political values, being Alevi, male, and having a higher education
degree were factors that made participants’ transition processes relatively easier to
go through compared to participants with other backgrounds (Arslan, 2016).
Although specifically focused on a transition from Islam to atheism, Arslan’s study
(2016) investigated the period solely before the identity change. The present study
offers a holistic approach by attempting to understand the before and aftermath of
the change, including the transition process, with particular attention to the identity

aspect of the issue.
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CHAPTER 2

METHOD

2.1. PARTICIPANTS

Individuals who met all three criteria below were eligible to participate in
this study:

a) Individuals who used to identify as Muslims later disaffiliated and
became atheists,

b) Individuals who currently define themselves as atheists; although their
definition of atheism differed,

¢) Individuals are older than 18 years old were eligible to participate in this
study.

Participants were mainly contacted through convenience sampling using
personal contacts, clinical psychology e-mail groups, and the social media
platforms and Whatsapp groups of certain universities.

Twelve people who met the criteria above volunteered to join the study. Two
of the participants’ interviews had to be excluded from the study due to technical
failures regarding audio recording. Among the remaining ten participants (five
identified as female, four as male, and one as non-binary), all were raised in Turkey.
Although all participants had Muslim religious background, their identities differed
with regards to certain affiliations. While some participants were relatively secular
Muslims, half of the participants came from traditionally Muslim families, which
means they identified as Muslim but were secular and not particularly religious, or
religious but not deeply informed regarding the religious teachings. Three
participants had families that had connections with cults and political Islamist
congregations and identified as religious Mus. Participants’ ages differed from 21
to 34. Eight of the participants were living in the metropoles, one was living in a
smaller city in Anatolia, and one was living in a foreign country. All participants

had a high level of education; one had a master’s degree, two were enrolled in
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masters’ programs, three had a graduate degree, and two were graduate students.

The SES levels of participants differed from low SES to middle SES.

Table 2.1. Demographics of Participants

Participants | Gender Age Education City
Amber F 24 MA Student Europe
Bronze M 21 BA Student Metropole
Emerald M 31 BA Graduate Metropole
Indigo M 34 MA Graduate Metropole
Magenta F 30 MA Student Metropole
Mustard M 32 BA Graduate Metropole
Olive N-B 24 BA Student Metropole
Ruby F 28 MA Student Metropole
Silver F 21 BA Student Metropole
Violet M 25 BA Graduate Small city

2.2. PROCEDURE

After the approval of Istanbul Bilgi University Ethics Board, the prepared
announcement of the study (APPENDIX A), which contained brief information
about the purpose of the study, the researcher and the consultant, the estimated
amount of time to complete the interviews, the participation criteria, and contact
information was shared with the platforms mentioned above as well as the

researcher’s personal contacts. Those who volunteered to participate reached the
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researcher via the contact information provided in the announcement. Afterward,
the detailed information regarding the interview process and the informed consent
form (see APPENDIX B) was sent to all participants via e-mail, and participants
were asked to declare their consents by replaying the e-mail sent. Interviews were
conducted online via the digital meeting software Zoom due to the Covid-19
pandemic. Upon the approval of the informed consent form, a time and date for the
interviews were decided together with the participants, and the researcher sent the
Zoom link for the interview to the participants.

Semi-structured in-depth interviews (see APPENDIX C for interview
questions) were used for the data collection process. The interviews lasted between
75 to 90 minutes. Interviews were audio-recorded using two different digital record
devices (one as backup) placed near the computer speakers. After the completion
of each interview, the audio records were transcribed by the researcher.

In order to ensure participants’ confidentiality, interviews were conducted
in a place where the researcher can remain alone and uninterrupted. Participants
were asked to ensure the same conditions within their chosen interview place. The
researcher took some notes with the permission of the interviewees with the
intention of keeping a record of the participants’ nonverbal cues and keeping track
of the interview. The records were transcribed while the wi-fi connection was
turned off, and all the documents, including the transcriptions, audio records, and
the MAXQDA folder, were secured with passwords and restored in a separate
memory device. All the identifying information of participants was concealed

considering confidentiality issues.

2.3. DATA ANALYSIS

In order to evaluate participants’ experience of religious identity change,
Thematic Analysis Method was used to analyse the data. This method was first
developed by Braun and Clarke (2006). Thematic analysis was chosen for this study
because it is a valuable method of analysis to describe and systematize a complex

data set comprehensively by identifying patterns that reappear within data. The
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thematic analysis also suggested providing the advantage of fitting into various
theoretical frames (Braun & Clarke, 2006).

The researcher took notes both during the interviews and after in order to
reflect on the participants and the theme of the project. MAXQDA, a software
developed for qualitative data analysis, was used for coding the interviews and
generating themes. Before starting the coding process, audio transcriptions were
read two times in order to gain familiarity and a deeper understanding of the
participants’ experiences. After a detailed coding of the data, the patterns that
emerge across the codes were identified. The emerging themes and subthemes were
discussed by the researcher and the advisor and rearranged in its final organization.
For member-checking, all participants were sent an e-mail containing the identified
themes and subthemes and a brief summary of the study results (see APPENDIX
D). Participants were asked via e-mail if the themes and subthemes represent their
experiences and were requested to share any comments or objections. The final

organization of the themes and the results were made based on participants’

feedback.
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CHAPTER 3

RESULTS

This section will present the themes and subordinate themes derived from
the interviews conducted with 10 participants. The analyses will be supported by
the translated quotes from the participants’ narratives. As a result of the data
analysis, four main themes were identified, which are: Being Muslim, Experiencing
a Conflict Between Islam and Self, Becoming One’s Own Person, and Living with
a New Identity.

The titles and the content of the themes were reconsidered according to the
feedback received from the participants during the member-checking process. Most
of the participants agreed that the themes and sub-themes reflect their experiences.
One of the participants, Magenta, wanted to emphasize the importance of
experiencing an internal conflict in her story, stating that it was the main issue she
wanted to communicate when she volunteered or the study. Another participant,
Olive, expressed their concerns regarding the term “leaving the fishbowl,” which
may sound Islamophobic and offensive to some readers and participants. The
reasons that this phrase was used will be explained in more detail under the sub-
theme. However, the feedback is essential in that it invites the researcher and the
reader to be careful against biased interpretations. Olive also reported their wish to
emphasize that the reasons for becoming an atheist was not solely related to positive
or negative experiences with Islam but rather was the result of a process that was
influenced by many other reasons, such as having other identities that have
conflictual aspects with Islam, or other negative or positive experience that are
irrelevant of religion, such as career choices or experiencing traumatic experiences.
Therefore, it is also critical to indicate that understanding the reasons that directly
influence the change process is beyond the scope of this study, and the experiences
of participants, indeed, reflect many factors that interact with each other play a role
in this process. The data results can inform us regarding the contributing factors;
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however, to reach conclusions regarding the cause-and-effect relationships, further
studies with qualitative methods are required.

It is also important to note that despite the fact that all participants
transitioned from Islam to atheism, their identity change trajectories differed
reflecting each participants’ unique experiences and conditions. In the next page is
a simplified summary of the different identity change processes of all participants.
All the processes that participants went through individually is more complex and

detailed however the summary is included for brevity reasons:

Table 3.1. Participants’ Identity Change Trajectories

Participant | Religious Background

Amber Secular > becomes religious > discovers Sufism > becomes

pantheist > becomes atheist

Bronze Former political Islamist > involves in a congregation > leaves

congregation > becomes atheist

Emerald Secular family > becomes atheist

Indigo Former political Islamist > family is a member of a cult > transfers

from cult to a congregation > leaves congregation > becomes

atheist

Magenta Traditionally Muslim family > becomes atheist

Mustard

Olive Traditionally Muslim family > converts to Christianity > becomes
atheist

Ruby Traditionally Muslim family > becomes atheist

Silver Traditionally Muslim family > becomes atheist

Violet Former political Islamist > family is a member of a cult > becomes
atheist
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3.1. BEING A MUSLIM

Although all participants formerly identified as Muslims, they all had
different backgrounds regarding their religious identity. Some of the participants
came from families who were in close connection with a certain Islamic cult
(tarigat) or a political Islamist congregation (cemaat), some of them came from
relatively religious families who were independent in their practice, while some
others were raised in relatively secular Muslim families (the last two will be
mentioned from time to time as “traditionally Muslim families”). In addition to
these differences, their experiences with Islam and interactions with their
immediate circle also varied. These differences were discussed in more detail under
the subthemes of Positive Experiences with Islam and Negative Experiences with

Islam.

3.1.1. Positive Experiences with Islam

This sub-theme encapsulates participants’ experiences that they found
helpful and beneficial when they identified as Muslim. One of the main aspects of
these experiences was to attribute positive qualities to God and their relationship
with God. These included seeing God as a protective, forgiving, and compassionate
being that looks out for people’s wellbeing.

Ruby, who was raised in a relatively secular family, described her
perception of God when she was a Muslim as follows:

“There’s someone who protects you from all kinds of things or that there is a being
that sees what a good person you are and who can see the challenges you face is
an unbelievably comfortable thing.”

The positive attributions to God were also accompanied by the perceived
sense of love, in other words, love of God and being loved by God. Bronze, who
was coming from a more religious family that had loose connections with an Islamic

congregation, explains how he understood religion as a child:
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“...my connection to religion, like I said, emm... used to associate with a cozy
environment, I mean being a part of an institution, with friends... and doing things
for God’s will, and that God loves us and that we love each other, it meant mostly
these sorts of things when I was a child.”

Positive experiences with Islam also included finding answers within Islam
to the difficult questions of existence, such as the purpose of life, finding meaning,
and a sense of direction, all of which helped to deal with the fear of
death. Sometimes, however, the fear stems from Islamic teachings themselves. For
example, Magenta, a woman raised in a small, conservative city and learned Islam
via her aunt, who became radically religious when Magenta was a toddler, shared
her memory of a religious gathering in which an older adult told stories regarding
the afterlife and hell. She reported her reasoning at that age which helped her to
deal with the fear that resulted from what she overheard:

“This (prayer) was my escape, | thought; if I can make God happy, emm... | am not
going to experience that fear, that fear of death, that void, that darkness...”

Similar to dealing with difficult questions and mortality, participants also
stated that they experienced a sense of peace and relief from troubles when they
used to pray. Olive, a non-binary who experienced a lot of difficulty in Islam due
to their sexual expression and orientation, expressed their feelings of peace during
prayers:

“Sometimes | really used to feel very serene like a feeling of vanishing. There used
to be a feeling as if you leave everything behind and just relax there...”

Lastly, participants also reported the positive experience of a sense of
belongingness, warmth, and togetherness, which they felt as Muslims. As an all-
knowing being, God was also perceived to know right from wrong. Participants
expressed feelings of being on the right track when they focused on their faith and
religious practices. They saw God as a guide for them to “become a good person.”
Indigo, a formerly religious man raised in a family connected with an Islamic cult,
later in high school transferred to a religious congregation and left his family’s cult.

He described this sense of belongingness as follows:
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“Belonging to this community, therefore, provided a feeling of belonging to an elite,
zealous minority. You were like one of the chosen absolute good ones; I, mean the
sorts of good people which you can see in the Lord of the Rings, etc.”

He also explained how he used to feel that he was a part of a community
that deserves to triumph:
“l, as a community, at that period, saw myself as the member of a community which
was victimized in its righteous fight and which one day will declare shariah.”

Here, being victimized can also be listed among the negative experiences in
relation to Islam. However, the negative quality of this concept is relatively
ambivalent since participants also described that they derive a feeling of self-esteem
and privilege out of this victimization. Other positive and negative experiences can
also have ambivalent quality, and none is mutually exclusive. Although some
participants had predominantly positive experiences while others mainly had
negative experiences, almost all participants reported experiences that involved

both positive and negative aspects.

3.1.2. Negative Experiences with Islam

Like its counterpart, participants’ negative experiences with Islam included

the description of a bad God, which bore characteristics such as being vindictive,
punishing, unattainable, judgmental, angry, and scary. Olive, quoted above
depicting the peace they felt when praying, talked about their conversion from Islam
to Christianity before becoming an atheist. Below, they describe how afraid they
were of Islam’s God and how they used to imagine God:
“What | remember about religion from childhood is all fear, like I used to imagine
God as like, emm like a white thing, sorry ... like a white silhouette and something
scary that has round things in their eyes and their mouth, something that does not
have a particular shape, (...), so I imagined something like that, and | was very
scared as a child.”

Fear, the most frequent code from the data, was an essential ingredient of

most participants’ negative experiences with Islam. Fear of God was one aspect of
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this experience, while other aspects included fear of demons, fear of hell, fear of
angels, and fear of the family. Silver, who was forced to wear a headscarf by her
family, and sometimes punished by physical violence due to her sexual curiosity,
expressed that she was afraid of her family with regards to their religious
expectations as below:

“...Religion is a little bit, for me, if [ have to associate it, it is really associated with
fear of family. Being afraid of the family, being afraid of enforcements that may
come from the family....”

Below, Silver also described her parents’ expectation to conceal her body
and repress her sexuality due to their religious beliefs. She continued by adding the
inhibitory, restrictive qualities that were associated with the religious culture she
was raised in:

“...I was always exposed to these things and feeling bad; for example, if | wear
skinny jeans, I mean I must not wear it... or I had to wear my elder sisters’ old
clothes, so it was always associated with a bitter feeling, always a prohibition.”

Another participant Mustard, raised by a traditionally Muslim family,
explained the influence of his grandmother, who was known in their village as a
“saintly” person who was highly respected. Mustard described the fear he used to
feel when he thought about the angels believed to fly on people’s shoulders and
write down their sins and good deeds. The experience of being monitored was
reportedly a negative experience regarding Islam for other participants as well.
Mustard’s expression also implies the expectation of receiving punishment from
God, especially with regards to sexual activities:

“... you are always being monitored, and someone writes down everything you do.
I remember I found it really scary. Emm, yes, | used to think that all the time, 1 used
to find myself thinking about it. After | die, they will take out the notebooks and
speak everything | did and made. | needed to be careful then; for example, it also
affected me when | was a teenager. You are masturbating; you need to do the whole-
body ablution (a ritual that needs to be performed after sexual activity according
to Islam), and I never masturbated if I could not do the ablution. I was thinking |

need to do it right now, | got very dirty now, I feel very dirty now, it used to end up
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there, and then you cannot help but start to think about everything related to heaven
and hell.”

In sum, the most comprehensive aspect of the negative experiences with
Islam was identified to be fear. The experience of fear was mostly related to subjects

of sins, fear of punishment, going to hell, and most commonly, sexuality and body.

3.2. EXPERIENCING A CONFLICT BETWEEN ISLAM AND SELF

The transformation from Islam to atheism, at its core, harbours a conflict
between Islam’s values and participants’ own values. This conflict was triggered
when they left their usual social environment and met people with different
identities or met different ideas. Although varying in their nature, these new
encounters marked the beginning of an inquiry and a process of exploration. While
some of the participants dived right in this discovery, some struggled to maintain

their Muslim identity before they felt sure and secure to move forward.

3.2.1. Leaving the Fishbowl

This sub-theme describes the new encounters that participants experienced
and encouraged them to question their faith, leading them to obtain a new
perspective. The title was an in vivo code named after some of the participants’
expressions to depict their early environment. One of the participants, Olive, during
the member-check process, reported their concerns regarding the term, stating that
it might sound Islamophobic. Therefore, it is important to note that the term
“fishbow]” does not depict Islam or the Muslim identity but rather the encounters
and the stimuli from the participants’ early environment. For example, Bronze, who
had a relatively moderately religious family, described his childhood environment
as a “fishbowl,” a Turkish idiom that suggests an isolated environment with limited

variety and stimulation:
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“By the way, I, almost until I finished high school, you know the phrase ‘living in a
fishbowl’ it was just like that for me, I didn’t know other lives very much. Emm... I
also didn’t know other people very much either.”

If not with the exact phrase, many of the participants described, as termed
by another participant Indigo, “a fishbowl effect,” where they were exposed to little
diversity in their environment, especially in terms of identities and opinions. The
content of the encounter that triggered their process differed for each participant, as
mentioned above. For some, the breaking point involved encounters with new
people who had identities or ideas that were new to them, such as someone with a
different religious or socio-economic background, an atheist, someone with an
opposing political opinion, or new experiences, such as falling in love. For others,
it was the first time they indulged in an activity prohibited by Islam, such as
consuming alcohol, enjoying a sexually intimate experience, or skipping prayers.
For most participants, separating from the family residence was a key component
of leaving the influence of the initial environment behind.

One of the participants, Violet, who grew up in a small neighbourhood in
which almost all residents were members of a regional cult, and as a former member
of the cult who used to spend his time mostly doing religious practices, talked about
his feelings when he finally found himself in a different social environment after
high school:

“Because now, people around me study incredibly, etc., and they have a little bit of
fun, so, you think, I mean, there is a world out there, flowing, and it is convenient.
So, you cannot try to abstain from your urges (nefsini koreltmek). You just realize
that it is a vain effort. So, your practices start to change. I don’t know... if you are
going to pray, or whatever it is that you're going to do, instead you hang out with
friends (...) later, although minorly, your world starts to change, and when my
discomfort decreased in time, | mean it decreases in time, it happens through time.”

Violet here described a new environment whereby he started to distance
himself from his religious practices and religious community; in other words, the
outside of the fishbowl gradually led him to his new identity. However, the direction

of the transformation from Islam to atheism was not linear for all participants. This
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leads us to our second subordinate theme, which is about how participants
discovered different identities and how their relationship to each changed along the

process.

3.2.2. Trying to Discover New Possibilities

Participants Amber and Bronze talked about a period in which their

religiosity increased and transformed. Bronze explained that the high school he
attended had a more religious identity which he later adapted himself to. On the
other hand, for Amber, the breaking point that strengthened her religious identity
was reaching puberty. She shared the details of her experiences as follows:
“There was hearsay information, like for women, your sins begin to be counted; for
example emm, and for example, | remember that when | had my first period, there
was, | found an ilmihal (a guidebook for teaching Islamic values and practices),
and | remember reading it, to learn what | need to do now emm... and, actually, for
example, ilmihal can be the beginning of my religious readings, after that, | started
to read religious stuff more, that day might be it.”

She described her religious identity at the time as a relatively rigid and
intolerant identity by which she judged other people, and especially her mother, for
not carrying out religious practices. Later, she came across another breaking point
when she met Sufism. This new approach, in her own words, “softened” her rigid
religious identity, leading her to become a pantheist before deciding that she was
an atheist.

The nonlinear change that Amber and Bronze went through followed a
different direction for Indigo, who was at first a member of a cult and then
transferred to a religious congregation which her father disapproved of. He
described this transformation as a much more radical change for his life compared
to becoming an atheist because he thought that the change from a Sufi cult (which
required surrender through abandoning rational thinking) to a congregation that
based their teachings solely on reasoning and logic, facilitated the rational inquiries

that would eventually lead him to become an atheist.
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Olive, another participant who discovered different identities along the
process, explored Christianity after they disaffiliated from Islam. For them, the
change did not only involve discovering different identities but also the process of
accepting their sexual identity and sexual orientation, two important topics that
caused significant internal conflict for many participants.

While for some, discovering sexuality could only start after their

disaffiliation process, for others, it started much earlier and sparked the process of
change. Silver disclosed that she discovered sexual activities at an early age by
secretly enjoying sexual pleasure or “revolting behind the curtains.” She explained
that her sexual curiosity had always put a distance between her and Islam. After
separating from her family home for college, she started to experiment with sex.
This period of discovery prompted her transition while also causing a lot of guilt
and fear:
“So, I'm scared of something, something is happening, I'm changing, I'm feeling
something, I really want that part, I want to be with someone, to be someone’s
girlfriend but I also want to experience different things; and on the other hand, this
inhibitory part, scary part, the part that | still have to hide things from, scared me
so much. For example, I remember constantly crying when I return from my
boyfriend’s house,; I used to cry a lot because I had sex that day, because I was
scared.”

Discovering new possibilities was experienced as an academic and
intellectual curiosity for most participants. For example, Mustard talked about how
he challenged himself to find satisfying answers for his philosophical queries and
found it necessary to move forward:

“I was thinking that if I was going to crash it at some point, depart from it
completely... then I have to force myself into it; I need to earn that departure, |

’

guess.’
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3.2.3. Managing Internal Conflict

Leaving the fishbowl and the new discoveries it brought about generated a
lot of confusion, guilt, shame, desperation, and fear for some participants.
Participants reported varying strategies or mechanisms in order to deal with all this
internal conflict. One of them was the spontaneous or deliberate reaction to take
religion as a reference when they found themselves in a conflict, while another was
to avoid thinking about the conflictual issues altogether. One other strategy,
especially at the beginning of the process, was trying to find ways to conserve their
religious identity and faith.

Emerald started getting curious, questioning the existence of God and

religion after his roommates started to talk about atheism. He elaborated on the
conflict he experienced between the part of himself that wanted to maintain the faith
and another part that had doubts and questions:
“Because at the same time, that also means a lot of battles of thoughts in your brain;
because at the beginning, a part of you still wants to have faith. But the things you
read make a lot of sense, | mean. So, how to say, whether what you want, whether
what you wish prevails or your logic- there is really a battle there, | mean you battle
against your brain, I think.”

The conflict between their inner experience (such as doubts, desires, and
curiosity) and their religious identity could be challenging. Violet described how
hard he found it to accept the change he was going through as follows:

“Religion is something that can pervade all your world; so, when you are fighting
it, you are fighting all your friends, etc., really fighting your whole world. | mean,
this- it is very difficult for one to step outside and look from a distance.”

Similarly, another participant, Mustard, described how strong the influence
of religion was on him and how difficult it was for him to move away:

“I'was feeling that I shifted towards there (atheism) a little more, but that (religion)
was so powerful. I mean, now that I look back, it was the recent past, | mean that
background, that upbringing, those rituals were so powerful, I couldn’t let them go

’

somehow because it felt like a comfortable and peaceful space.’
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Like Violet and Mustard, who shared their experience regarding the strong

pull of their former identities, Silver explained that, even after she strayed from her
religious practices and discovered new activities that are forbidden in Islam, such
as having sex or drinking, she found it very difficult to make a statement about her
newly forming identity:
“There was such a great fear because of that perception of God. Because still
somewhere there was a fear that prevents me from saying that I am not a Muslim;
I mean, I had such an attitude that I thought: I just cannot do my practices
somehow, but | can still say that I am Muslim, whatever.’ Even to myself, I was
saying: ‘Why wouldn’t I say that I am a Muslim, I am afraid of God, I pray when [
am afraid.”™

Silver’s statement also involves an avoidant reaction by which she tries to

evade from thinking about questions regarding her identity. Magenta, another
female participant, gradually moved away from religious practices starting from
high school and met with feminist ideas in college, which confused her about her
religious identity. Similar to Silver, Magenta also talked about her avoidant reaction
as below:
“So, I realized that I don’t want to pray, I don’t want to fast. One part of me says:
“You don’t want it because you know it’s nonsense,” but another part of me says:
“okay, we don’’t talk about these, okay, now you are just being lazy, God will forgive
you, and you will do these when you have time, you live in a dorm,” etc., was what
1 told to myself.”

The internal conflict that participants experienced and their avoidance
response to it also involved a counterpart where the participants felt they were being
hypocritical because they still kept their practices even though they knew, deep
down, that they were not entirely convinced. Silver, who struggled to avoid
confronting her identity change, had talked earlier to her father about wanting to
take out her headscarf because she felt hypocritical wearing it while she did not

fully believe that she should:
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“I remember telling my father: “I don’t want to wear the headscarf anymore, I
don’t feel like it; I feel insincere because I don’t do it believingly, I feel hypocritical,
I am not going to keep doing it.”

Magenta also shared that she felt hypocritical about the process when she
avoided confronting her transformation. She expressed her pride in managing to
take that step:

“It is very hypocritical; I mean to postpone these, to make excuses about these. |
am proud of myself now that I clarified it instead of doing it half-heartedly. | feel
honest and brave; | had that confrontation even though it was difficulz. ”

In addition to evading the issue, another common mechanism that

participants remembered using, in retrospect, was to actively urge themselves to
keep their faith. Mustard described how he found himself turning to religion when
he felt his inner experience conflicted with Islam or when he felt confused about
the new ideas and questions in his mind:
“l used to think that homosexuality wasn’t natural (...) again, similarly when some
things didn’t match up, I feel that I used to turn towards that side. (...) if something
didn’t match up in my head, I used to validate it through religion. I used to validate
whether this is right or wrong through faith; this is the way it was when | went
through that process.”

Silver remembered putting in a more conscious effort in order to convince
herself into believing, but at the same time, having an internal conflict between the
desire (partly due to feeling obliged) to believe and an unwillingness regarding the
practices:

“l was trying to believe, as | mentioned; | was trying to understand the rationale. |
really was trying to understand the underlying logic; | was curious and wanting to
ask (...) then, one part of me wanted to believe because of the obligation, but
another part of me wanted to stay away, for example, from the obligation to pray.”

The internal conflict that resulted from leaving their metaphorical fishbowl
gave birth to an emerging identity in participants, certain parts of which competed
with their faith and religious identities. Accompanying this battle, participants

reportedly went through a process of self-acceptance by which they became
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acquainted with formerly repressed, concealed, or ignored parts of themselves.
According to participants’ narratives, this process helped them develop a new,

claimed identity that was expressed as more unique and authentic.

3.3. BECOMING ONE’S OWN PERSON

The rules and obligations of Islam inflicted guilt and shame regarding
certain aspects of their experiences, such as sexual desire or general curiosity about
life and existence. Apart from the negative feelings it caused, Islam’s teachings also
gave them a readymade direction and purpose in life. The process of questioning
their faith and moving away from Islam was accompanied by a sense of loss and a
new search for meaning.

Participant Bronze communicated that when he was a Muslim, he was used
to the fact that religion determined everything in his life and expressed the comfort
he felt around this convenience. He described the difficulty he experienced during
his disaffiliation process due to not being able to rely on religion as a reference
point:

“This time, I had realized that for some things I needed to decide for myself, that
was the hardest part, directing my life by myself from then on. I couldn’t adapt to
that for a long time.”

After leaving Islam, participants reported being alone in their quest for
purpose, and they expressed the difficulty they had dealt with while trying to build
their own values to pursue. This led to both the difficulty in terms of having more
responsibility for their decisions and the benefit of having more agency in their
lives.

The process of building a new identity seemed to consist of three stages
which may co-exist and are not linear: Surviving the difficulties the process of
identity change caused, resisting to assert and maintain an emerging identity as well
as struggling with both psychological and social challenges, and growing by way
of meaning-making and finding a purpose.

41



3.3.1. Surviving

Along the process of change, participants reported facing many challenges.
The most common challenge was reported to be a sense of loss. In addition to
describing the disaffiliation process as a loss in itself, such as losing God, losing
faith, losing the advantages Muslim identity provided, participants also mentioned
losing the support of their social environment, losing the love of their family, as
well losing the sense of meaning and purpose in their life.

Olive, a non-binary gay, encountered a lot of social and psychological

difficulties along the process. They reported that when they were Muslim, they used
to be discriminated against and bullied because of their sexual expression. Due to
the same reason, they were also oppressed by their family in many ways, including
being forced to go to conversion therapy. Dealing with doubts and questions
regarding religion, Olive was also, at the same time, struggling to handle the trauma
of conversion therapy, having difficulty in meeting their academic responsibilities,
and dealing with the injury and hurt caused by the family. They described this
overwhelming period of their life:
“...at that point, I was like, “I have lost God; the God didn’t exist either,” so |
already emm ended up somewhere like “I don’t belong in this world.” Since I was
born, 1 was born as a male, but since | was born, they have (also) been telling me |
am not a man, emm... I try to be a man emm... and they still keep ridiculing me; my
family doesn’t love me, there is no God. I have also messed up academically, and
in this process, | was also consumed psychologically, emm | had lost all sexual
desire and romantic desire, and the therapist at that time, the guy who gave the so-
called conversion therapy, repair therapy emm said, “you are on a neutral stage
now, from homosexuality, you are moving towards heterosexuality, look, you made
it halfway.” In fact, I was dying, and at the time, I was already undone
academically; my family was not by my side; also, there was no God, so | collapsed
psychologically.”

Similar to Olive, who had to deal with profound loneliness, many

participants experienced different types of loneliness in this process. Emerald wryly
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shared an anecdote with his mother, who refused to cook for him during Ramadan
because he was not fasting. He communicated that he felt lonely and discriminated
by his mother, which made him think about the loneliness his new identity brought
about within society in general:

“That type of thing hurts one because you feel lonely. In school, we are a total of
two or three people who can talk about these things; maybe these kinds of things
make you feel lonely, maybe it is also related to the social structure. For example,
if I were in England or Germany or Holland or Norway, these kinds of places, it
wouldn’t be a problem... but if you are doing this (being an atheist) in a country
such as Turkey, this is a problem because you are in a place where big masses
oppose and the psychic difficulty, I mean was not to the extent that would drive me
to depression or despair due to my decision, but these sorts of little moments in
which I felt lonely, I got very angry, and I felt people tried to devalue me.”

Violet also described the feeling of loneliness and alienation he felt when he
no longer believed in Islam. The phrases he used hints that he was convinced that
somehow, he or his decision to stop believing was responsible for the losses he
experienced:

“Emm suddenly, including your family, you wipe out all your support because they
are to you, and you are to them, an enemy. When you express an opinion or
something, they don’t want to stand by you anymore.”

Indigo described the loneliness that came with losing the sense of belonging
he used to feel when he was with his friends from the Islamic congregation that he
was a member of. In addition, he also faced a lot of difficulty in terms of his
relationships with the family:

“That belongingness to a group caused a lot of work later because it is not
something that you can replace easily. With profound loneliness... that was not just
because of the lack of belongingness to a group, but because all my family
relationships suffered from deep wounds which needed to be repaired, primarily
my nuclear family. | left the medical school simultaneously, so it was a double-
edged thing, emm that process was challenging for me, and I still, to some degree,

’

have to deal with them.’
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Later, Indigo commented that he felt he did not belong anywhere and how

this caused a great sense of emptiness in his life. He described how he tried to refill
the emptiness caused by the lack of belongingness, but he realized later that it was
an emptiness that was to remain unfilled. This sense of emptiness was another
common experience among participants, complementing the feeling of loss. Olive
detailed the anxiety that was caused by this sense of emptiness as follows:
“... what if I die and God stands across me and says ‘who is your God?’ what am
1 going to say? (...) That’s why, from that moment on, everything became very
meaningless to me, emm just reading religious books, thinking about Allah, thinking
about God, and finding a creator. That was my greatest purpose, and not being able
to find it created an enormous burden upon me, and | remember that it was such a
great burden that I was crying in every corner I found.”

The search for something to replace the former religious faith and identity
was also experienced by Bronze, who described how he tried to replace his Muslim
identity with a new leftist identity and how he got attached to this new ideology the
same way he used to be attached to Islam. Above, he had described how, as a
Muslim, he had erased anything related to his own self and agency and completely
dedicated his will to the service of God and Islam. He explained that, as a leftist
atheist, he also dedicated himself entirely to transforming society. However, the
same dynamic repeated itself here, leaving him with a sense of meaninglessness:
“In our minds, there was doing things for ourselves, for the people, doing things
for the world, and I believed it almost as | believed in something divine. | was able
to motivate myself thinking it is not going to happen now, maybe it will happen in
the far future, but I was going to work for it. But this started to seem meaningless;
I mean, | started to see what I did was ineffective; but also, mostly, | started to think
if the things | want to do or the world I want to live in is going to happen hundred
years later or never, why do I care?”

Magenta explained the difficulty generated by the lack of meaning religion

readily provided and added the humility that resulted from this:
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“...that existence doesn’t have a divine value makes it hard to endure sometimes;
it makes it hard to make meaning out of life, make meaning out of your existence,
and also maybe it makes it hard to boost my ego.”

Another difficulty participants faced pertained to family relationships. All

participants came from Muslim families, some from highly religious ones who
organized their lives mostly around religious teachings and sometimes that of a
particular cult or congregation. Most participants expressed that they found it very
difficult to disclose to their families their atheist identity. Some chose never to do
so, while others tried to get their family accustomed to their secular lifestyle, if not
their atheist identity. Raised by a family whose members were in relation with an
Islamic cult, Indigo was one of those who struggle to maintain a relatively good
relationship with his family members but just like others, he experienced a lot of
conflict and challenge regarding maintaining that relationship:
“This was the beginning of a very upsetting process for my family, of course,
because until that day, (...) | was on a path that promises bliss in both this world
and the other world in which they believed, and that would make them proud as
members of the society, but suddenly I left both.”

Although she came out to her mother, Ruby still found it difficult to express
her atheist identity in other social contexts due to the stigma this identity carries in
society:

“If every atheist declared their identities, then probably a war would break out in
the country.”

The stigma the participants reported feeling extends to many identities they
carry. Muslim identity is not exempt from stigma itself in specific social contexts.
Along with that, those who have identities that conflict with mainstream Islam, such
as being a vegetarian, being LGBTI+ or being a feminist, face a lot of challenges
as Muslims. In addition to being Muslim and being an atheist, being an atheist who
used to be a Muslim also brings its own concerns regarding social stigma, as
described below by Violet:

“You realize the hypocrisy and the nonsense of the people in the world, their

political errors emm, etc., and when you say something, they judge you by your
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earlier period, saying things like “you were already a Muslim, you are a Muslim”
things like that.”

Violet was raised in a small place where the people in his village, including

his family, were mostly members of a particular cult. He found it very difficult to
come out as an atheist and explained the challenges of living with a stigmatized
identity:
“A lot of people — I didn’t either mention it to my family, lots of people don’t
mention it, don’t mention it to their friends, or their old friends, etc. [ am not seeing
my old friends at all. Because it had to be this way, | mean they were always going
to judge you anyway.”

Silver was also raised in an oppressive family that forced her to wear the
headscarf and practice religion. She explained having a conflictual relationship with
religion even when she was little and always tried to find a way to be away from
her family and be free from oppression. She explained she became more and more
independent after years of effort, but that still felt as if she was living a double life.
In the passage below, she explained how, in order to feel safe, she felt obliged to
conform to her family and conceal her true identity when she was with them:
“Still, there is a lot, emm at least when I am with them, there are a lot of codes |
still need to follow. Dress codes, for example, emm I cannot wear a mini skirt when
I am with them, they never knew that | wear them, for example. Or, for example,
when they call me, ending the call saying “blessed be your evening,” etc., the fact
that all these codes still remain.”

Despite all the difficulty they had to survive, participants also found a lot of

ways to struggle and fight against the challenges they faced in the process.
3.3.2. Resisting

The mechanisms and strategies participants used to deal with the problems
they faced during the process varied for each participant. Sometimes participants

tried more direct ways like confrontation, political idealism, or revolting, while

other times, they resorted to less direct or less proactive ways to protect themselves
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from suffering more harm through discrimination, isolation, or exclusion. The
above quote from the interview with Silver is also an example of struggling to
maintain the family relationship by conforming to their values while she was with
them and living her life the way she wanted when she was away. The passive
resistance she had followed was also accompanied by an active resistance through
which she established certain boundaries for herself. She described the ways of
fighting against her family, the ambivalence she experienced towards the idea of
coming out, maintain her inner struggle, and the double life she somehow managed
to live throughout the process:

“... there is still a Silver in me who feels captivated, who is scared and still, when
I go there this increases a lot; but when I come to ((the city)), | see a woman who
tries to build her own life, who tries to support herself, who tries to finish her school
and invests in knowing herself <her voice trembles>. | see a person who put a lot
of effort into constructing this identity. Sometimes, that scary part of me still tries
to grab my feet and pull me down, there is still this part of me who is really scared
<tears come down>, but | am still at a point where I am still learning, questioning
emm but to be clear, | want not to fear God anymore. This is my general attitude
now. I don’t want to believe in anything irrational; I don’t want to be scared like
my family did to me; I don’t want t0 be scared by supernatural things. | want to
arrive at a point where | can be free of these fears, and | am still struggling to do
that, but there is this part that I hide and pretend, unfortunately.”

Coming from a strictly religious family which claimed a lot of authority in
her life, Silver strived to find a balance between asserting herself and maintaining
her family relationships.

Similarly, Indigo, who came from a strictly religious family and used to be
areligious radical himself, struggled to find a balance between asserting his identity
and trying to remain non-threatening for his family:

“The responsibility to be the repairing party emm became my responsibility
because, at the beginning of the process in their eyes, | was a young man who was
corrupted and will burn in hell forever, and now | go to theirs as a middle-aged

man who does not live up to their standards, they love me very much, and I love
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them very much. With small steps, | moved forward in a way that would extend my
realm of freedom emm I didn 't sever my ties with them.”

Violet, who came from a similar background to Indigo, described the

difficulty of leaving religion behind and how much courage it took:
“Most people have no financial support, no emotional support. No friends...emm
when you look at the situation from this perspective, these are very sad things. |
mean, it is as if you are someone who must always be excluded; I am sure those
people who went through this are really good people; I haven’t met anyone bad yet
because emm | mean because these things take a lot of nerve. | mean I- thinking
different from that world and go in and out, it takes a lot of nerve emm it takes
holding your head up high.”

The struggle was less prominent for other participants who came from

relatively more secular families, and the resolution came more naturally. For
example, having lost his father when he was in high school and going through the
identity change after the incident, Emerald had to deal with conflict with his mother.
He explained that at the beginning, when he was newly an atheist, he used to be
very aggressive in asserting his identity, for example, by rejecting celebrating
religious holidays. In the passage below, he tried to explain how his attitude towards
his Muslim family changed as he aged:
“Well, later, when I got older, I understood that... Well, what is the point? What’s
the point of tension, | mean? Well, they are the people that | love, their belief, |
mean they believe in it, they like it. Okay then. | can celebrate religious holidays. |
still do, for example. I go visit my relatives during the holidays. I don’t care about
it that much. I mean, I don’t think about atheism anymore, like that.”

The struggle participants reported fighting, most involved their families or
other close relationships. They strived to either conceal their identity in order to
protect their relationships or tried to defend their identity as much as possible and
maintain a balance between the two. For most of the participants, this was a
significant issue. The way they dealt with this issue varied for each person, mostly
depending on their relationship with their family and their relationship to their

Muslim identity.
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Silver, who had a loose connection with her Muslim identity since

childhood, stated that she always had a problem with religious rules and either
struggled to live up to them or revolted against them in secret:
“It was something that was always spinning around in my head, always scaring me,
but despite all that, the rules | broke, the rules that were broken secretly, behind
closed doors; (...) there was always that fear, that oppression, but within that, there
was always breaking, secretly, breaking the rules; for example talking to boys was
forbidden or doing anything that includes touching but | used to experience it on
the virtual platforms when I first had a telephone....”

As seen from Silver’s example, the time of the struggle also changed.

Sometimes the participants fought while maintaining connections to their Muslim
identity; other times, they needed to fight against other challenges when they tried
to live with their new atheist identities, with the struggle continuing anywhere in
between. Olive described that when they became an atheist, they still needed to
express their anger towards God or anything that God represented in their life even
though they did not believe in it anymore:
“I remember buying gin and putting on horrible songs emm pulling my pants down
to my knees. I mean, God, according to what I was taught, said: ‘cover from your
knee up to your belly button.” Emm, so I was covering anywhere God allowed and
revealing anywhere God ordered to cover, and | was dancing and shouting and
spitting anger when | was alone in the house; and | was doing it against God, like
when I did that, I used to feel as if God was resenting me.”

Olive later found another way to redirect their anger by utilizing it in favor

of political activism:
“Currently, I am running activism against this fear that was infused in children,
emm this- ‘don’t do this, be like that,” against this kind of normative perception,
and in essence, the essence of this activism is completely based on this. | mean my
anger towards what was done to me, that pressure that was put on me.”

Participants shared that, along the process of change, they met many
challenges and discovered different ways to face, avoid or overcome these
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challenges. That continuous striving led them to find ways also to thrive, grow, and
self-actualize.

3.3.3. Growing

All participants described a process of self-knowing both as a result of and

as contributing to their identity change. It started around latency or puberty and
proceeded until now. For example, Indigo identified his romantic feelings for a
woman as the leading factor for his departure from the religious congregation.
“[ started to talk with the girl to whom | was attached with a strict platonic love for
nearly three years... She’s in the next room right now; we are married; emm and
that was for me emm required a vital change because, in the congregation, such a
thing was unacceptable. I resisted it so much, but finally, emm somehow I couldn’t
resist that feeling.”

The feelings of love that were awakened inside Indigo made it hard for him
to stay in a congregation where it was forbidden to make any kind of contact with
women. His feelings made it necessary for him to make certain changes in his life,
which resulted in him gradually leading a more secular life and, in the end,
becoming an atheist.

For all participants, a conflict was experienced between their own feelings,
needs, desires, urges, and the requirements, teachings, and values of Islam. The
participants then followed their inner callings, which led them to a stage where they
felt the need to accept their desires, true identities and became curious about who
they were. What ensued was a sense of knowing themselves, exercising more
agency in life, and taking responsibility for building their own values by
referencing, this time, their own inner realities instead of religion.

Bronze described the course of knowing himself as follows:

“I have realized that I do actually also have desires, feelings, things [ want. [ have
never listened to them until now, and | never worked for them, but now I cannot
reject them; otherwise, I mean, I won’t be able to live in this life; then, I even

thought about committing suicide for a while, but emm 1 still had hope, too, | was
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able to see an outlet. [ was saying, ‘If I try to obtain the things [ wish, things I desire,
maybe it will work out’ Even though I found them very difficult and I wanted to
work for them a little, it was very hard, but I managed to do them. Last year | started
therapy.”

Similar to Bronze, Silver also benefited from psychotherapy in the pursuit

of knowing herself. For Silver, self-knowledge was also associated with knowing
her sexual identity, understanding, and exploring the meaning of being a woman,
as well as living up to her own idea of femininity:
“As I realized my femininity, I mean as I realized that I am a woman, I have my
desires, | have an existence. Because the two went hand in hand; what the religion
imposed and the concealment of my womanhood went hand in hand, and I couldn’t
realize it, I couldn’t notice it for years.”

Participants identified being honest to themselves to be an important aspect

of getting to know themselves. In a humorous tone, Magenta compared her
disaffiliation with ending a relationship and described her choice to confront her
lack of belief as “a proper break-up” instead of “friend-zoning or ghosting God,”
which she considered being hypocrisy. She talked about the role of honesty in her
case as below:
“The things I believe to be right and the things that soothe my consciousness, even
though they are for my benefit or not, even though they are hard, | prefer to do them
and be at peace with myself. Emm, hypocritically, because this is a very insincere
thing for me if I plead God while I doubt God'’s existence, this is a very hypocritical
thing: postponing these, making excuses about these. I am proud that | made it clear
instead of doing it half-heartedly. Therefore, | feel honest and brave; | had the
confrontation even though it was hard.”

Participants connected their self-knowledge and self-candor to their learned
capacity for questioning and critical thinking. They emphasized the importance of
the methods and the procedures one resorts to in order to obtain knowledge. Having
given up a specific narrative once, this time, they felt the need to be more careful
and rigorous in terms of pursuing the truth. Silver described her own approach:
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“I need t0 have a filter rather than the truth. Now, analytically this place (points to
her head) needs to be working a lot, emm atheism is associated with a working
brain, emm not a still paused mind that stopped questioning, as in my family.
Because that one has paused, they turned off a lot of things years ago, but now,
when | compare them to myself, emm | try to challenge those, | try to learn from
those, I try to ask what | wonder about . ”

Bronze also described his attitude towards obtaining information:

“We need to be very careful about how we obtain and how we produce information,
and we need to think about it a lot; this is my perspective. And | emm instead of
ready-made narratives, emm or information that comes from the easy way, the
quick way, | think that the information needs to be produced through researching
and researching how the researching is done, analyzing the methods, the theories;
that life needs to be built upon this.”

The critical thinking skills that the participants reported as having acquired
along this process of identity change seemed to have become their alternative ways
to construct the values and moral codes that would guide their lives. They talked
about this process both as liberation and as a burden due to the sense of
responsibility it brought about.

“I mean, I want to build a world-view in my head, and | want to move forward by
building it upon a sturdy ground. | mean | want to- | want it to be authentic, emm
to be sincere.” (Amber)

Ruby talked about her opinions about having to build one’s own value

system:
“You form your own ethics; I mean without being a part of something with people
around you. | think this is a very important thing, emm because, | think doing
something that contradicts your own ethical rules is less likely compared to not
doing it due to fear of God.”

All the factors mentioned above ultimately carried participants to reach a
stage when they felt more autonomy and agency in their lives. With this autonomy
came a sense of responsibility along with a sense of freedom. Some participants

articulated a feeling of the liberation of their minds, which they described as a relief

52



and activation of certain capacities of the mind that remained idle until that time.
For example, Violet stated that his curiosity became manifest after his disaffiliation
and talked about this experience as a capacity “set free.” His interpretation was that
his religion was oppressing his ability to be curious because his mind was mostly
occupied with prayers he missed and other religious practices. He is also one of the
participants who experienced this change as a liberation among other things:
“Psychologically, I was unbelievably relieved. I mean, I don’t know, getting free
from all these obsessions... I mean, I felt terrible, a lot of trauma and trauma, but
when | lived through those, | was always under their influence I mean for a long
time... for two years, or so I feel at ease; as I said, I had been under their influence
for a long time. Despite that | lived through them, I lived through their traumas,
being free from it, I mean, feels so good to me.”

Mustard talked about a similar liberation and relief he felt around issues

regarding his transformation process:
“I describe it, to be honest, you know that rockets which go to space discharge their
load and elevate; this is how | feel the taboos in my life. Even though my paternal
family is Kurdish, emm | was raised with a strict Kemalist ideal, ideology, and |
was educated so. There was also the homophobia that came with the religion; later-
there was the religiosity also, and | discharged them one by one in my life through
my education and my travels, gradually discharged them, first got rid of Kemalism
to be honest, because it was very deified for me.”

Amber spoke about the sense of freedom she felt on the day she called “my
first day without God.” She reported remembering a particular night at which she
went to bed with the representation of God in her mind, and she woke up in the
middle of the night to find that “God was gone.” Her narrative also describes the
feeling of autonomy and control she felt in her life:

“That day, I remember walking the same road I always used to walk, but this time
with no God. And, I mean, | always go to school, this is an effortless action, but that
day | went there without a God. For example, this was a very, very different feeling;
it was so liberating, unbelievably liberating because now you can think with your

mind whatever the way you wish. Now your mind is only under your control.”
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In getting to know themselves, participants also had the challenging
opportunity to confront their more troubling attitudes; besides the initial and more
natural process of identity change, they also pushed themselves to change in other,
more self-improving ways. Indigo detailed the changes he underwent throughout
this period:

“At first, [was a person who imposed upon her (his wife) certain clothes and certain
behavior patterns; now it changes. Also, socially, | used to be very self-conscious
about my roles in many relationships and have tried to change them. ”

He continues as follows:

“My relationship with women became more liberal during university mostly. I also
opened up a little bit in the university preparation course and also in the medical
school a little bit, but it reached the most civilized level at the university. Besides,
in my social relationships- the brotherhood mood that comes from the brother
position | used to have- it again caused distance between me and some of my close
friends with whom | had long-term friendships; because I used to feel responsible
for other people’s actions. I used to feel an impulse to correct them. It was
something exactly based on religion, I mean not readily being able to set the limits
of your knowledge and your authority and intervene in others' lives sometimes as

manifest judgment and sometimes behaviourally. ”

3.4. CHANGING RELATIONSHIP WITH IDENTITIES

This subtheme pertains to participants’ changing relationship to their atheist
identity and other people’s identities. The change and variety participants
experienced within the frame of their Muslim identity was discussed above (see.
3.1). Similarly, participants also experienced a change within their atheist identities,
and diversity was observed in their relationship to their atheist identities. Similarly,
their attitudes towards and relationship with other Muslims and other atheists also
showed variation.

Regarding their relationship with other Muslims, there were two central

attitudes: having an Islamophobic period and experiencing difficulty understanding
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other Muslims who lived more secular lives but did not make the choice they
had. Some participants, for example, reported that they had an Islamophobic period
after their first shift to atheism. Olive described their shift from that Islamophobic
period:

“When I was the president of the atheism collective, I was a very Islamophobic
person, too. Later, when | started to study ((social sciences)) and as | noticed that
Islamophobia is actually a fiction and that atheism is a similar discourse, thinking
that these are all discourse and all is a fiction that belongs to today, for me these
all lost their meanings.”

The second main attitude participants reported to experience is directed
towards Muslims who live more secular lives or who are religious but adopt a more
alternative Muslim identity, such as feminist Muslims. Some participants reported
that although they respect those people’s choices, they found it hard to make sense
of their identities. Ruby described her feelings towards a friend of hers who was a
feminist Muslim:

“[ trust her common sense a lot, etc., but her husband can wear a short-
sleeved T-shirt on the beach, but she has to wear the headscarf. | mean, | was like,
“How can you accept this?” Of course, I never said this to her face <laughing> I
used to talk about it with the friends. How can a person accept something like this
because it doesn 't make sense? If she were an unquestioning ignorant person, it
would be easy, but how can people who have the capacity to question accept this?
T used to feel very confused about these things.”

Another participant, Magenta, explained her thoughts about Muslims who
does live up to Islam’s standards although they define themselves as Muslims:

“Many of my friends still don’t tell that - this is such a convenience- they
don’t readily tell that they are not Muslims, that they do not believe, but they don’t
have a single practice regarding Islam. They are only as Muslim as | am, only
saying ‘Inshallah, mashallah’ (...) why did I leave it instead of indulging in the
luxury as they did? That’s my stupidity, I guess.”

Regarding their relationship to atheist identity, experiences also varied. It is

important to note that not all participants preferred to label themselves as atheists.

55



Their view of atheism also differed. For example, Magenta and Olive stated that
they did not believe in any divinity but also thought that science was inadequate to
explain all the experiences in the universe; therefore, they explained they have
sympathy towards certain spiritual explanations or practices.

Another different experience regarding atheist identity was that of Violet’s.
He had the experience of not being appropriately understood, especially by people
who did not have a religious background. He also shared that he found atheism very
aggressive, especially towards religious people, and that, therefore, he preferred to
call himself a “non-believer” instead of an atheist. He made an argument about the
difference between faith and religion:

“By the way, I don’t define myself as an atheist; I define myself as a “non-believer.”

I know that this is called an atheist, okay, no problem, emm I just don’t like it
because, as we talked about earlier, I don’t like the hostility, 1 mean the hostile
attitude towards those who believe; it is based on my earlier experiences as | said.
Of course, I am an atheist; in fact, | am an enemy of religion, if you ask me
<laughs>, but I mean, nobody defends their religion to you, they defend their faith,
yet religion is a different institution.”

Some other participants also pointed out that although they defined
themselves as atheists or did not see a particular problem regarding the term
“atheism,” they also did not prefer or claim atheism, particularly as part of their
identity. They had mentioned that their atheist identity became salient mostly when
they were with religious people. One participant, Amber, explained this by saying
that she “has closed that page.” For some participants, this was a part of their life
that they put behind and did not think about anymore. When asked, they said that
they preferred to define themselves with their other identities, such as their sexual
identity, occupation, etc. Besides, participants also mentioned that, except for the
Islamophobic period of those who reported experiencing such a period, they
perceived religious identity as a very personal experience and emphasized the need
for respect for people’s freedom of thought and faith.

Participants’ perspectives on identities in general also varied. For example,

for Ruby, identity meant a social unity that required collective action. On the other
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hand, Bronze, for example, thought that identity categories were entirely
meaningless and restrictive in terms of understanding human experience:

“Now, there is no identity that I claimed for a while, actually. | mean because now,
I don’t care that much about identities, to be honest. I kind of passed that phase;
identities are tools for us to learn some things, to form ideas about them; this is
how | think mostly. Of course, many people claim certain identities, or they are
assigned certain identities, but the thing we call identity, emm the more universal
it is, the hollower it becomes in a way. | feel close to certain identities or close to
what certain identities mean sometimes, but there is nothing I directly claim.”

Thinking in retrospect, none of the participants shared any major regrets
regarding their choices. However, for some of the participants, one common regret
pertains to a sense that this change is too belated, a feeling that this change could
have occurred much earlier. For some of those participants, having a religious
identity was experienced, again retrospectively, as a waste of time and energy.
However, most participants also shared gratitude about their background because
of all the experience and knowledge it provided them with.

An experience that was common in all participants was that they considered
themselves as people who have seen both sides. Because they knew the experience
of being a Muslim and being an atheist, they interpreted that this process of change
provided them with an enhanced capacity for empathy. What is also common is that
they all described this advantage as a benefit of this identity transformation process:
“Once | was a Kemalist, and once | was a Sunni, | had faith; I used to go to the
mosque. emm later [ don’t know, I found myself going to LGBTI+ parties, a totally
different environment; emm | did the military service, emm a completely different
environment there, too and all these, returned me as an acquisition, and when |
need someone, when | say when | need someone I mean when | need to talk, for
work or something different, | felt that |1 could easily find common ground.”
(Mustard)

However, for some participants knowing both sides resulted in the sense of
not belonging anywhere. They felt different from Muslims who did not go through

the process of questioning and confrontation they went through and the atheists who
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did not have to go through a similar process. This caused them to end up in a place
where they still felt lonely and isolated:

“This is also a situation which puts me in difficulty with regards to finding my
identity. I mean, | cannot be in the same position with anybody; emm | struggled
for a while feeling the absence of it, but later, | thought that being alone emm is a
position that can be very precious, that the emptiness that I try to fill is an emptiness
that was caused, in the first place, in relation to my attitude towards religion.”
(Indigo)

Regarding the adoption of their new identity, one comment was by Magenta,

who was concerned about questions relating to child-raising. Thinking about having
her own children, she had to face the question of how to raise her children in terms
of religious identity:
“What kind of a school will my child go to? They will go to school, there will be a
course for religious education there, and the child will say, “Oh, I don’t have faith.”
If they take it after me, then they will probably say anything anywhere and then will
be excluded, will not be loved; maybe parents will tell their children not to speak
with my child. The direction that Turkey is following is also obvious. When 1| think
about all these, | have that identity crisis yes because emm I, for example, don’t
want my child to be raised as a Muslim. When I listened to those lies as a child and
now that | am convinced that they were lies, | cannot tell them to my child, but on
the other hand, there is such a society...”

Regarding the future of their identities, some participants saw their identity
as fully formed and did not expect it to change much from now on. On the other
hand, some others, while also feeling more agency and control regarding their
identities and having a much more defined sense of who they were, considered
identity formation a process as an ongoing one and expect that the future may bring

about many changes.
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CHAPTER 4

DISCUSSION

This study aimed to understand the experiences of people who shifted from
Islam to atheism. The development of their Muslim identities, the transformation
process, and the difficulties it brought about, as well as the issues around their
current identities, were explored through semi-structured in-depth interviews with
ten participants. Based on the results of these interviews, four main themes, with
one to three sub-themes, were identified.

The first theme, “Being Muslim,” included participants’ relationships with
their Muslim identities and was comprised of two sub-themes: “Positive
Experiences with Islam” and “Negative Experiences with Islam.” The second
theme, “Experiencing a Conflict Between Islam and Self,” was specified to contain
participants’ experiences regarding their transformation period, which was
discussed as a transition phase from Islam to atheism. The theme revealed three
main themes: “Leaving the Fishbowl,” which describes participants’ exposure to a
new social and physical context, “Trying to Discover New Possibilities,” which
contains participants’ experiences around the exploration of new identities, and
“Managing Internal Conflict” which includes the strategies participants’ used to
resolve the conflict they felt between their internal experiences and the values and
rules of Islam. The third theme was “Becoming One’s Own Person” and consisted
of three sub-themes: “Surviving,” “Resisting,” and “Growing.” The first one
included the challenges of the process, while the second sub-theme covered the
ways through which participants fought against the challenges they faced. The third
sub-theme was characterized by the insight and self-knowledge participants gained
out of this process of change. The final theme, “Changing Relationship with
Identities,” was related to participants’ current views of Muslim and atheist
identities, as well as their current identity definitions and perspectives.

This chapter will interpret the results of this study. In addition to the

limitations and the strengths of the current study, possible clinical implications and
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suggestions for future studies will be discussed, considering the present study and
the findings of other studies in the literature.

4.1. DISCUSSION OF THE RESULTS

The first theme that was identified through a detailed examination of the
data was Being a Muslim. This theme encapsulated participants’ relationships and
experiences regarding Islam. The theme revealed that all participants have different
religious backgrounds and all participants' experiences were unique compared to
each other but also compared to their immediate environment. Research from the
literature also supports this result. One study investigated the religious beliefs of
emerging adults with different theological positions and beliefs, including
Protestant Christianity, Islam, Judaism, and atheism. The results of their study
indicated that each participant formed their own unique belief system based on their
original position and their induvial experiences (Arnett & Jensen,
2002). Participants of the current study varied in terms of the intensity of their
religiosity. A study from Turkey also revealed that participants who changed from
Islam to atheism or deism reported having varying degrees of attachment to Islam
when they were Muslims (Zavalsiz & Sahin, 2018). Some of the participants came
from relatively more secular families, while some others came from families who
are members of Political Islamist cults and congregations. The current study
participants’ former Muslim identities did not only change due to their family’s
religious background, but they also varied in terms of their own personal attachment
to religion, other identities that were also salient such as ethnic identity, political
identity, or the participants’ sexual identity or orientation. Participants also reported
experimenting within their religious practices, such as praying with different outfits
or praying in Turkish instead of Arabic to find the best version that will make more
sense to them. All these factors combined formed a unique and individualized
religious identity for each participant, resulting in a unique change process.

Based on Marcia’s Identity Status theory (1993), the participants of the

study shifts from the Foreclosure identity status, which describes an identity that
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was accepted without question, to Moratorium identity, which describes a search
for identity, and finally to an Achieved identity status which describes an identity
that is reached after a careful questioning and search (Marcia et al., 1993). The shift
is not linear for all participants. Also, some of the participants, for example, Amber,
who was raised in a relatively secular family and discovered the details of Islam by
herself after puberty, experienced a subtle shift from foreclosure to moratorium
status. In addition, for some participants, the intensity and the duration of each
identity status differ. For example, Indigo, who left his family’s Islamic cult to enter
an Islamic congregation, can be said to experience a rather long moratorium status
by which he was in a state of ongoing questioning and search.

In addition to Marcia’s ego-identity formation theory, certain studies are
developed to explain atheist identity development particularly (Siner, 2012; Small,
2008). Among the studies that develop an atheist identity formation theory, Small’s
(2008) study is the one that was empirically supported; therefore, within the scope
of this chapter, that study will be discussed.

Small’s (2008) atheist identity development suggests six stages. Their first
stage corresponds to Marcia’s foreclosure identity (Marcia et al., 1993). The first
stage status suggests an initial state where no agency upon the identity was claimed
(Small, 2008). For the present study, this stage corresponds to the initial Muslim
identities of the participants. This is the stage before they become aware of their
Muslim identity and reflect upon it. The second stage is when one starts to focus on
the information regarding the religious environment. In other words, this is a period
where one starts to be aware of their religious identity. In terms of the present study,
this can be conceptualized as when participants start to learn and be included in
religious teachings and practices. This is also the stage where their relationship
towards Islam - for example, the resistance or the eagerness they feel towards
religious practices - starts to develop. In the third stage of atheist identity
development, one starts to have questions, doubts, or displeasure regarding religion
and God. Combined with Small’s (2008) stage 3.5, which was theorized as a
transition process in which one leaves former religious beliefs and constructs a new

identity, these two stages can be compared to Marcia’s (1993) Moratorium status.
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In the present study, these stages may include the sub-themes of “Leaving the
Fishbowl,” “Trying to Discover New Possibilities,” and ‘“Managing Internal
Conflict.” According to Small (2008), the fourth stage is the stage that one owns
one’s identity, and it includes an increasing capacity to investigate and question as
well as possible participation in a rational or intellectual community. The
participants of the present study also reported an increased doubt, as well as critical
and scientific thinking and a more rational search for truth. They describe Stage
five as a period with increased connection to other individuals and increased
humility. They also describe the sixth stage, not so different from the fifth, as a
period of life where the participants became increasingly humanitarian and are in
harmony with all people (Small, 2008). The stages from four to six can be compared
to Marcia’s Achieved Identity Status (Marcia et al., 1993). Stages five and six also
can be compared to participants’ experiences of having seen both sides and the
resulting increased capacity for empathy towards all identities.

Small’s (2008) theorization of atheist identity development seems to be in
line with the present study’s findings. However, specific points of the atheist
identity formation theory need further discussion. First of all, Small (2008)
develops their theory based on religious identity formation theories. However,
atheism is considered a non-theological position (Cliteur, 2009); therefore, adopting
a theory that explains the development of religious identity is inevitably insufficient
to understand the identity development of atheists. The second issue about the study
is that Small (2008) developed their stages in parallel with the developmental
periods of childhood, adolescence, and adulthood. In other words, they position the
first and second stages within the years of childhood, while they expect the third
and fourth stages to unfold during adolescence years (Small, 2008). However, it is
possible for a person to start questioning their religious believes in the late years of
adulthood (Berger, 2015; Khalil & Bilici, 2007; Nica, 2020). Although Small’s
(2008) study is critical since it is one of a few studies that aim to develop a theory
of atheist identity formation, its downsides and shortcomings indicate the need for
further studies that will support Small’s (2008) efforts and build upon it.
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Another issue that echoes in the literature regards the concealment of
participants’ identities. Arslan’s study (2016) shows similar results in terms of
identity disclosure. According to their study, parents who were seculars or non-
believers tried not to disclose their identities. Also, participants of that study
commonly preferred no to claim atheism as an identity due to stigma (Arslan, 2016).
Although not all participants in the present study attributed the reason not to call
themselves atheists to stigma, the literature can help enlighten this common
phenomenon. Many studies in the foreign literature investigate and discuss the
relationship between identity concealment and the stigma that is woven around
atheism (Abbott & Mollen, 2018; Alidoosti, 2009; Cimino & Smith, 2011; Cloud,
2017; Goodman & Mueller, 2009; Scheitle et al., 2019; Siner, 2012; Smith, 2011,
Zimmerman et al., 2015). Literature in Turkey is minimal, and only two studies
address the issues around atheist identity disclosure (Arslan, 2016; Zavalsiz &
Sahin, 2018).

In Zavalsiz and Sahin’s study (2018), 22 out of 25 atheist and deist
participants reported they prefer to conceal their identities. According to their study,
participants tended to adjust their behaviors regarding concealment according to
people’s attitudes in the context. Those participants also reported that they were
tried to be convinced into religion when they disclose their identities to Muslims.
In the present study, four out of ten participants reported they disclosed their
identities to their families and their friends. Two of the participants reported that
they shared their identity with some members of their families. One of the
participants shared his experience partially, meaning that he only shared certain
aspects but did not discuss his faith. The remaining three participants, similar to
Zavalsiz and Sahin’s findings (2018), disclosed their identities to their friends who
would be accepting towards their identities but not to their families because they
were concerned about the reactions they might receive. Two of these three reported
paying attention to their clothes or the words they use when they are with the family
members.

The difficulty of the identity disclosure resulted in some atheists and some

scholars comparing atheist identity to LGBTI+ identities, especially with respect to
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being stigmatized (Cloud, 2017; Siner, 2012) and adopting queer discourse for
identity disclosure and concealment, namely: coming out and being in the closet
(Cimino & Smith, 2011; Cloud, 2017; Zimmerman et al., 2015). However, there is
a discussion within the literature about the consequences of the appropriation of this
discourse that was claimed by another minority group (Anspach et al., 2007).
Although this debate is beyond the scope of this study, the fact that many scholars
needed to adapt notions regarding identity disclosure and concealment supports
Abbott’s (2018) theorization to consider atheism a “concealable and stigmatized
identity.”

The literature from Turkey primarily focused on the factors that influence
people to change from Islam to atheism or deism (Arslan, 2016; Giilfil, 2018;
Simsek, 2018; Zavalsiz & Sahin, 2018). Also, some of the studies that are
conducted in Turkey reveal the author’s bias through the vocabulary used, such as
preferring the term: “denying God” or “denying God’s existence,” which indicates
the researcher’s bias towards pre-accepting the existence of God (Giilfil, 2018;
Zavalsiz & Sahin, 2018). Due to the limited number of studies conducted in Turkey
and the appreciation that all studies can reveal important information, the findings
of these studies also will be included and discussed within the scope of this chapter.
The reasons for becoming atheists and deists were listed as being leftist, being from
the Alevi sect of Islam, having a secular family, receiving higher education, being
male (Arslan, 2016); the pursuit of liberty and independence, negative attributions
to God, the problem of evil, the pursuit of meaning, rationalism, liberalism, science,
technological advances, modernity (Giilfil, 2018), puberty and coming of age
(Simsek, 2018), not receiving a response from God, not being able to make sense
of the supernatural narratives, and spiritual opportunism (Zavalsiz & Sahin, 2018).

The present study participants also report some of the factors suggested by
other studies to have an essential part in the transition process from Islam to
atheism. However, their narratives did not point to a direct causal link between these
factors and their transition. In Arslan’s (2016) study, the factors that contributed to
making the transition process easier were presented as causal factors. The present

study also demonstrates that people from more radically religious backgrounds find
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it comparably harder to detach from their former environment as well as their
former identities. Although their families’ levels of secularity have an important
role in how they experience this process, it is not clear whether it is a direct
contributor to their disaffiliation since other factors such as their relationship with
the family members, the marital status of the parents, and also participants’ and
their parents’ attachment styles are among important family-related factors to
consider. Also, in the current study, participants who at a certain period of their
process became more religious compared to their family despite their family’s
secularity. Of course, it is important to note that participants who come from
political Islamist families or religious families compared to secular ones are higher
on the continuum of foreclosure identity status, which may also make it harder for
the change process for them (Marcia et al., 1993).

The present study revealed that the transition process participants went
through is an overall change that comprehends many aspects of their identities,
experiences, and personalities. Participants did not only change their theological
positions, but they went through a discovery process through which they obtained
a deeper understanding of themselves. Along this process, other aspects of their
identities (such as their political identities or their relationship to their sexual
identities) and their personalities (such as their relationship to their bodies and
sexuality, their understanding of the world and the people around them, or even
their career options) also changed significantly. All these factors interact with and
influence each other resulting in more questions and the requirement for more

research regarding the topic.

4.2. CLINICAL IMPLICATIONS

A significant amount of the research on atheism in the foreign literature is
focused on the stigma and the discrimination that atheist people face (Brewster et
al., 2014). One of the characteristics of atheist identity is that it is a concealable
identity. In other words, it is not discernible to other people compared to most other
identities, such as race (Abbott & Mollen, 2018; Smith, 2011). Atheism is also
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mentioned in the literature as an identity that was stigmatized (Abbott & Mollen,
2018; Alidoosti, 2009; Goodman & Mueller, 2009; Nash, 2003; Siner, 2012). Nash
(2003) reported that atheist students were stigmatized by other students using
derogatory words, some of which are “Satanic,” “immoral,” “mean-spirited,” or
“empty.” Other studies revealed that the psychological well-being of atheists is
under the negative influence of discrimination and the expectation of stigma
(Abbott & Mollen, 2018; Brewster et al., 2014). Other research showed that the
psychological and physical health of participants who went through a disaffiliation
process tends to become more vulnerable compared to those who did not experience
such a process, whether they are believers or non-believers (Fenelon & Danielsen,
2016). A study that conducted interviews with people who try to leave their ultra-
orthodox Jewish community in New York found that the most common
psychological challenges of the process were experiencing difficulty in retaining
familial bonds, loss of social support, and difficulty in adapting to a secular world
in which they need to take their own responsibility. The findings of the current study
are also consistent with the literature. The participants reported feelings of being
discriminated against and isolated, as well as experiencing loss of former
friendships, an injured relationship with the family, and a difficulty that was
resulted from losing the sense of direction, meaning, and purpose that believing in
Islam provided them. On the other hand, participants also derived a sense of
liberation, especially from the latter of the challenges due to the fact that it gave
them a greater sense of agency, autonomy, and freedom (Nica, 2020). This finding
is also consistent with another study which found that the psychological well-being
of people is negatively affected when they go through a disaffiliation process;
however, the study also showed that their well-being increased after they started to
claim and identify with their new identities (Nica, 2020).

Despite the resilience, insightfulness, and adaptive capacity of the people
who come out from this process growing (Nica, 2020), it is also evident that leaving
one’s religious belief brings about many challenges that need to be considered

within the clinical room.

67



4.3. STRENGTHS AND LIMITATIONS

Over the recent years, there have been increasing attention on the topics of
disaffiliation and non-believers in literature from Turkey (Arslan, 2016; Deringil,
2000; Giilfil, 2018; Simsek, 2018; Zavalsiz & Sahin, 2018). Most of the empiric
research focuses on the pre-disaffiliation period and investigates the reasons behind
the religious change (Arslan, 2016; Giilfil, 2019a; Simsek, 2018; Zavalsiz & Sahin,
2018). Some of the research from the literature also reportedly aims to provide
suggestions to prevent such change (Giilfil, 2018; Zavalsiz & Sahin, 2018). The
nature of this topic is intricately intertwined with political ideologies and therefore
calls for a lot of controversies (Carkoglu & Toprak, 2006). Therefore, the research
around disaffiliation remains to be far from being objective and impartial.

The present study aims to contribute the literature about religious
disaffiliation greatly. Among the studies mentioned above, Arslan’s study (2016) is
the only one to directly focus on the transition from Islam to atheism. Other studies
either tackle conversions out of Islam to either other religions or to different
theological positions that include agnosticism and deism, in addition to atheism
(Giilfil, 2018; Khalil & Bilici, 2007; Simsek, 2018; Zavalsiz & Sahin, 2018). This
study differs from Arslan’s (2016) study in the sense that it investigates not only
the pre-transition period but also attempts to understand the experience of identity
change in a more comprehensive sense, examining the participants’ relation to all
different identities they claimed along the process. Another contribution that the
present study offers to the literature is its endeavor to understand religious
disaffiliation from the theoretical perspective of identity change and identity
formation (Abbott & Mollen, 2018; Ahmed, 2019; Marcia et al., 1993; Nica, 2020;
Small, 2008). The present study also attempted to discuss the stigma and the
challenges that disaffiliated atheist faced along the process, which is an aspect of
the issue that was intensely investigated in the foreign literature (Abbott & Mollen,
2018; Cloud, 2017; Goodman & Mueller, 2009; Scheitle et al., 2019; Zimmerman
et al., 2015) but not in literature from Turkey.
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The present study has certain limitations, too. First of all, the qualitative
method of the study helps to gain a deeper understanding of individuals’
experiences at the cost of generalizability. Perhaps, a study with more participants
who went through a disaffiliation process may contribute to the generalizability of
the results. Secondly, due to the magnitude of the data, all details of the participants’
experiences could not be covered within the limits of the report. In order to
compensate for that, the utmost efforts were made in order to identify the themes
that represent the participants’ experiences in the best possible way.

The third limitation of the study pertains to the restrictions due to the Covid-
19 pandemic. The interviews of the study were made using an online meeting
platform, therefore the participants were met behind the screen. It is possible that a
virtual interview resulted in some losses compared to a face-to-face interview. For
example, during the interviews due to the problems in the internet connection, there
were times when either party had difficulties in hearing each other. Sometimes the
need to reconnect was required which may have resulted in the participants
forgetting what they were going to say or change their decision to give certain
information. If the interviews could have been conducted in a face-to-face manner,
it is possible that the data could be a little different.

Another limitation regards the participants’ diversity. Although they
differed in terms of socio-economic and the details of their religious background,
all of the participants of the study were either university students or university
graduates and they were all millennials whose ages ranged between 21 and 33.
Some of the participants also had graduate and doctoral degrees. The limited
diversity regarding the education levels and the ages of the participants may cause
a certain bias in the data.

The last limitation of the study pertains to the researchers’ subjectivity.
Qualitative research methods do not exclude the perspective of the researcher;
therefore, different researchers may have identified different themes from the same
data. This study aimed a certain level of impartiality and objectivity, to be able to
reach this goal it is important to consider the perspective and the background of the

researcher which may affect the results of the study. This thesis was mostly
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interpreted based on a sociopsychological perspective. Therefore, other possible
interpretations from other perspectives such as developmental, psychodynamic,
psychoanalytic, or educational psychology were not included within the scope of
this study. It is also worth noting that the researcher adopts a more secular and

liberal worldview which may also affected the perception of the research data.

4.4. SUGGESTIONS FOR FUTURE STUDIES

Religious identity is a concept that is intimately related to other aspects of
society such as geography, culture, and nationality. Therefore, although the
international literature helps to understand specific universal issues around atheist
identity, it comes short of enlightening the culture-bound aspects of the subject. A
study from America found that atheists come last in the list of people who can be
trusted. What is more interesting is that Muslims are right above the atheists (Edgell
etal., 2006). While in America, being an atheist and being Muslim are both minority
identities, in Turkey, Muslims are considered a majority identity while atheist
identity remains stigmatized and marginalized (KONDA, 2019; Kulat, 2017; PEW,
2019). This asymmetry in Turkey created a disadvantage for participants who left
Islam and became atheists. Therefore, understanding the transition from Islam to
atheism is a very culture-dependent issue that needs further understanding in
Turkey.

In addition, the clinical implications, in other words, the challenges that
Muslims, atheists, or questioning people faced because of their identities, need
further studies in the context of Turkey. The result of the study revealed that all
participants reported experiencing many challenges during different periods of their
identity change process: such as feeling discriminated, being bullied, dealing with
intense fear, isolation, and loneliness; the sense of emptiness and loss of meaning,
and even the ideation of or plans for suicide.

The issue of identity change is important in terms of social identity and
social stigma but also important to understand the dynamics of change and

transformation. Participants who went through this process reported a
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comprehensive change in many aspects of their identities, attitudes, and opinions.
Acquiring more understanding with respect to the mechanisms of change
participants went through, may help understanding the dynamics of change within
other contexts, such as change in the therapy room.

It is worth considering the possibility that the participants of the current
study may have character traits that render them inclined to be more open to change
and new ideas. Therefore, a new study which examines the relationship between
certain character traits and identity change would be helpful to understand the
contributing factors.

In addition, a psychoanalytical understanding of participants’ religious
ideation can also immensely contribute to the psychoanalytic literature and clinical
practice. One of the participants Amber reported an experience which she described
as having God in her mind one night and waking up in a Godless mind the other
day. Understanding the representation of God and divinity in terms of object
representations may help to develop a different perspective in order to understand
this experience in a deeper way.

The research on the topic of disaffiliation from Turkey mostly focused on
the reasons for the change (Arslan, 2016; Zavalsiz & Sahin, 2018). However, all
these studies are qualitative studies that cannot reveal a causal relationship.
Therefore, other empirical results in order to understand the causality of such a
change may be conducted with a greater number of individuals. In addition, a study
with a more diverse population can be important to understand the variety of the
experiences and may contribute to the generalizability.

The present study focused on religious disaffiliation and the change from
Islam to atheism; however, investigating this change from the other direction may
help better understand the dynamics of change and may lead to understanding the
issues around religious identity and identity change from a more objective
perspective. Also, a comparison between atheists who were disaffiliated between
atheists who were always atheists and did not experience such a change process
may help to understand the differences and commonalities between those different

identity formation processes.
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Lastly, the participants of this study mainly reported experiencing an
internal conflict between their values and the values of Islam. The conflict led them
to leave religion and construct a new identity. It would be interesting to interview
people who went through such a process but remained Muslims in order to
understand the dynamics of internal conflict resolution and may provide a different
perspective on identity formation.
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CONCLUSION

This study attempted to understand the experiences of individuals who are
disaffiliated from Islam and identify as atheists. The study aimed to understand the
process of identity change and identity reconstruction. The study results revealed
that at the core of this process of change was a conflict experienced between one’s
needs, desires, urges, and the requirements of religion. The individuals used
different strategies to cope with this conflict which eventually led them to construct
a new identity. This new identity was based on participants’ own autonomy and
differed from their previous identities in terms of the level of the agency involved
in the identity construction process. The current study is one of the first among
studies from Turkey to explain the experience of religious disaffiliation. Also, the
difficulties and challenges experienced by the atheist individuals revealed as a result
of the study need further research. This study also focused its attention on identity,
which is a flexible, agentic, and complex construct that can change, transform and

interact through time

“...It is often the way we look at other people that imprisons them within their own
narrowest allegiances. And it is also the way we look at them that may
set them free.”

Amin Maalouf

73



REFERENCES

Abbott, D. M., & Mollen, D. (2018). Atheism as a concealable stigmatized identity:
Outness, anticipated stigma, and well-being. Counseling Psychologist, 46(6),
685—707. https://doi.org/10.1177/0011000018792669

Ahmed, H. S. (Ankara U. (2019). Beliren Yetiskinlerde Dini Kimlik Geligimi [Ankara
University].
https://tez.yok.gov.tr/Ulusal TezMerkezi/TezGoster?key=vjszP7Pz\VVOHebcjFEvVDf
wEeuJaUTPCJ9E9Gx172EE0SgnG_5DXu0InsJ1w3ih1B0

Aktan, S. (2019). Tiirkiye’de deizm neden artiyor, dindarlik neden azaliyor? Euronews.
https://tr.euronews.com/2019/03/19/turkiye-de-deizm-neden-yukseliste-ateizm-
deizm-agnostizm-panteizm-ne-demek

Alidoosti, B. (2009). The Process and Experience of Deciding to Live Openly Atheist
in a Christian Family: A Qualitative Study. Virginia Polytechnic Institute and
State University.

Anspach, W., Coe, K., & Thurlow, C. (2007). The other closet?: Atheists,
homosexuals, and the lateral appropriation of discursive capital. Critical
Discourse Studies, 4(1), 95-119. https://doi.org/10.1080/17405900601149509

Arnett, J. J., & Jensen, L. A. (2002). A congregation of one. Journal of Adolescent
Research, 17(5), 451-467. https://doi.org/10.1177/0743558402175002

Arslan, O. Z. (2016). Socio-Psychological Background of Conversions from Islam to
Atheism: A Sample of Turkey [Istanbul University].
https://tez.yok.gov.tr/Ulusal TezMerkezi/tezDetay.jsp?id=vcgm23ed51gHUXzD32
haOA&no=Ew0bn1Szc- NpxgglX2pow

Aydin, A. R. (1995). Dini Inkarin Psiko-Sosyal Nedenleri. Ondokuz Mayis University.

Baggini, J. (2003). Atheism: A very short introduction (1st ed.). Oxford University
Press.

Berger, R. (2015). Challenges and coping strategies in leaving an ultra-Orthodox
community. Qualitative Social Work, 14(5), 670—686.
https://doi.org/10.1177/1473325014565147

74


https://doi.org/10.1177/1473325014565147

Boliikbasi, M. (2012). Milli Goriis’ten muhafazakar demokrasiye: Tiirkiye’de 28 Subat
siireci sonrasi Islami elitlerin doniisiimii. /nsan ve Toplum Bilimleri Arastirmalar:
Derqgisi, 1(2), 166-187.

Braun, V., & Clarke, V. (2006). Using thematic analysis in psychology. Qualitative
Research in Psychology, 3(2), 77-101.
https://doi.org/10.1191/1478088706qp0630a

Brewster, M. E., Robinson, M. A., Sandil, R., Esposito, J., & Geiger, E. (2014).
Arrantly absent: Atheism in psychological science from 2001 to 2012. The
Counseling Psychologist, 42(5), 628-663.
https://doi.org/10.1177/0011000014528051

Bullivant, S. (2013). Defining Atheism. In S. Bullivant & M. Ruse (Eds.), The Oxford
Handbook of Atheism (1st ed., pp. 23-31). Oxford University Press.

Carkoglu, A., & Toprak, B. (2006). Degisen Tiirkiye de din, toplum ve siyaset.
https://www.tesev.org.tr/wp-
content/uploads/rapor_Degisen_Turkiyede_Din_Toplum_Ve_Siyaset.pdf

Cayir, C. (2014). Ergenlerin dini inang, sliphe ve dini tutumlari iizerine bir arastirma.
Bilimname, 27(2), 59-88.

Cimino, R., & Smith, C. (2011). The new atheism and the formation of the imagined
secularist community. Journal of Media and Religion, 10(1), 24-38.
https://doi.org/10.1080/15348423.2011.549391

Cliteur, P. (2009). The Definition of Atheism. Journal of Religion and Society, 11, 1
23.

Cloud, D. (2017). Rewriting a discursive practice: atheist adaptation of coming out
discourse. Written Communication, 34(2), 165-188.
https://doi.org/10.1177/0741088317695079

Cook, D. (2006). Apostasy from Islam: A historical perspective. Jerusalem Studies in
Arabic and Islam, 31, 248-288.
https://scholarship.rice.edu/bitstream/handle/1911/70716/ApostasyFromislam.pdf;
sequence=6

Cmar, M. (2006). Turkey’s transformation under the AKP rule. The Muslim World, 96,
469-486.

75


https://scholarship.rice.edu/bitstream/handle/1911/70716/ApostasyFromIslam.pdf;sequence=6
https://scholarship.rice.edu/bitstream/handle/1911/70716/ApostasyFromIslam.pdf;sequence=6

Deringil, S. (2000). “There is no compulsion in religion”: On conversion and apostasy
in the late Ottoman Empire: 1839-1856. Comparative Studies in Society and
History, 42(3), 547-575. https://doi.org/10.1017/S0010417500002930

Edgell, P., Gerteis, J., & Hartmann, D. (2006). Atheists as “other”’: Moral boundaries
and cultural membership in American society. American Sociological Review,
71(2), 211-234. https://doi.org/10.1177/000312240607100203

Eller, J. D. (2010). What is atheism? In P. Zuckerman (Ed.), Atheisn and Secularity
(Volume 1). Preager.

Erikson, E. H. (1968). Identity, Youth, and Crisis. W. W. Norton & Company.

Fenelon, A., & Danielsen, S. (2016). Leaving my religion: Understanding the
relationship between religious disaffiliation, health, and well-being. Social
Science Research, 57, 49-62. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ssresearch.2016.01.007

Girit, S. (2018). Tiirkiye’de deizm tartigmasi: Muhafazakar genc¢lik dinden uzaklasiyor
mu? BBC News Tiirkge. https://lwww.bbc.com/turkce/haberler-turkiye-43832877

Goodman, K. M., & Mueller, J. A. (2009). Invisible, marginalized, and stigmatized:
Understanding and addressing the needs of atheist students. New Directions for
Student Services, 125(7), 55-63. https://doi.org/10.1002/ss.308

Giilfil, D. (2018). Psikolojik A¢idan Ateizm: Nitel Bir Aragtirma. Cukurova
Universitesi.

Giilfil, D. (2019a). Ateistlerde olumsuz tanr1 algisinin psiko-sosyal a¢idan
degerlendirilmesi. [nsan ve Toplum Bilimleri Arastirmalar: Dergisi, 8(2), 1289—
1312. https://doi.org/10.15869/itobiad.489478

Giilfil, D. (2019b). Sekiilerlesmenin ateist tutum tizerindeki etkisi. Van Yiiziincii Y1l
Universitesi Sosyal Bilimler Enstitiisii Dergisi, 46, 309-333.

Giindogar, H., & Yiirgii¢, M. S. (2019). Deizm baglaminda ortadgretim okullarinda
inang algis: Adiyaman 6rnegi. Kilis 7 Aralik Universitesi Ilahiyat Fakiiltesi
Dergisi, 6(11), 643-670. https://doi.org/10.29228/k7auifd.23

Hokelekli, H., & Cayir, C. (2006). Genglerin din degistirip Hiristiyan olmasinda etkili
olan psiko-sosyal etkenler. Uludag Universitesi Ilahiyat Fakiiltesi Dergisi, 15(1),
23-46.

76



James, W. (2002). The varieties of religious experience: A study in human nature
(100th anniversary ed.). Routledge (Original work published 1902).
https://doi.org/10.1126/science.16.399.301
Kaya, I. C. (2019). Tiirkiye’de kadinlarm basortiisii miicadelesinden basortiisiiyle

miicadelesine goriiniir olma ¢abasi ve pratikleri. International Journal of
Social and Humanities Sciences, 3(2), 61-84.

Kayiklik, H. (2005). Bireysel yasamda dinsel degisim. Cukurova Universitesi Ilahiyat
Fakiiltesi Dergisi, 5(2), 5-23.

Khalil, M. H., & Bilici, M. (2007). Conversion out of Islam: A study of conversion
narratives of former Muslims. The Muslim World, 97(1), 111-124.
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1478-1913.2007.00161.x

KONDA. (2019). KONDA Tiirkiye 'de toplumsal cinsiyet raporu: Hayat tarzlart 2018
arastirmasi. https://konda.com.tr/wp-
content/uploads/2019/11/KONDA _ToplumsalCinsiyetRaporu.pdf

Kulat, M. A. (2017). Tiirkiye 'de toplumun dine ve dini degerlere bakisi.
https://www.makdanismanlik.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/03/MAK-
DANISMANLIK-TURKIYEDE-TOPLUMUN-DINE-VE-DINi-DEGERLERE-
BAKISI-ARASTIRMASI.pdf

Le Poidevin, R. (2004). Arguing for atheism: An introduction to the philosophy of
religion. Routledge.

Lofland, J., & Skonovd, N. (1981). Conversion motifs. Journal of the Scientific Study
of Religion, 20(4), 373-385. https://doi.org/10.2307/1386185

Marcia, J. E. (1966). Development and validation of ego-identity status. Journal of
Personality and Social Psychology, 3(5), 551-558.
https://doi.org/10.1037/h0023281

Marcia, J. E., Waterman, A. S., Matteson, D. R., Archer, S. L., & Orlofsky, J. L.
(1993). Ego identity: A handbook for psychosocial research (1st ed.). Springer-
Verlag. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-1-4613-8330-7

Martin, M. (2007). General introduction. In M. Martin (Ed.), The Cambridge
companion to atheism (pp. 1-11). Cambridge University Press.

77


https://doi.org/10.1126/science.16.399.301

McCarn, S. R., & Fassinger, R. E. (1996). Revisioning sexual minority identity
formation: A new model of lesbian identity and its implications for counseling
and research. The Counseling Psychologist, 24(3), 508-534.
https://doi.org/10.1177/0011000096243011

McGrath, A. (2004). The twighlight of atheism: The rise and fall of disbelief in the
modern world (1st ed.). WaterBrook.

Menkiic, D. (2019). Din kiiltiirii ve ahlak bilgisi ogretmenlerinin gériisleri is18inda
liselerde deizm diistincesi [Sakarya University].
https://acikerisim.sakarya.edu.tr/bitstream/handle/20.500.12619/90284/ILT0713.p
df?sequence=1

Nash, R. J. (2003). Inviting atheists to the table: A modest proposal for higher
education. Religion and Education, 30(1), 1-23.
https://doi.org/10.1080/15507394.2003.10012315

Nica, A. A. (2020). Leaving my religion: How ex-fundamentalists reconstruct identity
related to well-being. Journal of Religion and Health, 59(4), 2120-2134.
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10943-019-00975-8

Oxford. (1982). Atheism. In C. T. Onions (Ed.), The Oxford Dictionary of English
Etymology (p. 59). Oxford University Press.

Oxford. (1993). Atheism. In D. Thompson (Ed.), Oxford Dictionary of Current English
(2nd ed., p. 46). Oxford University Press.

Oztiirk, M. (2017). Deizmin ayak sesleri. Karar.
https://www.karar.com/yazarlar/mustafa-ozturk/deizmin-ayak-sesleri-3777

PEW. (2019). Spring 2019 Global Attitudes Survey: Topline Questionnaire.

Pulcini, T. (2017). Cyber-apostasy: its repercussions on Islam and interfaith relations.
Journal of Contemporary Religion, 32(2), 189-203.
https://doi.org/10.1080/13537903.2017.1298902

Quinn, D. M., & Earnshaw, V. A. (2011). Understanding concealable stigmatized
identities: The role of identity in psychological, physical, and behavioral
outcomes. Social Issues and Policy Review, 5(1), 160-190.
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1751-2409.2011.01029.x

78



Rainwater, E. A. (2019). Millennials leaving religion: A transcendental
phenomenological research study on religious disaffiliation [Walden University].
In ProQuest Dissertations and Theses. http://search.proquest.com.ezp-
prodl.hul.harvard.edu/docview/2315587601?accountid=11311%0Ahttps://hollis.h
arvard.edu/openurl/01HVD/HVD_URL??url_ver=239.88-
2004&rft_val_fmt=info:ofi/fmt:kev:mtx:dissertation&genre=dissertations+%26+t
heses&sid=ProQ:ProQuest+

Rambo, L. R. (1993). Understanding religious conversion. Yale University Press.

Scheitle, C. P., Corcoran, K. E., & Hudnall, E. B. (2019). Adopting a stigmatized label:
Social determinants of identifying as an atheist beyond disbelief. Social Forces,
97(4), 1731-1756. https://doi.org/10.1093/sf/soy084

Simsek, S. (2018). Ortaogretim 6grencileri arasinda yayginlasan ateizm ve deizm
diisiincesini onlemede dini egitimin 6nemi [Agr1 Ibrahim Cecen Universitesi].
http://acikerisim.agri.edu.tr/xmlui/bitstream/handle/20.500.12501/501/Tam
Metin/Full Text?sequence=1&isAllowed=y

Siner, S. (2012). A theory of atheist student identity development. Journal of the
Indiana University Student Personnel Association, 14, 14-21.
https://scholarworks.iu.edu/journals/index.php/jiuspa/article/view/1935

Small, J. L. (The U. of M. (2008). College student religious affiliation and spiritual
identity: A qualitative study [The University of Michigan].
https://deepblue.lib.umich.edu/bitstream/handle/2027.42/60817/jlsmall_1.pdf?seq
uence=1&isAllowed=y

Smith, J. M. (2011). Becoming an atheist in America: Constructing identity and
meaning from the rejection of theism. Sociology of Religion: A Quarterly Review,
72(2), 215-237. https://doi.org/10.1093/socrel/srq082

Stryker, S., & Burke, P. J. (2000). The Past, Present, and Future of an Identity Theory.
Social Psychology Quarterly, 63(4), 284-297. https://doi.org/10.2307/2695840

Stryker, S., & Serpe, R. T. (1982). Commitment, Identity Salience, and Role Behavior:
Theory and Research Example. In W. Ickes & E. S. Knowles (Eds.), Personality,
Roles, and Social Behavior (Springer S, pp. 199-218). Springer.
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-1-4613-9469-3_7

79


https://doi.org/10.1007/978-1-4613-9469-3_7

Tajfel, H., & Turner, John, C. (2004). The Social Identity Theory of Intergroup
Behavior. In J. D. Tost & J. Sidanius (Eds.), Political Psychology: Key Readings
in Social Psychology (pp. 276-293). Psychology Press.

Thoits, P. A., & Virshup, L. K. (1997). Me’s and We’s: Forms and Functions of Social
Identities. In R. D. Ashmore & L. Jussim (Eds.), Self and Identity: Fundamental
Issues (Rutgers Series on Self and Social Identity: Volume 1) (pp. 106-133).
Oxford University Press.

Zavalsiz, Y. S., & Sahin, E. (2018). Ateist ve Deistlerin Din Algis1: Universite
Ogrencileri Uzerine Psiko-Sosyolojik Bir Arastirma. Tarih Kiiltiir ve Sanat
Arastirmalart Dergisi, 7(2), 567. https://doi.org/10.7596/taksad.v7i2.1425

Zimmerman, K. J., Smith, J. M., Simonson, K., & Myers, B. W. (2015). Familial
Relationship Outcomes of Coming Out as an Atheist. Secularism and
Nonreligion, 4(4), 1-13. https://doi.org/10.5334/snr.aw

80



APPENDICES
APPENDIX A — Announcement of the Study

Dini Kimlik Degisimi: Miislimanliktan

Ateizme Gegis Deneyimlerini Anlamak i¢in Nitel Bir Calisma

Katilimcilarin dini kimlik degisiminde yasadiklar1 deneyimleri anlamak

amaciyla yiiriitiilen arastirmamiza katkida bulunmak ister misiniz?

Bu arastirma, Istanbul Bilgi Universitesi Klinik
Psikoloji Yiiksek Lisans Programi 6grencisi Esma Eda Tiilek tarafindan
Hale Bolak Boratav danismanhiginda yiiriitilmektedir. Arastirma kapsaminda,
Miisliimanliktan ateizme ge¢mis olan ve deneyimlerini paylasmak isteyen
katilimcilarla yaklasik 60-90 dakika siirmesi beklenen ¢evrimigi goriismeler

gerceklestirecegiz.
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APPENDIX B - Informed Consent Form

Bilgilendirilmis Onam Formu

Arastirmayi Destekleyen istanbul Bilgi Universitesi

Kurum:

Arastirmanin Adi: Dini Kimlik Degisimi: Mislimanliktan Ateizme Gegis
Deneyimlerini Anlamak igin Nitel Bir Calisma

Arastirmacinin Adr: Esma Eda Tulek

Aragtirmacinin E-mail
Adresi ve Telefonu:
Arastirmanin Danigsmani: Hale Bolak Boratav
Danismanin E-mail Adresi
ve Telefonu:

Bu arastirma, istanbul Bilgi Universitesi Klinik Psikoloji Yiiksek Lisans Programi dgrencisi
Esma Eda Tillek tarafindan Hale Bolak Boratav danismanhginda yiritilmektedir. Bu
arastirmanin amaci, katihmcilarin dini kimlik degisiminde yasadiklari deneyimleri
anlamaktir. Arastirmanin dini kimlikte yasanan degisimlerle ilgili calismalara katki
saglamasi beklenmektedir.

Bu arastirmaya katilmayi kabul ettiginiz takdirde, yaklasik 60 ila 90 dakika sirecek
cevrimici bir gorismeye katilmaniz beklenecektir. Bu gorismede, Mislimanhktan
ateizme gecis konusundaki dislincelerinizi ve gbzlemlerinizi 6grenmek igin sizden bazi
sorulara yanit vermeniz istenecektir. Yapacagimiz gériismede verdiginiz yanitlar, sonraki
analizlerde kullanilmak Uzere, gorisme sirasinda bilgisayar hoparlorlerinin yakinina
yerlestirilecek ses kayit cihazlariyla kayit altina alinacaktir. Gorlisme sirasinda goriinti
kaydi alinmayacaktir.

Bu arastirma bilimsel bir amacla yapilmakta ve katilimci bilgilerinin gizliligi esas
alinmaktadir. Verdiginiz tim bilgiler gizli tutulacaktir. Ses kayitlari arastirma siiresince
yalnizca arastirmacinin ve danismaninin erisimi olan bir harici bellekte muhafaza edilecek,
arastirma sona erdiginde silinecektir. Alinan demografik bilgiler, gbrisme sirasinda alinan
yanitlardan ayri olarak saklanacak ve eslestiriimeyecektir. Arastirma bulgularinin sunumu
ve raporlamasinda kisi isimleri kullaniimayacak, elde edilen bilgiler toplu olarak
degerlendirilecek ve bilimsel yayinlarda kullanilacaktir.

Bu arastirmaya katilmak tamamen istege baghdir. Gorlismeye katilmanin {izerinizde
herhangi bir olumsuz etki yaratmasi beklenmemektedir. Ancak gérisme sirasinda yanit
vermek istemediginiz, size kendinizi rahatsiz hissettiren sorular olursa bu sorulari
yanitlamadan gecebilirsiniz. Gorlisme sirasinda dilediginiz zaman kaydin durdurulmasini
isteyebilirsiniz. Gorlisme baslamadan 6nce, gériisme sirasinda veya sonrasinda dilediginiz
zaman soru sorabilirsiniz. Katilmayi kabul ettiginiz takdirde calismanin herhangi bir
asamasinda herhangi bir sebep gdstermeden arastirmadan ¢ekilme hakkina sahipsiniz.
Arastirmadan cekildiginiz durumda verdiginiz bilgiler degerlendirmeye alinmayacaktir.
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Gorusmenizin sonuglari, arastirma sonlandiriimadan 6nce gézden gecirmeniz igin sizinle
e-posta yoluyla paylasilacak ve geri bildiriminiz dogrultusunda gerekli degisiklikler
yapilacaktir. Burada amag, sizin goruslerinizin ve deneyimlerinizin en dogru sekilde
anlasiimasini saglamaktir.

Bu calismaya tamamen gonilli olarak katiliyorum. Bana anlatilanlari ve yukaridaki
actklamalari anladim. Calismaya katilmayi, gériismenin ses kaydina alinmasini ve verdigim

bilgilerin bilimsel amagli yayinlarda kullanilmasini kabul ediyorum.

Katilimci Adi-Soyadi:
Tarih:
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APPENDIX C — The Semi-Structured Interview Guide

e Bana biraz kendinizden bahseder misiniz?

Gegmis: Aile, Cocukluk ve Ergenlik

e (Dini) kimliginizde yasadiginiz degisimi/ddnusiimii daha iyi anlamak istiyorum.
Bu siireci en iyi sekilde kavrayabilmek icin de dinle ilk iliski kurmaya
basladiginiz zamanlari anlamak istiyorum. Cocuklukta ve ergenlikte dinle
iliskiniz nasildi?

Dinle ilgili ilk anilariniz neler?

Tanriyi/Allahi nasil anliyordunuz?

Tanriyi/Allahi nasil hayal ediyordunuz?

Dini nasil anliyordunuz

Aile iginde nasil dini pratikler vardi?

Bu pratikler size nasil geliyordu?

Din egitimi nasil veriliyordu aile icinde?

Bu 6grendiklerinizi nasil anliyor, nasil anlamlandiriyordunuz?

S@ 0 a0 T

e Bir Miisliman olmak sizin i¢in ne anlama geliyordu?
1. Sizin o donemdeki dini pratikleriniz nasildi?
2. Misliman olmak kimliginizde, kendinizi tanimlama bigiminizde nasil bir
yere sahipti?
3. Din hayatinizda ne kadar yer kaplyordu?
4. Hayati ve kendinizi anlamanizda nasll bir etkisi vardi?

e Bir ateist olmak o dénemde ne anlama geliyordu?

Degisim Siireci

e Sizce cocukluktan yetiskinlige dinle olan iligskiniz nasil degisti?
1. Budegisim nasil bagladi?
2. Bu baslangici neler tetikledi, neler etkili oldu?
3. Degisim siireci nasil ilerledi, bugiin oldugunuz noktaya nasil geldi?
4. Budegisim davranislarinizi ve glinliik hayatinizi pratikte nasil etkiledi? Bu
etki ne zaman basladi? (ibadetleri birakma ya da dinin yasakladiklarini
yapmaya baslama)
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Bu degisim siireci sizi nasil etkiliyordu?

Bugiin

Biraz da bugiin oldugunuz konumdan ve bugiinkii kimliginizden s6z edelim.
Gegmisten bugiine tiim bu siireci diisiiniince bu yasadiginiz degisimi ve
vardiginiz noktayi nasil anlamlandiriyorsunuz?

Bu degisim sizi nasil etkiledi?

Hayati, dlinyayi, varolusu anlamlandirma bi¢iminizi nasil etkiledi?

Bu degisim kendinize bakisinizi nasil etkiledi?

Kimliginizin baska yonlerini, farkli kimliklerinizi nasil etkiledi?

=

wn

Ateist olmak bugiin sizin i¢cin ne anlama geliyor?
1. Ateist olmak su anda kisiliginizde, kendinizi tanimlama bigiminizde nasil
bir yere sahip? Hayatinizda ne kadar yer kapliyor?
2. Buglinden baktiginiz noktada Muslimanligi ve ateistligi nasil
goriyorsunuz?
3. Budegisimin olumlu gérdigindz yanlari neler?
Bu degisimin olumsuz gérdigiliniiz yanlari neler?
5. Misliman kimliginizden, inancinizdan bugtine getirdiginiz/tasidiginiz bir
seyler var mi? Neler var?

b

Gegmise yonelik disiindiigiiniizde farkli olmasini istediginiz seyler var mi?

Gegmise dair disiindiigiiniizde iyi ki boyle olmus dediginiz seyler var mi?

Bugiinden baktiginizda gelecegi nasil gorilyorsunuz?

Benim sormadigim ama sizin eklemek istedigi bir sey, yasadiginiz deneyimi
daha iyi anlamam igin “sundan da bahsetseydim iyi olurdu” dediginiz bir sey
var mi?
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APPENDIX D — Member-check E-mail

Merhaba ...,

Umarim iyisinizdir. Size, Mislimanliktan ateizme gegen kisilerle gergeklestirdigim
gorismelerin sonunda ulastigim sonuglarin kisa bir 6zetini paylasmak ve ortaya ¢ikan
bilgilerin sizin deneyimlerinizi yansitip yansitmadigina dair sizden geri bildirim almak
adina yaziyorum.

Arastirma kapsaminda sizin de dahil oldugunuz 10 farkh katilimciyla derinlemesine
gorismeler yaptim. Bu goriismelerin 1s1g8inda, daha 6nce kendisini Misliman bir kimlikte
tanimlarken bir degisim slirecinin sonunda bu kimlikten ayrilmis ve kendini ateist ya da
inanmayan biri olarak tanimlamaya baslamis katilimcilarin yasadiklari deneyimi, bu
donlisimi nasil anlamlandirdiklarini, gegmis kimliklerine ve buglinkii kimliklerine nasil
baktiklarini anlamaya galigtim.

Gorusmeler sonucunda o6zellikle 6ne ¢ikan, yasanan dontisimiin bitunlikli ve anlamli
bir anlatisini kurabilmeyi mimkin kilan noktalari belirli temalar altinda toplayarak sizin
de yasadiginiz bu sireci mimkiin oldugunca 6zetlemeye calistim. Ancak arastirma
kapsaminin ve raporlama siirecinin dogasi geregi tasidigi sinirliliklar nedeniyle ulastigim
sonuglarin tiim katilimcilarin deneyimini bitiiniiyle kapsayabilmek noktasinda eksiklikler
tasidigini belirtmem gerek. Gorlismelerimiz sonucunda deneyimlerinizi iki veya lg alt
basliktan olusan dort ana tema altinda su sekilde topladim:

1. Misliman olmak
1.1. islam’a yonelik olumlu deneyimler
1.2. islam’a yénelik olumsuz deneyimler

2. islam ve Kendilik Arasinda Bir Catisma Yasamak
1. Fanustan Cikmak
2. Yeni Olasiliklari Kesfetmeye Calismak
3. ic¢sel Catismayla Basa Cikmak

3. Kendini Tanimak
3.1. Hayatta Kalmak
3.2. Miicadele Etmek
3.3. Blyumek

4, Kimliklerle iliskinin Degismesi
Yasanan degisimi anlamak igin slirecin basina, Miisliiman kimligin gelisimine ve

donlisimiine bakmak gerekiyor. Katihmcilarin Misliman kimlikleri hem bu kimliklerin
disavurumlari hem de anlamlandiriima bigimleri bakimindan cesitlilik gésteriyordu. Kimi
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katihmcilar icin dine dair daha olumlu atiflar, kimileri icinse daha olumsuz atiflar baskin
olsa da pek ¢ok katilimci islam’a dair hem olumlu hem de olumsuz deneyimlere sahipti.

Bu degisim siirecinin en temelinde pek ¢ok kisi icin temel bir nokta islam’in degerleri ile
kendi i¢ degerleri arasinda yasadiklari bir gatisma olmus gibi gériiniiyor. Bu ¢atismanin
temeli pek ¢ok kisi icin alisik olduklari, kimileri icin “fanus etkisi” yaratan bir sosyal
cevreden uzaklagmak, yeni insanlarla veya yeni fikirlerle karsilasmak ve bunlarin etkileri
ile yizlesmek oluyor. Bu etkinin tetikledigi i¢sel ¢atisma ile bir donlisim siireci baslhyor.
Her katihmcinin bu igsel ¢atisma ile basa ¢ikma bigimi farkl oluyor. Kimileri daha hizh bir
degisim slirecine adim atarken kimileri dncelikle eski kimliklerini korumanin yollarini
arastiriyor.

Bu i¢sel catisma, kisilerin kendilerini tanimaya baslamalari, i¢ diinyalarinda daha 6nce
dini kimlikleri nedeniyle sucluluk, utanc gibi duygular yaratan hislere, duyumlara ve
deneyimlere bakabilmeye, bunlari benliklerinin bir parcasi olarak kabul edebilmeye
basladiklari bir stirece eviriliyor. Bu sliregcte hem kendi i¢ diinyalarindaki igsellestirilmis
baskilar, hem de disaridaki diinyada karsilastiklari kimi ényargilar, ayrimciliklar ve bazi
kayiplar karsisinda hayatta kalmaya calisirken bir yandan da kimi zaman kimliklerini
ortaya koyarak, kimi zamansa daha dolayli yollarla kisisel sinirlarini belirlemeye ¢alisarak
kendilerini var etmek adina bir miicadele ortaya koyuyorlar. Bu miicadele zaman zaman
kendisini toplumsal diizeyde bir idealizm ve aktivizmle de gbsterebiliyor. Tim bu sirecte
ortak olansa katilimcilarin ifade ettiklerine gére kendilerine karsi daha dirist olduklari,
belirli bir otonomi kazandiklari ve kendi hayatlarinin sorumlulugunu Gstlendikleri bir
biiyiime sureci oluyor.

Son olarak kendilerine gizdikleri bu yeni kimlikle yagamanin onlara sundugu yeni bakisg
acilari var. Bu degisim, elbette, baska kimliklere nasil baktiklarini, ateist kimlikle olan
iliskilerini etkiliyor ve bu kimlik de kendi icinde bazi degisimlerden geciyor ve
farklilasmaya, sekillenmeye, kesfedilmeye devam ediyor.

Tlm bu siireci anlamama ve lzerine diisinmeme firsat verdiginiz, degerli hikayenizi
biyuk bir agiklikla ve comertlikle paylastiginiz icin ¢ok tesekkiir ederim. Deneyimleriniz
kimliklerin akiskanhgini, degiskenligini anlayabilmek, farkli kimlik gruplarinin toplum
icinde yasadiklari zorluklara 151k tutabilmek agisindan ¢ok degerli. Yukarida sundugum
acitklamalara, temalara ve alt temalara dair sorulariniz, yorumlariniz, eksik kaldigini,
hatali ya da yaniltici olabilecegini diisindiglintiz noktalar varsa benimle paylasmanizdan
memnuniyet duyarim.

Bu sliregteki tim katkilariniz igin bir kez daha tesekkiir ederim.
Sevgiler,

Eda Tilek
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