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Introduction

Published two years ago, autobiographic novel “Salam” by Piotr Ibrahim Kalwas is at once symptomatic and innovative on Polish contemporary literature. It echoes the voices of a young generation, of thirty-, forty-year-old Poles, critical towards nowadays Polish reality and disappointed with political and economic changes of the past decade. Being born in rather closed and puritan Poland of the communist times, they found themselves dismayed when suddelny saw the liberal Western world from the inside, even though in its peripheral, Polish version. Most of their hopes evaporated, leaving place for resentment and revolt. Kalwas’ book too, originated from such a rejection of the surrounding social reality. What makes a significant difference, is the fact that the author is a recent convert to Islam.

Born in 1963 in Warsaw lawyer family, Kalwas used to be a punk-rock group musician, unlucky law student, prosperous manager of two well-known metropolitan restaurants and least but not last – prolific co-scriptwriter of popular Polish sitcom. In the year 2000 he adopted Islam and set off to visit his new ‘brothers in faith’. Two-track plot of the book, guides us through consecutive stages of Piotr’s pre-conversion life - restless childhood and early adulthood marked with drugs and alcohol, and simoultanuously gives us an account of his journey to muslim countries. It is truly surprising to discover the way that had lead this man from the punk ‘No future’ rebellious attitude towards religion of which the core rule is a total submission to God’s will.    

However, in my essay I would rather examin how Piotr Kalwas’ self-portrait fits into the image of a convert as presented in social sciences. To provide some theoretical background, I would refer to American and Polish academics dealing with the issues of religious conversion: David A. Snow from the University of Texas, Richard Machalek from the Trinity University, and Maria Libiszowska-Żółtkowska from the Marie Curie University in Lublin.

Theoretical approach

All of the abovementioned scholars agrees that conversion, defined in terms of change of creed or joining an institutionalized form of belief by a previously non-religious person, involves “a radical change in a person’s experience”
. In consequence of such decision, a convert undergoes, in the words of Ralph Turner, “a fundamental and wholehearted reversal of former values, attitudes and beliefs”
, as well as lifestyle, reference groups and authorities
. Despite such an extreme alterations in person’s identity, still, to identify convert’s mentality change with confidence is an elusive matter.

Snow and Machalek suggested that rather than looking at the convert’s behaviour, we should focus on his speech as an indicator of internal change, because “transformations of consciousness necessitate transformations of language”
. However, it is not “the content of conversion claims”, but convert’s way of reasoning that distinguishes such individual from the wider social environment and other social types. 

To quote again: “to the extent that conversion is viewed as a radical change, we propose that it is the universe of discourse which changes.”
 The term ‘universe of discours’ denotes a system of social meanings that provides an interpretative framework which organize people’s life and experience, thus constituting one’s sense of reality.

Following their recommendation, I would like to trace down in Piotr’s autobiographic account the characteristic elements of conversion rhetoric.

Disrupted biography

The most common motives behind the decision of conversion are usually connected with seeking a satisfactory system of values and meanings, rituals and practics that would respond best to one’s personal needs and expectations. Person leaves primary religious or cultural tradition, which was marked insufficient, and tries to find its place through conversion. Thus, “a complete division is established (..) between the old life and the new”.

“I used to feel complete emptiness and pointlessness of my life” – reveals Kalwas. And immediately adds: “Since I adopted Islam, it changed radically. In this religion there’s no place for nonsens or doubt”.

That periodisation is clearly visible starting from the idea underlying the whole arrangement of the book. Two plots I have mentioned before, are organized into interrelated, yet separate chapters. Those telling story of Piotr’s pre-conversion life are painted with dark colours, especially when it comes to his experience of catholic religion. Polish conservative catholicism was playing important role in his mother family and Piotr’s early upbringing. Strict rules, no fun and holy pictures on the wall, that was making depressing impression on him in the time of his childhood:

“I’ve never liked this holy pictures. I was afraid of them. They were gloomy and scary. Like in my bad dreams. Saints were accusing me. Blood was flowing from the cross.”
 

“My God was nothing but pure fear at that time” – he admits bitterly.
 Former catholic identity is evaluated negatively, as well as the course and character of the convert’s life, which “is typically reconstructed as troublesome, misdirected, even loathsome”.
 


However sinful and misguided, from the brand new perspective the past life is perceived as a preparation to final conversion. In Kalwas’ memoirs the link between pre-conversion time and presence is established thanks to his heart for music. “Music was always the priority in my life”
 – he stresses powerfully, “Music has liberated me. It changed my whole life. It soothed my heart. God gave me a hand and spoke to me.”
 

 As we can see, it is not only a new periodisation of life, but also its reinterpretation. The image of the past is shattered, and its disjointed pieces “are reassembled in accordance with the new universe of discourse and its grammar”
. Old facts and aspects of one’s biography are thus given new meanings. According to Libiszowska „redefinition of one’s ‘self’ is necessary to preserve the continuity of personal biography, and to  reduce the existential fear” that might accompany such a radical change in identity.
 
 “The West stole my faith” 

While reinterpreting their past, converts find some of its aspects problematic. But by redefining their former life in the light of new religious experience, “they also come to discover the “correct” source of blame”
 Explaining this mechanism, Snow and Machalek refer to the notion of ‘master attribution scheme’. Attribution denotes a “cognitive process by which people form causal interpretations of the behavior of self and others and the events in the world around them”
 In the case of convert’s reasoning, adoption of the ‘master attribution scheme’ means, that there is only one causal scheme or set of motives that “informs all causal attributions (..)The cause is known beforehand. Hence nothing is ambiguous or fortuitous.”
 

Kalwas has put all blame for his preconversion misfortune on the malicious influence of Western secularisation:

„I dislike my culture the most for it stole my faith. The West stole my faith. It taught me relativism and doubting. (..) Muslim child – from Morocco to Philippines – growing up, strengthens his faith, and European child this faith looses. From year to year. From generation to generation. I was such a child.”

What is striking in this and similar statements, is that Piotr is still blaming others – parents, teachers, society and some structural arrangements, whereas according to the theory converts do not afraid to “internalize causality and avow personal responsibility”
 Would it be from the reason that his conversion is still fresh and his new ‘universe of discours’ is not yet fully internalize?

At this stage of fascination with muslim community values, he probably would have found inconcivable an account of Iranian society condition as presented by The Economist’s correspondent in Tehran: “The country had never known such moral corruption. Pre-marital sex, divorce, drug addiction and prostitution had reached levels that you'd associate with a degenerate Western country...”
 For Kalwas the Western world, as opposite to this of Islam, is a “civilisation of death and garbage” deprived of  any rules, religion and moral values.

Maybe such a striking contrast between these two realities serve him as an explanation and justification of his somewhat controversial decision?

Unity of God’s Universe

To describe and construct social reality and communicate experience people use metaphors. But American scholars have drawn interesting conclusion from their observations and interviews with converts, that such person rely only sparingly and selectively on metaphorical reasoning. They avoid analogical metaphors, which “demonstrate the ways in which one thing is like another”. Yet, they have no aversion to ‘iconic metaphors’ which “portray the uniqueness of a thing”. As Machalek and Snow explain it: “Using iconic metaphors can establish the uniqueness of the group or its world view”, and consequently, such metaphor “affirms the authenticity and sacredness of conversion”.

 
The main pervasive iconic metaphor to be traced in Kalwas’ narration is the one of Unity – of God, its world and muslim worldwide community, umma. To recall the author’s words: 

„Tałhid – the most important dogma in Islam. The Tałhid means Univers of God, His Unity and Uniqueness. The Tałhid is the essence of Islam and the source of its strenght. Of this foundation then, other rules, beliefs and commandments of this religion are growing out. Without the Tałhid Islam could simply not exist. (..) Everything in the universe, both material and spiritual materialne, is the Tałhid. Everything is united (..) Everything is God”
 

The most direct influence that triggered the author’s interest in muslim religion, and eventually conversion, came from listening to Pakistani Sufi singing the Quranic verses. Later on, in Iran while listening to religious music, he found this islamic chants similar to the gospel songs from America. “It is all but one song.”
 This everlasting and eternal song he is often identifying with religion. 

Why is Kalwas not afraid of such analogies between religions and conceptions of God? Because his conversion was not from one, claiming its unique status, religion to another, but from the reality deproved of God and sacredness to that, which is full of His presence. He changed his attitude from asocial and atheistic to pantheism praising and community-dedicated person.
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