Discuss the ways in which the Internet can be used as a research tool for academic work in the study of religion(s). 

This essay will discuss the ways in which the Internet can be used as a research tool for academic work in the study of religion(s). To do this I will highlight areas of good practice, and discuss my own experiences of the pros and cons of online research. I will Include an analysis of a resource that I feel has been useful in my studies.

Since the internet’s inception and availability to the public, religion has been a key topic. All different religions use the internet to promote and discuss their beliefs. It has become a part of millions of people’s everyday lives. The Internet is easily accessible, through multiple devices such as, laptops, phones and tablets. Since the rise of the World Wide Web, religious scholars and academics have looked at the different ways religion has become embedded in the internet and how it can be used for research purposes.[footnoteRef:1] Initially, the study of religion and the Internet was doubted by many people within the field. However, the Internet is now an essential aspect of understanding the issues prominent within contemporary religion. The ability to study religion through the Internet allows these religions and their ideas to be exposed and discovered by a wider audience. When studying religion, the Internet is an intricate and evolving phenomenon. [1:  The Routledge Handbook of Research Methods in the Study of Religion, ed. by Michael Stausberg and Steven Engler, ((London; New York: Routledge, 2013), p.460. ] 


When using the internet as a research tool, it is essential that researchers are aware of the reliability of information and the ethical issues involved. There are forms of good and bad practice when using the internet for research. For example, it is important to know the distinctions between both authentic information and propaganda. Just because a piece of information is available online and in the public domain does not make it a reliable or accurate piece of information. Therefore, it is important to be aware of the features that can indicate an unreliable and invalid source, for example, frequent spelling mistakes. Generally, this would make it a bad source to use for research purposes.[footnoteRef:2] When using the internet for academic research it is good practice to find the information needed to cite the source, such as the author, date of publication and when the site was last updated. It is extremely important that the information used in research is correctly referenced. Otherwise, it could count as an infringement of copyright and be classed as plagiarism. It is also good practice to be precise with your search terms when using search engines (such as google.com), in order to get the best and most relevant information available to you and your research topic.  [2:  Internet based research. In ris.leeds, Available from <http://ris.leeds.ac.uk/InternetBasedResearch> [date accessed: 12/12/17]] 


It is also important that researchers consider the pros and cons when using the internet as a research tool to ensure they get the best results possible. I have experienced both the pros and the cons when using the internet for my research. The Internet contains a large variety of sources that are instantly accessible and unlike libraries or shops there are no wait times or lack of stock. In some cases, work online is not available in print form, such as websites and blogs. These sources are not always permanent as websites can close down or the content could be removed or updated, changing their information after publication. However, there are online services that archive websites such as archive.org. [footnoteRef:3]  For research purposes I used the website, ReligiousFacts.com, and when referring back to it in the following days, the site was under maintenance and I was unable to gain access. To solve this issue, I used archive.org, which had archived the site and I was able to carry on with my research. Though, it is important to note that these sites are not always reliable as they don’t always archive everything.  [3:  Gary R. Bunt, The Oxford Handbook of the Sociology of Religion: Religion and the Internet, ed. by Peter B. Clarke, (2009). In Oxford Handbooks Online, Available From: <http://www.oxfordhandbooks.com.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/view/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780199588961.001.0001/oxfordhb-9780199588961-e-040 > [date accessed:10/12/17]
] 


When completing research for my essays the Internet has been a better source for supplying up to date information than text sources such as books. This may be due to the time required to write, edit and publish a book. In contrast, the Internet can be updated instantaneously and as such you can access relevant information on current events and religions. When I was researching the ‘Flying Spaghetti Monster’ for my ‘New Religious Movement’ module, there was a lack of text based sources due to its recent inception (in 2005). Very few text based sources were up to date and most had no information on the new religion. It hasn’t been around long enough for many books to have been published compared to religions such as, Christianity and Islam. Instead, most of my information was found via online sources as it had the most up to date, relevant and, in some cases, only information available on the subject. This demonstrates, how the Internet can be used as a research tool for academic work.

I have found search engines to be helpful with finding material quickly and usually displayed in order of relevance to the topic searched. However, the sources are not always filled with useful or appropriate information and it can be time consuming to filter through. Due to the vast number of sources, it is also common to find contradictory information which can lead to confusion and the need for further clarification. Often dates vary in different online sources, for example, when I was researching Rastafarianism, the year it began differed, with some sources saying it began in the 1920’s and others the 1930’s. After further research, I was able to clarify that it began in the 1920’s and developed further in the 1930’s. It could be argued, however, that these contradictions could occur in all sources not just online sources.

The Internet has also allowed me to access information from different areas of the world that I would not be able to access otherwise. Books are now available in digital form, such as eBooks, and are often published simultaneously online alongside the physical copies. These digital books can have navigational features that would not be possible to have with physical media. You can search for specific terms, there is interactive content such as the ability to arrive at specific page numbers or chapters by clicking. It is also possible to click on words to find their definitions and translations. With so many religions around the world, that do not use the English language, there is often the need for translation. I have used English translations of the Qur’an online to help with my research. As a result, the Internet removes geographical location and language barriers allowing researchers and students like myself to experience other religions, cultures and their views on different subjects. Though, it could be argued, that it is not the same as experiencing religions first-hand and receiving a real and truthful experience. First-hand experience of a religion could be attained through a different research tool, such as, participant observation. [footnoteRef:4] [4:  Angelo, Advantages and Disadvantages of the Internet as a Research Tool. (2011), In Gulp!, 
Available From: <http://www.busandman.com/?p=28> [date accessed: 10/12/17]] 


When researching online it is vital that researchers understand that anyone can add anything to the Internet. This can both benefit and hinder research, it is beneficial as academic work can be published online alongside people’s first-hand experiences within religion. However, first-hand experiences can be biased and therefore, inaccurate work can be published online. Websites such as Wikipedia should be avoided for academic research and whilst it is a popular tool anyone can add information to the encyclopaedic entries, therefore this information could be unreliable. 

When using the Internet as a research tool for my work in the study of religion(s), I have used a variety of internet resources. I have found Google Books to be the most useful of these sources on multiple occasions and I have used it as a research tool for the majority of my essays in the study of religion. Google Books is an Internet resource that allows you to search for books, browse books online and buy or borrow them from the online library. It often finds books that one may not be aware of or books that are not easily accessible in physical form due to cost or location. Presently, there are two ways that Google Books links readers with books: The Partner Program and the Library Project. 

Google Books is easy to navigate and use, there is a book search which is almost identical to a normal web search. You can search using both, Google Books and Google.com making it a simple process. The web search will attain books containing the contents featured in the search details used. This helps to find relevant books for specific topics, acting as a research tool.  Books featured on Google books are not always fully available, if a book is no longer under copyright or the books publisher has granted permission, previews are often available and sometimes, the entirety of the text. Occasionally, a PDF copy is available to download, if the text is within the public domain. If the eBook is not available on the Google Play Store or Google Books does not supply the full text or preview, it will link to a website (such as Amazon) where the book is available to purchase or available to rent.[footnoteRef:5] [5:  About Google Books. In Google Books, Available From: <https://www.google.com/googlebooks/about/> [date accessed:11/12/17]] 


Google Books has many useful features and advantages that allows the readers to have an interactive experience while reading the books available online. These features include, being able to search for and find terms within a book. When you do this, images appear of the pages of the book that the term is featured. These images can be accessed by clicking on them, which will transport the reader to that page of the book. It also has a contents menu which allows the reader to click on chapters of interest without having to scroll through the whole content of the book. These features allow the reader to avoid searching through pages and helps them to find relevant information quickly and efficiently, saving time. 

Other features include, double clicking on words to receive an option of an instant translation, a definition and the option to find the same word somewhere else in the text. This feature means not having to do a separate Internet search, and having to leave the page with the risk of losing your concentration and train of thought. As a student of religious studies this feature is helpful, as there is often a need to translate words and find their definitions. Many religions have their own terminology and this has helped me to get a clearer understanding. 

There is also a page turn button and animation at the bottom of the page. This helps readers to keep track of their place in the text and prevents scrolling. Google Books also has a ‘My Library’ section, here you can save books you are currently reading, books you have purchased, your favourites books, book you have to read, and books from Google Play. There is also a history section, to view and find any past books read. This feature also allows you to write reviews, rate books and share them with friends. It is an extremely useful internet resource, as it helps students with referencing, by building a library of the books they have used for research in an essay which they can refer back to.[footnoteRef:6] [6:  Leena Reo, Google Books Adds New Features And Tools, in. techcrunch..com, June 18 2009, Available From: <https://techcrunch.com/2009/06/18/google-books-adds-new-features-and-tools/> [date accessed: 10/12/17]] 


I also found some disadvantages to using Google Books. Although, it supplies links to websites to purchase the physical copies of the texts and also gives the option of buying the eBook, the prices of the books are often high. This has stopped me from using multiple books, that I believe would have been helpful in my research. Due to the cost being out of the general price range of a student, it inhibits the use of certain academic books. When using Google Books for research purposes the absence of page numbers makes referencing sources difficult and time consuming, as it often results in the need for further searches. Overall, I have found Google Books to be a very helpful Internet resource as a research tool for my essays. It has given me access to a range of religious books I would not have had the opportunity to use, as well as supplying me with a wide and useful range of sources. 

To conclude, the Internet is a prominent feature in the lives of people today and billions of searches are completed daily. Academics and religious scholars use the Internet for their own research purposes and to publish their own works, making it easily accessible to all. However, it is important that when using the internet, you are able to distinguish authentic ‘real’ information from propaganda. From a personal perspective, I use the internet regularly as source of research for my work and have found Google Books to be the most useful, as it allows me access to a variety of different sources. The internet is now seen as a primary source for accessing information and academic and scholarly research. 
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