Islam and the Internet

No-one can see you in a chatroom. This is just one possible reason why Muslims, especially woman, may turn to the Internet for answers and support. Internet and social media growth in the Middle East is one of the fastest in the world[footnoteRef:1]. There are naturally many reasons why internet use is high amongst Muslims, but the major causes can be categorised as firstly, the important role of the internet in information distribution, and secondly, the position of women; along with these are the characteristics of: the age of the users, the increase in speed in digital messaging and improved hard and software. I would like to look at briefly at these categories as an answer to why Muslims are increasingly involved in modern technology, and to include examples of some specific websites that are typical. [1:  Piela. A. ‘Internet, Blogs and Social Networking’, in ‘The Oxford Encyclopaedia of Islam and
 Women’, OUP, 2013:    
  www.oxfordislamicstudies.com.ezproxuwtsd.ac.uk/article/opr/t355/e0236?_hi=0&
  pos=6#match] 


Information technology is available for the provision of knowledge to the practitioners of other religions: for example, there are prayer apps, uploaded sermons and online intercessions available for Christians. However, for increasing numbers of Muslims who are deepening their faith, especially the minority Muslim populations of the West, access to global information is their link to the Ummah. These information sources have been dubbed ‘Sheikh Google’[footnoteRef:2], a reference to the specialised knowledge of the traditional Sheikh or Muslim community leader. The classical, Socratic question and answer conduit to information still exists, but now the answer to a query may occur in real time in chatrooms, or from FAQs, such as found on: http://answeringislam.org/Shamoun/index.htm#common_questions. The traditional search for explanations of fatwas and hadith can now take place online[footnoteRef:3]; for diaspora Muslims, or for Muslims in countries where there are few hard copy resources or libraries, immediate answers are available.  [2:  https://www.spectator.co.uk/2014/10/sheikh-google/]  [3:  for example: www.islamopedia/fatwas and https://sunnah.com] 


Information distribution also performs the vital role of disseminating the news. From September 2001, Islam was, wide-wide, ‘news-worthy’. In the Arab world, there may be a lack of professional impartial journalists, or the local media may be state controlled. In the West, the wish to read up-to-date Muslim news may be linked to family connections in a Muslim area, as well as interest in immediately evolving politics. The growth in cheaper mobile phone use in Africa and South East Asia means that photos, interviews and webinars can be shared immediately, questions typed in a chat box, or You Tube videos uploaded. The site of the Islamic college in London, for example, offers webinars open to all (www.islamic-college.ac.uk/publications/webinars/). Access to news was particularly valued during the ‘Arab Spring’ events of 2010-11[footnoteRef:4]; at this time, information, including via social media and mobile phone use, was also a source of mobilization. Political action was coordinated by internet sites such as the Muslim Brotherhood’s official English site, http://www.ikhwanweb.com [4:  Bunt, G. ‘#Islam, social networking and the Cloud’, in Kenny, J. and E. Moosa (eds) ‘Islam in 
   the Modern World’, Routledge, Abingdon, 2014: 197 - 9] 


A third facet of Islamic information on the internet, is its role in the provision of explanation and advice for both Muslims and non-Muslims. Tasfīr, or exegesis, for example, can be seen in the use of podcasts such as those on Mecca One Media[footnoteRef:5] since the introduction of Web 2.0 tools. The availability of explanation and commentary online has led to ‘the deconstruction of religious authority’[footnoteRef:6], that is, the authority of the traditional Islamic schools has become available in all parts of the world. Islam is a proselytizing religion: making da’wa, or the encouragement of the Islamic faith, is a vital part of the increased Islamic internet presence. Mission on line (‘Cyberda’wa’[footnoteRef:7]) particularly the giving of advice, is  found on many Islamic information sites: some up to date examples are http://www.islamweb.net, which is translated into four European languages,  http://www.sacredlearning.org from Illinois, http://www.dawahiseasy.com, from London and http://www.way-to-allah.com/audio/koran/tafsir.html, based in Germany.  [5:  http://meccaone.org/about.html]  [6:  Scholz, J., T. Selge, M. Stille and J. Zimmerman, ‘Listening Communities’, Die Welt des
  Islams, 48, Bochum, Germany 2008: 458]  [7:  Harms, F. ‘Cyberda’wa’, Shaker publishers, Aachen, 2007] 


As mentioned at the beginning, there are particular, Islamic reasons why Muslim women may want to use the internet, apart from its referenced value as a source of information. Social media are equalizers, and many female bloggers, as well as being behind sites such as https://www.hautehijab.com, have found the anonymity of the internet enables them to discuss issues and ask questions they would prefer not to ask of a (male) Islamic scholar or Imam. Female bloggers, although  putting themselves in danger, have uploaded political videos – a famous example is Asma Mafouz’s calling to Tahrir Square (www.youtube.com/watch?v=SgjIgMdsEuk), said to have initiated the Egyptian uprisings[footnoteRef:8]. In an article on communications media, Mowlana, Kėchichian and El Sayed[footnoteRef:9] write: ‘Saudi female writers, for instance, have a prominent presence in the blogosphere’. In her TEDx talk (www.youtube.com/watch?v=VMb1UkkZsR8), Gina Messina-Dysert emphasises that: ‘the digital world has given women a voice’. This is particularly true for the voices of Muslim women, traditionally portrayed as silenced – where, for example,  Amina Wadud (https://feminismandreligion.com/author/awadud) is an exception rather than simply a Muslim academic. [8:  http://www.aljazeera.com/indepth/features/2011/02/2011217134411934738.html]  [9:  Mowlana, H., J. Kėchichian and N. El Sayed, ‘Communications media’, in ‘The Oxford
  Encyclopaedia of Islam and Women, OUP, 2013:    
  www.oxfordislamicstudies.com.ezproxuwtsd.ac.uk/article/opr/t355/e0236?_hi=0&
  pos=6#match] 


The internet can connect, and offer support to, women from different physical and sectarian worlds. Uploaded video clips show women protesting along with men at demonstrations, and blogs such as http://www.altmuslimah.com/ and http://www.muslimahmediawatch.org/, both based in the US, offer a magazine format for Muslim women (and all those interested) to write for and about themselves. These are ‘serious’ sites, democratizing Islamic thought; a further example is the website of Revolutionary Association of Women of Afghanistan (http://www.rawa.org/); its information is in 7 languages and the news section is international and continuously updated. Equally valid though, are the many vlogs or facebook posts on wearing the hijab or on Muslim dating – these sites characterise the ‘everyday-ness’ (as opposed to the ‘otherness’) of Muslim women.

[bookmark: _GoBack]Along with its properties of news dissemination and the support of feminist thought, the Internet has developed an Islamic following in part due to the age of its users. In Britain, for example, Islam is registered as the religion with the highest percentage of people under 25[footnoteRef:10]; growing up with the facility to use social media means that Muslims are more likely to search online for the answer to a question whether about tafsīr, about conversion or about Middle Eastern politics. Added to the young Muslim’s ease online is the twentieth-century comfort with (or need for) speed; the internet will provide immediate answers (albeit unregulated), expedited political news and the momentum of events or mobilisation. Further, digital advances in hard and software have had a huge influence on Muslims in the countries of North Africa, as well as in in Pakistan, Syria and Afghanistan; the competition amongst providers has led to reductions in price and increased use of smart phones in comparison to computers, or the introduction of software readers for Arabic, Urdu and Dari.  [10:  http://www.ons.gov.uk] 


Muslims are using the power of the internet to disseminate and educate, to promote understanding, link diaspora communities, network breaking news and widen knowledge of varied political and religious attitudes. However, communication media can also be used to publicise radical rhetoric and to persuade. In the UK, the prevent strategy (www.gov.uk/government/publications/protecting-children-from-radicalisation-the-prevent-duty) has brought the phrase ‘online radicalisation’ into every classroom.  The access to Islamic resources that the Internet provides is vital; vital too, however, is the knowledge of which sites are narrow propaganda for one particular world view – a concept which goes contrary to Surah 20:114 ‘O Lord, cause me to grow in knowledge’.
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