Evaluate the significance of the Internet as a networking tool for Muslims in the United Kingdom.
[bookmark: _GoBack]
The internet has opened the doors for knowledge of all kinds to be accessible to anyone who has access to it regardless of where they may be in the world. Consequently, from the beginning of the World Wide Web, Muslims have utilised this tool to spread the message of their religion. I will be focusing on and highlighting ways the internet has made different types of Islamic knowledge accessible, not only in order to educate non Muslims about Islam, but also in order to allow for Muslims to learn about their own religion and assist their needs in terms of day to day issues living in the UK. This is not a research on knowledge available about a specific individual, Islamic sect or group; nor is it concerning the various ways in which Muslims make use of the internet, rather it covers different kinds and levels of knowledge available on Islam by Muslims in general.

From the earliest days of the World Wide Web, Muslim organisations have attempted to set up websites such as 'Islamicity', focusing on explaining the core message and belief of Islam, its ethics and the steps one would take in the event of a conversion.[footnoteRef:1] This is the concept of dawah, which Muslims believe to be very rewarding as it is directing or guiding people towards the worship of the One Creator and therefore paradise, this was the job of the prophets. Today, dawah websites use methods such as writing articles, blogs and videos of explanations as well as comparative religion debates and animation. Some organisations such as 'IERA' hold online courses to teach people how to give Dawah.[footnoteRef:2] Other websites, such as 'Edialogue'[footnoteRef:3] even offer a live online chat service to anyone who has any questions about Islam and is interested in taking their Shahadah, converting to Islam online.[footnoteRef:4] The goals of these differentiated methods of propagation are to explain the message of Islam, clear up and rebuttal misconceptions and invite people interested, to accept Islam. [1: The Most Popular Online Destination for Islam. 2006. ]  [2:  IERA dawah-training]  [3:  Edialogue]  [4: Bunt, p.89] 


Another type of knowledge Muslims produce and access online is basic Islamic knowledge for Muslims masses, including those living in the West. This field educates Muslims on how to practice their religion, and how to deal with daily issues they may face in the modern Western world and also on the internet. This type of knowledge is also presented in various forms, written, such as articles, downloadable documents, social media and blogs as well as videos, audios and animation. A significant portion of this basic Islamic knowledge in the English language is concerning the five pillars of Islam, Shahadah, prayer, fasting, Zakat and Hajj. Online one can find e-books and articles explaining these pillars in the simplest of forms as well as more detailed explanations. Animations are used as well as recorded classes and brief attractive introductory videos, explaining and teaching each of the five pillars, including demonstrations of the entire prayer.[footnoteRef:5] Some websites are dedicated to the Quran and it's, sometimes multiple, translations, there the Quran can be read, listened to, downloaded, translated into different languages and Tafsirs (exegesis) are also available, sometimes multiple classical Tafsirs. Websites vary in the simplicity of use and design; many websites provide search engines for key words, verses or chapters of the Quran as well as colour coding and tips on how to read correctly.[footnoteRef:6] To assist the daily lives of Muslims, websites provide information on the direction of prayer, towards Makah, and the times of prayer anywhere in the world.[footnoteRef:7] [5: Bunt, p. 91-92]  [6: Bunt, p. 80-83]  [7: Bunt, p.  79] 


To further assist Muslims in balancing their faith with issues they may face, fatwa websites are available, set up by various Muslim scholars and organisations. They come in different forms, such as video, audio and text, they can be interactive such as websites responding to emailed questions,[footnoteRef:8] or using live video steaming on, for example YouTube, where one can post a question live and the Scholar will answer live on stream. Non-interactive methods may include recorded videos from a question and answer session by senior scholars worldwide or even those in the West, they may be subtitled or in English, the viewer can search for specific questions and watch or read the questions and fatwas given.[footnoteRef:9]  [8: Bunt, p. 113]  [9: Bunt, p. 118] 


The internet has also made detailed, traditional, scholarly Islamic knowledge accessible to many Muslims in the UK. Firstly, by making available many classical texts and manuscripts in Arabic, as well as translated and newly written books in the English language.[footnoteRef:10] Many websites offer free downloads of Islamic texts written by scholars throughout the history of Islam, this includes all the major Hadith books and numerous explanations, 'Sunnah.com' offers the opportunity to read several complete hadith books with their references, covering tens of thousands of pages of hadith.[footnoteRef:11] Various exegesis of the Quran are accessible on websites, chosen tafsirs may be based on the particular website's world view.[footnoteRef:12] Also available on forums and websites are books of Jurisprudence and its Fundamentals, Creed, Sufism and all the major fields of Islamic science. Some of these texts would have been difficult to get a hold of prior to the internet. [10: Bunt, p. 85-86]  [11:  sunnah.com]  [12: Blunt, p. 83] 


Prior to the advent of the World Wide Web, to study with qualified, renowned scholars of Islam or access scholarly material and structured syllabuses, one would have had to either travel abroad or track down the relatively small number of those who have travelled abroad and learnt in traditional institutions and returned.[footnoteRef:13] In the UK there were very few, institutions which were offering curriculums that teach high levels of scholarship and depth in traditional Islamic studies. Now however, as well as recoded courses and series from scholars all around the world online, there are many Muslim run online institutes, colleges and even universities where one can study courses, certificates, diplomas, degrees and even masters in Traditional Islamic studies, they offer part time courses as well as full time. They are based on curriculums used in Medina University, Al-Azhar, Dar al 'Uloom, as well as other curriculums. Some, like the International University of Medina in Malaysia require Arabic as a pre-requisite but also offerArabic Language courses.[footnoteRef:14] Others use an English medium for teaching but also offer mandatory and voluntary Arabic courses; these include 'Islamic Online University', which more than a thousand students from the UK alone have enrolled on since 2010.[footnoteRef:15] Others include 'Jamiah Online,'[footnoteRef:16] 'Darul Uloom Online,'[footnoteRef:17] and 'Cambridge Islamic College'.[footnoteRef:18] These institutes may follow different schools and offer different curriculums. Included in the taught subjects are detailed studies of; Creed, Jurisprudence, Hadith, Quran, Exegesis, Logic, History and many others. Some focus or specialise in a selected number of subjects, others cover an all round comprehensive curriculum, while others only focus to one, such as the memorization or tafseer of the Quran. [13:  Blunt, p.116]  [14:  www.mediu.edu.my]  [15:  IOU Semester Statistics till Fall 2017  ]  [16:  Jamiah Online courses]  [17:  Darul Uloom Online]  [18:  Cambridge Islamic College Online-Islamic-Courses] 


Aside from Muslim run online institutions, the internet has also opened opportunities for the study of Islam through Western Universities, such as the University of Wales.

The internet has led to a democratization of knowledge in Islam. Many Muslims today take their knowledge from the internet, and may adhere to that which isn’t necessarily the interpretation of Islam they grew up with, nor have present in their offline life.[footnoteRef:19] The simplicity of producing Islamic knowledge has also resulted in the possibility of any Muslim, regardless of qualifications, with any religious or political view propagating their views online and finding a following. Groups who had little influence among Muslims, or who were considered a tiny minority, heretical or deviant, may take to the internet and their followers can remain within this online space, finding comfort and community, without exposing themselves to other interpretations.[footnoteRef:20] Whereas pre-internet, views and opinions on Islam or Islamic politics, in the Muslim countries in general, was heavily censored and controlled, where certain 'qualified' scholars would preach a certain interpretation of Islam and others, that may be more controversial were limited in their ability to propagate their message.[footnoteRef:21] [19: Blunt, p. 13]  [20: Bunt, p. 9/18 ]  [21:  Anderson, Internet] 


There are major issues of scholarship and authenticity online, such as the question of who is qualified to teach Islam and Disagreements on what is or is not a valid opinion or a valid creed. New understandings and concepts are formed online, which produce debates and arguments in forums by those 'qualified' and those who aren’t alike. These have led to the propagation of various diverse opinions in Islam which may have held little to no influence offline, these opinions may vary from very liberal interpretations to militant Jihadi' and 'Takfeeri' interpretations, all of which are available.[footnoteRef:22]  Furthermore, selections of certain translations and interpretations of the Quran in general, are used to propagate a certain worldview, and specifically on various topics discussed within the Quran, such as concepts of jihad or homosexuality. Other issues include the discussion of the extent which the internet can be used in specific rituals and practices. [22:  Bunt, p.114-115] 


Over all the internet has become a tool so significant, that many UK Muslims may face difficulties to live without concerning the practice of their religion, it has served as immense benefit for Muslims worldwide and in the UK . There are all types of Islamic knowledge online to assist non-Muslims in understanding Islam, for Muslims to refer to for day to day issues, to ensure they are not transgressing boundaries set by Islam and they are able to practically and correctly practice rituals, to learn more about their religion, and increase themselves spirituality. Furthermore it has been a place for Muslims to form their own understandings, absorb new interpretations and join communities who share their world view. It has created a situation where Islamic knowledge is no longer controlled by governments, authorities, religious or political, nor is there any kind of e-consensus which can determine validity of knowledge or individuals, everyone has their own platform.
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