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Comparing intra-faith opportunities through the online presence of both Sunni and Shia institutes in Birmingham: A case study of Al-Muath and Al-Mahdi institute. 

To what extent does the online presence of Al-Muath trust (sunni) and al-Mehdi (Shia) institute instigate or facilitate intra-faith encounters?



















Abstract. 

This case study will entail observing the online presence of two institutes in Birmingham; the Al- Muath Trust (Sunni) and the Al-Mehdi Institute (Shia). Moreover, I will compare the intra-faith opportunities the online presence of both of these institute present. Next, I will evaluate to what extent does the online presence instigate and facilitate intra-faith encounters?  
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Introduction 

Currently it is estimated, there are 234,411, Muslims living in Birmingham (MCB, 2015, p. 26)[footnoteRef:1].The numbers accounted for make up approximately 21% of Birmingham’s population, Muslims. (Brap, 2011, p. 8). Majority of the Muslim population in England is Sunni, but an estimated one in ten is Shia (Iqbal, 2016). Taking the diverse demography into consideration, one would equally find numerous places of worship. Salatomaic (2018) estimates there are approximately somewhere over one hundred and fifty-six established mosques in Birmingham. The mosques accounted for by Salatomic are purpose-built mosques, not taking into account Islamic institutions. The distinction one may make between a mosque and an Islamic institute is the former predominantly holds the five daily congregational prayers and offers specific religious requirements. The latter may hold the five daily prayers, but they have a broader outreach, that extends beyond the requirements of a mosque. This is to say, institutions have a desire to reach out to the larger community, providing facilities that are accessible to Muslims and non-Muslims alike.  [1:  Muslim Council of Britain. This is a Muslim umbrella organisation with over 500 affiliated national, regional, local organisation and Mosques.  ] 


This case study will investigate the online presence of two institution and to what extent are they providing opportunities for intra-faith dialogue. Broadly speaking the ‘intra-faith opportunities’ defined in this case study are referring to specific features that are available on the websites, that create an opportunity for online users to participate in intra-faith dialogue. Before we embark on this case study, it would be prudent to outline what intra-faith is. This is where a religion examine itself in view of interfaith experience (Stouse, 2016, p. 6). The view expressed here implies a religion that engages in discussion within its self, through and from, the different experiences it encounters with the different sects or denominations apparent in its own religion.  The two institutions elected for this case study, both belong to the religion of Islam, with the Shia[footnoteRef:2] and Sunni[footnoteRef:3] sect being the different variable. This being the case, this case study does not propose to reflect other institutions established in Birmingham belonging to the two sects, nor does this case study examine intra-faith dialogue between different sub-groups existing within one sect. This is not due to negligence, rather it is to keep the focus of this study concise and within its boundaries. [2:  For an over view of different denominations in Shia refer to Tabatabai, (1975) Shi’te Islam.]  [3:  For a comprehensive variation of different Sunni denominations in Islam see Bowen, (2014) Medina In Birmingham…] 


Ethical Considerations. 

This is a qualitative research that evaluates and observes the two institution’s websites, and how the websites are involved in intra-faith dialogue. The information taken is accessible to any online user. As a preliminary remark, no participant will be interviewed, neither will any member of staff affiliated to any of the institute will be interviewed. All the information provided in this case study is taken directly from the website, which is accessible to all members of the public. Considering the open access, the names of the two institutes will be mentioned throughout the case study. 

Grounding the two Institutes. 

Al- Mahdi institute was established in 1993, located South-West of Birmingham. This institute is an education centre, which also has a library open to the public. Seminars are frequently held there with the Hawza education system[footnoteRef:4] running throughout the year. Amongst some of its many facilities, it has its own publishing enterprise, as well as being affiliated with University of Birmingham and The Shia Scholars Forum.  [4:  Hawza is a shia educational system which will not be covered in this case study. ] 


Al-Muath Trust was established in the 1990s, located South-East of Birmingham, in a predominantly Muslim populated area. It was founded by the Yemeni Muslim community. The institution has a day Nursery, supplementary Arabic school, adult education, vocational training centre, and care for the elderly. It has affiliations to Birmingham City Council, University of Birmingham and Children’s Fund, to name a few. 




Cyber Space. 

Though the two institutions under observation here are relatively new, with the inauguration of Modernity and Technology, Muslims have taken certain initiatives to evolve with modernity. Previous studies carried out on Islam and Muslims were limited to community, ethnicity, religious studies, ethnographic studies; through the foggy lens of preconceived perception of the Christian Wests’ historical interaction with Islam (Ray, 2010, pp. 5-266). However, Information Technology has vacated a new public space. The new public space (internet) made available, allowed a new class of interpreters to use this medium to reframe Islamic authority and express ideas for those like themselves and others who come there (Anderson 2003; Bunt 2018). Whilst its true, the internet is one of the new mediums that has evolved with modernity, much of the content available online has a bases in classical Islamic concepts (Bunt, 2009). The availability of the internet and the access to the institution’s online platform is a prime example of how institutes are promoting Islam and are advancing with modernity. Previously, the institute would be active in a particular community, focusing on providing facilities to its immediate community. This limited the institute’s interaction with the other communities. Be as it may, by having online presence, the institute’s outreach becomes more intricate, with the possibility of accommodating intra-faith dialogue. 

The move from the past to the presence, allowed these institutes to continue to play an integral role in its community, but at the same time by transferring its mode of outreach, the institutes were able to facilitate accessibility to a wider audience. Another key feature which is essential to the online presence of these institutions is, its stance on authority and what it desires to express. For instance, if we take al-Mahdi’s website, as an example, it makes a conscientious decision to identify to the Shia sect of Islam. Moreover, it does not restrict itself to its Shia identity, it makes a point to mention, it belongs to the Twelver Imāmi (Ithnā āsharī) denomination. Here we see a perfect example of a Institute using the modern platform to stamp its authority, claim its identity and promote its ideology. But there is a caveat here, just as al-Mahdi identifies itself as the Twelver Imami Shia Muslim, al-Muath does not feel obliged to claim its Islamic identity. Al-Muath asserts it ‘Muslim Yemeni’ identify but withholds its Islamic association[footnoteRef:5]. The issue that ensues from only observing the online presence of an institution is that the institute is in total control of what it presents on its website. The outsider is dependent, either on the institutes willing exposure, or limited exposure. This dilemma could be avoided altogether, if one was to visit the institute in person.  [5:  Majority of the Yemmeni migrants are the second oldest group of immigrants to come to Britain after the South Asian Muslim migrants, as reported by the BBC. 2016.] 


Beside the institute having total authority of its online platform and its privileged autonomy of withholding its identity. The modern platform does have its advantages, Firstly, the online presence does not require individuals to attend a specified space to benefit from the institution’s facilities. By occupying the online space, the institutes allow access to a broader audience. One could easily be a Muslim, or a person of no faith and participate in its online opportunities. Secondly, by having an online platform the institutes are not in total control of who accesses its website. The significance of this results in the institute being open to people of the same faith, different sect, denomination and in some instances a person with no faith. But just as we observed Ray earlier, even the online presence of an institution at times, such as the Muath Trust does not disclose its identity completely, which could make it difficult for the outsider to discern the exact identity of Islam. The lack of clarity in identity, could further restrict the outsider from creating a repertoire with an institute based on commonalities. The limitations apparent are not only restricted to the historical perceptions of Islam, but in modern times it can also be due to how institutes decide to present itself through its online platform. This at times can also be a deliberate attempt by the institute to present itself in a certain light to the outsider. 

Analysis of the Websites. 

Like any other platform that is based on consumer or user accessibility, such as a book, an academic piece of writing and a website, the primary focus of the platform is to be as accessible and relative to the audience it intends to speak to. The platform in focus in this section are the two institution’s websites. Websites should have the fundamental elements of allowing user accessibility associated to its goal. There are four primary elements required to achieve this Goal. The website must ensure it has enough information for distribution, link to choices are clearly apparent, its efficient and its affective (Kasanos, 2010, pp. 195-2010) At this instance, the websites will be evaluated to see how effective they are in achieving their wider goal of facilitating intra-faith dialogue. A point to note, both of the websites on their ‘home webpage’ take pride in the services the institute offers, maintaining they equip users with skills and opportunities that are relevant for contemporary society. 

The Mahdi website has clear subheadings displayed on the top of its screen. This consist of six subheadings. Once we click on the ‘Outreach’ section it gives us four possible choices[footnoteRef:6]. The Intra-faith section has its aims and objectives clearly set out.  Mahdi maintains, “it believes in investing in promoting harmony and greater understanding with its Muslim family”. The aim of this is to allow scholars, academics and public members from different Islamic schools of thought to come at the discussion table. In addition to this, they also have a funded Centre for Intra-Muslims Studies conference working at grass root level. Al-Mahdi establishes its goals and intention very clearly. This can all be accessed from its homepage. Its outreach is serious, put simply, they invite other Muslim sects and denominations to express their ideas at its institute, as well as holding conferences at its venue. This being the case, by acknowledging its invitation to other Islamic schools of thought, it implicitly also claims to acknowledge its own identity, different to the others. The second opportunity al-Mahdi presents, it promotes inter-faith dialogue. They hold interreligious Symposium, Islamic Workshops, Big Iftar and Inter-faith family fun day. The aim of this is to bridge the gap between Islam and other faiths and promote shared learning of different faiths and beliefs.  [6:  The four options are: Inter Faith, Intra faith, community and Outreach Grants. ] 


The inter-faith project seems to be a more active enterprise than the intra-faith. The former offers more options and accommodates different range of activities. This is down to two possibilities. Firstly, intra-faith is promoted on the bases of accommodating rich discussions within the same faith group, so the need for alternative activities is unnecessary. A person from the same faith does not require to understand the importance of fasting, because this is taken for granted, considering both of the sects belong to the religion of Islam. Secondly, the desire to promote more activities for inter-faith dialogue arises from the fact, people from other faiths or no religion, would naturally bring something contrary to Islam in its faith and belief. The scope for shared learning and building bridges would allow more possibilities. Though, Al-Mahdi seeks to build bridges with other faiths more so than people of the same religion; this is an supposition based on al-Mahdi assuming, other schools of thought in Islam think and share the same beliefs to al-Mahdi. For Instance, it would have been nice if al-Mahdi was open to and allowed access to other Muslim denominations to observe and participate in some practices that are unique to the Shia sect. This being said, there is a possibility, other sects might be reluctant to participate in such activities based on theological grounds.  

Al-Muath website lacks clarity. There are many subheadings, spread all over the page. The goals of the institutions are equally ambiguous. For instance, it has education services it provides under the youth club it runs. All the services it provides are presented on the left side of the homepage, coming down vertically[footnoteRef:7]. All this information is scattered on one page. It is only after clicking on the subheading additional information is provided. Even the services are vague, with no indication of whether the institute promotes intra-faith, or interfaith dialogue. If one has to pick a service (reluctantly) that might have some form of intra-faith opportunities it would be  the Amanah Arabic School, Youth Activity and the Elderly Service. The Arabic School subheading, once chosen reads, “providing supplementary school education is to ensure the Arabic speaking community can maintain its link with their culture and their language, giving children the confidence and a sense of identity, ensuring they integrate with the wider society and become effective citizens”. Muath Trust claims itself as an Islamic institution, but first and foremost it seems to derive its identity from its Yemeni culture. Integral to this identity is the Arabic language. Surprisingly, rather than seeing the Arabic language essential to certain Islamic practices, Muath Trust takes great pride in claiming the Arabic language for its Yemeni identity. More so, it sees the Yemeni identity as a key facilitator and a prerequisite for its members to integrate into the wider society.  [7:  Going across the homepage options are; Home, About us, Resources, News People, contact us. The services it offers are listed on the left, of relevance to us are the Amanah Arabic School, Sports facility, Youth Activity and Elderly Services. ] 


The Youth Activity offers three services, Youth Club, Trips and Football club. Beyond the rudimentary information, Al-Muath maintains, it is vital to invest in the youth in our community to develop and invest in our future. There is no reason to believe the Youth Activity is not open to all members of the public, regardless of faith. But one is reluctant to make that judgement call, considering what exactly constitutes the ‘our’ and the ‘community’. The ‘Elderly Service’ is stated as a religious duty as well as a family duty. Once again, within a service we find the emphasis being placed on the idea of community. Taking care of the elders in this community is paramount to al-Muath and equally seen as an act of worship. This is the only one of the three options chosen from al-Muath’s websites that gives a religious significance for a facility it provides. Whether one can call this facility intra-faith or interfaith opportunities would depend on who the elderly in the community Muath Trust has in mind and wants to reach out to. In regard to clear and concise representation of intra-faith or interfaith opportunities on its websites from the three possible options chosen; Muath Trust does not have any intra-faith and interfaith opportunities. It could be possible, they offer this service else-where on the website, or in some other form, but the fact remains; if intra-faith and inter-faith options are not easily available or accessible on its website then al-Muath does not provide or facilitate intra-faith or inter-faith opportunities. 

Minority in Majority Dichotomy 

Al-Mahdi facilitates intra-faith dialogue and creates more opportunities for interfaith dialogue. It exceeds Muath Trust in both areas. Of course, al-Mahdi does belong to a sect that is a minority within the minority in the West (Scharbrodt, 2018.) The significance of al-Mahdi being a minority within a minority requires al-Mahdi to avoid dissention to ensure its survival (Sachedina, 2003, p. 3). The threat posed here is twofold. This notion is contradicted; however, Al-Mehdi is confident in establishing itself as a Shia sect, whilst referring to the other Muslim denominations as its Muslim Family. In addition, the opportunities it presents for intra-faith is far less than the opportunities it provides for interfaith. Lastly, the opportunities extended for intra-faith are only for sharing ideas and knowledge. Al-Mahdi does not feel obliged to change its belief and practices for other Muslim sects. It accepts its differences, whilst being open to alternative intra-religious experience. Based on this, one must concede, Al-Mahdi does not feel threatened by other Islamic sects. 

On the other hand, al-Muath makes no attempt to promote intra-faith or interfaith opportunities. This is partial due to how al-Muath identifies itself. It claims to be Muslim institution, yet at the same time it promotes its ethnic identity. It is within this framework al-Muath applies its self to the wider community. Another point to consider is, al-Muath is located in a predominantly Muslim area. The importance of being in a predominantly Muslim area, whose make up is ethnically diverse influences how al-Muath institution might have reduced levels of feelings and ties to the wider community (Ali, 2003, pp. 166-67)[footnoteRef:8].  Mutah does not feel threatened, or obliged, in any way to facilitate intra-faith opportunities, let alone interfaith dialogue. It is happy to provide alternative services that facilitate its immediate community. The alternative possibility for al-Muath failing to provide intra-faith opportunities could be due to the fact it sees itself as an ethnic community in a diverse Muslim community. Therefore, it does not take into consideration other Muslims who might belong to the same religion as al-Muath but not necessarily share the same ethnicity are considered the outsiders. Therefore, those who fall outside the Yemeni ethnicity are not relevant for al-Muath to promote or engage with them in intra-faith opportunities.  [8:  Ali in his thesis argues ethnically diverse communities have less association to the British identity. Here the wider community is used as an umbrella term to denote other communities that are different to the Yemeni community. ] 

 
Conclusion

The two websites are easily accessible, though the clarity of the aims and objectives, on al-Mahdi’s website are more concise and clearer than al-Muath’s website. The al-Muath website is r cluttered with many features displayed on its home page, offering very basic, limited information. Both institutes state its ethos and pledges its commitment to promoting social initiatives. The findings ascertained from the case study indicate two fundamental differences the institutions have in mind, which is reflected by the extent the institutions are willing to, or not willing to facilitate and promote intra-faith dialogue. Al-Mahdi is orientated towards education; hence we find the opportunities for intra-faith and interfaith in abundance. Al-Muath is an institute in a closed community geared towards providing opportunities and activities for its community. This is apparent from the types of activates it provides and the purpose of these activities. Although, we can appreciate its active role in its community, it fails to promote any form of intra-faith or interfaith dialogue on its website. Al-Muath is comfortable in its immediate community and does not see the need for intra-faith dialogue. This is mainly down to identification associated to its Yemeni ethnicity. On the other hand, though, al-Mahdi is a minority within a minority, this does not cause any hindrance to its aim of providing educational opportunities for its members and the wider community. Put simply, Al-Mahdi perceives intra-faith and interfaith dialogue as an opportunity to learn and educate its members and the wider community. In this respect Al-Mahdi does promote intra-faith dialogue opportunities on its website.  

Future Recommendations

Due to the limited scope of this case study for future recommendations it would be interesting to see if there is any intra-faith dialogue taking place between denomination that belong to the same sects. Further to this, it would make an interesting case study to observe the content of the education activities these institutes provide and facilitate interfaith opportunities. 
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