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YouTube as an Intra-faith Platform
A Case Study: Dina Torkia & Intra-faith Dialogue
By Britt Bakker 

1. Introduction
Dina Torkia (stage name ‘Dina Tokio’), a Welsh Muslim woman born from an English mother and an Egyptian father, started her successful YouTube channel in 2001. Since then, 815 thousand people have subscribed to her channel, and her videos are watched by people from all over the world, Muslim and non-Muslims. She has since been named one of Vogue’s “New Suffragettes” and she is a part of ‘YouTube’s Creators for Change’ campaign. Dina’s videos are both entertaining and critical about stereotypes surrounding Islamic modesty and veiling (Warren, 2018). For instance, with her short video series called ‘#Your Average Muslim’, she stirred up the online debate about Muslims in the West; can we speak of an average Muslim? Is your average Muslim veiled or not? And is veiling holding women back from the workforce or from adopting the lifestyles of their choosing? (Warren, 2019). The comment section below the video’s form a rich database of online intra- and interfaith conversations. This short case study dives into Dina’s world and the intra-faith encounters she has brought to the world with her online ‘untypical’ appearance, harsh humour and relentless critiques on both non-Muslims as well as the Muslim community, or Ummah (Warren, 2018). It describes to what extent the online work of Dina Torkia provides a space for intra-faith dialogue. This is done by, in internet terminology, ‘lurking’ (Fernback, 2009, p. 164 ). This means that the content of web pages are analyzed, without active participation in the online dialogues on behalf of the researcher. 
Firstly, it is described how social media, and in particular, YouTube can serve as a platform for intra- and interfaith dialogue. Second, Dina’s work is described, providing examples of which intra-faith topics and themes can be found among the comments made on her videos. This is done by looking at one particular video in which Dina appears for the first time without her headscarf.  Then, it is analyzed to what extend Dina’s online platforms form a space for intra-faith dialogue. It should be noted from the onset that a large body of research focusses on YouTube as a place to promote violence, in the form of terrorist attacks, against those of other or no faiths in the name of Islam (Liang, 2015), however, due to the length of this case study, no further attention is given to this specific topic.
2. YouTube as a Place for Intra-and Interfaith Dialogue.
Even though Islam does not need the internet (Bunt, 2003; Varisco, 2010), Muslims of all different Islamic denominations find their way to the online world to find religious information, access sacred texts or express their beliefs, for example, the Friday YouTube Khutba’s (Islamic sermon) (Hirschkind, 2012, p. 1). They append written comments to videos and respond to each other’s comments.  While both agreeing, criticizing, sharing testimonies, making du’a (prayers), and sharing dawah (preaching), thousands of comments can form lengthy debates ((Hirschkind, 2012). “All varieties of Muslims are now at home in cyberspace; the question is how has cyberspace opened up new and transforming ways of being Muslim?” (Varisco, 2010, p. 158) and “ […] who speaks for Islam?” (El-Nawawy, 2009, p. 102). The abovementioned questions can be encapsulated into one question; to what extent does YouTube provide a platform for intra- and interfaith dialogue?  This section describes two sides of the same coin; YouTube as either a negative or positive facilitator for intra-and interfaith dialogue. 
Simon Theobald (2009) explains that historically, communication between different religions consisted of a battle for souls; in other words,  conversion was the ultimate goal for their interaction. However, since the late 19th century, Priests, Imams and Rabbis started to change the purpose of dialogue from conversion to finding common ground. With the coming of the internet, people of faith were given the means to communicate their beliefs across time and space in a matter of seconds. Faith leaders practising interfaith dialogue also used these means, and communication between faiths was stimulated by these new online opportunities. However, argues Theobald (2009), since the internet matured, and gave birth to social media platforms such as Myspace, Facebook and YouTube, the attitude of religious people online seems to have fallen back into the old model of interfaith dialogue; not to find a common ground or create peaceful coexistence, but to express hatred towards those of other religious traditions; this new form of interfaith dialogue does not stay online, but also finds its ramifications in the offline world in forms of social movements and protests (Al-Rawi, 2016; Theobald, 2009). As Theobald explains, YouTube, in particular, allows people to showcase their own religious beliefs, and to downgrade those of others, even if that person belongs to the same faith tradition. 
YouTube, unique in its laissez-faire approach to censorship, the anonymity of its operational model, and its visual interface, provided the perfect medium for those who chafed under the ‘confines’ of multicultural acceptance and now felt able to unleash the contempt they so clearly felt for other religions. (Theobald, 2009, p. 326). 
Where Theobald (2009) describes social media as a platform for negative intra- and interfaith encounter, Saskia Warren (2018; 2019) approaches social media used by Muslims in a more positive light. She gives thirteen examples of how Muslims usage of YouTube, can influence public thought, in-group thought among Muslims themselves, as well as the public thoughts about Muslims and Islam in the West, as depicted in table 1.  
	1. Expands democratic opportunities to engage in global movements.
	8. Helps to re-negotiate representations of the 'ideal' Muslim women.

	2. Involves non-religious institutions in religions and spiritual debates.

	9. Articulates intra-Muslim education and communitarianism.

	3. Creates dialectical relationship 

	10. Allows space for responses to Islamophobia.

	4. Allows renegotiation of household roles. From housewife to housewife and breadwinner.

	11. Affirms positive images of female Muslims living in the West who are cosmopolitan and engaged in the public life.

	5. Purports to create spaces of solidarity and belonging for Muslim women living in the West, trough combining ‘Muslimness’, womanhood and western lifestyle. In other words, it combines Islamic lifestyle with street credibility (Warren, 2019, p. 5).
	12. It demonstrates diversity among Muslim women, and denounces that Muslim women is just ‘one thing’ (diversifying representation,) internally, as well as externally. Muslima media platforms as part of the digital world are reshaping
public narratives of Muslim women living in the West (Warren, 2018, p. 3). 

	6. Stimulates collective identity building. In other words, it decreases the importance of race and ethnicity, and focusses on religion (and gender).
	13. Helps Islamic feminism movements to reinterpreted  women’s rights in the Quran. Especially, the meaning of Quranic verse 33.33 about women being obediently in their home, is often discussed.

	7. Aids Islamic political participation.


Table 1. How YouTube influences Muslim and non-Muslim thought and engagement (Warren, 2018; 2019). 
Theobald portrays a dark image of online interfaith dialogue, especially YouTube seems to be a hostile interfaith environment. Warren (2018; 2019) on the other hand, illustrates YouTube as a place of intra- and interfaith opportunities, especially for young Muslim women. Warren emphasizes that not only religious dogma’s are part of the online intra-interfaith debate, but also the religious praxis and faith representations in the western world are part of, and consequences of, dialogue. But what about the online work of Dina Torkia? Do her videos provide her audience with positive food for thought on interfaith issues? How are her messages received and how does the Islamic community respond to it?
3. Dina Torkia’s Work 
When typing ‘Dina Tokia’ into YouTube, one finds two channels under her name with, when combined, approximately a million subscribers.  She is a Fashion Blogger, author of her book “Modestly” and owner of her scarf business called “Lazydoll”. She launched her own personal merchandise and appears regularly in lifestyle magazines such as Vogue and Bloggersphere (Warren, 2019). As a ‘hijabi’ YouTuber, many young Muslims consider her to be an Islamic role model, with the responsibility to ‘represent’ Islam and show the right way to practice Islam. In her video’s she regularly speaks of ‘breaking Islamic stereotypes’ specifically with her short series called #YourAvarageMuslim, in which she visits Muslim women, among them a hip hop dancer and a weight lifter (Warren, 2019). While she has, since her YouTube and Instagram days, always been both loved and criticized for her way of practising her faith (mainly due to her way of wearing her headscarf), the online debate on how Dina should or shouldn’t wear her scarf has recently become highly intensified. At the end of 2018, Dina shocked her followers by posting the following post on Instagram in which she responded to the huge amount of comments and critique on how, why and when she should wear a headscarf. [image: ](The National, 2019). 
In December 2018 Dina shocked the (online) Muslim community even more by removing her headscarf and appearing in a video, after appearing with it online for over a decade (Sid and Dina, 2018). This has been received with a large amount of negative attention on YouTube, from comments to reaction videos and blogs, mainly stemming from the Islamic community itself (Sid and Dina, 2018; YouTube, 2019). Thousands upon thousands of comments discuss Dina’s life choices, and address dozens of faith issues; how the Ummah should judge her or not, who has the right to judge her and her husband, and whether that can only be done by women or men? A few comments are shown here, to illustrate a fraction of the debate. Some are critical or hateful:	I unsubscribed your channel, waste of time fake Muslim. (Dina Tokio, 2019)
	I guess Dina is not a Muslim anymore. (Dina Tokio, 2019)
Dina has minimized Islam to “just wearing a scarf” I can’t stand this girl, why did I click on this?!?﻿ (Zay, 2019) 
Dina you’re a slag and your husband is a pussy for letting you take off your hijab your Kafir, you sold out for dunya. (Dina Tokio, 2019)
This is not hate. Just laying down the facts. Before anyone get misinformed. Hijab is not a choice! Never was and never will be. Read the Quran and u will see that Allah swt commands us to wear it. (Dina Tokio, 2019)
Women like you are fitnah for the Muslim Ummah, there is a difference between people who secretly sin and those who sin publicly. You’re no less than a devil spreading evil publicly and brainwashing women’s minds against hijab. Hijab is the dignity of a Muslim women. You don’t hold the intellect to actually perceive the importance and the consequences of observing it. (Dina Tokio, 2018) 
While others are supportive. 
We all failed as an ummah to support Dina. We should be ashamed of ourselves because essentially it’s our comments that pushed her over the edge. This is a mental health issue. As a Muslim hijabji its already hard from the non-Muslim community to be accepted, it takes a lot of confidence in yourself to wear the scarf. Internally we should have supported her with positivity instead of pushing her. We’re all only human﻿ (Mitra Mitramulya, 2018). 
And others disagree with Dina but focus on correcting way in which the debate takes place, commenting in particular on how people who shared hateful comments. 
Wait on the day of quiyama (the day of judgement) all these people will go to hell who have been writing these comments because even god said in the Quran hypocrisy and wrongdoing of the tong is one of thy most greatest sin to be committed﻿ (Isaac blue, 2019). 
Yes it is like they are the ones who corrupts the earth but they perceive it not. You can read it carefully in the Quran chapter 2 verses 8-12. We should not behave like this as believers. Instead we should give good news and do the righteous deeds. Quran chapter 2 verses 25 (Ya kob, 2019) 
In the midst of thousands of comments about the right, wrong or perfect way to wear the hijab, a viewer noticed Dina’s husband, Sid, wearing a gold necklace.
	Lol why’s no one screaming at Sid for wearing gold? (Rayy Valentine, 2019). 
This comment was liked 1100 times, and incited a lengthy debate of 65 replies about the (im)permissibility of man wearing gold in Islam (Sid and Dina, 2019). 
These comments are only the tip of the iceberg. Where some viewer’s comments are violent and hateful messages against Dina and her family, others support her actions completely. A third group of (almost exclusively posted by self-identified Muslims) comments are something very lengthy explanations which do not support Dina’s actions, but go deeper into passages from the Quran or elaborately explain hadiths about the veiling, about women’s rights, about the duties of a husband and mostly, about the right way to advise other Muslims. Or, as is shown above, go deeper into other Islamic issues which such as the wearing of gold jewelry by male Muslims. In addition, debates consider the public stage on which the debates takes place. Some comments emphasize the fact that these intra-faith debates take place on a public platform, where not only Muslims but also people of other faith and no faiths can view the debate. Manny warn, not Dina herself, but the online Ummah for the way they represent Islam online. These are, in those comments, labelled as giving the Muslim community a bad name (Sid and Dina, 2019). In other words, the variety of Islamic inspired comments is great.
4. Does it work? Dina Torkia’s videos in light of intra-faith dialogue 
The question which remains is, to what extent do Dina’s video’s allow for intra-faith dialogue? The first thing to consider is, as Theobald explains, 
YouTube, is the only communication format that allows individuals, almost regardless of technical skills, an opportunity to communicate ideas in a near-uncensored environment. (Theobald, 2009, p. 329)
The fact that YouTube is a near-uncensored environment makes it so that anyone can upload any comment they wish about Dina, her husband, her followers, Muslims, Islam or the Arab world. When considering the comments Dina received for taking off her headscarf, it seems that in some cases the anonymity YouTube provides, creates a free space for people to comment how they please, to share their thoughts without having to be politically correct and without having to conform with social etiquettes. In this particular online space, the laws on the jungle seem to apply;  there is no regulation by law or the ethics of civilization which restrict certain types of behaviour. As a result, some of the hateful or violent comments would, for instance by interfaith scholar Catharine Cornille (2013) be deemed highly inappropriate for intra- or interfaith dialogue, because the preconditions for dialogue, namely, empathy, respect and humility are not met in these cases. It seems that Theobald’s (2009) dark picture of YouTube, which does not allow for dialogue, is correct. 
However, the laws of the jungle do not seem to provide space only for angry comments, but allows space for everyone; those who stumble upon the video and leave a random comment, those who are enraged by Dina’s behavior as a publicly declared Muslim representative, and leave a hateful comment, those who feel Islam is wrongfully displayed, who leave references to Quranic verses, and those who support Dina, and leave a friendly comment supporting a sister in need. In other words, it might not be textbook intra-faith dialogue and is clearly rough around the edges, but it is giving people a platform to express their views on their faith and allows for further engagement through the option to reply to comments and so on. As Kuswadi and Noor explain, “Dina Torkia influences young Muslim women to express their individualism and to get out of their comfort zones” (Kuswadi & Noor, 2017 p. 158). The comment section beneath Dina Torkia’s videos provides a space for each individual to express their opinions on dogma’s and praxis of faith, without being restricted by time or distance. Through this, a large range of individual feelings, ideas and interpretations about the Islamic faith are publicly accessible. In Dina’s case, most of these ideas revolve around the Islamic practice of veiling, which is a highly sensitive subject in today’s world (Franks, 2000). According to Warren (2018; 2019), Dina’s online presence, along with the presence of many other online Muslima’s sets in motion a large movement, influencing both the Islamic, as well as the western non-Islamic community. As Warren explains, “Torkia is reflexive of the ways social media reconstitutes her body as a discursive, politicized object, where social commentary is mobilized as her image is circulated” (Warren, 2019, p. 126). 
While messages cross each other, get repeated and sometimes receive hundreds of replies (Sid and Dina, 2019), the online Islamic community seems to engage in a form of dialogue. While some comments are purely sent to communicate a Quranic verse, this dialogue is by no means limited to the discussion of faith. It evolves issues of gender, race, whiteness, age and ethnicity. The comment section seems to be an intra-faith playground where, in some cases, lessons are learned the hard way. It is a place with the potential to evolve the dialogue that takes place to, what Paul Hedges (2016) would describe as, to learn to disagree better, without undermining one’s own (religious) particularity. 
5. Conclusion 
To what extent do Dina Torkia’s videos form a platform for intra-faith dialogue? This short case study zoomed in on only one of Dina’s videos and its comment section, along with looking at some social media posts surrounding this video. Dina Torkia’s video’s provide both opportunities and challenges to intra-faith dialogue. It provides a space for individual interpretations of faith issues to be shared, and allows people to respond from the comfort of their own homes. However, the anonymity of participants in the debate, the (completely) unrestricted manner in which people formulate their comments, and the participation of people who seem not uninterested in a genuine debate, but rather seem interested in igniting an impudent debate, seems to pose a challenge to the practice of intra-faith dialogue on this online platform. With that being said, the platform is relatively new and is under constant development. Much can be learned about online intra-faith dialogue through the continues observation of YouTube videos, in particular those of Dina Torkia, who with her large following and her status as a declared Islamic roll model, can reveal much about he inner workings of Islamic intra-faith dialogue.  
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