Explore how the internet has impacted on notions of religious authority in Islamic contexts. Demonstrate diverse approaches through your reading.
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[bookmark: _GoBack]With the development of the internet from the late 1990s came a change to many aspects of life, including religion and notions of religious authority. The internet opened a new space for religion and religious discussion, one in which anyone could take part. The internet also opened channels of learning and information on religion, as well as other subject and thus it is important to study the internet in terms of Islamic religious authority, especially considering the diversity of the religious scholarship online. With the internet becoming a central part of modern life it is necessary to explore religion, and religious authority, in an online context as it becomes more influential as it develops. The authors of ‘Religion Online: Finding Faith in the Internet’ Lorne L Dawson and Douglas E Cowan state that “the internet is changing the face  of religion worldwide.”[footnoteRef:1] The internet is changing how people approach Religion and Islam is an example of how the internet has affected religion and religious authority, as well as how it is understood worldwide due to this. It is necessary to consider the internet when thinking of contemporary religious ideas due to the impact the internet has had on all aspects of life, as well as the popularization of the internet. There are several examples of Islam online and how this has impacted on the ideas of religious authority. For example, the development of internet chat rooms and social media, which allows for ideas and opinions on Islamic issues to be quickly and easily spread and read. Also, ideas of online sources of  information on Islam that may or may not be scholarly. The internet also gives traditional scholars a new way to interact with Muslims. The importance of being able to convert to Islam online also must be considered when studying religious authority online, as it is a deeply personal experience. Places that user feel they can find the information they need. The popularization of these websites suggests an impact on Islamic religious authority and what is understood to be religious authority online. By studying how Islam is presented online it can highlight how religious authority is affected by online sources and Islamic attitudes to the religious authority found on the internet.  [1:  Lorne L. Dawson and Douglas E Cowan, ‘Religion Online: Finding Faith on the Internet’,(New York: Routledge, 2004) p.1.] 

“The recognition of the internet as a means of presenting religious discourse and authority”[footnoteRef:2] is seen through the development of Islamic information websites, where users can learn about Islam in all aspects of life, and in some cases, be able to convert. The power of conversion that the internet has highlights the idea that users understand the internet to be a religious authority in itself. Similarly, the creation and popularization of Islamic information websites suggest that users look to the internet as a religious authority. Websites such as muslimconverts.com[footnoteRef:3] teach on all areas of Islam, and in some cases allow individuals to convert. The idea of online information hubs is important to consider how religious authority is viewed by online users. Muslimconverts.com[footnoteRef:4] contains pages on ‘how to be Muslim’[footnoteRef:5], showing that these types of websites have become a place of religious authority for users as they provide all the information needed to become a Muslim, and a place where users look to, to find the information they want on Islam. This is also supported by Dawson and Cowan as they suggest that “portals may project themselves as central resources on Islam”[footnoteRef:6] which suggests that websites are presenting themselves and are being viewed as places to find all information on Islam. This suggests the idea that users are viewing these information websites as a religious authority on Islam, as these websites become increasingly popular and a source commonly used by users to learn about Islam. The ideas of being able to convert online also highlight this idea that the internet is being viewed by users as a religious authority. Conversion is something that is personal to the convert and shows the internet’s authority as conversion is deeply personal and necessitates sincere belief. The Shahada that must be recited to join Islam is considered to be “the basis of everything else in Islam”[footnoteRef:7] and one of the pillars of Islamic faith. It holds profound personal and religious meaning for Muslims, and Islam in a wider context. The importance of the process of conversion means that being able to convert online has profound meaning for the person converting, as the Shahada is a very personal recitation. The profound and important status of the Shahada reflects its importance to those converting to Islam, or who are already a Muslim. William Shepard emphasises the personal significance of the Shahada for Muslim converts.[footnoteRef:8]  Being able to achieve this personal experience online highlights the internet’s growing religious authority, as users look to convert and experience such a profound personal event online. Thus, the internet is seen to be impacting on the notions of religious authority as it is seen by users as a place where they can access any needed information on Islam. It is also viewed as a place where users can complete the intimate and profound process of conversion, with online witnesses. These ideas suggest that the internet is impacting the understanding of religious authority as users place a religious authority on the internet and its sources.  [2:  Gary R Bunt, ‘IMuslims: Rewiring the House of Islam’,(London: Hurst & Company, 2009) p.118.]  [3:  Muslim Converts, (2019) <https://muslimconverts.com/howtoconvert/index.htm> [accessed 21/01/2019].]  [4: Muslim Converts, (2019) <https://muslimconverts.com/howtoconvert/index.htm >[accessed 21/01/2019].]  [5:   How to convert to Islam, (2019) <https://muslimconverts.com/howtoconvert/index.htm> [accessed 21/01/2019].]  [6: Gary R Bunt, ‘Rip, Burn, Pray; Islamic Expression Online’ in  Religion Online: Finding Faith on the Internet, ed. Lorne L. Dawson and Douglas E. Cowen ( New York: Routledge, 2004) p.116]  [7:  William Shepard, ‘Introducing Islam’, (New York: Routledge, 2009) pp. 85-86.]  [8: Shepard, ‘Introducing Islam’, p.86. ] 

However, this does not mean that traditional sources of information and advice are becoming redundant. The internet impacts notions of religious authority as it gives a new interactive way for scholars and mosques to reach Muslims, or converts, around the world. Some of which may not be in an area where there is a mosque or a large Muslim community. This is supported through the idea of the Qur’an online. Qur’an is seen in Islam as infallible divine revelation and the access to the Qur’an online suggests that the internet is impacting on notions of religious authority by giving a new way to experience traditional religious authority. This is further supported as the most important Islamic scripture is available online, with multiple language translations. This presents the idea that religious authority is being found online and providing a new way for Muslims to connect with traditional sources, which can “provide immersion in Islamic religious sources”[footnoteRef:9], further supporting the idea that having the Qur’an online allows religious authority a new method of experience. This is seen as “for some, Qur’anic material may be difficult to obtain through other channels”[footnoteRef:10] which highlights the impact of the Qur’an being available online and shows that traditional religious authority has found a place online. Meaning that the internet has impaction on the notions of religious authority as it provides a new way for traditional religious authority to evolve and be experienced. This is also seen through the place of Scholars online. Websites, such as Islam Online offer question and answer services that allow the user to ask a scholar, or counsellor, that can be “of a highly personal and life-changing nature, particularly issues of human relationships and sexuality.”[footnoteRef:11] The scholar is able to give advice to the user in an anonymous way, about things that they may not feel comfortable going to a mosque, or their family, to ask. The deeply personal questions highlight the idea that the Internet has given traditional sources of religious authority a new way in which to connect and help other Muslims. The Internet has impacted on the notion of religious authority by changing the way traditional religious authority can be accessed as well as changing how scholars and the Qur’an would help Muslims in their understanding of religion. This is further supported by scholarly use of social media, such as Twitter, allowing them to easy produce statements about certain contemporary subjects and reply to questions quickly. For example, scholars posting sermons either live or straight after they have been given[footnoteRef:12] which shows the Internet helping to spread a Scholar’s ideas and producing a new way to interact with Muslims globally. Although, this does open the debate of if religious authority is straying from these traditional authorities, by being more  inclusive of people from non-traditionally educated backgrounds, or if they can co-exist online together. [9:  Bunt, ‘Rip, Burn, Pray; Islamic Expression Online’, p.113.]  [10: Bunt, ‘Rip, Burn, Pray; Islamic Expression Online’, p.114.]  [11:  Bunt,’ IMuslims: Rewiring the House of Islam’, p.117.]  [12:  Gary R Bunt, ‘#Islam, Social Networking and the Cloud’, in Islam and the Modern World, ed. Jeffrey T. Kenny and Ebrahim Moosa, (New York: Routledge, 2014).  ] 

When talking about Islamic scholars online it is important to also consider that “the potential for scholars and authorities of non-traditional backgrounds to emerge online and present their opinions.”[footnoteRef:13] This suggests that the diversity of the opinions and scholarly backgrounds on the internet are impacting on the notions of religious authority, as religious authority online becomes more diverse allowing a variety of people and opinions to emerge. This is seen through the use of blogs and social media. The creations of blogs and social networks are a quick, easy and often free process.  Gary R Bunt explains that the easiness of social media and blogs allows people to network and promote media.[footnoteRef:14] This suggests that the ease of social media and blogging means that it is accessible to anyone, which presents the idea that Muslim blogs that give opinions are differing from traditional scholarly advice that can be found online or in a mosque. For example, https://www.nillydahlia.com/[footnoteRef:15]  is a blog set up by a Muslim mother, offering advice for contemporary Muslim families on family issues, cooking and cleaning issues. This is an example of someone from a non-traditional scholarly taught background, whose opinions are becoming influential and sought after. Users view these blog sites for answers on everyday issues as well as contacting scholars online, which also highlights the religious authority that these non-traditional sources hold. This further supports the idea that the internet is diversifying influential Islamic figures, impacting on the notion of religious authority, or traditional religious authority. Social media, such as YouTube, Twitter and Facebook are also an example of how the internet has allowed opinions from non-scholarly and everyday Muslims to be voiced and impact on religious discussion. The use of social media, its popularization and its individual focus, allows for everyday people to voice their opinions and unite over contemporary Muslim issues. This is seen in the Not in My Name campaign, this is a “Social media campaign called #NotInMyName [that] has started to go viral.”[footnoteRef:16] This campaign aims to unite Muslims about the self-proclaimed Islamic State. Having this campaign go viral suggests something about religious authority online as it highlights how the internet is accessible and how it allows everyday Muslims to have a voice on contemporary Muslim issues, allowing them to contribute to the debate. This impacts the notions of religious authority as it supports the idea that religious authority online is something that any person can contribute too and voice their opinion on, through the channels of social media and blogging, not just traditionally taught scholars. Being able to have a voice online allows people to influence the debate and the issue. This, again, is not to say that traditional scholars do not have a place online or not needed as they are still sought after by Muslims online, but that religious authority is diversifying with the help of the internet. Thus, the internet has impacted on religious authority as it allows a diverse community to voice their own views, in comparison to traditional religious authority in Islam. [13:  Bunt, ‘#Islam, Social Networking and the Cloud’, p.53.]  [14:  Bunt, ‘’ IMuslims: Rewiring the House of Islam’, p.48.]  [15:  Nilly Dahlia (2018) < https://www.nillydahlia.com/> [accessed 27/01/2019].]  [16:  ‘#NotInMyName Campaign Goes Viral; Belgium, Netherland’s Join Strikes in Iraq; New Look Inside ISIS-Controlled City; American Begins’, International Wire, (2014). ] 

Overall, the Internet has impacted on notions of religious authority in Islam in several ways. The diverse amount of information made available by Islamic sites, and the popularization of these websites, suggest that the users view the Internet as a religious authority itself as it is able to provide searchable information that users view as fact. These websites present themselves as having all the information the user is looking for and thus, the user views the Internet as a place to find information on Islam and contemporary Islamic issues, presenting the Internet as viewed by users to be a religious authority itself. This is further supported by the ability to convert online, thee personal, religious and spiritual significance, as well as the wider Islamic significance, of the Shahada supports the idea that users view the Internet as a religious authority itself. Converts can, and search to, have this religious experience that is  such a religiously and personally significant event through online platforms. Which further supports the idea of the religious authority of the internet. Conversely, the Internet has also impacted on how traditionally trained religious authorities give advice on personal, as well as religious issues, and promote their teachings to Muslims globally. Scholars can provide  answers on extremely personal issues and reply to a user’s questions very quickly, showing that the Internet has impacted motions of religious authority by giving traditional religious authority new methods of preaching and spreading their knowledge. Similar ideas are seen through the online Qur’an, as the most important Islamic scripture is reaching Muslims in a new way, as well as reaching new converts. The significance of the Qur’an online, which is seen by the accessibility and the translations for free online, further support the idea that the internet is providing a significant and traditional source to Muslims globally. Giving Muslims a new way to connect with divine revelation, impacting on how an ultimate religious authority, for Islam, has been reaching Muslims in a new way. The existence of traditional sources and scholars online does not mean that this is the only religious authority found online. Social media platforms allow for everyday Muslims to gain a voice and give opinions on Islamic contemporary issues. This is seen through the way Muslim bloggers and influencers are gaining popularity, and users are viewing their sites and blogs to provide the answers for everyday life. This is sometimes sought after instead of asking a scholar online or as well as seeking a scholar. Social media highlights the diversity of voices and opinions that the internet provides people.  In conclusion, the internet has impacted on notions of religious authority as it provides new ways for traditional religious authority’s new ways to connect and influence Muslims, as well as diversifying what is traditionally understood as religious authority. This is seen through the diversity of non-traditional scholars online and the idea tat viewers understand the internet as a religious authority in itself.
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