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Introduction:

	The advent of the internet to the global community has redefined the limitations of borders and networking amongst people, illustrating the habitat of 21st-century globalization. This is also true of Muslims around the world, in which discourse on religious and political matters via the internet are disseminated and discussed, whether on news outlets, blogs, or (now more directly) social media. Yet, when evaluating the internet as a networking tool for Muslims, particularly the United Kingdom, there is a significant challenge to traditional Islamic authority. Since information from global Islamic figures is instantly accessible, mosques and local religious authorities do not have the authority that they once experienced. Additionally, the internet has also risen the desire for multiple interpretations and perspectives on Islamic thought, as well as a change in how intra-Islamic polemics occur. 
	The internet has allowed Muslims from all over the world, including in the United Kingdom, to belong to a wider Islamic community, although instantaneously and without the need to travel. This is also significant, in which (apart from the question and availability of internet access), there is a decrease of classism, specifically regarding the ability to retrieve Islamic information. No longer does an individual have to travel a considerable distance, to gain substantial information from significant Islamic authoritative figures. A Muslim in the United Kingdom can retrieve information from an international authoritative Islamic figure while remaining in their national confines.
	This essay will highlight the significance of the internet as a networking tool for Muslims, primarily in the United Kingdom. Part I will dissect and analyze the role of Islamic authority and its complexities associated with the internet. Part I will also focus on the rise of “new” scholars and their imagery, and its relation to the internet. Part II will analyze the issue of Islamic interpretation and how the internet has radically changed the nature of retrieving various Islamic perspectives. Along with this, part II will also evaluate intra-Islamic polemics and its dissemination through the internet and the networking that occurs with the wider Muslim community in the process, across the United Kingdom and worldwide.

I. Islamic Authority & New Scholars  

	During the inception of the internet, there was a question as to how this new phenomenon can be molded and used for Islamic purposes by Muslim scholars. From the perspective of Islamic figures, this can best be described by an answer in an article on the Hizb ut-Tahrir website, khalifah.com in which a representative of the site responds stating “[technology] can be used for Halal or Haram, it is not the things which is Haram it is what you do with it.”[footnoteRef:1] By this logic, if something doesn’t contradict Islamic morals or practice, they are not only acceptable but, as with the internet, are encouraged to further the spread of Islam or specific Islamic perspectivists. Thus, with the internet seeping into the homes of families worldwide, there was the introduction of using the internet as an Islamic networking and doctrinal tool, to reach an audience that might have once been limited.   [1:  Gary R. Bunt, (2009). iMuslims: Rewiring the House of Islam. (University of North Carolina Press). p. 28] 

	From an Islamic networking perspective, one of the most impactful aspects of the internet is the instantaneous access to global Islamic authority. When assessing Islamic authority and its presence on the internet, there are a plethora of significant Islamic authoritative figures using the platform. As an example, the Egyptian Sunni scholar Yusuf al-Qaradawi and the Shia Ayatollah al-Sistani not only have a strong presence on the internet but are strongly marketed on internet platforms.[footnoteRef:2]  [2:  Gary R. Bunt. (2013). #Islam, Social Networking, and the Cloud. Ebrahim Moosa, Jeffrey T. Kenney (Ed.), Islam in the Modern World (pp. 178–208). Routledge Taylor and Francis Group. p. 184 ] 

	Along with this, there is the opportunity for Muslims in the United Kingdom to directly engage with these authoritative figures and their offices, removing not just the boundaries of travel, but also the hindrance of language barriers. When analyzing Ayatollah Sistani’s website and its features, there is a broad list of topics and questions commonly asked, followed by a response from Sistani, translated in English. The questions range from inquiries regarding the ruling on the practice of loans and interest to sexual morality.[footnoteRef:3] Additionally, if a particular individual has a question that hasn’t been answered on the “Question & Answer” part of the page, there is an option to directly message Sistani’s office, with details on how to write to Sistani.[footnoteRef:4] [3:  Question & Answer. (n.d.). The Official Website of the Office of His Eminence Al-Sayyid Ali Al-Husseini Al-Sistani. Retrieved January 6, 2022, from https://www.sistani.org/english/qa/ ]  [4:  Send Your Question. (n.d.). The Official Website of the Office of His Eminence Al-Sayyid Ali Al-Husseini Al-Sistani. Retrieved January 6, 2022, from https://www.sistani.org/english/send-question/ ] 

	The element of directly networking and connecting with authoritative Islamic figures have significant repercussions, including to British Muslims. The involvement of major Islamic figures changes not just how Islam and religious practices are absorbed, but shifts the relationship of the global and local Islamic authority, “causing a challenge to traditional ‘top-down’ authority models.”[footnoteRef:5] Due to the involvement of prominent Islamic figures on the internet, the importance and relevance of local Islamic authority decrease, since in a hierarchal perspective, they rank below these major authoritative figures, such as a local Shia cleric in the U.K deferring to the authority of Ayatollah Sistani. Therefore, for inquiries on Islamic law and doctrine, British Muslims can choose to go directly to the most elevated figures in the Islamic chain of command, in comparison to an intermediary. Although this bridges the relationship of major Islamic figures to their respective adherents, this also changes the landscape of overall Islamic authority. [5:  Bunt, iMuslims. p. 2] 

	When continuing to evaluate the Shia-Islamic authoritative perspective as an example, the internet has also prompted a rise of new scholars, particularly in their appeal and imagery. This is best depicted by a British Shia scholar of Iraqi origin, Sayed Ammar Nakshawani. Listed as one of the 500 most influential Muslims in the world, the Change Institute described Nakshawani’s ascension in the U.K., and abroad as a representative of “the arrival of a new generation of persuasive and articulate Muslim intellectuals,” having a broad appeal to the wider Shia community.[footnoteRef:6]  [6:  Dr. Sayed Ammar Nakshawani. (2020, February 15). Khoja Leadership Forum. https://www.khojaleadershipforum.org/people/dr-sayed-ammar-nakshawani/ ] 

	 In terms of imagery, Nakshawani’s image is unorthodox from what one might typically associate with a traditional Islamic scholar, although he is ordained. Often dressed in western attire and sporting tattoos, Nakshawani’s imagery and style of discourse are unabashedly British, allowing for British Shia-Muslims to resonate with, as well as with their own simultaneous British and Islamic identities. Nakshawani is prominently featured on the internet, with various of his lectures posted on YouTube often arousing a global response, available to the wider British and global Shia community. His prominence on the internet is a key factor in his appeal in the U.K and abroad, with his lectures on Islam earning him a celebrity status amongst the global Shia community.[footnoteRef:7] Nakshawani’s ascension is unique and illustrates a shift in the imagery of Islamic figures, with which British Muslims can closely identify with. Nakshawani’s prominence is primarily due to his strong presence on the internet and its utilization in reaching a wider audience, within and outside of the U.K.  [7:  Progeny Podcast. (2020, November 14). Sayed Ammar Shows his Tattoos & Talks about the Image of Religious Figures. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nUP1_Kf16b8 

] 


II. Islamic Interpretations & Polemics

	Although prominent members of Islamic authority are involved in utilizing the internet and directly connecting with British Muslims, there is also a desire for British Muslims to directly analyze religion within their own contexts. However, this presents numerous challenges. As stated by Roger Allen and Steven Vertovec the Islamic concept of ijtihad, or independent reasoning on matters relating to religion, foment a possibility of “both a rejection of authority (of their parents and of the ulema or body of Islamic scholars) and a revitalisation of belief and practice.”[footnoteRef:8] With this concept, there is the issue of possibly bypassing Islamic scholars altogether, utilizing the internet for their own respective reasoning. This approach commonly referred to as “Sheikh Google”, raises the issue of the challenge the internet poses to traditional Islamic authority and its widespread influence.[footnoteRef:9]  [8:  Göran Larsson. (2016). Muslims and the New Media Historical and Contemporary Debates. Routledge Taylor and Francis Group. p. 153]  [9:  Bunt, #Islam, Social Networking, and the Cloud. p. 180] 

	However, with the implementation of the internet by Islamic authorities, there is also the inclusion of relevant Islamic scholarly materials. This leads to the possibility and potential issue of conflicting Islamic perspectives and challenging traditional Islamic authority, on the basis of ijtihad, by a particular individual not being ordained or trained in Islamic doctrine or law.[footnoteRef:10] The aspect of “shopping” for various perspectives on the internet, allows for a possible collapse of Islamic authority, and a streamline of these conflicting perspectives. The issue of what is held valid by the wider ordained Islamic ulema, and what is independent judgment becomes obscure, leading to possible complications. [10:  Bunt, #Islam, Social Networking, and the Cloud. p. 183] 

	Additionally, the internet has also become a tool for intra-Islamic polemics, particularly within the U.K. This is prominent when analyzing YouTube videos of British Muslims engaging in debate. There are various videos in which Shia and Sunni Muslims engage in debate regarding Islamic philosophy and theology. British Sunni-Muslim internet personality, Mohammed Hijab is a common feature of this sort of discourse, often debating members of various communities, including Shia Muslims. In a particular video, Hijab debates with a Shia representative Sayed Ali Al-Shobayri, debating Islamic theological concepts, with both referencing respective texts to prove their point.[footnoteRef:11] When assessing the comments and feedback of the video, there is a considerable discourse that occurs amongst the viewers belonging from both perspectives, furthering debate and networking with one another. [11:  Rafida Plus.  (2017, June 18). Shia vs Sunni Debate: Sayed Ali Al-Shobayri vs. Mohammed Hijab. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xBFi4FVzOv8 ] 

	However, this discourse can often be antagonistic amongst the two intra-Islamic perspectives. In a different video, Hijab engages in a more informal discussion with another Shia YouTube personality “Mo” Deen. Representatives of both Hijab’s and Deen’s entourage accompany them to a debate in a local park, engaging in a heated discussion, vehemently criticizing each other’s theological beliefs.[footnoteRef:12] Interestingly, the nature of the video’s discourse also occurs with the respondents of the video in the comments and feedback section, highlighting the tensions of Shias and Sunnis in the United Kingdom. In these respective examples, the internet becomes a battleground for modern-day theological debate and polemics, to the wider British and global Muslim communities. [12:  blackdunya. (2021, June 20). Hijab Furious at Mo Deen. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=r-hWvndP81o 

] 


Conclusion: 

	The internet is a significant tool for networking amongst Muslims within the U.K, as well as globally. The allowance for direct and instantaneous access to authoritative Islamic scholars, as well various perspectives on Islam highlight the continuous impact the internet has on the wider Muslim community. Along with this, there is a rise of diverse Islamic scholars, such as Sayed Ammar Nakshawani who are changing the image of traditional Muslim scholars, utilizing the internet as a networking tool for a global reach. Additionally, there is also the impact of the internet contributing to the rise of discourse amongst Muslims, particularly in intra-Islamic polemics between the Shias and Sunnis within the U.K. and abroad.
	However, there are also complexities associated with the rise of the Internet, particularly in how Muslims consume the internet for issues relating to Islam. There has been a significant challenge to traditional Islamic authority and Islamic interpretation. For one, the local mosque’s importance immediately drops, since individuals can directly access scholars in the higher chain of command, hindering the value and importance of local Islamic centers in the U.K. Along with this, there is also the question of individuals not being ordained, acting as Islamic figureheads with the internet being their main platform. This can lead to a possible issue of cohesiveness in Islamic authority, particularly relating to the issue of reputability. Therefore, when assessing the role of the internet and Islam, there is constant change and evolution, and with that, the networking of Muslims in the United Kingdom and abroad. 
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