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Online tie and content management and changing religious
identity among Muslim Arab women in Israel
Aysha Agbarya and Nicholas John

Department of Communication and Journalism, Faculty of Social Sciences, Hebrew University of Jerusalem,
Jerusalem, Israel

ABSTRACT
This study investigates the central dilemmas and changes in social
media use among people whose religious identity is in flux, with an
emphasis on backstage processes of decision making. Drawing on
15 in-depth interviews with Muslim women in Israel, we found
five main themes reflecting the main online changes users
experience and effect. We suggest two different logics that the
themes show in online decision-making regarding identity and
self-presentation. The first is relatively predictable, whereby users
reconstruct their social environment to fit their new religious
identity. The second logic concerns the management of ties and
content in accordance with religious obligations in ways that may
not fit the user’s personal welfare, and which are related to
complex inner conflicts of the user. While previous literature
stresses personal welfare as a main factor behind online tie and
content management, in this article we show how users are
willing to sacrifice their online welfare for the sake of their new
identity.
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Introduction

This study investigates dilemmas and decision-making processes around social media
use among Arab Muslim women in Israel as they become more religious. Based on analy-
sis of in-depth interviews, we explore tie management strategies during a period of reli-
gious identity change. This article thereby contributes to our understanding both of the
use of features offered by social media in times of religious identity change, focusing on
online tie management, and of the emotions, thoughts, and considerations guiding
online behavior, especially online tie breaking. It also examines the front and backstage
of online religious identity formation and presentation.

The notion of identity defines and describes one’s sense of self, group affiliations, and
structural position (Stets & Burke, 2003; Howard, 2000). It is flexible, develops and
changes with time and events (Goffman, 1959, 1963), and results from one’s internal sub-
jective perception of the self as well as external characterizations (Stets & Burke, 2000).
This study explores the ways internal features of the self are externalized through social
media use and online self-presentation, and delves into online aspects of identity change,
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while focusing on the user’s experience and perception of their social media use as related
to the identity change process they are going through, and the way features offered by
these media are used in order to form and consolidate a new self and identity. Focusing
on identity change among Muslim women who have become more religious, and by
looking closely at both front and backstage activities on social media, we may gain a fuller
picture of those components of religious identity that are related to technology use.

This study shows how online acts and decisions can be driven by religious rules and
considerations, sometimes at great emotional cost to the users. This contrasts with preva-
lent assumptions among scholars that internet use – and indeed media consumption in
general – is understandable in terms of personal preferences and taste. Our findings show
a different kind of decision-making process. Focusing on users’ inner thoughts and feel-
ings during an identity change brings to the fore online dilemmas and considerations that
are rarely highlighted in the context of tie formation, maintenance, and breaking. Indeed,
this perspective could be partly related to the fact that the participants in (and one of the
authors of) this research are non-Western, unlike the subjects and authors of the majority
of social media studies.

Online ties and identity change

Social ties are part of the self-people present (Goffman, 1963). In addition, identity con-
struction entails self-presentation and the management of verbal and visual impressions.
Self-presentation is as flexible and changeable as the different aspects of identity (see
Goffman, 1959, 1963). Social network sites (SNSs) allow users to present their self
through the use of text, pictures, videos, friend lists, interests, etc. (for example see
Donath, 2007; Papacharissi & Mendelson, 2010). However, information from the past
may weaken the presentation of one’s current self. Accordingly, people may choose to
cover up certain facts, knowing that they may cause confusion or embarrassment
(Goffman, 1959). Social networks have different ways of reminding users and their con-
nections of their past, such as Facebook Memories (Kaun & Stiernstedt, 2014), and
‘friendship anniversaries’, which remind users of the duration of current ties, while the
task of saving memories becomes much easier: users can commit their thoughts, actions,
photos, etc., to SNSs’ servers. While removing traces of unwanted actions is crucial in
building a new self-image (Mayer-Schönberger, 2009), the digital memories of SNSs,
as well as of search engines and other online services, create a web of reminders of
one’s past that might be inconsistent with one’s new identity.

We also know that people tend to initiate and maintain social relationships with those
who share interests, identities, and opinions (Bisgin et al., 2010). By the same token, they
may also choose not to form or maintain ties with those who disagree with them for ideo-
logical (John & Dvir-Gvirsman, 2015) or other reasons (Sibona, 2014). Lopez and Ovaska
(2013) refer to the behavior of shaping our social circles by tie-breaking as unsocial
behavior, defined as ‘deliberate acts people do to elude another person online’. Unsocial
behavior helps to delineate the boundaries of one’s online sphere; it is a way of avoiding
and preventing unwanted situations and content (John & Gal, 2018; Malinen, 2015).
These ties and texts can be unwanted aspects of an identity that the user would rather
hide, given that, as mentioned, the identity of one’s online ties is part of the self being
presented (Donath, 2007).
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Social media and religious identity

Religion can be a crucial aspect of both collective and individual identity (Durkheim,
1995). Moreover, social relationships and a supportive community are crucial to forming
and maintaining religious identity (Durkheim, 1965). As communication technologies
develop and provide new ways of practicing religion, they are used to form a sense of
religious belonging and participation (Lundby, 2011) and are used to form and represent
religious identity (Feltmate, 2010; Teusner, 2010), and to practice religion (Becker, 2011).

Technological developments in media impact on religious identities in several ways.
The emergence of computer-mediated communication has changed the way people
receive religious information, enabling users to form different identities. For example,
Helland (2004) notes that the opportunities offered by the internet for producing content
and accessing information enable users to form different kinds of religious identities
away from the authority of religious institutions.

Religious identity can be part of people’s self-presentation on social media, and at times
these media offer a safe platform to do so when users are part of a religious minority (Pen-
nington, 2018). Religious identity change, by which we mean a voluntary and profound
change in an individual’s religious identity, involving changes of behavior (conducting
religious rituals and demands) and thought (adapting religious beliefs), has been widely
discussed by scholars over the last two decades in relation to media innovations (see for
example Campbell & Rule, 2020, 2012; Cheong, 2016; Cheong et al., 2008, 2012). As
well as traditional authorities and sources of information, religious identity change is
formed and presented through private profiles and dyadic ties, especially among younger
users (Pascone, 2011). This experience is related to both implicit and explicit aspects of
identity which are affected by each other; in the case of Muslim women, inner identity
change is accompanied by a change in their dress code.

Notably, much of the research about religious change amongMuslims links religionwith
extreme socio-political views; when talking about Islam, religious change is usually linked to
Jihadist ideology (for instance Ghajar-Khosravi et al., 2016; Varanese, 2016; King & Taylor,
2011). This negative association with religious views has been discussed by Abu-Lughod
(2002), who has exposed the Eurocentric assumption that women in traditional societies
need help in order to enter modernity and become civilized and called for ‘cultural sensi-
tivity’ when dealing with communities perceived as weak. These communities need to be
studied while putting aside both Western stereotypes and the perception of non-Western
research as peripheral (Wallerstein, 2004, 2006). To meet the need to de-Westernize social
sciences in general, and communication studies in particular, almost every aspect of the
research should be de-Westernized, including the research population, assumptions and
methods (Waisbord & Mellado, 2014). Given its population, method and findings, this
study contributes to the de-Westernization of communication studies, in particular by
showing how assumptions about the motivations behind social media practices may not
apply outside the Western contexts in which most communication research is conducted.

Muslim women

A large body of research has discussed the representation of Muslims in general, and
Muslim women in social media in particular, as comprising varied images and
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representations of cultures, groups and races (Lewis, 2010). Both the gender and religious
identities of Muslim women are related to and affected by each other, in particular
through representations of the hijab. The hijab is an explicit aspect of Muslim women’s
identity (Macdonald, 2006) that can be expressed in social media use, especially on visu-
ally oriented platforms such as Instagram (Baulch & Pramiyanti, 2018). This body of
research mainly discusses the ways users experience and present their existing religious
identity. However, there are several aspects of the backstage of social media use and reli-
gious identity change that are less explored, such as motivations for decision making,
dilemmas related to religious laws, and tie management. Indeed, studies of the process
of religious identity change as related to social media use are rare.

Muslim women use new media to express their religious views and negotiate multiple
religious interpretations (Piela et al., 2011; Midden & Ponzanesi, 2013), including around
gender issues. For instance, the question of relations with men online has been a topic of
debate amongMuslim women, who use the internet to both find information and express
their opinion (Piela, 2010). Features offered by new media raise the question of male-
female relations and, at times, have changed this social interaction. For example, Al-Sag-
gaf and Begg (2004) examined online discourse among Muslim women and men regard-
ing the limits of male-female relations in internet forums.

This study takes Muslim women in Israel as its research population. Research into
Islam in Israel focuses mainly on political issues and activities and presents the Islamic
party as the main representative body for Muslims in Israel, while ignoring parts of
this population that are not politically active (Al-Atawneh & Hatina, 2019). As for Mus-
lim women in Israel, studies have discussed their political and social status (Meari, 2015),
political activism (Abu-Baker, 2016), and their role in Islamic movements (Daoud, 2016;
Jad, 2018). However, we know very little about the religiosity of Muslim women in Israel
as a day-to-day practice, online and off.

In sum, social media offer various tools which enable religious identity change and
presentation. The opportunity to manage online ties relatively easily can also make the
experience of identity change smoother. Yet, the field of tie management in times of iden-
tity change is not fully explored since it contains the challenge of getting a view of online
backstage acts and events. This study focuses on a specific period of identity change: the
time when womenMuslim social media users make and carry out the decision to become
more religious. We ask what role online ties play in this identity change and how users
utilize social media features to manage these ties.

Method

To understand how users manage their ties on social media during identity change, 15
semi-structured interviews were conducted with Muslim women living in Israel (aged
19-37) who describe themselves as having gone through a religious identity change.
All interviewees became more religious at a period of their lives when they were using
one or more SNSs. Moreover, all interviewees faced some objection to their change,
mostly from members of their close family. Thirteen of the interviewees have an aca-
demic degree or are college students; and two have a high school education. Most of
the interviewees (13) live in Arab towns in the north of Israel. None of the interviewees
was married during the period of identity change.
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We used two different sampling methods. The first was snowball sampling (eight par-
ticipants), The second was publishing an announcement about the study in a Facebook
group for religious Muslim women in Israel (seven participants). After a short conversa-
tion about the research, the interviews were held in a place chosen by the interviewees.
The inclusion criteria were simply being a Muslim woman who had experienced an
increase of religiosity and who used social media during that time.

The interview schedule was built around the main research topic and included ques-
tions about the period of religious identity change, social tie management before, during
and after the change, and the way they used social media. The interviews lasted an aver-
age of 75 min and were recorded.

After transcription, the data were textually analyzed using MAXQDA qualitative
analysis software. Analysis was based in the grounded theory principle (see Glaser &
Strauss, 1967; Strauss, 1987), whereby we relied on the interpretations given by social
actors for their actions. Specifically, we adopt Wierzbicka’s (1974) suggestion to present
the participants’ voices by quoting them directly and relying on their claims in our
findings and conclusions. Moreover, Wierzbicka posits presenting the raw texts as cen-
tral, true and reliable. The quotes were gathered into main themes which were consoli-
dated into five categories through which we present the ways participants managed their
social media ties as they became more religious.

Findings

We present our findings concerning tie management and social media use in the process
of identity change in five categories: tie building, tie maintenance, tie breaking, relations
with men, and the management of one’s digital past. The latter two categories involve a
kind of tie and content management motivated mainly by religious considerations, which
leads us to the study’s main insights.

Tie building

When asked whether they built new ties during the period of identity change, almost all
interviewees said that they had added friends on Facebook, followed new Instagram
users, and joined WhatsApp groups. These ties were all made with other religious
users. The interviewees described these as automatic acts, carried out without serious
consideration. For example, Juli1 (aged 21) said:

I simply found myself surrounded by religious Facebook and WhatsApp friends. I don’t know
how this happened, but my profile started to look different, with different people. It was like I
needed some support.

Their new ties gave the interviewees’ social media a religious atmosphere, creating a
different social environment from their offline one and that afforded by their close family,
which was usually discouraging of the change. The interviewees’ new ties created an
alternative support network, one in which they felt appreciated and encouraged. Ashgan
(27) stated:

Facebook was my sanctuary. In fact, based on my posts, a lot of people expected me to be wear-
ing a hijab. Outside of Facebook no one could have predicted that I would become more
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religious […] After I put on the hijab I published a post about it. Of course, the reactions were
amazing, a lot of people supported me, Facebook supported me. They gave me the support I
never had at home.

Ashgan started using Facebook to present her process of change. On Facebook, her self-
presentation was different from that presented offline. By the time she decided to take the
step of wearing the hijab, she already had a supportive online environment, unlike her
offline environment.

Both Juli and Ashgan were excited to find that their Facebook friends supported their
religious change, and they perceived having such an alternative environment as a bles-
sing. Participants used social media as a tool to build or join online religious commu-
nities in order to overcome a sense of loneliness and a lack of religious friends offline.
Hassan (2018) found similar usage of social media among female Muslim students in
the US who used social media in order to connect with people beyond their immediate
social circles.

When talking about their social media use around the time they were deciding to
become more religious, some interviewees mentioned other users who had inspired
them, as well as Facebook pages, YouTube channels, and WhatsApp groups that were
a source of information about religion. Indeed, three quarters of the interviewees said
that social media had played a role in their decision to become more religious. Alongside
content produced by religious leaders (mostly YouTube videos and Facebook pages, but
also books), interviewees mentioned new online ties as sources of information and inspi-
ration. An example of the former was mentioned by Layla (22):

I have known from the start that the virtual world is a fiction. I don’t buy it, but somehow it
helped me when the first person, when I decided to search for Sheikhs, the first Sheikh was A. I
didn’t know him in person but I started following his page […] I contacted him on Facebook
and he really helped me find answers.

Layla describes how she built an online tie in order to get both information and support
during her identity change process. Though this particular tie was broken in a later phase,
it was a crucial tie that was created consciously and with a clear aim.

Tie maintenance

Users who decided to maintain pre-existing online ties with non-religious women users
(mainly on Facebook) did so for two main reasons. First, they did not feel it was necess-
ary, or right, to break ties with less religious users. Second, they perceived themselves as
role models who could bring their friends closer to religion. Regarding the first reason,
Manal said:

Those who are not religious or don’t wear a hijab, the way I talk to them is not different […]
They are not that different from me, see? The only difference is what we wear. Even my sister
doesn’t wear a hijab. I treat everyone like I treat my own sister.

Manal seems to be trying to present herself as humble, empathetic, and positive; she does
not break ties with her less religious friends because she does not see herself as different
from or better than them. Furthermore, some interviewees chose not to break ties in
order to send a message to other users and serve as role models. For example, Layla
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tells a story about a friend who decided to become less religious. She explained the reason
for not breaking the tie:

I wanted to prove to her that we religious people are not a separate world who don’t speak with
non-religious people. I knew this [breaking ties] would have the wrong effect, a worse effect on
her. I couldn’t simply leave her.

Layla chose to maintain this online tie so as not to harm her friend and to present a more
tolerant self-online. Tagreed expressed this more directly: ‘It is important to me that what
others see affects them positively. Younger girls could see me as a role model and choose
to learn from my posts and become better people.’ Tagreed sees herself as a potentially
significant character for other users, and as having a responsibility to help them become
more religious. A similar sense of responsibility felt by some social media users toward
their online ties, and an understanding of the way information flows through networks,
were also found in John and Gal’s study (2018) regarding political unfriending.

Both reasons for maintaining ties are related, whether directly or indirectly, to the
interviewees’ self-presentation as tolerant and caring. These interviewees tried to emulate
those users who had convinced them to become more religious. Tie maintenance thus
serves their identity change as much as other actions as they strive to preserve an
image of tolerance.

Tie breaking

Our findings on tie breaking are presented in two parts. First, we discuss the interviewees’
relationships with other women, and then their relationships with men. In keeping with
what we already know about unfriending, most interviewees did not break most of their
ties (Krämer et al., 2015), but those instances when they did are of particular interest.
Some ties were broken both on- and offline because of events that happened offline
(cf. Sibona & Walczak, 2011), such as when old friends treated them in a way they
found disrespectful. For example, Ashgan broke off her relationships (both on- and
offline) with her two best friends because they joked about her religiosity and because
she felt that she ‘didn’t fit in anymore’.

Another form of tie breaking involved unfriending all non-religious users as part of
interviewees’ reconfiguration of their social media profiles to fit their religiosity (four
interviewees reported doing this). For instance, July answered a question about tie break-
ing by saying:

Depressed people, who tend to be atheists, could sin by asking why is God doing this to us. I
don’t need this, and they may convince you of their point of view. Having them on my profile is
a risk, while deleting them helps me to get where I’m aiming at since I can’t be so paradoxical
[by having religious and goth friends].

July perceives breaking ties with users who publish certain thoughts as important for
maintaining her faith.

Overall, online tie breaking, especially with women users, was not mentioned as much
as other kinds of tie management, and interviewees tended not to bring it up on their
own. This could be because of the negative memories or awkward feelings the issue
causes. For instance, in keeping with their desire to appear tolerant, it seems that
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interviewees did not feel comfortable saying that they had broken ties with people
because they held different religious views, saying instead that they unfriended users
who had published ‘inappropriate content’ (Shimaa) online. This finding is consistent
with previous literature that shows how tie breaking is sometimes driven by a desire
to have a ‘clean’ profile (John & Gal, 2018). It is notable that the interviewees mostly
said that they did not break any ties when they were directly asked about tie breaking,
yet they mentioned stories such as those mentioned here as given-off information, infor-
mation that is indirect and ‘leaks out’ during communication (Goffman, 1963).

We turn now to the management of ties with men, which entailed quite a different set
of considerations. Nine interviewees said that they had broken all of their ties with male
users, sometimes all at once, in order to adhere to a religious interpretation that forbids
such ties. This decision was rarely easy, as some of these men were long-standing and
close friends. For example, Ayat broke ties with all of her male friends, including a child-
hood friend:

We were all [members of] a Facebook group, with two guys, not only girls, so I decided to
reduce contact with them, starting with the group. I sent a message that I intend to leave
the group, first because it contains guys, and second because of a couple of situations that
made me feel uncomfortable. […] One of them was my childhood and best friend […] Because
we were friends I expected him to be the first to understand and respect my decision. I called
him in order to end the friendship in a positive way. We talked for hours.

Although Ayat is referring here to what for her was only the first step of tie breaking,
breaking Facebook ties, she attributes importance to it by sending a farewell message
and calling her friend to explain her current and future actions. Several interviewees
said they had broken ties with men because they saw them as posing a threat to the
process they were going through. Layla describes breaking a tie because she felt it
had the potential to develop into a romantic relationship: ‘This relationship was the
most significant one I had, but I had to step back because there was a chance that I
could like or love him. I had to step away, and it was the right decision.’ And so
does Nora (25) when she told about a romantic relationship she broke because ‘it
was simply haram [prohibited]’.

Layla decided to break a valued tie because of the chance it might develop into a
romantic relationship. Having this kind of feeling is perceived as a threat to the intervie-
wee’s religiosity, and also as pointless, because it would probably not develop into mar-
riage in any case. The majority of the interviewees showed some difficulty breaking these
ties. For instance, Wafa (30) broke all ties with men after reading a fatwa (religious rul-
ing) that forbade having ties with men on social network sites:

It was not that easy, I mean, they are my friends and colleagues. They have done me no harm
but I can’t argue with the fatwa. In the evening I decided to delete all the men on my Facebook.
I asked my husband to sit near me. I needed his support because it was really hard.

Wafa, like other interviewees, describes a difficult experience where she needed her hus-
band to stand by her, literally, in order to give her the strength to break those ties. She
makes it clear that the only reason for this was a religious ruling that she had decided
to obey. Shimaa describes a similar experience, though her decision was not because
of a specific fatwa:
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Some of the guys were good friends of mine, we talked all the time. When I deleted them they
asked why, and it wasn’t easy. This was a hard decision. I apologized […]. Yet it was part of a
process. I kept asking myself, what is the right thing to do? Is it right to be religious and have
men on my Facebook? Should I talk to men? I keep asking myself these questions.

Both Shimaa andWafa mentioned the importance of these relationships for them and the
fact that they did not break ties for interpersonal reasons. Interviewees who broke ties
with men found it important to focus on the religious reasons for doing so. These are
new reasons for unfriending that have not yet been reported in the literature. They
point to a conception of the very nature of a Facebook friendship that does not entirely
conform with the idea of Facebook as a site for pleasure based on subjective choices by its
users. Overall, these acts are indicative of a different kind of user than what Facebook
encourages: a predictable, active, productive user (Docherty, 2020).

On the other hand, some interviewees chose to maintain ties with men, feeling that
‘they are not a threat to [their] religiosity’ (Ashwaa). For example, Riham (26) said:

I never broke any ties with men. Why would I? How do these relations harm me? I find men
better than women as workmates, and sometimes they are even better friends. Since I am not
doing anything against the laws of Islam I can’t see a reason to remove them from my profiles.

We notice here that the question of ties with men as a threat to religious identity was dis-
cussed broadly, no matter the ultimate decision. Indeed, in keeping her male Facebook
friends, Riham draws on Islamic law. It is interesting, though, that none of the intervie-
wees mentioned pressure from other people or considerations of self-presentation as a
reason for their choices. Indeed, most of them had become more religious before having
many religious acquaintances, and hence were not subject to their influence when mak-
ing decisions about their social media use. The only reasons given by the interviewees for
breaking or maintaining ties with men were grounded in rules which they believe are set
by God and mediated by religious authority figures who have interpreted them for the
modern day. It is worth mentioning that all stories told by the interviewees about
their relations with men were brought up by them, as the interview schedule did not
include specific questions about gender relations.

Online past: maintenance and deletion

The question of keeping or removing parts of their digital past was raised by almost all
of the interviewees. Interviewees mentioned two different ways of dealing with social
media content related to their past identity, such as friends lists and WhatsApp con-
tacts, as well as posts, photos and social media profiles in general. The first strategy,
which was less popular among the interviewees, was to use digital traces as aides-mem-
oire. This is how Aya (24) used messages sent by former friends who unfriended her
after she had unfriended her male Facebook contacts, some of whom were mutual
friends:

At first it was really bad. […] I mean, they even sent me, two of them sent me messages, one
sent a really long message […] It felt like I’d committed a crime. For a long time I had these
conversations, I kept a copy of them, and also the messages on Facebook. I kept them for four or
five years. I took screenshots and kept them with me […] I saved the conversations as a remin-
der for me to know that I don’t owe anyone explanations.
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Aya decided to save past messages in order to raise her confidence and reinforce her reli-
gious identity and looks at them when she fears religious weakness, to remember that she
sacrificed strong friendships for the sake of her religion and to use the angry messages as
proof that explaining her act was useless. Ashgan (27) found a way to keep parts of her
online past without breaking religious laws. She experiences old photos of hers as a part
of her past that cannot simply be abandoned. She spoke of how she keeps these precious
memories by using features offered by Facebook in a way that adheres to religious
requirements:

I used to publish some photos of mine, and there was a time when I asked myself why. I only
posted them to satisfy my ego. I felt uncomfortable with the thought that some guy is staring at
my face. Yet it was really hard, these photos are nice memories of mine and I won’t just throw
them away, so I made them ‘only me’ photos.

The second way of dealing with digital traces was simply to remove them, which is what
the majority of participants did. Some interviewees said they deleted content that no
longer represented their identity. For example, Nora explained why she deleted posts
and photos from her Facebook and Instagram profiles: ‘This is not me, not anymore,
so I deleted everything that shows a different character from my current self. You
know, as young students people post some foolish stuff.’ While Nora deleted posts
because they no longer represent her current identity, other users took the more drastic
step of deleting their social media profiles altogether. Shimaa said that:

When I looked at my Instagram I found that there was too much stuff to delete, so I just shut
down the profile. As for Facebook, I closed it because I needed to give up everything from my
past. Things from the past looked worthless now, even the photos, I kept nothing.

The act of deleting a social media profile was part of forming a new identity, separated
from past events, actions and ties. Closing social media profiles included both content
deletion and the mass breaking of ties with all of their online contacts.

The decision to keep or remove digital traces appears to be as important as other
actions of identity building and self-presentation such as posting and publishing religious
texts and photos that show the user’s new identity. Participants signal their religious
identity by both showing and hiding clues of this aspect of their identity, as discussed
by Esposito et al. (2018). Participants perceive themselves as role models and choose
to remove and publish posts, photos and videos that help them present a religious and
powerful self.

Discussion

Some of the findings presented above align quite neatly with earlier studies of identity
and social media (see for example boyd, 2006 and Gabriels et al., 2012). These are
mainly related to tie building as a means of constructing a supportive social environ-
ment; breaking ties with those people who have very different views; and deleting con-
tent that might contradict or undermine their new identity. These efforts at creating a
new presentation of self and developing new social circles are driven by decisions that
serve the user’s desire to reconstruct their identity and feel comfortable while doing so.
This is a pattern presented in previous literature regarding different kinds of identities
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(Fox & Warber, 2015) and online social behaviors in general (Sibona, 2014). Yet, our
participants spoke of a conscious process of creating a homophilic online environment;
it is not that they are simply attracted to the same topics with their online acquain-
tances, as suggested in previous literature (McPherson et al., 2001), but that they
choose to contact these users in order actively and consciously to shape their identity.

Other findings, though, are reflective of dilemmas that are not related to the users’ per-
sonal wellbeing. These dilemmas mostly concern ties with men, the removal of digital
traces that did not necessarily undermine the participants’ new identity, and acts of
mass tie breaking and closing social media profiles, a drastic step that breaks all online
ties mediated by that platform. These online acts were driven by religious rules and
their interpretations. Sometimes, obeying these rules was very difficult, yet the intervie-
wees did so. Although religious Muslim women use social media to present a religious
self to other users (Piela, 2013), in the case we present the use of social media, especially
tie breaking and content deletion, are not conveyed to a human audience, and thus are
not part of their self-presentation as defined by Goffman (1963). These findings corre-
spond with Inge’s (2017) findings about tie breaking and the reconstruction of offline
social circles, though her work does not deal with online ties.

Our study shows that challenging social norms and obeying religious rules, in the
case of our sample, can be complicated. This challenges Stout’s (2012) claim that con-
gregation (community) is an essential component of religious practice: our partici-
pants pass through a phase when they have no religious community as they leave
their less religious community – all online. The users decided to break ties for two
main reasons: religious obligation and perceiving the very existence of the tie as a
threat to the process they are going through. While previous literature shows that
people manage their online ties mainly for intra-psychic reasons to do with their
sense of wellbeing (John & Agbarya, 2020; Kwak et al., 2011; Sibona & Walczak,
2011), here we see that they manage ties to satisfy God, even when they do not
feel comfortable with such acts. This kind of justification for online behaviors is
barely mentioned in the literature.

Changes to their religious identity were accompanied by changes to the interviewees’
online past. Respondents said that they had deleted posts that no longer represented their
identity and deleted old photos of themselves in which they were not wearing a hijab.
These procedures of past abandonment sometimes involved closing social media profiles,
mostly on Instagram. They deleted these images partly because they show parts of their
bodies which Islamic law forbids from showing. Indeed, the removal of digital traces was
as important to the interviewees as acts of identity building, such as creating a new self-
presentation by publishing religious texts and photos that display their new identity. For
Muslim women, visual self-presentation is a crucial component of their identity and is
subordinated to religious rules. The removal of digital traces has been discussed in the
literature mainly as an intra-psychic decision in service of the self (Haimson et al.,
2016), justified by reference to how this or that content or tie makes the user feel.
Here, however, interviewees report behaving in keeping with extra-psychic religious obli-
gations that even cause inner conflict for users who feel that they should sacrifice mean-
ingful ties in order to follow newly adopted rules.
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Conclusion

This study examines social media use during the process of religious identity change. We
show how people use social media features in order to rebuild both their identity and
their social environment, including acts that are mostly invisible to other users.

Social media played a vital role in the participants’ religious identity change. They used
the features offered by the technology in order to overcome social and personal chal-
lenges, especially peer pressure against becoming more religious. We see here how social
media ties inspire, encourage and help identity change, and how some ties are broken in
order to protect this change when they are perceived as threatening it. The main finding
of this study is the different logic of online decision making when it comes to dilemmas
related to religious rules and faith; participants acted based on perceived religious obli-
gations rather than decisions based on their own wellbeing. These personal sacrifices are
related to the social and psychological challenges of losing good friends and facing criti-
cism from their family and friends, and so the identity change is not an inner process
related only to the user but appears to include acts of allegiance to the religion, some
of which are required by God.

This study, and the fact that we found different logics of decision making used by
‘different’, non-Western participants, is consistent with former studies that shows
different internet usage patterns based on the religiosity of users and their religious
interpretation (for example, Nyland & Near, 2007; Livio & Tenenboim Weinblatt,
2007; Neriya-Ben Shahar, 2016). Yet, this body of research focus on existing crystal-
lized identity rather than changing identity, and is based on previous literature,
which does not usually present subcultures online experience (in our case, Muslim
Arab women living in Israel) and study their uniqueness; this points to a problem
of ‘European universalism’, whereby the field of social media research is hugely domi-
nated by studies dealing with Western users and their habits, sources of authority,
online behavior and decision making, and leads us to Wallerstein’s (2006) argument
that social studies should also include non-Western scholars in order to reach a uni-
versal universalism where all cultures are part of mainstream research. To be sure, the
context of this study is complex, given that its non-Western research participants live
in a Middle Eastern country that is perceived both by itself and others as Western.
Given global demographic changes – in particular, migration to the West – we believe
that communication scholars will be increasingly called upon to account for the media
experiences of new minority populations with interesting similarities to the Palestinian
population of Israel.

Our study of the experiences of Muslim women users of social media gives rise to
questions for further research: for instance, do we find the dilemmas presented here in
other religions and societies? Or: what dilemmas and practices would we find if we
looked at the opposite process of identity change, namely, Muslim women who are
becoming less religious. As Miller et al.’s (2016) research shows, studying social media
use in different cultures can lead to varied findings. In this specific case, the role of reli-
gious laws leads to online decisions that do not bring users pleasure, and that is certainly
not the motivation behind such decisions. The field of online identity change is widely
explored, but the backstage acts and thoughts of users, especially when personal prefer-
ence is not the leading motivating factor, are worth exploring further.

12 A. AGBARYA AND N. JOHN



Note

1. All names have been changed.

Disclosure statement

No potential conflict of interest was reported by the author(s).

Notes on contributors

Aysha Agbarya is a Ph.D. student at the Department of Communication at the Hebrew University
of Jerusalem (supervisor: Dr. Nicholas John). She holds both a Master’s and a Bachelor’s degree in
Communication fromHaifa University. Research interests: media use in everyday life, identity and
de-westernization of communication theories. Her current research focuses on the relations
between social media use and identity. In particular, her Ph.D. research deals with social media
use during religious identity change among Muslim women in Israel, while negotiating current
new media research assumptions and theories which are laid on studying “western mainstream
communities” [e-mail: ayisha411@hotmail.com].

Nicholas John is an Associate Professor in the Department of Communication and Journalism at
the Hebrew University of Jerusalem. He is the author of The Age of Sharing. His research interests
include unfriending, sharing, and the limits of our knowledge about social media [e-mail:
n.john@huji.ac.il].

ORCID

Nicholas John http://orcid.org/0000-0002-9955-4120

Bibliography

Abu-Baker, K. (2016). Gender policy in family and society among Palestinian citizens of Israel:
Outside and inside influences. In B.-R. Eliezer, J. H. Schoeps, O. Glöckner, Y. Sternberg, &
A. Weberling (Eds.), Handbook of Israel: Major debates (pp. 453–473). De Gruyter Oldenbourg.

Abu-Lughod, L. (2002). DoMuslim women really need saving? Anthropological reflections on cul-
tural relativism and its others. American Anthropologist, 104(3), 783–790. https://doi.org/10.
1525/aa.2002.104.3.783

Al-Atawneh, M., & Hatina, M. (2019). The study of Islam and Muslims in Israel. Israel Studies, 24
(3), 101–125. https://doi.org/10.2979/israelstudies.24.3.05

Al-Saggaf, Y., & Begg, M. M. (2004). Online communities versus offline communities in the Arab/
Muslim world. Journal of Information, Communication and Ethics in Society, 2(1), 41–54.
https://doi.org/10.1108/14779960480000242

Baulch, E., & Pramiyanti, A. (2018). Hijabers on instagram: Using visual social media to construct
the ideal Muslim woman. Social Media + Society, 4(4). https://doi.org/10.1177/
2056305118800308

Becker, C. (2011). Muslims on the path of the Salaf al-salih: Ritual dynamics in chat rooms and
discussion forums. Information, Communication & Society, 14(8), 1181–1203. https://doi.org/
10.1080/1369118X.2011.597414

Bisgin, H., Agarwal, N., & Xu, X. (2010, August 31–September 3). Investigating homophily in
online social networks. In 2010 IEEE/WIC/ACM International Conference on Web
Intelligence and Intelligent Agent Technology, Toronto, ON, Canada (Vol. 1, pp. 533–536). IEEE.

boyd, d. m. (2006). Friends, friendsters, and MySpace top 8: Writing community into being on
social network sites. First Monday, 11(12). http://www.firstmonday.org/issues/issue11_12/boyd

INFORMATION, COMMUNICATION & SOCIETY 13

http://orcid.org/0000-0002-9955-4120
https://doi.org/10.1525/aa.2002.104.3.783
https://doi.org/10.1525/aa.2002.104.3.783
https://doi.org/10.2979/israelstudies.24.3.05
https://doi.org/10.1108/14779960480000242
https://doi.org/10.1177/2056305118800308
https://doi.org/10.1177/2056305118800308
https://doi.org/10.1080/1369118X.2011.597414
https://doi.org/10.1080/1369118X.2011.597414
http://www.firstmonday.org/issues/issue11_12/boyd


Campbell, H. A. (2012). Introduction: The rise of the study of digital religion. In H. A. Campbell
(Ed.), Digital religion: Understanding religious practice in new media worlds (pp. 1–21).
Routledge.

Campbell, H. A., & Rule, F. (2020). The practice of digital religion. In H. Friese, M. Nolden, G.
Rebane, & M. Schreiter (Eds.), Handbuch soziale praktiken und digitale alltagswelten (pp.
363–371). Springer VS.

Cheong, P. H. (2016). The vitality of new media and religion: Communicative perspectives, prac-
tices, and changing authority in spiritual organization. New Media & Society, 19(1), 25–33.
https://doi.org/10.1177/1461444816649913

Cheong, P. H., Fischer-Nielsen, P., Gelfgren, S., & Ess, C. (2012). Digital religion, social media and
culture: Perspectives, practices and futures. Peter Lang Publishing Group.

Cheong, P. H., Halavais, A., & Kwon, K. (2008). The chronicles of me: Understanding blogging as a
religious practice. Journal of Media and Religion, 7(3), 107–131. https://doi.org/10.1080/
15348420802223015

Daoud, S. A. O. (2016). Women and Islamism in Israel. Frontiers: A Journal of Women Studies, 37
(3), 21–46. https://doi.org/10.5250/fronjwomestud.37.3.0021

Docherty, N. (2020). Facebook’s ideal user: Healthy habits. Social Capital, and the Politics of Well-
Being Online. Social Media + Society, 6(2), 1–13.

Donath, J. (2007). Signals in social supernets. Journal of Computer-Mediated Communication, 13
(1), 231–251. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1083-6101.2007.00394.x

Durkheim, E. (1965). The elementary forms of the religious life [1912]. Oxford World’s Classics.
Durkheim, E. (1995). Elementary forms of the religious life (Newly translated by Karen E. Fields).

Simon and Schuster.
Esposito, M., Roth, P., & Thatcher, J. (2018). Signaling your religion: How strength of religious iden-

tity presentation over social media effects hireability assessments. AMCIS.
Feltmate, D. (2010). ‘You wince in agony as the Hot metal brands You’: Religious behavior in an

online role-playing game. Journal of Contemporary Religion, 25(3), 363–377. https://doi.org/10.
1080/13537903.2010.516538

Fox, J., & Warber, K. M. (2015). Queer identity management and political SelfExpression on social
networking sites: A Co-cultural approach to the spiral of silence. Journal of Communication, 65
(1), 79–100. https://doi.org/10.1111/jcom.12137

Gabriels, K., Bauwens, J., & Verstrynge, K. (2012). Second life, second morality?. In Z. Nelson & L.
Morgado (Eds.), Virtual worlds and metaverse platforms: New communication and identity para-
digms (pp. 306–320). IGI Global.

Ghajar-Khosravi, S., Kwantes, P., Derbentseva, N., & Huey, L. (2016). Quantifying salient concepts
discussed in social media content: An analysis of tweets posted by ISIS fangirls. Journal of
Terrorism Research, 7(2), 79–90. https://doi.org/10.15664/jtr.1241

Glaser, B., & Strauss, A. (1967). The discovery of grounded theory. Aldine Publishing Company.
Goffman, E. (1959). The presentation of self in everyday life. Doubleday.
Goffman, E. (1963). Stigma and social identity. Prentice-Hall.
Haimson, O. L., Brubaker, J. R., Dombrowski, L., & Hayes, G. R. (2016, May 7–12). Digital foot-

prints and changing networks during online identity transitions. Proceedings of the 2016 CHI
Conference on Human Factors in Computing Systems, San Jose, CA, United States (pp.
2895–2907).

Hassan, T. (2018). Seeking unity despite differences: Female Muslim college students and cultural
bridges of social media. Journal of Research, Assessment, and Practice in Higher Education, 3(1),
39–54.

Helland, C. (2004) Popular religion and theWorldWideWeb: A match made in (cyber) heaven. In
D. E. Cowan & L. L. Dawson (Eds.), Religion online: Finding faith on the Internet (pp. 30–34).
Psychology Press.

Howard, J. A. (2000). Social psychology of identities. Annual Review of Sociology, 26(1), 367–393.
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev.soc.26.1.367

Inge, A. (2017). The making of a salafi Muslim woman: Paths to conversion. Oxford University
Press.

14 A. AGBARYA AND N. JOHN

https://doi.org/10.1177/1461444816649913
https://doi.org/10.1080/15348420802223015
https://doi.org/10.1080/15348420802223015
https://doi.org/10.5250/fronjwomestud.37.3.0021
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1083-6101.2007.00394.x
https://doi.org/10.1080/13537903.2010.516538
https://doi.org/10.1080/13537903.2010.516538
https://doi.org/10.1111/jcom.12137
https://doi.org/10.15664/jtr.1241
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev.soc.26.1.367


Jad, I. (2018). Palestinian women’s activism: Nationalism, secularism, islamism. Syracuse
University Press.

John, N., & Agbarya, A. (2020). Punching up or turning away? Palestinians unfriending Jewish
Israelis on facebook. New Media & Society, 23(5), 1063–1079. https://doi.org/10.1177/
1461444820908256

John, N. A., & Dvir-Gvirsman, S. (2015). “I don’t like You Any more”: Facebook Unfriending by
Israelis during the Israel–gaza conflict of 2014. Journal of Communication, 65(6), 953–974.
https://doi.org/10.1111/jcom.12188

John, N. A., & Gal, N. (2018). “He’s Got His Own Sea”: Political Facebook unfriending in the per-
sonal public sphere. International Journal of Communication, 12, 2971–2988.

Kaun, A., & Stiernstedt, F. (2014). Facebook time: Technological and institutional affordances for
media memories. New Media and Society, 16(7), 1154–1168

King, M., & Taylor, D. M. (2011). The radicalization of homegrown jihadists: A review of theor-
etical models and social psychological evidence. Terrorism and Political Violence, 23(4), 602–
622. https://doi.org/10.1080/09546553.2011.587064

Krämer, N., Hoffmann, L., & Eimler, S. (2015). Not breaking bonds on facebook: Mixed-methods
research on the influence of individuals’ need to belong on ‘unfriending’ behavior on facebook.
International Journal of Developmental Science, 9(2), 61–74. https://doi.org/10.3233/DEV-
150161

Kwak, H., Chun, H., & Moon, S. (2011, May). Fragile online relationship: A first look at unfollow
dynamics in twitter. In Proceedings of the SIGCHI Conference on Human Factors in Computing
Systems (pp. 1091–1100). ACM.

Lewis, R. (2010). Marketing Muslim lifestyle: A new media genre. Journal of Middle East Women’s
Studies, 6(3), 58–90. https://doi.org/10.2979/MEW.2010.6.3.58

Livio, O., & Tenenboim Weinblatt, K. (2007). Discursive legitimation of a controversial technol-
ogy: Ultra-Orthodox Jewish women in Israel and the internet. The Communication Review, 10
(1), 29–56. https://doi.org/10.1080/10714420601168467

Lopez, M. G., & Ovaska, S. (2013, September 9–13). A look at unsociability on Facebook. In
Proceedings of the 27th International BCS Human Computer Interaction Conference (p. 13).
British Computer Society.

Lundby, K. (2011). Patterns of belonging in online/offline interfaces of religion. Information,
Communication & Society, 14(8), 1219–1235. https://doi.org/10.1080/1369118X.2011.594077

Macdonald, M. (2006). Muslim women and the veil: Problems of image and voice in media rep-
resentations. Feminist Media Studies, 6(1), 7–23. https://doi.org/10.1080/14680770500471004

Malinen, S. (2015). “Unsociability” as Boundary Regulation on Social Network Sites. Paper pre-
sented at the Twenty-Third European Conference on Information Systems (ECIS), Münster,
Germany, 26–29 May. http://aisel.aisnet.org/ecis2015_cr/128

Mayer-Schönberger, V. (2009). Delete: The virtue of forgetting in the digital age. Princeton
University Press.

McPherson, M., Smith-Lovin, L., & Cook, J. M. (2001). Birds of a feather: Homophily in social net-
works. Annual Review of Sociology, 27(1), 415–444. https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev.soc.27.1.
415

Meari, L. (2015). Re-signifying sexual colonial power techniques: The experiences of Palestinian
women political prisoners. In M. El Said, L. Meari, & N. Pratt (Eds.), Rethinking gender in revo-
lutions and resistance: Lessons from the Arab world (pp. 59–85). Zed Books Ltd.

Midden, E., & Ponzanesi, S. (2013). Digital faiths: An analysis of the online practices of Muslim
women in the Netherlands. Women’s Studies International Forum, 41, 197–203.

Miller, D., Sinanan, J., Wang, X., McDonald, T., Haynes, N., Costa, E., Spyer, J., Venkatraman, S.,
& Nicolescu, R. (2016). How the world changed social media (p. 286). UCL Press.

Neriya-Ben Shahar, R. (2016). Negotiating agency: Amish and ultra-Orthodox women’s responses
to the internet. New Media & Society, 19(1), 81–95. https://doi.org/10.1177/1461444816649920

Nyland, R., & Near, C. (2007, February). Jesus is my friend: Religiosity as a mediating factor in inter-
net social networking use. AEJMC Midwinter Conference, Reno, NV.

INFORMATION, COMMUNICATION & SOCIETY 15

https://doi.org/10.1177/1461444820908256
https://doi.org/10.1177/1461444820908256
https://doi.org/10.1111/jcom.12188
https://doi.org/10.1080/09546553.2011.587064
https://doi.org/10.3233/DEV-150161
https://doi.org/10.3233/DEV-150161
https://doi.org/10.2979/MEW.2010.6.3.58
https://doi.org/10.1080/10714420601168467
https://doi.org/10.1080/1369118X.2011.594077
https://doi.org/10.1080/14680770500471004
http://aisel.aisnet.org/ecis2015_cr/128
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev.soc.27.1.415
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev.soc.27.1.415
https://doi.org/10.1177/1461444816649920


Papacharissi, Z., & Mendelson, A. (2010). 12 Toward a new (er) sociability: Uses, gratifications and
social capital on Facebook. Media perspectives for the 21st century, 212.

Pascone, C. J. (2011). Resource and risk: Youth sexuality and new media use. Sexuality Research
and Social Policy, 8(1), 5–17. https://doi.org/10.1007/s13178-011-0042-5

Pennington, R. (2018). Social media as third spaces? Exploring Muslim identity and connection in
tumblr. International Communication Gazette, 80(7), 620–636. https://doi.org/10.1177/
1748048518802208

Piela, A. (2010). Muslim women’s online discussions of gender relations in islam. Journal of
Muslim Minority Affairs, 30(3), 425–435. https://doi.org/10.1080/13602004.2010.515827

Piela, A. (2013). Muslim women online: Faith and identity in virtual space. Routledge.
Piela, A., Piela, C. A., & York, Y. (2011). Beyond the traditional-modern binary: Faith and identity

in Muslim women’s online matchmaking profiles. Cyber Orient, 5(1), 63–89.
Sibona, C. (2014, January 6–9). Unfriending on Facebook: Context collapse and unfriending beha-

viors. In The Hawaii International Conference on System Sciences (HICSS) (pp. 1676–1685).
IEEE.

Sibona, C., & Walczak, S. (2011, January 4–7). Unfriending on Facebook: Friend request and
online/offline behavior analysis. In 2011 44th Hawaii International Conference on System
Sciences (pp. 1–10). IEEE.

Stets, J. E., & Burke, P. J. (2000). Identity theory and social identity theory. Social Psychology
Quarterly, 63(3), 224–237. https://doi.org/10.2307/2695870

Stets, J. E., & Burke, P. J. (2003). A sociological approach to self and identity. In M. Leary & J.
Tangney (Eds.), Handbook of self and identity (pp. 128–152). Guilford Press.

Stout, D. A. (2012). Media and religion: Foundations of an emerging field. Routledge. p.1.
Strauss, A. (1987). Qualitative analysis for social scientists. Cambridge University Press.
Teusner, P. (2010). Imaging religious identity: Intertextual play among postmodern christian blog-

gers. Online-Heidelberg Journal of Religions on the Internet, 4(1), 111–130. https://doi.org/10.
11588/rel.2010.1.9387

Varanese, J. A. (2016). “Follow Me So I Can DM You Back”: An Exploratory Analysis of a Female
Pro-ISIS Twitter Network.

Waisbord, S., & Mellado, C. (2014). De-westernizing communication studies: A reassessment.
Communication Theory, 24(4), 361–372. https://doi.org/10.1111/comt.12044

Wallerstein, I. (2004). World-systems analysis: An introduction. Duke University Press.
Wallerstein, I. (2006). European universalism: The rhetoric of power. The New Press.
Wierzbicka, A. (1974). The semantics of direct and indirect discourse. Research on Language &

Social Interaction, 7(3-4), 267–307. https://doi.org/10.1080/08351817409370375

16 A. AGBARYA AND N. JOHN

https://doi.org/10.1007/s13178-011-0042-5
https://doi.org/10.1177/1748048518802208
https://doi.org/10.1177/1748048518802208
https://doi.org/10.1080/13602004.2010.515827
https://doi.org/10.2307/2695870
https://doi.org/10.11588/rel.2010.1.9387
https://doi.org/10.11588/rel.2010.1.9387
https://doi.org/10.1111/comt.12044
https://doi.org/10.1080/08351817409370375

	Abstract
	Introduction
	Online ties and identity change
	Social media and religious identity
	Muslim women
	Method
	Findings
	Tie building
	Tie maintenance
	Tie breaking
	Online past: maintenance and deletion

	Discussion
	Conclusion
	Note
	Disclosure statement
	Notes on contributors
	ORCID
	Bibliography

