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Background

The literature that investigates the interface between religion and social media has
demonstrated how religious individuals, communities, and institutions engage with
social media (Ahman & Thorén, 2021; Caidi et al., 2018; Campbell & Golan, 2011) and
detailed a multitude of religious and spiritual conditions that shape aspects of this
engagement (Rosenberg & Blondheim, 2021; Tsuria, 2016). These accounts reveal a
range of modalities and motivations of engagement, including asceticism, skepticism,
and pragmatism, regarding social media’s role in mediating religious expressions,
identities, and ideologies (Jonveaux, 2021; Rifat et al., 2017). COVID-19 pandemic has
heightened this interaction by pushing religious individuals and events online, and
Ramadan —the holy month of fasting in Islam— was no exception (Jones-Ahmed, 2022).

Time and temporality (e.g. the experiential aspect of time) are deeply rooted in our
experience of the world, including religious commitments and practices. As Dalsgard
and Thorsen (2020) remind us, Ramadan restructures time in the lives of Muslims
“through an exercising of the body, evoking certain emotions and concomitant
micro-temporalities throughout the day and month” (p.193) as it reorganizes everyday
practices around suhur (the last meal before fasting) and iftar (the end of the fast) as
well as the change in praying times. Ramadan also restructures public time as people
alter their schedules around when they work, eat, sleep, and socialize - at the mosques,
at home, and in designated public spaces.

Objectives

This article explores how the relational context of religious rituals and practices and
pandemic-induced stay-at-home orders shape the socio-temporal organization of young
Muslims’ everyday social media engagement during Ramadan under COVID-19. This
examination requires attending to different aspects of time as we experience it:
temporal rhythms (i.e., recurring patterns in and across practices) as theorized by
Lefebvre (2004), Zerubavel (1985), Reddy and Dourish (2002) and Southerton (2006)
as well as Adam’s concepts of time as “rhythm with variation, a dynamic structure of
framing, timing, synchronization, duration, sequence, tempo and intensity” (Adam,
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1995). We utilise these to explore socio-temporal rhythms of Ramadan and how they
shape (and are shaped by) everyday practices during pandemic.

Method

We collected semi-structured interviews with 22 self-identified Muslims who observed
Ramadan during the pandemic (in 2020 and 2021). Participants were recruited through
the researchers’ personal and social networks as well as through a call to various
established organizations such as student associations, community networks and digital
spaces. Our participants’ ages ranged from 18-35 and included 9 women and 13 men.
Together, they represented a diverse sample of respondents in terms of cultural,
linguistic, and socio-economic backgrounds, representing the varied Islamic traditions
and practices (Peterson, 2020). They were asked about their Ramadan routines and
experiences, as well as their social media usage over those periods of time. The data
analysis was undertaken through an iterative process of thematic coding.

Results

Our findings point to the impacts of COVID-19 and related public health measures in
the formation of the participants’ psyche about their observance of Ramadan in 2020
and 2021. They also indicate that the disruption caused by the pandemic resulted in
social media weaving itself into specific rhythmic patterns of activities in the lives of
young Muslims, while supporting their unique needs, both religious and otherwise. The
participants used Facebook, WhatsApp, Instagram, TikTok, Telegram, Snapchat, and
Zoom to adjust their circumstances. Each of these platforms served a distinct function
based on their affordances and user needs.

Drawing on the concept of socio-temporal rhythms in everyday life practices (Lefebvre,
2004; Southerton, 2006, 2020; Zerubavel, 1985), we analyzed our findings looking for
examples of socio-temporal rhythms and enabling factors in our informants’ accounts.
Rhythms are regular recurrences that are characterized by either a cycle of events and
movement suggested by numerous repeated processes of event durations or a linear
recurrence (Wunderlich, 2008, p.94). Taken together, this circularity and linearity map
the temporal patterning of their everyday religious rituals and practices onto their social
media (dis)engagement, as enabled or constrained by pandemic restrictions. Below, we
present our analysis of these socio-temporal rhythms, how they shape (and are shaped
by) our participants’ religious lived experiences and engagement with social media.

Circular rhythms are governed by the timing of recurring activities, such as prayer
schedules or religious mealtimes, that have a distinct beginning and end. In our study,
these are primarily shaped by Ramadan’s cycles of time which regulate individual and
communal lives. Examples of social media practices rhythmically shaped by cyclical
patterns, include: checking social media each day for prayer schedules and iftar and
suhur times, video-calling families and friends, watching live-streaming of virtual prayers



on YouTube, along with distractions such as “killing time scrolling social media while
waiting for the break of the fast" (i.e., when the body is too exhausted to do anything
more demanding due to lengthy hunger and thirst). We found that circular rhythms in
social media usage motivated participants by acting as a source of support and
connection to fellow Muslims at a time when congregational religious activities were
halted due to social distancing. These circular rhythms created a routine that enabled
participants to remain both resilient and motivated.

Linear rhythms, allude to sequential patterns of everyday practices that are mostly
motivated by individual needs, concerns, and desires. Linearity is formed and
reproduced through patterning of activities that are informational, such as browsing
religious websites, directed search on forums, monitoring certain information, scrolling
on social media apps. As one participant stated: “I've been learning about an app to
teach myself more about the Quran [the holy book] and Hadith [the sayings of the
Prophet].” Our participants engage with these activities to meet religious and
health-related needs, such as looking for information about whether being vaccinated
would break their fast or how to cook more nutritious meals to keep their bodies healthy
during long hours of fasting. Other practices are motivated by the need to fulfill
emotional and communal needs (e.g., a participant describes how following various
Muslims' fasting rituals through their public Instagram profiles connected her to the
global Muslim community). Our data revealed that linear rhythms relating to social
media engagement support users informationally, spiritually, and emotionally.

While these rhythms overlap and produce temporal organisation of social media
activities, we also found examples of non-use and social media avoidance in our
participants’ accounts in an attempt to revive the spirit of Ramadan. Practices range
from: changing the frequency and duration of the time spent on social media, or
allocating more time on religious platforms, or a complete disconnection from social
media for the entire month. Indeed, several participants reported decreasing their social
media usage because, as one participant recounted aptly, “Fasting is also about the
fasting of eyes and ears.” Others expressed their desire for slowness and intentionality
as they immersed themselves in the spiritual and corporeal cleansing often associated
with observing Ramadan. We found both medium-specific (avoiding music and video
during Ramadan) and platform-specific ways of disengagements during Ramadan:
“YouTube and Netflix decreased for me during Ramadan” and “At least in my family,
using the Instagram app has decreased and instead we were using religious apps”;
while others chose to disconnect entirely: “I deleted Instagram, Snapchat, and TikTok to
keep self-calm and keep up the spirit of Ramadan.” Our data suggest that
disconnection occurs partially due to the algorithmically-mediated nature of social
media (ads or autocomplete predictions), which our participants deemed more likely to
bring up haram (e.g. Islamically non-permissible) content online on their feed thus
putting their fast at risk of being void. To mitigate this risk, our participants use the likes



of Halal Googling, a search engine that allows people to use filters for specific topics,
words, or phrases in queries. Collectively, these instances highlight the numerous
socio-cultural and psychological factors that impact social media use and non-use
practices.

Future Work

Our examination of rhythmic patterns of practices enables us to better understand
socio-temporal organization of everyday life in the lives of young Muslims during
Ramadan. Specifically, it captures their perceptions, emotions, and challenges as they
attempt to reconcile their social media engagement with their fasting during a
pandemic. Admittedly, Ramadan is an event that matters a great deal for Muslims (and
fasting is not specific to them, as many traditions have a version of the fast). A future
research direction might look at how religious routines and rituals shape and are
shaped by everyday social media practices, which includes the sentiment of religiosity
and belonging afforded by a broader community of co-religionists. It would also be
complemented by an exploration into how design of religious/spiritual social media
platforms shape users’ aspirations and actions regarding how their time is spent and
allocated.

Moreover, digital disconnection, which has been attracting scholarly attention (Baumer
et al.,, 2013, 2015; Chia et al., 2021; Kaun, 2021; Moe & Madsen, 2021; Wyatt, 2003),
needs a more thorough (re)conceptualization in the context of religious/spirituality
realms. In writing this article, our aim was to move beyond secular (or this-worldly)
theories of digital disconnection, and think about non-secular non-use experience. Our
study showed how the ascetic desire for slowness and immersion in spirituality, as well
as avoidance of algorithmically-curated haram content temporally have been shaping
young Muslims’ social media non\use during pandemic. Future work should broaden
the empirical scope and conceptual framework to elicit culturally-relevant practices from
other religious communities in relation to social media engagement, and how they seek
greater control over apps, sites, and the devices that surround us.

References

Ahman, H., & Thorén, C. (2021). When Facebook becomes faithbook: Exploring religious communication
in a social media context. Social Media + Society, 7(3), hitps://doi.org/10.1177/20563051211041644

Adam, B. (1995). Timewatch: The social analysis of time. Polity Press.

Baumer, E. P. S., Adams, P., Khovanskaya, V. D., Liao, T. C., Smith, M. E., Schwanda Sosik, V., &
Williams, K. (2013). Limiting, leaving, and (re)lapsing: An exploration of facebook non-use practices
and experiences. Proceedings of the SIGCHI Conference on Human Factors in Computing Systems,
3257-3266. hitps://doi.org/10.1145/2470654.2466446

Baumer, E. P. S., Burrell, J., Ames, M. G., Brubaker, J. R., & Dourish, P. (2015). On the importance and
implications of studying technology non-use. Interactions, 22(2), 52-56.
https://doi.org/10.1145/2723667



https://doi.org/10.1177/20563051211041644
https://doi.org/10.1145/2470654.2466446
https://doi.org/10.1145/2723667

Caidi, N., Beazley, S., & Marquez, L. C. (2018). Holy selfies: Performing pilgrimage in the age of social
media. The International Journal of Information, Diversity, & Inclusion (1JIDI), 2(1/2).
https://doi.org/10.33137/ijidi.v2i1/2.32209

Campbell, H. A., & Golan, O. (2011). Creating digital enclaves: Negotiation of the internet among
bounded religious communities. Media, Culture & Society, 33(5), 709-724.
https://doi.org/10.1177/0163443711404464

Chia, A. L. A, Jorge, A., & Karppi, T. (Eds.). (2021). Reckoning with social media. Rowman & Littlefield.

Dalsgard, A. L., & Thorsen, M. K. (2020). Balancing blood sugar: Fasting, feeling, and time work during
the Egyptian Ramadan. In M. G. Flaherty, L. Meinert, & Dalsgard, A. L. (Eds.), Time work: Studies of
temporal agency. Berghahn Books. https://doi.org/10.2307/j.ctv1tbhg6s

Jones-Ahmed, L. (2022). Isolation, community and spirituality: British Muslim experiences of Ramadan in
lockdown. Religions, 13(1), 74.

https://doi.org/10.3390/rel13010074

Jonveaux, I. (2021). To use or not to use the Internet to support religious and spiritual life. In G. Isetti, E.
Innerhofer, H. Pechlaner, & M. De Rachewiltz (Eds.), Religion in the age of digitalization: From new
media to spiritual machines (pp. 61-71). Routledge, Taylor & Francis Group.

Kaun, A. (2021). Ways of seeing digital disconnection: A negative sociology of digital culture.
Convergence: The International Journal of Research into New Media Technologies, 27(6),
1571-1583. https://doi.org/10.1177/13548565211045535

Lefebvre, H. (2004). Rhythmanalysis: Space, time and everyday life (S. Elden & G. Moore,
Trans.).Continuum.

Moe, H., & Madsen, O. J. (2021). Understanding digital disconnection beyond media studies.
Convergence: The International Journal of Research into New Media Technologies, 27(6),
1584—-1598. https://doi.org/10.1177/13548565211048969

Peterson, K. M. (2020). Pushing boundaries and blurring categories in digital media and religion
research. Sociology Compass, 14(3). https://doi.org/10.1111/s0c4.12769

Reddy, M., & Dourish, P. (2002). A finger on the pulse: Temporal rhythms and information seeking in
medical work. Proceedings of the 2002 ACM Conference on Computer Supported Cooperative Work -
CSCW '02. hitps://doi.org/10.1145/587078.587126

Rifat, Md. R., Chen, J., & Toyama, K. (2017). Money, god, and SMS: Explorations in supporting social
action through a Bangladeshi mosque. Proceedings of the 2017 CHI Conference on Human Factors in
Computing Systems, 5941-5953. https://doi.org/10.1145/3025453.3025960

Rosenberg, H., & Blondheim, M. (2021). The smartphone and its punishment: Social distancing of cellular
transgressors in ultra-Orthodox Jewish society, from 2G to the Corona pandemic. Technology in
Society, 66(101619). https://doi.ora/10.1016/j.techsoc.2021.101619

Southerton, D. (2006). Analysing the temporal organization of daily life: Social constraints, practices and
their allocation. Sociology, 40(3), 435—-454. hitps://doi.org/10.1177/0038038506063668

Southerton, D. (2020). Time, consumption and the coordination of everyday life. Palgrave Macmillan UK.

Tsuria, R. (2016). Jewish Q&A online and the regulation of sexuality: Using Foucault to read technology.
Social Media + Society, 2(3). https://doi.org/10.1177/2056305116662176

Wunderlich, F. M. (2008). Symphonies of urban places: Urban rhythms as traces of time in space. KOHT
ja PAIK / Place and Location: Studies in Environmental Aesthetics and Semiotics, 6, 91-111

Wyatt, S. M. (2003). Non-users also matter: The construction of users and non-users of the Internet. In N.
Oudshoorn & T. Pinch (Eds.), How users matter: The co-construction of users and technology (pp.
67-79). The MIT Press. https://doi.org/10.7551/mitpress/3592.003.0006

Zerubavel, E. (1985). Hidden rhythms: Schedules and calendars in social life. University of California
Press.



https://doi.org/10.33137/ijidi.v2i1/2.32209
https://doi.org/10.1177/0163443711404464
https://doi.org/10.2307/j.ctv1tbhq6s
https://doi.org/10.3390/rel13010074
https://doi.org/10.1177/13548565211045535
https://doi.org/10.1177/13548565211048969
https://doi.org/10.1111/soc4.12769
https://doi.org/10.1145/587078.587126
https://doi.org/10.1145/3025453.3025960
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.techsoc.2021.101619
https://doi.org/10.1177/0038038506063668
https://doi.org/10.1177/2056305116662176
https://doi.org/10.7551/mitpress/3592.003.0006

