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The Internet is dramatically reshaping patterns of communication and information
sharing at the personal, professional and social level. Innovative services and platforms
are giving rise to new forms of collaboration, social outreach and creative expression.
These online communities of interaction are typically global in nature, providing unique
opportunities to share Baha’i perspectives and experiences in a manner “freed from
national hindrances and restrictions.”*

Peace and well-being, the Baha’i Writings indicate, can only be attained through the
involvement of all members of the human family in true cooperative action. It is evident
that Internet technologies are increasingly serving to empower and engage the peoples of
the world in such collective activity. As the Baha’i International Community has noted:

...the human race is now endowed with the means needed to realize
the visionary goals summoned up by a steadily maturing
consciousness. Viewed more deeply, this empowerment is potentially
available to all of the earth’s inhabitants, without regard to race,
culture, or nation.?

In this respect, the Internet appears to be effecting profound changes in human
relationships—relationships encompassing individuals, families, the workplace, public
institutions, and even international affairs. This phenomenon illustrates how “revolutions
in science and technology change not only the functioning but the conception of society,
indeed of existence itself.”

The emergence of online social networks is perhaps one of the most intriguing aspects of
the Internet. These social networks are also sometimes referred to as “virtual
communities,” “online groups,” or “Internet networks.” This document looks at what
online social networks are and how Baha’is can constructively and safely use them.

An online social network is any form of community created by an Internet-based
computer system. The key element is that some sort of community or nominal
association is being established. In some cases, such as Facebook, MySpace, Orkut, Hi5,
LinkedIn, Twitter and Ning, the creation of communities is a central objective. For
cooperative enterprises such as Wikipedia and virtual environments like Second L.ife,
communities of interaction naturally develop as contributors strive toward a common
goal. These diverse participatory spaces provide mechanisms of connection and
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information exchange among individuals and groups, associations which can enhance the
social skills, resources and self-expression of network participants. Affiliations can
emerge from shared interests pertaining to almost any area of human endeavor, but in
many circumstances simply complement or deepen existing offline relationships.* From
cooperative multimedia production across time zones to collaborative indexing of
information® to “massively multiplayer” gaming®, social networking is becoming a
remarkable channel of human ingenuity and collective action.

The complexity, scope and reach of various online social networks are striking. Ina
period of a few years, hundreds of millions of people around the globe have joined such
networks and become regular contributors.” This exceptional rate of growth and
innovation suggests “that social networking is not a fad but rather an activity that is being
woven into the very fabric of the global Internet.”®

The opportunities for Baha’is to use online social networks to strengthen and extend
patterns of collaboration within the Baha&’i community, and to reach out to others with the
message of Baha’u’llah, are virtually limitless.” As with all Baha’i undertakings, though,
a spirit of learning by doing and boldness should be balanced with forethought and
wisdom when using these online tools. The Internet is something of a proto-global
community. It is both familiar and novel at the same time. The types of interactions one
may have are similarly traditional and new. Combining common sense with reliance on
Baha’i principles is essential to effective participation.

Online social networks in some ways resemble the social networks formed through face-
to-face relationships and voluntary associations, such as business and humanitarian
organizations, clubs, and schools. Like their real-world counterparts, online networks are
able to engender a sense of community and shared identity, foster new personal bonds,
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exert social and moral influence, and promote mutual goals and interests. However,
online social networks have several distinguishing features:

e Online social networks can be composed of far larger numbers of individuals than
possible with face-to-face interactions;

e Communications between individuals are often digitally recorded for an
indeterminate amount of time and may be open to others to view; and,

e Online social networks often provide more factual information about an
individual than would a casual face-to-face relationship while at the same time
generally providing less contextual information (e.g., vocal cues, body language,
and facial expressions).

The unfamiliarity of participating in an online setting can be quite challenging. A key

point to remember is that regardless of how novel or complex a social network may be,
the root of everything is interaction among human beings. It can be easy to forget this

fundamental characteristic of online environments, especially when the other person is
known only by an imaginative pseudonym or a set of initials followed by a number.

There are two main types of online social networks: those in which members know one
another directly or through friends; and those which are comprised of unknown
individuals coming from diverse geographic locations and backgrounds. Often
participants do not fully internalize this distinction and, due to the informal and
immediate quality of the medium, will treat unknown individuals as if they were close
acquaintances, unwisely extending trust or exposing more information about themselves
than is advisable. Thus, while interacting with all “in a spirit of friendliness and
fellowship,” prudence and good judgment should be observed.™

In particular, youth and junior youth should be encouraged to exercise wisdom with
respect to information posted in personal profiles; caution should be exercised in
accepting invitations from unfamiliar names** or joining groups that one is not certain
about; postings and other content should be consistent with standards of dignity and
accuracy, as youth are representatives of the Faith;*? and advice from Bah4’{ institutions
should be sought concerning protection matters or inquiries from individuals residing in
sensitive countries. In the case of children, parents need to exercise special vigilance
with regard to social networking spaces.*
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As we use online social networks to form new friendships, share insights from the Baha’i
teachings or advance the interests of the Faith, our discourse and behavior, the
photographs we post, and the profiles we create about ourselves should reflect the
distinguishing spiritual qualities that animate all Bah&’i endeavor. ‘Abdu’l-Bah4
provides a vision for Bahd’is visiting a new city—guidance that pertains equally well to
online social environments:

Should any one of you enter a city, he should become a center of
attraction by reason of his sincerity, his faithfulness and love, his
honesty and fidelity, his truthfulness and loving-kindness towards all
the peoples of the world, so that the people of that city may cry out and
say: “This man is unquestionably a Baha’i, for his manners, his
behavior, his conduct, his morals, his nature, and disposition reflect the
attributes of the Bahé’is.”**

Online social networks offer fresh avenues for mobilizing “the talents and abilities of the
rank and file of the believers” in conveying the spark of faith to a growing number
seekers and inquirers.”® If utilized in a sensible and balanced manner, these online
services can provide dynamic new ways of presenting the ideals and compelling verities
of the Bahd’i Revelation.

Further resource materials designed to assist Baha’is in understanding and using the
Internet can be found at: www.bcca.org/bia.

participate in chat rooms or other spaces for children that are monitored by adult moderators. Parents
should discuss on an ongoing basis the types of sites that children may visit.

14 Selections from the Writings of ‘Abdu’l-Baha (Wilmette: Bah&’i Publishing Trust, 1997), p. 71.

1> Shoghi Effendi, Messages to America (Wilmette: Baha’i Publishing Committee, 1947), p. 79.



