University Libraries
University of Nevada, Las Vegas
UNLYV Theses/Dissertations/Professional Papers/Capstones

1-1-2009

Zoroastrians on the Internet, a quiet social
movement: Ethnography of a virtual community

Helen Gerth
University of Nevada Las Vegas

Recommended Citation

Gerth, Helen, "Zoroastrians on the Internet, a quiet social movement: Ethnography of a virtual community" (2009). UNLV Theses/
Dissertations/Professional Papers/Capstones. Paper 49.
http://digitalcommons.library.unlv.edu/thesesdissertations/49

This Thesis is brought to you for free and open access by University Libraries. It has been accepted for inclusion in UNLV Theses/Dissertations/
Professional Papers/Capstones by an authorized administrator of University Libraries. For more information, please contact

marianne.buehler@unlv.edu.


http://library.unlv.edu/
http://library.unlv.edu/
http://digitalcommons.library.unlv.edu/thesesdissertations
mailto:marianne.buehler@unlv.edu

ZOROASTRIANS ON THE INTERNET, A QUIET SOCIAL MOVEMENT:

ETHNOGRAPHY OF A VIRTUAL COMMUNITY

by

Helen Gerth

Bachelor of Arts
Occidental College, Los Angeles
1991

A thesis submitted in partial fulfillment
of the requirements for the

Master of Arts Degree in Anthropology
Department of Anthropology
College of Liberal Arts

Graduate College
University of Nevada, Las Vegas
August 2009



Copyright © 2009. Helen Gerth
All Rights Reserved.



ABSTRACT

Zoroastrians on the Internet, a Quiet Social Moveme  nt:
Ethnography of a Virtual Community

by
Helen Gerth
Dr. William Jankowiak, Ph.D., Examination Committee Chair
Professor of Anthropology
University of Nevada, Las Vegas

Zoroastrians today are a small but vibrant ethno-religious diaspora estimated at 130,000-
258,000. They are members of the oldest monotheistic world religion originating in the Inner
Asian steppes in approximately 1500 B.C. living as a religious minority in widely dispersed
communities across the world. Increasingly they have turned to the Internet to discuss challenges
of declining population, maintaining an ethno-religious identity, conversion, and intermarriage.
The question grounding this research is how does this small ethno-religious minority maintain its
boundaries and cohesion in the modern world? This study found that Zoroastrians maintain group
boundaries and cohesion in the modern world, in part, through utilizing the Internet to provide
resource sites, communities of affirmation, social networking resources, and through its function
as a transmovement space facilitating face to face contact. It also explores the effectiveness of
traditional ethnographic techniques applied to the Internet, or ‘virtual’ ethnography, as a primary
data source for yielding an understanding of Zoroastrian inter- and intra-group dynamics within
the continuing anthropological trend of multi-sited fieldwork. The following will summarize how
some Zoroastrians have created and use over 100 websites, numerous email lists, YouTube
videos, and the social networking site Z-book to shape contemporary Zoroastrian identity. It will
examine how they translate Zoroastrian identity into a third diasporic wave into the virtual world
and how the Internet has given greater visibility and ‘voice’ to minority opinions which, for the first

time in over 3500 years, threaten to fragment the global Zoroastrian community.
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CHAPTER |

INTRODUCTION

Group solidarity and identity are never static boundaries but are subjected daily to forces that
reshape, diminish, or reinforce the lines between ‘self and ‘the other’, ‘us’ and ‘them’.
Increasingly, scholars have discussed how the Internet allows exploration of identity and
experimentation in identity formation producing a force for heterogeneity in today’s connected
world which may contribute to breaking down affiliations and ascribed group and individual
identity (2008, Hine 2000, Jones 1995, Markham 1998, Rheingold 1993, Shields 1996, Turkle
1995). Two of the strongest factors in maintaining the integrity of a group’s identity are ethnicity
and religion. An ethno-religious identity thus is encased in the strongest possible borders of
religion and blood ties. When one considers that religious communities stay together three times
longer than groups utilizing other bonding criteria (Zablocki 1980), the utilization of the Internet by
religious communities assumes a heavy significance in terms of its effect on their identity and
cohesion and resulting impact on the societies they are embedded in. How do these forces
interact to strengthen and/or weaken one’s sense of self and place in a community and the
world?

The social sciences are in good agreement that group solidarity can be based on several
factors such as shared language, ethnicity, religion, cultural practices, and kinship ties.
Fragmentation and gradual assimilation are both signaled and driven by factors such as
immigration, intermarriage, and language loss (Baumann 1996, Ebaugh and Chafetz 2000,
Fenggang and Ebaugh 2001, Hinton 1994, Waters 1990). The Zoroastrian community, believed
by scholars to be the oldest monotheistic religion in the world, is acutely aware of these forces of
change, fragmentation, and assimilation (Boyce 2004, Mistree 1982). Historically grounded in
Persian ethnic identity as followers of the prophet Zarathushtra, this ethno-religious, global

Diaspora of approximately 130,000-258,000 faces conflicting calls for renewed purity of ethnicity



and religious conviction, conversion, and intermarriage to combat declining population and
assimilation. The question grounding this research is how does this small ethno-religious minority
maintain its boundaries and cohesion in the modern world? The emerging body of research
looking at the Internet’'s impact on identity and group boundaries is also beginning to look more
closely at religion’s use of the Internet as sacred space to strengthen religious identity. This study
draws upon the Internet as both a resource tool and field site itself for identifying salient cultural
features such as religious beliefs, practice, and ethnicity to better understand the degree to which
the Internet supports the group solidarity, or identity, of this global ethno-religious Diaspora. It
also looks closely at how the Internet provides a forum for minority, dissenting voices within the
community normally muted by the weight of geographic isolation and historical tradition and
orthodoxy, giving them louder voices and visibility which contributes to fragmentation of the global
Zoroastrian community.

There are various diaspora and religious groups with sites on the Internet where one might
explore the theoretical and parametrical issues of identity and the Internet; however, the
Zoroastrian use of the Internet illustrates the complexities of diaspora and religious identity as
well as the intricate process of maintaining an ethno-religious identity in a diaspora. Zoroastrians
exhibit an intense commitment to their heritage and beliefs that, to date, lack the fundamentalist
drive to change society around them by force or political lobbying to protect the boundaries of
identity. They work within their societal environment contributing to industry and charity rather
than insisting on accommodation and legal protection. In a world where religious fundamentalism
periodically breaks into physical violence against ‘non-believers’ and fundamental religious
groups lobby to pass specific agendas, the Zoroastrians’ ability to be so passionately committed
to revitalization and preservation without such actions is important to understand. Lastly, the
Zoroastrian community both on and offline highlights the nuances of identity, the dynamic
between individual and collective identity, and social movements in diffuse, non-institutional
contexts. Establishing the parameters of Zoroastrian Internet use is the first step to better
understanding how changes in the community are creating a movement that is attempting to

disassociate ethnicity from religious identity.



Religious movements and ritual hold a continuous fascination for anthropologists. The human
ability to organize around specific belief systems carries enormous implications for understanding
the relationship between ideas and associations, metaphor and symbolism as communication
and community, ritual practices, identity, and the dialectic between the individual and the
collective. These belief systems coalesce around core concepts such as ethnicity and religion
that groups utilize to shape their social world and networks deciding group membership. So great
is the need for a unique identity that history is punctuated by acts that reach beyond group
boundaries to reshape by force the social fabric and identity of others. This is witnessed in such
acts of genocide as the mass killings of the Tutsi in Rwanda in 1994, extreme acts of
fundamentalism as seen in the attacks of September 11, 2001 on the World Trade Center and the
release of sarin gas in a Tokyo subway on March 20, 1995 as well as in less visible forms of
repression and coercion (Armstrong 2001, Cabestrero 1986, Faubion 2001, Gold 1994, Hinton
2002, Juergensmeyer 2001, Taylor 2002). What arises from these extreme expressions of need
to protect identity is the imperative to understand the processes that are used to create and
maintain it, to negotiate the concept of ‘self’ embedded in the collective as well as its
transcendent qualities. The virtual world of the Internet is an avenue for religious groups to
strengthen identity and revitalize belief and tradition. It is also a place for individuals to explore
and experiment with their understanding of the sacred. This paper draws on the developing
studies of online religion (Campbell 2005a, Campbell 2005b) and the rich, growing corpus of
virtual ethnography — i.e. adopting traditional ethnographic methods to an online environment - to
focus on the global Zoroastrian community’s use of online resources to revitalize its members
sense of belonging to a rich ethos and cultural inheritance within a widely spread Diaspora.

Unlike many religious sites online, the Zoroastrian community does not utilize the Internet as
sacred space, but rather the Internet is both a tool and place® to explore hotly debated, competing
views within the community. It is the contention of this study that Zoroastrians maintain group
boundaries and cohesion in the modern world, in part, through utilizing the Internet to provide
resource sites, communities of affirmation, social networking, and through its function as a

transmovement space facilitating face to face contact®. This is done through over 100 websites,



67 Yahoo! groups developed by Zoroastrian individuals and associations, assorted videos on
YouTube, and Z-book as well as membership on other social networking sites such as Orkut and
Facebook. The Internet thus becomes a place for members of a community in transition to debate
and negotiate the currents and consequences of that transition through redefining both individual
and group identity. In this way it moves the Zoroastrian community forward as a practicing,
dynamic world view. Secondly and perhaps most significantly, the Internet has paradoxically been
responsible for the growth of variant groups. So strong online has become the voice for a
universal religion that encompasses proselytizing and large scale conversions that it threatens to
split the physical, offline community. This is driven by contemporary Zoroastrianism’s strong
divergence from the linkage of religion and ethnicity as a crucial, defining component of
Zoroastrian identity. This is fed by revitalization efforts incorporating traditional media and online
resources that have increased the visibility of this relatively small group- some say as small as
130,000°, some of approximately 280,000 worldwide (Rivetna 2002). This increased visibility
coupled with a rapid and large influx of those of the Irani Diaspora and individuals choosing to
reclaim their Zoroastrian heritage in places such as Tajikistan has created both enormous strain
and the perception of strain on the supportive social structures of this vibrant and resilient group.
This may manifest in the concerns of some that ‘non-Zoroastrians’ will take advantage of their
religion through claiming membership to use the charities, housing, and obtaining visas for
example. Using several online field sites to present an ethnographic narrative of multiple
Zoroastrian voices, this study explores the ways that virtual space has provided opportunities for
dialogue in a fluid environment that fosters what some see as change and others as further
challenge to a distinct birthright. This virtual space has taken on a life of its own and has allowed
previously muted voices to insert themselves and expand dialogue over how to strengthen
Zoroastrian identity by seeking to redefine it.

The Zoroastrian community faces a variety of challenges: shrinking numbers; shifting
demographics; preservation of Zoroastrian identity as a minority Diaspora within Muslim, Hindu
and Christian majorities; declining numbers of practicing priests within a hereditary priesthood

model; intermarriage; changes in funerary rites*; and even global warming that threatens the



current location of the Holy Fire in the Atash Behram in Udvada, India as the sea steadily
encroaches (Dastoor 2008). These challengers stress a community thinly dispersed across five
continents and dependent on a web of family and community connections and priest-led ritual.
These are all central topics of online discussion and contribute to establishing the boundaries of
Zoroastrian community online much the same way that Guimar&es (2008) uses networks of social
relationships and shared meanings to trace group boundaries.

Social networks of mutual obligation, friendship, and responsibility are central to the concepts
of community. Achieving a dynamic and thriving community rests, | believe, on the ability to
maintain a firm sense of self and a sense of group membership which nourishes connections
between members. Strengthening a sense of inclusion within a group that holds similar world
views is part of creating a unique identity that, shared with others, communicates ‘who’ you are
and what you believe in. Collective and individual identities in turn play a crucial role in how
individuals prioritize obligations and shape their emotional and cognitive appraisals of their roles
in the social fabric.

The first impression of the Zoroastrian community on websites is one of relative
cohesiveness. The Zoroastrian community, faced with conflicts of interest between ‘traditionalist’
and ‘modernist’ forces for over 100 years has nevertheless remained unified in their objective to
maintain their identity and preserve their cultural heritage (Nigosian 1996) united by the
awareness of their vulnerability in small numbers, especially Irani Zoroastrians who exist at the
Islamic government’s sufferance. This study has found that the Internet has strengthened groups
within the global Zoroastrian community; paradoxically, in doing so, the Internet has also
contributed to the development of divergent streams of ideological thought weakening the overall
community. In solidifying extreme positions, it has also left those in the middle proud of their
heritage but withdrawn from debates on burning issues that have far reaching impacts.

Where beliefs are strongly held, where there is a movement for change there is an equally
strong countermovement to re-anchor community affiliations, traditions, and identity. At the most
liberal end of this current for change is a move to ‘restore’ a ‘universal’ religion open to all that

might possibly redirect a portion of the community and their attention outward for societal change



rather than inward on building Zoroastrian charities and community. It has derived impetus from
the strength of traditional Zoroastrianism against change and compromise which began to surface
in India with the success of the community. The rise of successful Parsi businessmen and women
necessitated frequent travel and demands that made observance of purity laws and other ritual
more difficult (Boyce 2004, Choksy 1989). This movement for change is seen by its architects as
a move to ‘restore’ the ‘pristine’ religion to return to the original words of Zarathustra in the
Gathas as the core and strip away the accumulation of centuries of human imposed rituals,
restrictions, and demands. This desire for change arising from firm and inflexible boundaries of
identity has in turn fueled a strong reaction to strengthen the link of ethnicity and religious belief
as a core of Zoroastrian identity by orthodox and ultra orthodox members. It has given rise to
increased civic responsibility and activity for control of community resources for example in India
and establishments of religious schools to support young priests and encourage them to enter the
priesthood instead of a secular profession. This dynamic cycle has continued relatively
unchanged until recently with the advent of the Internet and the outlet it has created for marginal
voices. What appears to be emerging is an online community that is strongly polarized over
contentious issues with a large online membership that appears in the membership counts but is
not necessarily visible in postings. They form rather a silent group that utilizes the Internet for
following debates and general information on the achievements of and events affecting
Zoroastrians worldwide.

| would introduce here the idea that some Zoroastrians on the Internet are involved in a ‘quiet’
social movement. Like many involving fundamentalist religious perspectives, traditional/historical
groups feel threatened and react strongly to preserve their identity. Community debates are often
filled with passionate words and criticisms that prove disruptive to meetings and distressingly
negative for members involved. In this sense, it is not quiet which the following discussion will
show. However, | would establish at this early point that ‘quiet’ is a very apt term to highlight the
unique and signature hallmark of Zoroastrians — they do not seek to reconfigure the social fabric
around them to seek protection. It is a quiet movement for change that does not use violence or

politics to create safe space for practicing their beliefs and to isolate their youth from other beliefs



or practices. This stems largely | believe from a sense of exile for many — there is a need often
expressed to protect those that remain in Iran from the wrath and persecution of an Islamic
theocracy. The original conditions of settlement in India also contributed as the Hindu rulers were
concerned that Zoroastrian refugees would seek to convert and lure away Hindus and were
reassured by the religious leaders that such was not the case. It remains to be seen if the push to
open the religion to conversion and active conversion activities by controversial individuals with
highly visible websites will change this.

Strongly traditional Zoroastrians hold that only those born of two Zoroastrian parents and
having had a proper navjote performed by a legitimate holder of the priesthood may claim to be a
Zoroastrian. Any who claim otherwise are considered ‘deformists’ and ‘pretenders’. There are
numerous sites that put forth a more liberal definition. With these divergent presentations and
ideologies present on the web, it is necessary to utilize a definition of Zoroastrian community in
this study that will encompass these divergent perspectives. Keeping in mind the above
distinctions as well as communal, online disagreements over issues as the nature of Ahura
Mazda (god), the founder Zarathushtra’s status as prophet or sage, conversion, and the place of
an ethno-religious identity in defining Zoroastrian identity, for the purposes of this study
Zoroastrian community is defined as all those who follow the teachings of Zarathushtra®, ascribe
to the worldview presented in his teachings, and self identify as Zoroastrian. In this way there
were no presupposed or set limits on identity or assumptions of the importance or influence of
one group over another within the Zoroastrian community. This study covers a range of belief
from orthodox to liberal, addresses the views of those of Zoroastrian ancestry for whom religion is
part of their blood heritage and those who have converted to follow the debate as Zoroastrians
map out who they will become.

This study maintains that the Internet impacts Zoroastrian identity through the development of
resource sites, communities of affirmation, social networking sites, and its function as a
transmovement space. It is necessary here to take a moment and briefly define these functions.
Resource sites are primarily web pages. Other online arenas such as social networking sites and

electronic email groups may also serve this function, but not as a primary purpose. Zoroastrian



websites serve to disseminate, preserve, and perpetuate communal knowledge of Zoroastrian
heritage, belief, and culture. These resources may include but are not limited to uploaded files of
the sacred texts known as the Avesta®, news articles about the accomplishments of and events
affecting Zoroastrians around the world, audio recordings of prayers and songs, pictures of
various Fire Temples and other heritage sites, various items for purchase (religious implements,
clothes, books, videos etc.), archives of cultural articles on archaeology and history, liturgical
calendars, religious ceremonies such as navjotes and jashans, and descriptions of numerous
religious holiday practices. Lacking a central, authoritative author there are variations in the
descriptions of some observances and doctrine. This begs the question of accuracy, an issue at
the heart of the discussion of Zoroastrian identity, as many of the variations stem from differences
in ideology that dictates the substance of canonical text and the substance and degree of ritual
observance. Websites and other online communication is largely a place where communal
opinions and understandings of Zoroastrian history and culture are presented and recorded. With
an acknowledge paucity of scholarly activity and references it should be kept in mind that
presentations are shaped and at times distorted by ‘popular’ history and practice and is
something that will be remarked on in Chapter IV.

Communities of affirmation provide a safe haven where people of similar viewpoints may
freely express passionately held beliefs in a supportive atmosphere. Yahoo! groups function
disproportionately as communities of affirmation; some websites also serve this function though
most do not. These sites allow isolated individuals and small groups to interact with the global
Zoroastrian community. They also paradoxically are sites for emotional exchanges on doctrine,
elections, and related events. Each event presents an opportunity to revisit differences and thus
potentially change the social fabric of obligations and hierarchy of authority. Communities of
affirmation are not always the same as collective identity. It is argued that they allow the
development of collective identity for segments of the Zoroastrian community-i.e. orthodox,
liberal, reformist- - rather than the global community as a whole. Most importantly, more than their

ability to promote group solidarity for those of similar ideological views, they allow isolated opinion



to become internal social movements. Hence the very opportunity for solidarity can be turned to a
force of fragmentation.
Social network(ing) (SNSs) sites are comparable to virtual towns. Boyd and Ellison (2007)
define them as:
...web-based services that allow individuals to (1) construct a public or semi-
public profile with a bounded system, (2) articulate a list of other users with whom
they share a connection, and (3) view and traverse their list of connections and

those made by others within the system.

(Boyd and Ellison, pg. 2)

The first point emphasizes the opportunity for identity construction as the profile is a visual,
textual, and sometimes audio display that reflects the individual's sense of themselves through
direct representations and/or by drawing on imagery and metaphors that are deemed to reflect an
impressionistic collage of interests and self-reflections. This is directly relevant to identity building
through, what some scholars refer to as the ‘immersive’ quality of the Internet. “These systems
are based on the objective to construct multi-modal and immersive interaction experiences for
intuitive and entertaining information browsing.” (Lopez-Gulliver, Sommerer, and Mignonneau
2002:pg.2) These multi-modal, or multiple sensory, interactions through visual and audio
features thus allow participants to gather ‘intuitive’ and ‘entertaining’ information about ourselves
and others on the forum. Many of the features of these sites and applications can be linked to
create what social scientists have labeled “ambient awareness” (Thompson 2008). This
awareness is created by an accumulation of minutia of constant updates of what friends change
on their profiles, new friends they have made and other events that create a digital social
intimacy- a closeness of community and friendships. For the purposes of this study, Z-book and
the Kuwait Zoroastrian Association function as social networking sites that develop digital social
intimacy- preferentially with other Zoroastrians. In this more intimate level of interaction SNSs are
vehicles where social capital7 is used to acquire goods, services, assistance, engage in debate,
share information on Zoroastrian social events, and cultivate friendships. In this way they function
as communities of affirmation; however, often there are several self affirming groups within a

social network and opposing views may break into heated expressions of disagreements. As



such these sites are considered variants of what | define as communities of affirmation and have
been treated separately.

Trans-movement spaces are defined as those that, “...offer opportunities to draw otherwise
unconnected local actors and networks together into broader webs...” of social networks in space
with reduced social restrictions and boundaries (Futrell and Simi 2004, pg. 16). This space is
especially important for marginalized groups as it is removed from the control of the dominant
social group; as such a ‘free space’, the Internet has been a boon to subaltern communities, far-
flung Diaspora groups, socially marginalized religions such as Wiccans and Pagans, and
intentional communities such as White Power groups. Virtual space is used to encourage and/or
actually coordinate face-to-face meetings as well as sustain links of communication and support
between meetings when they are not possible. Collective identity is created and sustained
through social ties and cultural practices. The Internet, as a transmovement space, strengthens
social ties and contributes to a sense of revitalization that increases visibility and knowledge of
unique cultural practices including religious beliefs thus contributing to collective identity.
Communities of affirmation, resource sites, and social networking sites all have components that
allow the Internet to function as a transmovement space. These operate in both public and private
domains. They may consist of offers of employment, dating sites, public announcements of
events and conferences. They may also serve to connect family members in remote places
through postings of videos, online chat, pictures of life events and stories as well as reunite
friends and missing family members through directories, profiles, and public appeals to
assistance in locating such members. In this way we can better understand the transformative
power of the Internet in building intentional communities and identity. In seeing the Internet as a
transmovement space with its incorporated sense of ‘free’ and ‘safe’ space, we can think about
how collective identity and individual identity are crafted and how this might lead to understanding
shifts in group perception that may fuel internal social movements for change.

This thesis is, most importantly, the story of the Zoroastrians in their own words. Chapter I
addresses the methodology used to define the field site and engage the Zoroastrian community.

Participant observation via chat rooms, discussion boards, and electronic email lists is outlined in
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detail as it is utilized for this research. Chapter Il will briefly examine research on Zoroastrian use
of the Internet to provide a longitudinal understanding of the community online, and will look at
current literature on core concepts such as virtual ethnography, culture, community, virtual
community, identity, online religion, and diaspora to define the boundaries of the terminology to
be used and a theoretical context for understanding the data. Online participant observation in
chat rooms and other venues on the Internet also are compared to more traditional methods to
understand the benefits and possible drawbacks. Chapter IV is a brief overview of their rich
history and an introduction to historical beliefs and the variations of ideology and emergent,
contemporary Zoroastrian worldviews that are diverging from the community’s historical focus on
cultural heritage as identity. This is done through ethnographic narrative drawn from the ‘voices’
of websites, Yahoo! email groups and personal communications. Chapter V then addresses the
thesis of this study that the Internet has become a forum to link widely separated Zoroastrian
communities and individuals, yet also is causing rifts in the global community. This is being
caused by the easy availability of the Internet to any who choose to utilize it. One consequence of
this that will be explored is the highly communal nature of the material presented. Another is the
variations of definitions of ‘Zoroastrian’ and the theology and practices described. It is a narrative
as portrayed online of the adaptation of present day Zoroastrians as they seek to balance their
beliefs with modern demands on their sense of who they are and the foundation and future they
would pass on to their youth. Chapter VI considers the implications of the data for the future
trajectory of the Zoroastrian community. It will examine how the Internet is playing a strong role in
assisting in efforts of revitalization against the fragmenting and assimilating forces of diaspora
and modernity; additionally it will examine the role it plays in a movement by some for change
and diversity of practice and ideology toward a universal religion, still with the aim of revitalizing
the religion. In a sense it will be described as another wave of the Zoroastrian Diaspora into the
virtual world.

Online religion has received minimal attention thus far (Campbell 2005b), and so one of the
aims of this study is to add to the current body of knowledge of the experiences of an ethno-

religious minority in maintaining the continuity of their millennia old religion using the Internet.
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How do Zoroastrians utilize online resources to construct trans-national bonds of religion through
preserving ritual language, continuity of practice, accepted standards for temples, and ritual
clothing for example amidst the diaspora, and are their approaches unique? It is also offered as a
modest addition to understanding developing trends in virtual communities, developing patterns in
world religions through Diaspora, and the anthropology of communication and cyberspace.

The greatest barometer of the accuracy and usefulness of a study in many ways is the
degree to which those interviewed see themselves in it and find it useful. It is the intent of this
research then to provide the community with a rich, comprehensive perspective on what
resources they are currently using and how they fit into the context of current community
discussions on controversial topics such as intermarriage and conversion as well as how
Zoroastrians are forging links through conferences and events. If so, it will offer the community a
tool in understanding and using the Internet to assist in their search to preserve their unique

cultural and religious identity.

! Here ‘tool and place’ is used as defined by Markham (Markham, A. N. 1998. Life online:
researching real experience in virtual space. New York: Alta Mira Press..

2 |t should be kept in mind that this works in tandem with efforts offline by individuals,
associations, and local communities that encourage communal observances, activities, holidays
and other events designed to strengthen the community.

® This number references specifically those who define Zoroastrian within strictly ethno-religious
parameters.

* “Burial practices” might seem the more logical and neutral term of reference. However, Khojeste
Mistree, a strong traditionalist and respected member within more traditional segments of the
community suggested to me in an email that this presupposes placing the body in the ground.
This is not acceptable in Zoroastrian practice except where no dakhmas (burial Towers of
Silence) exist and certain pre-conditions such as concrete lined coffins are used. Cremation is a
controversial means of ‘burial’ as it would place ‘druj’ into an element that is regarded as holy and
pure. “Funerary Practices” has therefore been adopted as a more suitable phrase for both the
online survey and subsequent references in keeping with Zoroastrian beliefs.

® “Asho” translates as ‘Righteous One’ (personal communication) and is a term of respect often
placed in front of the prophet Zarathushtra’s name. (proper usage as communicated in both
emails on groups and personal communications).

® The Avesta is comprised of the Gathas and later accretions of knowledge and liturgical
importance. The language and the book are distinguished by referring to the former as Avestan
and the later as the Avesta. The Gathas are written in an even more ancient language referred to
as Gathic.

12



" Putnam in Bowling Alone offers a well presented discussion of both the history of and impacts of
social capital for understanding social structure in such roles as ‘bonding’ and ‘bridging’ pg. 19-
25.
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CHAPTER II

METHODOLOGY
Research Design, Goals, Intent

The approach adopted was an interpretive rather than quantitative framework seeking to
capture a holistic impression of multiple experiences and meanings for a wide variety of
Zoroastrian Internet users. This was contextualized within their perceptions of the Internet either
as tool or community, and the value they perceive in their Internet use. Value here may be neutral
and be as simple as the usefulness they find in being able to communicate easily across
distances and find information when needed. It may also be strongly defined in perceptions of
negative and positive impacts of online presence in building or tearing down a global collective
identity for themselves and the general Zoroastrian community. Considering the relative paucity
of research specifically on Internet use by Zoroastrians, this was an exploratory study. Initially an
online survey was developed to capture quantitative data, but its design proved to be more
appropriate for a long term study. The primary data collection process became online participant
observation and interviews.

The purpose of this study is to map out Zoroastrian Internet use and begin to determine and
understand its effect on Zoroastrian identity. Clear benchmarks were set towards understanding
how the Internet was affecting the boundaries of individuals’ internal maps of identity and
Zoroastrian community cohesiveness.

e |dentify Internet resources available and which resources were favored i.e.
newsgroups, websites, blog groups like Yahoo!, or social networking sites.

e Gain an understanding as far as possible of the demographics of Zoroastrian
users, Parsi/lrani vs. convert, orthodox vs. liberal, and Zoroastrian sites vs.

general sites.

A brief note on the use of Irani is necessary here. Irani may refer to Iranian Zoroastrians including

those who have emigrated from Iran to the West and Iranian Zoroastrian immigrants to the Indian
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subcontinent in the 17"-19" centuries®. As I have used it above - ‘Parsi/lrani’- it refers specifically
to the self reference term preferred by many Parsi individuals, among them Khojeste Mistree - a
well respected leader of the Zoroastrians in India also known as Parsis, who use it to stress
Zoroastrianism’s identity rooted in birthright. The second benchmark addresses issues of
representativeness and the users’ and site architects’ agendas. This was sought to add depth
and complexity to the interpretation of the data as far as time permitted in the data gathering
process.’ From this secondary benchmark is set the goal of fleshing out the structure of the
Zoroastrian community online to capture the most ephemeral and illusive of subjects in trying to
trace the borders of identity. What aspects of identity are presented online as defining ‘true’
Zoroastrians and the direction the global community should take to strengthen membership?
Which points of view within the community determine such definitions for different subgroups of
Zoroastrians? To gain insight into these questions we must identify the topics of debate and
identify areas of agreement. Is ethnicity as well as practice still a core value? What exactly is
encompassed within a name be it Zoroastrian, Zarathushti, or neo-Zoroastrian among some of
the terms of identity being used on and offline. As mentioned earlier, ethnicity and religion have
become strong factors influencing group cohesion, so measures of ethnic and religious identity
also needed to be identified and measured as far as possible.

Numerous questions arose throughout the course of this study, and at times gently shifted
the directions and methods in a constantly evolving process. Many were basic issues:

e Does the technology represent a socially constructed space that is the same
for developers and users?

e Do websites and groups promote discussion across viewpoints? What
services are offered and how do they impact identity?

e |Is there a single, cohesive image of Zoroastrianism presented across the
Internet or a variety of images and definitions?

e What is Zoroastrian identity as presented by Zoroastrians for the Zoroastrian
community’s consumption and what is that as presented by Zoroastrians for
those who are not?

e Is it necessary to differentiate, if a difference exists, between offline and

online identity?
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The final two items above require a brief clarification. One respondent interpreted this to mean
that there were ‘two faces’ being presented and that this would be very ‘unZoroastrian’. | have
found that Information presented on resource or web sites for Zoroastrians is at times slightly
different than that for those outside the community in content as well as emphasis. In no way,
however, should this be taken to suggest that Zoroastrians are chameleons. | have found that
those | spoke with are very clear about their positions and reiterate these in both online venues
as well as offline in lectures and presentations. What | refer to is rather the ‘professional’ face that
is put on for visitors which focuses on the accomplishments and beauty of the culture and faith.
What is discussed for and with those within the community, however, more often focuses on the
content of current debates.
Three points of discussion focused the many questions that arose:

Does the toolkit of online resources help create social networks?

2. How is the Internet providing avenues for local and global communities to
share resources and communicate?

3. How does the Internet shape and reshape the boundaries of Zoroastrian
historical identity; how does it chart a path of transition into the future as they
navigate shifting layers of ethnicity, religion, nationality, and Diaspora

membership?

The conclusion to these questions was, as stated in the introduction, that Zoroastrian sites
function as resource sites, transmovement spaces, communities of affirmation, and social
networking sites. These all offer avenues for Zoroastrians to create a living, online history that is
used to strengthen cohesiveness and so identity within the competing voices of Zoroastrian
perspectives on defining tenets. It also has created social spaces for dissent between these
groups, for the first time threatening the global community with a lasting split that may result in a
Zoroastrianism that has two significantly different faces perceived by those outside where one
group will not accept the other as a ‘true’ Zoroastrian.
Foundational Premises
There are several premises that were taken from a review of current literature and initial

discussions with several Zoroastrians and used to develop the methodology and approach to this
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study. These premises defined perspectives on the feasibility of the study and hypothetical results
and so need to be clearly stated here and will be revisited in the conclusion:

e Online communities are legitimate, if transient, communities

e Avirtual Zoroastrian community or communities exists

e The Internet is both a field site for ethnographic inquiry and a tool for
ethnographic interviews.

e The Internet is a unifying/supporting influence on subgroups within the

community, and a divisive influence on the global Zoroastrian community.

In order to research Zoroastrian community on the Internet, one has to believe that there is
indeed such a social construct. Current literature on the evolution of social science theory, and
specifically anthropological theory, regarding community suggested that community is indeed
achievable within certain parameters or measures online. Several measures were chosen to
show that there were social networks being created online. Some of these were evidence of
development of friendships, development of obligations reflected in individuals organizing events
and public activism, calls for financial or other assistance, services offered such as job postings,
and shared interests.

Next, initial research indicated a large network of websites with a variety of services thus
suggesting there was a large enough presence to evaluate the degree of Zoroastrian community
online. As | was questioning the ways Zoroastrians were using the Internet to stay better
connected, it seemed that to reach the users of the sites, it was most effective to develop a
mechanism to assess the opinions of users as they entered the virtual community. This prompted
several questions as to the validity of the Internet as a field site such as representivity, bias, and
legitimacy of the identity of those | would talk with online. One of the draws of the Internet is one’s
ability to assume any identity. Online researchers, however, indicated that these difficulties were
infrequent and/or could be monitored (Hine 2000, Mann and Stewart 2004). One example would
be of data that might be skewed by those who were not Zoroastrian but chose to communicate
with me and/or take the questionnaire as if they were. Informed consent and obtaining legitimate

parental approval from respondents to the questionnaires was another issue of concern.
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Anonymity can also become a drawback in controversial events as individuals can hide their
identity by posting inflammatory comments anonymously.

My initial conclusions were that | would find that the Internet could and was being used by the
Zoroastrian community in various ways to establish stronger ties, and | hoped to prove, a creation
of a web of global networks that was drawing the global community into a single entity with a
general agreement on vision and practice. What | discovered and discuss in more detail in
Chapters five and six is that this is only partially true.

Challenges, Limitations, Revelations

Some of the challenges and limitations were consistent with those to be further discussed in
evaluating virtual ethnography as a viable field site and methodology in Chapter three. In general
terms, the Internet has what | will refer to as ‘soft’ boundaries. Without physical limitations of a
town, neighborhood, country, or tribe the virtual world offers the researcher the seemingly infinite
possibilities of voices, perspectives and an unlimited knowledge base to investigate. As other
researchers have found, these soft boundaries allow for an overwhelming amount of data, so they
have to be carefully limited and defined (Guimardes Jr. 2008 , Hine 2000, Hine 2008 ).
Asynchronous communication and reliance on text without body language and emotive feedback
sometimes created misunderstandings that required lengthy email discussions and added to
response times. In some cases, time constraints limited the opportunities for actual face to face
contact which would have allowed the development of trust and a working relationship to be
reached more quickly.

While the topic of Zoroastrian identity is an active topic in the community and there was
strong support from individuals at the outset, getting online survey links on websites will take
more time and interaction with individuals and associations. The inconvenience of the length of
the online survey was to be mitigated by allowing individuals to sign in with a unique username
and password to answer the survey in modules; however, the host site — Surveymonkey - only
allowed this option if the individual was sent a personal invitation. This became clear after there
had already been a significant investment in time and financial resources. Concerns for

respondent privacy and anonymity prompted me to leave the online survey as a single
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guestionnaire to be completed at one visit. With such a limited set of respondents, self selection
is something to be carefully considered until more responses can be gathered and supplemented
with interviews and/or questionnaires from individuals whom do not use or rarely use the Internet.
The online survey then is being continued to gather further responses. The primary source of
user perspectives was dialogue exchanged on three Yahoo! groups and social networking sites.

A list of websites was developed both to identify virtual field sites to examine Zoroastrian
statements of belief, practice, and identity and sources to elicit assistance in making the online
surveys visible to the community. The list of sites was limited to English language sites. As the
study progressed, | became aware of an increasing number of Persian language sites in Iran that
are accessed by the Iranian community. It should be noted that, due to requests, one Persian
language site Amordad has created a duplicate site in English. They will be primary sources to
gain an understanding of the Irani Zoroastrian community in the future, and it will be interesting to
note if other Persian language sites also create alternate sites in English. These sites, it is hoped,
will offer a better understanding of the links between Diaspora communities and those that remain
in Iran. The Kerman Zoroastrian Association site, based in Kerman, Iran is in Persian yet 63.5%
of the users are from the United States (alexa.com: 2-09) indicating support for the Internet as an
avenue for the strong desire for immigrants to stay connected to their homeland. Currently, | have
not identified any Gujarati language sites based in India; this is an area for further study.

Building a list of sites was only part of the challenge of defining the Zoroastrian community’s
online toolkit. Criteria also needed to be determined for addressing issues of scope,
representativeness, and executabilty of the protocol. Websites are the most visible and so the
most obvious focus. As Hine (2000) reminds us, the worldwide web is less bounded than
newsgroups. This allows for a variety of hyper-textual relationships between interlinked sites and
the creation of a web of connections. They consist of individual pages that are an expression of
the developer(s) perspectives and create a relationship between author and audience allowing
the developer(s) to narrate their story directly to the user. This stresses the importance of
understanding how webmaster/moderator goals and identity correspond to users. Neither works

in a vacuum but in a synergistic, dynamic weaving supplying the driving force of growth online —
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those who do not agree or don't find their needs met and cannot have a part in the narrative will

develop their own site or list to share their story, goals and perspectives. The following is a small

list of core points that needed to be defined in the development of the online surveys:

Webmasters/Moderators:

Users:

Identify their definition of ‘Zoroastrian’

Identify the purpose in establishing the sites and lists

Identify key features and services visitors are using

Identify features and services visitors would like to see on the sites (if
possible)

Identify the user base if possible (Zoroastrian, non-Zoroastrian)

Identify volume of usage if possible to measure site/ list popularity

Identify why users use the Internet vs. a physical locality for resources and/or

discussions

Define what they mean by “Zoroastrian”

Identify users general Internet usage & Zoroastrian site usage for comparison
Identify what users see as community concerns

Identify user perspectives of the Internet and Zoroastrian sites: tool, place,
living space/sacred space

Identify general demographics of users

What do users say vs. what do they do on and offline

Internet:

What were viable methods of disseminating surveys, communicating

with users

Websites are not the only outlet for Zoroastrian voices. A stronger connection with the

community online was sought and it was found in Yahoo! groups which offered a more interactive

forum. The focus on groups for access on exchanges of views and as a forum to voice

frustrations and emotional responses to events within the global community allowed for more

traditional ethnographic methods of interviews and observation. These too offered a limited outlet

of text, links, and limited images. As the research progressed, YouTube was brought to my

attention from links in group postings and Z-book and the Kuwait Zoroastrian Association from
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personal invitations from acquaintances made on Yahoo! groups. These offered rich insight into
social networking among Zoroastrians outside of discussions focusing on religion.

A review of the literature for qualitative research techniques and Computer Mediated
Communication (CMC) on use of the Internet in virtual ethnography and research indicates that
using both online techniques and face to face interviews and participant observation methods
provides both a richer, more contextually accurate and informed data set and allows for greater
range and opportunity for participants to express their opinions and influence the research
outcomes (Etzioni and Etzioni 1999, James and Busher 2006, Mann and Stewart 2004, Seymour
2001) Some argue that this is not necessarily so (Jankowski and van Selm 2008 ). However,
since | believe that unlike a case study of a fully online environment like The Palace (Guimardes
Jr. 2008 ) or avatars on MySpace for example, studies of an ethno-religious group and identity
rely heavily on an integrated sense of identity on and offline. A comprehensive study of
Zoroastrian virtual community must then recognize the increased richness of an integrated
methodology.

This theoretical perspective guided initial planning for conducting the data gathering in
phases utilizing an online survey, participant observation, and traditional face to face interviews.
The online survey phase of the research was an integral component of the original methodology.
Most importantly, it was the vehicle to directly address those who utilize these websites and are
building online Zoroastrian identity. The format provided a baseline for identifying underlying
patterns and attitudes toward who is a Zoroastrian online. It was designed to gather the what,
who, when, where, and why of site usage to compare to usage of non Zoroastrian sites and
further identify areas of inquiry or clarification to be garnered from participant observation and
interviews. Combined with a chat room and later options to continue interviews via email or
Instant Messaging (IM), it would maximize the opportunities for participants to choose the time
and place of participation and increase the collaborative nature of the research. The chat room
was incorporated to give participants the ability to enter and re-enter the discussion as often as
they wished to express their opinions as the research progressed. The introduction page to the

chat room set an hour aside each Thursday evening and Saturday morning for me to be available
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online for questions. After three months and no visitors or email asking for a scheduled time to
interact, | removed the chat room to minimize research costs.'® | suspect that the low response
rates to the survey and chat room stem from 1) the close knit nature of the community making
them disinclined to seek out non-Zoroastrians 2) a large segment of those online appear to
primarily use it to keep abreast of news on the Zoroastrian community and maintain closer ties. It
is relevant to note here that while membership on email lists is high, the actually number of
individuals who post is small. Combined with the fact that the purely news email list of the
Zoroastrian News Agency has the highest membership of Zoroastrian interest Yahoo! groups, |
believe it reasonable to conclude that the type of active back and forth discussions that occur in
chat rooms is not an attractive means of communication online for the majority of Zoroastrians.
The low response rate on the survey was initially seen to be a large impediment to
understanding how online users framed and practiced their identity as Zoroastrians. Utilizing
Ignacio’s (2005) approach of examining dialogue on and participating in electronic email lists, |
utilized the Yahoo! groups to look at the substance of posts, interactions between members of

different ideological perspectives across the ‘lists’ or ‘alias™

, and interact with members directly.
Interaction with members of the lists’ is both similar to traditional face to face interviews and
initially more challenging. | would liken it to interviewing a large room of individuals who start out
as complete strangers. The virtual world then complicates the social dynamics further with a text
base communication that can then be shared by a member by cross posting to another list,
possibly of a very different viewpoint on controversial topics. Over time, a few individuals
communicated through the lists or private email and over time with regular interaction nuances of
communication and understanding developed. Whereas with an interview | might have only one
chance to ask questions, with the list | could ‘reach out’ at 2am if | had a sudden thought or need
for clarification for example allowing a great amount of flexibility to both mine and my respondents
schedules for communication. My participation also has been an introduction to the wide range of

Zoroastrian identity and a vehicle for future interaction and access to traditional avenues of

participant observation at events.
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I had planned on attending two events to establish a physical presence within the
community: the 11™ Cultural and Educational conference December 6" 2008 in California
sponsored by the Council on Persian Culture and the 11™ Zarathushti Games July 2-6, 2008 in
San Diego sponsored by the Zoroastrian Sports Committee (ZSC). The logistics for attending
became unfeasible and groundwork is being laid for attendance at future events. This will allow
me to note possible generational and regional differences in the performance of community rituals
and identify values and practice which have gained importance that differ from officially stated,
ideal values and practice. This will also enrich understanding of how online and offline beliefs and
practices are reflective of each other. Further information gained through interviews will provide a
way to validate online theology and statements and compare the respective cognitive views for
similarities and differences in perception of identity.

An unanticipated challenge became a significant insight into Zoroastrian cultural mores. The
youth survey was originally designed for the 12-17 age group. Federal guidelines follow cultural
mores in the US designating those 18 and older as adult. US cultural practices also accept dating
in teenagers generally of high school age. Issues around marriage and children also are topics of
discussion among teens as well as young adults, thus questions on marriage and dating were
included. The review board required a pilot study with community leadership. Several of these
members pointed out that in the Zoroastrian community the ‘Youth’ range used for the
Scouting/Guiding activities are 11-14, 14-18, and 18-26'%. Another respondent has pointed out
that the Poona Congress and that for North America has established 18-40 as the ‘Youth’ range.
Zoroastrian Parsi/lrani youth often do not begin dating until after high school, beginning in college
and later in their early twenties. It should be noted that for Iranian Zoroastrians, dating is even
more restricted. Based on these age ranges employed by Zoroastrians for ‘youth’, several felt that
guestions on marriage and dating would not necessarily be age appropriate. They also expressed
concern that orthodox parents would object to questions on marriage because of issues
surrounding intermarriage as well as sensitive topics of conversion for example, so the online

survey was split into one for 12-14yrs. and one for 15-17yrs. Questions on dating, marriage, and
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sensitive topics of conversion and intermarriage were greatly modified for the 15-17 group
(Appendix C — Survey 2) and eliminated for the 12-14 group (Appendix C — Survey 3).

It is appropriate here to briefly discuss the actual development of the material of the survey.
Questions were initially created from a survey of the topics of debates witnessed on websites.
Hinnells (2005) and Mehta’'s (2003) UK Zoroastrian Survey were drawn from to create a

comparative set of questions and to look for important demographic questions.

Ethical Considerations, Respondent Partnership

Scattered throughout discussion of methodology are references to ethics of working on the
Internet and considerations of respondent privacy. | would like to take a brief moment to consider
a facet of Internet research that is similar to yet different from traditional ethnography. There is a
dual and at times conflicting sense of private and public about the Internet. Websites are open to
the public, easily found in searches and often have hundreds or thousands of links in an intricate
web allowing people to surf from one place to another in something of a neighborhood open door
policy. Yet, they are copyrighted and visitors must remember to ask to use material that is freely
set out. Several researchers have commented on this issue in more detail (Mann and Stewart
2004)13. In general, | have adopted a traditional approach treating quotations from sites as
traditional text requiring proper citations. Images used are only with the express permission of the
webmaster or appropriate individual. In consideration of the sometimes heated conversations
and the sensitive position of Zoroastrians in Iran, | have changed the name of the social
networking site, do not use individual names except where expressly requested, and refer to
email lists for the purpose of quotes only as “Yahoo! Group”.

Profiles on social networking sites present similar issues. Profile pages may be set to private
on some sites which is a clear indication that they should be treated as if one were visiting a
respondent’s house for example when there. Many however are open to public viewing and often
contain personal information as well as a friend’s list network which offers a researcher easy
access to others with similar interests that can be used, as in traditional ethnography, as further

sources of participant observation or respondents. To do so, it is only ethical to let the individual
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know when first contacting them whose page you found them on to be as transparent as possible.
Blogs, debates, and comments are intended at one level to be public — like speaking in a park,
restaurant, meeting or other public space. Does one need to ask for permission to quote from
such postings? Again, like traditional ethnography, much of it is situational and contextual and
researchers are sometimes left to rely on their own discretion. On Z-book for example | was
invited as a guest, and so it does not seem appropriate to quote in any fashion even from ‘public’
debates unless permission is obtained. That does not preclude presenting general information
and generalized statements credited to the site but without identifying information such as dates
and names. To maintain a high level of transparency, my profile states my interest in establishing
a profile there and shares some of the same information as to general interests and background
that others share.

One final online venue to be considered is the electronic mailing lists. This also often
acquires the same paradoxical private/public atmosphere during exchanges. Often multiple lists
and individuals may be copied to bring them into the conversation or keep them up to date. On
one hand, an individual should be able to share what they say with anyone they please, yet often
previous comments are kept in the discussion thread and also may be disseminated. The sense
of community within these lists creates a sense of private conversation and sharing without
asking seems inappropriate. The MainstreamZoroastrians list reminds members that, “The
MainstreamZoroastrians (MZ) is a private mailing list of and for voluntary members. Mails on MZ
are confidential and for members only” at the bottom of every email making it easy to decide how
to treat comments shared online. Not all lists do so; however, | have chosen in the ethnographic
narrative to treat all communications in that light. Again, references are general with only “Yahoo!

Group” and year indicated unless permission has been given.

Protocol
Survey
| developed an independent website hosted on the University of Nevada Las Vegas’ server to

host links to the questionnaires. | often was asked about my interest in working with the
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community, the purpose of the research, and a general explanation of my background; the site
thus was designed with brief responses to all of these inquiries to set individuals at ease and
begin the process of developing a mutual understanding and trust with respondents. Four
different versions of the survey were linked to the research website at
http://www.complabs.nevada.edu/~gerth: Zoroastrian 18 & over, Zoroastrian Youth 15-17,
Zoroastrian Youth 12-14, and a non Zoroastrian version for those visitors to the websites that did
not self-identify as Zoroastrian. A chat room was made available as a more open venue for
participants to elaborate on topics of their choice, make qualifications or introduce aspects that
may not have been covered in the survey. More detailed questions were presented on the
Message Forum to invite discussion and in hopes of increasing active participation.

The webmasters were contacted requesting their assistance in posting a brief description of
the research and a link to the survey on their site. They also were asked to complete a separate
online survey developed specifically for webmasters to understand their motivations in
establishing their site, their intended audience, and basic demographics of use for their site.
Moderators/owners of Yahoo! groups were contacted for permission to post a brief description of
the research and a request for interested individuals to participate in the online surveys as well.
Moderators did not respond to direct requests for permission, and the general attitude was one
that supported a very open forum and acceptance of posting a request for participation in the
online survey™.

Participant Observation and Interviews

Participant observation and interviews were limited at this time to private email and active
dialogue on the three aliases listed earlier: MainstreamZoroastrians, zoroastrianacceptance2, and
Ushta. Two exceptions were phone interviews with two community members in the beginning of
the survey that helped me to better understand what topics might be sensitive as well as
discussions of some of the different perspectives of identity within the community. One individual
interviewed shared the questionnaire with two orthodox parents and related their concerns about
adding questions on marriage, intermarriage, and conversion which introduced topics that they

were not willing to discuss as yet with their children. Another individual interviewed shared in
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great detail for example the concerns of some of the community for allowing non-Zoroastrians
into the Fire Temples as well as the intent by some to build and dedicated a temple that would be

open to those who have converted or are spouses who have converted to Zoroastrianism.

Sampling Characteristics

Survey respondents were sought from ages 12 and older, both men and women, and from all
countries. Respondents on the aliases were both men and women. Based on comments in posts
regarding family and work, all respondents were over 18. Some indicated that they had
grandchildren and so are estimated to be in their 50's or older. Seven respondents- three on
zoroastrianacceptance?2, one on MainstreamZoroastrians, and two on Ushta were non-
Zoroastrians interested in Zoroastrian beliefs and practices. Respondents in general also often
indicated their country of residence. One was a mobed from Iran, one individual from Australia,
one from Berlin, one from Sweden, several from India, and several others from Canada and the
United States. One of those from the United States was a mobedyar who had emigrated from
India to the West Coast; he has twice graciously shared his time meeting with me at the Orange

County Fire Temple to answer questions.

Sampling Groups

Sites chosen were restricted to those that are created and sustained by Zoroastrian
individuals and associations. 100 websites (Appendix B), 67 Yahoo! groups (Appendix B), the
social networking site Z-book, Orkut, and YouTube submissions were identified as possible study
sites over a period of two years. The sheer volume of sites and postings required judicious
selection of sites to keep it small enough for a quality discussion with individuals online as well as
broad enough to include as many perspectives as possible. Hit counters, where found, that
indicated a large number of visitors was used as one means of identifying important sites. Other
selection criteria included presentation of Zoroastrian history, pages defining “Who are
Zoroastrians” and other identity descriptions, uploaded sacred texts, and what is hoped is a

representative cross section of ideologies from liberal to conservative. In looking at Usenet news
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groups, only 10 were found in a search of the Google database under the term ‘Zoroastrian’.
Their extremely low activity history and membership indicated they are relatively unused and so
would not be a representative source.

Membership in Yahoo! groups was requested from seven, six of which were accepted:
MainstreamZoroastrians, Zoroastrian News Agency (ZNA), Zoroastrianacceptance?2,
Zoroastrianism, Ushta, and Atashkadeh. MainstreamZoroastrians, zoroastrianacceptance2, and
Ushta were exceptionally active sites and so were the lists used for interactive dialogue.
Zoroastrian News Agency strictly posted a selection of news items and community
announcements and did not have any dialogue. This provided insight into items that had a high
degree of community relevance and covered many current events such as the terrorist attacks in
Mumbai in 2008 that included Parsi endowed or owned buildings such as the Cama Hospital, the
Nariman House, and the Taj Mahal Palace Hotel owned by the Tata family. Selection was limited
to only 7 of the 67 to allow for an in depth understanding of the groups through carefully following
discussion threads and participating through questions about ongoing topics and posting
research questions. The size of memberships and group descriptions of goals and intent were
further criteria for choosing where to participate. The intent was to choose a few groups with very
large membership in the hopes that this would guarantee a strong level of activity even if there
were a lot of members who did not actively post; a large membership would also provide a variety
of topics and viewpoints which has proven to be the case. Groups were chosen to span
perspectives from that of traditional, more orthodox views to that of a reformist site and an
‘unbiased news’ source for the community worldwide. Public access groups were perused for
activity levels and to identify topics of discussion. Posts were carefully assessed for the number
of unique individuals contributing by posting and the level of cross posting between lists.

Websites were discovered through investigating the web of interconnecting links on sites and
periodic searches using the Google search engine under the following search terms: Zoroastrian,
Zoroastrianism, Parsi, cyber temple, Zarathushti, Zoroaster, and Zarathushtra. Websites range

from Zoroastrian Association sites, umbrella organization sites such as the Federation of
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Zoroastrian Associations of North America (FEZANA) and the World Zoroastrian Organization

(WZ0), to individual web pages.

® Dr. Choksy, personal communication.

° Time constraints for the project became a serious concern once the online survey became
active and showed a slow response rate. It is the author’'s intent to continue working with the
community to continue to expand on the secondary goals for later publication.

1% Bravenet was used as the host for the chat room and discussion board. To keep both pages
advertisement free, a professional subscription was purchased.

1 Generally 'list’ is used to refer to Yahoo! Groups and other similar forums. One Zoroastrian
member pointed out that they refer to a list as an ‘alias’ and so this term may be used when
referring to the groups from a member’s point of view in this study.

2 From a response in August, 2007 in a personal communication during the pilot study to
determine the appropriateness of survey questions.

'3 Some researchers have also noted that the lack of a codified methodology for Internet research
causes review boards to be wary of approving online research protocols.

* This was somewhat different from McKenna and West's study in 2005 where 17 of 100
moderators stipulated that the participation request be posted no more than once and 4 additional
moderators removed the posting after 24 hours due to complaints. McKenna, K. Y. A., and K. J.
West. 2007. Give me that online-time religion: The role of the internet in spiritual life. Computers
in Human Behavior 23:942-954.
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Zoroastrian Online Toolkit

The Internet is a place of both action and intent that do not always match. Creation here is
not a passive event. It is a place where one creation of identity, of a world view, is taken in by
others, changed and acted on to produce new intent and an organic, evolving environment. “The
Internet is no mere static repository of information, but a place of action. Action in the form of
email campaigns, USENET posting with intent to incite, and the rapid transfer of strategic
(encrypted) data.”(March 1995) Fourteen years later, technological advances have added
sophisticated programs that allow individuals to share a constant stream of interests, interactive
games, and activities as well as movies, pictures, as well as links to unlimited resources to
outsource needs for information. The result for this community as in many others is the
development of a wide variety of resources online. Websites and Yahoo! groups are perhaps the
most visible and most often visited venues. YouTube also has a rich archive of videos specifically
Zoroastrian in content. As already mentioned, Usenet groups are minimally present and only
briefly described below. To date only one major social networking site strictly dedicated to
Zoroastrians - Z-book on Ning- has been identified, but it has a tremendous richness of
community and cultural development and social exchanges supporting Hine’'s (2000) concept of
online community as both culture and cultural artifact. The Kuwait Zoroastrian Association is an
association site that gives each member a profile page thus formatted for interaction like Z-book,
MySpace, and Facebook etc. In interactions online, there is a constant goal of social networking —
a process of reaffirmation and validation of individual world views, of identity, of a common sense
of value and beliefs among segments of the community. Zoroastrians also utilize Orkut and
Facebook as avenues to meet other Zoroastrians and share views. The rich social interaction and
sense of community building observed on these sites was the premise of this study and it is born
out in the following look at the resources being utilized. It must be kept in mind that in social
networking sites such as Z-book, opposing viewpoints are in close proximity and there are sharp

exchanges as well. The interactions and community building exchanges as well as the negative
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and controversial perceptions of several individuals from the orthodox viewpoint will be discussed
also in greater detail in chapter five.
Usenet Groups
A search of Google groups, one of the largest archives of Usenet groups, produced 10
groups using the search term ‘Zoroastrian’. From Table 1 below the low level of activity quickly
becomes evident. The Zoroastrian community made use of newsgroups soon after they emerged
online in the 1980’'s. This will be a rich resource for further research into the beginnings of

Zoroastrian online presence.

Table 1 Usenet Group Statistics

Site name Creation Date | Number of Members | Avg. monthly
posts

San Diego Zoroastrians 2007 141 4

Zoroastrian 2007 9 1

alt.religion.zoroastrianism 1994 23 4

Zoroastrian youth 2008 17 1

ZoroastrianPoetry 2009 3 4

World United Zoroastrian Youth | 2005 6 1 only in 2005

HAMAZOOR 2007 1 1 only in 2007

DC Zoroastrians ? 1 Restricted/no
info

Phozeex ? 1 No messages

International Zoroastrian | ? 3 No messages

Society.

(11/6/2008,1/26/2009, http://groups.google.com/groups)(Page and Brin 1996)

Electronic E-mail Lists
These are commonly, though mistakenly, also known as listservs™ which is a specific
electronic e-mail software first developed in 1986 allowing for an automation of large email lists
and archiving of posts. Yahoo! and others such as Google and MSN have combined the features
of electronic mailing lists and Internet forums for a wider range of connectivity between members.

Messages can be read as email or on the group’s homepage which is like a web forum. In
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addition to the archiving function, Yahoo! Groups service provides additional functions on the web
site such as voting, calendar systems, and file uploading.

A search of Yahoo! Groups using ‘Zoroastrian’ returned a list of 267 on April 4, 2008 and 210
on August 28, 2008 highlighting the fluidity of the Internet with quickly changing numbers of
available groups. Of the 210, only 67 groups are specifically focused on the Zoroastrian
community; the balance of the groups are sites that contained only spam emails, general dating
sites, or were discussion groups for a wide range of religious beliefs and philosophies.
Membership ranges from 6,156 for the Zoroastrian News Agency to only 5 for several others. The
majority of these aliases have 5- 60 members with postings that are erratic and/or below 100

each month. Table 2 gives a summary of the Yahoo! Groups selected.

Table 2 Yahoo! Group Statistics

Yahoo! Group Membership | Founded | Avg. Monthly Posts
Zoroastrian News Association | 6,156 5/11/06 120

(ZNA)

MainstreamZoroastrians 1,609 5/18/03 200

Working Zoroastrians 682 11/11/06 | 100
Zoroastrianacceptance2 323 1/27/06 140

Ushta 93 7/17/07 180

Atashkadeh 32 5/16/03 Less than 1/month
Zoroastrianism 16 8/17/08 2 only

(Information drawn from http://groups.yahoo.com on 8/28/2008 & 9/12/2008)(Filo and Yang 1994)

Zoroastrian News Association: This site addresses members on its homepage by the term
'Zarathushti' showing a shift from the Westernized term of Zoroastrian and also includes the Irani
and Parsi terms for Zoroaster- Zarathushtra and Zartosht- in recognition of various segments in
the community. The purpose of the list is clearly stated as a response to the need to link the
global community with a source of “unbiased news related to all aspects of our greater community
worldwide.” Selecting the news to post would suggest that there is some bias. | have found that

there seems to be a fair variety of event reporting and stories that may be considered both liberal
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and conservative. The format of this site is similar to a news digest and easily organized so that
the viewer can select the particular story of interest. Articles and informational postings are
contributed by various members and by the moderator ranging from local, national and global
events and issues that affect the Zoroastrian community. This may include births, engagements,
achievements, celebrations, public service announcements, observances, and media links. Links
to sites in Persian in Iran were included, suggesting that this is a truly global site in reach and was
perhaps started by Iranians residing in America.

It is important to note that this site has the largest membership of all the groups and

specifically does not allow, “...personal forums, discussions, arguments, articles, or public
feedback on this portal” as it is the site’s moderators’ stated belief that there are numerous other
venues available online for interactive discussions. This extremely high membership suggests
that Zoroastrian members value informational venues most. Debates on lists present an
impression of a community deeply engaged in issues. Coupled with the preference for
informational sites this suggests that those actively engaged in debates over controversial issues
may be much smaller and that the lists serve targeted memberships. The interpretation of the
nature of online Zoroastrian membership as a small, highly engaged group is also supported by
the observation that there are small numbers of unique posters observed in the lists.
MainstreamZoroastrians: This site was chosen for its strong commitment to
traditional/historical Zoroastrianism. It was established as a forum to promote this perspective,
educate and disseminate information on traditional issues, provide an “open and un-moderated,
uncensored forum for the exchange of ideas and member opinions on Mainstream
Zoroastrianism and issues that affect the Zoroastrian religion.” One point of difference is the
strong insistence that members always give their full name rather than an alias in postings.
Zoroastrianacceptance2: This site was chosen for its acceptance and encouragement of
participation by, “...converts, those who might be interested in conversion and for anyone who
wishes to discuss the original doctrines of Zarathushtra found on his Hymns, the Gathas.” This
site is moderated and is owned by Ronald Delavega. Delavega is not a Zoroastrian by birth, and

has become a prominent and controversial individual in the efforts to open up Zoroastrianism to
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any interested individual. He spent a significant amount of time in a Christian seminary until
turning to Zoroastrianism and becoming a student of Ali Jafarey, a Muslim by birth who converted
to Zoroastrianism.

Ushta: This list also has a more liberal view, but as will be discussed later is part of another
stream of Zoroastrian thought different in some ways from both the traditional and
Zoroastrianacceptance?2. It is moderated by Alexander Bard, another prominent and controversial
individual within the online Zoroastrian community and is active among European Zoroastrians. It
welcomes all, ‘followers of the religion, philosophy and culture of Mazdayasna (also known as
Zoroastrianism or Mazdaism in contemporary English)”. Followers are those born Zoroastrian and
converts, “including...those interested in philosophies originating from the faith”. Zoroastrianism is
here described as one of the world's oldest surviving religions and philosophical traditions. This
particular site focuses more heavily on the tradition as a philosophy and in addition to

Zarathushtra lists, “, the emperor Cyrus the Great (born approx 700 B.C.), the Central Asian
philosopher Bodhidharma and the European philosopher Baruch Spinoza, as four of its most
prominent and historically important characters.” Described readily as an Internet community, this
vision of Zoroastrianism is a fully contemporary, non-traditional viewpoint and is described in the
introduction as a “fast expanding global movement.” As will be pointed out later, these
characterizations are questioned by many Parsi/lrani Zoroastrians and scholars.

Atashkadeh: Membership was sought for this site because of its link to the web site
www.bozorgbazgasht.com which is aimed largely at converting Iranians back to their ancient
religion and heritage. There was little to no activity on this site. There seems to be no explanation
at the moment for this lack of activity especially given many Iranians interest in recapturing their
heritage.

Zoroastrianism: Membership was sought and approved for this site largely because of its
stated goals and resources of, “religious articles and stories, explanations by Zoroastrian Priests,
and links to other Zoroastrian sites.” It also mentions that it included details for joining their new

Traditional Zarathushtris Mailing List “which is uniting religious Zarathushtris worldwide.” There

was also a direct acknowledgement of a role for the Internet illustrated in their statement that
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membership was, “Standing up for our Glorious religion on the Internet”. There are several
uploaded files in Persian and so the articles and other posted information was not accessible to
study. There was low posting activity as well so the site proved to be a weak resource for this
study.

Working Zoroastrians: Membership was requested because it has a relatively large
membership with an average of 100 posts per month. The purpose of the forum is listed as to, “to
facilitate networking & interaction amongst fellow Zoroastrians” through linking members of the
community from different cities, states & borders through sharing of information. It is the only site
with an emphasis on business development opportunities for entrepreneurs, sharing career
opportunities, and career and education guidance and was selected to gain a window into the
ways that Zoroastrians use the Internet to build business and economic ties as well as cultural
and religious ties. The membership request was denied with no reason given. | suspect since the
site is narrowly targeted for career networking that my presence as a researcher might be seen
as intrusive and a distraction.

Social Networking Groups

These are generally ‘immersive’, virtual worlds that offer members a variety of services and
individual profile pages. Discussed in greater detail in chapter three, such sites can be developed
for general membership or a site can be created for a targeted audience defined for example by
ethnicity, interests, or religion similar to the electronic emailing lists. As immersive media, they are
designed, “...to create richer, more stimulating and more intuitive information spaces.” (Lopez-
Gulliver, Sommerer, and Mignonneau 2002:pg.10) Some of the more well known social
networking sites are those such as Facebook and MySpace. MainstreamZoroastrians members
indicated Facebook has a significant Zoroastrian membership and that it was used as a place to
exchange personal views by some about the elections of officers for the Bombay Parsi Panchayat
(BPP) in India in 2008. This site briefly was visited, but not utilized for detailed examination in
favor of sites that were created with a focus on Zoroastrians except for Orkut. Orkut was
recommended by a member on Z-book. | visited it on their recommendation and will briefly

describe it for its possibly rich source of information in future studies. This research focused on
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YouTube and the uniquely Zoroastrian social networking site of Z-book and the hybrid web/social
networking site of the Kuwait Zoroastrian Association.

Orkut: First registered in December, 2002, it is privately owned by Google (Amazon.com
1996), and has 33,724 other sites linked to it (alexa.com). It was ranked as #11 in traffic in
October, 2008 though it has fallen significantly to #92 as of February 12, 2009 (alexa.com). This
site’s demographics indicate a strong membership in the 18-25 age range at 57.14%; most
members come from Brazil with a 51.63% member share. The 26-30 age group and India rank
second highest with 14.64% and 17.8% respectfully. The United States also has a strong
membership at 17.24%. The balance of membership is divided among Pakistan, Afghanistan, the
United Kingdom, Japan, Portugal, Paraguay, and Australia. Finding friends is listed as the most
important activity at 57.37% indicating that while there may be a romantic component to the site,
it appears to be limited with only 19.13% indicating they are there for dating supporting a
significant community building aspect. This is supported by the strength of groups and
organizations for drawing individuals together. A search on Orkut.com of ‘Zoroastrian’ produced
over 1000 entries of individuals, groups, and organizations (Buyukkokten 2003).

YouTube: First registered on February 15, 2005, it is a privately owned and popular video
sharing social network that also provides profile pages for those who register to post. Alexa.com
ranks it as #3 in the level of traffic it receives and currently has 489,059 other sites linked to it. A
search done 9/19/2008 for ‘Zoroastrian’ yielded 481 videos pertaining in some way to
Zoroastrianism. These covered a range of categories: entertainment, music, education, news and
politics, people and blogs, film and animation, travel & events, how to & style. One member
posted 17 over the span of a year; the balance of posts show not more than two or three per
unique poster.

Kuwait Zoroastrian Association (KZA): This site was created in April 2008, this site has
already had 9,034 visitors and has 61 members and is “Dedicated to promoting the Spiritual
Philosophy of Zarathushtra & Zoroastrianism” and seeks to contribute to the community by
providing information “regarding our religion from different sites for the future young overseas

Zoroastrian generation.”(Khodaiji 2008) The home page is lavishly decorated with images of the
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fravahor and Zarathushtra. A relatively new site, in addition to acting as the site for the
association, it functions as a social networking site by virtue of providing each member with their
own profile page that can be personalized. The site pages contain a wealth of material that is
constantly being added to: KZA activities, information on the Fire Temples, lists of the Agiaries
and Atash Behrams of India and Iran, ceremonies & prayers, jokes, Bollywood Bawaji news, and
news on current events such as the attacks in Mumbai in 2008. One of the unique features of this
site is that members are actively encouraged to contribute articles, photos, event
announcements, essentially any information of interest and pertaining to Zoroastrian culture and
religion so that building the site becomes a group endeavor.

Z-book: Here is a “Private Social Network created with great care for all Zoroastrians. We
hope that you and your loved ones join us in celebrating our heritage.” (Z-book.com) and as such
is a membership by invitation only site; its name was chose by the administrators for its meaning

for them as "be well"*®

. Created in January, 2008, it currently has 2,297 members, 93 groups, and
various activities and resources that contribute to its networking strength: 5,486 photos, 771
songs, 179 videos, 940 discussions, 31 events, and 158 blog postsl7
Websites

Zoroastrian websites are an amazing collection covering a wide range of perspectives and
viewpoints all characterized by a passion for the Zoroastrian cultural and religious heritage. The
wide range and sheer volume preclude specific descriptions as done in the above sections. In
general, the sites were sorted into categories based on content, services offered, and goals as
shown in Table 3. Goals such as, “ Advance the teachings of the Zoroastrian faith, and the
religious tenets, doctrines, observances and culture associated with the faith” (2002b) are

common. The categories were further broken down into ‘types’ to further refine and capture the

nuances of identity building and functions.
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Table 3 Internet Website Statistics

Category Number Type
General Information 38 Cultural preservation, Religious,
Educational/Academic
University Organizations 1 Inactive- archived in 2009
Community and Country 26 Community, Umbrella org.
sites
Personal 13 Cultural preservation, religious
Special Interest 16 Special Interest, Business
networking, Magazine, Directories,
Matrimonial
News Sites 5 News and global community
achievements
Commercial 3 Services and goods
Youth 1 First Z-youth magazine online

Services covered again a wide range of appeal: matrimonial, magazine subscriptions,
directories, banking, business/entrepreneurial networking, Parsi recipes, financial assistantships
in the form of scholarships and disaster relief, and digital archives of sacred texts. As the chart
above shows, there is a surprising lack of commercial sites. | believe this may stem partly from
the focus on the Internet as a source of information and a place to exchange views rather than a
place to purchase religious items that may be purchased through more personalized interactions
locally.

Several measures besides these types of categories, like the other sections discussed
above, can be used to describe websites as an effective online ‘tool’ but are harder to get at since
there is no membership data collected. Alexa.com provides several statistics for users and
country of origin for many of the over 100 sites. To summarize, sites cover a range of origination.
The vast majority are from Canada, the United States, and India. There are also single sites from
Belgium, Norway, England, Germany, Sweden, Singapore, Russia, and a couple from Australia.
Several are in Farsi/Persian based in Iran (Amordad, Berasad, Kerman Zoroastrian Association,
Council of Tehran Mobeds, Tehran Zoroastrian Anjuman), and one Kurdish language site
(Behdin). Greater details can be found in Appendix B. The scope of their interactive quality is
limited; chat rooms are offered in about 25%; some like Zoroastrian.net and Delhi Parsis offer

blogging options for commentary and feedback. As with other types of media, these sites are self-
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conscious productions of identity and | have discovered that any detailed discussion of the
structure of the sites quickly includes discussion of identity and so further discussion is reserved

for Chapter V.

Historical Development of Zoroastrian Internet Usage
Details of Zoroastrians early use of online resources is not well documented at present.
Sketchy details have been gleaned from list conversations and interviews with community
members. While the earliest web site is that of the World of Traditional Zoroastrianism
established in 1996 four years after the launch of the world wide web in 1992, Zoroastrians were
using electronic data transferring capabilities as early as the 1980'’s. During the expansion of the
high tech industry in the 70’s and 80’'s coupled with the Diaspora to North America and other
regions, chat groups began to form to exchange information. The first newsgroup developed from
this online interaction was known as the Zoroastrian Alias. (Dastoor 2004) pg. 3. One respondent
related that this particular site was begun by an Iranian working at Suncorp. Very early on the
tension between orthodox, conservative Zoroastrian's and more liberal members became evident
as orthodox members filed complaints against real and perceived online attacks on the religion.
One petition of protest was submitted in 1996 signed by 559 Parsi/lranis from Bombay to
...PROTEST THE HERETICAL VIEWS AND BLASPHEMOUS WRITINGS
OFTEN TO BE FOUND ON THE INTERNET'S ZOROASTRIAN MAILING LIST.
SOME MISGUIDED ZOROASTRIANS AND MEDDLING OUTSIDERS ROAM
UNCHECKED ON THIS MAILING LIST, AND SLANDER OUR LOFTY
PRAYERS, SCRIPTURES, PRINCIPLES AND PRACTISES THROUGH
IGNORANCE, SELF INTEREST, OR DESIGN. ALMOST NOTHING THAT IS
SACRED TO US...HAS BEEN SPARED FROM CHEAP ATTACK AND
RIDICULE. EVEN THE HALLOWED NAME OF OUR PROPHET HAS BEEN
DESCSCRATD FOR THE ENDORSEMENT OF HOMOSEXUALITY,
LESBIANISM, AND BI-SEXUALITY. IF SUCH SACRILEGES CONTINUE, THIS

MAILING LIST SHOULD BE CLOSED DOWN OR AT LEAST THE NOBLE
TERM “ZOROASTRIAN” SHOULD BE STRUCK OUT FROM ITS NAME.

(World of Traditional Zoroastrianism 1996)®

A connection between the increased exposure of the religion made possible by the Internet

and the rise of conversion is commented on by Alexander Bard, a high profile convert. He
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became interested in Zoroastrianism in the late 1980’s as a sociologist because, as he states,
they were one of the ‘first social identities’ to begin using the Internet as a global communications
tool. The archives of these early newsgroups, if they still exist, would provide a wealth of valuable
information on the early use of the Internet by Zoroastrians and a window into the general
development of religion online. To date however, | have been unable to find the archives of these
early newsgroups. It is an area of further investigation.

The history of website growth is much easier to access and gives us a clear picture of rapid

growth. Table 4 below shows the proliferation of Zoroastrian websites.

Figure 1 Growth of Zoroastrian Websites
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Soon after the launch of the traditional site in 1996, Ronald Delavega launched zoroastrianism.cc
(2001) and Ali Jafarey launched The Zarathushtrian Assembly (zoroastrian.org, 2005) both sites
advocating open conversion and a ‘restoration’ of the religion by embracing the Gathas only as
sacred text being the original hymns of Zarathustra. | believe that this rapid growth and ensuing

visibility of sites has contributed to the spread of conversions by the liberal, ‘restorationist’
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segment of Zoroastrian thought. Further work needs to be done with the early electronic email
groups and their archival material as well as research into the early newsgroups and bulletin

boards for greater and finer detail of the development of Zoroastrian presence online.

> The concept of an automated mailing list manager was created in 1986 by Eric Thomas and
the software he developed is now known as LISTSERV.

'® One respondent has pointed out to me that the phrase ‘Ushta te” actually translates as “May
happiness be to you” (S.M. personal communication)

o (source: automated information attached to member email from 1-16-2009)

18 http://tenets.zoroastrianism.com/petitn33.html
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CHAPTER III

THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVES

Theory is an interpretive framework for evaluating the wealth of data that emerges from
ethnography. The literature review which follows draws strongly on techniques from the field of
Computer Mediated Communication (CMC) for applying traditional ethnographic techniques to
Internet ethnography. This field was one of the first to address the phenomena of the Internet as
both culture and cultural artifact and the methods and merits of utilizing the Internet as a relevant
and legitimate field site and topic of study. Unlike sociology, computer mediated communications
and other disciplines; anthropology has been slower to apply conceptual frameworks to interpret
life on the web. There are indications that it is becoming a more mainstream practice within the
discipline with a growing database of case studies of online communities and cultures that are
integrating the Internet into cultural preservation and practice.

A literature review allows the establishment of basic premises for the development of
methodological approaches as well as placing data into comparative context. This study
generated several questions that | seek to answer in the following review that helped establish
foundational premises. The first question the study proposal generated was whether community
as an entity existed online requiring a review of theories of community and then a review of
research that substantiated that meaningful networks of obligations and ties or ‘virtual community’
could be developed online. The growing acceptance among social scientists that online groups
often are virtual communities is used to support my use of ‘communities of affirmation’. The
evolution of concepts of community with the advent of trans-nationalism, globalization, and
modernity has also lead to an increasing importance of multi-site field studies in anthropology;
this is an exciting development | believe as multiple site fieldwork is a quality inherent in and
encouraged by the Internet as field site and virtual society. Thus, the shift in anthropological

paradigm would suggest that Internet ethnography is a valuable new resource for anthropological
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studies. The growing corpus of ethnography of online groups and case studies that support
accepting virtual communities supports a view of the Internet as a viable medium for a
substantive exchange of ethnographic information between researcher and informants within the
boundary of the online community. This research also suggests that the Internet is an effective
experiential environment to understand emotional perceptions and value judgments by members
about events affecting the community online, and in many cases those offline as well. This is
explored in greater depth in looking at the anthropological literature on virtual community and
ethnography.

Concepts such as identity, ethnicity, culture, religion, and diaspora have been the bread and
butter of anthropological theory and have received a wealth of scrutiny in the scholarly literature.
To examine then the possibility of Zoroastrian identity on the Internet, it is necessary to first
define factors shaping group and individual boundaries such as identity, ethnicity, culture and
Diaspora for a baseline of use. As Zoroastrianism has been historically seen as an ethno-
religious community, theoretical perspectives on ethnicity and religion will be central to evaluate if
offline ethnicity and religion is reflected in similar fashion online and so relate it to the matrix of
current research in ethnic identity and diaspora as it affects cultural cohesiveness. Finally, how
has religion grown online using online resources and community building to establish the Internet
as sacred space for its members? Online religion is just beginning to be better understood with
the recent interest in and growth of literature by researchers. It will be my argument, based on a
comparison with the growing body of case studies, that Zoroastrians utilize the Internet very
differently from other religions online such as the Catholic Church, Protestant denominations,

Pagans, and Tibetan monks and thus are a variant that needs to be better understood.

Concepts as Boundary Markers and Movers
Concepts of identity, ethnicity, culture, community, Diaspora, and religion are embedded
throughout this study. These invoke issues of theoretical perspective from anthropology as well
as religion and sociology. All of these terms involve defining of boundaries and borders both for

the researcher as well as for those we speak with. For the researcher, they help to give
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substance to intangible concepts and firmly ground the discussion within a physical reality of
geography, language, traditions and other physical manifestations of ephemeral categories. For
individuals and groups, they form the boundary markers of identity and can be used to move the
borders of “who am 1" both in self introspection and in defining themselves to others. It is
appropriate then to briefly define and clarify their usage before further engaging theoretical
paradigms and data.

Community

Community is integral to the discussion of the viability of the Internet for sociological studies
and is discussed in much greater detail shortly. It bears noting here that this is the boundary
marker that most effectively defined the scope of the study. Zoroastrian community as mentioned
in the introduction needed to be wide enough to encompass the changes occurring yet tight
enough to provide a valid sense of a bounded sphere of study. What | would like to stress here
are some of the distinctions and labels being used within the global Zoroastrian community as
well as the distinctions that arise from looking at Zoroastrianism from the inside versus that of the
outside researcher or casual observer.

Within the global scope of Zoroastrianism, there are distinct subgroups or communities
recognized by Zoroastrians for their differing countries of birth and philosophical leanings. There
are Parsi, Irani, orthodox, and liberal communities that contend over issues and definitions of a
Zoroastrian. Parsi Zoroastrians are defined by their experience of historical Diaspora to India and
very intent in large measure on declining population and revitalization. Irani Zoroastrians are
more so defined by their experience of oppression and often speak of recovering their ancient
heritage by reclaiming it in converting from Islam to Zoroastrianism if they have immigrated to a
non-Muslim nation. They are also characterized by a sense of exile (Grenier and Perez 2003).
References may also be made in discussion to ‘liberals’ or ‘orthodox’/traditionalists’ when
referring to opponents within the community in discussions over conversion and intermarriage for
example. Both from within and from outside these groups’ boundaries are clearly outlined.

An additional group known as ‘restorationists’ or ‘reformists’ have strongly contested the

defining boundary of community and herein lies much of the importance of this study. For the
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casual observer, a restorationist appears to be a part of the Zoroastrian community claiming to
follow Zarathushtra and his teachings. For many within the orthodox community, however, by
historical practice and definition they are not to be included as Zoroastrian at all. While members
of the community may claim that they do not belong, they continue to insist on membership and in
claiming Zoroastrian identity challenging both the historical community and the observer to
evaluate community, its meanings, and our understanding of the social structure and
contemporary ‘Zoroastrian’ identity.
Diaspora and ldentity Dynamics

Axel (2004) reminds us that diaspora is a process rather than an object. It is a dynamic
interplay of identities in a continual process where boundaries are reinforced and/or shifted to
encompass new perspectives and traditions. The process turns members of a community into
individuals on the outside immersed in a new culture, seeking to reunite with others who seek to
recreate the boundaries of the old world, the identity of home. As immigrants they are faced with
choices to cling whole clothe to a lifetime of internalized symbolism and meaning, be assimilated
into their new culture redefining their identity following historical patterns (Smedley 1998), or
transform into an identity that reconciles both. At times it is performance where individuals act out
identity to explain to those outside the group what it means, in this case, to be Zoroastrian as well
as often to provide concrete evidence to those inside the group that they meet community
standards and definitions of ‘Zoroastrian’. Similar to Axel's study of the ‘intersections of
technology, diaspora, and communication’ for the Sikh community online, for Zoroastrians the
Internet mediates narrative and the presentation and ‘performance’ of community events.

Diaspora as a process is characterized by movement — most obviously that of people, but
also ideas. As such it is difficult to pin down and it is helpful to define here a set of characteristics
and generally accepted approaches for defining diaspora. As of 1999, diaspora was generally
used as a general term to refer to ‘de-territorialized’ or ‘transnational’ groups which lent it an air of
being a catch all term for “immigrants, guest-workers, ethnic and ‘racial’ minorities, refugees,

expatriates and travelers” (Vertovec 1999:pg.1). He goes on to state that, in the literature,
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‘diaspora’ has become defined as 1) a social form 2) a type of consciousness 3) and as a mode
of cultural production.

As a social form, the diaspora community is characterized by traits such as social
relationships that are strengthened by ties to history and geography that draw from or create
specific commonalities of experience such as migration, conscious maintenance of identity,
institutionalized networks of exchange and communication, ties to the homeland and a position
within the ‘host society’ as different in some recognizable way. Diaspora communities also adopt
economic strategies that work within the institutionalized networks to strengthen co-ethnic
members.

As a ‘type of consciousness’ the most conspicuous trait is a tension between diasporic
identity and the ‘adopted’ national identity. It inspires an awareness of ‘multi-locality’ that drives
members to strive for a commonality of experience and identity often sought in pilgrimages and a
focus on material heritage remains. The Internet creates a space to pursue this causing Cohen to
note as early as 1996 that, ‘transnational bonds no longer have to be cemented by migration or
by exclusive territorial claims. In the age of cyberspace, a diaspora can, to some degree, beheld
together or re-created through the mind, through cultural artifacts and through a shared
imagination’ (Cohen 1996:pg.516) For religious diasporic communities, this poses the additional
consequence and challenge of disembedding a set of beliefs and practices, i.e. religion, from the
balance of their heritage, i.e. culture. This is noted by Vertovec, Ebaugh and Chafetz (2000) and
Fenggang and Ebaugh (2001) as well as others. The Zoroastrian ldentity page (2006) on the
California Zoroastrian Center’'s website is a clear example of this separation where they list the
two as Zoroastrian Religion and Zoroastrian Tradition:

The Zoroastrian Religion, which represents the ethical aspect of the culture, is
based solely on the hymns of Zarathushtra, which reflects his wisdom and
thinking. These hymns are preserved in the book of the GATHAS (poems and
songs in Persian). The Gathas reveal the way to a good life for all humans and
how to make this world a better place to live for everyone. In his poems and
songs, Zarathushtra taught that happiness, freedom and peace are based on the
three paramount principles of GOOD THOUGHTS, GOOD WORDS, and GOOD

DEEDS. These three pillars describe the foundations of Zoroastrian Doctrine.

The Zoroastrian tradition, comprising the historical aspects of Iran's rich
Zoroastrian culture encompass various written documents pertaining to
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geography, chronology, medicine, health and hygiene, law, religion, environment,
ecology and administration of urban life. These documents have been written by
many scholars and are the most valued remnants of Ancient Iran. They are
collectively preserved in the AVESTA. Therefore, the Avesta is not only a book
containing Zoroastrian daily prayers but also the repository of the History and
Culture of a very ancient people, whose deep roots extend even into the annals
of unrecorded history.

(www.californiazoroastriancenter.org/z_identity_en.htm)

Finally, as cultural production, diasporic communities both tap into and are victim to the
process of globalization. The global flow of objects, images and meanings, a theme that is central
to Barber’'s (2001) thesis of cultural homogenization due to technology, places a constant
pressure on boundaries. Adaptive strategies of heterogeneity and diversity have been seen as
central to the Diaspora experience. Global media, which for Appadurai and Breckenridge was
only electronic media such as the bulletin boards, create the, “greatest disjunctures...since in the
electronic media in particular, the politics of desire and imagination are always in contest with the
politics of heritage and nostalgia.” (Appadurai and Breckenridge 1989:pg.iii) How much more so
then the Internet with its enhanced sensory input far beyond the capabilities of electronic bulletin
boards at the time of their insight.

Hinnells explores further discussions of diaspora as it relates to the Zoroastrian community.
In his discussion one important statement stands out and is found in my study of Zoroastrian use
of the Internet: Parsis, like Iranian Zoroastrians, have a strong sense of homeland and stress their
ethnicity as Persian as a means of linking to this heritage. His observations of ancient Iranian
artifacts, symbols, and images in the homes of those he interviewed are replicated online
personalizing and conveying identity on websites and social networking sites.

Several issues are encompassed within discussion of diaspora. The impact of multicultural
environments and the transformations these initiate (Ebaugh and Chafetz 2000, Fenggang and
Ebaugh 2001, Hinnells 1996, Hinnells 2005) contribute to experiences shaped by a legacy of
exile (Grenier and Perez 2003). Again, it cannot be stressed enough, that while the sense of exile
shapes reactions and concerns and so behavior for members of the community, unlike the Cuban
legacy of exile described by Grenier and Perez, Zoroastrians do not use it to impact the society

around them. Zoroastrians then are a diaspora that experiences a unique, nuanced exile identity.
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Issues of revitalization, assimilation, fragmentation, and historical legacy and legitimacy (Hinnells
2005) are all invoked in discussion of diaspora communities and the impacts on identity. Hinnells
(2005) points out that representatives of religious diaspora groups often become the ‘gate
keepers’ as the, “...interpreters of their religion to the outside world and the filters through which
the other religions are viewed by many of their own community.” (pg.17). This is a point one
observes in the online Zoroastrian community in discussions of how the North American
community shares its faith with others and the modifications that come from such interfaith
outreach. Each website and email list functions as a ‘gate keeper’ allowing multiple individuals to
exercise their agency in defining Zoroastrianism both within the community and to the global
audience at large.

Another point that Hinnells spends some time discussing about the Zoroastrian Diaspora is
the use of history to gain access to the ‘homeland’, especially when one has been separated from
it. Such access gains the legitimacy of heritage and a claim to identity. Axel (2004) also stresses
the importance of historical origin and the traditional approach of using this as context to define
the boundaries of the diasporic community. In reaching backward to a charismatic, golden past,
we can then identify language, ethnicity, and customs as markers of the diaspora community
boundary regardless of the effects of immersion in a ‘host’ society. Zoroastrians' use of their
homeland of origin in Persia as an anchor for identity is readily apparent online. The attempts to
create collective memories and identity do not always consolidate these however, “as the macro-
politics of reproduction translates into the micro-politics of memory, among friends, relatives and
generations.” (Appadurai and Breckenridge 1989) Each individual then produces an egocentric
vision of identity tinged with their specific perceptions of what is critical to preserving. This is seen
for example in the wide variety of cultural videos posted on YouTube. The Internet encourages a
cross pollination of these images and traditions through shared links, videos and forums where
anyone can present their interpretation of doctrine and understanding of cultural history and

practice.
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Culture
Culture is closely woven into the narrative of diaspora communities, ethnicity, and religion.
Language, dress, food, kinship structures, art and architectural styles are often used to define
culture. Ethnicity and religion may or may not be included as defining an individual’s membership
within a culture. As Borofsky et al (2001) remind us, ‘culture’ is central to anthropological studies
and ubiquitous in anthropological writings, but defining it is a constant source of debate. One
common theme is a sense of shared beliefs and behaviors that at some level offer a general
sense of shared meaning. The broad spectrum and soft boundaries of the term are emphasized
by the sheer number of definitions, over 150, outlined in a review by Kroeber and Kluckhon
(1952). Wallace (1956) has a particularly insightful definition of culture that emphasizes,
indirectly, the sense of process and change inherent in it:
A human society is here regarded as a definite kind of organism, and its culture
is conceived as those patterns of learned behavior which certain "parts" of the
social organ- ism or system (individual persons and groups of persons)
characteristically display... a society will work, by means of coordinated actions
(including "cultural" actions) by all or some of its parts, to preserve its own
integrity by maintain- ing a minimally fluctuating, life-supporting matrix for its
individual members, and will, under stress, take emergency measures to

preserve the constancy of this matrix.

(Wallace 1956, pg. 265)

Feinberg (1979) considers cultural theory as being separated into two dominant schools; one
defining culture as the “totality of socially learned human phenomena” and the second “restricts
the term to shared mental-primarily cognitive-properties”. Part of the difficulty lies in the
pervasiveness of ‘culture’ as Shore (1996) illustrates in his discussion of his experiences in
Samoa: “Culture seemed to be everywhere and in everything. It was not easily pried free from the
flow of life, so that one could isolate a moment of experience and say that there, at last, was a
unit of culture for inspection.” (pg. 43) As he further lays out in his discussion, ‘cultures’ have ideal
cognitive models that serve as guidelines for behavior, and at times there are competing models
that must be chosen from which results in variations in behavior. This would suggest that culture
is a blend of cognitive modeling and actual behavior rather than strictly ‘shared mental’

properties.
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| use ‘culture’ as a term that encompasses a set of normative rules and ideals of behavior,
practices, and social interaction as well as what a group defines as generally accepted variations.
Acceptable variation is a primary issue in the discussion of Zoroastrian identity. It is important to
note that Wallace (1956) defines the ‘mazeway’ as the mental image individuals hold of their
society and culture to ‘act in ways which reduce stress’. | would suggest that this is a core
definition of ‘identity’ and so the discussion of Zoroastrian identity will engage this mental image
at various levels to decide what this image(s) is/are and what level of stress for change is
tolerable and what actions are being taken to reduce the stress that movements for change are
creating for Zoroastrians globally. “Zoroastrian” culture, like community, is not a clear cut set of
units of measure precisely because discussions debate the necessity of some rituals as well as
ethnicity as a component of being Zoroastrian. It can be generally seen to encompass the history
of the Persian peoples as the birthplace of Zarathushtra and the cradle of the religion. Regardless
of the differing perspectives of Zoroastrians worldwide, it also is agreed upon as encompassing
certain rituals such as the navjote and annual celebrations as well as the Gathas as sacred text,
and the importance of the wearing of the kusti and sedhre that is bestowed at the navjote.
Zoroastrians regard fire as sacred as well as believing in the necessity of preserving the purity of
other natural elements as water and the earth. Zoroastrian culture is intricately bound up in
religion. As Choksy (1989) illustrates, religion and ritual provide the explanation and orientation
for adherents for interpreting human existence. Their importance ‘lies in their ability to shape and
endow daily life with meaning’ (pg. xxi). He further links belief and practice with ritual in creating a
link with the past for authority in cosmogony and revelation and the future in rituals power to
transform. For Zoroastrians, ritual empowers them to assist Ahura Mazda in overcoming evil and
purifying creation. Choksy concludes underscoring the importance of historical context ‘because
people and cultures cannot be separated from their heritage. Zoroastrians online live out this truth
in every post and article aimed at preserving culture and strengthening identity through their
history. Ethnicity is seen as integral to identity precisely because of its link to heritage. The
balance of the Avestas that accrued to the Gathas cannot be discounted precisely because of

their value as heritage that is intricately woven into the logic system of theology. Pallan Ichaporia,
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a noted Zoroastrian scholar and member of the community, like Choksy (1989) emphasizes the
connection between heritage and religion so that in the Zoroastrian culture one does not exist
without the other. Ichaporia is one of the few scholars that actively posts on the Internet and his
scholarship is often cross-posted from his list to the MainstreamZoroastrians list. On February 27,
2009 in such a cross-posting by one of the members he states,

The elaboration and propagation of ritual practices over time must be elucidated

in order to comprehend fully the values attached to beliefs and practices, as

Zoroastrians and their culture cannot be separated from their heritage. IT

WOULD BE FOOLISH TO SET ASIDE THE ZOROASTRIAN RITUALS and deny

the importance of past experience, both individual and communal, on perception

and faith. In Zoroastrian rituals a symbolic relationship is established among the

actions, words, objects and substances used in the rites and the religious

universe itself.

(Dr. Pallan R. Ichaporia, MainstreamZoroastrians from Ahunaver list)

There is a widening variance in practice and belief among Zoroastrian groups as has been
noted. For this reason | rarely if at all invoke the label ‘culture’ in speaking to Zoroastrian belief
and practice. It runs the risk of presenting it as a monolithic category and it is precisely the
variations that | wish to bring out as well as their impact on identity as it is discussed online. What
then is the importance of culture to this discussion and how does culture relate to the Internet?
Rheingold (1993) clearly sets out a link in the ‘new medium’s’ behavior as a “conduit for and
reflector of our cultural codes, our social subconscious, our image of who “we” might be...” pg.
11. The Internet reproduces the culture and contributes to shaping and changing it, and for
Zoroastrians, by addressing metaphors and symbols in web design, reproducing artifacts in
pictures, reproducing linguistic artifacts in audio such as chants, prayers, music, stories of
pilgrimages and important festivals, and life markers such as weddings and navjotes. These are
the cultural vehicles and practices that create an Internet that is cultural artifact/construction and
a culture developing its own set of practices, rules and social etiquette. Drawing on Carlo
Ginzburg, Cubitt (2000) reiterates the observation that media acts as a cultural filter that “selected
and obscured preferred meanings, triggering memories and distortions, a filter that ‘continually
leads us back to a culture that is very different from the one expressed on the printed page-one

based on an oral tradition.” (pg. 133) Here, the Internet becomes the filter that presents particular

51



cultural memories, meanings, practices, and patterns of behavior which are read ‘triggering’
others to relate leading to an evolving and interactive narrative of identity. It needs be noted here
that it is a selective narrative represented by those who choose to actively participate in the virtual
world and so the narrative is that of select individuals and taken together comprise a unique
tapestry that may be distorted in some ways from that offline as there may be voices that choose
not to participate in the meta narrative of Zoroastrian identity.

Ethnicity, Religion, and Identity

Historically, ethnic identity has been malleable being associated with language, kinship, and
occupations (Smedley 1998) . As such, it has had no biological traits and is seen as a cultural
construct that targets common threads. Groups can use these as an adhesive for group solidarity
and identity, yet they carry divisive elements. Ethnicity can contribute to fragmentation from an
element of exclusivity, opposition, and competition and antagonism. Yet, these are precisely
designed to strengthen boundaries of uniqueness between ‘us’ and ‘them’. Smedley (1998)
makes the point that recent history has seen ethnicity equated with race and that ethnicity or
religious identity has been increasingly equated to a quality of one’s DNA. This strengthens a
sense of exclusivity which can play a part in revitalization efforts (Wallace 1956).

Scholars have created a wealth of studies and case histories in the course of documenting
and creating definitional criteria for ethnicity. Melville (1983) summarizes the various theoretical
approaches beginning with Wirth’s (1945) focus on conflict theory that targets four different
strategies for interethnic phenomena as a typology: assimilation, pluralist, secessionist, and
militant. Park (1950) created a processual approach for inter-ethnic cycles that de-emphasizes
causal factors in favor of integrationist factors in competition, conflict, accommodation, and
assimilation. Lieberson (1961) emphasizes migration, Shibutani and Kwan (1965) utilizes power
structures and ecological factors. Barth (1969) makes the seminal contribution in recognizing that
ethnic behavior does not always equal cultural behavior. Self-ascription becomes a significant
factor in ethnicity and is woven with objective cultural criteria. From this perspective, ethnicity is
not completely defined through blood ties. Melville stresses a political and environmental

approach where self-ascription and the flow of assimilation interacts with forces to maintain a
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unique identity. She also stresses that religion is not a factor taken into account. This perspective
highlights inter-ethnic perspectives as well which | believe, with further consideration, can be
fruitfully applied to examine the interactions of the Irani and Parsi communities as they vie for
positions of authority and leadership within the global Zoroastrian community and is a subject to
be more carefully explored in further studies. For the purposes of this study, ethnicity refers
specifically to the Zoroastrians Persian background with encompasses both blood and culture
depending on contextual references. A Zoroastrian may refer to themselves as Persian calling on
their ethnicity as a defining boundary marker from someone who is Chinese for example. When
speaking of other Persians such as Iranians who are Muslim, ethnicity incorporates cultural
aspects of language such as Dari which was adopted as a specific Zoroastrian dialect in Iran as
well as ritual practices and dress that serve as identifiers of a unique identity.

Religion as noted is intricately woven into Zoroastrian culture as it is for many. The question
of what is cultural practice and what is religious practice is a distinction many immigrants grapple
with and is fuel for cultural change for immigrant groups. One can begin to imagine the impact
this may have on a diaspora community that has groups in numerous cultures that might initiate a
variety of areas for change challenging continuity in the global diaspora community.
Zoroastrianism is traditionally rich in ritual and prayer that are communal events. How then does
this translate to online religious practice? What is religion online in actuality- a direct translation
onto the Internet in the form of taped video of services that can be archived and accessed by
adherents on demand, a place to share pilgrimages and other inspirational events, a tool to post
meetings and other information for the societal health of a religious community, or a sacred space
to practice in through cyber temples and other means of communicating with the divine through
virtual space? With religion holding such an important place in humanity’s societal structure, it is
important to understand how the Internet has impacted its practice.

Trapped in a constant tension between the modernizing influence of technology which
challenges power structures and presents opportunities, especially for youth, to question and
challenge established views, religion has successfully adopted it and used it as a tool to spread

its message through radio, television and video (Goethals 1981). The intersection of religion and
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the Internet combines two forces with far reaching power to shape culture. Hine (2000) elucidates
the stream of postmodern theory that focuses on the loss of faith, the grand narrative of
fragmentation of self and the decline of religion pointing out that contrary to expectations,
technology has become a rich arena that lends its power to engaged in empowering the search
for self. She draws in part on the concept of ‘social inertia’ theory that suggests rather that
individuals will begin utilizing new technology by transferring existing social patterns and power
structures to its use until new uses are gradually perceived and then a dynamic interaction is
created to utilize new opportunities. Religious groups have rapidly perceived the new advantages
of the Internet even as they acknowledge the dangers and challenges.

Brenda Brasher (2001) was one of the first to discuss the emergence of religion online. She
taps into the sense of ‘spiritual wonder’ and utopian perspective that the Internet is a sacred
space to more closely commune with the divine. One question is whether the Internet ‘places’ the
transcendental experience in the same way as traditional practices. Religious ritual is a
communal experience binding community within past, present, and future. It creates a bond within
the congregation that says this is how it has always been, this is how it is now, and this is how it
will always be, “...the words of liturgy can connect that which is present to the past, or even to the
beginning of time, and to the future, or even to time’s end.” (Rappaport 1999) pg. 152 The
Internet compresses time and space, an effect that will be referred to often in the course of this
discussion, creating a sense of eternal present which Brasher suggests is a ‘taste of forever'. In
this sense, the Internet can place the transcendental experience similarly to that of traditional
practice. Communion between the individual and the divine is ultimately an individual experience
and so the Internet can encourage this in meditations and virtual shrines or cyber temples
inducing a liminal experience. Communion is also between members in rituals, prayers, and
observances that bind them together as a group in the public sharing and admission of belief.
These transcendental experiences are often rooted, and especially for Zoroastrians in
observances at Fire Temples, in a multi-sensory experience. Virtual pilgrimage and cyber temples

offer a similar yet very different experience which will be touched on in chapter vi. This ‘sense of
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forever’ has contributed to the Internet as being defined as a ‘secular divinity’ (Cubitt 2000) as
well.

The Internet has been variously described as a utopian space of revolutionary power as well
as a dystopian space of illusion (Gray and Driscoll 1992, Robins and Webster 2002) and
homogenization (Barber 2001) as will be encountered in the theoretical overview of the Internet
shortly. Religion has grappled with this dichotomous perception of the Internet as well. Brasher
and others have noted the utopian joy of those who see virtual space as sacred and
transformative. Scholars and commentators have also noted the fears of religious leaders that it
is not only absent authority but is intrinsically ‘anti-authoritarian’ and a purveyor of dubious morals
and temptations (Brasher 2001) As with any media that has a transformative effect in how we
perceive the world, it draws intense reaction and efforts by both perspectives to set its agenda.
Brasher notes that concern for the, “unacceptable challenge to the particularistic worldview their
tradition espouses” (pg. xiii) has paradoxically created a drive to occupy virtual space through
religious intranets and religious search engines. Others, in efforts to reach out to the expanded
audience the Internet provides reach out in virtual shrines and other participatory venues to also
present their controlled messages.

This general overview is by no means exhaustive, but is meant to give a general sense of
how religion plays a role in community and has appropriated technology, in this case the Internet,
to strengthen itself in a rapidly changing world. The utilization of the Internet by both those
concerned about the risks of its use to believers and those seeking to capitalize on it has created
a wave of differing religious communities online. Within the U.S. alone, Pew Internet and
American Life Project found in a 2003 survey that 64% of the nation’s 128 million Internet users in
2003 have turned to the Internet for religious or spiritual matters.

The “online faithful” are devout and they use the Internet for personal spiritual
matters more than for traditional religious functions or work related to their places

of worship. But their faith-activity online seems to augment their already-strong
commitments to their congregations.

(Rainie, Clark, and Hoover 2001:pg3)
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This is for the U.S. only, but one has to wonder with the widespread sites for Pagan, Wiccan,
Buddhist, and other religions as well as the over 100 Zoroastrian sites that represent this little
known religion how extensive the use of the Internet is on a global scale. Brasher notes this trend
and offers the perception of the Internet as the ‘ultimate diaspora’. | have proposed that
Zoroastrians have followed this diaspora in a rapid increase of Zoroastrian sites and discussion
groups online which represents a third wave of diaspora for the community. The important
difference that emerges in later discussion is that these sites are created by laity who feel a need
to explain their beliefs to others and provide information for co-religionists. There is a
conspicuous absence of Zoroastrian scholars and religious leaders online as well as a
conspicuous lack of perception of the Internet as a sacred space except perhaps among the
‘restorationist’ group which, in 2009 as of the time of this writing, has created a cyber temple for

visitors to meditate on select messages in front of an image of sacred flame on the screen.

Internet; Contextual Reference and Viability

There are numerous early commentators on the impact of computers on our awareness of
ourselves (Turkle 1984) and the early history and development of the Internet and its attendant
social impacts as a next step in the development of communication technology (Jones 1995,
Rheingold 1993, Turkle 1984). The following is not an attempt to recreate this narrative; however,
a brief look at its historical, explosive growth and the extent of its current usage is relevant on
several counts: 1) It emphasizes how deeply embedded the Internet is in today’s social structure,
relevant to discussions of online community 2) Details the various types of online communication
available, 3) examines the evolution of theoretical perspectives of the Internet's transformational
power as a utopian or dystopian environment that influence current views of online interaction,
and 4) outlines how the use of the Internet as a field site and virtual ethnography is a logical next
step and valuable arena to look at culture construction cohesion, and change.

Emergence of the Internet
The Internet developed out of the first attempt in 1969 by Charley Klines at UCLA to send the

first file transfer (Howard and Jones 2004, Jones 1995). Email was first sent in 1971, mailing lists
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1972, MUD’s 1979, Usenet in 1980, and IRC (Internet Relay Chat) in 1988. The culmination of
each of these expanded capabilities was the World Wide Web launched in 1992 which came to
be known most often as the New Frontier (Lange 2008). So rapid was the growth by 1993 that it
has been labeled the year of the Internet explosion by several scholars (Jones 1995, March
1995).

In 1993 the growth of the web was already exponential. Popular press and scholars quickly
began to quote staggering figures claiming Internet user growth was doubling monthly (March
1995). Matthew Gray wrote a program he named The Wanderer to roam the Web and collect
sites; launched in June 1993, it continued to travel the web until January 1996. In June of 1993
The Wanderer counted 130 web sites, in June 1994 2,738 — an increase of 2,000%. By June of
1996 it estimated 230,000 web sites, and by January of 1997 650,000 (Gray 1996).

The GVU Center at the College of Computing in the Georgia Institute of Technology began a
series of surveys to measure and understand Internet usage beginning in January of 1994 and
conducted each October and April through October of 1998 (GVU 1998). They are important for
their focus on the backgrounds, interests and characteristics of users. Quickly evolving, they
began tracking data by education, geographical location, e-commerce, ethnicity, language, and
other cultural and ethnographic data. After only two years, the Internet showed evidence of
becoming a cultural artifact reproducing and influencing the concept of community. In October
1996 and for the remainder of the surveys conducted through 1998 ‘Community Building’ was a
category measured with the following question: “Since getting on the Internet, | have become
(more, less, equally, don’t know) connected with people like me” to attempt to gain some sense of
measure of the power of the Internet to build community and exploring the possibility of social
networks migrating to a virtual environment. In October 1997, a question focusing on ‘Community
Membership’ was also added. Table 5 below shows the reported increase of feelings of

connectedness indicative of the first developments of social networking online.
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Figure 2 Measure of Connectedness on the Internet
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(Copyright 1994-1998 Georgia Tech Research Corporation. All rights Reserved.Source:
GVU's WWW User Survey www.gvu.gatech.edu/user_surveys (GVU 1998)

Several variables were found to effect user perception of the Internet as a place for
community: geographic location, gender, age, common interests, similar professions, similar
hobbies, computer experience and later skill. On average between the sixth survey (Oct. 1996)
through the eighth (Oct. 1997), 45.54% of respondents felt more connected to those who shared
their interests since they had become active online. Those with more experience on the Internet
generally felt increasingly connected as did those who were younger. Gender was not as clear
cut. Women were more likely to feel connected with family and with those in similar life situations
while men were more likely to feel connected with those of similar hobbies and professions.
Gender appeared to affect the pathway for establishing social connections, but overall, appeared
to have little effect on a sense of community membership itself.

A sense of connectedness was an important issue to predict the feasibility and success of the
study. Indicators of Zoroastrian use of the Internet and factors that might indicate predictive
patterns were even more important in gauging at the start whether such research might be

feasible. Understanding the pervasiveness of the Internet and Zoroastrian demographics
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particularly would indicate if a fair number of individuals might be reached by online surveys. It
would also support premises that the Internet has a large enough reach to foster connectedness
and was socially embedded enough to pursue online community. Connectedness, or affective
ties, is a key feature of online community to be discussed shortly.
Zoroastrians on the Internet- Predictive Patterns

Today the Internet continues to grow in reach; the Miniwatts Marketing Group estimated
world Internet users at 1,407,724,920 for the first quarter of 2008 (Minniwatts 2008) and that of
users in areas of Zoroastrian populations is growing at significant rates. Figure 1 from the same

site graphically illustrates the distribution of users worldwide:

World Internet Users
by World Regions
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B Horth America

Bl Latin America / Caribbean
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B Oceania / Australia

Source: Internet World Stats - www.internetwarldstats. com/istats . htm
1,596, 270108 Internet users for March 31, 2009
Copyright @ 2009, Miniwatts Marketing Group

Figure 3 World Internet Usage

Table 6 below isolates the numbers of Internet users and percentage of penetration for areas of

the world with large Zoroastrian communities.
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Table 4 Internet Penetration by Region

Internet
World Reglon Usage Growth 2000- % Population Usage
g 2007/2008 Penetration i .g

(millions)
North America 129.10% 73.40% 247,637,606
United States 125.60% 71.00% 215,088,545
Canada 73.20% 66.00% 22,000,000
Middle East 1176.80% 21.30% 41,939,200
Iran 7100.00% 27.50% 18,000,000
Asia 363.40% 14.00% 530,153,451
India 1100.00% 5.30% 60,000,000
Europe 265.70% 48.00% 384,332,394
United Kingdom 162.10% 66.40% 40,362,842

(data © http://www.internetworldstats.com/ (Minniwatts 2008))

North America, while third in raw population numbers of Internet users has the highest Internet
penetration in the world. Canada and the United Kingdom also have a strong Internet penetration.
This coupled with strong Zoroastrian communities in these locations suggested that | could
expect a feasibly strong response rate from these regions. India and Iran show phenomenal
usage growth; however, while these two areas of the world have strong Zoroastrian communities,
the percent of population penetration is low suggesting that | would have a smaller percentage of
responses from Zoroastrians living in Iran and India. However, the Parsi community is highly
educated and urbanized, which | believed would offset this which has proven to be the case with
many sites based in India. FEZANA's survey of the Zoroastrian community in Canada and the
United States in 2005 found that 72% were born in India, 6% in Iran, and only 6% and 1%
respectively were born in the US and Canada (Jesung 2005). This suggested that much of the
North American response would be from an older generation that had immigrated and would be
strong in advocating identity preservation as suggested by Hinnells’ work (1996). Paradoxically,
the North American community is regarded by other Zoroastrian groups as the primary source for

change™ such as acceptance of intermarriage. | believe this springs from the same source of a
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need to revitalize the community and build a larger membership as that of traditional, orthodox
perspectives. The North American community leads in pushing for change by broadening the
boundaries of identity so as to include for example children of intermarriages within the fold.
Immigrant religions have been found to undergo intense periods of self introspection with the
second generation much less bound to tradition. | was keenly interested to see if the youth who
responded to the survey showed less conservative responses on the topics of intermarriage and
conversion and what specifically they might use the sites for.

The low penetration rates for Iran and the existence of government censorship of sites
initially led me to expect few responses from Irani Zoroastrians unless they were immigrants.
Internet penetration figures for Iran are at first glance misleading. While they suggest that only a
few individuals in a community have Internet access, the reality is that there are Internet cafes
with access available in almost every village and have been as early as 2003. Cell phone use and
Internet access through these is also widespread even in mountainous regions®® So, while Irani
Zoroastrians might not have access to the Internet from home, access is still fairly easy to obtain.
Because it is accessed in public settings and there is online censorship, certain topics might be
sensitive and this issue would have to be kept in mind when engaging in discussions with Irani
Zoroastrians online. | do not feel it impacts survey response significantly as the questions avoid
issues of Islam and comparisons between the two religions.

Society from Communication: Internet as Social Narrative

...the Internet is not growing apart from the world, but to the contrary is
increasingly embedded in it.

(Agre 1999)

Researchers were quick to recognize that with such phenomenal growth was the opportunity
to use the Internet as an information gathering tool. It was also a developing space promising to
have an immense impact on society. Technological advancements from email to IRC
culminating in the World Wide Web, were about increasing the quality and quantity of information
exchange that lie at the heart of social networks, and bringing it experientially closer to the

physical world. The Internet encapsulates the passage of information spatially and symbolically:
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Communication...means passage from one place to another... it means the
transmitting of a message. In terms of the highway, it means an unending flow of
traffic — perhaps much of it essentially aimless, a kind of search for some place
or person to help reinforce our identity, it also means the signs and billboards
and lights and signals — a chorus of communication such as no generation has
ever before seen.

(Jones 1998 quoting Jackson’s 1985 “The social landscape” pg.4)

The use of computer mediated communication is part of what Jackson, extrapolating from a study
done in Holland, sees as “the need for sociability, the need to use one’s own personal
possessions, the need to collect experiences, and the need to run dangers.”(Jones 1998) The
Internet provides a communication forum of incredible speed, instantaneous responses, unlimited
collections of experiences and risk encompassed in social interactions with both friends and
strangers. It has been a response to the rapid developments of technology that have enabled the
mobility of a world population, the birth of international corporations that reach beyond national
boundaries, and tightly woven interdependencies which are unsustainable without rapid, global
transportation and communication. Long distance communication is now narrative clothed in
audio and visual input that is interactive rather than a one way transmission of information.

One might argue that communication here is essentially limited to its efficacy as a tool rather
than a vehicle of social networking and cultural implications. Several authors however present
cogent and detailed arguments of how media is intimately tied into social networks and impacts
culture (Barber 2001, Hine 2000). Capitalism, media and entertainment are intimately associated
and become communication that is often more than simple information exchange, but rather a
reworking of cultural meaning and symbolism (Barber 2001). Information exchange becomes
narrative couched in cultural icons, symbols and metaphors. As Jones points out, narrative is an
integral part of understanding computer mediated communications. Communication that becomes
narrative becomes social interaction and carries assumptions of meaning. Kling (1995) argues
that narrative is at the heart of social movements. Mass media studies is about understanding
how storytelling, narrative and creating new worlds of identity and ‘being’ are negotiated through
media and the impact these have on perceptions various groups. Ginsberg’s (1994) examination

of the utilization of film to push forward the story of minority groups’ identity in their own words
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rather than one shaped in popular media by those peering in illustrates this dramatically. She
illustrate show native narrative through film creates a sense of empowerment allowing them to tell
others what they define as central to their experience. The Internet, as the latest development of
mass media, is the next step in the evolution of human communication and the efforts of groups
to maintain membership despite the distances that separate themselves. For the first time mass
media brings the act of creation and self revelation within reach of the average individual who can
now create and publicize their own perspective of their membership in a group be it bounded by
ethnicity, religion, shared interest or commitment for change. Identity is our way of setting forth
who we believe we are and who we wish to be. It is assumptions about those around us and the
nature of our connections to them. Zoroastrian websites readily illustrate how any individual with
access to a computer may set forth for public viewing what they see as true Zoroastrian belief
and practice. It is a communal recording and shaping of individual perceptions of identity and
truth.

Mass media studies have largely focused on television and film. Scholars have looked closely
at the effects of these forms of communication on community, religion, and identity (Ginsberg
1994, Goethals 1981). Jones (1995) extends this to detail how the Internet flows naturally along a
technological trajectory of identity and community formation and transformation on almost a daily
basis. It offers data transmission and storage enhanced by both audio and visual impact. The
creation of virtual realities engages the imagination and allows users to actively create their own
worlds and interact with others on a global scale if they choose.

Communication technologies are comprised of three important aspects: transportation,
communication, and storage. If communication is about transmission of information, then the
Internet is a vast arena of communication offering transmission of a welter of messages.
Reporters and others have begun to document the variety of uses we continue to discover for the
web as a viable communication tool and means of outreach from using it to develop the ‘softer’
skills of dental medicine in communicating with patients to connecting grandparents with
grandchildren in weekly/daily interactions through webcams, to virtual marriages that end in

emotional distress and ‘death’ of online ex-spouses (Harmon 2008, Report 2008, Yamaguchi

63



2008). As volume, quality, ease of transfer, and sensory stimulation increase, so will the demand
and versatility of the medium. Storage allows unlimited access. Offline, it seems impossible to
continually add objects, symbols and processes without releasing others, yet with the Internet we
are only limited by the technological resources available. As a result we endeavor to store
experiences and the knowledge moving from a few kilobytes of information to 150 gigabyte flash
drives that we can carry in our pockets. We are aware that we are formed of information,
“...almost as much as we are constituted by blood, skin, and bone, and that, no matter the
recording method we may use to externalize the memories and experiences we store, without us
they would not make sense.” (Jones 1998:pg.4)

Stored for relatively unlimited and continual access that can be shared and continually
updated and archived, the Internet is fluidity in time and space with a paradoxically ephemeral
quality. This fluidity has been used in scholarly debate to argue both for and against genuine
online community and identity creation in questioning the capability of the Internet to foster the
growth of social capital as well. Social structures become laterally organized producing a
decentralization of communication and authoritative hierarchy (Levy 1997, Zaleski 1997). Religion
online moves doctrine into the easy reach of the laity. Ease of access to universal stores of
sacred knowledge allow for questioning which has created different approaches to worship and
perspectives on the divine. For Zoroastrians, this has meant that many individuals have begun
posting their ‘new’ interpretations of ancient texts.

Internet Metaphors: Power to Change the World

Popular media and many scholars initially presented the Internet as a brave new world that
would revolutionize how we share knowledge and communicate with each other. From 1994-1997
(Swiss 2000) the Internet was referred to by the pervasive metaphor of the “Information highway”
and the ‘New Frontier” (Dean 2000, Lange 2008, Shields 1996) as a means of capturing what
they saw as the essence of this vibrant, new technology. Scholars perceived that it was a
transformative space capable of affecting the social fabric deeply enough to enable social
revolution (Levy 1997). Groups utilized the reach of the Internet to rally individuals around mutual

causes which ‘fostered new political and social forces’ (Schwimmer 1996:pg.562) Some pointed
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to its ability to mobilize marginalized groups through creating alternative spaces (Correll 1995,
Johnston and Laxer 2003, McLelland 2002), link diaspora groups (Bernal 2005), and revolutionize
politics and allow grass roots movements’ freedom and mobility (Johnston and Laxer 2003).
Other scholars quickly began to present counter arguments of its limited scope or dystopian
viewpoints that it was alienating and would serve to be a negative influence on community and
social networks (Putnam 2000, Robins and Webster 2002). Witte (2004) points to Nie & Erbring’'s
(2000) scathing comment that, “The internet could be the ultimate isolating technology that further
reduces our participation in communities even more than television did before it.” (Witte, pg. xv)
These arguments are intimately tied to discussion of community and philosophical perspectives of
the nature of social bonds. Zoroastrian use of the Internet, like other communities, is inevitably
tied to these metaphors of ‘new frontier’ and ‘space of isolation’ and the nuances between these
poles in perceptions of impact and value. One respondent agreed ‘absolutely!” with Nie &
Erbring’s comment when | shared it, but also emphatically stated, “BUT they (Internet etc.) also
help me to stay in touch where snail mail would have failed miserably!”
Community

This research study takes as a premise that the Zoroastrians on the Internet can be viewed
as a community. The varying ideologies, at first glance to the casual visitor, appear similar and
contribute to a sense of a single Zoroastrian community online. Deeper reading substantiates
rather several communities organized around similar ideologies, practices, and views of
appropriate means for strengthening Zoroastrianism. Community is a seemingly obvious entity
yet it is a strongly debated term in various fields such as anthropology, sociology, computer
mediated communication, and information systems. It has become a moving target being both
‘contested’ and ‘contextualized’ in academic literature. Yet community is one of the focal points of
anthropological inquiry. A single community or group of communities plays out the blueprint of a
culture embodying its rules and dictates. The nuances researchers have refined in trying to
evolve our understanding of it are key to understanding the interplay of variables that are at work
in the complex dialectic of social networking. Shared interests, limited membership, affective ties,

shared values and definitions of normative behavior, and interactions based on obligations are all
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discussed to varying degrees as structural features of community. Community, like culture is a set
of shifting reflections that defy capture into a single clear definition with no exceptions. We can
only capture a soft and shifting boundary that allows us to encircle and define a group of people
with a core worldview as contrasted against others.

How then has community been defined and what are the theoretical shifts that have emerged
in focusing on the effect of diasporas and trans-nationalism? Community, again like culture, has
been widely debated. Galston (2000) begins his discussion of the merits of the existence of online
community with Bender’s original 1978 ‘classic’ definition of community:

A community involves a limited number of people in a somewhat restricted social
space or network held together by shared understandings and a sense of
obligation. Relationships are close, often intimate, and usually face to face.
Individuals are bound together by affective or emotional ties rather than by a
perception of individual self-interest. There is a “we-ness” in a community; one is

a member.

(Galston 2000:pg.196)

Galston draws four defining features from this definition and uses them to asses the validity of
online community: limited membership, shared norms, affective ties, and mutual obligations. He
holds that Internet groups do not offer a limited membership as individuals may come and go
having no incentive to remain. Each of the other three is also examined and he concludes that
groups are too loosely tied to be considered community in the true sense of the term.
However, it is instructive to look closely at the fullness of Bender’s (1982) definition that follows:

In its deepest sense, a community is a communion...A community is an end in

itself: It may offer aid or advantage to its members, but its value is basically

intrinsic to its own existence. It does not exist to serve external or instrumental

purpose.

(Bender 1982:pg.8)

In the final analysis, community “is a communion” focusing again on the affective ties between
members and stresses that the point and perception of value lies completely within the group
rather than that as perceived by outside interests. Jumping ahead briefly to the question of online
community, compare this briefly to Baym’s (1995) claim about computer mediated communication

and community:
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...participants in CMC develop forms of expression which enable them to
communicate social information and to create and codify group-specific
meanings, socially negotiate group-specific identities, form relationships which
span from the playfully antagonistic to the deeply romantic and which move
between the network and face-to-face interaction, and create norms which serve
to organize interaction and to maintain desirable social climates.

(Baym 1995:pg.161)

Group specific norms and values and affective ties are central points for both. Bender continues
to focus on communal connections citing Max Weber's Theory of Social and Economic
Organization (pg. 136). As the ‘orientation of social action...based on a subjective feeling of the
parties, whether affectual or traditional, that they belong together.” (Bender, pg. 9), it reinforces
the idea of community as self-defined by those of the group. If they believe that together they
constitute a group then they share emotional ties that create that feeling which constitutes the
core of what creates ‘community’. | stress this here as scholars who dismiss the concept of online
community at times suggest that it does not matter if members of the community relate this sense
‘that they belong together’, if they do not meet particular criteria their sense of and the legitimacy
of community is denied.

Geographic location is often stated or assumed as inherent in defining community. Daily, face
to face interaction is seen as necessary to sustain trust and a network of ties and obligations.
Bender references another scholar, Buber (1949) in Paths in Utopia, in his chapter defining
community:

A real community need not consist of people who are perpetually together, but it
must consist of people who, precisely because they are comrades, have mutual
access to one another and are ready for one another.

(Bender 199: pg. 8)

Decades before the advent of the Internet and the effects globalization today, the value of the
affective ties among members of a group were seen as being more central to understanding
community than the actuality of physical location. Globalization, trans-nationalism, and diaspora
studies have continued to show us that social ties of responsibility and obligations may reach
across state and national boundaries (Axel 2004, Bernal 2005, Cohen 1996, Danforth 197,

Grenier and Perez 2003, Hinnells 2005, Ignacio 2005). Technological advances have impacted
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communication with exponential increases in quality, speed, and ease of access that can be used
to tie separated members creating a convergence of opportunity and need. Technological
advancement and the challenges it has presented to the perception and maintenance of ties of
community have been well documented (Hine 2000, Howard and Jones 2004, Jones 1995). Many
have opined on how the Internet removes the restrictions of space and time making the virtual
world one that transcends physical boundaries (Bromberg 1996), an unbounded space removed
from normal restrictions, for some a ‘sacred space’ to reconnect with the divine (Campbell 2005a,
Dawson and Cowan 2004, O'Leary 1996). | propose that this decoupling of geography from a
core role in defining community has opened up room in discussions for us to think of the Internet
as a space for community. It also affects anthropological field methods in encouraging and
continuing the trend begun in the 1980’s of looking at multiple field sites rather than a single locus
(Marcus 1995, Wittel 2000).

If affective ties between group members are a core component of community, how can the
Internet act to create these ties? As an interactive venue, the Internet facilitates movement of
information, money, and commodities that are shared, traded, bartered and sold. Images and
symbols are borrowed, repackaged and reconfigured across boundaries of nation and ethnicity
(Barber 2001). It is a world of self expression, a sharing of personal joys and tragedies, debates
on the purpose of life, and ideologies of how the world should be shaped. This impacts how we
understand social capital and its role in social bonding and community building; it also impacts
the importance of physical locality in building social capital and social bonds that create
community. Social capital centers on the connections between individuals, “...social networks and
the norms of reciprocity and trustworthiness that arise from them.” (Putnam 2000:pg.19) We are
presented again with the sense that community is created from links of mutual obligations and
social ties. Remember Table 5 and the already growing sense of connectedness between
individuals in the early years of the Internet. Henning and Lieberg (1996, pg. 22) point out,
“Spatial proximity does not impact the quality of contacts, only the frequency of interaction”
(Avenarius 2008:pg.154) Urban studies has thus found that alienation is not necessarily fostered

by increased distance where communication exists, and social capital is built in trust and
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interactions the feasibility of which the Internet supports. Distance then, when balanced by speed
and richness of sensory input to convey emotive context coupled with the option for face to face

interaction, is supportive of community building.

Current Research: Online Communities
...why argue about an online forum being a community or not?...Is there some
power to be had in claiming a word like “community”? Might this debate be
important in the context of a group’s struggle for greater representation in the
larger (potentially global) society?

(Watson 1997:pg.102)

Why do we agonize over the idea of online community? In the undue emphasis on
physicality, in needing to ‘verify’ our ‘truth’ of observation, we have given undue emphasis on
guantity over quality — duration of social ties over the tenor of communication along those social
ties. As Watson and others have aptly conveyed in case studies, online groups offer individuals
emotional and other benefits as well as a means of influencing the larger social fabric. “Virtual
communities are social aggregations that emerge from the Net when enough people carry on
those public discussions long enough, with sufficient human feeling, to form webs of personal
relationships in cyberspace.” (Rheingold 1993:pg.5) A deeply illustrative example is David
Weinberger’s observation about the tremendous outpouring of emotional narrative online about
the attacks on the twin towers on September 11, 2001 in New York: “Now, for the first time, the
nation and the world could talk with itself, doing what humans do when the innocent suffer: cry,
comfort, inform, and, most important, tell the story together.”(Rainie, Clark, and Hoover
2001:pg.2). If one were to doubt this statement as being interpretive, the following by Marian is a
direct communication of the sense of connection that individuals have come to understand
through virtual relationships: “Although | had accessed the Internet before in a professional
capacity, | entered virtual reality this time actively seeking communion with others.” (Palandri and
Green 2000:pg.633)

Cultural phenomena via computer mediated communication (CMC) is a growing research

field increasingly embraced by social scientists whose methods have been in turn utilized to
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produce case studies of virtual communities and addresses issues of online ethnography. Earlier
work focused on the Internet as a tool for communication in the workplace (Hine 2000, Sproull
and Keisler 1991). In the 1990’s (Etzioni and Etzioni 1999) the focus of discussion turned largely
from validity of online community to evaluation of the impact of the Internet on the nature of social
networks with community and identity becoming the focus of interdisciplinary studies (Lind 1999).
Computer Mediated Communication and media studies in general were the first to recognize and
redefine community and culture in light of the Internet (Jones 1995, Silver 2000). A variety of
terms have entered into the common vocabulary of researchers from different disciplines: cyber
culture (Levy 1997), virtual culture, online community (Etzioni and Etzioni 1999), virtual
community (Etzioni and Etzioni 1999, Paccagnella 1997).

Jones (1995) posed the following challenge, “How will sociologists, ethnographers,
communication scholars and anthropologists, for instance, grapple with issues related to studying
electronic communities?” (pg. xvii) Researchers began answering this challenge by producing a
rich set of ethnographic studies to understand how individuals and existing communities were
incorporating the Internet into their daily lives as well as creating new social networks and
communities (Baym 1995, Hampton and Wellman 2003, Hampton and Wellman 1999, Howard
and Jones 2004, Jones 1998, Markham 1998, Miller and Slater 2003, Mitra 1997, Shaw 1997,
Turkle 1995, Watson 1997) With the expansion of the Internet in the early 1990’s, scholars began
to focus on culture, identity, and online community as created, fragmented, and reconfigured
through technology (Bromberg 1996, Fernback 1997, Howard and Jones 2004, Jones 1995,
Jones 1998, Rheingold 1993, Shields 1996, Turkle 1995). Several scholars also began to note
how the virtual shaped and ‘inscribed’ identity through use of avatars and other virtual ‘bodies’
such that ‘technology as a mode of being’ evolved (see Markham 1998 for an overview). Scholars
then turned to developing tools of terminology and methodology to better gather information and
understand the structure and complexity of the online experience, the ethics of online participant
observation, and shifting perspectives between observer and observed (Beaulieu 2005, Beaulieu
2004, DiMaggio et al. 2001, Gatson and Zweerink 2004, Hine 2000, Hine 2008 , James and

Busher 2006, Mann and Stewart 2004, Seymour 2001, Stewart and Williams 2005, Williams
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2007, Witte 2004, Wittel 2000) One area that is emerging in importance is religion on the Internet,
a many faceted phenomena only beginning to be explored. (Brasher 2001, Campbell 2005a,
Campbell 2005b, Dawson and Cowan 2004, McKenna and West 2007, O'Leary 1996)

As mentioned earlier, the Internet was quickly seen as a space that would revolutionize social
power structures. Several studies of marginal communities have been done that look closely at
how the Internet provides a space for challenging the existing social order either directly or
indirectly by creating spaces for those outside the mainstream, and how it provides a refuge
encouraging and supporting group formation and cohesion (Amichai-Hamburger 2008, Futrell and
Simi 2004, McLelland 2002, Simi and Futrell 2006). The concept of the Internet as ‘free space”
linking separated communities has been well documented (Futrell and Simi 2004, Polletta 1999)
This approach has been utilized in part in this study to understand the Zoroastrian community’'s
efforts at strengthening bonds as a minority in at times hostile environments whose unique ethno-
religious identity is being subjected to extreme stress from competing demands of diaspora and
modernity.

Reality or lllusion
Indeed, the creation of new worlds is at the heart of what all new communication

technologies seem to be destined for. Part of that creative process involves
narrative, part involves technology, and part involves social interaction.

(Jones 1995:pg.4)

Creation and the creative process between individuals and technology are common themes
(Baym 1995, Hine 2000, Jones 1995, Kelty 2005, Lopez-Gulliver, Sommerer, and Mignonneau
2002, Turkle 1984, Turkle 1995) As Turkle’'s pioneering work illustrated and others have since
continued to consider, the Internet’s fluidity and inherent capabilities for creation and exploration
of identity as well as the corresponding option for anonymity or misdirection are intricately linked.
One of the early concerns of scholars was that this creativity and an apparent disconnect from
reality begged the question of authenticity. If the authenticity of an individual's identity is
unanchored in physical presence - their words unsupported by body language - how would one
separate possible ‘illusion’ created in the virtual world from ‘reality’? By extension, how would one

create authentic community in such an atmosphere?
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Markham (1998), in noticing the dichotomy of ‘real’ vs. ‘virtual’ expressed by many scholars in
approaching studies of the Internet, makes this a central thread of her online study. She
underscores the nature and value of relationships as defined by participants and the emotional
investment that they create. It is reminiscent of Bender’s statement that community is an end in
and of itself and the value of it is defined by those involved.

Sherie refused the distinction once more...In the same way, | asked Sherie how
“real” her experiences in the Internet were. She replied, “how real are
experiences off the Internet?...they’re equivalent. they’re not the same, but I'm
still emotionally and intellectually invested in them, physically too even.” “What do
you mean?” | asked. “i get as emotionally upset and physically stressed over a
flame war as i do over a conflict that i'm a part of.” Again, Sherie rejected my
efforts to separate online and offine experiences into real/not real

distinctions...Sherie seemed to focus on the fact that selves or relationships
exist, regardless of the context.

(Markham 1998: pg.207)

The distinction between real and virtual in many ways is only as valid as that made by the
participants themselves.

Robins and Webster (2002) present a more cautious view of the dichotomy between ‘real’
and ‘virtual’. They directly question Levy's (1997) utopian view of online communications that
place a greater value on knowledge as created by the virtual- a “disembedded” knowledge — as
versus the embedded knowledge anchored in ‘territorialized’ knowledge spaces set in real-world
geographies. They state:

How is it, we would want to ask, that the ‘new universe’ of knowledge has come

to seem more ‘real’ and meaningful than other — embodied and situated- kinds of
knowing and engaging with the world?

(Robbins and Webster: pg. 240)

In their view cyberspace is a, “...sequestered space, one that has lost touch with the world's
realities — and consequently functions according to the belief that the world in which most of us
still want to live no longer has any reality.” (pg. 241) Rheingold’s description of his experiences in
The Well alone would seem to counter Robins and Webster's monolithic characterization of

online group interactions as socio-economic aggregations. Against the wealth of information

being discovered, it seems clear that Robbins and Webster have collapsed all interests into one
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monolithic sphere disregarding nuances of difference and the strong emotions and ties that some
interests provoke.

Shared interests can create strong emotional bonds and obligations depending on the nature
of the interest. Social movements, for example, revolve around common interests for change.
Etzioni and Etzioni (1999) suggest that community entails a commitment at least in part of shared
values, meanings and identity as well as a set of interrelated relationships that reinforce one
another. So while a social movement may be focused primarily on a shared interest, the
interaction online necessitates a dependency among individuals in the group to meet
responsibilities and mutual need. Online communities then may be short lived having shifting
boundaries that continually intersect others for a fluid movement of members as individual's
interests and needs change. But they form nonetheless a community and cannot be solely
evaluated on their duration and the fluidity of membership. We find then that it is no different in
some ways than the shifting, contextualized boundaries of identity that Baumann (1996) observes
offline.

The Internet as both technological and cultural phenomenon (Hine 2000, Mann and Stewart
2004, Wilson and Peterson 2002); this interaction and the socio-cultural impact and development
of online community is linked in the concept of empowerment:

Empowerment is a concept that links individual strengths and competencies,
natural helping systems and proactive behavior to social policy and social
change (Rappaport 1984). In other words, empowerment links the individual and
his or her well-being to the wider social and political environment in which he or
she functions. From a psychological perspective, empowerment links mental
health and well-being to mutual help and to the creation of a responsive
community (Perkins & Zimmerman, 1995). Indeed, personal and social change

relies extensively on various methods of empowerment (Bandura, 1988; Ozer &
Bandura, 1990)

(Amichai-Hamburger 2008:pg.1776)

Empowerment does not occur in a vacuum of social bonds based merely on ‘shared interest'.
Social movements are about empowerment, building consensus and community around shared
values, interests, and worldviews that then instigates and/or sustains change. Empowerment

drives social movements that are aimed at building collective identity. Collective identity,
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community, and communion converge in this sense of empowerment. McAdam notes this in the
experience of volunteers for voter registration drives among African American communities in the
1964 Freedom Summer campaign, “The volunteers had discovered a powerful sociological truth:
the most satisfying selves we well ever know are those that attach to communities and purposes
outside our selves.” (McAdam 1988:pg.138) Internet is a place of action and social process where
individuals often engage in empowerment through sharing life events- births, deaths, sickness,
relationships - and in contextualizing these among similar life events of others better understand
their own. Like offline exchanges, that sense of empathy and membership in a group if only of
shared experiences creates a pre-figurative space that acts as a prelude and motivation for face
to face interactions such as the picnic and periodic gatherings (Rheingold1995), and small
impromptu gatherings and conventions (Gatson and Zweerink 2004).

Robins and Webster (2002) base their argument against the strength of online
community on a perceived lack of a “dynamic knowledge space. Yet the Internet is exactly that —
a ‘dynamic knowledge space’ offering opportunities to establish connections. An early example is
the 1993 implementation of email connections to the White House by the Clinton Administration in
the United States:

Today...for the first time in history, the White House will be connected to you via

electronic mail. Electronic mail will bring the Presidency and this Administration

closer and make it more accessible to the people.

(Letter from the President and Vice president, June 1, 1993 White House announcement)

It placed heavy emphasis on the connections that would be established between the common
person and the Administration and the accessibility it provided. The sense of connection through
virtual communication is echoed time and again on various sites. Successful connectivity draws
on authenticity of intent and interaction. The declaration on The Well's homepage illustrates this
authenticity that is built into the accepted communal and cultural norms of the online group:

“Membership is not for everyone: partly because we are non-anonymous here.

This means that as a member, you know the names of the people you're talking

with and they know you, leading to real relationships.”

(The Well, http://mww.well.com: 2008)
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This policy is the same as that adopted by the MainstreamZoroastrians Yahoo! group to preserve
the legitimacy of the interactions and community ties as indicated in the disclaimer included at the
bottom of all emails: “The MainstreamZoroastrians (MZ) is a private mailing list of and for
voluntary members. Mails on MZ are confidential and for members only.” Meaning is not inherent
in the stream of electronic pieces of virtual communication, but “The meaning of the bits comes
from the patterns which they make, from the software which is used to interpret them, and of
course from the users who send and receive them” (Hine 2000: pg. 2) Behind all the ‘bits’ lie
people who use them to create patterns of information that are mutually intelligible, that have
social significance which taken as a whole comprises a distinct group culture. Material forms and
their endowments of social and symbolic meaning guide the ways that technology and thus the
virtual is used and understood in everyday life. Social obligations and interactions are extended
from offline to online life and layered with similar social and symbolic significance. The familiar
weave of human interaction is even more evident in the daily, organic evolution of social
networking sites such as MySpace, Facebook, and LunarStorm.
Today’s Online Communities and Social Networking

It has become clear that the discussion is no longer about the validity of the existence of
online communities, but about understanding how they are cultural constructions that contribute
to identity construction, community building, and at times cultural change. Social networking sites
take Hine's (2000) observation that web pages are less bounded and, in a wider array of
applications coupled with the profile paradigm, further emphasize the highly integrated web of
social networks that stretch across the Internet. They move beyond ‘web spheres’ (Schneider and
Foot 2008) seen as groups of links that connect websites of similar interests and/or information
together in a loose network; they now link individuals and groups in constant ripples of shifting
interests and group memberships. These ripples, like interactions in the physical world, create
intersecting spheres of influence and exchanges. Zaleski (1997) notes how this had already
begun to impact the hierarchy of authority of religion as it moved online. These interlocking,
intersecting spheres and the ability to ‘surf’ from one site to another produces a horizontal rather

than vertical structuring of authority. This is a feature that more liberal Zoroastrian sites have
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capitalized on to escape the structured authority of a hereditary, orthodox priesthood that would
restrict membership as will be discussed in greater detail

The map in Figure 2 is a humorous and instructive look at the world of online social
networking sites. It is instructive in that it reminds us that the virtual online communities that are
created within these social networking sites such as Facebook, MySpace, Lunarstorm, and others
have boundaries that are reflected in the shared interests, political views, and activities they
engage in. In the embodiment of these sites as ‘countries’, we are reminded of the reproduction

of culture and community.
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Boyd and Ellison (2007) offer a detailed and instructive look at the definition, history, and
scholarship that has been done on social networking sites which | will rely on here to give a brief
overview. The embeddedness of the virtual in social networks is exemplified in one of the unique
features of social networking sites: their articulation and visible embodiment of social networks
through Friend’s lists. Profile pages allow the user to employ a variety of features such as video
and photo sharing, built in blogging, instant messaging, and audio recordings to share and
strengthen world views. Profile pages are unique constructions allowing users to ‘type oneself
into being’ as Sundén 2003 vividly notes. (Boyd and Ellison 2007: pg.2) Some sites are designed
specifically for ‘identity-driven’ categories that center on ethnicity, religion, political agendas, or
sexual orientation. Ning is a recent platform that encourages the development of groups that have
a specific focus such as Paganism for example. Dogster and Catster allow owners to create
profiles specifically for their pets. Sites like Twitter interface with mobile technology so that
individuals can stay in touch with friends even while away from the computer.

One of the most significant points that they make about their scholarship and that of others in
a special issue on social networking sites is that these sites are primarily organized around
people, not interests. Herein lays the continual evolution of the interaction between technology
and individuals in creating culture and cultural artifact. Additionally, the inevitable link between
offline and online lives and the interaction of the two is dramatically illustrated in the collapse of
social contexts. With sites like MySpace and Facebook users are suddenly faced with bosses and
former acquaintances as well as close friends. Many now create public and private profiles as
employers ask for and search profiles to gain insight into potential or current employee beliefs
and actions — herein identity is on display. Many of these sites are identity driven according to
perceived membership by ethnicity, nationality, sexual orientation, religion, and cultural affiliation.
In all there are a variety of roles, as in offline communities, that members take in participating in
the social evolution of the network of individuals. They may be ‘passive members, inviters, and
linkers’ (Boyd and Ellison 2007: pg. 10) The communities are fluid organisms with traditionally a
general hierarchy of authority embodied in the moderator. As Rheingold (1995) discusses in a

dedicated community the membership also polices itself applying sanctions, even if it only be
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ostracism, where behavior is unacceptable and threatens the security and social fabric that is
established within the accepted norms online. This is very true of social networking sites which
monitor for abusive language in public forums and establish varying guidelines for erotic and
nude images that follow the same reasons that offline communities monitor such behavior. There
is a definite sense of public and private and what are appropriate displays of behavior. Concerns
about online predators and the presence of minors on open sites also encourage the
implementation of social norms, restrictions, and codes of behavior. As will be seen in chapter vi,
the social networking site of Z-book created for Zoroastrians debates similar issues of socially
acceptable behavior. This is complicated in part by its religious identity and the membership of
both liberal and traditional Zoroastrians that carry offline debates of ritual, intermarriage, and
conversion as well as social events and professional networking to this social space where some
wish to remove the religious aspect completely. The sometimes acrimonious exchanges highlight

the conflict created in trying to excise religion from ethnicity in Zoroastrian identity.

Anthropology and the Internet: CyberAnthropology

Scholars note anthropology’s early reluctance to embrace the Internet and address Jones’
(1995) challenge of grappling with electronic communities (Dickey 1997, Schwimmer 1996, Stone
1997, Stone 1998, Wilson and Peterson 2002). Initially the Internet was a tool to enhance
conventional scholarship rather than a means of creating new scholarship or as a new form of
field site. New technology offered faster and wider communication through e-mail discussion lists,
USENET newsgroups, online journals, and digitized sound and visual aids to expand on the
impact of traditional scholarship. Traditional theory on community, culture and the very nature of
ethnography defined the locus of social interaction as face to face with other media being
supplementary. Media was peripheral to culture; technology in general often was seen as a
context, showcase, and reproduction of culture. At the same time mass media studies recognized
the power of television and film for example to create a narrative, a story, to shape perceptions of
identity and by extension community (Dickey 1997, Ginsberg 1994, Goethals 1981). It seems

paradoxical that anthropologists were so reluctant to embrace the concept of community online. It
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is interesting to note that even with this seeming lack of interest ANTHRO-L, a general
anthropology list distributed from the State University of New York, Buffalo, had threads that
discussed the possibility of online groups constituting a community (Schwimmer 1996, pg 562).
Others quickly recognized anthropology as a discipline ‘well-placed” for the study of online

communities (Escobar 1994, Escobar 1995, Wilson and Peterson 2002). Axel (2004) emphasizes
that the Internet ‘compel(s) anthropologists to rethink their disciplinary procedures of knowledge
production’. (pg. 26) Steadily the Internet has become seen as a cultural construct and culture in
and of itself rather than simply a tool. Combined with the redefining of community as decoupled
from set geographic boundaries and multiple field sites becoming a valid paradigm under the
impact of trans-nationalism and diaspora rather than restricted to a single limited location, there
has been created room to consider the Internet as another place/space to discover cultural
practices, identity formation, knowledge production, and religious practices. Within two years of
the Internet’s introduction, Escobar (1994) was heralding it as a ‘new domain’ in anthropological
studies:

The study of cyberculture is particularly concerned with the cultural constructions

and reconstructions on which the new technologies are based and which they in

turn help to shape...any technology represents a cultural invention, in the sense

that it brings forth a world; it emerges out of particular cultural conditions and in
turn helps to create new ones.

(Escobar 1994: pg. 211)

Early efforts to grapple with and study the impacts of the Internet and virtual communications
emerged as the anthropology of technoscience (Escobar 1994, Hakken 2001), anthropology of
science and technology, cyborganthropology, cyberanthropology, anthropology of cyberspace
and cyberculture (Escobar 1994, Escobar 1995). One of the first formal projects to strengthen
recognition of these studies was a two-panel session at the AAA meetings in 1992 (Escobar
1994). Hakken, Escobar, and David Hess in commentary of Escobar underscore the difficulties of
establishing these studies. Their importance lies in understanding social formation reproduction

which is a cross disciplinary field where,

79



Its distinctive feature is a special kind of knowledge networking, a seamless
dialectic between production of certain privileged symbolic representations of the
character of various “realities” [science] and the construction of special artifacts [
technology] used in related practices/performances.

(Hakken 2001: pg. 535)

Within a growing acceptance as a valid arena of study, researchers have been faced with the
task of fitting it into existing theory and creating new theoretical perspectives to explain virtual
phenomenon. Some interpret it as a derivative of existing social communication as discussed by
Axel (2004, 2007). The Internet also became interpreted as a tool that individuals used to extend
a self already developed and to create ties with others of the same world view. Axel cautions that
it is more than a ‘simple derivative’ of existing social communication and | would add social
structures. Anthropologists and others must keep in mind that the Internet, as a ‘new mode of
subjectification’ may be used to transmit a focused/limited identity facet as in Axel's case study of
Sikh torture and martyrdom. In this way it can be used to shape identity in selective presentations
of tradition and belief. Wittel (2000) draws on the sociologist and communications scholar
Castells’ (1996) concepts of ethnography of ‘fields’ vs. one of ‘networks’ to illustrate the
methodological shift to ethnographies of multiple field sites that focus on the connections and
flows of ideas and people and a view of contextualized culture for a decentered notion of ‘field’
among others in reevaluation anthropological approaches to ethnography with the challenge of
the Internet.

A search of databases for ‘community’, ‘ethnography’ and other standard terminology within
anthropology reveals hundreds if not thousands of entries testifying to the well established place
they have in the field. Earlier discussions of Hakken and Escobar highlight the birth pains of this
growing field of interest and its position perched between interest studies and a true
subdiscipline. | would claim that it is still not mainstream within anthropology, but the growing
scholarship summarized by Escobar (1994), Wilson and Peterson (2002), and virtual
ethnographies such as those of Bernal (2005), Guimaraes (2005) and others highlighted variously

through out this discussion point to its growing importance in a world of constant movement of
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peoples, globalization, and struggles for control of national identity and independence for minority
ethnicities and religious enclaves that crave a homeland of their own.
Virtual Ethnography
An ethnography of the Internet can look in detail at the ways in which the
technology is experienced in use. In its basic form ethnography consists of a
researcher spending an extended period of time immersed in a field setting,
taking account of the relationships, activities and understandings of those in the
setting and participating in those processes. The aim is to make explicit the
taken-for-granted and often tacit ways in which people make sense of their lives.

(Hine 2000:pg.4)

Culture is the how and means of ‘people make(ing) sense of their lives’. In that culture is
created and reproduced online, so too can ethnography be practiced online moving through the
same avenues of communication and experience. Ethnography has been the cornerstone of
anthropology. The boundaries of the field site are defined by the researcher who deliberately
picks themselves up out of their customary life and rhythm to put themselves in a physical space
literally and figuratively set apart by different sounds, sights, customs and perspectives of the
world. On his/her return a story of different customs and world view is recounted. It can be seen
as a rite of passage both for the researcher and ideally for those reading the account. One need
only think on the customary stories in anthropological literature of culture shock and disorientation
and Van Gennep’s ‘separation, liminality, and reincorporation are evident (Van Gennep 1960).
Ethnography then is a separation from family and friends, a liminal period in the field, and
reintegration through the process of storytelling to make sense of events and shift the status of
anthropologist from ‘outsider’ back to ‘insider’. The legitimacy of the story rests on several
considerations: the reality of lived field experience, the authority of the speaker, the authority and
legitimacy of informants, and a holistic experience. Ethnography’s authority has relied traditionally
on ‘...travel, experience and interaction.” (Hine 2000:pg. 44)

It has been implicit, until recently, that field work then is a face-to-face event where
ethnographic methods walk the balance between reflexive engagement and passive observation
in an attempt to create a holistic experience while preserving an objective distance. Participation

and interaction confirm an experience grounded in a physical locality, a bounded space with
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assumptions of prolonged living at the field site with observations, interviews, photographs or
some form of visual representation of life lived in the midst of others’ lives. These expectations
extend to learning local skills, techniques and ideally collecting samples of local art, tools, and
clothing — any tangible evidence of a lived experience. The authority of the speaker/researcher is
grounded in a ‘conceptual distance’ which again has been assumed as only possible by
physically leaving behind accepted routines and perspectives and immersing oneself in those
wholly different. The authority and legitimacy of the informant(s) is critical to the success of the
story — if one cannot watch the face of the speaker, watch how they interact with others in the
community then how can one be sure that they are telling the truth as they know it. Interaction at
the site of the defined community allows the researcher to validate the authenticity of their facts.
Finally, the story is expected to be a complete account of life in the community, a sense of a
representative picture of the ‘other’.

This brings up two issues that must be addressed in moving from ethnographic studies at a
physical location to one that is located in the virtual world. First, Hine (2000) discusses how the
ethnographer must involve themselves in online activities of a community so as to immerse
themselves in the equivalent of day to day activities. As Markham noted,

...I found myself struggling to force our interaction to fit into my made-for-face-to-
face interview protocol template. ...it seems | wanted to simply to add online
interaction to my research procedures; but the more | talked with Beth, the more |
realized that merely incorporating online interaction into my research efforts as a

tool to collect texts wasn't working very smoothly...this wasn't just a tool to study
the context, it was the context of the study.

(Markham 1998: pg. 89)

Markham discovered that to understand the community she was watching meant that she had to
participate online, learn the language and skills to navigate the environment, engage in building
relationships to better understand the process of building emotional connections and life online.
Another issue that Hine (2000) also touches on is the relevance of offline behavior to online
behavior touching on the reality and authenticity of online interactions returning us to a premise
grounding the privileged place of face-to-face ethnography. “If one cannot watch the face of the

speaker, watch how they interact with others in the community then how can one be sure that
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they are telling the truth as they know it?” However, if one is seeking to understand the identity
and behavior of individuals online, then it is precisely the online interactions and establishments
of relationships that is priority. The research question itself dictates in some contexts that offline
actions are extraneous. In some, it requires an equal understanding of both and how they may
interact.

This study seeks first to map out the presence of Zoroastrians online, understand their
perceptions of value, and then begin to understand how expressions of identity. To better
understand better then the relationships, activities and identity evolving for the Zoroastrian
community online, the ethnographer must be present in the online environment to take, “account
of the relationships, activities and understandings of those in the setting and participating in those
processes” as Hines suggests. Researchers have come to realize that the Internet is a cultural
arena (Guimaraes Jr. 2008 , Hine 2000, Hine 2008 , Mann and Stewart 2004). As Mann and
Stewart (pg. 7) state, “...the Internet is both a technological and a cultural phenomenon.” This
phenomenon creates a dialectic between on and offline events, perspectives, and interactions
that we must recognize for their dialogue which contributes to identity creation. The study
guestion thus directs that online participation is integral and authentic; to better realize how the
Internet impacts identity, further research into offline identity will also be necessary to make
comparisons and understand changes that the Internet may be creating. Rheingold illustrates this
interaction vividly in recounting how the Well community organized a picnic and his intense
reactions of excitement and curiosity at meeting ‘strangers’ for the first time that he had shared
intense experiences with online and considered friends. This experience was often in the back of
my mind as | met Zoroastrians online and hoped to have the opportunity to meet them in person,
watched conversations online that introduced Zoroastrians from around the world and watched
announcements for meetings and conferences. Participant observation strongly brings home the
truth of Wilson & Peterson’s statement that, “...the recursive relationship between virtual & offline
interactions cannot be ignored.” (pg. 454) Etzioni and Etzioni (1999) illustrate the benefits to be
gained from a hybrid approach that captures both the emotive richness of face to face

ethnography as well as the richness of computer mediated communication.
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Physical field sites are fairly easily bounded so that the researcher has clear demarcations of
opportunities for information gathering, resource management, and helps reduce factors that
would overwhelm and complicate the focus of the research question. The fluid nature of the
Internet creates an ever expanding field site. This presents the challenge of an ever evolving set
of complexities and expanding sources of information and new and exciting places to explore and
individuals to meet. This presented two assets and an additional challenge for this study. The
public nature and intricate web of far reaching, interconnecting social networks online means that
word travels much more quickly than in a traditional field site. This phenomenon is described as
webs spheres that trace social linkages often reflecting similar worldviews, ideology, and interests
(Schneider and Foot 2008). Introductions are much more critical as first impressions have a much
greater impact on whether individuals and ultimately the community will be willing to engage in
conversation. This very challenge if handled with care and consideration for respondent’s
perspectives and sensibilities offers a much greater flexibility as well.

Planning a virtual ethnography entails much of the same planning as traditional ethnographic
research but calls for rather different approaches. If the virtual ethnography does not include a
face to face component the researcher is challenged to use a variety of online sources that
incorporate visual and audio options. As the virtual arena relies more heavily on text
communication, a familiarity with common “Netiquette” such as abbreviations (i.e. lol) and graphic
symbols that are commonly used to denote emotional overlays to the text is critical to following
nuances of meaning and intent. Technology such as chat rooms and IM can be utilized to
conduct interviews as well as synchronous virtual conferences though these are best run by
moderators with training. The following is a list of challenges and advantages of qualitative
research using the Internet drawn from Mann & Stewart (2000, Ch. 2).

Advantages:

e Extending Access to Participants
e Wide Geographical Access
e Access to Hard to Reach Populations- eg. Mothers at home, individuals with

disabilities, medical concerns.
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e Closed Site Access- eg. Hospitals, religious communities, military, groups
with different visible attributes: gender, social strata etc.

e Sensitive issues — instances where participants may be reluctant to discuss
face to face.

e Identify and access groups with specific interests

e Savings in Cost and Time

e Eases demands of locating convenient venue for participants

¢ Reduces transcription, recording costs. Text already produced, reduces
issues of mis-representation, reduces transcription bias and researcher
interpretation overlay on participant intent.

e Data tracking and coding is facilitated

e Safe environment for marginalized groups

Challenges:

e Computer literacy (both for interviewer and respondent)

e Focus Group Moderator Training: time and cost

e Development of skill set for contacting and recruiting participants

¢ Need to research legal and ethical considerations, consent forms.

e Difficulty in providing rewards for participation/ co-operation.

¢ Need to develop interactive skills online: familiarize oneself to Netiquette.

e Loss of access to participants due to movements of personal accounts, loss
of participant access to network etc.

e Nature of technology-skill and cost- limits participant pool to particular gender,

socio-economic level etc. in some areas.

Ethics and the ability to apply traditional logic and technique has been the focus of much virtual
ethnography even when they are specific case studies. Even in case studies, scholars have been
tightly focused on a sense of ‘culture shock’, but often overshadowing the traditional feelings of
interacting with a different set of norms and worldviews is a sense of adjustment to the subtle
differences in being in the online environment. One is home, but not home in working within one’s
own culture and environment while simultaneously interacting with others who may live on the
other side of the globe. Scholars have turned to refining approaches for online studies to develop
techniques for capturing a clearer view of cultural development and interactions as created in
virtual reality. Studies have turned to avatars in identity work, mapping out social networks

through web spheres for example. Hine (2005) approaches virtual ethnographic methodology
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through drawing together several authors who present various case studies, some which have
been referenced throughout this study. Working from a micro, macro, and mezzo level,
(Jankowski and van Selm 2008 ) scholars can further refine these techniques to begin
developing an understanding of how the virtual world and the physical interact and perhaps build

predictive techniques to explain how cultural groups move between these two realities.

Online Zoroastrian Community: Current Research

To date, with the exception of John Hinnells’ work, there has been no systematic look at the
social dynamics of Zoroastrian use of the Internet (Hinnells 2005). The ensuing years since
Hinnells’ overview has only served to confirm and strengthen his observations. He makes several
points that will be used as a roadmap for comparing and evaluating current Zoroastrian Internet
sites.

As he points out, sites are fluid - appearing, disappearing, becoming inactive, undergoing
continual revision, redesign and additions. Almost all of the sites that he reviews are still
operating and have been joined by numerous others. The site at Stanford that Hinnells refers to
as one of the ‘earliest effective sites’ was still in place though inactive when this study began in
2004. Today in 2009 it is the only site that has been archived®’. Three sites that | identified in
2004 are no longer online, and less than six are online but inactive. This | believe is a testimony
to the value Zoroastrians find in their sites as well as the commitment of the community to utilizing
technology to improve links between members and the fierce commitment to debating concerns.
There is a continuing use of transitory and long term chat rooms and lists that are created
sometimes for only a single debate or incident in which individuals argue passionately and
fiercely for values and tenets held to be sacred and inviolate.

Hinnells succinctly documents the spectrum of Zoroastrian sites. They continue to span a
spectrum from orthodox sites such as the World of Traditional Zoroastrianism through more
liberal sites such as the Zarathushtrian Assembly as well as those by converts such as Ron
Delavega’s Zoroastrianism.cc. The Swedish liberal site the Zoroastrian Community has come

down several times over the last few years, but appears to be the only site with noticeable
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fluctuations in presence. There are now additional sites that actively champion conversion and,
based on conversations on the orthodox list MainstreamZoroastrians, the growth of liberal sites
has far outpaced those of the orthodox perspective. A strong new site is the World Alliance of
Parsi Irani Zarathoshtis (WAPIZ) established to ‘strengthen the Voice of Tradition’. Hinnells
maintains that the websites are most often the point of view of a single perspective with relatively
little engaged dialogue. They are platforms for presenting a particular worldview, a particular set
of tenets and beliefs. This continues to be the case for most sites; however, newer sites have
begun to take a more neutral stance as news portals.

Intermarriage and conversion continue to be central issues of debate and identity on
Zoroastrian sites. The debates that arise continue to be as passionate as Hinnells documents
from research in 2002. Rituals and practices of worship continue to be documented online on
sites and on list groups. One of the most important issues that Hinnells documents is the core
differences in worldview between traditionalists and reformists which is at the heart of discussions
of identity. For traditional Zoroastrians their religion and heritage is being appropriated and
‘hijacked’, for reformists the vision of Zarathushtra is being reduced to an exclusionist racial
phenomenon.

What then does this study add to the information Hinnells documents? One of the aims is to
add time depth to our understanding of Zoroastrian sites- how have they perhaps changed and
evolved, grown or declined. Another is to gain a clearer understanding of the users of these sites
and to delve deeper into an understanding of the impact of the Internet on Zoroastrians and if
they have indeed established a third wave of diaspora into the virtual world. The Zoroastrian sites
he describes function very much as a tool for communication, what of its sense of sacred space
and how does it compare perhaps to other religions online? Finally, how does contemporary
Zoroastrianism appear online? Is it essentially a group with a continuum of varying theology, does
it follow traditional Zoroastrianism with an internal focus on community issues and preserving
ethno-religious identity, does it reach out and seek to draw others in utilizing the Internet to

proselytize, or perhaps a variation of these is presented to the world online.
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Interpretive Frameworks
There are several theoretical frameworks that assist in understanding the online Zoroastrian
experience and how it is shaping identity. They also help place this within the wider context of
human experience. | have utilized five theoretical frameworks as the study progressed to
structure an understanding of the information generated from online interactions and information
from Zoroastrian websites:

Internet as a tool, space, or place (Markham 1998)
Internet as a conceptual and experimental space (Campbell 2005)
Social movement theory with a further focus on ‘free space’ and
transmovement space as it has been applied to Internet studies (Futrell &
Polletta’s work)

4. Social movement theory as it examines collective identity in diffuse, non-
institutional contexts. (Haenfler 2004)

5. Internet as sacred space or secular space

Markham created a general way of measuring the intensity of an individual’'s involvement online
through her insight on degrees of involvement of the self and identity: “...computer-mediated
communication appears to be experienced along a continuum: For some, the Internet is simply a
useful communication medium, a tool; for others, cyberspace is a place to go to be with others.
For still others, online communication is integral to being and is inseparable from the performance
of self, both online and offline.” (pg. 20) Campbell (2005a) further refines Markham and Agre
(1998)22 to look at the Internet through the following categories of Internet use as:

e Information space (utilitarian)
e« Common mental geography-worldviews (conceptual)
e Identity Workshop (experimental)

e Social Space ( social networking)

As in Markham’s categories, the Internet can be seen as a tool and as a place captured in
Campbell’'s utilitarian category. As illustrated in a review of Zoroastrian resource sites and in
comments from individuals online about their perceived value in their use of the Internet, it is seen
as a space to access and share information. A unique feature of this space, unlike other media, is

the interactive capability such that one is both publisher and user. This has been commented on
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by Rheingold (1993), Hine (2000) and others as well. Hine presents this inherent capability as an
interaction of technology and cultural forces as well. Campbell draws into this category the
phenomenon of inscribed selves referred to by Markham though Campbell draws on it through
Numes (1995) and his statement that our words are our bodies’ in the process of individuals
becoming ‘known’ and envisioned as individuals through their words or taglines. This particular
aspect surfaces to some extent in emalil lists where some people always sign off with a particular
phrase that becomes representative of them. Z-book also appears to have some of these
features as it utilizes a user profile with a characteristic avatar image.

Campbell further highlights the conceptual and experimental aspects to bring a greater focus
on the activities individuals engage in. As common mental geography, the Internet can be used to
construct a common worldview. This is echoed in (Boyd and Ellison 2007); the focus on building a
worldview that is common and within a group and can be accessed and related to lies at the heart
of building communities of affirmation which is a key aspect of Zoroastrian Internet usage. This
also speaks directly to identity and defining what ‘Zoroastrian’ represents for those who use the
Internet to debate community issues and for non-users who may use Zoroastrian sites to gain
information about this religion and culture.

The last two aspects of ‘Identity Workshop’ and ‘Social Space’ speak directly to the ideas of
identity and social networking that have become growing factors in Zoroastrian Internet usage as
well as illustrate differences in their perceptions of value in its use. She describes identity
workshop as many others do in that it is a place to experiment with ways of being and perceiving
self. It ‘unties the mind from the body’. Zoroastrians online, in their sense of the Internet as a tool
and resource stay ‘embodied’ and identity work is focused on embodied facts — does a
Zoroastrian follow only the Gathas or the entirety of the Avesta, can a ‘true’ Zoroastrian marry
outside the community, can one convert, what are the merits of a particular translation, must one
wash each time before entering the Atash Behram or always wear one’s kushti and sudreh?
Social space is summed up in the focus on making connections with people. As discussed earlier,
social networks are represented and often expanded. Here community building is a primary

focus. Campbell makes the observation that seeing the Internet as social space allows
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researchers to interact and perceive it as ‘an experimental observation sphere’. From this
vantage point, the researchers presence and participation in social networking groups and in
email lists is similar to traditional participant observation.

Collective identity, a group’s sense of, “we’ rooted in perceptions of commonality and
solidarity” (Futrell & Simi 2004, pg. 1) may lie in bonds of ethnicity, religion, activism, nationalism,
shared behavioral practices created by culture, language and a host of other measures of
community. Sociologists have used a variety of terms such as ‘free space’ (Futrell and Simi 2004,
Polletta 1999) to describe spaces of autonomy from dominant groups in order to develop and
sustain ‘oppositional movement’ identities. Polletta (1999) identifies four important features:

...free spaces and their analogues refer to small-scale settings within a

community or movement that are removed from the direct control of dominant

groups, are voluntarily participated in, and generate the cultural challenge that

precedes or accompanies political mobilization.

(Polletta 1999: pg. 1)

These features are important to keep in mind in looking at marginal voices in the Zoroastrian
community to understand the impact the Internet may have on the longevity of future changes to
the community. Free spaces are small-scale, removed from control by the dominant group,
voluntary, and generate cultural change that is involved with political mobilization. Some
Zoroastrian spaces fit 99% of this definition. The one area in which they deviate is cultural change
accompanied by political mobilization. A distinct lack of political mobilization is a fundamental
area that makes them unique. Shortly | will suggest that this is in part because they fit Haenfler's
description of social movement in a diffuse, non-institutional context which is focused on group
identity as a means of individual improvement that does not necessarily need to expand
boundaries to include others.

| propose that this perspective is applicable to any group that struggles for acceptance,
recognition, and/or legitimacy either in intra- or inter-group relations which has been the focus of
anthropological studies of ethnicity and cultural cohesiveness and sustainability in multicultural
settings (Melville 1983). This is particularly applicable in understanding the interactions between

traditional, orthodox Zoroastrians and those of the restorationist, reformist perspective.
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Restorationists and even extremely traditional perspectives struggle to find a place where they
feel free to voice their frustrations, their particular stands on contentious debates and to do so
with like-minded people. Community often embodies acceptance. We seek to be with those who
support our decisions and choices. We also seek community to have a place to voice opinions
and encourage actions seen to be necessary for group identity. Diaspora communities in
particular must often reach across great divides of nationalism and geographic distance to
maintain a sense of ‘we’. This would suggest that the Internet would be a natural arena for such
groups to establish a presence to link far flung communities. Just as Futrell & Simi argue that
‘small, locally-bound, interpersonal networks’ or ‘indigenous-prefigurative spaces’ cannot in and
of themselves provide the social network to maintain an activist culture beyond these limited
boundaries, so too must trans-national and diaspora movements seek a space of refuge from the
pressures of assimilation and acculturation.

The Zoroastrian community, faced with a second and more widely dispersed diaspora, often
appears to struggle to adopt a single definition and even a set of self reference terms limited to
two or three dependent on geographic origin to define the boundaries of their culture, their beliefs,
and their inner boundaries that define who will receive the privileges and rights of membership. It
works as a means to hold together the quickly expanding diaspora to preserve a sense of
cohesiveness and a link to the past. They face a dual threat from a dubious position of historical
prestige and legitimacy as a minority religion in an Islamic society within Iran where conversion to
the faith would bring retribution as well as from struggles within for ascendency by differing
schools of theological and philosophical perspectives. | believe that in the increasing
embeddedness of contemporary and liberal Internet sites in the life of the Zoroastrian global
community if only as a space to debate, the Zoroastrian community as a whole is experiencing a
third Diaspora into the virtual world. The Internet thus provides communication among members
of similar views largely without the sanction of others except the group itself and it creates
conditions that promote collective identity through communities of affirmation. It provides a way, a

free space for some more marginal groups to establish a voice that might not have developed
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due to isolation from wide dispersal — one individual in one community, a couple of others in
another a great distance away prevents them from working together to push forward agendas.
The complexities and nuances of social dynamics that occur on Zoroastrian Internet sites is

illuminated in part by looking at the structure of collective action, orchestrated by collective
identity, in diffuse, noninstitutional situations. Haenfler (2004: pg. 786) notes that, “...a strong
collective identity is the foundation of diffuse movements, providing ‘structure,” a basis for
commitment, and guidelines for participation.” She further lays out the changes in New Social
Movement theory that is of particular interest from an anthropological point of view:

NSM theorists have brought renewed attention to culture, lifestyle, expressive

action, ideology, grievance construction, the micro level of movement activity,

and the connection between individual and collective identity. They distinguish

between older, class-based labor movements and more contemporary, identity-

centered political challenges such as the civil rights movement, the women'’s

movement, and gay and lesbian liberation. NSMs concern themselves...and

culturally oriented challenges (Touraine 1985). They are often reformist rather

than revolutionary (Cohen 1985) and issue symbolic challenges focused on civil

society as much as or more than the state (Mclucci 1985)

(Haenfler 2004: pg. 786)

Of particular interest is the focus on culture, ideology, the micro level of movement activity,
and links between individual and collective identity. These are very much the focus of restoration
groups that claim the Zoroastrian identity and look to redefine the role and characteristics of the
individual as it relates to collective identity. Restorationist sites such as Ronald Delavega’s and
Jafarey’s expand the boundaries of qualified individuals from those born of Zoroastrian parents to
any who choose to follow Zarathushtra’s teachings. Ethnicity is no longer a necessary component
of individual and collective identity. Ideology is debated, changes to ritual and religious practice
impact cultural norms and models of behavior. It is firmly a reformist movement as are other
liberal Zoroastrians that push for some changes but may preserve ethnicity for example as criteria
for claiming Zoroastrian identity. In its focus on civil society and symbolic challenges such as
modification of the fravahor image on websites, it explains the surprising lack of Zoroastrian
agitation for political change to engage and protect the community from challenges perceived by

fundamentalist concerns.
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One final theoretical lens for understanding Zoroastrian activity on the Internet is looking for
signs of use of the virtual as sacred space. Campbell (2005a) clearly notes the use of the Internet
as sacred space by religious groups. Reference has also been made in discussing religion as a
boundary marker of identity. When applying this measure to Zoroastrian presence online, it is
conspicuously lacking in ‘cyber-cathedrals’ (Campbell 2005a), ‘virtual shrines’ (Brasher 2001),
with only two cyber temples to be found online. One of these is at ---- and a second created in
2009 by Ronald Delavega at ----. Both of these sites are on liberal, restorationist sites and signal
a clear difference between the two groups. | believe that this reinforces the interpretation of
traditional Zoroastrian usage of the Internet as a means of maintaining communication and
strengthening identity and not as a place of worship which is incompatible with the strong tradition
of communal ritual. It also signals a clear evolution of a group that will claim Zoroastrian identity
but will pursue a more externally focused religious practice that seeks to radically change
Zoroastrian identity in actively seeking to change patterns of worship and include a wider range of
individuals. This is again in marked contrast to liberal voices that seek for more flexibility in

religious identification and practice without making widespread alterations.
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CHAPTER IV

FINDINGS: ZOROASTRIAN ETHNOGRAPHIC NARRATIVE ONLINE

The following ethnographic narrative speaks to the core of historical and orthodox Zoroastrian
identity as well as the emerging definitions by voices seeking to break away from a historical
identity grounded in a prophetic, ritualized tradition. This chapter relies almost wholly on online
narrative; traditional sources will be utilized where they enhance our understanding by filling in
gaps or clarify doctrine and practice. This also allows us to consider the issue of
representativeness and online versus offline voices of the community. To address the central
argument that the Internet is responsible for strengthening and changing the face of
Zoroastrianism, it is necessary to provide a foundational, historical context to judge present
identity against. Current transformations of Zoroastrian identity have roots in perceived historical
identity created through the convergence of oral tradition and recorded text. It must always be
kept in mind that history provides the fabric for culture and is the narrative material that members
use to legitimize practices, rationalize doctrine, enhance community identity and image, seek
empathy, and use often as a polemic against invading Muslims and descendents as well as
Zoroastrians that do not follow their understanding of Zoroastrian beliefs and practices. Factors
that enhance and those that undermine Zoroastrian community cohesion and thus identity lie in
the history of persecution, diaspora, and revitalization efforts that have lead to a reliance on
retelling that history to renew interest by youth, isolated individuals, and isolated groups of
Zoroastrians within larger dominant social groups. The respect of those around them is often
sought to help protect their boundaries; Parsis are especially proud of the respect others in India
give them for the reputations they have earned in centuries of interaction. Diasporas initiate
transformations, and with a transformation of identity and perception of one’s place in the greater

social structure often comes a transformation in terms of self reference. It is then necessary to
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also consider the meanings the term ‘Zoroastrian’ holds for the community and other terms that
are used within the group.

As an ethno-religious minority - What do they practice, how do they practice, how is ethnicity
entwined with religion? What is the historical identity composed of traditions and doctrine that
guide the everyday lives of many Zoroastrians? The Internet adds an additional dimension to
these questions in how sites are designed both for co-religionists and the non-Zoroastrian visitor
as well as by co-religionists and non-Zoroastrians. To speak to co-religionists, websites present a
synopsis of historical highlights, photographic and textual dedications to community leaders,
exemplary images of observances and celebrations, and familiar images of the religion such as
Zarathushtra, the fravahar”, and fire that the authors feel define and are symbols of
Zoroastrianism. This is closely linked to their functions as cultural and religious preservation sites
presenting articles and lectures on sacred texts, doctrine, and tradition. Through educating
members, they seek to strengthen commitment to being Zoroastrian as well as educate non-
Zoroastrians. One webmaster stated responding to the online survey asking why the site had
been created, “To be able to give a true picture of Zarathushtism in a world where it is the most
misunderstood philosophy/religion.” This information also serves to inform non-Zoroastrian
visitors about the religion and culture; it is supplemented by a general summary of who
Zarathushtra was, his teachings about the nature of Ahura Mazda or “Wise Lord”, and humanity’'s
role in the struggle between good and evil. The variations of Zoroastrian identity and worldview
are mapped out in the differences of recognized scriptural authority, ritual practice and the
legitimacy of conversion based on differing interpretations of Zarathushtra’'s teachings. These
different agencies find voice and a tool to shape their world online. To develop a nuanced portrait
of Zoroastrian identity key areas of focus in presenting online ethnographic narrative will be:

1. issues of Zoroastrian identity shaped through and by schools of religious
thought and terms of self reference as presented online

2. historical overview of the Diaspora with a focus on events that spurred
developing variations of Zoroastrian thought

3. the community in the 20th and 21st century-dialogue, controversy,
revitalization, preservation

4. creation of living history online as affirmation and tool in online discussions
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.General Overview of Zoroastrianism: Voices Online

While there are variances in communal presentations of the religion online and on historical
dates, the core features of the religion and culture are the same as that offline and in scholarly
work. The Zoroastrian religion is acknowledged as the oldest monotheistic world religion
originating in the Inner Asian steppes in approximately 1500/1600 B.C. (Boyce 2004, Choksy
2002) and became the state religion of three Persian empires from 549-330 B.C., 248-224 A.D.,
and 224-652 A.D.. A prophetic religion founded by Zarathushtra whose fundamental tenet is
Humata, Hukhta, Huvareshta or “Good Thoughts, Good Words, Good Deeds”, it has greatly
influenced Christianity, Judaism, and Islam. It is believed to be the source of concepts such as
Heaven and Hell, individual judgment, the concept of a universal god, and the existence of the
soul after death. Zarathushtra taught that there was one being, Ahura Mazda “Wise Lord”. They
also hold elements such as earth, water, and fire sacred. Fire is a central image in their
symbolism representing the light of Ahura Mazda and is held sacred. A careful reading of online
resources will offer the visitor individualized presentations of a variety of doctrinal issues,
translations of sacred text, and descriptions of observances.

Zoroastrians exhibit a vibrant passion for their beliefs and an adaptability that has carried
them from Persia® to India and around the globe as a strong and confident diaspora community
surviving over 3,000 years as a distinct ethno-religious group. Their communities range in size
from as small as 4 - 70 individuals in such places as Venezuela, Japan, Sri Lanka, and South
Africa to as large as 1,200 - 157,000 in places as diverse as Iran, India, the USA, UK, Canada .
Many individuals online and Zoroastrian publications state that a fundamental distinction between
Zoroastrianism and “Abrahamic” religions such as Judaism and Christianity is its reflective rather
than prescriptive quality. While there is a set list of commandments and rules within other
monotheistic religions, Zarathushtra gives no list of specific rules or commandments.

The 'Good Religion' is a religion of choice, not a mandatory obligation forced on
us by a supreme and fearful entity...reflective rather than prescriptive as many
other religions are. Each person can by his or her own mind, personal
preferences and free will select what he or she wants to believe in for conducting
his or her life.

(California Zoroastrian Center.org)®
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This was a point made several times to me in discussions on the Ushta list. As one member
put it, “There's no list where you can check whether you did something good when doing X.”
(Ushta, 2009). This was directly linked by individuals to Zoroastrianism’s distinctness from Judeo-
Christian doctrine and practice with its emphasis on guilt and sin. Without a list, one is exhorted in
the Gathas then to follow one’s own mind in pursuit of “Asha” which is variously described as
‘truth’ and ‘righteousness’ but has further nuances that do not translate directly. Humanity is
exhorted to seek after wisdom and understanding and apply it toward good to assist Ahura
Mazda in removing evil from creation.

Zoroastrianism has been variously described as the “world's oldest revealed religion”
(unescoparzor.com), a “universal religion” (Zoroastrianism.com), “"mother" faith of all mankind”*®
(Havewala), the “good religion” (californiazoroastriancenter.org), and “one of the world’s forgotten
religions”27 (fravahr.org) Websites, social networks, and Yahoo! groups identify Zoroastrianism,
at the most fundamental level, as the teachings of Zoroaster (Greek) or Zarathushtra or Zardosht
or Zartosht (Persian), and Zarthoshtra (Guijarati). The Traditional World of Zoroastrianism®® site
further defines Zoroastrians as Mazdayasni/Mazdayasni Zarathushtri:

All Zarathustris belong to the Mazdayasnan community... because our ancestors
were Mazdayasnans and those pious Kings of the Peshdadian Dynasty...were all
belong to a Mazdayasnan sect... They were not really Kings but "Saosyants"
(benefactors of mankind) to reveal Mazdayasni religion among the Iranians. prior
to the advent of Prophet Asho Zarathustra Spitama's visit to this world with HIS
Message, there were two kinds of groups: Mazdayasni and Devayasnhi.
Devayasni's were primarily idol worshippers who believed in plurality of gods...
we are also known as Mazdayasni Zarathustris and belong to Ahurian
Zarathustrian religion revealed to us by our Prophet Asho Zarathustra Spitama. It
is, at times, also known as "datem Zarathustri" meaning "the Zarathustrian Law",
because Asho Zarathustra has given in His religion several laws regarding

sanitation and hygiene, and the laws of material and spiritual life. Mazdayasni
religion exists since the inception of this world...

(Ervad (Dr.) Hoshang J. Bhadha, 1-13-2009)%

From an ervad, or teacher priest, these words online to visiting Zoroastrians carry the weight of
divine authority from one who is entrusted with guiding the community. His words define a

Zoroastrian as an inheritor of an ancient history whose ancestors were philosopher kings who
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revealed a religion that existed since the beginning of time. Zoroaster is one in a line of prophets
who brought his unique message to counter ‘the other’ who worshipped multiple gods and idols.
Zarathushtra was born of the Spitaman family in what is generally accepted as the 2"
millennium B.C. (Boyce 2004, Mistree 1982). A Behdin — or lay follower of Zarathustra — seeks to
honor all men and women equally and to continually seek spiritual wholeness through purity of
thought, word, and deed (California Zoroastrian Center).
Zoroastrians revere Zarathushtra for the clarity and progressiveness of his vision for the time:
For the first time in human history, man was shown a new path — a path leading

towards the recognition of the mind, and thereby a better understanding of one’s
self.

(Mistree 1982:pg12)

For the first time in history, a universal religion was born with It promotes the
human mind and provokes its thinking faculty.

(Jafarey, 2008)*

The quotes above were deliberately chosen for their similarity despite being drawn from both
a liberal-restorationist and a traditional perspective to emphasize the common root of Zoroastrian
belief and respect for the religion’s founder. The core of Zoroastrianism’s unique message is seen
as Zarathushtra’s emphasis on independent thinking, “... the basic fulcrum of Z philosophy being
Vair-yo; meaning intelligent, reasoned choice...: (Yahoo! Groups, 2008)
His essential message and the guiding doctrine of all Zoroastrians is Good Thoughts, Good
Words, Good Deeds as derived from the Gathas, the divine hymns declared by Zarathushtra:
Every thing that is created was first a Thought.
So let your Thoughts be Good
Good Thoughts are those that are in harmony with the Wisdom in Creation

Let your Good Thoughts be known through Good Words
For that's when Creation first comes into being

ZARATHUSHTRA - GATHA - YASNA HA. 28.11 (FR) (Fariborz Rahnamoon, 2006)°"

The following examples of online narrative are representative snapshots of Zoroastrian
passion and pride and offer glimpses into further details of historical Zoroastrian belief and

identity.
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Zoroastrianism is the religion in which God is viewed as Lord of Wisdom,
Humans are given Choice and Free Will and are enjoined through the exercise of
Good Thoughts, Good Words and Good Deeds to help Good triumph over Evil.

(Atlantazarathushtiassociation.org 1-4-09)

Drawn from a Zoroastrian organization site in the United States, they encapsulate in their
message to visitor and member alike that Zoroastrians are given free will by God whose defining
attribute is wisdom. They are enlisted in the conflict between good and evil to help good triumph
and so have an active part in God’s creation. Historical Zoroastrianism has at times been called a
dualistic religion. Zoroastrians make a distinction between ethical dualism that defines ‘good’ and
‘evil’ as states of mind that was later seen to become a cosmic dualism that incorporated the
material world. This created a battle between good and evil that humanity could actively
influence. It also gave rise to complex purity laws to assist and move forward this work. One site,
Fravahar, describes the opposing forces of good and evil as inclinations of the mind. Unlike one
contemporary stream of Zoroastrian thought, it speaks of a the soul as an entity that chooses and
states a belief in Frasho-kereti where good will triumph over evil which will be isolated and
removed from creation. Frasho-kereti is a concept that is touched on rarely online with the
following example one of the few | saw mentioned. It does form a strong part of traditional
Zoroastrian belief offline (Boyce 2004, Choksy 2002, Rivetna 2002).

In nature, there exist two opposing forces: Spenta-Mainyu the good mind or

assar-i roshni and Angre-Mainyu the wicked mind or assar-i tariki. A

continuous conflict goes on in nature between these two. A person's soul is

caught between the two and is pulled by each from side to side... which reminds

one of the path of Asha Humata (Good Thoughts), Hukhta (Good Words), and

Hvarasta (Good Deeds), or Manashni, Gavashni, and Kunashni by which the

soul is able to make its own spiritual progress...Ahura-Mazda has given every

soul a free will to choose...to obey divine universal natural laws or to disobey

them...If these divine laws are obeyed through Manashni, Gavashni, and

Kunashni, our soul will be able to attain union with Ahura-Mazda. This far-off

event, towards which the whole of creation moves, is called Frasho-kereti.

(faravahar.org, 2009)

The Zoroastrian heritage of a "Life enhancing not a world denying faith" creates a
Religion of Action which provides the foundation of daily life among the Parsi
Zoroastrians.

Unescoparzor.com (The UNESCO Parsi Zoroastrian Project)
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The following are examples of the numerous sites where one can find the information presented
above: parsionline.com, wapiz.com, Zoroastrianism Today, zoroastriankids.com, vision-
divine.com, Zoroastrianism.com, Zoroastrianism.cc, Ontario zoroastrian community foundation
ozcf.com, Zoroastrianism.org, californiazoroastriancenter.org, zoroastrian association of greater
new York zagny.org, Zoroastrian association of Florida, zoroastrian association of southern

florida zasf.org.

Prophet or Sage, Divine Vision or Enlightened Guidance

There are also a number of variations among online voices concerning the details of
Zarathushtra’s life and modern identities based on his writings. His birth place may be given as
“somewhere near the Aral sea in ancient Iran” (Mistree 2008), “Every country bordering present
day Iran from Azerbaijan to Afghanistan and up north into Siberia...” (Rahnamoon 2007),
“foothills of South Ural, in Central Asia or in the Transcaucasia” (Russian Anjoman site)*”.
Likewise, his date of birth may be anywhere from 6000 BC. to 600 B.C. (Dinshaw 2007,
Rahnamoon 2007).

The two most noticeable differences among sites are interpretive statements of the nature of
Zarathushtra and Ahura Mazda. Zarathushtra is perceived variously as a “sage” (Rahnamoon
2007), “visionary messenger” (Dinshaw 2007), “reformer” (Jafarey 2006), “teacher* (Ushta),
“priest” and “savior” (zav.org.au), “prophet” and “holy prophet” (vision-divine.com 09) (2002a,
Avesta.org June 26, 1995, Hirjikaka 2008, Mistree 2008). The very antiquity of Zoroastrianism
and its long history as an oral tradition contributes to this diversity of belief. The Gathas are the
words of Zarathushtra; they are vibrant hymns of devotion and exultant inspiration. As verse, they
are filled with metaphor and so some contend open to interpretation. There are no other texts of
his time that serve to further illumine Zarathushtra’s intentions or resolve ambiguities in the text.
Traditional interpretation attributes Zarathushtra’s hymns to divine inspiration, his prophetic words
divine mandate:

With due respect t