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Abstract
This case study outlines the methodology employed to study a blog, named Yalla, written by young Italian Muslims. Because Italy is a predominantly Catholic country, Islam is often framed as “other” to mainstream culture. As a result, writing a blog can be for Italian Muslims a way to establish a voice in the public debate. This case study discusses two qualitative approaches that were combined in order to analyze Yalla: 1) Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) and 2) interviews with the bloggers. CDA, taking into account power relations embedded in the context of textual production, allowed an understanding of blog narratives as resistive to dominant discourses. In performing CDA, I took into account the peculiar characteristics of blogs, such as their interconnectivity. Interviews with the bloggers helped understanding the motivations and personal experiences behind the blog. While in some cases it has been challenging to obtain interviews, this case study shows that sharing details of the research with the interviewees and approaching them in a friendly way can help gaining their trust. Reflections on my positionality as non-Muslim native Italian provided insights on how to approach both CDA and interviews. The lessons learned would be useful for researchers whose focus is on digital media and Internet discourses, and aim at working with minorities. This case study shows that it is possible to analyze a blog in a way that captures different layers of complexity and takes into account not only text, but also the opinions of the bloggers. 

Learning Outcomes
By the end of this case, students should be able to:

· Understand blogs as complex digital texts that can be studied through different methodological approaches

· Identify ways to create research designs for digital media that take into account both Internet texts and their context of production

· Recognize strengths and weaknesses of applying Critical Discourse Analysis to the study of blogs

· Reflect upon issues of power and positionality in the study of minority groups

· Gain an understanding on ways to build trust with interviewees and make them part of the research 

Project Overview and Context
Recent migrations from Muslim countries are contributing to change the European religious scenario. Italy is a majoritarian Catholic country, with 75 percent of the population self-identifying as Catholic and an even higher percentage baptized Catholic; however, Italy’s Muslim population is steadily growing (Pace, 2013), also because of the country’s geographical position as a “bridge” between North Africa and Europe. Italian media discourses often frame Islam as a thread for Italian religiosity and society, in virtue of its alleged inability to accept secular and democratic values (Saint-Blancat & Friedberg, 2005; Mezran, 2013).

Therefore, young Italian Muslims try to find spaces of expression where they can prove their willingness to accept Italian culture and traditions. In doing so, they often employ the Internet to create “hybrid spaces,” or “third spaces” (Bhabha, 2004) where they negotiate their identity in-between their religion and culture of origin and the Italian society they live in. Yalla Italia (hereafter Yalla, www.yallaitalia.it) is a multi-author blog written by second-generation Italians, a term connoting people that are born or raised in Italy by foreign parents. Yalla, which means “Let’s go” in Arabic, is a digital platform where everyday narratives help normalizing the presence of Muslims in Italy and challenging stereotypes about Islam often diffused by national media.

While the study of religion and the Internet is gaining increasingly academic attention, the novelty of computer-based communications compels some reflections about methodological structures and research designs to analyze digital media. Should we treat Internet-based discourses as any other form of communication? How do we understand the aims and impacts of digital narratives? How should we approach bloggers and, in general, people that create Internet discourses? 

This case study discusses the methodology employed to analyze the blog Yalla. While it mostly focuses on blogs, its methodological claims can be extended to other Internet spaces, such as websites or forums. In particular, the case study addresses the challenges I faced in studying members of a minority group –Muslims in Italy –who use the Internet specifically because they struggle to have their voices heard within national media and want to counteract existing misrepresentations. I chose to combine two qualitative approaches: 1) Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) of the blog’s posts and 2) interviews with some of the bloggers. The case study shows how these two approaches helped me working together with Yalla’s bloggers and taking their opinions into account, thus enriching my understanding of their written narratives. 
Research Practicalities
The study of the blog Yalla is part of a larger analysis of religious change and digital media in Italy, which eventually resulted in my PhD dissertation in Media Studies. Because Islam is the fastest growing religious minority in Italy, I wanted to analyze an Italian-language digital platform written by Muslims. I chose Yalla after a preliminary observation of the most prominent Muslim blogs written in Italian. While Yalla is not only about religion, as it is written by second-generation youth from various cultural and religious backgrounds, it represents an interesting platform to capture nuances of religious change in Italy for various reasons. 

Firstly, because Yalla’s bloggers have different cultural backgrounds – coming from North Africa, South-East Asia, and the Middle East –they write about Islam from a variety of perspectives. Secondly, because Yalla is not connected to any religious institution, the bloggers are able to offer their personal opinions and criticisms on religious authorities. Thirdly, because religion is deeply embedded in society, Yalla’s focus on multiculturalism and integration provides useful insights on the perception of Islam in Italy. Therefore, Yalla represents a unique digital space that helps understanding Islam in Italy as a heterogeneous reality. 

After choosing to focus my research on Yalla, I conducted analysis and interviews myself. Because I did my PhD in the United States and Yalla is based in Italy, I had to carefully plan the research design of my study. While I could analyze the blog remotely, I had to carry on all the interviews during a field research in Italy in summer 2015. Therefore, the textual analysis of the blog was performed both before and after the interviews. 
Research Design
My research aim was to analyze discourses created by a minority religious group. Because Islam in Italy is highly heterogeneous, I decided to focus on a specific group only, Yalla’s Muslim bloggers. Therefore, I chose a qualitative methodology to study this group in-depth, rather than making a claim about Islam in Italy in general. Qualitative methods, indeed, help keeping the focus of the study on a small population, and gaining a better understanding of a specific social phenomenon (Babbie, 2012; Patton, 2014). 

Blogs respond to individual or group’s communicative needs by offering a space to create narratives that exist, and are true, beyond the Internet. While they have some peculiar characteristics, blogs do not constitute a form of communication that is substantially different from non-digital platforms. I analyzed blogs primarily as texts, rather than as specific Internet texts. Therefore, while there are methodological approaches and tools that are designed for the study of digital media, I did not employ methods that are specific to Internet discourses. I combined two widely-used qualitative methods, which often apply to non-digital environments: Critical Discourse Analysis of blog posts and interviews with the bloggers.

Critical Discourse Analysis

The study of recorded human communication is defined as “content analysis” or “textual analysis.” Focusing on texts offers a number of advantages: first, it is an unobtrusive method, meaning that it does not involve direct interaction with human subjects and the presence of a researcher does not alter group dynamics; second, it can be conducted remotely without requiring great financial resources, and allows for the researcher to go back to the sources and re-code them; third, it allows to capture cultural meanings created by a non-mainstream group, whose members might be more willing to express themselves in writing rather than talking with a researcher for fear of misrepresentations (Piela, 2017). 

Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) is a qualitative textual analysis approach that is based on the relationship between a text and its context of production. Drawing from linguistic, CDA takes into account ideology, power, gender, and hierarchies in relation to the content analysis (Wodak and Bush, 2004). Because I wanted to describe the narrative production of a minority group, CDA helped me addressing the power relationship between Yalla and the society it was created in. Yalla, indeed, offers everyday narratives of young second-generation Italians whose main aim is not to share private experience with friends and peers, as bloggers sometimes do, but to create discourses that address their feelings of marginalization and connect with society at large. 

CDA is not specific for Internet-based discourses, but it is useful to understand the narratives of minority groups on the Internet (Bliuc, McGarty, Reynolds, & Muntele, 2007). In choosing to perform CDA, I took into account also the specific characteristics of blogs: their being audience-oriented, the possibility to blur the boundaries between media producers and consumers, their dynamic and fast interactions. For example, together with blog articles, I included in my analysis the comments to the posts and looked at hyperlinks and references to other media platforms. 

Because CDA is based on the understanding of the context of textual production, there is a risk of misinterpreting the intentions of the authors of the texts. In particular, because Yalla’s aim is to counteract existing stereotypes about Islam, I wanted to make sure I did not attribute meanings that were not intended by the bloggers. Therefore, I decided to perform interviews with some bloggers, which helped performing CDA in a more informative way and gaining a greater knowledge of the reality behind textual production. 

Interviews

Interviews are widely employed qualitative methods, allowing the researcher to better understand the world of the interviewees through conversations (Babbie, 2012). Qualitative interviews offer the strength of validity, because they accurately reflect the concept that it is intended to measure. I employed semi-structure interviews, meaning that I prepared a set of questions before meeting the interviewees, but I let them talk about their experiences in a conversational way without forcing them into a questions-and-answers session. I conducted my interviews face-to-face, meeting my interviewees in person.

Differently from CDA, interviews involve human interaction, which requires the ability to approach the interviewees and build trust with them. They could also be more financially challenging because, even if no compensation is offered to the subjects, the researcher often needs to travel to meet with the interviewees. 

By interviewing Yalla’s bloggers, I could complete and contextualize the data collected through the CDA. Indeed, Internet discourses are not created in a vacuum, but they are the result of people’s media practices and reflect offline experiences and relationships. I asked questions related to the blog and its posts, focusing on the human aspect of the textual production. 
Method in Action
My research was divided in various steps. First, I analyzed Yalla’s posts. Then, I interviewed some of the bloggers, transcribed and coded the interviews. Lastly, I came back to the blog analysis, approaching the data through the lens of what I learned with the interviews. 

Critical Discourse Analysis in Action

In performing CDA on Yalla, I first entirely read the blog’s posts, published from 2011 –the year Yalla was put online –to 2015, the year the blog ended. This first reading served the purpose to familiarize myself with the blog and its most prominent discourses. Subsequently, I selected entries that were relevant to understand Islam in Italy, looking for recurrent themes. I noted keywords and expressions, as well as paragraphs that I found particularly helpful to understand the aims of the posts. In doing so, I read also the comments to the posts and links to other media platform –such as online newspaper articles, as well as Yalla’s Facebook and Twitter accounts –in order to better contextualize the texts. 
Differently from other types of text, blogs can be put offline and entries can be canceled by the authors. Therefore, it is important to find ways of preserving the blog’s content even if it is taken down from the Internet. In my case, I created a file with each web address of the entries I intended to analyze. In addition, I took screenshots and saved quotes and pictures on my computer. While I preferred to work directly on the online version of the blog –in order to check new comments and editing –saving screenshots made sure I would not lost my data. 
Following the attention of CDA to issues of power within society, I focused on the ways personal narratives in the blog aim at subverting established discourses. For example, a blog post about the everyday life of a female Muslim university student shows the willingness to be accepted as “normal” in a context where Muslims are often stigmatized as uneducated about Western values. In addition, by describing everyday experiences of a female student that makes her how life choices, it challenges the common opinion that Muslim woman are prevented from studying and working. From this perspective, what appears as a private journal entry can become resistive in counteracting dominant narratives. 

In my analysis, I chose not to overlook posts that, apparently, were not about Islam. For example, posts about the right of second-generations to gain Italian citizenship can contain indications on the perception of Islam in Italy. Even if the bloggers’ aim is to address issues of multiculturalism, the comments often express strong anti-Islam opinions. The question of citizenship –per se not connected with religious belonging –was understood by some blog readers as a way for Muslims to remain in Italy and spread their religion. As a result, these posts kindle discussions where Yalla’s bloggers argue against Islamophobic commentators, who accuse Muslims to be a “threat” to Western values. The study of these interactions helps understanding how religion is connected with race, ethnicity, and migration in a context of rapid social and cultural changes. 

Interviews in Action

I contacted Yalla’s bloggers first by email. Because all the bloggers sign the posts with their real names and contact information, getting in touch with them was not challenging. I did not have a set location for the interviews, but I asked the interviewees where they preferred to talk, thus meeting in public parks, cafes, or their workplaces; one interview was performed in the offices where Yalla’s editorial board meetings take place.

I first interviewed the two founders of Yalla, a journalist and a professor of Arabic Studies. They are neither Muslims nor second-generation Italians, but are personally and professionally interested in Muslim communities in Italy. They responded positively to my inquiries and I met them separately for long and informative interviews about how they founded and managed Yalla, as well as about the posts they wrote. At my request, they gave me a list of bloggers I could contact. While Yalla counts more than forty contributors, I contacted those who were part of the editorial board and still actively engaged with the blog as for the period of my fieldwork, summer 2015. 

Obtaining interviews with the bloggers provided sometimes challenging, because most of them are simultaneously studying and working, and do not have considerable spare time. In addition, researchers and journalists often approach them for interviews; while this makes them more comfortable to articulate their opinions in form of speeches or interviews, it also constitutes a challenge. For example, one of the interviewees, a young woman of Syrian background, explained to me that she sometimes dislikes the attitude of interviewers. Because she wears a Muslim headscarf and she became visible on Yalla and on other media platforms, she is often asked for interviews by university researchers, but she rarely responds to them. When I asked her why she chose to meet with me, she said that she appreciated me sending her a long, informative, and polite email about my project, asking her to be part of it; she was thankful of me travelling one hour to her work place and offering her a beverage, instead of asking her to find time to come to my place; she might also have been grateful of the fact that I did not immediately asked her about her headscarf, focusing on her role as blogger and writer instead.

Together with the two founders of the blogs, I interviewed four bloggers. Because my study was not based solely on interviews, the small sample size did not pose a problem. I asked questions about the bloggers’ favorite topics and the posts they enjoyed the most writing. These simple questions offered me important insights to better perform CDA, as I knew which topics were more relevant to the bloggers. In this way, the interviewees indirectly helped me shaping my research by offering their viewpoints on the phenomena I was studying –such as religious change in Italy. I tried not to impose my opinions and biases on the bloggers, but rather to work with them, in order to understand elements of the blog that could not emerge from CDA only. 
Positionality 

In analyzing a Muslim blog and interviewing Muslim bloggers, I had to reflect on my positionality as a non-Muslim. Positionality is the researcher’s placement in the field of study, and serves the purpose to understand the interactions between the researcher and the researched (Dawson, 2010). Because I was working with a group that belongs to a religious minority, reflecting on positionality helped me avoiding involuntary pre-determined judgments. I had to consider that, while I do have a scholarly knowledge of Islam, I lack the personal experience of being part of a Muslim community. In addition, the question of religion –especially in the case of Islam, which is often connected with migration and involves visible garments for women –is entangled with race, ethnicity, and gender. Therefore, my analysis had to take into account social and cultural power relations other than religion. 

While I was, as a non-Muslim, an “outsider” to the group I was studying, I am a native Italian. Because of my natural knowledge of Italian language and culture, I could easily communicate and relate with my interviewees. Instead of feeling disconnected from them because I am not Muslim, I felt a connection with them because I am Italian. This constituted interesting data for my research: the fact that I did not find a cultural gap with my interviewees supports the blog’s claim that it is possible to be simultaneously Muslim and Italian.
Ethics

When working with a minority population, the researcher needs not only to reflect on power relations, but also to make sure that the subject’s privacy and anonymity is protected. This is particularly relevant when blogs address personal issues.  In case of Yalla, however, I decided to acknowledge the fact that the bloggers usually employ their real names to sign their posts. After submitting my research to my university’s Ethical Committee and asking permission to the two founders of Yalla, I decided to quote in my work the bloggers’ names. Because Yalla is understood as a public space of alternative journalism, rather than a personal journal, using the bloggers’ names responds to their willingness of gaining publicity. Differently, the comments to blog posts are usually only signed with nicknames, unless they are written by the bloggers themselves. Therefore, since I could not contact the comments’ authors, I only quoted their employed nicknames. 
Practical Lessons Learned 
Lesson 1: Digital media can be studied with methodologies that are not specifically designed for Internet texts

Digital media are gaining increasingly scholar attention, but their novelty makes literature on digital methodologies very recent. While it is important to take into account the peculiarities of blogs’ communication potential –they allow for faster interactions, for multiple voices to emerge, for connections with other media platforms –they are primarily texts. As for every type of text, the methodology should not depend only on the platform, but should respond to a set of questions: why was the text created? Who created it? For which audience? Thinking about the overall research questions and the context of the study helped me deciding to employ methods that are not specific to the study of the Internet. 

Lesson 2: Combining different approaches can strengthen the methodology 

Blogs, as well as other digital platforms, usually have a high degree of complexity as they have multiple authors, are frequently updated, and can employ a variety of narrative styles. Combining together different methodological approaches can help capturing this complexity. While CDA gives insights on discourses and their context of production, I needed interviews to understand the intentions and the personal stories of the people behind the blog. Combining different approaches can also strengthen the validity of the study: for example, I had a small sample of interviewees that might have not be enough for a study on its own, but it valuably helped my textual analysis. 

Lesson 3: Think about power when you approach minorities

The question of power is often central to the study of minority groups or populations. Even when discourses are not explicitly about power relationships, they often contain insights on how a group or population perceives itself in relation to society at large: for example, how Muslims feel discriminated because of their religion, and how this marginalization is further complicated by gender and ethnicity. Therefore, when designing the research, I decided to employ CDA because it helps capturing power relationships. In addition, interviews helped addressing the issue of power because they allowed me not only to work on my subjects, but also with them.

Lesson 4: Think about positionality and biases

Researches always entail some degree of subjectivity. As much as they can try to be objective, the researcher’s culture, nationality, religion, gender, and language would inevitably shape their way of approaching the study. The reflection on positionality becomes even more important when the study focuses a minority population. While research will never be completely objective, thinking about the researcher’s position is helpful to avoid pre-determined biases. In my case, I was not part of the group I was studying, but I found cultural communalities with them that both facilitated communications and offered further insights on the blog’s discourses. 

Lesson 5: When looking at digital texts, take into account their intertextuality

Digital spaces, and blogs in particular, are peculiar in allowing fast connections with media users and platforms. Therefore, the text is not limited at the content of the posts, but includes also links, comments, and social network pages used to share and comment. In approaching these elements, it is possible to gain information that are as valuable as those contained in the posts of the blog. For example, by looking at the comments, I could understand how Muslim bloggers interacted with anti-Muslim users, and how the blog becomes a venue to discuss the presence of Islam in Italy. 

Lesson 6: Gain the interviewees’ trust and approach them politely

Interviewees are not only subjects of a study, but people with lives, jobs, and, often, limited free time. While some people can be happy to be interviewed for an academic study, others might not have time for an interview, or they might not be sufficiently interested in the topic. Sometimes, they might also be suspicious of the research, fearing for example that their names would be made public without their consent. In many cases, sending a consent form is not enough. I found it useful to share something about myself and my research with the bloggers. I met my interviewees in places they felt confortable in, trying to establish a friendly and informal conversation. I also asked them if I could use their real names and gained permission to record their interviews. Because I could not offer any compensation, I made sure that at least they did not have to skip work to make time for the interview, offering to travel to places that were convenient for them. 
Conclusions
In this case study, I demonstrated that it is possible to combine different methodological approaches to study the digital media engagement of a minority group. While the case study offered a specific example –CDA and interviews to study a blog –this methodology could elicit further reflections on the ways digital spaces can be approached. By putting together textual analysis with personal opinions and stories of the bloggers, I was able to understand Yalla as a platform that is not limited to blog users, but that addresses the communicative needs of a community by creating discourses that relate to general issues of Muslims in Italy. Therefore, working with the subjects of the study makes it possible to understand the narrative production of a religious minority and to contextualize blogging as a practice embedded in offline society. 

Exercises and Discussion Questions
1) How does the study of blogs –and other digital spaces –differ from that of other texts? Think about advantages and disadvantages of studying an Internet space, such as a blog, a forum, or a website. 
2) Which combination of methodological approaches do you think can be most successfully employed to study blogs –or similar Internet spaces? Why?

3) What challenges might you face when you study a minority group? Which solutions would you use to overcome these challenges? 

4) Reflect about your positionality in terms of power relations –including gender, ethnicity, nationality, and religion. How would you build trust with a group you do not belong to? 

5) How would you approach someone you want to interview? How would you ensure that he/she responds positively to your interview request? 
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