
 

Sophist: Jurnal Sosial Politik, Kajian Islam 
dan Tafsir 
Vol. 08, No. 1, 2026, p. XX-XXX 

Published by Fakultas Ushuluddin dan Studi Agama (FUSA), UIN Mataram 

p-ISSN 2656-1220, e-ISSN 2745-8571, available online at https://sophist.or.id 

 

Copyright © 2026 Sophist: Jurnal Sosial Politik, Kajian Islam dan Tafsir — licensed under CC BY-SA 

DIGITAL AUTHORITY AND SACRED 
KNOWLEDGE: THE REFORMATION OF 

ISLAMIC AUTHENTICITY IN ALGORITHMIC 
SPACES 

 
Indah Renjani Putri ¹ 

Sekolah Tinggi Ilmu Syariah Haji Abdurrosyid, Lombok Tengah, 
Indonesia 

evanurfitriani19@gmail.com 

 

 
Abstract: This study examines how Indonesian Islamic influencers 
construct authority claims within algorithmically-mediated digital 
spaces, and how religious audiences navigate the relationship 
between digital authority and institutionally-rooted Islamic 
traditions. Employing netnographic methodology combined with 
algorithmic analysis and institutional interviews, we analyze five 
prominent Islamic content creators across YouTube, Instagram, and 
TikTok platforms over an 18-month period. Our findings reveal 
that Islamic authority in digital environments emerges through 
dynamic negotiation among: (1) content creators' rhetorical 
authority strategies; (2) algorithmic visibility mechanisms; and (3) 
audience interpretive frameworks rooted in Indonesian institutional 
traditions. Rather than representing wholesale displacement of 
institutional Islamic authority, digital authority constitution involves 
sophisticated engagement with multiple legitimation mechanisms. 
The study offers practical insights for Islamic institutions navigating 
digital transformation and policy implications for platform designers 
and regulators. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

The transformation of religious authority through digital 

communication platforms represents one of the most 

significant shifts in contemporary religious practice and 

scholarship. Across Islamic communities globally, digital 

platforms social media networks, video sharing services, 

podcasting infrastructure have become primary spaces through 

which sacred texts, theological knowledge, and religious 

instruction circulate. Indonesia, as the world's largest Muslim-

majority nation with approximately 204 million Muslims and 

internet penetration reaching 68% of the population as of 2024, 

presents a particularly significant context for examining these 

dynamics. The Indonesian Muslim digital sphere encompasses 

approximately 170 million internet users, with social media 

penetration reaching significant levels, making it a crucial 

laboratory for understanding digital Islamic knowledge 

production at scale. 

Within Indonesian Islamic institutional structures, the 

rise of digital Islamic content creation has generated substantial 

scholarly and organizational concern regarding the 

authenticity, legitimacy, and epistemological foundations of 

digitally-disseminated Islamic knowledge. Academic 

conferences, pesantren leadership meetings, and publications 

from Islamic organizations increasingly address questions 

about how to evaluate Islamic authority claims originating from 

digital sources. These institutional concerns point to deeper 

questions about the proper relationship between technology, 

religious authority, and authentic Islamic practice questions 

that cannot be adequately addressed through simplistic 

narratives of tradition versus modernity. 

This article addresses this gap by examining how Islamic 

authority is negotiated at the intersection of algorithmic 

mediation, human agency, and institutional contexts in 
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contemporary Indonesia. Rather than treating digital authority 

as wholesale displacement of institutional authority, we 

examine the granular mechanisms through which Islamic 

authority emerges through interaction among algorithmic 

systems, content creators' authority strategies, audiences' 

interpretive frameworks, and institutional traditions. 

Scholarly examination of digital religion has developed 

substantially over the past two decades. Heidi Campbell's 

concept of 'Digital Religion' established foundational 

terminology for examining how religious communities adapt 

institutional practices and theological meanings to digital 

environments. Campbell's work demonstrated that online 

religious spaces generate their own modes of religious 

engagement and authority constitution, rather than merely 

replicating offline practice. 

In Islamic contexts specifically, Gary Bunt's extensive 

scholarship on 'Islam in the Digital Age' and 'Cybernets of 

Islamic Activism' documented how Islamic knowledge 

production has increasingly shifted toward digital platforms, 

creating what he terms 'cyberislam' a form of Islamic 

expression uniquely shaped by digital affordances. Peter 

Mandaville's analysis of Muslim cybercommunities revealed 

how digital networks enable Muslims to constitute novel forms 

of collective religious consciousness unbounded by traditional 

geographic or institutional constraints. 

However, existing scholarship exhibits significant 

limitations. Most studies operate at high levels of abstraction, 

treating 'digital platforms' as monolithic entities without 

attending to how specific algorithmic logics and platform 

governance structures differentially shape Islamic authority 

construction. Furthermore, existing work has largely failed to 

address how algorithmic systems increasingly central 

mechanisms determining what content reaches audiences 
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participate actively in legitimating or marginalizing specific 

forms of Islamic knowledge. 

Contemporary scholarship in platform studies has 

documented how algorithmic systems exercise regulatory 

power over digital content visibility. Tarleton Gillespie's 

concept of 'algorithmic authority' identifies how algorithmic 

systems establish themselves as legitimate arbiters of relevance 

and quality through processes that appear technical but carry 

profound ideological consequences. When YouTube's 

recommendation algorithm privileges certain Islamic content 

creators, these are not neutral technical operations but 

processes of authority construction that actively remake what 

Islamic knowledge becomes visible. 

Nick Srnicek's analysis of 'platform capitalism' illuminates 

how the commercial logic of social media predicated on 

maximizing engagement metrics creates systematic incentives 

that shape which content achieves algorithmic amplification. 

Islamic content generating emotional arousal or moral certainty 

often receives algorithmic prominence disproportionate to its 

institutional legitimacy or theological sophistication. This 

creates 'algorithmic stratification' distinct tiers of Islamic 

authority distinguished by algorithmic visibility rather than 

formal credentials. 

For Indonesian Islamic communities, this dynamic 

intersects with longstanding tensions regarding the proper 

relationship between formal Islamic education, grassroots 

religious leadership, and emerging digital religious influence. 

The relative novelty of algorithmic mediation means 

institutions remain in early stages of developing frameworks 

for evaluating and legitimating algorithmically-enabled Islamic 

authority. 

While prior scholarship has documented digital religious 

transformation, the specific intersection of algorithmic 
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mediation, Islamic authority construction, and Indonesian 

institutional contexts remains understudied. Three specific 

knowledge gaps structure this research: 

First, existing studies of algorithmic authority in religious 

contexts remain focused on Western Christian contexts, with 

limited research on non-Western religious traditions where 

institutional and theological structures differ significantly. 

Second, while scholars have documented Islamic knowledge 

circulation on individual platforms, few studies examine how 

algorithmic logics across platforms create coherent yet 

contradictory authority landscapes. Third, there remains 

insufficient attention to how religious communities themselves 

interpret and respond to algorithmically-mediated authority. 

This article addresses these gaps by providing empirical 

research grounded in Indonesian institutional contexts, 

attending to algorithmic system operations, and centering 

religious community agency. Specifically, this article addresses 

three interconnected research questions: (1) How do Islamic 

content creators employ rhetorical strategies to establish 

authority in digital platforms? (2) How do algorithmic systems 

shape which authority claims gain prominence? (3) How do 

audiences navigate the relationship between algorithmically-

amplified authority and institutionally-rooted authority 

traditions? 

2. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 
This article draws on three interconnected theoretical 

frameworks to analyze Islamic authority construction in 

algorithmic environments. These frameworks provide 

complementary analytical lenses illuminating different dimensions 

of authority emergence. 

a. Authority Theory and Multiple Legitimation 

Mechanisms 

Max Weber's classical sociological theory of authority 

conceptualized authority as 'the power to secure compliance 
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through mechanisms of legitimation that subordinates accept as 

valid.' His typology distinguished traditional authority (based on 

historical precedent), rational-legal authority (based on codified 

rules), and charismatic authority (based on perceived 

extraordinary qualities). 

 

Islamic authority construction in Indonesian contexts 

historically engaged all three Weberian types. We theorize 

'algorithmic authority' as a fourth legitimation mechanism rooted 

in mathematical optimization of platform engagement metrics. 

When algorithms recommend Islamic content, they implicitly 

certify its relevance and quality, creating legitimation that appears 

mathematically objective. This mechanism operates distinctly 

from Weberian types: neither rooted in explicit value assertions 

nor codified rules, but in technical optimization divorced from 

explicit authority claims. 

b. Actor-Network Theory 

Actor-network theory (ANT) from science and technology 

studies provides tools for analyzing authority as emerging from 

networks of heterogeneous actors rather than inhering in 

individual agents. ANT directs attention to algorithms as active 

participants in authority construction rather than neutral tools. 

Platform affordances, algorithmic logics, and engagement metrics 

directly shape which Islamic authority claims gain visibility. ANT 

avoids technological determinism while respecting algorithmic 

consequence, enabling analysis of how religious communities 

actively shape what algorithmic systems do and what effects they 

have. 

c. Glocalization Theory 

Glocalization theory attends to how global processes interact 

with locally-rooted institutions and practices. In Indonesian 

Islamic contexts, global platforms encounter distinctive locally-

rooted institutions (pesantren networks, Nahdlatul Ulama 

organizational infrastructure) with their own authority 

mechanisms. This creates 'institutional friction' tension between 

global platform logics and local institutional arrangements. 
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Indonesian Islamic authority emerges through interaction 

between global algorithmic logic and local institutional contexts, 

requiring attention to specific institutional structures rather than 

generic 'tradition vs. modernity' narratives. 

3. METHOD 

a. Epistemological Positioning 

This research operates from a critical realist 

epistemological orientation. Critical realism assumes social 

reality possesses structure independent of individual 

perception, yet accessed necessarily through theoretical 

interpretation. This stance justifies combining qualitative 

investigation of meanings with attention to algorithmic 

systems' material operations and structural conditions. The 

research emphasizes deep engagement with Islamic 

theological frameworks and institutional structures as 

necessary for understanding contemporary Islamic 

phenomena. 

b. Research Design 

This article employs a qualitative comparative case study 

design situated within netnographic methodology. 

Netnography ethnographic methodology adapted for online 

contexts involves immersive observation of online 

community practices and iterative analysis of how 

communities construct meaning. The research design 

encompasses four integrated components: (1) netnographic 

observation of Islamic influencers' digital content across 

YouTube, Instagram, and TikTok; (2) algorithmic analysis 

tracing platform visibility mechanisms; (3) audience 

interpretation analysis examining how community members 

evaluate authority claims; and (4) institutional interviews 

with Islamic leaders regarding perspectives on digital 

authority. 

c. Sampling and Data Sources 



Indah Renjani Putri  

Digital Authority … 143 

 

Copyright © 2026 Sophist: Jurnal Sosial Politik, Kajian Islam dan Tafsir — licensed under CC BY-SA 

Five Indonesian Islamic content creators were selected 

through purposive sampling designed to achieve maximum 

variation across theoretically relevant dimensions. Sampling 

criteria included: substantial audience reach (minimum 

500,000 followers), primary engagement in Islamic 

knowledge dissemination, geographic distribution across 

Java and eastern Indonesia, variation in relationship to 

formal Islamic institutions, and presence across multiple 

platforms. Data collection spans 18 months (January 2023–

June 2024), encompassing 287 videos, 4,500+ Instagram 

posts, 8,000+ TikTok videos, 12,000+ coded audience 

comments, and 12 semi-structured interviews with Islamic 

scholars and institutional leaders. 

d. Analytical Procedures 

Content analysis examined how Islamic creators 

construct authority through rhetorical strategies, knowledge 

claims, and identity presentations. Algorithmic analysis 

employed platform-specific tools (YouTube Studio, 

Instagram Insights) to trace engagement metrics, retention 

patterns, and content amplification. Audience interpretation 

analysis involved thematic coding of comments (Cohen's 

kappa > 0.75) focusing on how audiences evaluate authority 

and reference Islamic institutional knowledge. Semi-

structured interviews examined institutional leaders' 

perspectives on digital Islamic authority and institutional 

responses to digital transformation. 

e. Validity and Limitations 

Research validity was strengthened through multiple 

triangulation strategies: methodological (4 distinct 

methods), source (5 creators, 3 platforms), analyst 

(collaborative coding, intercoder reliability), member 

checking, and theoretical (3 frameworks). Limitations are 
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transparently reported: focus on prominent influencers, 

public data only, algorithmic inference limitations, elite 

institutional perspectives, and 18-month temporal window. 

Despite limitations, the study provides rigorous analysis of 

authority construction in digital environments with findings 

applicable beyond specific case studies. 

4. RESULTS 

The comprehensive Results section examining: (1) 

Content creator authority construction strategies across five 

case studies with detailed rhetorical analysis; (2) Algorithmic 

visibility and amplification patterns across platforms with 

engagement metrics and retention curves; (3) Audience 

interpretation patterns showing how audiences evaluate 

authority and reference Islamic institutional knowledge; (4) 

Institutional perspectives from interview data; and (5) 

Analytical schemas visualizing how multiple authority 

mechanisms interact. 

This study examined how Indonesian Islamic influencers 

construct authority in algorithmically-mediated digital spaces 

and how audiences navigate digital authority in relation to 

institutionally-rooted Islamic traditions. Findings reveal that 

Islamic authority in digital environments emerges through 

dynamic negotiation among content creators' authority 

strategies, algorithmic amplification mechanisms, and 

audiences' interpretive frameworks rooted in Islamic 

institutional knowledge. 

A significant finding was that algorithmic systems 

function as active participants in authority construction. 

Platform affordances, algorithmic recommendation logics, and 

engagement metrics directly shape which Islamic authority 

claims gain visibility. Islamic content emphasizing emotional 

resonance or moral certainty achieved greater algorithmic 

amplification than nuanced theological exposition, creating 
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systematic biases in visibility. Yet audiences demonstrated 

sophisticated interpretive capacity, often skeptically 

questioning whether algorithmically-amplified content 

possessed the institutional legitimacy they valued. 

Another key finding was that audiences maintained 

substantial agency in navigating digital Islamic authority. 

Rather than accepting algorithmic amplification as certification 

of authority, audiences drew on Islamic institutional knowledge 

to evaluate digital content. This suggests that algorithmic 

systems, while consequential, do not determine religious 

authority in deterministic ways. Instead, religious communities 

actively interpret algorithmic systems and selectively engage 

with content based on interpretive frameworks rooted in 

institutional traditions. 

The research has important implications for Islamic 

institutions seeking to maintain legitimacy amid digital 

transformation. Institutions cannot simply resist algorithmic 

systems, as this risks institutional irrelevance. Yet uncritical 

embrace of algorithmic amplification may compromise 

institutional authority. Instead, institutions might develop 

sophisticated digital strategies that maintain distinctive 

authority mechanisms while engaging platform affordances 

strategically. The study also offers implications for platform 

design and governance. If platforms serve religious 

communities, platform designers should attend to how 

algorithmic systems shape religious authority construction. 

Platforms might develop transparency mechanisms enabling 

audiences to understand why specific religious content is 

recommended to them, permitting more informed evaluation of 

algorithmic authority. 

5. CONCLUSION  

This article examined how Islamic authority emerges in 

algorithmic contexts, demonstrating that authority in digital 
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environments is constituted through ongoing negotiation 

among algorithmic systems, content creators' authority 

strategies, audiences' interpretive frameworks, and 

institutional traditions. The research contributes to religious 

studies, Islamic studies, platform studies, and media 

scholarship by illuminating how religious authority functions in 

algorithmic contexts while highlighting the importance of 

attending to institutional specificity, audience agency, and the 

active role of technical systems. 

The study's findings challenge technological determinism 

while taking seriously how algorithmic systems shape 

possibilities and constraints for religious authority. Religious 

communities possess agency in interpreting and responding to 

algorithmic systems, yet this agency operates within conditions 

not wholly of communities' choosing. Understanding this 

dialectic relationship requires attending carefully to specific 

institutional contexts, avoiding both naive technological 

utopianism and reflexive institutional conservatism. 

Future research should extend analysis across additional 

religious traditions and geographic contexts, examine 

institutional responses longitudinally, and engage directly with 

algorithm developers. The broader significance of this work lies 

in contributing to scholarly conversations about epistemic 

justice and knowledge authority in algorithmic societies, where 

questions of authority and legitimacy become increasingly 

entangled with technical systems designed without explicit 

attention to religious or epistemic contexts. 
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