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Abstract: The secularization thesis is increasingly inadequate for
explaining Islam’s expanding presence within Indonesia’s digital public
sphere. This article addresses a critical limitation in contemporary digital
Islam scholarship: while existing approaches effectively describe how
religion operates across digital environments, they provide limited
conceptual resources for evaluating whether such engagements advance
or compromise Islam’s ethical and normative purposes. Drawing on post-
secular theory, platform studies, and the normative-historical perspectives
of Fazlur Rahman and M. Amin Abdullah, this study develops the Quba-
Dirar heuristic, an evaluative framework derived from a Quranic
historical paradigm. The framework distinguishes between forms of
digital religiosity that cultivate ethical piety and social cohesion (Digital
Quba) and those that instrumentalize religious symbols for polarization,
political mobilization, or commercial gain (Digital Dirar). Applied to the
Indonesian context, the analysis yields three principal findings. First,
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digital platformization has intensified the deprivatization of Islam within
the public sphere. Second, algorithmic architectures have facilitated new
configurations of religious authority through micro-celebrity actors
operating beyond established scholarly institutions. Third, these
transformations generate structural pressures toward Digital Dirar
irrespective of individual institutions. The article argues for an integrative
epistemology in Islamic studies that simultaneously combines empirical
analysis and normative evaluation within a single analytical framework.

Keywords: Digital Islam; Digital Religiousity; Post-secularism; Religious
Authority; Platformization.

Introduction

Religion has not diminished under the pressures of modernity;
rather, it has transformed and migrated into new arenas of expression.
The secularization thesis that once dominated Western sociology has
gradually lost much of its explanatory force, giving way to post-
secular perspectives that acknowledge the enduring and, in many
cases, intensified presence of religion within contemporary public
life.' Yet the post-secular condition does not signal a return to eatlier
religious forms. As Jong argues, what is unfolding is a process of
post-secular cosmopolitanization, in which religion becomes
increasingly deterritorialized from hierarchical institutions and
reconfigured through networks that transcend the boundaries of the
nation-state.” Digital platforms play a crucial structural role in
facilitating this transformation. Here, however, the picture becomes
more complex. Platforms are not neutral infrastructures. They operate
according to their own institutional and algorithmic logics, shaping
what becomes visible, whose voices are amplified, and which beliefs
gain public resonance. For Muslim communities wortldwide, and
especially in Indonesia, the post-secular condition must therefore be
understood not only as a contested arena in which religious meaning
itselt is vulnerable to systemic distortions generated by the
architecture of digital technologies.’

! Johanna Sumiala, “Introduction: Mediatization in Post-Secular Society—New
Perspectives in the Study of Media, Religion and Politics,” Journal of Religion in Europe
10, no. 4 (2017): 361-65, https://doi.org/10.1163/18748929-01004003.

2 Abbas Jong, “The Post-Secular Cosmopolitanization of Religion,” Re/igions 16, no.
3 (March 2025): 334, https://doi.org/10.3390/1el16030334.

3 Sam Han, “Technologies of Religion: Spheres of the Sacred in a Post-Secular
Modernity,” London: Routledge & CRC Press, 2016; Erin K. Wilson and Manfred
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Indonesia occupies a pivotal position within this debate. As
home to the world’s largest Muslim population, the country has
experienced the mediatization of Islam long before the rise of social
media, a process that has now reached unprecedented levels of
intensity." The rapid expansion of the Muslim middle class has made
Islam both a marker of identity and a framework for social affiliation,
while digital platforms have accelerated these developments on an
exponential scale.” Existing scholarship has a wide range of related
transformations, including the fragmentation of religious authority,’
the emergence of religious influencers as new agents of legitimacy,’
the commodification of dawah,® and forms of platform-driven
religious populism.” Yet one fundamental question remains largely

B. Steger, “Religious Globalisms in the Post-Secular Age,” Globalizations 10, no. 3
(June 2013): 481-95, https://doi.org/10.1080/14747731.2013.787774.

* Yearry Panji Setianto, “Mediatization of Indonesian Islam: A Historical
Examination of Media and Religious Change,” Relgions 17, no. 2 (January 20206):
170, https://doi.otg/10.3390/1el17020170.

> Nootrhaidi Hasan, “The Making of Public Islam: Piety, Agency, and
Commodification on the Landscape of the Indonesian Public Sphere,” Contemporary
Istam 3, no. 3 (October 2009): 229-50, https://doi.org/10.1007/s11562-009-0096-9.
¢ Achmad Sulfikar and Daisy Indira Yasmine, “Platformized Religious Authority:
Rethinking Legitimacy in the Age of Social Media Influencers,” Episteme: Jurnal
Pengembangan Linmu Keislaman 20, no. 02 (2025): 141-71,
https://doi.otg/10.21274/epis.2025.20.02.141-171.

7 Harry Febrian, “Visualizing Authority: Rise of the Religious Influencers on the
Instagram,” Social Media + Society 10, no. 4 (October 2024): 20563051241286850,
https://doi.otg/10.1177/20563051241286850; Harry Hatry, “The Rise of
Indonesia’s Religious Influencers: Between Strategic Content, Visual Authority, and
Active Consumers,” version 1 (RMIT University, 2023), 8340679 Bytes, 8340679
Bytes, https://doi.org/10.25439/RMT.27596694; Bouziane Zaid et al, “Digital
Islam and Muslim Millennials: How Social Media Influencers Reimagine Religious
Authority and Islamic Practices,” Religions 13, no. 4 (April 2022): 335,
https://doi.org/10.3390/1el13040335.

8 Moch. Khafidz Fuad Raya, “Digital Islam: New Space for Authority and Religious
Commodification among Islamic Preachers in Contemporary Indonesia,”
Contemporary Islam 19, no. 1 (Aptil 2025): 161-94, https://doi.org/10.1007/s11562-
024-00570-z; Muhammad Igbal Juliansyahzen, “Ideologization of Hijrah in Social
Media: Digital Activism, Religious Commodification, and Conservative
Domination,” Millah: Journal of Religions Studies, February 27, 2023, 155-80,
https://doi.otg/10.20885/millah.vol22.iss1.art6.

% Dindin Solahudin and Moch Fakhruroji, “Intetnet and Islamic Learning Practices
in Indonesia: Social Media, Religious Populism, and Religious Authority,” Re/jgions
11, no. 1 (December 2019): 19, https://doi.otg/10.3390/1el11010019.
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unexplored across this body of literature: by what criteria can we
determine whether digital expressions of Islam constitute authentic
manifestations of religiousity or, instead, represent distortions cloaked
in the language and appearance of piety? While descriptive accounts
of these developments are abundant, normative evaluative
frameworks grounded in the Islamic intellectual tradition remain
remarkably scarce.

The absence of such a framework is far from a minor concern.
Dart demonstrates that digital media architectures inherently
incentivize distortions of truth by rewarding content that is
sensational, polarizing, and highly engaging rather than substantively
accurate.'”  When these dynamics intersect with religious
communication, the result is what Raya identifies as the
transformation of religious authority into business authority," a
condition that Muthohirin links to the growth of digital
fundamentalism among young Indonesian Muslims.” Foundational
scholarship in digital religion, from Campbell” to Bunt,'* has
provided sophisticated descriptive frameworks for understanding how
religion operates in online environments. Yet these frameworks were
never intended to answer a fundamentally normative question:
whether such developments are religiously constructive or
detrimental, and according to what standards they should be assessed.
Without a normative framework for evaluation, the study of digital
Islam risks becoming a record of transformation without the
analytical capacity to distinguish genuine expressions of piety from

10 Bradley C. Dart, “Epistemic Trust and the Limits of Al Authority in Islam,” Open
Theology 12, no. 1 (January 2026): 20250069, https://doi.org/10.1515/0pth-2025-
0069.

11 Raya, “Digital Islam.”

12 Nafik Muthohirin, “Faith in the Digital Age: The Rise of Islamic Fundamentalism
and the Plurality of Young Muslims® Piety on Social Media,” Isamica: Jurnal Stud:
Keislaman 19, no. 2 (March 2025): 199-233,
https://doi.otg/10.15642/islamica.2025.19.2.199-233.

13 Heidi A. Campbell, “Understanding the Relationship between Religion Online
and Offline in a Networked Society,” Journal of the American Academy of Religion 80,
no. 1 (2012): 64-93, https://doi.org/10.1093/jaarel/1fr074; Heidi A. Campbell,
Digital Religion: Understanding Religions Practice in New Media Worlds (Abingdon, Oxon
New York: Routledge, 2013).

4 Gary R. Bunt, Islam in the Digital Age: E-Jibad, Online Fatwas and Cyber Islamic
Environments (London: Pluto Press, 2003); Gary R. Bunt, Islamic Algorithms: Online
Influence in the Muslim Metaverse (London: Bloomsbury Publishing, 2024).
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the instrumentalization of religion for the purposes of the attention
economy.

This article addresses that gap by asking: how can post-secular
theory and platform analysis be synthesized to construct a normative
evaluative framework for digital Islamic expression in Indonesia? This
overarching inquiry encompasses three interrelated dimensions. First,
how does Indonesia’s post-secular condition shape the structures
through which digital Islamic content is produced, circulated, and
consumed? Second, in what ways do the algorithmic logics of digital
platforms specifically influence the quality and character of religious
expression online? Third, what normative criteria can be derived from
within the Islamic tradition to distinguish authentic forms of
religiousity from technologically mediated distortions? To address this
third question, the article introduces a heuristic framework rooted in
historical and normative precedent from early Islamic history: the
contrast between the Mosque of Quba, a symbol of authentic
religious institutionality, and the Mosque of Dirar, a symbol of the
instrumentalization of religion for divisive and destructive ends. This
framework is not employed as a rhetorical metaphor. Rather, it
functions as an analytical instrument whose epistemological
foundations emerge from within the Islamic tradition itself.

The article makes three principal contributions. First, it
addresses a significant normative gap in the study of digital Islam by
proposing an evaluative framework grounded in the internal resources
of the Islamic tradition rather than relying exclusively on conceptual
categories borrowed from Western social theory. In doing so, it
responds to longstanding epistemological critiques of Eurocentric
assumptions that shape much post-secular scholarship.” Second, it
develops a synthesis between post-secular theory,' and platform
studies,'” one that has not previously been systematically articulated in
the literature on Indonesian digital Islam. This integration yields an

5 Giulia Evolvi, Blogging My Religion: Secular, Muslim, and Catholic Media Spaces in
Eurgpe  (London: Routledge, 2018), https://doi.org/10.4324/9780203710067;
Marcus Moberg and Kennet Granholm, “The Concept of the Post-Secular and the
Contemporary Nexus of Religion, Media, Popular Culture, and Consumer Culture,”
in Post-Secular Society (London: Routledge, 2012).

16 Jong, “The Post-Secular Cosmopolitanization of Religion”; Han, “Technologies
of Religion.”

7 Bunt, Islamic Algorithms: Ounline Influence in the Muslim Metaverse; Sulfikar and
Yasmine, “Platformized Religious Authority.”
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analytical framework capable not only of explaining religious
transformations but also of evaluating their normative implications.
Third, by advancing the Quba-Dirar framework as an analytical
instrument, the study opens a new methodological pathway that may
be adapted to other Muslim contexts beyond Indonesia, thereby
contributing to the comparative study of digital Islam on a global
scale.

The article is organized into five sections. The first section
establishes the theoretical foundation by tracing the trajectories of
secularization, the deprivatization of religion, and the emergence of
the post-secular condition as macro-level frameworks for situating
digital Islam within contemporary social formations. The second
section examines how platform dynamics reconfigure religious
authority, community formation, and religious expression, with
particular attention to algorithmic mechanisms that are far from
value-neutral. The third section introduces the Quba-Dirar heuristic
framework as an evaluative instrument for digital religiosity grounded
in Islamic historical and normative precedents. The fourth section
applies this framework to the Indonesian context. The fifth and final
section discusses the broader implications of the study for Islamic
studies, particularly regarding the rearticulation of the normative-
historical dialectic in the digital age.

Secularization, De-privatization, and the post-Secular
Condition: Theoretical Foundations

The classical sociology of religion developed its most influential
account of religious change through the secularization thesis. Peter
Berger’s foundational argument in The Sacred Canopy holds that
modernization—driven by  rationalization = and  structural
pluralization—erodes the plausibility of religion as a self-evident,
totalizing worldview. Where religion once functioned as a shared
“sacred canopy” anchoring social meaning, it increasingly becomes
one option among many within a competitive marketplace of beliefs."
Thomas Luckmann extended this diagnosis by identifying a parallel
process of institutional disengagement: as organized religion loses its
public authority, individuals construct personalized systems of
meaning outside formal religious structures—what Luckmann termed

18 Peter L. Berger, The Sacred Canopy: Elements of a Sociological Theory of Religion (New
York: Anchor Books, 1967).
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“invisible religion,” a privatized, de-institutionalized form of belief
that persists beneath the surface of secular public life."” Together,
Berger and Luckmann established the dominant mid-twentieth-
century consensus: modernity drives religion inward, stripping it of
social and political salience while leaving residual private belief intact.

This consensus, however, was never without complications.
Robert Bellah’s concept of “civil religion” demonstrated early on that
religious symbols and narratives retain robust public functions,
particularly in the construction of national identity and civic solidarity,
even in ostensibly secular societies.”” Bryan Wilson and Steve Bruce
later articulated secularization more precisely as a process of
functional differentiation, in which religious institutions progressively
lose jurisdiction over education, law, politics, and welfare—not the
elimination of belief, but the contraction of religion’s institutional
reach.” The result, on this account, is not the death of religion but its
relegation: significant in private life, marginal in public governance.”
This formulation preserves the directional logic of the secularization
thesis while acknowledging that religious belief may persist in
individualized forms.

The post-secular turn in social theory emerged precisely as a
challenge to this directional logic. Charles Taylor’s A Secular Age
rejects the notion of a single, universal secular trajectory and argues
instead that Western modernity has produced multiple, competing
conditions of belief.”” Taylor’s concept of the “immanent frame”
captures a crucial epistemological shift: belief in God is no longer a
default background assumption but a reflective choice made within a
horizon of alternatives.”* Faith continues, but as a contested and self-
conscious commitment rather than an unexamined cultural
inheritance. This transformation resonates with Max Weber’s earlier
diagnosis of “disenchantment” and Marcel Gauchet’s historical

19 Thomas Luckmann, The Invisible Religion: The Problem of Religion in Modern Society
(New York: Macmillan, 1967).

20 Robert N. Bellah, “Civil Religion in America,” Daedalus 96, no. 1 (1967).

21 José Casanova, “Rethinking Secularization: A Global Comparative Perspective,”
The Hedgehog Review, 8, vol. 8, nos. 1-2 (2006): 7-22; Steve Bruce, Secularization: In
Defence of an Unfashionable Theory (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011).

22 Bryan R. Wilson, Religion in Secular Society (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
2016).

23 Chatles Taylot, A Secular Age (Cambridge: MA: Harvard University Press, 2007).
2+ Jurgen Habermas, “Notes on Post-Secular Society,” New Perspectives Quarterly 25,
no. 4 (2008): 17-29.

VOLUME 16, ISSUE 1, JUNE 2026 143



Syamsul Arifin, Le Xuan Tung, Rahmad Wijaya, and Achmad Muhibbin Zuhri

account of religion’s reconfiguration rather than its disappearance—
processes in which religion loses its cosmological monopoly without
ceasing to function as a source of meaning and social organization.”
What changes is not religion’s presence but its epistemic status and
institutional form.

Empirical research has substantiated this picture of
transformation without disappearance. Grace Davie’s concept of
“believing without belonging” captures a widely documented pattern
in which personal religious belief persists even as institutional
affiliation declines.”® Studies by Tromp, Pless, and Houtman extend
this analysis by documenting processes of deinstitutionalization and
subjectivization through which contemporary religiosity becomes
increasingly individualized and experience-centered.”” Luigi Berzano’s
formulation of “the fourth secularization” names this development as
the rise of individualistic, experiential sacred forms that operate
largely outside traditional ecclesiastical structures.” Alongside these
qualitative accounts, Ronald Inglehart’s longitudinal data from the
World Values Survey and the European Values Survey identify
measurable declines in conventional religiosity in economically secure
societies, attributing this pattern to rising existential security rather
than to ideological rejection of religion.” Inglehart’s findings do not
support a disappearance thesis; they indicate that religion’s social
functions are redistributed as material conditions change, not that
religion ceases to perform them.

The most consequential theoretical intervention for the present
study comes from José Casanova, whose concept of “public
religions” directly challenged the privatization thesis.”’ Casanova
argued that modernization does not inevitably confine religion to the

2> Marcel Gauchet, The Disenchantment of the World: A Political History of Religion
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1997).

26 Grace Davie, Religion in Britain since 1945: Believing without Belonging (Oxford:
Blackwell, 1994).

27 Paul Tromp, Anna Pless, and Dick Houtman, “Believing Without Belonging in
Twenty European Countries (1981-2008),” Review of Religions Research 62, no. 4
(2020): 509-31.

28 Luigi Berzano, The Fourth Secunlarisation: Antonomy of Individual Lifestyles (London:
Palgrave Macmillan, 2019).

2 Ronald F. Inglehart, “Giving Up on God: The Global Decline of Religion,”
Foreign Affairs 99, no. 5 (2020).

30 José Casanova, Public Religions in the Modern World (Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 1994).
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private sphere; under specific historical and political conditions,
religion actively de-privatizes, reentering public life as a structurally
significant social and political force.” This process is neither a
regression to pre-modern theocracy nor a simple survival of tradition;
it is a positive assertion of religious agency within modernizing
societies. Shmuel Eisenstadt’s framework of “multiple modernities”
reinforces this point by demonstrating that the relationship between
religion and modernity varies substantially across cultural and
historical contexts—there is no single modernization pathway, and
consequently no single secularization outcome.” Non-Western
modernities, including those in Muslim-majority societies, have
produced configurations of religious life that neither conform to the
European secularization model nor represent its straightforward
negation.

Taken together, these theoretical perspectives converge on a
post-secular conclusion: the relationship between religion and
modernity is not a linear trajectory of decline but a dynamic,
multidirectional process of reconfiguration. Religion migrates across
institutional domains—from church to state, from the public square
to the private conscience, from the local community to the mediated
network—without losing its capacity to organize meaning, identity,
and collective action. This theoretical reorientation is essential to
understanding the reemergence of religion in digital environments.
The digital sphere does not simply extend an existing secularization
process; it introduces new conditions under which religious de-
privatization occurs at scale, with structural implications for authority,
community, and epistemology that classical secularization theory was
not designed to address. It is within this post-secular theoretical
horizon that analysis of digital Islam in Indonesia must be situated.

Digital Platforms and Reconfiguration of Religious Authority,
Community, and Experience

The acceleration of modernity has produced conditions of
existential uncertainty that neither political institutions nor scientific

31 José Casanova, “The Secular, Secularizations, Seculatisms,” in C. Calhoun, M.
Juergensmeyer, & J. VanAntwerpen, Rethinking Secularism (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 2011), 54-60.

32 Shmuel N. Eisenstadt, “Multiple Modernities,” Daedalus 129, no. 1 (2000): 1-29;
Robert W. Hefner, Ciwil Islam: Muslims and Democratization in Indonesia (Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 2000), 1119, https://www.jstot.org/stable/j.ctt7szvv.
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rationality has been able to fully resolve. Anthony Giddens
characterized modernity as a ”juggernaut”, an unstoppable vehicle of
extraordinary, often ungovernable force.” His analysis identifies
technology as simultaneously the engine of human progress and a
source of reflective risk, a boomerang that returns to strike its
creator.” Karen Armstrong locates the consequence of this paradox
in a constitutive human vulnerability: the inability to sustain existential
emptiness without recourse to frameworks of transcendent meaning.”
The Fourth Industrial Revolution has not tesolved this ctisis; it has
created new digital infrastructures through which the quest for
meaning is pursued, organized, and publicly articulated.” It is within
this context that the reemergence of religion in digital form acquires
its sociological significance.

This infrastructural shift has produced what Roberts and
Yamane conceptualize as “out-of-the-(God)-box™ religion: religious
life no longer contained within the institutional walls of mosques,
churches, or temples, but dispersed across digital platforms and
algorithmically mediated spaces.”” This is not a marginal development;
it represents a structural transformation in the conditions under
which religious life is organized and experienced. The digital
ecosystem  provides  religious actors with  unprecedented
communicative reach, enabling the construction of transnational
communities of belief and the emergence of new forms of authority
operating outside traditional credentialing structures. Scholars have
consequently examined how digital platforms reconfigure three
interrelated dimensions of religious life: authority structures,
community formation, and the mediation of sacred experience.

On the question of religious authority, Campbell’s foundational
research identifies three orientations through which religious
institutions negotiate digital technology: a techno-cultural framework

33 Anthony Giddens, Konsekuensi Modernitas (Stanford: Stanford University Press,
1990), 139-401

3 Anthony Giddens, Sociology: A Brief but Critical Introduction (London: Macmillan
Education, 1980), 5.

3 Karen Armstrong, .4 History of God: The 4,000-Year Quest of Judaism, Christianity and
Islam (New York: Ballantine Books, 1993), 458.

36 Anthony Giddens, Modernity and Self-Identity: Self and Society in the Late Modern Age
(Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1991), 180-208.

37 Keith A. Roberts and David Yamane, Relgion in Sociolsgy, ed. ke-5 (Thousand
Oaks: SAGE, 1985), 363.
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emphasizing digital adoption for institutional relevance; a human-
enhanced framework treating technology as an instrument for
extending the community’s mission; and a human-technology hybrid
framework integrating online and offline dimensions of religious life.”
Critically, Campbell’s empirical analysis of Christian blogospheres
complicates simple narratives of digital disruption: of 4,280 references
analyzed, 3,952 were affirmative of existing religious authorities, while
only 328 represented challenges.” Digital participation, in this finding,
functions more as a space of affirmation than contestation, directly
challenging the assumption that digital openness is inherently
subversive of religious tradition.

Cheong, Huang, and Poon’s study of Protestant pastors in
Singapore corroborates this point, identifying a renegotiation rather
than a dissolution of epistemic authority in digital contexts.* Pastors
who achieve digital fluency through blogs, webcasts, and social media
do not lose authority; they reconstitute it through new communicative
competencies and trust-building within digital congregations. This
pattern indicates that authority in the digital era loses its monopoly
over religious knowledge, yet is re-legitimized through adaptive
engagement with digital media logic. The key variable is not whether
religious actors use digital platforms, but how their normative
commitments shape that use.

This argument is further supported by Campbell and Golan’s
comparative study of Haredi and Dati Leumi communities in Israel.”
Rather than rejecting digital technology, these communities construct
what Campbell and Golan term “digital enclaves,” carefully regulated
online spaces that display community identity publicly while enforcing
norms against external value infiltration. Their concept of “restricted

3 Heidi A. Campbell, “Framing the Human-Technology Relationship: How
Religious Digital Creatives Engage Posthuman Narratives,” Social Compass 63, no. 3
(2016): 30218, https://doi.org/https://doi.org/10.1177/0037768616652328.

% Heidi A. Campbell, “Religious Authority and the Blogosphete,” Journal of
Computer-Mediated Communication 15, no. 2 (2010): 251-706,
https://doi.org/https://doi.org/10.1111/7.1083-6101.2010.01519.x.

40 Pauline Hope Cheong, Shitlena Huang, and Jessie P. H. Poon, “Religious
Communication and Epistemic Authority of Leaders in Wired Faith
Organizations,”  Journal — of  Communication 61, no. 5 (2011): 938-58,
https://doi.otg/10.1111/§.1460-2466.2011.01579.x.

4 Heidi A. Campbell and Oren Golan, “Creating Digital Enclaves: Negotiation of
the Internet among Bounded Religious Communities,” Media, Culture & Society 33,
no. 5 (2011): 709-24, https://doi.org/10.1177/0163443711404464.
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heterogeneity” demonstrates that digital engagement is always shaped
by prior religious commitments rather than by technological
affordances alone, directly supporting Campbell’s Religious-Social
Shaping of Technology framework. The “kosher phone” case among
ultra-Orthodox Jews extends this logic further: the community
actively modifies technology to conform to halakhic norms,
demonstrating that religious communities shape technology as much
as technology shapes them.*”

Within Muslim communities, this dynamic takes on additional
complexity because of Islam’s decentralized authority structure. Jon
Anderson’s analysis documents the emergence of a plural religious
public sphere populated by non-traditional actors who lack formal
Islamic credentials yet exercise substantial discursive influence.”’ This
resonates with Friedman’s Globalization 3.0, in which digital literacy
enables individuals to bypass institutional gatekeepers previously
controlling access to public religious discourse.* Gary Bunt extends
this account by documenting how Islamic cyberspace generates online
fatwa networks and discursive communities that negotiate identity
and practice outside traditional scholarly supervision.” Carmen
Becker’s research further confirms that religious knowledge is
increasingly produced and consumed through participatory digital
networks rather than formal scholarly institutions. The
epistemological implications of this shift are substantial and, as this
article argues, remain inadequately addressed within Islamic studies.

The political and communal dimensions of digital Islam
reinforce this argument. Al-Rawi’s study of Muslim use of Facebook
during the 2012 Innocence of Muslims protests demonstrates how digital

4 Heidi A. Campbell, ““What Hath God Wrought?’ Considering How Religious
Communities Culture (or Kosher) the Cell Phone,” Continunm 21, no. 2 (2007): 191—
203, https://doi.org/10.1080/10304310701269040.

4 Jon W. Anderson, “New Media in the Muslim World: The Emerging Public
Sphere,” in Dale F. Euckelman and Jon W. Anderson, eds., New Media in the Muslim
World: The Emerging Public Sphere (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1999),
1-18.

4 Thomas L. Friedman, The World Is Flat: The Globalized World in the Twenty-First
Century (London: Penguin Books, 2006), 9-12.

4 Garry R. Bunt, Islam in the Digital Age: E-Jibad, Online Fatwas and Cyber Islamic
Environments (London: Pluto Press, 2003).

4 Carmen Becker, “Gaining Knowledge: Salafi Activism in German and Dutch
Online Forums,” Die Welt Des Islams 52, nos. 3-4 (2012): 315-34,
https://doi.otg/https://doi.org/10.1163/15700607-2012007.
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platforms function as a “virtual mosque,” actively constituting
religious community rather than merely reflecting it, and enabling
rapid mobilization across national boundaties.” Golan and Martini’s
analysis of Catholic monastic webcasting adds another dimension:
virtual pilgrimage reorganizes the spatial logic of traditional religious
practice, enabling participants to access sacred experience without
physical co-presence.” Across these cases, digital platforms do not
merely transmit religious content; they reconstitute the spatial,
temporal, and relational conditions under which religious experience
occurs.” This reconstitution demands new analytical frameworks
capable of evaluating digital religiosity on both empirical and
normative grounds.

Theorizing Digital Religiosity through the Quba-Dirar
Framework

The studies reviewed in the preceding section collectively
establish that digital platforms sustain and reconfigure religious life
rather than diminish it. Yet resilience alone does not guarantee
integrity. The same digital infrastructure that enables authentic
religious community, epistemic access, and spiritual participation also
generates conditions for systematic distortion. Cases of digital
radicalization,” the commodification of religious messages for
commercial gain,”' the dissemination of religiously coded hate
speech,” and the proliferation of unverified online fatwas™ represent
not peripheral anomalies but structurally recurring features of digitally

47 Ahmed Al-Rawi, “Facebook as a Virtual Mosque: The Online Protest against
Innocence of Muslims,” Cuwlture and Religion 17, no. 1 (2016): 19-34,
https://doi.org/10.1080/14755610.2016.1159591.

4 Oten Golan and Michele Martini, “Digital Pilgrimage: Exploring Catholic
Monastic Webcasts,” The Communication Review 21, no. 1 (2018): 24-45,
https://doi.org/https://doi.org/10.1080/10714421.2017.1416795.

4 Hjavard, “The Mediatization of Religion: A Theory of the Media as Agents of
Religious Change,” Northern Lights: Film and Media Studies 6, no. 1 (2008): 9—26.

50 Gary R. Bunt, Hashtag Isiam: How Cyber-Isiamic Environments Are Transforming
Religions Authority (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina, 2018).

> Campbell and Evolvi, “Contextualizing Cutrent Digital Religion Research on
Emerging Technologies.”

52 Al-Rawi, “Facebook as a Virtual Mosque.”

5 Christopher Helland, “Online Religion/Religion Online and Virtual
Communities,” in Jeffrey K. Hadden and Douglas E. Cowan, eds., Religion on the
Internet: Research Prospects and Promises (New York: JAI Press, 2000), 205-23.
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mediated religious life. These phenomena expose a fundamental
paradox: the digital sphere simultaneously sustains the vitality of faith
and creates conditions that can undermine the ethical and epistemic
foundations of religious tradition. Addressing this paradox requires an
analytical framework capable of distinguishing between digital
religious expressions that serve religion’s constructive mission and
those that subvert it.

This article proposes such a framework by drawing on two
historically grounded Quranic metaphors: the Quba Mosque and the
Dirar Mosque. The use of mosque metaphors to analyze digital
religious spaces is not without precedent; Al-Rawi’s characterization
of Facebook as a “virtual mosque” established this conceptual move
in the digital religion literature. The present framework extends that
logic by differentiating between two qualitatively distinct types of
digital religious space rather than treating the mosque metaphor as
uniform. The Quba Mosque, built by the Prophet Muhammad upon
his arrival in Medina in 622 CE, is explicitly identified in the Qur’an
(Sarah al-Tawbah, 9:108) as a space founded on piety (fagwa) from its
very first day, one in which worshippers are praised for their pursuit
of purification. The Dirar Mosque, by contrast, is condemned in the
same surah (9:107) as a structure built not for worship but to cause
division, spread falsehood, and weaken Muslim solidarity. The
Qur’an’s juxtaposition of these two mosques establishes a normative
distinction between religious spaces that serve genuine spiritual and
communal purposes and those that appropriate religious form for
destructive ends.

Transposed into the digital context, the Digital Quba Mosque
designates online religious spaces and practices that foster authentic
piety, nurture epistemic integrity, and support genuine community
formation oriented toward the common good. These are digital
environments in which religious content strengthens moral
accountability, encourages inclusive participation, and remains
anchored in the ethical commitments of Islamic tradition. The Digital
Dirar Mosque, conversely, designates digital spaces that deploy the
language and symbols of religion while functionally generating
division, manipulation, or ideological distortion. These spaces may
appear outwardly religious, reproducing the aesthetic conventions of
Islamic piety, yet their operative logic contradicts Islam’s foundational
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mission of rabmat li-I-‘alamin>* The distinction is not always
immediately visible, which is precisely why an analytical framework is
needed.

It is important to clarify that the Digital Quba and Digital Dirar
framework does not operate as a rigid binary classification. Rather, it
functions as a continuum of ethical evaluation, recognizing that
specific digital practices may exhibit features of both orientations
simultaneously or shift between them depending on context, actor
intent, and audience reception. A preacher who begins by fostering
genuine religious education may progressively commodify that
content as platform incentives reward engagement over substance. A
digital community originally organized around shared spiritual
practice may drift toward sectarian exclusivity as its identity
boundaries harden. The framework’s analytical value lies in its
capacity to track these gradations and transitions rather than assign
fixed labels. This approach is consistent with the heuristic use of
ideal-type constructs in sociological analysis, where conceptual poles
serve to sharpen empirical observation without reducing it.”

The application of this framework to the Indonesian context is
analytically productive for several reasons. Indonesia’s digital religious
landscape is characterized by high platform penetration, a
decentralized Islamic authority structure, a competitive market of
religious content producers, and significant political pressures that
incentivize the mobilization of religious identity. These conditions
make Indonesia a particularly acute site for observing both the
constructive and distortive potentials of digital religiosity. Phenomena
such as the rapid rise of micro-celebrity preachers, the systematic
commodification of Islamic content through subscription models and
merchandise, and the coordinated circulation of religiously framed
polarizing discourse during electoral periods illustrate how the Digital
Dirar dynamic operates at scale. Conversely, digital platforms have
also supported the democratization of Islamic education, enabled
marginalized voices to participate in religious discourse, and facilitated
transnational solidarity networks grounded in shared ethical

54 Salahudin et al., “Islamic Political Polarisation on Social Media During the 2019
Presidential ~Election in Indonesia,” Asian Affairs 51 (2020): 656-71,
https://doi.otg/10.1080/03068374.2020.1812929; Abdulaziz Sachedina, The Isiamic
Roots of Democratic Pluralism (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001), 96-100.

% Max Webet, “The Methodology of the Social Sciences,” in Edward A. Shils &
Henry A. Finch (New York: Free Press, 1949), 90-93.
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commitments, all of which are consistent with the Digital Quba
orientation.

The framework also carries implications beyond the Indonesian
case and beyond Islam specifically. Analogous distinctions can be
drawn within other religious traditions: the difference between digital
Christian communities that foster genuine pastoral care and those that
exploit congregants financially through televangelism models, or
between Buddhist online spaces that support authentic meditative
practice and those that commodify mindfulness as a wellness product
stripped of ethical content. What makes the Quba-Dirar framework
distinctively grounded in Islamic epistemology is its derivation from
Quranic normative categories, ensuring that the evaluative criteria it
employs are not externally imposed but arise from within the tradition
being analyzed. This internal grounding is, as Rahman and Amin
Abdullah argue, a methodological requirement for any analytical
framework that seeks to evaluate Islamic practice without reducing it
to purely sociological or functionalist terms.® The framework thus
contributes to the broader comparative study of digital religiosity
while remaining epistemologically accountable to the Islamic tradition
it examines.

The following section applies this framework to selected cases
of digital religiosity in Indonesia, demonstrating its analytical purchase
across a range of empirical phenomena and clarifying the conditions
under which digital religious practice tends toward the Quba or Dirar
orientation.

Mapping Digital Religiosity in Indonesia across the Quba-Dirar
Continuum

The analytical framework proposed in the preceding section is
grounded in empirical data from concrete cases of digital religiosity in
Indonesia. The cases examined here are not presented as a basis for
statistical generalization; they function as analytically representative
instances through which the Quba-Dirar continuum can be
operationalized.” Indonesia is a particularly instructive context for

0 Abdullah Saeed, Reading the Qur'an in the Twenty-First Century: A Contextualist
Approach  (London: Routledge, 2014), https://doi.org/10.4324/9781315870922;
Wael B. Hallaq, Restating Orientalism: A Critique of Modern Knowledge (New York:
Columbia University Press, 2019), 392 Pages.

57 Robert K. Yin, Case Study Research: Design and Methods, 5th ed. (United States: Sage,
2014), 15-17.
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this purpose. As the world’s largest Muslim-majority democracy, it
combines high social media penetration, a historically pluralistic
Islamic landscape, a decentralized religious authority structure, and
intensifying political pressures that routinely mobilize religious
identity. These conditions produce a digital religious environment in
which both constructive and disortive dynamics are visible at scale.

One of the most significant manifestations of the Digital Quba
orientation in Indonesia is the emergence of inclusive, dialogic
preaching on social media platforms. Several Muslim figures operating
as religious micro-celebrities use YouTube, Instagram, and TikTok to
disseminate religious messages centered on mercy (rahmah), tolerance,
and ethical self-formation rather than doctrinal exclusivism. Habib
Husein Ja’far Al Hadar exemplifies this orientation through a
communicative style that is accessible and deliberately non-
confrontational, addressing contemporary concerns including
interreligious relations, mental health, and everyday ethics.”® His
approach makes religious discourse resonant with younger, digitally
engaged audiences without sacrificing ethical substance.

From the Digital Quba perspective, these practices represent an
attempt to cultivate tagwa-oriented religiosity in digital spaces. They
contribute to inclusive community formation, encourage critical moral
reflection, and demonstrate how digital platforms can facilitate the
constructive de-privatization of religion. Religious values enter public
discourse without generating exclusion or polarization, which is
precisely the condition the framework identifies as consistent with
Islam’s foundational ethical mission. This case illustrates that digital
platforms, when navigated with normative intentionality, can serve as
genuine sites of religious formation rather than mere channels of
content distribution.

The most pervasive Dirar manifestation in Indonesian digital
Islam is the commodification of religious authority, in which the logic
of the digital attention economy increasingly shapes preaching. The
proliferation of monetized YouTube channels, sponsored religious
content, and personal branding strategies among Indonesian
preachers illustrates how religious authority becomes entangled with
market dynamics. Monetization becomes ethically consequential when
religious messages are systematically simplified or engineered to

58 Julian Millie, Hearing Allah’s Call: Preaching and Perfomance in Indonesia Islam (New
York: Cornell University Press, 2017), 3-8.
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maximize algorithmic visibility at the expense of doctrinal integrity.”
In such cases, the ethical coherence of religious teaching is
subordinated to commercial incentives, directly contradicting the
normative foundations of the Digital Quba orientation.

A second and equally significant Dirar manifestation is the
mobilization of religious narratives for political polarization. During
electoral periods in Indonesia, digital platforms have repeatedly
served as infrastructure for sectarian rhetoric, coordinated
disinformation campaigns, and the construction of what scholars
describe as algoritmic enclaves, in which users are systematically
exposed to content that reinforces prior beliefs and deepens
communal divisions.”” Although such content deploys Islamic
language, symbols, and claims to scriptural authority, its operative
function contradicts Islam’s unifying ethical mission. This is the
defining characteristic of the Digital Dirar dynamic: religious form is
retained while religious substance is hollowed out.

Not all digital religious practices in Indonesia neatly fit either
pole of the framework, and this ambivalence is itself analytically
significant. A single content producer may generate genuinely
educational religious material in one context while pursuing market-
oriented personal branding strategies in another. The same
algorithmic infrastructure that amplifies constructive religious
messages also rewards sensational or divisive content, because
platform incentive structures are indifferent to normative distinctions
between the two." This structural condition means that even actors
with constructive intentions operate within an environment that
systematically creates Dirar pressures.

This ambivalence confirms the core insight of Campbell’s RSST
framework: technology does not determine religious outcomes;
outcomes are produced through the interaction between technological
affordances and the normative commitments of religious actors. The
Quba-Dirar framework must therefore be understood not as a binary
classification system but as a continuum of ethical evaluation,

59 Millie, Hearing Allah’s Call, 45—49.

0 Eli Pariser, The Filter Bubble: What the Internet Is Hiding from You (United Kingdom:
Penguin Press, 2011), 9-15; Christopher A. Bail et al.,, “Exposure to Opposing
Views on Social Media Can Increase Political Polarization,” Proceedings of the National
Academy of Science 115, no. 37 (2018): 1531-36.

o1 Taina Bucher, If..Then: Algorithmic Power and Politics (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 2018), 48—52.
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enabling scholars to assess the degree to which specific digital
religious practices align with or deviate from Islamic normative
foundations. Its analytical value lies in generating precise, theoretically
grounded questions rather than fixed verdicts.

The application of the Quba-Dirar framework to the
Indonesian context yields three implications that extend beyond the
cases examined here. First, digitalization has substantially intensified
the de-privatization of religion, rendering Islamic discourse more
visible, participatory, and publicly contested. Second, this
transformation has produced new authority formations through the
convergence of micro-celebrity culture and algorithmic amplification,
operating outside established Islamic scholarly institutions.** Third,
these developments demonstrate the urgent need for ethical-critical
analytical approaches that do not merely describe digital religious
practices but evaluate their resonance with Islamic moral and
epistemological foundations.

The descriptive orientation that dominates much existing
scholarship is insufficient for this task. What is required is an
integrative epistemology that holds empirical observation and
normative evaluation in productive tension, treating the normative-
historical dialectic articulated by Rahman and Amin Abdullah not as a
background assumption but as an active analytical instrument.” The
Digital Quba and Digital Dirar frameworks represent one
contribution toward that integrative epistemology, offering Islamic
studies a set of conceptual tools adequate to the complexity and
ethical stakes of digital religiosity in the contemporary Muslim world.

Theorizing Digital Islam through an Integrative Epistemology
The analysis developed in the preceding sections points toward
a fundamental epistemological question for Islamic studies: whether
the discipline’s existing frameworks are adequate to evaluate, rather
than merely describe, the transformation of religious life in digital
environments. The most influential attempt to address this question
within Indonesian Islamic thought is M. Amin Abdullah’s
classification of Islamic studies into normative and historical

62 Millie, Hearing Allah’s Call: Preaching and Perfomance in Indonesia Islam, 3-8.
3 Saeed, Reading the Qur'an in the Twenty-First Century: A Contextualist Approach; Hallaq,
Restating Orientalism: A Critique of Modern Knowledge.
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approaches.”* This classification draws directly on Fazlur Rahman’s
foundational distinction in Islam and Modernity: Transformation of an
Intellectual Tradition, where Rahman differentiates between normative
Islam, grounded in the revelatory sources of the Qut’an and H{adith,
and historical Islam, constituted through human interpretation,
institutional formation, and the sedimentation of religious tradition
across time and context.”” Rahman’s contribution to Approaches o
Isiam in Religions Studies reinforces this point by observing that
religions possess both observable expressions and institutionalized
manifestations that are irreducible to their scriptural foundations.®
This distinction is not merely taxonomic; it carries direct ontological
implications for how the field defines its object of study.

The ontological distinction between normative and historical
Islam generates an epistemological imperative. If the reality of Islam
encompasses both its revelatory foundations and its socio-historical
manifestations, then any analytical framework restricted to a single
dimension will produce a partial and potentially distorting account.
Amin Abdullah identifies this risk explicitly in his critique of two
dominant orientations within Muslim scholarship: the missionary
approach. Which subordinates analysis to confessional advocacy, and
the apologetic approach, both of which Charles J. Adams identifies as
structurally resistant to critical inquiry.”” These orientations are not
intellectually neutral; they predetermine their conclusions by treating
normative positions as immune to historical interrogation.”® Against
this, Amin Abdullah argues that contemporary Islamic studies must
incorporate multidisciplinary, Interdisciplinary, and transdisciplinary

6 M. Amin Abdullah, Studi Agama: Normativitas Atau Historisitas? (Yogyakarta:
Pustaka Pelajar, 1996).

% Fazlur Rahman, Islam and Modernity: Transformation of an Intellectual Tradition
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1982).

%6 Fazlur Rahman, “Approaches to Islam in Religious Studies,” in Richard C. Martin,
ed., Approaches to Islam in Religions Studies (Tucson: University of Arizona Press,
1985), 190.

67 Chatles J. Adams, “Islamic Religious Tradition,” in Ieonard Binder, The Study of
the Middle East: Research and Scholarship in the Humanities and the Social
Sciences (New York: John Wiley & Sons, 19706), 35.

8 M. Amin Abdullah, Islamic Studies di Perguruan Tinggi: Pendekatan Integratif-
Interkonektif (Yogyakarta: Pustaka Pelajar, 2000), 7—11.
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approaches that hold the normative and historical dimensions in
productive analytical tension.”

This integrative epistemological orientation is operationally
significant for the study of digital Islam. The classical disciplinary
architecture of Islamic scholarship, organized around the w/kim al-din
(Kalam, Figh, H {adith, Quranic studies, Fara‘id, ‘Aqidah, Akhlak, and
‘Ibadah) and the auxiliary sciences of Arabic (Nahw, S{arf, Balaghah,
Badt, and ‘Arad), was developed in a context fundamentally different
from the networked, algorithmically mediated environments of
contemporary digital life.”"’ These frameworks remain indispensable as
normative reference points, but they require articulation with the
social sciences and media studies to generate analytically adequate
responses to digital transformation. The integration of alfikr al-Iskimi
with contemporary Islamic studies, as Amin Abdullah envisions, is
neither a capitulation to secular social science nor an insulation of
normative Islam from empirical scrutiny.

Within this broader epistemological context, the Digital Quba
and Digital Dirar frameworks represent a concrete application of the
normative-historical dialectic to digital religious practice. These
frameworks do not treat digital religiosity as a purely sociological
phenomenon to be described from an analytical detachment; nor do
they reduce it to a normative question of doctrinal compliance.
Instead, they operationalize the dialectic by asking simultaneously
what digital religious practices do empirically and whether they are
consistent with Islam’s ethical and spiritual mission. This dual
otientation is what distinguishes an integrative epistemology from
both purely descriptive and purely normative approaches, and it is
what gives the Quba-Dirar frameworks their critical purchase within
Islamic studies.”

The urgency of this ethical-critical orientation is empirically
grounded. Microsoft’s Digital Civility Index, based on a survey of
16,000 respondents across 32 countries conducted between April and

% M. Amin Abdullah, Multidisiplin, Interdisiplin, & Transdisiplin: Metode Studi Agama &
Studi Islam di Era Kontemporer (Yogyakarta: IB Pustaka, 2020).

70 M. Amin Abdullah, “Menakar Hak Pendidikan Perempuan Penyandang
Disabilitas: Interseksi Agama, Gender, dan Kebijakan,” in Imdamiyatur Rokbman,
“Kata Pengantar” (Yogyakarta: Suara Muhammadiyah, 2024), xi; Heidi A. Campbell
and Evolvi, “Contextualizing Current Digital Religion Research on Emerging
Technologies,” 5-7.

7V Rahman, Isian and Modernity: Transformation of an Intellectual Tradition, 141—43.
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May 2020, ranked Indonesia 29" out of 32 in terms of digital civility,
measuring exposure to risks including hoax dissemination, hate
speech, religious and ethnic discrimination, cyberbullying, doxing, and
recruitment for radical activities.”” These findings are not incidental to
the question of digital Islam; they document the concrete social
conditions in which Indonesian Muslims navigate digital religious life.
When religious language and symbols are deployed within this
environment, the risk of their instrumentalization for divisive or
manipulative purposes is structurally elevated. Islamic studies cannot
remain indifferent to this risk without abdicating its responsibility to
evaluate whether Muslim digital practices remain aligned with Islam’s
foundational mission as rabmat li-I-‘alamin.

The implication for Islamic studies as a discipline is therefore
not merely methodological but normative. The field must develop
evaluative instruments capable of assessing digital religious practices
against Islamic ethical standards without collapsing into apologetics or
abandoning empirical rigor. The normative-historical dialectic, as
articulated by Rahman and developed by Amin Abdullah, provides
the epistemological foundation for this task. The Digital Quba and
Digital Dirar frameworks demonstrate one way to operationalize that
foundation analytically. What remains is for Islamic studies in
Indonesia and beyond to institutionalize this integrative orientation as
a disciplinary standard, ensuring that the field’s engagement with
digital transformation is both empirically informed and normatively
accountable.

Concluding Remarks

This article has argued that digital transformation in Indonesia
does not marginalize religion but reconfigures it, producing new
forms of public religious presence that classical secularization theory
was not equipped to anticipate. Drawing on post-secular theory,
Campbell’s Religious-Social Shaping of Technology framework, and
the normative-historical dialectic articulated by Rahman and Amin
Abdullah, the analysis demonstrates that digital platforms
simultaneously expand religious participation and introduce structural

72 Eva Mazrieva, “Indeks Keberadaban Digital: Indonesia Terburuk se-Asia
Tenggara,” VOA Indonesia, February 20, 2021,
https:/ /www.voaindonesia.com/a/indeks-keberadaban-digital-indonesia-terburuk-
se-asia-tenggara/5794123 html.
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risks of commodification, epistemic fragmentation, and identity-based
polarization. To navigate this ambivalence analytically, the article
proposes two original heuristic frameworks derived from Quranic
historical narratives: the Digital Quba Mosque, designating digital
religious practices that foster authentic piety, inclusive community
formation, and ethical accountability; and the Digital Dirar Mosque,
designating practices that appropriate religious form while generating
division, manipulation, or doctrinal distortion. Applied illustratively to
selected Indonesian cases, these frameworks demonstrate that the
normative-historical dialectic remains an  indispensable
epistemological foundation for Islamic studies, one that must be
actively rearticulated rather than assumed in the context of digital
transformation.

The broader contribution of this study lies in its insistence that
Islamic studies must move beyond descriptive mapping of digital
religious phenomena toward an integrative epistemology capable of
holding empirical observation and normative evaluation in productive
tension. The critical question for the field is not how Muslims
practice religion in digital spaces, but whether those practices remain
aligned with Islam’s ethical mission as rapmat li-I-‘alamin. Future
research should advance this agenda through systematic empirical
investigation, including ethnographic studies of digital religious
communities, quantitative discourse analyses of online religiosity, and
comparative studies across multiple Muslim-majority contexts. These
efforts will be essential for sharpening the analytical instruments
available to Islamic studies as it confronts a religious landscape that is
increasingly mediated, contested, and consequential.
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