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METHODOLOGICAL 
APPROACHES

• ‘snapshots’ of websites, social media 
and other online materials

• recording/archiving of online 
phenomena associated with Islam, 
Muslims and the internet (going back 
25 years+)

• focusing on aspects of religious 
expression, networking and identity, 
especially in ‘western’ contextual 
frameworks
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Cyber Islamic 
environments
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Authority
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Cyber Islamic 
environments

Text/email 
interfaces

Multimedia

Diverse 
interfaces

Mobile Social 
media

Technological 
shifts

Design 
parameters
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Interaction across platforms
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Adapted from iMuslims (2009)11
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• materials shown here can be accessed 

across devices and formats 

• content is in the public domain

• the majority of the material here is ‘Sunni’ 

orthodox Islam, but I do look at other 

branches/diversity issues elsewhere in my 

research
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I first used the term information souq back in 1999 
– it has different connotations to traditional souqs in 
relation to marketplaces, but there is still the notion 
of ‘shopping around’ for opinions and advice
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The Islamic information marketplace has its 
own dynamics, and reflects concepts 
associated with the ‘long tail’ of demand and 
supply,* showing that in some cases micro-
demand for religious products, ideas and 
services can be fulfilled. 

14 * Chris Anderson
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RESEARCH questions

when #Islam is ‘always on’, does 

this aid or impede clarity and 

understanding of religious values 

by Muslims, particularly in 

‘western’ contexts?
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RESEARCH questions

in what ways do social media impact 

upon notions of religious 

understanding? 
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RESEARCH QUESTIONS

How is the immediacy and ‘searchability’ of 

the internet impacting on notions of Islamic 

religious authority online?

How have different internet hierarchies of 

religious authority developed specifically in 

relation to social media?17
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How do online environments challenge 
traditional models of authority? 

What is the influence and impact of digitally 
literate religious scholars and authorities 
goes beyond traditional boundaries of 
imams, mullahs, and shaikhs? 

What are the new roles for Islamic 
Influencers?
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RESEARCH QUESTIONS
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Traditional authorities have in some 

cases been challenged and usurped 

online by contenders, whose authority in 

some cases is based as much on digital 

proficiency and online networks as on 

traditional training and values. 
19

RESEARCH TRENDS

19

millennials, Generation Z and digital 
natives may respond more to aspects 
of online authority than ‘analogue’ 
equivalents.
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RESEARCH TRENDS

20

religious expression presents across a 
variety of digital platforms, and can be 
consumed 24:7
immediacy in circulating an opinion may be 
at the price of reflection time.
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RESEARCH TRENDS

21

not everything is in the public domain
attention spans, multitasking and constant 
scrolling impact on digital consumption

this impacts on everyday concepts of 
religious knowledge and identity, and also 
raises radicalisation concerns.
digital footprints may stray off the ‘Straight 
Path’ into other zones 
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RESEARCH TRENDS
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Time for research and development of tools 
isn’t necessarily built in for those in a 
competitive information souq
response times for tech issues from 
’authorities’ (especially of different 
generations) can be slow.

Different demographics for different 
software/hardware
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RESEARCH TRENDS

23

technology moves faster than society (and 
organisations) requiring constant ‘catch-up’
software/hardware don’t have society 
protocols (or guides) in place indicating 
methodologies for adoption and utilisation –
it’s a process of trial and error

early adopters of technology have benefitted 
in terms of cyber-Islamic environments, but 
there have been some spectacular failures 
too

24
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• There can be a relationship between a 
presentation of Islam online, and its 
‘analogue’ equivalent. 
the digital cacophony may require 
gatekeepers and guidance

technology trends evolve: tools from a few 
years’ ago become less relevant (software 
and hardware)
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the algorithms of ‘Sheikh Google’ mediate 

amongst the information overload of ‘fatwas’ 

and religious opinions

Source: MuslimVillage26
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traditional sources and spheres develop 
and maintain digital interfaces to 
acquire relevance (otherwise risking 
obsolescence) 
diverse religious perspectives contest 
for audiences, reflecting on multimedia 
approaches from a variety of players. 
how do organisations and platforms 
respond to contemporary concerns in 
the light of continually shifting religious 
and media contexts?

27

• diversity is the key to interpretation of online 
materials

• no homogenous online identities

• difficulty for organisations/platforms competing 
with fluid social media from diverse sources 

• intensified relationship between individuals and 
devices, especially with digital natives 
(generational issues)

• apps and other media require investment, time, 
experience and input (funding considerations 
apply in terms of influences)
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No assumptions that consumption is focused 
on religious content.  

Religion is a smaller component in much wider 
digital media consumption patterns in Muslim 
population contexts: streaming, social media, 
news, shopping, pornography, gaming, etc.
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RESEARCH TRENDS
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# ONLINE IDENTITIES
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Online Identities

• reflect diversity between and within 
Muslim identities 

• beyond simple ‘Sunni’, ‘Shi’i’, ‘Sufi’, etc. 

• the complexities of contemporary and 
historical understandings play out online
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Online Identities

• New online identities emerge

• Multiple identities, informed by diverse 
factors associated with gender, location, 
language, ethnicity, culture, etc. 

• Anonymity is a key factor online
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33INFLUENCES ON CIE ONLINE IDENTITIES

33

Enthusiasts/supporters

casual 
readers/supporters 

(tacit)
External 

parties/viewers
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Core

Religious

Political 

Regional 

Financial 

supporters

Opposition+
logistics 

Reader types
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Design/engagemen
t

(Qur’an-ic)/Islamic 
language and 
‘authenticity’

Networking 1:1 contact

Platform(s)
Information
provision: 

propagation
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CHANGES IN APPROACHES TO 
CYBER ISLAMIC ENVIRONMENTS

37

# RANDOM ACCESS 
MEMORIES

37

Mobile phone 
expansion

Broadband faster

Digital literacy 
rises

Social networks 
expand 

Multilingual 
content

Cheaper 
technology

Factors associated with 
the reduced digital divide

Connectivity faster

Across platform 
availability

Analogue:digital
separation diminished
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Text FTP Listserv/chatroom

39
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Browser/html/www 
Low graphic

MP3 & Images Video clips
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Online 
magazines Multimedia Embedded
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Islamic 
apps

Dedicated 
Products Endorsed
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Nuanced Multilingual Interactive

43
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Lifestyle Identity 24-7
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Influencers

44

Social 
Media 
Apps

Immediacy Brevity
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Immediacy

45

THE FATWA MACHINE & 
GLOBAL INFLUENCES

46

#
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Social media have been applied to provide everyday 
updates on aspects of religious authority and 
interpretation. 

A generation of web-friendly imams and scholars now 
utilises social media in numerous languages, attaining 
high profiles and levels of influence. 

These are based on precedent:

Online authorities
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50 IslamOnline
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51 Islam Online Cyber Counsellor 1
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ISLAM QA
THE FATWAMACHINE
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IslamQA.info

• IslamQA.info was founded by the Syrian-
born Shaykh Muhammad Saalih al-Munajjid
(1960-) in Saudi Arabia in 1997, which in 
Internet terms makes it one of the long-
standing fatwa/question sites in a web 
format.  

55

IslamQA.info

• the content has evolved since IslamQA’s inception, to 
include in 2015 material in 13 languages, presented in 
web format - but also using diverse social media, 
including WhatsApp.   

56

IslamQA.info
•Al Jazeera described Al-Munajjid as a leading 

‘Salafi’, who was influencing Al Qaeda and 
ISIS. 

•Al-Munajjid is criticised by other Muslim 
websites, including those who defined 
themselves as ‘pure Salafi’.  

•Al-Munajjid has been negatively deemed to be 
associated with the Egyptian ‘reformer’ and 
Muslim Brotherhood ideologue, Sayyid Qutb
(1906-1966).
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Al-Munajjid was arrested in 2017 in KSA

Human Rights Watch notes that he remained 
detained [November 2019]

IslamQA continues to run, citing al-Munajjid as 
‘General Supervisor’
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59 Islam Q & A 01
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Shaykh Muhammad al-Munajjid
67
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https://almunajjid.com/tv-programs/lessons/900
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https://almunajjid.com/tv-programs/lessons/900
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https://www.farhathashmi.com/

https://darulifta-deoband.com/en

https://eshaykh.com/

https://globe.razavi.ir/

https://www.islamweb.net/en/fatawa/

URLS USED IN DISCUSSION

82

CONCLUDING POINTS:
INSIDE THE FATWA 
MACHINE: #ISLAM, 

AUTHORITY AND THE NET 
IMAM IMPACT
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• questions emerge on how to respond to this 
information overload of authority and 
opinions?

• continually shifting media contexts

• no ‘central’ authority = information overload 
of potential online influences

• Methodological and research challenges 
continue.
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https://darulifta-deoband.com/en
https://eshaykh.com/
https://globe.razavi.ir/
https://www.islamweb.net/en/fatawa/
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• diversity is the key to interpretation of online 
materials

• difficulty for organisations/platforms competing 
with fluid social media from diverse sources 

• intensified relationship between individuals and 
devices, especially with digital natives 
(generational issues)

• apps and other media require investment, time, 
experience and input (funding considerations 
apply in terms of influences)

85
86

86

87

87

88

#

88


