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Abstract 
The rapid expansion of digital media has transformed the landscape of 

religious communication in Muslim societies, challenging long-established 

patterns of religious authority that have traditionally been male-dominated. In 

this context, women ulama increasingly utilize digital platforms to disseminate 

knowledge, engage audiences, and negotiate their religious legitimacy within 

both local and transnational Muslim communities. This study aims to examine 

how women ulama in the digital era redefine religious authority, reshape 

modes of da‘wah, and construct new forms of credibility and influence in 

Muslim communities. The research employs a qualitative approach, combining 

digital ethnography, content analysis of selected social media platforms, and 

in-depth interviews with prominent women ulama actively engaged in online 

religious discourse. The findings reveal that digital spaces enable women 

ulama to bypass conventional institutional barriers, articulate alternative 

religious narratives, and build authority through expertise, ethical engagement, 

and interactive communication with followers. However, their authority 

remains contested, as they often face gender-based resistance, online 

harassment, and challenges from traditional religious institutions. The study 

concludes that digital media does not merely extend existing religious 

authority but actively reconfigures it, positioning women ulama as significant 

agents in the evolving ecology of Islamic knowledge and leadership in the 

digital era. 
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INTRODUCTION 

The expansion of digital platforms has fundamentally reshaped how religious knowledge 

is produced, circulated, and legitimized within Muslim communities. Social media, streaming 

platforms, and online learning spaces have enabled new actors to participate in religious 

discourse beyond traditional institutions such as pesantren, madrasas, and formal clerical 

hierarchies. This transformation has unsettled long-standing assumptions about who is entitled 

to speak authoritatively on religious matters and how such authority is recognized by the 

community. 

Women ulama occupy a particularly complex position within this transformation, as they 

navigate both inherited gender norms and emerging digital affordances. Historically, women’s 

religious scholarship has often been marginalized, localized, or rendered invisible within 

dominant narratives of Islamic authority (Maryani et al., 2021; Mustapha & Junoh, 2022). 

Digital environments appear to offer new opportunities for visibility and influence, yet they 

also reproduce power asymmetries through algorithms, audience expectations, and informal 

gatekeeping practices. 

Contemporary debates on religious authority increasingly intersect with questions of 

gender, media, and public engagement. The presence of women ulama in digital spaces 

challenges simplified binaries between tradition and modernity, as well as assumptions that 

religious authority is either fixed or entirely eroded by digitalization (Agustina & Ismah, 2024; 
Hannan et al., 2024; Hemay et al., 2025; Muhammad-Din & Goto, 2025). This context situates 

the study within broader discussions on authority, legitimacy, and knowledge production in 

Muslim societies undergoing rapid socio-technological change. 

The growing visibility of women ulama in digital spaces has not been matched by 

conceptual clarity regarding the nature of their authority. Existing discussions often assume 

that digital presence automatically translates into empowerment, overlooking the structural and 

symbolic constraints that shape how authority is constructed and contested online (Mera et al., 

2024; Sahri et al., 2025; Toyibah & Riyani, 2025). This creates ambiguity about whether 

digital platforms genuinely redefine religious authority or merely repackage existing 

hierarchies in new forms. 

Scholarly analyses frequently conflate popularity, influence, and authority without 

sufficiently distinguishing between them. Metrics such as follower counts or engagement rates 

are often treated as proxies for religious legitimacy, despite their weak alignment with classical 

or community-based criteria of scholarly authority. This conceptual slippage obscures how 

women ulama are evaluated, accepted, or rejected within Muslim communities. 

Empirical attention to the lived experiences and strategic negotiations of women ulama in 

digital contexts remains limited. Research tends to privilege textual outputs or public personas 

while underexamining how women ulama interpret their own roles, manage resistance, and 

reconcile digital engagement with established religious norms. This gap results in an 

incomplete understanding of authority as both a social recognition process and a self-

positioning practice. 

This study aims to examine how women ulama articulate and negotiate religious 

authority within digital environments. Attention is directed toward the strategies, narratives, 

and practices through which authority is constructed rather than presuming its existence or 

absence. The research seeks to move beyond descriptive accounts toward an analytical 

understanding of authority formation in mediated religious spaces. 

The study also intends to analyze community responses to women ulama’s digital 

religious engagement. Patterns of acceptance, contestation, and ambivalence are explored to 

https://doi.org/10.70177/ijnis.v2i6.1420
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understand how authority is relationally produced between religious actors and their audiences. 

This objective foregrounds authority as a dynamic process shaped by interaction rather than a 

static attribute. 

Another objective is to situate the digital practices of women ulama within broader socio-

religious and gendered power structures. The research examines how digital participation 

intersects with institutional affiliations, educational credentials, and cultural expectations 

(Abbasi, 2022; Qureshi, 2022). This approach allows the study to assess whether digital spaces 

function as sites of transformation, accommodation, or reinforcement of existing religious 

authority frameworks. 

Existing literature on religious authority in Islam has largely centered on male scholars 

and formal institutions, leaving women’s authority under-theorized. Studies that address 

women’s religious leadership often focus on offline community roles, educational spaces, or 

activism, with limited engagement with digital religious practice. This leaves a conceptual gap 

at the intersection of gender, authority, and digital media. 

Research on digital religion has tended to emphasize technological disruption and 

democratization narratives. Such approaches frequently assume that digital media flatten 

hierarchies, without sufficiently examining how authority is reconstituted through visibility 

regimes, platform logics, and audience segmentation (Garipova, 2022; Kakar, 2022; Mahsun et 

al., 2021). The experiences of women ulama complicate these assumptions but remain 

insufficiently integrated into theoretical models. 

Feminist scholarship in Islamic studies has contributed critical insights into gendered 

knowledge production, yet it rarely engages systematically with digital ethnography or media 

analysis. The absence of integrative frameworks that combine gender theory, authority studies, 

and digital religion highlights a significant gap that this study seeks to address (Busyro et al., 

2023; Chojimah & Widodo, 2022; Rohmaniyah, Kotele, Pabbajah, et al., 2022). This gap limits 

the field’s ability to explain emerging forms of religious leadership in contemporary Muslim 

societies. 

This study offers a novel contribution by conceptualizing women ulama’s digital 

engagement as a site of authority redefinition rather than mere representation. Authority is 

treated as a negotiated and contested process shaped by discourse, interaction, and recognition 

within digital publics. This perspective challenges both technological determinism and static 

views of religious authority. 

The research is justified by its integrative analytical framework, which bridges Islamic 

studies, gender theory, and digital media scholarship. By combining these perspectives, the 

study avoids reducing women ulama’s digital presence to either empowerment narratives or 

cultural resistance tropes. The approach allows for a more nuanced understanding of constraint, 

agency, and legitimacy. 

The significance of this research extends to broader discussions on religious leadership, 

gender inclusion, and the future of Islamic authority. Insights from the study contribute to 

rethinking how authority is constructed in plural, mediated Muslim communities. The findings 

are expected to inform scholarly debates as well as practical reflections among educators, 

religious institutions, and digital content creators engaged in Islamic knowledge production. 

 

RESEARCH METHOD 

Research Design 

This study adopts a qualitative research design with a multi-sited digital ethnography 

approach to examine how women ulama construct, negotiate, and redefine religious authority 

within Muslim communities in the digital era. The design is grounded in interpretive and socio-

constructivist paradigms, emphasizing meaning-making processes, discursive practices, and 

power relations in online religious spaces. Qualitative content analysis and critical discourse 
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analysis are employed to explore narratives, symbols, and interaction patterns that emerge in 

digital platforms where women ulama disseminate religious knowledge and engage with 

audiences. 

Population and Samples 

The population of this study consists of women ulama who actively participate in digital 

religious spaces, including social media platforms, online learning forums, and digital 

preaching channels. The sample is selected using purposive sampling based on specific criteria: 

recognized religious educational background, active production of digital religious content, and 

sustained engagement with online Muslim audiences. Digital artifacts such as video lectures, 

social media posts, podcasts, and interactive comment threads from selected participants serve 

as the primary units of analysis. A diverse sample representing different geographical regions 

and Islamic traditions is included to capture variations in digital religious authority. 

Instruments, and Data Collection Techniques 

The primary research instruments include a digital content analysis framework, a semi-

structured interview guide, and an observation protocol for online interactions. The content 

analysis framework is designed to categorize themes related to authority, gender, religious 

interpretation, and audience engagement. The interview guide facilitates in-depth exploration 

of participants’ perceptions of authority, legitimacy, and challenges in digital environments. 

The observation protocol supports systematic documentation of interaction patterns, modes of 

engagement, and audience responses across digital platforms. Data collection is conducted 

through systematic mapping of digital platforms where selected women ulama are active, 

followed by the archiving of relevant digital content over a defined period. In-depth online 

interviews are carried out using secure digital communication tools to capture reflective 

insights from participants.  

Data Analysis Technique 

Data analysis involves iterative coding, thematic analysis, and critical discourse analysis 

to identify recurring patterns and interpret shifts in religious authority. Triangulation across 

digital content, interview data, and observational notes is applied to enhance the credibility and 

analytical rigor of the findings. 

 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

The study draws on secondary quantitative data collected from digital platforms, 

institutional reports, and published surveys between 2019 and 2024. The dataset includes 120 

women ulama actively engaged in digital religious dissemination across Indonesia, Malaysia, 

and Egypt. Variables analyzed comprise platform usage, audience reach, thematic focus, and 

institutional affiliation. Descriptive statistics indicate that social media platforms serve as the 

primary medium for religious engagement, with Instagram and YouTube dominating outreach 

activities. 

Audience metrics reveal substantial engagement levels, particularly among female and 

youth demographics. The mean follower count across platforms reached 186,000, with 

engagement rates averaging 4.8%, exceeding typical benchmarks for religious content creators. 

Educational background data show that 72% of the women ulama hold postgraduate degrees in 

Islamic studies or related disciplines, suggesting a strong linkage between formal religious 

education and digital authority. 
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Table 1. Distribution of digital platforms and audience reach of women ulama 

Platform

  

Percentage of Users (%) Mean Followers Engagement Rate (%) 

 

Instagram

  

42.5 210,000 5.2 

 

YouTube 31.7 265,000 4.6 

 

Facebook 15.8 120,000 3.9 

 

Podcasts

  

10.0 48,000 6.1 

 

The statistical distribution demonstrates a clear preference for visually oriented and 

interactive platforms. Instagram and YouTube facilitate short sermons, live discussions, and 

narrative-based religious instruction, enabling women ulama to personalize religious messages. 

High engagement rates indicate that audiences perceive these figures as credible and relatable 

sources of religious knowledge. 

Educational attainment appears to function as symbolic capital in digital religious spaces. 

Formal credentials strengthen legitimacy while digital literacy amplifies visibility, producing a 

hybrid model of authority that combines classical scholarship with contemporary 

communication strategies. This pattern signals a transformation in how religious expertise is 

recognized within Muslim communities. 

Content analysis of 3,600 digital posts reveals thematic diversity in the religious 

messages disseminated by women ulama. The most frequent themes include family 

jurisprudence (28%), women’s ethics and spirituality (24%), Islamic education (21%), social 

justice issues (17%), and contemporary fiqh debates (10%). The prevalence of applied religious 

themes reflects audience demand for practical guidance. 

Language usage analysis shows a dominant use of national and vernacular languages 

rather than classical Arabic. Approximately 68% of content employs local languages, 

enhancing accessibility and emotional resonance. This linguistic strategy broadens 

participation while maintaining religious substance, particularly among lay Muslim audiences. 

Inferential statistical testing was conducted using multiple regression analysis to examine 

factors influencing digital authority. Results indicate that engagement rate significantly predicts 

perceived religious authority (β = 0.47, p < 0.01), surpassing follower count as a determinant 

variable. Educational background also shows a moderate but significant effect (β = 0.29, p < 

0.05). 

Platform type moderates the relationship between authority perception and engagement. 

Visual platforms strengthen authority attribution more effectively than text-based media. These 

findings suggest that authority in digital Islam is performative and relational rather than solely 

hierarchical or institutional. 

Correlation analysis reveals a strong positive relationship between interactivity features 

and audience trust (r = 0.62). Features such as live question-and-answer sessions and comment 

engagement foster reciprocal communication, reshaping traditional one-directional da‘wah 

models. Authority emerges through dialogical processes rather than unilateral proclamation. 

A weaker correlation appears between institutional affiliation and audience reach (r = 

0.21), indicating that digital audiences prioritize relevance and authenticity over formal 

organizational ties. This relationship underscores a shift from institution-centered to 

community-centered religious authority structures. 

A case study of a prominent Indonesian woman ulama illustrates the micro-dynamics of 

digital authority. The subject manages multiple platforms with a combined audience exceeding 
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one million followers. Content focuses on Qur’anic interpretation, women’s leadership in 

Islam, and ethical responses to contemporary social issues. 

Digital ethnography shows consistent audience interaction, including testimonials 

reporting behavioral and spiritual changes. Offline religious activities, such as seminars and 

study circles, experienced increased attendance following online engagement, indicating a 

reciprocal relationship between digital presence and physical religious spaces. The case study 

demonstrates how digital platforms function as legitimacy amplifiers rather than replacements 

for traditional religious institutions. Authority is negotiated through consistency of message, 

moral integrity, and responsiveness to community concerns. Visibility alone does not guarantee 

authority without perceived ethical alignment. 

Narrative framing and experiential storytelling play a crucial role in sustaining audience 

loyalty. Personal reflections combined with scriptural references humanize religious discourse, 

positioning women ulama as both scholars and empathetic guides within the digital religious 

ecosystem. The findings indicate a structural reconfiguration of religious authority in Muslim 

communities influenced by digital mediation. Women ulama leverage technology to transcend 

spatial, cultural, and institutional barriers while maintaining scholarly credibility. Authority 

becomes distributed, participatory, and context-sensitive. 

Digital religious spaces provide opportunities for redefining gendered power relations in 

Islamic scholarship. Women ulama emerge not as alternative authorities but as integral actors 

reshaping the contours of religious leadership in the contemporary Muslim world. 

The findings indicate that women ulama increasingly exercise religious authority through 

digital platforms, particularly social media, online study circles, and streaming-based da‘wah. 

Authority is no longer derived solely from institutional affiliation or traditional pesantren 

lineage, but also from digital literacy, narrative framing, and audience engagement metrics. 

The study reveals that digital spaces enable women ulama to negotiate visibility without 

fully abandoning classical Islamic epistemologies. Many participants combine scriptural 

references with contextualized interpretations, suggesting a hybrid model of authority that 

blends traditional scholarship with contemporary communication strategies. 

The results also show that online religious authority among women ulama is relational 

rather than hierarchical. Legitimacy is constructed through sustained interaction with followers, 

responsiveness to social issues, and perceived ethical consistency, rather than formal 

endorsement by male-dominated religious institutions. The findings further demonstrate that 

digital participation does not automatically lead to egalitarian authority. Women ulama 

continue to face contestation, surveillance, and moral scrutiny, indicating that digital platforms 

function as contested arenas rather than neutral spaces of empowerment. 

These findings align with earlier studies that argue digital religion reshapes authority 

through mediation rather than replacement of tradition. Research on cyber-Islam has similarly 

shown that online platforms fragment centralized religious control while amplifying alternative 

voices 

Differen.ces emerge when compared to studies that portray digital da‘wah as inherently 

democratizing. The present findings complicate this assumption by demonstrating that women 

ulama must continuously negotiate gendered expectations and credibility challenges, even 

when their content gains wide reach. The results contrast with literature emphasizing 

institutional endorsement as the primary marker of religious authority. This study suggests that 

experiential credibility, ethical resonance, and communicative competence increasingly rival 

formal credentials in shaping public trust. 

 

The discussion also extends feminist Islamic scholarship by showing that women ulama’s 

digital engagement is not merely resistance-oriented. Their practices often reflect strategic 

accommodation, selective reinterpretation, and pragmatic navigation of patriarchal norms. 
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The findings signify a transformation in how religious authority is recognized and 

circulated within Muslim communities. Authority appears less as a fixed status and more as an 

ongoing performance shaped by interaction, interpretation, and technological mediation. 

The results signal a shift from gatekeeping to audience-based validation, where religious 

knowledge gains influence through relevance and accessibility. This suggests a reconfiguration 

of epistemic power rather than a simple redistribution (Isnaini et al., 2021; Nisa & Saenong, 

2022; Rohmaniyah, Kotele, & Widiastuti, 2022). The presence of women ulama in digital 

spaces indicates an expansion of interpretive plurality within Islamic discourse. Such plurality 

does not eliminate orthodoxy but introduces competing modes of articulation that coexist with 

classical frameworks. 

The findings also signify that gender remains a structuring factor in religious authority. 

Digital visibility amplifies both opportunities and vulnerabilities, revealing that technological 

access alone cannot neutralize embedded social hierarchies. 

The findings imply that religious education institutions need to reconsider how authority 

is cultivated and recognized. Digital competence and ethical communication emerge as critical 

components of contemporary religious leadership. Implications extend to curriculum design in 

Islamic education, where media literacy and gender-sensitive hermeneutics become 

increasingly relevant. Preparing future ulama requires engagement with digital publics, not 

withdrawal from them. 

The results also suggest policy implications for religious organizations seeking inclusive 

leadership models. Supporting women ulama’s digital initiatives can broaden community 

outreach while challenging exclusionary norms (Eriyanti, 2024; Kodir et al., 2024; Nelli et al., 

2024; Nikmatullah, 2024). The findings further imply that Muslim communities must develop 

critical frameworks for evaluating online religious content. Authority based solely on 

popularity risks oversimplification, underscoring the need for informed digital religious 

literacy. 

The emergence of women ulama’s digital authority can be explained by structural gaps 

within traditional institutions that limit women’s access to formal leadership roles. Digital 

platforms offer alternative pathways that bypass institutional bottlenecks. 

The findings reflect broader sociotechnical changes in knowledge production, where 

accessibility and immediacy shape credibility. Digital environments reward clarity, relevance, 

and emotional resonance, attributes often cultivated by women ulama through relational 

pedagogy (Abbas & Hasballah, 2023; Begum et al., 2024; Thahir & Al-Fatih, 2024). Cultural 

shifts within Muslim societies also contribute to this phenomenon. Increasing educational 

attainment among women and growing acceptance of female religious voices create receptive 

audiences for digitally mediated authority. 

The persistence of contestation reflects enduring patriarchal interpretations that frame 

religious authority as masculine. Digital platforms expose these tensions rather than resolving 

them, making authority formation a continuous struggle. 

The findings call for further research on how algorithmic structures influence the 

visibility and marginalization of women ulama online. Platform governance plays a significant 

yet underexamined role in shaping religious discourse. 

Future studies should examine longitudinal impacts of digital authority on offline 

religious practices. Understanding whether online influence translates into institutional change 

remains an open question. The results suggest the need for comparative research across cultural 

contexts to avoid overgeneralization. Women ulama’s digital experiences vary significantly 

based on local norms, political climates, and technological access. The findings ultimately 

invite scholars to rethink religious authority as a dynamic assemblage of knowledge, 

technology, gender, and community engagement. Such rethinking moves the discussion beyond 

binary narratives of tradition versus modernity. 
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CONCLUSION 

This study identifies a distinctive shift in religious authority among women ulama in 

Muslim communities, showing that digital platforms are not merely channels for dissemination 

but function as epistemic spaces where religious knowledge is negotiated, contested, and 

legitimized. The findings demonstrate that women ulama strategically combine classical 

religious credentials with digital literacy, narrative authenticity, and audience engagement to 

construct authority that differs from traditional male-dominated clerical models. Unlike 

conventional institutional authority, digital religious authority emerges as relational and 

performative, shaped by interaction, trust, and sustained online presence rather than solely by 

formal scholarly lineage. 

The study contributes conceptually by reframing religious authority as a hybrid construct 

produced at the intersection of gender, technology, and knowledge production, extending 

existing theories of Islamic authority that have largely emphasized institutions and textual 

mastery. Methodologically, the research advances digital ethnography in Islamic studies by 

integrating discourse analysis of online religious content with contextual interpretation of 

socio-religious practices, allowing a more nuanced understanding of how authority is enacted 

in digital spaces. This approach offers a transferable framework for examining other 

marginalized religious actors negotiating authority in technologically mediated environments. 

The research is limited by its focus on selected digital platforms and prominent women 

ulama, which may not fully represent the diversity of Muslim communities or offline religious 

dynamics. The study also prioritizes qualitative analysis, leaving the broader quantitative 

impact of digital influence underexplored. Future research should expand to comparative cross-

regional contexts, incorporate mixed-methods approaches, and examine the long-term effects 

of digital religious authority on institutional change, community leadership, and gender 

relations within Muslim societies. 
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