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Abstract
Social media have influenced millennials of ulama or Muslim scholars in fatwa pro-
duction. They access and use online knowledge to make daily fatwa according to 
community requests. However, limited is known about how the millennial ulama 
acquire and use the knowledge. We carried out an interpretive case study using a 
theoretical lens from knowledge creation and use in an information technology con-
text and Islamic sociology. Data were gathered through in-depth interviews involv-
ing 36 millennial ulama as informants. The interviews were used to understand the 
respondents’ perspectives on knowledge acquisition and use in their daily fatwa 
making within a provincial level of Indonesia Ulama Council (MUI). The findings 
show that Indonesia’s millennial ulama have intensively acquired and trusted online 
Islamic knowledge. Also, they construct and use knowledge from online social net-
work interaction in daily fatwa making. This study has implications for the simplic-
ity of Islamic knowledge acquisition and fatwa making. Online knowledge acquisi-
tion might have reduced the roles of traditional Islamic education institutions and 
muftis. Therefore, further research should examine how new knowledge sources 
have caused this reduction.
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1 Introduction

New media have caused substantial innovations in the production and consumption 
of Islamic knowledge. Additionally, information technology infrastructure, skills, 
and communication patterns have resulted in new media ecologies. Consequently, 
established traditional Muslim authorities compete with the Internet-based charis-
matic preachers and muftis (Sisler, 2011b). Furthermore, the Internet has strength-
ened online social networking culture and encourages faith individualization and 
privatization simultaneously. Therefore, the Internet simultaneously promotes the 
adjustment of online Islamic knowledge acquisition and compliance with estab-
lished religious authorities (Becker, 2009; Larsson, 2006a; Šisler, 2007).

The Islamic community quickly adopts the Internet than other religious groups 
to disseminate teachings and knowledge. However, certain theological teachings are 
hardly found online due to the structure of Islam. For instance, Sunni Islam lacks an 
organized religious teaching hierarchy (Šisler, 2014; Soukup, 2012). Various sites 
and social networks started sharing knowledge between users after the emergence 
of the Internet generation 2.0. Also, Islamic Fatwa has mushroomed in the online 
domain. For instance, at the beginning of the Internet boom in 1999, only around 
10,000 Fatwa appeared online. However, this number increased rapidly to about 
14,000 in 2000 and kept rising significantly every year (Brockner, 2001). This study 
defines a fatwa as a formal legal opinion given by an expert in Islamic law (Masud 
et al., 2018) or a mufti due to a question from an Ummah or religious court (Esposito, 
2003; Hosen, 2004).

The presence of online fatwa or jurisprudence sources is a major global concern 
(Chawki, 2010). Introduction, growth, and utilization of Information and Communi-
cation Technology (ICT) have created new public spaces to discuss the coexistence 
between Islam and the State. Concerning cyberspace, the Internet brings to a sharp 
focus the issues related to ijtihad. The ijtihad is understood as the capacity to make 
a deduction in matters of law in cases where no express text or rule already deter-
mined by consensus is applicable (Ali-Karamali & Dunne, 1994). However, when 
each claims to be an Islamic authority, it becomes eligible to state and issue a fatwa.

The experts and muftis of Islamic law are called ulama in Indonesia. Ulama are 
authorized to issue fatwa due to their education and status in the Muslim commu-
nity. The fatwa is usually based on the community’s request when something is not 
fiqh, binding, or forced (Chawki, 2010). In this study, fiqh is defined as Islamic law 
(Curtis, 2014). However, a fatwa is also issued in response to a question related to 
Muslim daily practices in worship, social, politics, and education. It is then pub-
lished or disseminated to the broader Islamic community. In this way, a fatwa given 
to individual questioners educates and informs a wider audience (Hosen, 2008).

Ulama have a crucial social role as decisive figures for Indonesia’s Muslims’ sur-
vival. Moreover, they spearhead Muslims in solving problems related to the govern-
ment, state institutions, intellectuals, and the general public (Jamaa, 2018). Initially, 
ulama issued fatwa based on their knowledge from Islamic traditional education 
institutions or their seniors. However, since the emergence of information tech-
nology, the millennial ulama have accessed knowledge from online sources. This 
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study defines the millennial ulama as the ulama generation born after 1980 and daily 
entangled with the digital world. Beckerlegge (2017) and McKenna and West (2007) 
found that online religious forums are not exclusively for providing Islamic advice, 
but they also allow the Internet users to interact with people having similar beliefs 
and knowledge   from the privacy of their homes. Similarly, a Nationwide survey was 
conducted by the Center for Islamic and Community Studies (PPIM) of the Syarif 
Hidayatullah State Islamic University in Jakarta, found that the Internet has become 
the main religious reference for the millennial generation (Tohir, 2018).

Limited is known about how the digital age influences millennial ulama in acquir-
ing and using online Islamic law knowledge in daily fatwa making. Therefore, this 
study uses knowledge acquisition theory (e.g. Taylor, 2012; Yli-Renko et al., 2001) 
and literature on Islamic knowledge construction (e.g. Jouili & Amir-Moazami, 
2008; Šisler, 2007), to understand millennial ulama acquiring Islamic knowledge 
from online sources and use it in daily fatwa making. The knowledge acquisition 
theory posits that knowledge acquisition is extracting, structuring, and organizing 
knowledge from one source, usually human experts, to be used in particular fields 
(Compton & Jansen, 1990).

This study aims to alleviate the literature disparity regarding the influence of 
online Islamic knowledge acquisition and use in daily fatwa making by millennial 
ulama. This study examines how Indonesian millennial changes their decision-mak-
ing process in fatwa making and construction of Islamic knowledge. Furthermore, 
it discusses knowledge acquisition among ulama and provides a new direction for 
future Islamic knowledge production and use in Indonesia worldwide. The results 
might help Islamic institutions to offer new strategies in new knowledge production 
and fatwa rulings.

2  Literature review

2.1  Related studies

Acquisitions and uses of knowledge have been discussed in several prior studies. 
For instance, Boose (1989) stated that people currently prefer to access knowledge 
online because of the availability of information technology facilities. Furthermore, 
Yli-Renko et  al. (2001) found that online networks and social interaction greatly 
influenced human knowledge acquisition. The findings show that much knowledge 
is acquired when people connect with friends and other experts online.

Knowledge acquisition becomes more effective when individuals build alli-
ances online. This happens when people contribute and share their knowledge and 
skills with others (Inkpen, 1998). For instance, the high availability of information 
technology infrastructures in Europe has facilitated the mutual activities of knowl-
edge and skills of fellow Muslims (Jouili & Amir-Moazami, 2006). This shows the 
democratization of religious authorities where the Islamic knowledge sources are 
both for offline and online figures (Jouili & Amir-Moazami, 2006). Therefore, online 
knowledge is used to practice daily religious activities related to prayer, social, 
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economic, and Islamic law. Previously, the source of knowledge was Madrasas and 
mosques (De Leeuw & Hussein, 1999).

Nisa (2018) showed an increase in religious teachings uploaded on social media 
sites. The study showed that the increase significantly affects how Indonesian Mus-
lim youth understand their religion and accentuate their identities and life goals. 
Furthermore, Nisa (2018) stated that social media had become the ultimate platform 
for Indonesian Muslim youth to educate each other in the virtual world.

Islamic affairs relating to law or sharia, such as fatwa, have also appeared online. 
For instance, at the beginning of the Internet boom in 1999, around 10,000 fatwas 
appeared online. However, this number increased rapidly to approximately 14,000 in 
2000 and kept rising significantly every year (Brockner, 2001). Other than Islamic 
organizations, individual mufti also issues fatwa according to Muslim society’s 
needs (Caeiro, 2011). The production of legal expertise is a collective process in an 
Islamic organization. However, individual junior muftis might not master all the rel-
evant knowledge to issue fatwa requested by society. Therefore, they might require 
transferring and sharing knowledge among them. Currently, Muslim scholars and 
Islamic Institutions access and use online fatwa knowledge in response to society 
requests (Rahman et al., 2015). This is followed by the proliferation of new com-
munication technologies, especially smartphones and diverse social media platforms 
(Barendregt, 2011). Consequently, this increases the number of Muslim youths 
involved in online knowledge acquisition.

2.2  Millennial generation

Howe and Strauss (2000) first defined Millennials as a generation group in America 
born between 1980 or 1982 and 1999. The group has specific characteristics con-
sidered different from the previous generation. Howe and Strauss (2000) previously 
divided generations into Silent (1925–1945), Baby Boomer (1946–1964), and Gen-
eration X (1965–1979). According to this categorization, generation groups are 
understood by looking at socio-economic developments in their lived period.

Ling Lim (2012) divided generations into Traditionalists - 1925-1945. Baby 
Boomer - 1946-1964, Generation X - 1965-1979. Y Generation - 1980-1999, and 
Generation Z – from 2000. In this case, the millennia generation starts from gen-
eration Y. It lives in a digital world, has a strong national identity, is conservative, 
family and career-oriented, is highly committed to education, and experience strong 
financial pressures (Ling Lim, 2012). Other studies state that millennial genera-
tions were raised in a special group, received excessive attention from their parents, 
confident, competitive, and optimistic about realizing their great ideals (Cole et al., 
2002).

2.3  Theoretical constructs

Knowledge management concerns its creation through production, reproduc-
tion, distribution, application, and logistics (Nurdin & Yusuf, 2020; Schuppel 
et  al., 2000). The insights into knowledge creation are found in the notion of the 
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knowledge-producing company discussed in Nonaka and Takeuchi (1995). Moreo-
ver, the concept of knowledge creation is based on the spiral described by Barlow 
(2000). The knowledge spiral includes four processes bound to two types of implicit 
and explicit knowledge each. The first process is socialization, in which implicit 
knowledge is acquired through observing and adopting foreign behavior. The sec-
ond process is externalization, in which implicit knowledge is changed to explicit. 
The third process is the combination of different knowledge to produce common 
knowledge. Finally, the fourth process is the transformation of explicit knowledge 
becomes tacit knowledge.

Implicit and explicit knowledge is created through a cohesive online collabora-
tion on social media which facilitates sharing and utilization (Umar et  al., 2021). 
The creation of implicit knowledge takes place through online social interaction, 
experience sharing, observation, networking or informal relationship, and mutual 
trust (Panahi et al., 2016). On the other hand, explicit knowledge is created through 
the exchange in horizontal social networks (Abualqumboz et al., 2021). Users cre-
ate, acquire, store, share, and use implicit and explicit knowledge in their daily life 
(Raudeliuniene et  al., 2021). In this regard, social media facilitates collaboration, 
which conventional networks cannot provide (Shah et al., 2013). Social media ena-
ble users to produce and share implicit and explicit knowledge to a larger commu-
nity through online interaction and engagement.

Prior studies (e.g., Yli-Renko et al., 2001; Zhou & Li, 2012) stated that knowl-
edge is acquired from an organization’s relationship with other organizations, cus-
tomers, and the social interaction in the virtual world. This means an organization 
may acquire a new product or strategy development knowledge from other organiza-
tions or business partners through frequent interaction. Also, customers may transfer 
knowledge to the organization when purchasing products.

Ammirato et  al. (2019) showed that social media support an individual within 
an organization to acquire or share external knowledge with the workers. Moreover, 
social media enable users to acquire knowledge through various online resources 
(Al-Emran et al., 2021). The sites commonly used to acquire and share knowledge 
include Microblog (such as Twitter), discussion forum (LinkedIn), Social networking 
(Facebook), and Video sharing (YouTube) (Ammirato et al., 2019; Boyd & Ellison, 
2008). The social web enables users to produce actively, participate, collaborate, 
share knowledge, or communicate on the Internet (Panahi et al., 2013).

There are similar phenomena within the Islamic knowledge acquisition context. 
Millennial Muslim scholars or muftis have switched online since the emergence of 
the new Internet generation. For instance, the Internet has encouraged Muslims to 
acquire knowledge online and comply with established Islamic religious authorities 
(e.g. Becker, 2009; Eickelman & Anderson, 2003; Larsson, 2006b; Sisler, 2011a; 
Wheeler, 2006). Furthermore, the Internet 2.0 generation supports various social 
media sites’ spring to access and share Islamic knowledge between Muslim socie-
ties. Web 2.0 allows Muslims to collaborate through online information gathering 
and exchange (Bunt, 2009).

Becker (2009) gave an example of Salafi activists practicing online discus-
sions and acquiring the knowledge used in daily life, including for the needs of a 
fatwa. Also, according to some researchers, the online fatwa is a valuable source of 
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knowledge in helping offline fatwa makers. Literature on online fatwa questions has 
been widely published, such as Bunt (2000), Rusli (2015), and Hosen (2008).

The Internet is a vital knowledge source supporting Islamic concept expression 
and Muslim identities by forming online organizations and issuing statements. Mus-
lims created online knowledge sites to introduce teachings through electronic media 
(Bunt, 1999). As a result, more new authorities are born apart from conventional 
ones (Peter & Arigita, 2006).

It is essential to develop trust in knowledge creation and sharing. Previous 
research involving 485 respondents showed a positive relationship between pub-
lic trust in Blog owners and knowledge sharing (Chai & Kim, 2010). The finding 
implies that trust is crucial in online Islamic knowledge sharing. Trust encourages 
people to use online sources of knowledge such as websites and blogs. For instance, 
a blog or website owner should be trustworthy in Islamic law, education, and religi-
osity. Therefore, the Internet could become a database for disseminating public 
knowledge (Song, 2002).

A new paradigm has emerged in the construction of Islamic knowledge (Šisler, 
2007). The new phenomenon might lure young Muslim scholars to move online 
in accessing new knowledge rather than the conventional sources, such as tradi-
tional muftis or education institutions. Traditional muftis are Muslim scholars that 
give fatwa orally when needed by the community, while traditional Islamic educa-
tion institutions are boarding schools operated mainly by community groups. The 
schools conduct face-to-face teaching and learning (Müller, 2019).

3  Method

This qualitative research employed a case study method (Yin, 2003) to exam-
ine millennial ulama online knowledge acquisition and use in daily fatwa making. 
The research was conducted in the Indonesia Ulama Council in Central Sulawesi 
Province, in which its millennial ulama serve Muslims across twelve regencies. 
The objective was to understand how they acquire and use knowledge from online 
sources in fatwa making.

Data were collected through in-depth interviews with 36 millennial ulama from 
twelve regencies within the provincial council. Their millennial status was based on 
their involvement in the Ulama cadre program, and their data were obtained from 
the provincial Ulama Council office. This study used semi-structured interviews 
lasting between 45  min and one hour. All interview transcripts were sent back to 
the participants for final confirmation. Table 1 describes the millennial ulama codes 
from each regency of the Indonesia Ulama Council branch. Each participant was 
labelled with a unique code. The participants’ codes and regencies are depicted in 
Table 1.

The data analyses adopted the grounded theory approach outlined by Strauss and 
Corbin (1998), in which the coding method was performed through open, axial, and 
selective coding iterations. In addition, a framework-guided coding technique was used 
(Sarker et al., 2013), based on theoretical constructs from the knowledge acquisition 
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theory and Islamic knowledge construction. However, the study was also open to creat-
ing a new construct found during the coding process.

The first iteration data was coded into various categories based on the research ques-
tions and the literature review constructs. Axial coding was conducted in the second 
iteration by connecting categories and codes (Corbin & Strauss, 1990). The open cod-
ing categories were refined to a smaller number to identify how millennial ulama access 
knowledge. In the third iteration, selective coding (Corbin & Strauss, 1990) facilitated 
an in-depth examination of the second stage categories by refining their meanings and 
articulating relationships among them (Jin & Robey, 2008, p. 183). This enabled cat-
egories to inform the findings and contributed to outcomes that helped establish theo-
retical perspectives. Conceptual saturation was reached when no new categories were 
generated from the open codes, and the gap in emerging concepts was filled (Kendall, 
1999). The samples of data are presented in Fig. 1 below:

The transcripts were in Indonesian and were not translated but analyzed to maintain 
original meaning and sense. However, the quotes were translated into English using 
the parallel translation format for use in the paper (Nikander, 2002, p. 142). In this 
case, the data were presented in side-by-side columns when the quotes were translated. 
Furthermore, the quotes were transferred to a table and translated into English. Finally, 
the translation was verified with the Indonesian quotes and the codes’ context (full tran-
scription texts). This was intended to prevent mistranslation of the quotes and to pre-
serve meaning and sense.

4  Results

4.1  Current state of millennia ulama and fatwa in Indonesia

The Indonesian Ulama Council (MUI) is an institution that accommodates 
Islamic muftis or ulama to guide, foster, and nurture Muslims. The council was 

Table 1  Participants codes Regencies Number of partici-
pants

Participant’s codes

Palu 3 PLI1, PLU2, PLU3
Sigi 3 SGI1, SGI2, SGI3
Donggala 3 DGL1, DGL2, DGL3
Primo 3 PRM1, PRM2, PRM3
Poso 3 PSO1, PSO2, PSO3
Touna 3 TUN1, TUN2, TUN2
Banggai 3 BGI1, BGI2, BGI3
Banggai Laut 3 BGL1, BGL2, BGL3
Morowali 3 MRW1, MRW2, RW3
Morowali Utara 3 MRL1, MRL2, MRL3
Toli-Toli 3 TLI1, TLI2, TLI3
Buol 3 BOL1, BOL2, BOL3
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established on 26 July 1975 in Jakarta, Indonesia, to assist the government in 
matters relating to Muslims. Such matters include issuing fatwa and halal food, 
determining the truth of a sect in Islam, and the relationships of Muslims with 
their environment (Ichwan, 2013). In addition, the council educated young Mus-
lim scholars to become ulama. Furthermore, it has implemented the ulama cadre 
program since 2000 to produce young capable ulama to facilitate Islamic teach-
ing. However, other non-governmental affiliated Islamic organizations have later 
implemented the program to create a new ulama generation.

Notable Islamic organizations include Nahdatul Ulama (NU), comprising about 
58.8% of Muslims in Indonesia, Muhamadiyah 9.2%, PERSIS 0.7%, LDII 0.3%, 
HTI 0.2%, FPI 0.1%, and others 0.4% (Nahdatul-Ulama, 2014), have implemented 
regular cadre programs to produce millennial ulama based on their organizational 
values. The cadre program curriculum consists of Islamic teaching material. How-
ever, since the emergence of Web 2.0 that allows online interaction, the program 
curriculum has also accommodated information technology knowledge and skills. 
Young ulama must possess information technology skills to serve Muslim society 
related to preaching and fatwa demands.

Indonesia is the largest Muslim country, with the fourth-largest Internet users 
in the world. According to a study conducted by the Indonesian Internet Provid-
ers Association (APJII), the country has 171 million Internet users, or 64.8% of the 
total population of 264 million people (Kasyfi, 2019). On the other hand, Smart-
phone users reached 83.91 million in 2019 (Statista, 2019). The data showed the 
high potential for online Muslims interaction on religious matters. Therefore, the 
millennial ulama might become the dominant scholar serving the Muslim society on 
religious teaching and fatwa.

Fig. 1  Data analysis process Part A and Part B
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Indonesia lacks an officially appointed state ulama or muftis but benefits from 
many Islamic organizations. These include the Nahdlatul Ulama (NU), the Muham-
madiyah, and the Indonesia ulama council or Majelis Ulama Indonesia (MUI). Each 
organization consists of separate branches in 34 provinces. Moreover, a fatwa issued 
from the national organization could vary from the one on the provincial level. This 
may also happen with fatwas from different provincial branches, even when they 
belong to the same organization. Therefore, it is possible to have many fatwas in 
Indonesia. Before issuing a fatwa, each organization holds a meeting attended by its 
ulama and other scholars when necessary. They discuss the subject and reach a con-
sensus before a fatwa is issued after the meeting (Black & Hosen, 2009).

The Indonesia Ulama Council has intensively recruited talented young Muslim 
generations to be trained since 2014. At that time, fifty fresh graduates from Islamic 
universities and boarding schools were recruited. All the ulama were millennials 
with useful information technology skills, which they use in their daily life. How-
ever, since 2014, the program has been implemented by other Islamic organizations, 
such as Nahdatul Ulama and Muhammadiyah (Kusoy, 2015). The material given in 
the cadre program includes Koran knowledge and interpretation, yellow book stud-
ies, and nationalism. Additionally, the cadre curriculum includes journalism and 
information technology knowledge and skills (Iman, 2015). The inclusion of jour-
nalism and information technology knowledge provides online preaching skills and 
access to knowledge from online sources.

4.2  Access Islamic knowledge from online source

Online sites specializing in posting Islamic knowledge in Indonesia have 
increased. The sites post issues on Islamic law or fiqih relating to everyday life. 
The online sources of Islamic knowledge belong to notable Islamic organizations, 
such as NU. or. id, Islami. com, Binca ngSya riah. com, Harak islam iyah. com, and 
Rumah fiqih. com. Two of the online knowledge sources focus only on Islamic law 

Fig. 1  (continued)
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and fiqih. The online sources of knowledge are beneficial to the community and 
the young Muslim scholars using smart technologies.

Some of the millennial ulama interviewed admitted they intensively use online 
knowledge sources for their references in answering daily Muslim society ques-
tions. For instance, millennial ulama intensively use a religious organization’s 
website and expressed loyalty to the knowledge from the Nu. or. id’s, saying:

My family and I are the original Nahdatul Ulama members. I have partici-
pated in the millennia cadre ulama program. However, my knowledge of 
fiqh and Islamic law was obtained from my college days, but I continued to 
study independently. I read many books, but now it is better because eve-
rything is online. As the Nahdatul Ulama has an official website, I often 
read all knowledge posted there because I saw that the website posts reli-
gious knowledge from NU scholars. I got much enlightenment because dif-
ferent contemporary fiqh themes are there. It helps me a lot when I respond 
to fatwa requests or other fiqih related questions from society. (Informant 
PLU1)

The participant’s comment was supported by the availability of online knowledge 
sources published by large Islamic organizations. Also, the knowledge was provided 
by well-known millennial Muslim scholars’ social media sites, such as Blog or You-
Tube belonging to Ustadz Abu Somad, Felix Siauw, and Adi Hidayat. In addition, 
other less famous Muslim scholars and Islamic organizations also published Islamic 
teaching.

Other informants in this research stated that social media and its benefits had pen-
etrated rapidly into Islamic life since the last decade. Social media’s effects are very 
significant in their religious lives. As a result, the millennia ulama practice their reli-
gion and serve Muslim society using an online platform. When Muslims ask for a 
fatwa on any issue, they search on the Internet rather than read yellow books, Koran, 
or Hadith. They admire a new world with information technology-enhanced knowl-
edge searching. For instance, a participant stated:

I do not have to struggle to learn what I want to know with this new techno-
logical world. I need to Google, and everything is there, which I read carefully. 
I often use my tablet or smartphone to search for a hadith or Qur’an verse 
related to a specific topic. I am proud of this new virtual world. When asked by 
communities about wrights or wrong, good or bad, and halal or haram, I just 
search online (Participant AMP2)

Another participant expressed their experience regarding online knowledge 
source access as follows:

I usually ask a question on the Rumah fiqih. com website about various fiqh 
issues. I prepare in case anyone asks them about fiqh or a fatwa. I always 
respond sooner. When I wanted to answer the request of the members of my 
WhatsApp group, I searched online. When I got a new fiqh issue, I also posted 
it on the WhatsApp group for everyone to read. (Participant TLI 2)
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Such confidence in online knowledge sources shows how millennial ulama have 
changed their perspectives towards knowledge sources. Diversity perspectives on 
online knowledge sources indicate that the ulama intend to access Islamic knowl-
edge as a new trend. This trend might not be hindered by the old muftis discouraging 
millennial ulama from using online knowledge sources.

4.3  Trusts to online Islamic knowledge sources

Some millennial ulama expressed doubts regarding the use of online knowledge 
sources. However, they agree that online media is a new source of knowledge as 
long as the sources are credible, as the following participant said:

I do not want to access online knowledge if it is posted by unclear sources or 
through unknown social media sites. However, when the source is similar to 
the MUI website or MUI social media, I believe it is credible and use it. I use 
it as a reference for Islamic sharia-related knowledge because I am sure the 
posts are from MUI people with credible information (Informant TLI2)

The participant expressed doubts regarding online knowledge sources. However, 
the findings show that millennia ulama trust online knowledge sources from well-
informed sites, such as NU. or. id and MUI. Online sources are new portals of knowl-
edge besides the increase in conventional institutions that require physical interac-
tion. Several informants admitted they used online knowledge sources to answer 
various questions from people.

The participant’s comment reflects millennial ulama reliance on online knowl-
edge sources. Moreover, they trust the online knowledge sources of a well-known 
Muslim scholar, or when the website owner is a notable Islamic organization, such 
as Nahdatul Ulama or Muhammadiyah. Such online Islamic knowledge sources post 
up-to-date politics, economics, family, and social affairs discussed with Islamic fiqh 
or sharia context.

Some informants stated that knowledge from an online source is doubtful and 
lacks trustworthiness. However, they agreed that it is almost impossible to avoid 
online knowledge sources. Like millennia ulama, these informants highly depend on 
information technology supporting Islamic knowledge production and consumption. 
Furthermore, they stated that the source of online knowledge does not matter if it 
does not contradict Qur’an and Hadith. Online knowledge is considered as valid as 
knowledge obtained from conventional senior muftis or ulama. The millennial argu-
ment shows that the problem is not the lack of trustworthiness but the credibility of 
Islamic knowledge. One participant stated:

I am not worried about accessing Islamic knowledge from online sources 
as long as they are trusted or do not contradict my belief. Suppose the 
sources come from trusted organizations, such as Nahdathul Ulama web-
sites, Muhammadiyah websites, or Majelis Ulama. I think that is similar as I 
have studied directly from senior ulama from those organizations. However, 
when I do not know the sources, I determine whether the information makes 
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sense. The knowledge is fine for me when it does not contradict Islamic 
teaching (Participant SIG 1)

Participants stated that access to online knowledge is not a matter of legiti-
macy. On the contrary, it is based on the need for new means of efficient knowl-
edge transfer. Millennial ulama utilize new means of communication through 
social media and other online tools to benefit the Muslim society. It helps them 
respond to various fatwa requests, as stated by the following informants:

Access to online Islamic knowledge is not only for legitimacy. On the con-
trary, since the emergence of new media that Muslim millennials have used, 
we respond to the same media phenomena. The informants access knowl-
edge from an online source to answer questions from the millennial gen-
eration. I think the Internet simplifies learning. It is just a formality when 
the informants go to an Islamic or boarding school or college. Also, when I 
want to learn from books I do not know, I have to buy. Therefore, acquiring 
knowledge from online sources is more comfortable (Participants PLU2).

The participant statement reflects their trust in the benefits of online knowl-
edge sources. According to the informant, learning from formal education insti-
tutions, such as boarding schools is still necessary. However, when they have 
to respond to community requests, online knowledge media becomes a helpful 
source because it is accessed faster and easily. Therefore, it is almost impossible 
to go back to boarding schools for the yellow books.

4.4  Constructing knowledge through online interaction

The various online platforms that allow people to form virtual groups have ena-
bled millennial scholars to interact online. This is in contrast to previous practices 
where scholars interacted through physical study groups or lectures. Therefore, 
the millennial ulama form an online group to share Islamic knowledge through 
WhatsApp and Facebook. Similarly, Islamic sharia knowledge is posted and dis-
cussed to increase information regarding certain fatwa issues, as stated by the 
following participant:

I have several WhatsApp and Facebook groups in which I exchange knowledge 
regarding various religious issues. Also, friends connected with other groups 
forward religious information to them. I connected with hundreds of other 
members to specifically discuss Islamic teaching. Also, some groups discuss 
politics associated with religion (Participant TLI 2)

The participant’s comment shows that they prefer sharing knowledge through 
online interactions to access their millennial colleagues’ information. Millennial 
ulama might not possess mature knowledge about various Islamic laws, requiring 
frequent sharing among them. However, millennial scholars in this study use online 
instead of offline facilities, such as conventional physical study groups with tradi-
tional clerics. This could be due to the ease and usefulness of online facilities.
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Millennial ulama uses online interaction to obtain blessings by believing that 
Islamic recitations increase their religious well-being and friendship and bring them 
closer to God. For instance, a participant stated:

We practice online recitation of 30 Koran chapters and discuss fiqh aspects, 
such as economic or family affairs. This is much easier and faster than going to 
conventional recitation forums, such as boarding schools, or discussing face-
to-face with senior ulama. I think the value of online knowledge and praying is 
similar to studying at boarding schools or with senior ulama. The online meet-
ing is better because we do it more frequently and easily, getting more bless-
ings and rewards from Allah (Participant MRW3)

The comment shows that online interaction has increased their confidence in the 
value of knowledge and praying. Moreover, the participant’s comment reflects the 
downgrading of traditional knowledge sources and conventional praying mecha-
nisms. Downgrading means the participant might have undervalued conventional 
knowledge sharing and praying mechanisms. When millennial ulama face difficult 
questions from society regarding fiqh issues, they prefer finding answers online 
rather than looking for senior ulama.

4.5  The use of online knowledge in daily fatwa making

Islamic knowledge is accessed online by the millennial ulama and used to make 
fatwa in daily religious services. Therefore, using online knowledge as the primary 
reference to fatwa issues requested by Muslims has become usual. For instance, a 
participant stated:

I respond to a fatwa request from Muslims through WhatsApp, and when I 
cannot respond immediately, I search on Google for answers. People ask me 
various fiqh issues, such as whether their prayer is valid when they forget to 
bathe after having intercourse with their wife or shorten prayers when they 
travel not so far, could they shorten prayers? I answer their questions through 
WhatsApp and send them a Koran verse or Hadith. I think that the avail-
ability of online facilities has helped them answer various fiqh issues quickly. 
Therefore, it is not as I gathered in Islamic or boarding schools to answer such 
things. (Participant PLU4)

The participant’s opinion reflects the change in the method of issuing a fatwa. 
Millennial ulama are no longer concerned with the Islamic knowledge from tradi-
tional clerics or senior ulama. Online sources were viewed as valid as senior ulama 
or traditional Islamic education institutions, such as Madrasah or boarding schools. 
Direct quotes of Islamic knowledge from online sources helped them respond to a 
fatwa requested by society. Furthermore, the informant’s opinion showed how the 
process of fatwa making on request by the Muslim community has changed. Their 
Islamic legal opinions were given more efficiently and quickly when the millennial 
ulama accessed online sources and transferred them to their community.
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The use of online Islamic knowledge sources helps millennial ulama respond 
quickly to fatwa requests from Muslim society. Moreover, most Muslim worshipers 
prefer faster responses to their demands, as stated by a participant:

The Muslim community requests trivial fatwa relating to their daily problems, 
and they want faster responses. I have to find the answer quickly, and the easi-
est way is to go online. Today, I do not think it is possible to gather society in a 
recitation group as in previous age. Muslims have many gadgets, and they are 
connected online, speeding up the process (Participant PLU1)

The participant’s opinion shows that millennial ulama are more concerned with 
finding knowledge quickly to use in their daily fatwa making. Furthermore, online 
platforms have increased the ulama’s reliance on these sources in fatwa making. 
Large Islamic organizations, such as MUI, NU, and Muhamamdiyah, have used the 
online space to issue a fatwa, becoming a common phenomenon in the new media 
era. As a result, millennial scholars find it more efficient and effective to use an 
online platform to answer various community fatwa requests.

5  Discussions

5.1  Access to knowledge from online sources

This study found that Indonesia’s millennial ulama rely on online sources of access 
knowledge. They are strongly connected and integrated with information technology 
in acquiring and producing new knowledge. In this case, the ulama are playing and 
becoming part of the roles in the virtual world (de Mesa, 2009). This means they 
produce and use knowledge in the online sphere (Burke et al., 2010). For instance, 
well-known millennial ulama, such as Ustadz Abu Somad and Hadi Hidayat, are the 
most productive Islamic content producers. Their social media sites are major refer-
ences for other millennial ulama in fatwa making.

The findings might allow the emergence of more online Islamic knowledge 
sources as references in studying Islam. This is in line with Tohir (2018) and 
Schrank (2012), which showed that most young Muslim generations had used online 
sources for their religious references. Therefore, these findings may have implica-
tions for the emergence of formal online Islamic educational institutions. Moreover, 
the implications may mean transforming traditional knowledge sources into virtual 
modes, such as Islamic boarding schools. Ratcliff et al. (2017) stated that attitudes 
toward technology and social media use could make people perceive religion as a 
mechanism for meeting needs in the online space. This study shows that information 
technology facilitates the millennial ulama to fulfill their religious needs within the 
online sphere.

Millennial ulama use online sources to access Islamic knowledge. This poten-
tially reduces bureaucracy in accessing Islamic knowledge by replacing the role of 
traditional ulama or education institutions. Becker (2009) used “decentralization of 
knowledge production” to describe the roles of online knowledge sources in provid-
ing Islamic teachings. Online knowledge sources grant millennial ulama access to 
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religious teachings and enable them to easily search Islamic knowledge with infor-
mation technology tools. Furthermore, they use simple search functions to find the 
Quran verses and Hadith they need.

A new world supporting interactions between millennial and traditional Islamic 
education institutions is no longer hindered by rigid bureaucracy, geography, and 
time. Consequently, millennial ulama independently access and use knowledge 
from online sources in their daily making fatwa as requested by Muslim society. 
This might have reduced the roles of traditional muftis or ulama as major players 
in Islamic knowledge production authority. Therefore, people that speak authorita-
tively for Islam or science (Gardner & Hameed, 2018) might be overshadowed by 
the millennial ulama in Islamic knowledge production.

5.2  Trust in online knowledge sources

Millennial ulama believe that online learning from valid and verified sources is a 
blessing from traditional education institutions’ knowledge. For instance, online 
knowledge sources are managed and supervised by recognized figures of expertise. 
The findings indicate the emergence of trust towards online Islamic knowledge 
sources among the millennial ulama. Their trust might take over the roles of 
conventional knowledge sources, such as boarding schools and traditional ulama or 
muftis as argued by Šisler (2007) and Becker (2009). These findings reflect similar 
phenomena in fields such as information technology (e.g. Adrian et  al., 2012; Reychav 
& Aguirre-Urreta, 2014), business (Ammirato et  al., 2019), small and medium 
enterprise (Glavas et al., 2019), and education (Al-Emran & Teo, 2019). Therefore, 
today’s society has put its trust in the acquisition of knowledge from online sources. 
Trust provides the best path to successful knowledge creation in the online space 
(Maheshwari et  al., 2021; Tootell et  al., 2021). Furthermore, the trust creates a 
positive reputation on the relationship between the users’ attitude and intention 
toward knowledge sharing.

Some millennial ulama express concern over the credibility and validity of online 
knowledge sources, such as websites and social media. However, the phenomenon 
shows that people believe in a credible and verified online knowledge source due to 
concerns about its validity in decision-making (Chryssochoidis et al., 2009). Sim-
ilarly, this study found that some millennial ulama have relied on the validity of 
online knowledge sources to guard their credibility. This eliminates any risk if Mus-
lims recognize that their knowledge sources are unclear when answering questions 
on Islamic law or issuing a fatwa.

Trust in a credible online source in Islam knowledge acquisition is a major con-
cern in many fields (Metzger & Flanagin, 2013). Knowledge sources that lack accu-
racy, incompleteness, and unclear providers’ authority reduce users’ trustworthiness 
(Muilwijk, 2012). Therefore, the millennial ulama trust might imply the need to pro-
vide credible online Islamic knowledge sources. Furthermore, any Islamic content to 
be accepted and adopted should be supported by evidence from Quran, Sunnah, and 
credible scholars’ views (Aliyu et al., 2013).
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Millennial ulama considers a verified Islamic knowledge source a blessing 
as knowledge taught by traditional senior muftis or direct learning from boarding 
schools. Such verified Islamic knowledge sources include the official Indonesia 
Ulama Council, Nahdatul Ulama, and Muhammadiyah websites. Using new media 
elicits meaningful and spiritual emotions and increases the saliency of spiritual 
beliefs related to self-actualization and spiritual experiences in everyday life (Janicke 
& Ramasubramanian, 2017). The feeling potentially increases trust in using online 
knowledge sources in the future.

5.3  Knowledge development through online interaction

The various online platforms enable millennial ulama to form groups, interact, cre-
ate and share content. Also, they hold online halaqah (discussion) to share knowl-
edge through online groups as it was carried out in conventional mode (Piela, 2012). 
Similarly, WhatsApp groups are online forums that grant access to religious sources. 
Also, the forums enable the millennial ulama to discuss Islamic teachings using new 
media (Becker, 2009). The effectiveness of online discussion groups has also been 
practiced in other fields (for example: Franceschi et al., 2009; Johnson et al., 2002).

Online interaction is essential in transferring and sharing knowledge (Naif 
Marouf, 2007; Nasrollah, 2018). Millennial ulama easily use tools to fill the knowl-
edge gap as a generation that strongly bonds to gadgets, such as smartphones and 
tablets. Caeiro (2011) found that online knowledge sharing and transfer are prac-
ticed due to the gap in information ownership among millennial ulama. The knowl-
edge gap shows systematic differences between better and less-informed segments 
(Baran & Davis, 2012) among millennial ulama. This is because some of them are 
university graduates while others only have Islamic boarding school education.

Without comprehensive Islamic knowledge to serve community fatwa requests, 
the millennial ulama need interaction with others for knowledge transfer and shar-
ing. The knowledge is co-created and shared through social media networks in the 
online sphere (Klein, 2017). During online interaction, the millennial ulama contrib-
ute to new knowledge development through Islamic teaching. As such, their reliance 
on conventional knowledge sources might have slowly been reduced. This is because 
some millennial ulama feel confident that they no longer need to attend boarding 
schools to access Islamic knowledge. The findings might require religious institu-
tions to utilize new media for Islamic knowledge creation. Nduka and McGuire 
(2017) found that religious institutions, such as Church, have aggressively used new 
media and programming messages of faith and education to the young generation.

Social media groups are used to serve Muslim society, besides knowledge trans-
fer and sharing. During the online serving, millennial ulama acquire knowledge 
from their interaction with Muslim society. This is considered knowledge acquisi-
tion from customers or allies in the business context (Ammirato et al., 2019; Glavas 
et al., 2019; Reychav & Aguirre-Urreta, 2014). Furthermore, the millennial ulama 
interact in mutual or reciprocal action to exploit Islamic knowledge, develop and 
maintain religious and social interaction.
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Millennial ulama view new media that support their interaction and collaboration 
online as a means to share piety. Sharing piety is conducted by Muslim society when 
they have intense religious relationships (Lengauer, 2018). In line with the finding, 
Janicke and Ramasubramanian (2017) stated that new media elicits meaningful spir-
itual emotions. Moreover, it increases the saliency of beliefs on self-actualization 
and spiritual experiences in everyday life.

Our finding shows that Indonesia’s millennial ulama have different experiences 
in using new media than other users. They use new media to interact for knowledge 
transfer and sharing, find blessing from God and strengthen their daily piety. When 
they acquire and use knowledge in fatwa making as requested by Muslim society, 
they feel rewarded and blessed by God. This reinforces their intention to use the new 
media in online Islamic knowledge acquisition.

Millennial ulama’s interaction in social media sites is considered a new jihad 
(hard work) in a new paradigm for Islamic knowledge production and sharing. These 
include various fatwa on current issues, such as e-commerce (Hosen, 2008), prod-
uct consumption (Muhamad Hashim & Mizerski, 2010), and science and technology 
(Nawi & Hamzah, 2014). A fatwa declaration is a product of ulama interpreting and 
adapting Quranic verses and Hadith concerning contemporary issues. The process 
allows introducing new paradigm rulings into Shariah law, rather than explicit doc-
trines from the Quran or Hadith. Therefore, previously non-existent Islamic teach-
ing issues, such as the financial economy and science-technology, are now regulated 
faster through online fatwa. This is facilitated by the online knowledge production 
collaboration by the millennial ulama.

5.4  The use of online knowledge in daily fatwa making

The ubiquitous online knowledge sources constructed by well-known Islamic organ-
izations and Muslim scholars are a major reference for millennial ulama in fatwa 
issuance. The dissemination of fatwa through online spheres has been reported in 
previous studies (Ali, 2010; Bunt, 2000, 2003; Hosen, 2008; Rusli, 2015). Further-
more, studies in other fields report the use of online knowledge sources in decision-
making. For instance, Nzabonimana et al. (2019) found that about 80% of nurses use 
Internet based-knowledge sources in their clinical decisions. Similarly, Indonesian 
millennial ulama use online sourced knowledge to issue fatwa requested by Mus-
lim society. Moreover, in Germany, Becker, 2009 showed that some ulama refer to 
online sources in fatwa making.

The finding highlights a possible replacement of the conventional fatwa making 
among the young Indonesian Muslim scholars’ generation. Online legal knowledge 
production sources might take over conventional Islamic legal construction meth-
ods, such as halaqah or boarding school discussion. Furthermore, traditional senior 
ulama opinions regarding Islamic law (fiqh) might be replaced by online millennial 
ulama opinions available across the Internet platforms. Therefore, Muslim society 
might prefer the millennial ulama for a fatwa regarding daily issues because the ser-
vice is available throughout the Internet platforms.
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The availability of well-known Islamic organizations and Muslim millennial 
scholars’ online sites with questions and answers (QR) facilities supports new 
Islamic knowledge production. The sites provide knowledge and an opportunity for 
the millennial ulama to disseminate their fatwa to the broader Indonesian Muslim 
community. The online QR facilities for knowledge acquisition and dissemination 
have been implemented in other fields, such as psychology (Bögels et al., 2010) and 
consumer protection (Kozup & Hogarth, 2008). The sites also produce rich Islamic 
legal knowledge, such as rumah fiqih. com, helpful to millennial ulama in issuing a 
fatwa on discussions among Muslim society (Becker (2009).

Fleischman et al. (2003) suggested developing QR facilities on an organization’s 
web-based knowledge sources. Therefore, Indonesia’s well-known online Islamic 
websites, such as NU.or.id and Muslim. or. id, have become potential knowledge 
sources for millennial ulama. The sites were managed by credible Muslim schol-
ars and provided rich knowledge sources, including e-books and fatwa on Islamic 
issues.

Online fatwa issued to Muslim society or individual questioners educates and 
informs wider Muslim audiences and Islamic organizations in Indonesia. These 
include Nahdatul Ulama and Muhammadiyah, which have been struggling to dis-
seminate their fatwa to Muslims (Hosen, 2008). However, our study indicates 
that the millennial ulama’s use of social media might have reduced the challenge 
in fatwa dissemination because information technology tools quickly reach many 
Muslims. For instance, the millennial ulama may have more than a thousand online 
social networks connected to Indonesia’s Muslim society. Such phenomena have 
been reported in Saudi Arabia when a fatwa was disseminated through online plat-
forms and reached 30,000 Muslims in just two months (Bunt, 2000).

6  Conclusions

Indonesian millennial ulama have switched to online knowledge sources and have 
built trust in them. The knowledge acquired from online sources was used to make 
fatwa in daily Muslim society services, as depicted in Fig. 2:

Indonesia’s millennial ulama trust online knowledge sources and social interac-
tion can increase knowledge production and sharing. The phenomenon could reduce 
the role of conventional education institutions, such as boarding schools and tradi-
tional muftis, in Islamic knowledge production. Our findings may imply the simpli-
fication of bureaucracy in Islamic knowledge acquisition and use. The main reason 
is the availability of online knowledge, which is not hindered by time, geography, 
and culture. Also, fatwa production might be eased due to information technology, 
which supports its dissemination to a broader Indonesian Muslim society.

The practical contribution of this study includes the simplification of Islamic 
knowledge providers. The government should redesign Islamic education insti-
tutions from face-to-face production to the use of online knowledge sources. 
Also, this study is useful to academia by providing insight into how millennial 
Islamic scholars in Indonesia and across the globe have shifted their knowledge 
acquisition and use mechanism. Finally, we argue that this study’s practical and 

Content courtesy of Springer Nature, terms of use apply. Rights reserved.



1 3

Education and Information Technologies 

theoretical contributions might apply to other areas of study since the shifting of 
knowledge acquisition and use phenomenon also occur in different contexts.
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