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The Quest for Islam in a Virtual Maze: How the Internet is Shaping Religious 
Knowledge among Young Muslims in Berlin-Kreuzberg

Ines Gassal-Bosch

This article employs empirical investigation collected among young Muslims in Kreuzberg, 
Berlin, to study the use of the Internet as a source to approach and access Islam. Beyond 
common generalisations of the Internet as a source of radicalisation, this study argues for the 
selective and critical usage of the Internet to obtain knowledge about Islam, underscoring 
the agency of young Muslims.

The Internet has emerged as an important repository of information for the 
current cohort of German adolescents, yet existing literature largely ignores its 
role in shaping Islamic religiosity. Thinking of the Internet as a maze enables us 
to conceptualise the virtual quest for Islamic knowledge as a flexible itinerary: 
instead of guiding religious education along a fixed route to a set destination, the 
Internet allows for alternative paths and individual choices. To the digital maze-
walker, the Internet presents a contested territory, where opposite camps are 
continuously engaged in the (re)formulation of Islam. How do young Muslims 
navigate the Internet’s confusing information landscape, and how does the Internet 
shape their interpretations of Islam? Why do young Muslims seek religious advice 
online, and with what consequences? It is with a view to delving into such questions 
that this study undertakes an empirical investigation into Internet usage among 
young Muslims raised in Berlin’s inner-city district of Kreuzberg. The purpose 
of this article is to gain a better understanding of the ways in which the Internet 
feeds into the dynamics of religious transformation, frequently subsumed under 
the term individualisation. These transformations elude the broad strokes of the 
radicalisation narratives that have come to be associated in popular imagination 
with the virtual realm. The Internet rather remolds Islam in diverse and much more 
subtle ways that have to be evaluated in a contextually rich manner. The research 
interest of this study lies in examining these manifold transformations through an 
exploration of the motives, patterns, religious implications, and broader political 
effects of Internet usage among grammar school finalists in Berlin-Kreuzberg. 

Background of the Study
Existing literature observes how German-raised Muslims tend to develop 
their religious heritage in ways that lead to highly dissimilar interpretations  
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of Islam.1  Scholarly analyses describe this phenomenon as individualisation and identify 
it as the prevalent dynamic of Islam in Europe.2  Despite somehow different perceptions 
of what constitutes this dynamic, individualisation is here understood as comprising the 
following trends: a de-culturalization of Islam, an eclecticism of religious practice, and 
the growing autonomy of the individual in interpreting Islam.3  How the individualized 
forms of Islamic knowledge are acquired is the underlying consideration. Much has 
been written on the decline in influence of traditional modes of Islamic education, and 
much less on the new purveyors of religious knowledge. Little thought has been given 
to the sources tapped and the authorities sought out by young Muslims in reformulating 
their Islamic beliefs. Recently, scholars have speculated that the Internet may have 
emerged as the main source of religious knowledge among the current cohort of young 
adults.4  Nevertheless, the Internet’s impact on individuals’ religiosity has received little 
empirical attention. This study represents an effort to address this gap. Understanding 
how the Internet is shaping young individuals’ conceptions of religious truths holds the 
key to evaluating the web’s potential as a site where the future of Islam will be shaped. 
Familiarity with the Internet’s transformative potentials will enable us to move beyond 
popular generalisations that frame young Muslims as easily susceptible to the Internet’s 
unparalleled influence, while allowing us to clarify the circumstances under which the 
Internet can change individuals’ religiosity.

Research Questions
My research focus on the Internet as a source of Islamic knowledge can be classified 
into four areas of inquiry concerned with the motives, patterns, transformative effects, 
and broader political implications of Internet usage for religious matters. Thus, the 
following research questions guide this investigation:  Why do the study participants use 
the Internet as a source of religious content? How do they use religious content found 
online? What role does the Internet play in the transformation of Islamic knowledge? 
What are the political implications of Internet usage as a source of Islamic knowledge? 

This study gives primary consideration to the third research question of how the 
Internet is transforming Islamic knowledge among young Muslims in Berlin. However, 
Internet usage patterns and motives are mediators of the effects that the Internet can 

1  Relevant studies include: Hans-Jürgen von Wensierski,“Jugendphase und Jugendkultur von Muslimen in 
Deutschland,” in Jugend: Theoriediskurse und Forschungsfelder, eds. Sabine Sandring, Werner Helsper, and 
Hans-Hermann Krüger (Wiesbaden: Springer, 2010); Jeanette S. Jouili, “Re-fashioning the Self through 
Religious Knowledge: How Muslim Women Become Pious in the German Diaspora,” in Islam and Muslims 
in Germany, eds. Ala al-Hamarneh and Jörn Thielmann (Boston: Brill, 2008).
2  Ibid.
3  Mark Sedgwick, ed., Making European Muslims: Religious Socialization Among Young Muslims in 
Scandinavia and Western Europe (New York: Routledge, 2015), 2. 
4  Michael R. Levenson, Carolyn M. Aldwin, and Heidi Igarashi,“Religious Development from Adolescence to 
Middle Adulthood,” in Handbook of the Psychology of Religion and Spirituality, Second Edition, eds. Crystal 
L. Park and Raymond F. Paloutzian (New York: Guilford Publications, 2013).
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have on Islamic knowledge and merit investigation. By usage patterns, I refer to the 
criteria according to which young Muslims evaluate the worth of online representations 
of Islam, as well as the extent to which the Internet is used as a wellspring of religious 
guidance, especially in relation to other methods of Islamic knowledge acquisition. 
Furthermore, the Internet’s transformative impact on Islamic knowledge has political 
implications that warrant attention. Considered together, these four research questions 
probe different aspects of the phenomenon under study and will guide us throughout 
this article. These questions have been developed from the knowledge gaps identified in 
the existing literature and will be answered on an empirical basis.   

Conceptual and Theoretical Framework
It is necessary to specify briefly the theoretical framework and key analytical concepts 
guiding this study. I follow the definition of Islamic knowledge as referring to whatever 
Muslims regard as constituting correct belief and practice.5 What makes a belief or 
practice Islamic is “not necessarily its congruence with some broadly accepted standard 
of orthodoxy but its reference to the ongoing series of debates that constitute Islam as 
a living tradition.”6 The notion of Islam as a dynamic tradition goes back to Talal Asad, 
who suggested we look at the ways in which Islam is subjected to diverse interpretations.7  
Asad’s understanding of tradition may be usefully broadened to include discursive, as 
well as non-discursive elements.8 As part of a heterogenous tradition, Islamic knowledge 
is inherently contested, continually refracted by the prism of local customs and individual 
cognition, from which it emerges as a varicoloured spectrum of interpretations that can 
be in competition with, or even antagonistic to, one another.9  In other words, religious 
knowledge is here defined not as an a priori system of meaning, but from a constructivist 
perspective. A constructivist approach calls into question the human capacity for 
knowledge as primed to uncover the world’s essence and, instead, focuses on the ways 
in which religious knowledge is constructed through conventions, human perception, 
and social experience.10 

Conceiving of Islamic knowledge as amenable to individuals’ interpretations, 
this study ventures into an exploration of the forces shaping adolescents’ religiosity. In 
theoretical terms, my understanding of these forces draws on the intersection between 
socialisation theories and psychological views of religious development. Taken together, 
these theories provide a more comprehensive account of how adolescents’ emerging 
abstract reasoning skills stimulate, albeit in varying ways and to varying degrees, a critical 

5  Martin van Bruinessen and Stefano Allievi, Producing Islamic Knowledge: Transmission and Dissemination 
in Western Europe (London: Routledge, 2011), 1.
6  Ibid., 2. 
7  Michael Farquhar, Circuits of Faith: Migration, Education, and the Wahhabi Mission (Stanford: Stanford 
University Press, 2017), 5. 
8  Allievi and Bruinessen, Producing Islamic Knowledge, 1.
9  Ibid.
10  Uwe Flick, An Introduction to Qualitative Research (London: Sage Publications, 2009), 76. 
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questioning of traditional agents of religious socialisation.11 Starting in adolescents, 
agents of religious socialisation turn into what could be more appropriately called 
sources of religious knowledge. The latter expression is not an explicit conceptual model 
in research literature, but is used here to posit a more open relationship between the 
sender and receiver of religious messages. This article advances a theoretical framework 
that provides an understanding of young Muslims, not as passive recipients of religious 
messages, but as active agents with their own values and opinions, reinterpreting online 
content in light of information derived from various sources.

My research population consists of grammar school finalists, aged 18 to 19, for 
it is at about this age that theories of religious development locate a shift towards a 
more autonomous faith.12  According to Fowler, this developmental shift occurs as the 
individual moves from what he called the “synthetic-conventional” to the “individuative-
reflective” faith stage.13 At the “synthetic-conventional” stage, beliefs are unquestionably 
inherited, while “individuative-reflective” faith involves the critical reexamination of 
life-guiding values.14 It is then that the Internet is likely to be sought out as a source of 
information in the development of new forms of Islamic knowledge. In contrast to other 
potential sources of religious guidance, the Internet is “a space of relative autonomy for 
the youth, a space where they can engage in learning […] largely outside the purview 
of teachers, parents, and other adults who have authority over them.”15 The youth’s 
emerging desire for independence, self-reliance, and freedom from parental authority is 
likely to turn the Internet into an attractive tool of religious self-instruction.

Research Design and Findings
This study employs a mixed method approach, which embeds quantitative data 
collection and analysis within a primary qualitative study design. The intention behind 
using different sets of data is to explore individuals’ subjective engagement with 
online representations of Islam, in addition to identifying patterns of Internet use and 
interrelationships between variables in my sample. The data collection methods adopted 
for this study consist of surveys and focus group interviews.  A total of 94 Muslim 
grammar school finalists completed the survey questionnaires, while two single-sex focus 
group interviews were held with three male and three female respondents, respectively. 

The starting point for this study was the theoretical assumption that, in emerging 
adulthood, individuals develop an “individuative-reflective” faith, which prompts them 
to question inherited beliefs and seek new forms of Islamic knowledge online. However, 

11  W. Hood, Jr., Peter C. Hill, and Bernard Spilka, eds., The Psychology of Religion: An Empirical Approach, 4th 
ed. (New York: Guilford Press, 2009), 106.
12  Hood, Psychology of Religion, 126.
13  Micha Brumlik, “Jugend, Religion und Islam,” in Kindheit und Jugend in Muslimischen Lebenswelten: 
Aufwachsen und Bildung in Deutscher und Internationaler Perspektive, eds. Christine Hunner-Kreisel et al. 
(Wiesbaden: VS Verlag für Sozialwissenschaften, 2010), 39.
14  Ibid. 
15  S. Weber and S. Dixon, Growing Up Online: Young People and Digital Technologies (New York: Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2010),  230. 
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only 26 percent of my study participants (referred to as Group I) showed signs suggestive 
of an “individuative-reflective” faith. Typically, individuals in this group would seldom 
agree with parents, siblings, or friends on religious matters.16  Moreover, they reported 
that they saw themselves as only partially or marginally influenced by traditional sources 
of religious guidance.17  They also admitted to having doubted, or changed, some of 
the norms and values they were born into.18 The remaining 74 percent of my study 
participants (Group II) displayed attitudes rather typical of the “synthetic-conventional” 
faith stage, marked by strong reliance on the religious guidance of traditional authority 
figures, including first and foremost, parents, but also peers (siblings and friends).19  
Typically, these participants reported that they always shared their parents’ opinions on 
religious issues, often identifying various family members as their religious role models.20  
On the basis of their displayed reliance on, or departure from, inherited beliefs, I split 
my participants into two groups, roughly corresponding to Fowler’s faith stages three 
and four, respectively. Admittedly, the classification of my survey respondents into two 
groups was not always straightforward, and it simplified empirical reality insofar as 
individuals are not locked into fixed, mutually exclusive faith stages, but tend to move 
along a continuum of spirituality.21  Nevertheless, major differences could be detected 
between Group I and II with respect to their Internet usage motives and patterns.

Internet Usage Motives
My first research question seeks to ascertain why my study participants engage with 
religious content online. A surprisingly wide variety of Internet usage motives could 
be uncovered, which can be clustered around three primary dimensions, namely goal-
oriented information seeking, entertainment, and social interaction.22 This variety – 
with regard to both the number of motives and variations on a single motive – implies 
that individual differences outweigh gender-specific commonalities frequently enough 
to preclude significant correlations. Most important to our present purpose, however, 
is to understand the major motivational differences between Group I and II, as they 
provide the root cause of the varying effects the Internet has on Islamic knowledge in 
both groups. 

The most common answer (selected by a total of 69 percent of participants) from 
the list of motivational factors relates to the fast access to religious information afforded 

16  Results yielded by responses to survey question 4 (Berlin: 2017).
17  Results yielded by responses to survey question 2 (Berlin: 2017).
18  Results yielded by responses to survey question 6, and discussions in focus group 1 and 2 (Berlin: 2017).
19  Results yielded by responses to survey question 1, 2, and 4, and discussions in focus groups 1 and 2 (Berlin: 2017).
20  Results yielded by responses to survey question 2 and 3 (Berlin: 2017).
21  Hood, Psychology of Religion, 126.
22  These three dimensions are borrowed as structuring categories from relevant literature on uses and 
gratification theories, including: James A. Anderson, Communication Theory: Epistemological Foundations 
(London: Guilford Press, 1996), 212.
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by the Internet in the individual’s pursuit of moral cultivation.23 Moreover, 17 percent 
of my survey respondents turn to the Internet in order to research religious issues that 
cannot be discussed with parents or imams due to their taboo nature.24 Beyond these 
two factors, information needs start to differ between Group I and II. 

Numerous survey respondents in Group I described the Internet as a superior 
source of religious orientation.25  This perceived superiority was explained in a variety 
of ways but often related to one of the three dimensions of individualization, formerly 
defined as a “de-culturalization of Islam, an eclecticism of religious practice, and the 
growing autonomy of the individual in interpreting Islam.”26  Several survey participants 
explained their use of the Internet with reference to the insufficiency of traditional 
sources of Islamic orientation. For instance, they complained that local imams neglected 
issues of high relevance to them, or pointed to the language barriers that prevented them 
from individual engagement with the Quran.27 Consequently, their turn to the Internet 
was motivated by the wish to explore religious issues that really mattered to them, in 
a language that they could easily understand, and through sources untainted by their 
parents’ local traditions.28  

Among those who actively rejected the teachings of their family, the choice to turn 
to the Internet was not only determined by the quest for alternative, de-culturalised 
interpretations of Islam, but also by the empowering potential of religious knowledge 
acquired online.29  This empowering potential may be usefully understood with reference 
to Bradfort Verter’s conception of religious knowledge as an embodied form of spiritual 
capital within a competitive symbolic economy.30 Within this economy, individuals 
occupy positions of relative strength or weakness by virtue of the spiritual capital they 
possess (though the value of any form of spiritual capital is subject to contestation).31  
Religious knowledge acquired in cyberspace offers spiritual capital that is of particular 
use within struggles over the correct interpretation of Islam.32 Such struggles – with 
parents or (non-)Muslim peers – were likely to emerge at the cultural fault lines running 
through my interviewees’ everyday lives. For instance, one interviewee related how he 
wanted to get a pet dog and turned to the Internet in the hope to find religious arguments 
to convince his father. He pointed to the fact that Quranic knowledge generally afforded 

23  Results yielded by responses to survey question 7 (Berlin: 2017).
24  Ibid. 
25  Result yielded by open-ended responses to survey question 7, and discussions in focus groups 1 and 2 
(Berlin: 2017).
26  Sedgwick, ed., Making European Muslims, 2. 
27  Result yielded by open-ended responses to survey question 7, and discussions in focus groups 1 and 2 
(Berlin: 2017).
28  Result yielded by open-ended responses to survey question 7, and discussions in focus groups 1 and 2  
(Berlin: 2017).
29  Results yielded by focus group discussions (Berlin: 2017).
30  Farquhar, Circuits of Faith, 11. 
31  Ibid. 
32  Ibid.
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him with greater persuasiveness in disputation over correct Islamic practices within his 
family.33 Another interviewee recalled how he was trying to argue against his parents’ 
denouncement of playing chess with the help of arguments found online. He equally 
conceived of religious arguments as the only way to challenge what he perceived as a 
coercive grip of culturally based norms remote from the Quran’s actual teachings.34  
Thus, my study participants went online not only to research their own conclusions on 
matters pertaining to Islam, but also to obtain spiritual capital, which enabled them to 
negotiate their individualised understanding of Islam within families.

Religious capital is not only a valuable resource at home, but it can also be widely 
used within the local Muslim community. One study participant, for example, framed 
her concern for peer recognition as a motive behind her online quest for religious 
knowledge. She recalled how her friends were once debating the question of whether a 
person’s place in paradise and hell was predetermined. Ignorant of Quranic teachings on 
these issues, she used online resources to remedy her lack of knowledge and to develop a 
personal standpoint on various religious issues that she could then share with her friends 
in the hope of winning their recognition. Thus, she tried to reconcile her experience of 
social interaction with her own self-conception as a knowledgeable Muslim by acquiring 
spiritual capital online.35   

Alongside being a valued repository of de-culturalised forms of Islamic knowledge, 
the Internet is appreciated for the unrestricted freedom with which users can draw 
upon multiple traditions and ideas in constructing an Islam appropriate to their 
needs. Interviewee 1 argued that the Internet enabled her to arrive at a more nuanced 
understanding of her religious tradition by providing a window to diverse perspectives 
on Islam.36  Interviewee 5 simply valued the autonomy with which he could choose 
whatever religious ideas he deemed most convincing online.37  Furthermore, several 
respondents indicated that they turned to the Internet for information capable of 
legitimising their lifestyle choices which were not inherently associated with Islam.38  
This finding resonates with the analyses of Eickelman and Anderson, who note that an 
increasingly “large number of Muslims explain their goals in terms of the normative 
language of Islam.”39  One study participant, for example, cited several online-researched 
Quranic verses and hadiths –  including Surah al-Nahl, verse 49, or Surah al-A’raf, verse 
31 – that she would reference in justifying her vegetarian diet within her family, and in 
convincing others that vegetarianism was part of the lifestyle guidelines recommended 

33  Answers obtained from interviewee 4 in focus group 2 (Berlin: 2017). 
34  Answers obtained from interviewee 5 in focus group 2 (Berlin: 2017). 
35  Answers obtained from interviewee 2 in focus group 1 (Berlin: 2017). 
36  Answers obtained from interviewee 1 in focus group 1 (Berlin: 2017). 
37  Answers obtained from interviewee 5 in focus group 2 (Berlin: 2017). 
38  Result yielded by open-ended responses to survey question 7 (Berlin: 2017).
39  Dale F. Eickelman and Jon W. Anderson, New Media in the Muslim World: The Emerging Public Sphere 
(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2003), 1.
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by the Quran.40  As Islam is blended so seamlessly with other dimensions of life, a clear-
cut distinction between religious and non-religious motives is not always possible, for 
my study participants seem to “act not just as Muslims but [...] from all diverse motives 
that characterise human endeavor.”41 

By way of comparison, the motives predominant among participants in Group II 
were not so much related to the quest for alternative directions as to the wish to gain 
deeper understanding and confirmatory evidence for inherited beliefs.42 At home, at 
school, and in their neighbourhood streets, many of my respondents felt the pressure to 
justify inherited beliefs that they hold dear. As one of my Alevi survey respondents noted, 
the Internet offers suitable argumentative tools to communicate one’s inherited beliefs 
not only to the non-Muslim surroundings, but also to other Muslims holding different 
beliefs.43 Furthermore, many survey respondents in Group II reported having used the 
Internet as an avenue of communication with other Muslims, rather than as a research 
space.44 Many of them simply enjoyed conversing about Islam with friends on social 
networks, building digital connections to people they knew from their offline Muslim 
communities.45 Sometimes, they searched in cyberspace for virtual communities that 
were more in line with their personal beliefs or spiritual interests than the communities 
found in their physical proximity. For instance, one interviewee remarked how she 
sought to develop via virtual communities a greater appreciation of her Shia heritage 
than she could ever find in her predominantly Sunni environment at school.46 

Beyond information needs, further motivations for using the Internet were 
related to its provision of an entertaining access to Islamic knowledge. In the surveys, 
the second highest rating was for the statement, “I use the Internet because it provides 
an entertaining access to religious content.”47 The revealed salience of entertainment 
aligns with general research done on Internet usage motives.48 Its specific meaning in 
relation to Islamic knowledge, however, had to be further explored in the focus group 
discussions. My interviewees explained the various ways in which religious instruction 
and entertainment intersect in cyberspace. Watching spiritually uplifting videos (about, 
for example, the hajj) was perceived as, at once, recreational and morally instructive.49 
The motive to be entertained led many of my interviewees to seek out online-based 
preachers on the basis of their entertainment value (such as the humour or dramatic 

40  Answers obtained from interviewee 1 in focus group 1 (Berlin: 2017). 
41  Ibid. 
42  Result yielded by responses to survey question 7, and focus group discussions 1 and 2 (Berlin: 2017).
43  Result yielded by open-ended responses to survey question 7 (Berlin: 2017).
44  Results yielded by responses to survey question 7, and discussions in focus groups 1 and 2 (Berlin: 2017).
45  Ibid. 
46  Answers obtained from interviewee 3 in focus group 1 (Berlin: 2017). 
47  Result yielded by responses to survey question 7 (Berlin: 2017).
48  Tilo Hartmann, Media Choice: A Theoretical and Empirical Overview (New York: Taylor and Francis, 2009), 61. 
49  Results yielded by discussions in focus groups 1 and 2 (Berlin: 2017). 
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effect they incorporated into their speeches).50 Among them was Abdul Adhim Kamouss, 
who is renowned for his highly evocative and entertaining preaching style, pervaded 
by theatrical outbursts of emotions and exaggerated gestures used to comic effect.51  
In general, the motive to be entertained was accompanied by a preference for Islamic 
knowledge as represented and enacted in short YouTube videos, enabling users to absorb 
crucial information in a short amount of time.52  The entertainment dimension of many 
cited Islamic websites reaches into the polymorphic worlds of popular entertainment, 
including Islamic fashion sites or religiously inspired music by, for instance, Sami 
Yusuf.53 The entertainment motive can also take precedence over the desire to find out 
more about Islam. One interviewee confessed that he used to visit websites of radical 
preachers for pure curiosity and entertainment, but soon became bored of them once 
the novelty factor wore off.54 

Equally striking was the participants’ use of the Internet as a means to influence 
and reclaim contemporary discourses on Islam. In both groups, survey respondents 
indicated that they used the Internet as a space to challenge Islamophobic narratives 
and undermine radical Islamist propaganda.55 Some of them purposefully draw on 
the Internet’s expressive possibilities to raise awareness about what they perceived as 
the real message of Islam.56 In cyberspace, they could pursue this intention on a much 
larger scale than within individual acts of dialogue in offline contexts. Sometimes, my 
respondents did not actively seek to engage in religious debates, but encountered online 
depictions of Islam that struck them as being defamatory or divergent. Provoked by 
these statements, they used the respective commentary functions embedded in social 
networks or on news websites to present their own standpoint on Islam.57 

Internet Usage Patterns
My second research question seeks to explore how my study participants engage with 
online representations of Islam. In particular, it inquires into the role the Internet plays 
in comparison to other sources of Islamic knowledge. Furthermore, it aims to shed 
light on the criteria that my study participants use to judge the credibility of web-based 
resources. My research findings suggest that the relation between online and offline 
repositories of religious information is, to a large degree, marked by complementarity. 
Still, elements of competition exist, yielding insight into the dialectical complexities of 

50  Ibid.
51  Results obtained from interviewee 4 and 5 in focus group 2 (Berlin: 2017). 
52  Results yielded by discussions in focus groups 1 and 2 (Berlin: 2017). 
53  Answers obtained from interviewee 2 in focus group 1 and interviewee 5 in focus group 2 (Berlin: 2017). 
54  Answers obtained from interviewee 5 in focus group 2 (Berlin: 2017). 
55  Results yielded by open-ended answers to survey question 7, and focus group discussions (Berlin: 2017).
56  Results yielded by open-ended answers to survey question 7 (Berlin: 2017).
57  Ibid.
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the relationship between real and virtual spaces. In seeking Islamic knowledge online, 
my participants seem to be very unevenly equipped with the tools required to hack 
through the digital jungle of propaganda, conspiracy theories, and plain untruths.

On average, the Internet is the most frequently used repository of religious 
information, alongside parents, in both Group I and II.58 As much as 93 percent of 
my informants reported to use the Internet in varying degrees as a source of religious 
information, 65 percent even indicated that they “always” or “often” turned to the 
Internet for religious answers.59   Still, the average respondent sought information from 
interpersonal contexts (including parents and friends) almost as often as in cyberspace.60  
In addition, 62 percent of my female respondents regularly discussed their web-based 
explorations with parents, while 69 percent of my male respondents habitually shared their 
online discoveries with peers.61 22 percent of my female participants and 28 percent of my 
male respondents reported discussing online representations of Islam with other Muslims 
in the local mosque.63 In fact, increased Internet usage correlates with higher use of 
interpersonal channels of religious information. This finding fits well with the observation 
of “channel complementarity” in other content areas, such as health care.  Though channel 
complementarity prevailed among my survey respondents, its implications varied between 
study participants in Group I and II as a function of the above-described motives, insofar 
as the available data permits to draw a conclusive picture.

Among study participants in Group I, informational flows between online and offline 
spaces were often driven by a wish to cross-check, compare, or challenge traditional forms 
of Islamic knowledge with web-based information.64 Particularly salient was the use of 
web-based information as spiritual capital with which to challenge parental interpretation 
of Islam (such as the prohibition to play chess or own a dog). Sometimes, however, my 
interlocutors discarded web-based information in light of what they have previously 
learnt about Islam in offline contexts.65 Thus, complementarity assumed the form of 
mutual influence: offline discussions were informed by the religious insights obtained 
in the virtual realm, while the online quest for Islamic knowledge was guided by wider 
beliefs developed in offline interactions with other Muslims. This finding complicates the 
theoretical assumption that the Internet fosters an auto-didacticism that forgoes any sort 
of mediation.66 Rather, Islamic knowledge circulates across online and offline domains of 
life, spanning a wide arena for negotiation of Islamic beliefs and practices.

58  Results yielded by responses to survey question 1 (Berlin: 2017).
59  Results yielded by responses to survey question 1 (Berlin: 2017).
60  Ibid.
61  Results yielded by responses to survey question 5 (Berlin: 2017).
62  Ibid.
63  Roger Detels, Martin Gulliford, and Quarraisha Abdool Karim, ed. Oxford Textbook of Global Public Health 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2015), 395.
64  Results yielded by responses to survey question 7, and focus group discussions 1 and 2 (Berlin: 2017). 
65  Ibid.
66  Olivier Roy, The Failure of Political Islam (Cambridge, MA.: Harvard University Press, 1994), 96.
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Among the study participants in Group II, the complementary use of the Internet 
seemed to be mainly unidirectional in the sense that online information was used to 
gain a deeper understanding of cherished beliefs.67 While almost half of the survey 
respondents in this group agreed with the statement that the Internet has provided 
them with a deeper understanding of Islam, hardly anyone reported that the Internet 
had changed, or made them doubt, inherited beliefs.68 These findings resonate with 
Campbell’s idea of a “multisite” reality, in which online practices serve as an extension of 
offline patterns of religiosity.69 This is due to individuals’ tendency to selectively expose 
themselves to messages that reflect their own ideological position, and screen out 
information contradicting entrenched personal views.70 Of course, selective exposure 
does not preclude the possibility of stumbling across online content that refutes – or 
changes – personal opinions, but it minimises people’s openness to new arguments.71   

In both groups, complementarity also existed in the sense that different sources of 
Islamic knowledge served different needs. As one interviewee pointed out, her choice of 
a source of Islamic knowledge differed across various content areas, and as a function of 
her underlying motivations. For instance, she would go online to retrieve information 
on issues that she could not comfortably discuss with her parents. In other matters, 
however, she deemed parental advice much more reliable, and easier to retrieve, than 
the information available online.72 

The majority of my survey respondents reported that they only occasionally 
turned to books for religious insights.73 Online versions of the Quran seem to stand 
in a substitutional relationship with printed ones. Most of my interviewees reported 
that their reception of the Quran mainly took place in cyberspace and in German 
translation.74 The question arises as to how the reception of Islam’s scriptural sources 
is being refashioned as it shifts to online contexts. The Internet breaks the Quranic 
text up into searchable chunks, permeates it with hyperlinks, interactive elements, and 
multimedia applications. The ensuing cacophony of stimuli is likely to produce reception 
patterns radically different from the conventional reading experience as an in-depth 
and immersive activity. My interviewees reported to enjoy no such immersion, as their 
grappling with digital versions of the Quran seemed to be discontinuous, punctuated 
by jumps between different websites and snippets of text.75 The Internet serves as a 

67  Results yielded by responses to survey questions 6 and 7, and focus group discussions 1 and 2 (Berlin: 2017).
68  Results yielded by responses to survey questions 6.
69  Pauline Hope Cheong, “Authority,” in Understanding Religious Practice in New Media Worlds, ed. Heidi A. 
Campbell (New York: Routledge, 2013), 82.
70  Roger J.R. Bobkowski, “Faith in the Digital Age: Emerging Adults’ Religious Mosaics and Media Practices” 
in Emerging Adults’ Religiousness and Spirituality: Meaning-Making in an Age of Transition (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press), 93.
71  Ibid.
72  Responses obtained from interviewee 2 in focus group 1 (Berlin: 2017).
73  Result yielded by answers to question 1 (Berlin: 2017).
74  Responses obtained from interviewee 2, 3, 4, and 5 (Berlin: 2017).
75  Ibid. 



39

conduit, not only for the Quran, but for even more media – such as radio and television 
– absorbing their religious socialising potential.76 

So far, we have established that the Internet is an often-tapped source of religious 
information among my survey respondents. Whether it equally serves as a resource 
from which my study participants derive explicit spiritual guidance is another question. 
An analysis of my respondents’ religious role models can provide some insights into the 
use of the Internet for spiritual orientation, rather than mere information provision. Just 
like a religious authority, a spiritual role model commands the confidence and respect of 
followers in matters related to religion. However, the concept of a role model denotes a 
more limited identification with an individual whose religious behaviour and values are 
adopted for emulation. The pre-test survey revealed that, unlike the notion of religious 
authority, the idea of a religious role model was much more comprehensible to my 
study participants, and thus it was chosen for further exploration in the actual survey. 
The survey uncovered a broad spectrum of religious role models, representing vastly 
different types of spiritual leaders in both groups. Of those respondents who identified 
a role model, 62 percent invoked a traditional source of religious orientation.77 They 
either purported to follow the example set by a religious figure – such as the Prophet 
Muhammad, his daughter, or cousin – or they attributed a spiritual guiding function 
to a family member, friend, or imam from the local Muslim community.  36 percent 
indicated looking to somehow untraditional role models for spiritual guidance.  These 
include various international preachers and scholars, in addition to sports and film 
stars, politicians, singers, YouTubers, and Instagram stars, as well as literary figures 
and philosophers.80  By untraditional, I mean that these figures do not derive their 
authority from Islam’s sacred tradition, and often have no formal religious qualifications 
or institutional positions. If they hold institutional positions, they are not part of 
the respondents’ immediate environment so that interactions with them are always 
mediated across a physical distance – be it through online or offline media. Some of these 
perceived role models operate mainly in cyberspace, where they have been discovered 
by my respondents (see figure 1). Others tend to spread their teachings through offline 
media, but can still – and often are – searched online. This, again, is illustrative of the 
blurred boundaries between web-based and traditional sources of Islamic knowledge.

In the focus groups, there were heated debates over who could qualify as a spiritual 
role model. Some interviewees adopted a more conventional definition of a spiritual role 
model as someone who served as an example of how to live a virtuous Islamic life.81  Others 
struggled to explain why they elevated film stars or football players – such as Shah Rukh 

76  Bobkowski, “Faith in the Digital Age,” 95. 
77  Results yielded by answers to survey questions 3a and 3b (Berlin: 2017).
78  Ibid.
79  Ibid. 
80  Ibid.
81  Answer obtained from interviewee 6 in focus group 2 (Berlin: 2017).
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Khan or Moussa Sow – to exemplars of Islamic virtue. As several interviewees stressed, 
these stars simply represented to them the sort of Muslims they admired and wished 
to be, who achieved their goals and earned social recognition.82 The appeal of figures 
such as Mustafa Baygül or Muhammad Ali seem to be tied to mechanisms of projection 
and collective identification, rather than to the precise contours of their religious roles. 
Enjoying status and respect due to their high profile in sports, these role models embody 
a collective ideal self in the eyes of their admirers. As members of an often negatively 
stereotyped group, my young Muslim interlocutors found an opportunity for positive 
collective identification in these stars.83 The successful careers of Änis Ben-Hatira, a 
Berlin-born footballer of Tunisian origin, or Ottman Azaitar, a German-raised Muay 
Thai boxer with Moroccan roots, symbolise the possibilities that exist past the obstacles 
facing children of Muslim immigrants.84 These role models enabled their admirers to 
develop a positive relationship to the socio-political category of “Muslim.” Thus, they 
fulfilled a very different function to parents or imams, from whom my interlocutors 
could learn Islamic values and practices. Consequently, some interviewees reported to 
have several religious role models, from whom they expected guidance and inspiration 
with regard to different aspects of their lives.85 Sometimes, these different types of 
spiritual role models operated on opposite ends of the online-offline spectrum.86  This 
observation further illustrates existing relationships of complementarity between online 
and offline sources of Islamic knowledge. 

Pursuing their quest for de-culturalised forms of Islamic knowledge, survey 
participants in Group I often identified Western-raised role models. These included 
Germany-based preachers (such as Abdul Adhim Kamouss and Hussain Leibner), but 
also American scholars and speakers (such as Hazma Yusuf and Nouman Ali Khan), 
offering lectures on religious issues pertinent to Islamic communities in the West.87  

Conversely, respondents in Group II tended to identify role models anchored in 
their parents’ countries of origin.88 These included, for instance, Nihat Hatipoğlu, a 
Turkish television host of popular religious programs,89 as well as Alparslan Türkeş, who 
founded the Turkish Nationalist Movement Party (Milliyetçi Haraket Partisi) in 1969.90  
Furthermore, a number of Shia clerics — such as al-Sistani and Kamal al-Haydari — 
were named by the Shia respondents in my sample.91 Most likely, these role models 
were part of the ideological inheritance received from parents and grandparents. The 

82  Answers obtained from interviewee 4 and 5 in focus group 2 (Berlin: 2017).
83  Ibid.
84  Answer obtained from interviewee 1 and 2 in focus group 1 (Berlin: 2017).
85  Results yielded by responses to survey question 3 (Berlin: 2017). 
86  Ibid.
87  Results yielded by answers to question 3, and the focus group discussions 1 and 2 (Berlin: 2017).
88  Results yielded by answers to survey question 3 (Berlin: 2017). 
89  473
90  Özgür Mutlu Ulus, The Army and the Radical Left in Turkey: Military Coups, Socialist Revolution and 
Kemalism (New York: I.B. Tauris, 2011), 12.
91  Results yielded by answers to survey question 3 (Berlin: 2017). 
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transnational sphere of influence of the cited role models, mainly sustained through 
digital communication technologies, further confirms the logic of complementarity, as 
offline religious authority is expanded, rather than weakened, by online practices.92 

Trying to understand how the Internet is used in religious matters also requires us 
to look at how critically young Muslims engage with web-based information. Critical 
information literacy involves, above all, awareness of the constructed nature of texts 
and the ability to actively reflect on the trustworthiness of information.93 Therefore, 
respondents were requested to indicate their criteria for assessing the believability of 
web-based information. Asked to choose from a list of possible answers, seven percent 
of study respondents indicated to draw on the help of traditional authorities (such as 
parents and imams) in steering a path through the digital information jungle.94 A total 
of 12 percent reported to follow the views of peers on the trustworthiness of various 
websites.95 Interestingly, roughly a fourth of my survey respondents admitted that they 
did not think much about credibility issues when surfing the Internet.96  

A similarly mixed picture is yielded by responses to the open-ended survey question 
eight, and explanations which emerged from the focus group discussions. In both groups, 
there were respondents who proved to possess a repertoire of critical literacy skills that 
they brought to bear in judging online information. For instance, they looked to the 
credentials of a text’s author to verify the trustworthiness of a source, or secured their 
judgement of online content by cross-checking information from different sources.97  
Some claimed that their default approach was to take all religious interpretations with 
a pinch of salt, as they considered them all to be potentially distorted by subjectivity 
or hidden political agendas.98 On the other hand, a few study participants displayed 
concerns about the credibility of web-based information, but were unable to identify 
any indicators for information accuracy.99 Others admitted that they rarely paused to 
question, much less verify, a website’s trustworthiness.100 In the broad middle of the 
spectrum were many who based their credibility judgments on superficial aspects, 
including the visual appeal of a website, or popularity criteria such as viewer and “Like” 
counts.101 Here, we can observe the manifestation of the so-called “choice-bandwagon 
effect,” occurring when individuals are drawn to online contents that are widely 
consumed by other users.102 Sometimes, credibility judgments are based on intuitive 

92  79. 
93  S. Shyam Sundar, ed., The Handbook of the Psychology of Communication Technology (Chichester: Wiley 
Blackwell, 2015), 446. 
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95  Ibid. 
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97  Results yielded by open-ended answers to survey question 8 (Berlin: 2017).
98  Ibid.
99  Results yielded by open-ended answers to survey question 8 and focus group discussions (Berlin: 2017).
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102  Alison Attrill and Chris Fullwood, eds., Applied Cyberpsychology (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2016), 52.
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gut feelings, or the perceived authenticity of all audiovisual material.103 Numerous 
participants displayed the so-called heuristics confirmation bias, which denotes the 
tendency to regard information as credible if it confirms pre-existing beliefs.104 Often, 
my interviewees took references to the Quran as evidence for claims, but struggled to 
explain how to avoid the obvious pitfalls of this strategy, namely the fact that Quranic 
verses can be juggled to fit various interpretations.105 The tendency to choose online 
content in a rather superficial manner may be understood as a form of the widespread 
practice of “satisficing,” referring to online information seekers who do not draw on all 
their cognitive capabilities to obtain optimal results, but seize on the first acceptable 
piece of information, using only a limited amount of their cognitive resources.106 The 
practice of “satisficing” may also partly explain why respondents in Group I, who are 
supposed to have entered a more self-reflexive faith stage, do not display more developed 
critical literacy abilities in comparison to respondents in Group II. It has also been noted 
that the “individuative-reflective” faith stage, especially at such a young age, is primarily 
a stage of struggles for an individual identity and religiosity, differentiated from others; it 
does not denote a stage of wisdom, heightened insights, or better critical literacy skills.107 

To summarise, the Internet is among the primary sources of religious information, 
but is mainly used in a complementary fashion to offline interpersonal channels of 
religious orientation. My research findings testify to the porous boundaries between on- 
and offline sites of Islamic knowledge acquisition. The virtual information landscape is 
no bounded space, but firmly embedded in the physical world where it informs, and is 
shaped, by offline sources of Islamic knowledge.

Internet Usage Effects 
Paradoxically, despite the frequency with which the Internet is used as a source of 
religious information, the Internet’s influence on individual beliefs has been judged 
as marginal or non-existent by the majority (74 percent) of the survey respondents.108  
While 93 percent of the respondents reported to use the Internet as a source of religious 
information, over half of the sample (52 percent) denied that the Internet had any 
effects on their religious beliefs.109 Roughly a quarter (22 percent) of the participants 
felt marginally influenced by the Internet, whereas the remaining fourth of them either 
ascribed partial (16 percent) or strong (10 percent) influence to online sources of Islamic 
knowledge.110 Even among the approximately third of respondents who “always” turned 

103  Results yielded by open-ended answers to survey question 8 (Berlin: 2017).
104  Sundar, ed., Handbook of the Psychology of Communication Technology, 453. 
105  Responses obtained from focus group discussions 1 and 2 (Berlin: 2017).
106  Yair Amichai-Hamburger, The Social Net: Understanding Our Online Behavior (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2013), 259.
107  Ibid. 
108  Results yielded by responses to survey question 2 (Berlin: 2017).
109  Results yielded by responses to survey question 1 and 2 (Berlin: 2017).
110  Results yielded by responses to survey question 2 (Berlin: 2017).
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to the Internet for religious information, a majority believed that the Internet had 
exercised no or negligible influence on their religiosity.111 Participants  in both groups  
rated parents, mosques, grandparents, siblings, and friends as more influential than 
the Internet in shaping their beliefs, even if they less often turned to these sources for 
religious information.112  

Marginal Internet effects are not surprising in Group II, where response patterns 
are suggestive of a predominantly selective Internet exposure, which may, at most, lead 
to a reinforcement of pre-existing beliefs, hardly perceptible to the individual.113 For 
instance, one interviewee admitted that, when faced with convincing online content that 
contradicted her beliefs, she tended to draw on the help of parents in making sense of this 
contradiction.  Such strong reliance on traditional sources of Islamic knowledge limits 
the scope of the Internet’s potential influence.115 Admittedly, mechanisms of selective 
exposure are not all-powerful, as Internet users will inevitably chance upon information 
that calls into doubt their own perspective.116 However, they provide a plausible 
explanation for the limited Internet usage effects reported by the study participants.

In Group I, patterns in answering behaviour were somehow contradictory. A 
majority of survey respondents in this group agreed, albeit to varying degrees, with 
the statements that the Internet had made them doubt, or change, inherited beliefs.117  
However, numerous respondents who agreed with these statements also claimed that 
the Internet only marginally influenced their beliefs.118 At first glance, these survey 
responses may seem contradictory and attributable to the common pitfalls of self-
reporting, including imperfect recall and social desirability.119 Admittedly, in light of the 
complex interplay between various sources of Islamic knowledge, identifying the factors 
that have most shaped one’s religiosity proves difficult. Unlike media usage habits, media 
effects are harder to recognise, as they mainly occur unconsciously and over a longer 
time span.120 More importantly, however, the focus group discussions revealed that the 
degree of influence the Internet radiates may appear different, depending on whether it 
is examined in its own right, or in comparison to the influence yielded by other sources 
of Islamic knowledge. As several of my interviewees explained, they felt that parents had 
shaped their core values and life orientations, while the Internet could only affect them in 
peripheral arenas (for instance, related to attitudes towards playing chess, owning dogs, 
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or mix-sex friendships).121 In illustrating this point, one of my interviewees compared 
Islam to a house inherited from parents, where one could shift around the furniture 
or partly replace it with items found online, but whatever could be acquired online, he 
stressed, remained a detail in comparison to the fundament that had been laid by his 
family.122 This interviewee described individualization processes as being much more 
subtle compared to what is suggested by a large body of research literature on Western-
raised Muslims. This may be due to the fact that this interviewee was a third-generation 
migrant. Unlike second-generation migrants, he was not separated from his German-
socialised parents by the same wide cultural gap, and this facilitated processes of an 
intergenerational negotiation and synchronisation of world views.

But even the second-generation interviewees, who strongly disagreed with their 
parents’ understanding of Islam, did not identify the Internet as the sole determinant of 
their religious reorientation. Interviewee 5 said that he doubted the logical pertinence 
of his parents’ beliefs and had difficulties accepting their religious teachings, long before 
he turned to the Internet for religious answers. Through his friends and their families, 
he encountered interpretations of Islam widely different from his parents’ “conservative 
views.”123 Thus, his circle of friends played a pivotal role in determining his receptivity 
to new religious ideas that he further explored in cyberspace. He spent several weeks 
chatting online with a self-proclaimed expert on Islamic matters, recommended by 
a Facebook friend. However, the answers gleaned from these chats did not resolve 
his questions to his satisfaction. Nor could the disembodied and faceless nature of 
online interactions compensate for his wish for deeper personal contacts and physical 
belonging to a community. Therefore, he sought out assistance from various imams, one 
of whom proved particularly helpful in advancing the crystallisation of his beliefs.124  
This narrative of an individual’s religious odyssey is illustrative of the alternating forces 
– both online and offline – that shape spiritual trajectories. It further serves to highlight 
individuals’ agency in resisting the influence of self-proclaimed Islamic experts 
encountered online. Individual agency, conjoint with the simultaneous use of various 
sources of Islamic knowledge, may limit the Internet’s potential to profoundly change 
individuals’ religiosity.  

While being no omnipotent incubator of beliefs, the Internet proved a fruitful 
repository of individualised forms of Islam, especially among the study participants 
in Group I. As an environment, the Internet offers a pluralist spiritual marketplace 
where individuals can autonomously explore and select à la carte religious ideas125  – 
including those at odds with the values they were born into. As mentioned before, this 
freedom provided a key motivation for Internet use among my survey respondents in 
Group I. The digital marketplace does not only yield a wealth of interpretative variants 

121  Answers obtained from interviewee 4 and 5 in focus group 2 (Berlin: 2017). 
122  Answers obtained from interviewee 1 in focus group 1 (Berlin: 2017).
123  Quotation by interviewee 5, translated from German (Berlin: 2017).
124  Answers obtained from interviewee 5 in focus group 2 (Berlin: 2017).
125  Lorne L. Dawson and Douglas E. Cowan, eds., Religion Online: Finding Faith on the Internet (New York: 
Routledge, 2004), 23.



45

of Islam, but also offers access to a reservoir of symbols and ideas conventionally not 
associated with Islam. 67 percent of my survey respondents fully or partly agreed with 
the statement that the Internet has helped them to gain a deeper comprehension of other 
religions, which is indicative of their online engagement not only with their own but 
also with different spiritual traditions.126  The ensuing creolisation of Islamic knowledge 
may reach well beyond established religious traditions into the realm of esotericism and 
popular culture. 

Illustrative of such creolisation processes is one story related by interviewee 5, 
who recalled a YouTube video leaving a particularly deep impression on them.127 This 
video summarised the core ideas espoused in the esoteric book “The Secret,” written 
by Rhonda Byrne, in which the author argues that all desires and needs can be fulfilled 
by maintaining positive emotional states.128 Inspired by this video, my interviewee 
incorporated into his personal spirituality the notion that happiness, as well as ethical 
life, are grounded on positive emotional states.129 

Another form of bricolage can be found at the virtual crossroads of Islam and 
globalised popular culture. Interestingly, this bricolage even shined through the urban 
youth vernacular used by my interviewees. For example, in conveying the Prophet’s 
extraordinary ability to communicate with the Angel Gabriel, one interviewee relied 
on comparisons (“like an alien from another star system”)130 that were clearly inspired 
by science fiction films. Furthermore, and driven by entertainment motives, my 
interviewees reported that they often consumed spiritually-inclined pop music. Cloaked 
in familiar words, images, and sounds derived from popular culture, they found the 
religious messages contained in these productions much more accessible and relevant 
than the often abstract preachings offered in local mosques. For instance, interviewee 5 
explained how Sami Yusuf ’s song “Forgotten Promises” offered him a concrete example 
of how to apply the Islamic message in the contemporary world. This song was recorded 
in support of humanitarian interventions in the drought-hit Horn of Africa.131 Its call for 
solidarity with the poor was perceived by my interviewee as much more powerful than 
any preaching he ever listened to in his local mosque.

As Gerlach notes, Islamic pop culture implies a “remix of life-styles,”132 which may 
be usefully understood as a quest for distinct forms of representation that allow for a new 
sense of identity as Western Muslims. This  “remix of life-styles” flourishes in the contact 
zones of cultures, where young Muslims negotiate their religious heritage and Western 
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traditions through a double act of differentiation.133 This implies that, on the one hand, 
they appropriate Western youth culture, thus separating themselves from their parents’ 
generation. At the same time, they subvert and reinvent the dominant youth culture by 
marrying it with Islamic symbols and texts. 

Interviewee 1 provided a good illustration of the ways in which popular culture 
is used as a site of representation and negotiation of Muslim identity. She reported 
that she was quite interested in Islamic fashion websites. Beyond a general fascination 
with patterns, colours, and fabric, she displayed awareness of the fact that clothes 
communicate messages about people’s socio-cultural identities. My interviewee deeply 
disagreed with the association the hijab evoked in the mainstream public, and sought 
ways to disturb these associations.134 She reported not to use Islamic fashion websites as 
tools of orientation in the interpretation of the Islamic rules for women’s dress, as she 
already had relatively fixed ideas about these rules. Rather, within these rules, she wanted 
to express her individuality and enact her gender role in a way that defied stereotypes, 
but was compatible with the values of Western youth culture, including self-confidence 
and individualism.

The individualization processes observed above may be aptly summarized by 
borrowing Stig Hjarvard’s metaphors of conduit, language, and environment.135 As a 
conduit for the delivery of content, the Internet extends the arena for negotiating Islamic 
beliefs well beyond established channels of religious authority. Secondly, the rules of 
expression idiosyncratic to the Internet open up unprecedented possibilities for eclectic 
combination of religious content. The montage of beliefs often transcends established 
religious boundaries to enter the realm of popular culture, where the participants in 
this study used fashion blogs or hip-hop as sites of negotiation between their Muslim 
identities and Western youth culture. Thirdly, as an environment, the Internet grants 
individuals more autonomy in their interpretation of Islamic beliefs and practices. 
Study participants in Group I readily embraced this autonomy, while respondents in 
Group II tended to draw on the help of traditional authority figures in their search for 
like-minded online sources. This reduced the possibility of individualization processes 
triggered online among participants in Group II.

The Internet’s (Dis-)integrative Potentials
In my sample, individualisation (in Group I) and reinforcement (in Group II) have 
emerged as the main mechanisms through which the Internet shapes Islamic knowledge. 
With the public eye fixed upon online processes of Islamist radicalization, the political 
implications of both phenomena merit attention. The data gathered shows that Internet-
induced individualization and reinforcement of Islamic beliefs per se present no 
determinist stranglehold on users’ political views: while some of my study participants 
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have constructively drawn on the Internet as a medium of cultural self-integration, 
others have retreated ever deeper into their religio-cultural enclaves in cyberspace.136  

The pitfalls involved in the online quest for Islamic knowledge merit closer 
scrutiny, as understanding them is vital for countering the Internet’s disintegrative 
potential. The Internet offers enhanced possibilities for uninformed information 
retrieval, and arbitrary interpretation of religious content.137 The heterogenous and, 
at times, problematic nature of knowledge acquired online complicates accounts of 
individualization as a de-culturalisation of Islam fostering Muslims’ integration into 
German society. Demonstrating deficits in religious foreknowledge, some of my study 
participants had difficulties judging whether questionable claims advanced online were 
justified in the light of Islam’s scriptural sources and interpretative tradition. Similarly, the 
interpretation of online content was not always based on careful consideration of Islam’s 
authoritative texts, but rather on personal intuition, or claims advanced by laymen.138 
Some of the YouTube preachers popular among my study participants were sought out 
on the basis of their entertainment value, offering very superficial explanations of Islamic 
principles, thus creating a wide interpretative latitude. This raises questions about the 
professional capacity of the web-based religious instructors sought out by some of the 
study participants. 

Likewise, the reinforcing effects of Internet use are not unproblematic. As an 
echo chamber, the Internet plays an unprecedented role in the polarisation of pre-
existing attitudes – be they Islamist, racist, homophobic, misogynist, or anti-Muslim.139 
It confines people in homogenous communities, in which the constant reaffirmation 
of one-sided views acts as a magnifying glass through which pre-existing prejudices, 
grievances, or radical predispositions are grossly amplified.140 It is worth noting that 
the Internet’s reinforcing effects are non-directional, and may as well consolidate 
positive attitudes that are conducive to social cohesion in a pluralist society. However, 
among numerous study participants, the specific architecture of online social networks 
played an instrumental role in exacerbating their feelings of exclusion and alienation 
from the rest of German society. Genuine integration, with the sense of acceptance 
and belonging attached to it, is the outcome of mutual rapprochement. However, many 
schools in Berlin are segregated along religious and ethnic lines and as such offer no 
such inclusive space that could create feelings of belonging amidst diversity: 77 percent 
of the survey respondents attended schools predominately frequented by children of 
Muslim immigrants; this homogenous offline environment found its virtual extension 
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on online social networks, reinforcing the existing sense of exclusion.141 From a point of 
view concerned with migrant integration, my respondents’ home district can be aptly 
described as what Doug Saunders called an “arrival city.”142 An “arrival city” denotes a 
transitional urban neighbourhood, which has one foot in the native village and one in the 
established city, thus offering its residents possibilities of entry into mainstream society but 
putting them also at risk of getting trapped in their ethnically homogenous enclaves.143 As 
an echo chamber capable of cementing these enclaves, the Internet presents an additional 
obstacle blocking young Muslims from fully integrating into German society.

Conclusion
The overarching goal of this article has been to illuminate the hitherto-unexplored role 
of the Internet in shaping Islamic beliefs among grammar school finalists in Berlin-
Kreuzberg. In so doing, it has sought to fill a gap in the existing research literature, 
which largely ignores the questions of why, how, and with which consequences, young 
Muslims explore Islam online. This study has been a foray into uncovering the empirical 
realities of these neglected questions. Its main value lies in an empirical contribution 
to the theoretical debate over the Internet’s role in the individualisation of Islamic 
knowledge. Among the majority of my 94 study participants, the Internet plays no key 
role in the transformation of Islamic knowledge, as its use is largely influenced by offline 
social networks. However, a still significant minority – nearly one-third of my sample – 
variously uses the virtual realm as a well of individualised forms of Islamic knowledge. 
On the basis of detected patterns in quantitative data, a typology of two categories of 
Internet users has been suggested in order to shed light on the circumstances under 
which the Internet may have a transformative impact on individuals’ beliefs. The 
qualitative material of this article has illustrated specific manifestations of Internet-
triggered individualization, with the intent of revealing new facets of this much-discussed 
phenomenon. I hope to have presented empirical material in a way in which the uneven 
and, at times, problematic nature of Internet-driven individualisation becomes apparent. 
This was meant to complicate prevalent accounts of individualization as a unidirectional 
– and often highly intellectualised – de-culturalization of inherited beliefs.144 One key 
conclusion from this analysis is that the Internet has emerged as a conflicting source 
of individualised forms of Islamic knowledge. Therefore, it is imperative to focus more 
closely on providing the right pedagogical tools to deal with this new virtual reality. 
This conclusion draws together this study’s key findings, and considers their broader 
significance in providing new perspectives for policy within the current debate the 
Internet’s potentials and pitfalls.
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To summarise the above findings into a coherent picture: among 26 percent of the 
sample (Group I), Internet usage motives were largely predictive of user preferences for 
online content that rethinks Islam in the light of the European context, or that offers users 
the possibility of autonomously selecting religious ideas. In Group II (over two-thirds 
of the sample) little evidence could be found for the motive to acquire individualised 
forms of Islamic knowledge online. Instead, motivations for using the Internet were 
predominantly related to its provision of an entertaining, fast, and interactive access 
to Islamic knowledge, rather than a quest for alternative directions. Whatever the 
underlying motivation, all study participants sought out the Internet as a primary channel 
of Islam-related content. In so doing, they used the Internet as a complement to – rather 
than a substitute for – offline channels of Islamic knowledge. In Group II, this channel 
complementarity tended to be unidirectional in the sense that the use of the Internet 
was largely conditioned by already-held beliefs. In Group I, informational flows between 
online and offline spaces were reciprocal to a larger degree, driven by a wish to compare 
or challenge traditional forms of Islamic knowledge with web-based insights. As the use 
of the Internet by my study participants varied, so did its impact on their understanding 
of Islam. In the majority of cases (Group II), the Internet’s role in shaping individuals’ 
beliefs was subordinate to influences of traditional authority figures, notably parents. In 
this group, the Internet is likely to lead to a reinforcement of inherited beliefs. Though 
not an omnipotent incubator of beliefs, the Internet proved, in varying and often subtle 
ways, a fruitful repository of individualised forms of Islam in Group I. Of course, and 
just as any other behaviour taxonomy, the classification of my study participants into 
types involves a simplification of empirical reality. This means that my study participants 
do not always fit neatly into a particular type but only approximate it to varying degrees. 

Without making a claim for completeness or representativeness, this study’s findings 
have illustrated two important mechanisms – individualization and reinforcement – 
through which the Internet may shape knowledge of Islam. Familiarity with the pitfalls of 
both mechanisms is vital for addressing the challenges of the online repository of Islamic 
knowledge. As an echo chamber, the Internet may accelerate disintegrative tendencies, 
since it creates an ideologically homogeneous environment that cocoons individuals 
from divergent perspectives.145 In this cocoon, the constant reaffirmation of one-sided 
views creates powerful information cascades that amplify individuals’ grievances, or 
prejudices, pushing them in increasingly polarised directions.146  Similarly, the Internet-
driven individualization of Islamic knowledge is not without risk, as it offers enhanced 
possibilities for uninformed information retrieval, and arbitrary interpretation of 
religious content.

In counteracting echo chambers of potentially dangerous ideas, there is a 
heightened imperative to provide spaces within school curricula for students to advance 
their religious thinking to a stage where they can reflect critically on their beliefs, instead 

145  David Stevens and Kieron O’Hara, The Devil's Long Tail: Religious and Other Radicals in the Internet 
Marketplace (London: Hurst & Company, 2015), 72.
146  Chadwick and Howard, eds., Routledge Handbook of Internet Politics, 151.
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of unquestioningly adopting those prevalent in their reference groups or physical 
proximity. Schools can be re-appropriated as spaces to encourage students to overcome 
cognitive blinkers that dull critical thinking (such as selective exposure) and to learn 
how to engage with the Internet in a search for meaning rather than confirmation. 

In order to meet the challenges posed by young Muslims’ online search for 
individualized forms of Islamic knowledge, efforts will have to be directed at ensuring 
that young people are equipped with the critical literacy skills necessary to sort through 
the bewildering thicket of digital data, information, and opinions. Training students in 
the critical use of web-based resources might, however, not be enough to equip them 
with a reflexive attitude to their religious heritage, capable of shielding them from 
questionable influences. Such an attitude requires profound knowledge of the Islamic 
tradition and its scriptural sources, in the light of which interpretations of Islam can 
be adequately examined. Neither in the mosque nor at school did my respondents feel 
sufficiently supplied with knowledge about religious matters pertinent to their daily lives 
in Berlin. Consequently, they sought out the Internet as a space to navigate between 
the norms of different cultural frameworks. Sorting through the online repository of 
competing interpretations is an enormous challenge for any individual. Schools and 
local mosques could – much more successfully than the Internet – assist young Muslims 
with the value negotiations at heart of their integration efforts.

In conclusion, and to return to the initial metaphor, there are two types of virtual 
maze walkers. The first one embarks on an autonomous exploration of the virtual 
storehouse of religious ideas, acquiring individualized forms of Islamic knowledge. 
However, lacking navigational tools, this type is at constant risk of getting lost in the 
Internet’s darker passages. The second type of believer looks for maps in offline contexts 
in manoeuvring through the digital maze of religious information. Following the 
course signposted by parents and peers, this type may easily get trapped in virtual echo 
chambers. In either case, further navigation support – at schools and mosques – will 
be needed in order to enable young Muslims to use the online repository of religious 
information constructively.  


