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ABSTRACT

The rapid development of digital technology has transformed religious practices and reshaped
learning processes within religious communities. In this context, the Mouride community in Touba,
Senegal presents a compelling case of how social media is integrated into religious life. This study
aims to examine how digital media transform religious learning practices, social relationships, and
actor roles within the Mouride community. The study employs a qualitative approach with a case
study design, involving approximately twenty purposively selected participants, including religious
leaders and community members. Data were collected through in-depth interviews, participant
observation on digital platforms, and content analysis, and were analyzed using thematic analysis. The
findings reveal that social media function as pedagogical spaces that enable participatory and
collaborative learning, while also reshaping confraternal bonds into hybrid forms of online and offline
interaction. In addition, actor roles have shifted toward more interactive and inclusive dynamics. This
study concludes that digitalization not only expands access to religious learning but also creates
dynamic educational ecosystems, while introducing challenges related to authority and the
authenticity of religious practices.

Perkembangan teknologi digital telah mentransformasi praktik keagamaan dan cara pembelajaran
berlangsung dalam komunitas religius. Dalam konteks ini, komunitas Mouride di Touba, Senegal
menunjukkan dinamika menarik dalam mengintegrasikan media sosial ke dalam aktivitas keagamaan.
Penelitian ini bertujuan untuk menganalisis bagaimana media digital mentransformasi praktik
pembelajaran keagamaan, relasi sosial, dan peran aktor dalam komunitas Mouride. Penelitian ini
menggunakan pendekatan kualitatif dengan desain studi kasus, melibatkan sekitar dua puluh partisipan
yang dipilih secara purposif, terdiri dari tokoh agama dan anggota komunitas. Data dikumpulkan melalui
wawancara mendalam, observasi partisipatif pada platform digital, serta analisis konten, dan dianalisis
menggunakan teknik analisis tematik. Hasil penelitian menunjukkan bahwa media sosial berfungsi sebagai
ruang pedagogis yang memungkinkan pembelajaran partisipatif dan kolaboratif, sekaligus membentuk
ulang ikatan konfraternal dalam bentuk relasi hibrida antara daring dan luring. Selain itu, terjadi
transformasi peran aktor menuju model yang lebih interaktif dan terbuka. Penelitian ini menyimpulkan
bahwa digitalisasi tidak hanya memperluas akses pembelajaran keagamaan, tetapi juga membentuk
ekosistem pendidikan baru yang dinamis, sekaligus menghadirkan tantangan terkait otoritas dan
autentisitas praktik keagamaan.
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Introduction
The rapid expansion of digital technologies has profoundly transformed the architecture

of human interaction, reshaping not only economic and social systems but also the ways in
which religious knowledge is constructed, transmitted, and experienced. In contemporary
societies, the boundaries that once clearly distinguished physical and virtual spaces are
increasingly blurred, giving rise to hybrid environments where religious practices are
continuously negotiated. Activities that were traditionally anchored in specific sacred spaces—

© 2026 The Author(s). Published by Yazri Aksara Nusantara, ID

This is an Open Access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution
BY 4.0 International License (https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/).


https://journal.yazri.com/index.php/chatra
mailto:sociosow@gmail.com

DOI: https://doi.org/10.62238/chatra.v4i1.358

such as mosques, religious schools, and communal gatherings—are now extended into digital
platforms that enable real-time and asynchronous interactions. This transformation reflects a
broader epistemological shift in knowledge production, where learning processes, including
religious education, are no longer confined to direct interpersonal encounters but are
increasingly mediated by digital infrastructures that facilitate connectivity, interaction, and
participation across spatial and temporal boundaries.

Within this evolving landscape, the emergence of digital faith and virtual communities has
significantly redefined the organization of religious life in modern contexts. Recent studies
highlight that digital technologies enable believers to engage in religious practices online,
expand accessibility and inclusivity, and foster transnational communities that provide
emotional support and reinforce collective belonging (Lazi¢, 2024; Ma'rof & Abdullah, 20253,
2025b). In such contexts, religious engagement is no longer limited by physical co-presence but
is increasingly shaped by networked interactions that connect individuals across diverse
geographical locations. These developments demonstrate that digital platforms function not
merely as communication tools but as active environments in which religious meaning is
constructed, shared, and continuously reinterpreted.

From a sociological perspective, these transformations can be understood through the
lens of social network theory, which conceptualizes social life as a web of interconnected
relationships structured by interactions, exchanges, and flows of information. Classical
approaches in network sociology emphasize that individual actions and achievements are
embedded within relational structures that shape behavior and meaning-making processes
(Latour & Biezunski, 2005; Lecoutre & Liévre, 2019). Over time, this perspective has evolved
to incorporate more dynamic understandings of networks as flexible, adaptive, and constantly
evolving systems that transcend rigid institutional boundaries. In the context of digital religion,
these networks are not only social configurations but also technological systems that mediate
religious communication, interaction, and learning processes. As such, virtual religious
communities can be seen as micro-technological ecosystems in which social ties, symbolic
exchanges, and pedagogical practices intersect .

At the same time, the rise of digital environments has led to a significant reconfiguration
of confraternal bonds within religious communities. Traditionally grounded in physical
proximity, shared rituals, and direct interpersonal interactions, these bonds are increasingly
reconstructed through hybrid modes of engagement that integrate online and offline
experiences. Digital platforms enable more fluid, personalized, and decentralized forms of
interaction, allowing individuals to participate in religious life in ways that were previously
unimaginable. However, this transformation also raises critical questions regarding the
authenticity and depth of digitally mediated spiritual experiences (CHOONG WEN TAI, 2026;
Woods, 2025). While technology expands opportunities for participation, it may also alter the
embodied and communal dimensions that have historically defined religious practice.

From an educational standpoint, these developments signal a profound transformation in
the modalities of religious learning. Digital platforms increasingly function as informal yet
structured learning environments where individuals engage in the acquisition, negotiation, and
dissemination of religious knowledge. Within these virtual spaces, learning occurs through
interaction, dialogue, and shared practices, enabling participants to construct meaning
collectively. Religious leaders, such as marabouts in the Mouride context, adapt their roles by
becoming facilitators, mediators, and guides within these digital learning ecosystems.
Consequently, virtual religious communities can be conceptualized as dynamic sites of
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education, where pedagogical processes unfold through participatory and networked
interactions rather than through hierarchical transmission alone.

Despite the growing body of research on digital religion, significant gaps remain in the
literature, particularly concerning non-Western contexts and the explicit integration of
educational perspectives. Many existing studies focus primarily on the sociological or
communicational aspects of digital religious practices, often neglecting their implications for
learning and pedagogy. In the case of the Mouride brotherhood in Senegal, this gap is
particularly evident. As a community deeply rooted in traditional forms of religious education,
such as daaras and dahiras, the Mouride context offers a unique opportunity to explore how
digital technologies intersect with established educational structures. Yet, limited research has
examined how these technologies function as pedagogical tools that reshape learning
processes, knowledge transmission, and community formation within this context.

Moreover, contemporary scholarship emphasizes that digital technologies not only
mediate religious experiences but also actively reshape the conditions under which learning and
interaction occur. The integration of digital platforms into religious life introduces new
dynamics related to algorithmic visibility, information circulation, and the commodification of
religious content (Cheong & Campbell, 2022; Papakostas, 2026). At the same time, these
developments raise ethical and social concerns, including the potential erosion of traditional
authority, the risk of doctrinal fragmentation, and the challenge of maintaining authenticity in
digitally mediated environments (Ramesh, 2024). These tensions highlight the need for a more
comprehensive analytical framework that bridges sociology, communication, and education in
order to fully understand the implications of digital religion.

In response to these challenges, this study aims to analyze how the religious use of social
media and digital platforms transforms learning practices, social relations, and confraternal
bonds within the Mouride community in Touba, Senegal. Specifically, this research seeks to
examine how virtual communities function as spaces of religious education, how knowledge is
constructed and transmitted within these environments, and how digital interactions reshape
the relationship between tradition and modernity. By positioning virtual religious communities
as pedagogical ecosystems, this study contributes to a deeper understanding of the role of
digital technologies in shaping contemporary forms of religious education. Ultimately, it offers
a nuanced perspective on how faith, learning, and community are reconfigured in the digital
age, particularly within culturally specific and non-Western contexts.

Methods
This study employs a qualitative approach with a case study design to gain an in-depth

understanding of the transformation of religious learning practices within the Mouride
community in Touba, Senegal, in the context of digital technological development. A qualitative
approach is appropriate for exploring meanings, lived experiences, and complex social dynamics
within natural settings (Creswell & Creswell, 2018; Denzin & Lincoln, 2018). The case study
design enables a contextual and holistic examination of a specific phenomenon within its real-
life setting (Yin, 2018). Touba was selected as the research site due to its central role as a
spiritual and cultural hub of the Mouride brotherhood, where traditional religious practices
intersect with digital innovation. Participants were selected using purposive sampling, focusing
on individuals with relevant knowledge and active engagement in digital religious activities
(Patton, 2015). The study involved approximately twenty participants, including religious
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leaders (marabouts), community members, and initiators of online groups, representing diverse
ages, social roles, and levels of engagement in virtual communities.

Data collection was conducted through in-depth semi-structured interviews, participant
observation, and content analysis of digital interactions across platforms such as WhatsApp,
Facebook, and Telegram. In-depth interviews were used to explore participants’ perspectives
and experiences in detail, while participant observation allowed the researcher to engage
directly with social practices in their natural context (Spradley, 2016). Additionally, content
analysis was employed to examine communication patterns, religious narratives, and learning
processes emerging within digital spaces (Krippendorff, 2013). The collected data were
analyzed using thematic analysis, involving coding, categorization, and interpretation to identify
recurring patterns and meanings (Braun & Clarke, 2019). To ensure the rigor and credibility of
the findings, this study applied data triangulation, researcher reflexivity, and member checking
to validate the results with participants (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). This methodological approach
enables a comprehensive and context-sensitive understanding of how digital media reshape
religious education practices within the Mouride community.

Result
Digital Media as a Pedagogical Space for Religious Learning

Within the everyday life of the Mouride community, social media has gradually evolved
from a supplementary communication tool into a lived space that actively sustains religious
learning practices. Platforms such as WhatsApp, Facebook, and Telegram create a dynamic
environment in which religious teachings are not merely delivered but continuously negotiated,
exchanged, and collectively interpreted. In these digital spaces, learning unfolds organically, no
longer bound by formal schedules or physical settings. Activities such as the recitation of
khassida, religious discussions, and the sharing of spiritual experiences become integral
components of an ongoing learning process that transcends conventional temporal limitations.

Moreover, the dynamics emerging within these digital environments reveal a
fundamental shift in the production and dissemination of religious knowledge. Whereas
traditional learning models were largely characterized by hierarchical transmission from
religious authorities to followers, virtual interactions open up dialogical spaces that encourage
active participation. Community members engage not only as recipients but also as interpreters
and contributors, shaping the understanding of religious teachings through interaction. This
reciprocal exchange fosters a more fluid learning environment in which the boundaries between
“teacher” and “learner” become increasingly permeable. In this sense, digital media do not
simply facilitate learning; they actively reshape how religious knowledge is constructed and
understood.

At the same time, digital platforms significantly expand access to religious learning
beyond geographical constraints. Members of the diaspora remain closely connected to the
spiritual center in Touba, participating in religious activities and accessing teachings regardless
of their physical location. This creates a transnational learning experience in which religious
identity is maintained and reinforced within globally interconnected networks. Digital media
thus function not only as tools but as foundational infrastructures that sustain a continuous and
borderless religious learning ecosystem.

Reconfiguration of Confraternal Bonds in Hybrid Communities
The digital transformation observed within the Mouride community extends beyond
learning practices and profoundly reshapes the ways in which social and religious bonds are
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formed and maintained. Confraternal relationships, once deeply rooted in physical proximity
and face-to-face interaction, are now extended into virtual spaces that enable continuous
connection across distances. Within these environments, members experience a sense of
emotional and spiritual closeness that transcends physical separation, suggesting that
community cohesion can be sustained through mediated interaction.

However, the findings indicate that digital interaction does not replace physical
engagement but rather complements and extends it, resulting in hybrid forms of relationality.
Online and offline interactions intertwine, reinforcing existing social ties while simultaneously
enabling the emergence of new connections. In this context, proximity is no longer defined by
spatial distance but by the intensity of communication and the degree of participation within
the community. This shift reflects a redefinition of social closeness, where relational depth is
shaped by engagement rather than physical presence. Furthermore, these transformations
illustrate how technology contributes to reconstructing the meaning of togetherness within
religious communities. Confraternal bonds become more dynamic and adaptive, evolving in
response to changing modes of interaction while preserving core communal values. The
Mouride community demonstrates a capacity to integrate technological innovation into its
social fabric without losing its collective identity. This process highlights that digital
transformation is not merely technical but deeply social and cultural in nature.

Transformation of Actor Roles and Challenges in Digital Religious Education

The transformation of digital environments also brings significant changes to the roles of
actors within the Mouride community, particularly in the context of religious learning. Religious
leaders, who traditionally functioned as central authorities, now adopt more flexible roles as
facilitators within digital learning spaces. They engage directly with community members
through social media, offering guidance, clarifying interpretations, and participating in
discussions. This shift fosters more interactive and responsive relationships, reflecting an
adaptation to the communicative logic of digital environments. Simultaneously, community
members exhibit a notable shift from passive recipients to active participants in the learning
process. They contribute to the production, circulation, and interpretation of religious
knowledge, often acting as intermediaries who bridge different sources of information. This
participatory dynamic illustrates a move toward collaborative learning models in which
knowledge is co-constructed through shared engagement. The digital environment thus
becomes a space where learning is collectively shaped, reflecting the distributed nature of
knowledge in networked societies.

Nevertheless, these developments are accompanied by a range of challenges. The
openness of digital spaces allows for diverse interpretations that may lead to fragmentation of
understanding, while the limitations of mediated communication can reduce the depth of
spiritual experience. Concerns also arise regarding the potential erosion of embodied and ritual
dimensions of religious practice. Despite these challenges, the Mouride community
demonstrates a strong capacity for adaptation by integrating digital and traditional practices.
This balance between innovation and continuity enables the community to navigate the
complexities of digital transformation while preserving its core religious values.

Discussion

The findings of this study suggest that the digital transformation unfolding within the
Mouride community cannot be adequately understood as a mere process of technological
adoption. Rather, it represents a profound reorientation in the way religious knowledge is
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experienced, constructed, and transmitted. What emerges is not simply a shift in tools, but a
transformation in the very logic of learning itself. Digital platforms—particularly social media—
have evolved into living epistemic environments in which religious meanings are not passively
received, but actively produced through continuous interaction. In these spaces, interpretation
becomes an ongoing process, shaped by dialogue, contestation, and reflection among
participants. This condition resonates strongly with the notion of digital religion, where
technology is not external to religious life, but embedded within it as a constitutive force that
reshapes how belief is understood and practiced (Cheong & Campbell, 2022). Consequently,
religious learning moves away from a fixed and transmissive paradigm toward a dynamic, fluid
process in which knowledge is constantly negotiated and rearticulated within digitally mediated
encounters.

This transformation is particularly visible in the reconfiguration of authority within the
community. Traditionally, religious authority has been anchored in hierarchical structures,
where legitimacy is concentrated in recognized figures who serve as custodians of knowledge.
However, the expansion of digital interaction introduces a more diffused and participatory
configuration of authority. Knowledge no longer flows in a single direction; instead, it circulates
through networks of engagement in which individuals contribute, respond, and reinterpret.
Such a shift reflects the broader characteristics of a network society, where social relations and
knowledge production are increasingly organized through decentralized structures rather than
rigid institutional frameworks (Castells). Within this context, technology does not merely
facilitate access to religious knowledge; it actively redistributes epistemic power, allowing for
the emergence of dialogical and participatory forms of learning that challenge conventional
hierarchies (Papakostas, 2026).

At the level of social relations, digital transformation introduces a subtle yet significant
redefinition of what it means to be connected within a religious community. In the Mouride
tradition, bonds of confraternity have historically been grounded in physical proximity, shared
presence, and embodied interaction. Yet, as digital spaces become integral to communal life,
these bonds are increasingly sustained through patterns of communication that transcend
geographical boundaries. Closeness is no longer measured by spatial distance, but by the
intensity and frequency of interaction within digital networks. Through ongoing exchanges—
whether in the form of discussions, shared teachings, or collective reflection—members
cultivate a sense of belonging that is both immediate and dispersed. This supports the argument
that virtual communities are capable of generating meaningful forms of solidarity, even in the
absence of physical co-presence (Lazi¢, 2024). More importantly, the experience of belonging
itself becomes more fluid and adaptive, shaped by connectivity rather than locality.

Despite these shifts, the study makes it clear that digital transformation does not displace
traditional religious practices. Instead, it gives rise to hybrid configurations in which online and
offline dimensions coexist and mutually reinforce one another. Rituals, teachings, and
communal interactions continue to retain their significance in physical settings, while
simultaneously being extended and reinterpreted in digital environments. This indicates that
digitalization operates as a complementary force rather than a substitutive one (Woods, 2025).
The Mouride community does not abandon its inherited traditions; rather, it actively negotiates
their meaning within new technological contexts. The result is a form of religiosity that is
neither entirely traditional nor entirely modern, but situated in an ongoing process of synthesis.
This hybridization reflects a capacity for adaptation that preserves continuity while
accommodating change.
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The shifting landscape of religious learning is also marked by evolving roles among its
participants. Religious leaders, who have long been regarded as primary sources of authority,
increasingly assume the role of facilitators within digital spaces. Their function expands beyond
the transmission of doctrine to include guiding discussions, contextualizing interpretations, and
mediating diverse perspectives. At the same time, ordinary members of the community emerge
as active contributors to the production and circulation of knowledge. Through their
engagement—asking questions, sharing insights, and participating in discourse—they help shape
the collective understanding of religious teachings. This dynamic exemplifies the rise of
participatory culture, in which learning is no longer confined to hierarchical instruction but
unfolds through collaborative interaction (Cheong & Campbell, 2022). As a result, religious
education becomes more inclusive, interactive, and responsive to the experiences of its
participants.

However, the transformative potential of digital religious learning is accompanied by
inherent tensions that cannot be overlooked. The openness that characterizes digital platforms
allows for a multiplicity of interpretations, which can enrich understanding but also lead to
fragmentation and ambiguity. In the absence of clear boundaries, meanings may diverge in ways
that challenge coherence within the community. Additionally, the translation of complex
theological ideas into digital formats often necessitates simplification, raising concerns about
the dilution of doctrinal depth. These concerns align with the observations of Ramesh (2024),
who highlights the risks associated with the commodification and uncontrolled dissemination
of religious content. Furthermore, the limitations of digital media in conveying embodied
spiritual experiences point to a fundamental gap between virtual engagement and traditional
forms of religious practice. As Choong Wen Tai (2026) suggests, certain dimensions of
spirituality—particularly those rooted in physical presence and sensory experience—may resist
full mediation through digital means.

Taken together, these findings reveal that digitalization within the Mouride community
constitutes a complex socio-cultural process characterized by continuous negotiation. It is a
process that unfolds at the intersection of tradition and modernity, authority and participation,
as well as depth and accessibility. Rather than producing a linear transformation, digitalization
generates a layered and evolving landscape in which multiple logics coexist and interact. By
drawing on perspectives from sociology, communication, and education, this study offers a
nuanced account of how digital technologies reshape religious learning practices in
contemporary contexts. Ultimately, it underscores the importance of understanding digital
religious communities not merely as sites of interaction, but as pedagogical spaces in their own
right—spaces where individuals actively construct meaning, forge relationships, and redefine
the contours of religious life in an increasingly interconnected world.

Conclusion
This study demonstrates that digital transformation within the Mouride community

extends beyond technological change, fundamentally reconfiguring religious learning practices,
social relations, and authority structures. Social media has evolved into a pedagogical space that
enables participatory, collaborative, and transnational forms of learning. In this context,
religious learning is no longer confined to hierarchical transmission models but unfolds as a
dynamic process shaped by interaction within digital networks. Furthermore, confraternal
bonds have shifted toward more flexible and hybrid forms of relationality, where online and
offline interactions complement each other in sustaining collective identity and belonging.
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These transformations are accompanied by changes in actor roles, with religious leaders acting
as facilitators of learning and community members actively contributing to the production and
dissemination of religious knowledge.

From a theoretical perspective, this study contributes to the expanding field of digital
religion by positioning virtual communities as pedagogical ecosystems with significant
implications for contemporary religious education. The findings highlight that digitalization not
only enhances access to learning but also introduces challenges related to authority,
authenticity, and the depth of spiritual experience. Therefore, a balanced approach is required
to integrate technological innovation with religious values in order to preserve the integrity of
the community. This study also opens avenues for future research, particularly in exploring how
digital religious learning evolves across different cultural contexts and its broader implications
for educational systems.
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