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DIGITAL RELIGIOSITY AND RECONFIGURATION OF RELIGIOUS
AUTHORITY IN KAZAKHSTAN

A.Kariev

This article examines how digital technologies are reshaping religiosity in
Kazakhstan through changes in religious practices, authority, and community
formation within digitally mediated environments. Drawing on theories of
digital religion, mediatization, and networked communication, the study
explores how online platforms transform religious engagement in a post-Soviet
context shaped by institutional regulation and religious revival. The research
employs a qualitative interpretivist approach integrating digital ethnography,
semi-structured interviews, and qualitative content analysis across Instagram,
YouTube, Telegram, and TikTok. The findings show that digital platforms have
become important spaces for religious learning and interaction, enabling
continuous access to religious knowledge beyond traditional institutional
settings. Religious authority is increasingly negotiated through visibility,
audience engagement, and platform-specific communication styles, while
institutional legitimacy and state regulation continue to shape credibility and
trust. The study also identifies the emergence of hybrid religiosity in which
online and offline religious practices function as interconnected dimensions of
everyday life, particularly among younger generations. The article introduces
the concept of constrained pluralization of religious authority to explain
how digital media expand religious participation and interpretive diversity
while remaining embedded within institutional and regulatory structures.
By focusing on Kazakhstan, the study contributes to broader discussions on
digital religion beyond Western contexts and advances a context-sensitive
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KasakcraHaafbl caHAbIK AiHAAP/bIK YXaHe AiHW 6unikTiH, e3repyi

AHOamna. byn makanaza caHipblk, TEXHONOTUANAPABIH AiHU TaxXipubenepaeri, GunikTeri xxaHe KOFaMAACTbIKTbIH,
CaHAbIK, MeAVaLMaNbIK opTaga KasibinTacyblHAafbl e3repicTep apkbiibl KasakcTaHAafbl AiHAAPAbIKTBI Kanai KaiTta
KanbINTacTblPbIN XaTKkaHbl KapacTbipblnagbl. CanAbIK AiH, MeAnaTU3aLImMa XaHe XeniNik KOMMYHUKaLus Teopusnapbl-
Ha cylieHe OTbIpbIM, 3epTTey OHAalH NaaTGopManapAblH, UHCTUTYLIMOHANAbIK PETTeY MeH AiHW KaliTa epsiey apKblibl
KanbINTackaH NOCTKEHECTIK KOHTEKCTE AiHW KaTbICYAbl Kanal e3repTeTiHiH 3epTTeligi. 3epTTeye caHAblK STHOrpadusHbI,
>apTblnan KypblibiMAanFaH cyxbattapabl xaHe Instagram, YouTube, Telegram saHe TikTok apkbiaibl canasbik, KOHTEHT
TangayblH BipiKTipeTiH cananbl MHTEPNPETATUBTIK TOCIN KONZAHbINAAbI. 3epTTey HaTUXKeNePi CaHAbIK NaaTdopManapAbiH,
AiHV 6iniM MeH e3apa apeKkeTTecy YLIiH MaHbI3fbl KeHicTikTepre avHanfaHblH, A3CTYPAi WHCTUTYLMOHaNAbIK, Op-
TafiaH ThIC AiHK BiniMre y3gikci3 Ko XeTKi3yAi KamTamachl3 eTeTiHiH kepceTeai. [iHn 6unik KepiHy, ayanTopmaMeH
6alinaHbIC xaHe niatGopMara TOH KOMMYHUKaLMA CTUAbAEPi apKblibl BapfaH calbiH kenicce3gep Xyprisinyae, an
VHCTUTYLIMOHaNABIK 3aHABIIbIK MeH MeMAEeKeTTIK peTTey CeHIMAINIK MeH CeHIMAI KanbinTacTblpyabl XanfacTblpyAa.
3epTTey COHbIMEH KaTap OHJaNH >aHe odpaaiH AiHN Taxipubenep KyHAENKTI eMIpAiH, acipece xac ypnak, apacbiHaa
e3apa bainaHbICTbl e/1leMAEpPi PETIHAE KbI3BMET eTeTiH TMBPUATI AiHAAPAbIKTbIH, Naliga 60nybIH aHblkTanabl. Makanasa
AiHV BUAIKTIH, LLEKTeY i NAOPaNN3aLMACh TYKbIpbIMAAGMACh! eHTi3ifin, LMPAbIK MeAVaHbIH UHCTUTYLIMOHANABIK XaHe
peTTeywi KypblibIMAApPFa eHin, AiHW KaTbiCy MeH TYCiHAIpMe apTYpAiNiriH Kanali KEHENTETIHIH TyCiHaipeai. 3epTTey
KasakcraHfa Ha3ap aygapa OTblpbin, 6aTbiC KOHTEKCTIHEH ThiC LIMPAbIK AiH Typanbl KeHipek Tankblaaynapsa biknan
eTeAi xxaHe LdpAbIK A3YyipAeri AIHLWINAIKTIH KOHTEKCTKE ce3iMTan TYCIHIrH AamblTagbl.

TyliiH ce30ep: uMdPbIK AiH, AIHWINAIK, AiHW Bunik, KasakcTaH, MeavaTusaums, rMopuaTi AiHWIingik.

LindpoBasa penmrmnosHocTb 1 UsMeHeHMe peirmnosHoro aetoputerta B KasaxcraHe

AHHOTaLI,VIiI. B AaHHOVI CTaTbe pacCMaTpuBaeTCa, Kak LI,VIq)pOBbIe TEXHONOTUN MEHAOT PEJIMTMO3HOCTb B Kazax-
CTaHe nocpeacTBOM N3MEHEHUN B PENNTUO3HbIX MPaKTUKaX, aBTopuUTeTe n ¢OpMI/IpOBaHI/IVI COO6LLI,eCTB B yCnoBUAX
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undposow cpeabl. Onupasnch Ha Teopun LMGPOBOW PEnnUrny, MeanaTnsaummn N CeTeBo KOMMYHMKaLWUKW, nccae-
JOBaHVe M3yyaeT, Kak OHMaNH-NAaTGopMbl TPAHCHOPMUPYIOT PEUTMO3HOE B3aUMOZAENCTBME B MOCTCOBETCKOM
KOHTeKCTe, CPOPMMPOBAHHOM UHCTUTYLIMOHANbHbBIM PeryinpoBaHNeM 1 PeNUrno3HbIM BO3poXxaeHuem. B nccne-
[AOBaHMN NCMONb3YeTCA KaueCTBEHHbIN MHTEPNPeTaTUBHBIA NOAXOA, WHTErpupyrowWwmi LMdpoByto 3THorpaduto,
NONYCTPYKTYPUPOBaHHbIE MHTEPBbLIO M KaUeCTBEHHbIV KOHTeHT-aHaau3 B Instagram, YouTube, Telegram wu TikTok.
Pe3ynbTaThl NOKa3bIBatOT, YTO LMPPOBbIE NAATGOPMbI CTaAM BaXKHbIMW NPOCTPAHCTBAMU ANA PEIUTUO3HOTO 0by-
YeHMWA 1 B3anMOZENCTBUA, obecneunBan HenpepbiBHbIN AOCTYN K PEAUTMO3HBIM 3HAaHWAM 3a Npejenamu TpagnLm-
OHHbIX UHCTUTYLMOHA/IbHBIX YCNOBUIA. PENIMIMO3HbIN aBTOPUTET BCe Yallie GOpMUpPYeTcs MOCPEACTBOM BUANMOCTH,
BOBJIEYEHHOCTW ayAUTOPUM U CneLnPuyecknx Ana naathopmbl CTUAER KOMMYHWUKALUK, B TO BPEMS KakK UHCTU-
TyUMOHanbHas NerMTMMHOCTb U FOCyAapCTBEHHOE peryavpoBaHne NpoAoKaoT popMmpoBaTh JOBepre U aBTo-
puteT. ViccnepoBaHue Takxke BbIABAAET NOABAEHVE TMOPUAHON PEAUTMO3HOCTY, B KOTOPOW OHAalH- U odaaiH-
pPeNnrMo3Hble NPakTUkyM GYHKLMOHUPYHOT Kak B3aUMOCBS3aHHble M3MepPeHUs MOBCeAHEBHOM XM3HU, 0COBEHHO
cpesmn MOAOA0ro NOKONEHUS. B cTaTbe BBOAUTCA KOHLIEMLMA OrpaHUYeHHON Naopanan3aLmm peanrmo3Homn Baacty,
yTObbl OOBACHUTB, Kak LMbpPOBbIE Meana paclUMpsOT PEANrMo3HOe yyacTve U pasHoobpasme MHTeprpeTauuii,
OCTaBasACb NPV 3TOM B pamKax MHCTUTYLIMOHA/IbHbBIX M HOPMAaTUBHBIX CTPYKTYp. CocpesoToumBLUNCL Ha Ka3axcTaHe,
nccnefoBaHne BHOCUT BK/IaZ B 6onee LUMPOKME ANCKYCCUM O LMGPOBOW pesnrum 3a npegenamm 3anagHoro KoH-

TekCTa n CI'lOCO6CTByeT KOHTEKCTHO-3aBUCUMOMY NOHUMaHUIO PEAUTUO3HOCTU B LI,Mq)pOByI'O 3N0Xy.
KnroueBble cnoBa: u,mcl)poaaﬂ penurua, pennrmo3HOCTb, PENNTNO3HaA BNaCTb, KazaxcTaH, Meanatmsauuna, rm-

6puaHas pesnrmosHocTb.

Introduction

The rapid expansion of digital technologies
has profoundly transformed contemporary so-
cial life, reshaping how individuals communicate,
acquire knowledge, construct identities, and
participate in communities. Within this broader
transformation, religion has increasingly become
embedded within digitally mediated environ-
ments, where online platforms facilitate new forms
of religious expression, interaction, and learning.
In recent decades, the internet and social media
platforms have emerged as important spaces for
the negotiation, dissemination, and performance
of religious beliefs and practices, contributing to
the development of digital religion as a growing
field of scholarly inquiry concerned with the rela-
tionship between digital media and lived religios-
ity. Digital media are now deeply integrated into
everyday religious experience, enabling forms
of engagement that increasingly extend beyond
traditional institutional settings and geographi-
cally bounded communities [1].

A substantial body of scholarship has ex-
amined how digital platforms reshape religious
communication, authority, and community for-
mation. Existing studies demonstrate that online
environments facilitate the circulation of religious
knowledge beyond institutional boundaries, al-
lowing a wider range of actors, including blog-
gers, influencers, and independent preachers, to
participate in religious discourse. This develop-
ment has been interpreted in different ways with-
in the literature. Some scholars emphasize the
democratization of religious authority through
increased accessibility and participation, while
others highlight the fragmentation of author-
ity resulting from the multiplication of compet-
ing voices and interpretations. Digital platforms

have also enabled the emergence of networked
religious communities that transcend territorial
boundaries and create new forms of interaction
and belonging [2].

Despite the rapid expansion of scholarship on
digital religion, much of the existing literature has
been developed within Western or comparative-
ly liberal sociopolitical contexts characterized by
relatively limited state regulation of religious life.
Consequently, prevailing theoretical approaches
often assume conditions of relatively open reli-
gious pluralism and therefore do not fully explain
how digital religion operates in societies where
religious institutions remain closely connected
to state governance and regulatory control. In
such contexts, digital media may simultaneous-
ly expand opportunities for religious participa-
tion while also reinforcing existing structures of
legitimacy and institutional authority [3]. This
limitation highlights the need for more con-
text-sensitive approaches capable of explaining
how digitalization interacts with specific political,
historical, and institutional conditions [4].

Kazakhstan represents a particularly import-
ant case for examining these dynamics. As a
multi-confessional society with a Muslim majority
and a significant Orthodox Christian population,
Kazakhstan has experienced a gradual religious
revival since gaining independence in 1991 fol-
lowing decades of Soviet secularization. Religious
institutions continue to shape public discourse,
while the state maintains an active role in reg-
ulating religious organizations and defining the
boundaries of legitimate religious expression. Si-
multaneously, the rapid diffusion of digital plat-
forms such as Instagram, YouTube, Telegram, and
TikTok has transformed the religious landscape
by creating new spaces for communication, in-
terpretation, and engagement beyond formal in-
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stitutional structures. Within these environments,
believers increasingly access religious knowledge,
encounter diverse interpretations, and interact
with both institutional and non-institutional re-
ligious actors [5].

Although digital religion has become an in-
creasingly important area of global scholarship,
empirical research on digitally mediated religios-
ity in Kazakhstan remains limited [6]. More im-
portantly, existing studies have not sufficiently
examined how digital media reshape religious
authority and practice within post-Soviet contexts
characterized by the simultaneous interaction of
religious revival, institutional authority, and state
regulation. Addressing this gap is important not
only for understanding contemporary transfor-
mations of religiosity in Kazakhstan, but also for
advancing broader theoretical discussions con-
cerning the diversity of digital religious experi-
ences beyond Western contexts.

This article therefore examines how digital
technologies are reshaping contemporary religi-
osity in Kazakhstan. It addresses three interrelat-
ed research questions: (1) how believers engage
with religious content and practices through
digital platforms; (2) how digitally mediated envi-
ronments transform the production, negotiation,
and legitimization of religious authority; and (3)
how hybrid forms of religiosity emerge through
the interaction of online and offline religious
practices.

This study makes three principal contributions
to the field of digital religion. First, it introduces the
concept of constrained pluralization of religious
authority to explain how digital media expand
the range of religious actors and interpretations
while remaining shaped by institutional legitima-
cy and state regulation. In contrast to dominant
perspectives that interpret digital religion pri-
marily through frameworks of democratization or
fragmentation, the concept emphasizes the coex-
istence of pluralization and structural constraint
within regulated religious environments. Second,
the article demonstrates that in post-Soviet con-
texts digital platforms function as compensatory
infrastructures that partially address uneven access
to formal religious education and religious exper-
tise. Third, the study advances a context-sensitive
understanding of digital religiosity by conceptu-
alizing it as the outcome of interactions among
technological affordances, institutional religious
authority, and regulatory governance. By fore-
grounding these interconnected dynamics, the
article contributes to ongoing efforts to decenter
Western assumptions within the sociology of reli-
gion and digital media studies.
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Research Methods

This study employs a qualitative interpretivist
research design to examine how digital technol-
ogies reshape religious practices, authority, and
meaning-making within Kazakhstan's digitally
mediated religious environment. Given the paper
focus on lived experience, mediated interaction,
and the negotiation of religious authority, a qual-
itative framework is particularly appropriate for
capturing the contextual and relational dimen-
sions of digital religiosity. The research adopts a
triangulated multi-method approach integrating
digital ethnography, semi-structured interviews,
and qualitative content analysis in order to en-
hance analytical depth, methodological rigor,
and validity. The integration of multiple methods
enables cross-verification of findings while pro-
viding a comprehensive understanding of how
digital infrastructures, institutional authority, and
everyday religious practices intersect within a
regulated post-Soviet context.

Digital ethnography was conducted over a
six-month period across four major social me-
dia platforms widely used in Kazakhstan: Ins-
tagram, YouTube, Telegram, and TikTok. These
platforms were selected due to their prominence
in religious communication, high levels of user
engagement, and differing communicative affor-
dances. Using purposive sampling, approximate-
ly 30 religious accounts were identified based on
audience size, posting frequency, interaction in-
tensity, and relevance to religious discourse. The
researcher adopted a non-participant observa-
tional role in order to minimize intervention and
preserve the authenticity of online interactions.
Throughout the observation period, field notes
were systematically recorded to document recur-
ring communicative patterns, audience interac-
tions, forms of religious instruction, and process-
es through which authority and legitimacy were
negotiated within digital environments. Particular
attention was given to how platform affordances
shape religious communication through short-
form videos, algorithmic visibility, interactive
question-and-answer formats, and peer-to-peer
engagement practices. The following method-
ological component involved qualitative content
analysis of approximately 150 digital posts, vid-
eos, sermons, and discussion threads collected
from the selected platforms. The sample included
short-form educational videos, religious lectures,
interactive discussions, and audience comment
sections. Content was selected according to
thematic relevance, engagement levels, recur-
rence within observed networks, and diversity



of communicative formats. The analysis focused
on the discursive construction of religious au-
thority, communicative adaptation to platform
logics, forms of audience participation, and the
emergence of hybrid forms of religiosity combin-
ing online and offline practices. The inclusion of
audience interactions alongside primary content
enabled examination not only of message pro-
duction but also of interpretation, circulation,
and negotiated meaning-making within digital
religious communities.

Expansion of Digital Religious Practices

The findings reveal a significant expansion of
religious practices within digitally mediated envi-
ronments, where social media platforms operate
as infrastructures for the production and circu-
lation of religious knowledge rather than simply
as channels of communication. Platforms such
as Instagram, YouTube, Telegram, and TikTok en-
able religious actors to deliver teachings in for-
mats that are temporally flexible, highly accessi-
ble, and shaped by audience interaction. Digital
ethnographic observations identified numerous
accounts on Instagram and TikTok that regularly
post short videos addressing everyday religious
questions, such as prayer timing, fasting prac-
tices, or ethical dilemmas, often accompanied
by prompts encouraging users to ask follow-up
questions in the comments. Such change reflects
broader transformations in the organization of
religious practice, as engagement with religious
knowledge becomes embedded in everyday dig-
ital routines instead of being confined to institu-
tional settings [7].

Digital ethnographic observations demon-
strate that religious content is systematically
shaped by the communicative affordances of
social media. Formats such as short-form videos,
question-and-answer exchanges, and visually
structured explanations are especially prominent,
enabling religious messages to be condensed
into accessible and easily consumable forms. A
commonly observed format involves short Q&A
videos in which a religious actor responds to a
single user-submitted question, for example,
whether it is permissible to delay prayer due to
work obligations, followed by concise explana-
tions and references to religious sources. These
videos frequently generate extended comment
threads in which users ask additional questions
or share personal situations. These points to
the process of platformization, whereby cultur-
al and social content is increasingly organized
and shaped by the technical infrastructures and

algorithmic logics of digital platforms [8]. With-
in this environment, religious communication is
reformulated to maximize visibility and engage-
ment, privileging brevity, clarity, and immediacy.
The prevalence of one-minute explanatory videos
addressing everyday religious concerns such as
fasting practices or ethical conduct demonstrates
how religious knowledge is increasingly shaped
by the temporal rhythms of digital consumption.
In this context, religious instruction shifts away
from sustained engagement in formal learning
environments toward fragmented, on-demand
micro-units of information [9].

This transformation has significant implica-
tions for the accessibility and circulation of re-
ligious knowledge. Interview data reveal that
participants frequently depend on digital plat-
forms as primary sources of religious guidance,
particularly in contexts where access to formal
religious education is constrained. As one par-
ticipant noted, “If | have a question, | just search
it on Instagram or TikTok and watch a few short
videos instead of going somewhere in person”.
Another explained, “I usually watch religious vid-
eos during small breaks, on the bus or at home
- it fits into my routine”. The possibility of asyn-
chronous engagement enables the integration of
religious learning into everyday routines, reflect-
ing a broader temporal reconfiguration in which
religious practice becomes continuous and indi-
vidualized [10]. The availability of multiple sourc-
es also enables users to compare interpretations
and selectively engage with content that aligns
with their concerns and experiences. Religious
learning is thus restructured in ways that expand
interpretive possibilities while simultaneously re-
shaping how authority is encountered, negotiat-
ed, and evaluated.

The growth of digital religious practices is
accompanied by transformation in the structure
of participation. Interactive features such as com-
ment sections and live discussions enable on-
going exchanges between religious actors and
audiences, making religious communication in-
creasingly participatory. Users actively contribute
to the circulation and interpretation of religious
knowledge by posing questions, sharing experi-
ences, and engaging in peer-to-peer interactions
[11]. For example, comment sections under wide-
ly viewed videos often include users debating
interpretations, offering additional explanations,
or citing religious sources, effectively extending
the discussion beyond the original content. In
some cases, users respond directly to one anoth-
er's questions, creating peer-to-peer exchanges
alongside the original message. This aligns with
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broader dynamics of participatory culture, in
which audiences play an active role in shaping
meaning within mediated environments [12]. In
religious contexts, such participation extends en-
gagement while redistributing interpretive prac-
tices across networks of users.

From a theoretical perspective, these find-
ings demonstrate that the expansion of digital
religious practices entails both increased acces-
sibility and structural transformation. Digital plat-
forms enable engagement with diverse religious
sources while maintaining connections to insti-
tutional frameworks that shape legitimacy and
interpretation. This dynamic provides empirical
support for the concept of constrained pluraliza-
tion of religious authority, as the diversification
of religious knowledge occurs within boundaries
defined by institutional and regulatory contexts.
Digital environments do not displace traditional
authority; they reorganize the conditions under
which it is accessed, negotiated, and enacted in
everyday life.

Transformation of Religious Authority

The findings reveal a significant transforma-
tion of religious authority within Kazakhstan's
digitally mediated context, where authority is
increasingly produced through Vvisibility, inter-
action, and mediation rather than formal insti-
tutional status. Drawing on perspectives from
digital religion, mediatization, and networked
communication, authority can be understood as
a relational and negotiated process shaped by
platform dynamics and audience engagement
[13].

Drawing on digital ethnographic observa-
tions and interview data, the analysis shows that
religious authority is closely tied to communi-
cative practices within platform environments.
Religious actors who effectively adapt their mes-
sages to platform-specific formats, such as short-
form videos, interactive question-and-answer
sessions, and visually structured explanations,
tend to achieve greater visibility and audience
engagement. For example, one widely followed
Instagram preacher regularly posts one-minute
videos answering everyday religious questions,
often accompanied by captions that invite further
discussion in the comments section. Their posts
frequently generate hundreds of responses, with
users asking follow-up questions and seeking
clarification. This suggests that authority is in-
creasingly linked to communicative competence,
including the ability to simplify complex theolog-
ical concepts, respond to audience concerns, and
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maintain a consistent digital presence. As one
interview participant noted, “If the explanation is
clear and short, | trust it more and | follow that
person”. Such dynamics align with broader pro-
cesses of mediatization, in which media logics
shape not only how messages are transmitted
but also how authority itself is constructed and
recognized [14].

Interview data also show that audiences ac-
tively assess and negotiate religious authority.
Participants often reported consulting multiple
digital sources when seeking guidance, com-
paring interpretations, and choosing those they
consider credible or relevant. One participant
remarked, “I don't rely on a single imam online
— | review several pages and decide which ex-
planation is most convincing”. Another added, "I
sometimes read the comments as well, since us-
ers discuss issues and correct one another”. Such
behavior points to a movement away from sin-
gular, institutionally anchored authority toward
a more plural, process-oriented arrangement in
which legitimacy is continually evaluated. Au-
thority, therefore, is not merely asserted by re-
ligious figures but is co-produced through inter-
action, recognition, and audience endorsement
[15]. The findings support the relational character
of authority in digitally networked settings, where
influence depends on sustained engagement and
responsiveness.

Importantly, the diversification of authorita-
tive voices does not imply the erosion of insti-
tutional authority. Instead, the findings suggest
a hybrid configuration in which institutional and
non-institutional forms of authority coexist and
intersect. Many prominent digital religious fig-
ures draw on institutional credentials, formal
training, or references to established traditions
to reinforce their legitimacy. For instance, sever-
al Telegram channels observed during the eth-
nography explicitly highlighted the educational
background of their administrators, including
training in recognized Islamic institutions. Partic-
ipants also emphasized the importance of such
credentials. As one respondent stated, “I prefer to
follow those who studied officially, not just blog-
gers.” Institutional affiliation therefore continues
to function as a key marker of credibility, even as
authority is increasingly enacted through digital
practices. Digital platforms do not displace tra-
ditional authority structures but reconfigure the
conditions under which they operate by embed-
ding them within new circuits of visibility and in-
teraction.

The role of platform affordances is particu-
larly significant in shaping this trend. Algorithms



that prioritize engagement, visibility metrics such
as views and likes, and the interactive features of
social media contribute to the amplification of
certain voices over others. Digital ethnographic
observations show that videos with higher en-
gagement, measured through likes, shares, and
comments, are more frequently recommended
and circulated across platforms. Authority thus
becomes partially dependent on platform-driven
forms of recognition, where visibility and reach
influence perceptions of credibility. This intro-
duces a competitive dimension to religious com-
munication, as actors must continuously adapt
their content to maintain audience attention and
relevance [16].

Within the context of Kazakhstan, these trans-
formations are further shaped by institutional and
regulatory frameworks that define the boundar-
ies of legitimate religious expression. While dig-
ital platforms enable the participation of a wider
range of actors, state oversight and institutional
structures continue to influence which forms of
authority are recognized and sustained. Partic-
ipants frequently referred to the importance of
verifying the credentials of online religious fig-
ures, indicating an ongoing orientation toward
institutional legitimacy. As one interviewee ex-
plained, “There is a lot online, but you have to
be careful — some are not approved, so | try to
follow official sources”. The diversification of au-
thority therefore unfolds within a structured en-
vironment in which institutional recognition and
regulatory conditions remain central.

The convergence of digital affordances, insti-
tutional structures, and audience practices gives
rise to a configuration in which authority is both
distributed and structurally grounded within
broader regimes of legitimacy. Authority is there-
by reconstituted as a dynamic and negotiated
process shaped by communicative performance,
platform logics, and institutional validation [17].
This necessitates moving beyond binary con-
ceptualizations of digital religion and toward an
understanding of authority as emerging through
complex and contextually situated interactions in
digitally mediated environments.

Emergence of Hybrid Religiosity

Religious engagement in Kazakhstan is in-
creasingly characterized by hybrid forms of re-
ligiosity, where online and offline practices are
integrated into interconnected aspects of every-
day religious life. Participants reported that their
routines extend across institutional contexts,
such as mosque attendance and religious gather-

ings, as well as digitally mediated environments,
including social media, messaging platforms, and
video-sharing services. For instance, several inter-
viewees reported attending Friday prayers while
also regularly engaging with religious content
on Instagram or YouTube during the week, using
digital platforms to revisit or complement topics
encountered offline [18]. This trend signals a re-
configuration of religious practice across diverse
settings, allowing individuals to navigate fluidly
between offline and digitally mediated environ-
ments in their engagement with religious knowl-
edge and experience.

Digital ethnographic observations further
demonstrate that online practices are embed-
ded within daily religious routines in ways that
extend and reinforce institutional participation.
Social media platforms provide access to ser-
mons, scriptural interpretations, and short-form
educational content that complement offline ac-
tivities. For instance, Telegram groups frequently
function as spaces where users share recorded
sermons following mosque attendance, often
accompanied by brief summaries or personal re-
flections that invite discussion among members.
Messaging applications thus serve as environ-
ments for the circulation of religious materials
and the facilitation of collective interpretation.
Digital environments reshape the temporal and
spatial dimensions of religious engagement by
enabling continuous interaction with religious
content beyond fixed institutional settings [19].

Interview data further highlight how individ-
uals combine different modes of participation in
practice. Many participants described attending
mosque services while also engaging with online
lectures, short videos, and discussion threads
throughout the week. One participant explained,
“I go to the mosque, but during the week | watch
lectures online to understand things better”. An-
other noted, “Sometimes | hear something at the
mosque, and then | search for more explanations
on YouTube". A third participant remarked, "After
Friday prayers, | often look up the topic online
to see different interpretations”. Similarly, anoth-
er respondent stated, “If | don't fully understand
something from a sermon, | check short videos
or posts that explain it more simply”. One par-
ticipant added, “I follow several pages, so when
I learn something offline, | compare it with what
others say online”. These accounts illustrate a lay-
ered process of religious learning in which institu-
tional teachings intersect with digitally mediated
interpretations. Religious knowledge is produced
through continuous interaction across these en-
vironments, resulting in forms of engagement

https://adamalemijournal.com | 333

ISSN 1999-5849 (Print) « eISSN 2959-7544 (Online)



that adapt to everyday routines and individual
circumstances.

Hybrid religiosity also reshapes experiences
of religious belonging and community.
Online platforms facilitate connections that
extend beyond local congregations, enabling
participation in broader networks of interaction.
Comment sections, discussion groups, and
shared content streams create communicative
spaces where individuals collectively interpret
religious teachings and relate them to everyday
concerns. Digital ethnographic observations
show that users often respond to one another’s
questions in comment threads, offering advice,
interpretations, or references to religious texts,
thereby forming distributed communities of
practice. These interactions contribute to the
formation of networked forms of belonging that
coexist with, rather than replace, local institutional
affiliations [20].

The structure of hybrid religiosity is closely
linked to the communicative affordances of digital
media, which enable sustained engagement,
rapid circulation of content, and interactive
participation.  Religious content becomes
embedded within everyday communication
practices, appearing alongside other forms of
digital media and encouraging continuous, low-
intensity engagement. Participants frequently
described  encountering religious  content
incidentally while scrolling through social media
feeds, noting that such exposure maintains
a constant awareness of religious ideas even
outside formal contexts. Engagement with
religion thus becomes less episodic and more
persistent, reflecting a shift toward ambient
forms of religiosity sustained through routine
interaction with digital media [21].

In Kazakhstan, hybrid religiosity is shaped
by the interaction between digital media and
institutional structures operating under state
regulation. Digital platforms expand opportunities
for access and participation, yet institutional
religious organizations remain central in
structuring ritual practice and communal identity.
Several participants emphasized that while
they rely on online sources for learning, they
still consider mosque attendance and officially
recognized teachings as essential for “correct”
practice. This coexistence produces a functional
differentiation of religious life, where institutions
retain authority in ritual and formal domains,
while digital environments serve as spaces for

interpretation, discussion, and individualized
learning [22].
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Youth and Digitalization of Faith

Younger generations occupy a pivotal po-
sition in the digital transformation of religious
life in Kazakhstan, as religious engagement in-
creasingly takes place within digitally mediated
environments rather than within institutional or
familial contexts. For many young participants,
social media platforms function as primary entry
points into religious discourse, shaping early en-
counters with religious ideas and practices [23].
Several interviewees described first engaging
with religious content through platforms such as
TikTok and Instagram, where short videos intro-
duced basic concepts related to prayer, fasting,
and everyday ethics. As one participant noted, "I
started learning more about religion from TikTok
videos — they are simple and easy to understand”.
Religious content appears alongside entertain-
ment, news, and lifestyle material within algo-
rithmically curated feeds, embedding exposure
to religious themes within routine digital activ-
ity. For instance, another participant explained,
“Sometimes | see short religious clips while scroll-
ing, even when I'm not searching for them — it
just comes up”. Similarly, one respondent noted,
“| often save videos about prayer or fasting and
watch them later when | have time”. Religious
content thus becomes integrated into everyday
digital routines and normalized as part of ordi-
nary media consumption.

This mode of engagement reflects a signif-
icant shift in the conditions under which reli-
gious learning takes place. Rather than following
structured and institutionally guided pathways,
young users often encounter religious knowl-
edge in fragmented and exploratory forms. Short
videos, motivational reflections, and concise ex-
planations introduce key concepts in accessible
formats, encouraging episodic yet repeated in-
teraction [24]. Digital ethnographic observations
show that religious content is frequently encoun-
tered incidentally, as users scroll through feeds
where religious videos appear alongside unre-
lated content, contributing to repeated but brief
exposures to religious ideas. Such patterns align
with broader transformations in digital learning
environments, where knowledge acquisition be-
comes non-linear, user-driven, and shaped by
platform dynamics [25].

Peer networks also play a significant role
in shaping how religious knowledge circulates
among younger users. Messaging applications
and group chats function as spaces where reli-
gious content is shared, discussed, and collec-
tively interpreted. For example, WhatsApp and



Telegram groups observed during the study were
used to share short religious videos, voice mes-
sages, and links to lectures, often followed by dis-
cussions regarding their meaning or relevance.
One interviewee explained, "We send each other
videos and then talk about them in the group—it
helps to understand better”. These practices cre-
ate communicative environments in which reli-
gious ideas are negotiated through interaction
rather than passively received. Authority within
these spaces emerges not only from recognized
religious figures but also through peer validation
and shared interpretation [26].

The communicative style of digital religious
content further reinforces this pattern. Content
directed at younger audiences frequently adopts
concise, visually engaging, and interactive for-
mats that correspond to broader dynamics of
digital media consumption. These formats facil-
itate rapid circulation and accessibility while en-
couraging sustained engagement. For instance,
short videos often incorporate subtitles, visual
cues, and direct forms of address to engage view-
ers, while comment sections invite immediate
feedback or questions. Religious messages be-
come integrated into the flow of everyday com-
munication, shaping how individuals encounter
and interpret religious ideas [27].

Engagement among younger users does not
result in purely individualized forms of religios-
ity, despite the autonomy afforded by digital
platforms. Collective interpretation and discus-
sion remain central, as individuals rely on peer
networks to assess and contextualize religious
information [28]. Digital ethnographic observa-
tions show that users frequently ask peers for
clarification or confirmation after encountering
religious content online, indicating that inter-
pretation remains socially embedded rather than
purely individual. This tendency challenges the
assumption that digital religion primarily fosters
individualized belief systems and instead sug-
gests the emergence of socially grounded forms
of religiosity structured through interaction and
shared meaning-making.

In Kazakhstan, generational differences in
religious engagement reflect the intersection of
post-Soviet transformation and digitalization.
Older generations often experienced limited ac-
cess to religious education during the Soviet pe-
riod, whereas younger individuals have come of
age in an environment characterized by both reli-
gious revival and widespread digital connectivity
[29]. Participants frequently contrasted their ex-
periences with those of their parents, noting that
“our parents learned differently, mostly offline,

but we have everything online now". This shift
has expanded opportunities for engagement
while transforming the pathways through which
religious knowledge is accessed and interpreted.

At the same time, young users demonstrate
an awareness of the challenges associated with
digital religious content, particularly regarding
credibility and reliability. The abundance of avail-
able information requires individuals to assess
sources, compare interpretations, and distinguish
between authoritative and questionable content
[30]. As one participant explained, “There is a lot
of information online, but not all of it is correct,
so | try to check who is speaking and where they
studied”. This introduces a reflexive dimension
to digital religious engagement, as users actively
evaluate trust and legitimacy within increasingly
complex information environments.

Conclusion

This study has examined how digital technol-
ogies are reshaping contemporary religiosity in
Kazakhstan through the transformation of reli-
gious practices, authority structures, and forms
of community engagement within digitally me-
diated environments. Drawing on digital ethnog-
raphy, semi-structured interviews, and qualitative
content analysis, the findings demonstrate that
digital platforms have become deeply embed-
ded within everyday religious life, functioning
not only as channels of communication but also
as infrastructures through which religious knowl-
edge, interaction, and interpretation are continu-
ously produced and circulated.

The study shows that religious engagement
in Kazakhstan increasingly unfolds through hy-
brid interactions connecting online and offline
environments. Social media platforms such as
Instagram, TikTok, YouTube, and Telegram en-
able continuous access to religious content be-
yond traditional institutional settings, particular-
ly among younger generations whose religious
learning is closely integrated into routine digi-
tal media consumption. Religious participation
therefore becomes more flexible, interactive,
and embedded within everyday communication
practices. At the same time, digital environments
facilitate participatory forms of religious inter-
action in which users actively discuss, compare,
and negotiate religious meanings through peer-
based networks and platform-mediated commu-
nication.

The findings further demonstrate that
digitalization  significantly  transforms  the
structure of religious authority. Authority

https://adamalemijournal.com | 335

ISSN 1999-5849 (Print) « eISSN 2959-7544 (Online)



is increasingly shaped by communicative
visibility, accessibility, audience engagement,
and adaptation to platform-specific media
logics rather than deriving exclusively from
formal institutional hierarchy. Nevertheless, the
study also shows that digital pluralization does
not produce unrestricted decentralization of
authority. Institutional legitimacy, formal religious
education, and state regulation continue to play
a central role in shaping credibility and defining
acceptable religious interpretation. In the
Kazakhstani context, digital religious authority
therefore develops within structured institutional
and regulatory boundaries.

To explain these dynamics, the article intro-
duced the concept of constrained pluralization
of religious authority. This concept captures how
digital media simultaneously expand the range of
religious actors, interpretations, and communica-
tive practices while remaining embedded within
systems of institutional governance and legitima-
cy. The study therefore challenges assumptions
that digital religion necessarily leads to fully de-
mocratized or fragmented religious authority. In-
stead, digital religiosity in Kazakhstan emerges as
a negotiated and contextually conditioned phe-
nomenon shaped by the interaction of techno-
logical affordances, institutional authority, audi-
ence practices, and regulatory structures.

More broadly, the article contributes to ongo-
ing efforts to expand the sociology of digital re-
ligion beyond predominantly Western analytical
frameworks. The Kazakhstani case demonstrates
that processes of mediatization and digital reli-
gious transformation develop differently within
post-Soviet contexts characterized by religious
revival, state regulation, and historically shaped
institutional structures. Digital media do not sim-
ply replace traditional forms of religiosity but
reorganize the conditions under which religious
knowledge, belonging, and authority are experi-
enced and negotiated.

Future research could further examine the
role of gender, regional inequality, language, and
algorithmic recommendation systems in shaping
digital religious engagement across Central Asia.
Comparative studies involving other post-So-
viet societies may also help clarify how varying
political and institutional contexts influence the
development of digitally mediated religiosity. As
digital communication technologies continue to
evolve, understanding the relationship between
religion, media, and governance will remain in-
creasingly important for analyzing contemporary
transformations of faith and social life.
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