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Insights and Perspectives

Chat-GPT, Muslim Cyberspace and the Construction of a Critical Islamic Epistemology

The emergence of new digital technologies has revolutionised the way information is
disseminated, making it easier for people across the globe to communicate and connect

instantly. The laissez-faire infrastructure of these tools has also created an unprecedented
ecology in which the democratisation of information enables anyone to consume and share

data regardless of background. It consequently empowers people to share and exchange ideas
leading to a plethora of opinions on different subject matters to proliferate. While information

diversity can be seen as a boon to the formation of a more informed public, the ‘new media
ecology’ has inadvertently accelerated the diminishing reliance on and dismissal of experts by

laypeople. It may deceive people by providing an illusion of intellectual triumph through

indulgence in a limitless supply of information that might not necessarily be factual yet
perilously framed as an ‘expert opinion’. One of the digital tools blamed for this disruption is
the advanced AI chatbot, Chat-GPT.
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Chat-GPT is an AI-powered chatbot developed by OpenAI based on the GPT (Generative
Pretrained Transformer) language model. It is designed to generate human-like responses to
natural language inputs, using a large corpus of text to learn patterns and relationships in
language. Chat-GPT can perform a wide range of language-related tasks, such as translation,
content generation and even human-like conversations. It has been trained to analyse vast
quantities of data from across the Internet and has demonstrated remarkable accuracy and
creativity to generate human-sounding text and detailed responses to questions. It was

reported that the AI tool gained one million users in a record five days after its launch in

November last year. It is considered by tech experts as a remarkable feat considering that other

popular digital platforms such as Facebook and Netflix took longer to reach the same user

mark. Moreover, the huge acquisition by Microsoft of Open AI, the creators of Chat-GPT, is

indicative of its potential to significantly enhance human productivity and improve our lives in

many ways. Nonetheless, it is not without its limitations. There have been reports of students

using Chat-GPT to generate written assignments like term papers, and it is paradoxically

indifferent to factual truths as it can hallucinate outputs that can be irrational. It goes to show

that  as much as it is essential for technology to augment the quality of life,
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it is equally important to understand that underlying every development in human society is
an epistemological, political, or social bias. Sometimes that bias is to our advantage;

sometimes, it is not. According to the late American social critic, Neil Postman: 

In short, the sophistry of technology has enhanced our ways of living to the extent that the
possibilities to empower society may appear limitless. However, at the same time, it eats away
at its fabric too. Thus, it is crucial to consider the ethical considerations and ensure that
technology is being used in a way that benefits everyone. While much of the deliberations on
Chat-GPT have generally been focused on its usage, limitations and benefits, not much has
been discussed on how it affects the digital ecology of religious communities, particularly the
Muslim digital sphere, as it is still in its early days.

…technological change is not additive, it is "ecological", and
that in order for us to comprehend, manage, and even
embrace the rapid changes brought on by the technological
advancement happening all around us, we need to understand
that technology does not just add to society, it transforms it.

New Muslim Public Sphere 

Since the 1990s, the Internet has become a significant driver in social identity and community
life for Muslims globally. Sociologists view this as the formation of a "new Muslim public
sphere" and have discussed the ways in which it has impacted the way people think about and

practice religion. An advantage that the Internet has provided is the ready availability of

Islamic resources, which benefit groups with limited access to traditional structures of religious

authority such as mosques and madrasas. This has led to the proliferation of cyber-muftis and

Islamic websites that have produced varying degrees of consensus, divergence, and negotiation

in multiple contexts and across different discourses. 

Such developments have their drawbacks. In an avalanche of information induced by the

Internet, digital consumers may perceive religious opinions as another element of their social

media feed rather than necessarily spending time to reflect or responsibly act on the 
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information received. It is important to note that more information does not necessarily
translate into in-depth analysis and nuanced readership. Conversely, studies have shown that

the digital natives’ information-seeking behaviour can be problematic due to a lack of careful
consideration in digesting information. In other words, they are prone to digesting information

without verifying it properly. The key features of Bloom's Taxonomy that systematically
promote higher-order thinking are gradually displaced in favour of rapidly produced opinions

that have turned profound human activities into banal objects.  As a fast-growing AI tool, Chat-
GPT is not immune to the ecological effects of the 'new Muslim public sphere'. The following

sections will outline some challenges that necessitate a healthy degree of ‘epistemic

disobedience'  to prevent a technological dystopia and create space for critical reflection on
the digital world we are building.

The Death of the Author

In his essay “The Death of the Author", the French literary critic Roland Barthes challenges the
tradtional view of literary analysis that privileges the author’s intentions and milieu as the
primary source of meaning in a text. Barthes argues that the meaning of a text is not fixed by
the author, but rather is created through the interaction between the reader and the text itself.
Thus, Barthes posits that we should dispense with the notion of the author since they have no
authority. Instead, the author should be thought of as a mere scribe who collects words and
marks the blank pages. While the author may influence the text, they do not decide how it is
understood.  Similarly, in many ways, Chat-GPT can be seen as an embodiment of the "death of
the author." Instead of distancing a text from the authority of a single author, it effectively
severs and reconfigures countless texts from their authorial sources. This presents a problem

when tracing the genealogy of ideas that contravenes the epistemological framework of

acquiring knowledge in Islam. The verification of truth and the proper management of

knowledge are essential components of Islam. 

According to Ibn Sirin: “This knowledge is a religion, so consider from whom you receive your

religion.  ” It is for this reason that pre-modern scholars went to great lengths to authenticate
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knowledge, such as the hadith compilation of Sahih Bukhari, which is regarded as the most
reliable collection of hadith and Ibn Khaldun's historical criticism approach in analysing the

veracity of historical events which he outlined in his magnum opus, Muqaddimah.  With the
introduction of tools such as Chat-GPT, traditional understandings of knowledge-seeking

practices in Islam have been challenged in profound and unprecedented ways. It gives people
an illusion that they are learning by prompting Chat-GPT to generate responses, but in reality,

they are more likely to open the floodgates of unmediated data that may cause more
confusion and eventually an intellectual death by information overload. 

Reading information from such prompt-based tools does not necessarily equates to
understanding. Studies have shown that searching behaviours on the Internet impact our
cognitive ability to analyse data and lead to an inflated sense of erudition. This group of users

may have fallen victim to a cognitive bias known as the Dunning-Kruger effect, in which they

overestimate their knowledge of the subject and underestimate how much they do not know.
The lack of intellectual humility is dangerous as it veils us from the language of learning and
cultivates a narcissistic form of compounded ignorance (jahl murakkab). The language of
learning is not just reduced to the act of relaying information; instead, it is the embodiment of
moral capital that can only be transmitted through conscious, sentient beings that AI
technologies may never compete with. In his book Ta’lim Muta’alim, Imam Al-Zarnuji
emphasises that learning is not just the transference of knowledge and skills. It significantly
transfers character-building values that can only be materialised through a student-teacher
relationship. Conversely, the absence of the teacher or self-study may result in intellectual
superficiality and is perhaps amplified in today's era of the immediacy of information and
instant gratification. It is an extension of a phenomenon that sociologist George Ritzer
describes as the McDonalisation of society. 

McDonaldisation of religious discourse

George Ritzer's concept of "McDonaldisation of Society" refers to the phenomenon of the fast-

food industry's principles becoming the dominant model for organising and rationalising

various aspects of social life. Ritzer suggests that the fast-food industry represents a particular 
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form of rationalisation, which has become so pervasive in contemporary society that it has

fundamentally transformed the way we think, live, and interact with one another. The

McDonaldisation process has four key dimensions: efficiency, predictability, calculability, and
control. Ritzer argues that the process of McDonaldisation has negative implications on society,
such as the loss of creativity, criticality and authenticity. It can be argued that the introduction

of tools such as Chat-GPT has accelerated the process of Mcdonaldisation and affects how

users consume religious discourse in several ways. Firstly, based on the principles of efficiency
and predictability, Chat-GPT provides standardised and quick responses to users' prompts. In
the context of religious discourse, this can lead to a preference for recycled or watered-down

responses that are disengaged from deep philosophical thinking. Considering that issues today

are multifaceted, it is crucial for religious discourse to embody what Paulo Freire describes as
critical consciousness. It provides a methodological framework to understand issues from
multiple vantage points and brings about personal and social change. 

Secondly, Chat-GPT's responses are generated through a centralised system, where a small
group of individuals or organisations controls the data and algorithms that power the language
model. This level of centralisation is a permutation of the principle of control in
McDonalisation, where systems are designed to maintain predictability and standardisation.
This degree of control can be an issue for religious discourse as it is totalising and can limit
the plurality and disregard the ambiguities of the religious tradition. In effect, the language
model may perpetuate stereotypes and reinforce existing biases.

Lastly, as a generative AI tool, Chat-GPT is intrinsically designed to favour quantitative traits
such as speed and quantity. It evokes the principle of calculability, which gives the impression

that quantity equates to quality and makes users unable to see the value of things. It draws

similarities with Rene Guenon's critique of how “horizontal knowledge” (quantitative knowledge

of things of this world) has replaced “vertical knowledge” (qualitative knowledge that looks

beyond this world) owing to the gravitational pull of modern materialism. On this basis alone,

it desacralises the search for knowledge. Chat-GPT has yielded a culture of immediacy and

accessibility in knowledge production that has fractured traditional structures of knowledge

and constructed new types of authority. 
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While the accessibility that the Internet provides has empowered individuals to make informed

decisions regarding religious beliefs and practices, it presents a challenge for religious leaders
or the Ulama, who traditionally serve as the gatekeepers of religious texts and interpretation.
Opportunities to acquire knowledge about Islam have emerged through social media platforms

such as TikTok and search engines like Google. In the same vein, Chat-GPT is an added

capillary that fuels the emergence of new religious expressions and belonging.

By prompting questions about religion on Chat-GPT, users no longer have to rely on traditional
gatekeepers and experience its concomitant challenges in search of knowledge. Why is there a

need to struggle for years when Chat-GPT can simultaneously consolidate themes in the Quran,

Hadith and thousands of Islamic texts instantly? There is a greater utilitarian benefit that Chat-
GPT provides, which drives a particular form of market reasoning that outsource morality and
thinking to be defined by market forces. The neoliberal market is only interested in individual
competition and has little consideration for the cultivation of the human through ethics and
virtue (homo-ethicus). As Rabbi Jonathan Sacks aptly said, “When morality is outsourced to
either the market or the state, society has no substance, only systems.  ” This may have severe
implications for the way in which Islam is learned, understood and applied to address the
complexities induced by modernity. When religious discourse is only reduced to a set of
systems, it becomes kafkaesque and loses its transformative power for human flourishing.
According to Imam Al-Mawardi, in order to strive for the common good, it is imperative to
incorporate a creative, ethical mode of thinking that is only possible through an
interdisciplinary approach. He describes this method as one that fuses the truths of the jurists

(tahqiq al-fuqaha) and the intricacies of the litterateurs (wa tarqiq al-udaba). Al-Mawardi drew

inspiration from the scriptural tradition of Islam but did not restrict his enquiry to these

sources. Instead, he also drew on parables found in the writings of philosophers and poets to

interpret the text. However, the main question is why didn’t he limit himself to a particular

discipline? It is because restricting oneself while attempting to understand the problems of the

world would be futile. In his words: 

Mechanisation of Religious Discourse
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In short, learning multiple disciplines requires time and effort, and the totalising nature of
Chat-GPT disregards these qualifiers in favour of convenience and utility. Even if it can produce

a religious response that draws from multiple sources, it is imprisoned to the letter of the law
and lacks the qualitative knowledge that prevents us from understanding its value.

Nonetheless, it is crucial to note that it does not appear in a vacuum rather, it is also a product
of factors that have reduced religion to a legal barometer. When religion is reduced only to

rituals, it will only act as a cog in a machine that can be replaced as long as the machine keeps
running. This machine is the market, and there is a need to reconfigure our intellectual

impulses to act as a countervailing force against the pervasive mechanisation of the world. The

question then would be, how do we do it?

Conclusion
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