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Over the last few centuries, there has been a general shift from hierarchical structures,
which prioritize the needs of the community and empower leaders, to flattened structures,
which focus on the needs of individuals and, consequently, empower individual agency. This
can be seen in the shift from monarchy to republics or the change from the Catholic
Church’s theocracy in Europe to the presence of a diversity of Christian churches worldwide

today.

Communication technologies have played a crucial role in this shift. According to Walter
Ong, oral cultures (pre-literary societies) have depended on concrete communication, which
is based on community and monolithic meaning-making, while literary culture depends on

abstract communication and individualized meaning-making.[1]

That is, oral cultures depended on authorities who knew
the truths about our world, be it elders or priests, as
these truth-keepers were tasked with maintaining the
information. In literary cultures, that job has been given
to texts. And in today's information society, that job is
assigned to computers.
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Texts - including books and traditional mass media - disseminate knowledge, making it
more accessible and thus making ‘the playing field’ more equal. However, books and mass
media in the past were still limited in their accessibility, both in terms of production and
consumption. They tended to be produced by experts and consumed by “the masses”. Digital
media and the mobile revolution[2], which took place circa the 2000s, created
unprecedented access to information, making much of human knowledge readily available
to nearly everyone at a low cost and in real time. This means that the role of authority

figures as holders and creators of sacred information was deeply challenged.

To understand authority in digital media, and more specifically, digital religion, Pauline
Hope Cheongl[3] offers three approaches (or logics) about authority today: the logic of
disjuncture and displacement, in which new media seems to erode traditional authority; the
logic of continuity and complementarity, in which religious authority either controls new
media for their communities, or embraces it and uses it to empower their positions; and the
logic of dialectic and paradox, which “recognizes the simultaneous presence of two

relational forces”[4] - in other words, a logic that recognizes that it is, in fact, complicated.
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Much of my research in digital religion points to this complexity. For example, I show how
digital enclaves work.[5] Websites that are created for and by religious users break the
mold they were designed to protect: they allow for taboo issues to be discussed online or
circumvent religious authority.[6] For example, issues of homosexuality or pornography are

discussed anonymously on Christian or Jewish websites. In a profound sense, authority in
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digital media shifts from expertise to aggregation. For example, in one early study on how
rabbis adapt to digital media, Campbell and I demonstrated how many rabbis began
assessing their authority in quantitative terms: the number of questions they answered
online.[7] Another way in which aggregation trumps expertise is through peer regulation,

which can be observed in online Q&A forums or social media.

In an attempt to make sense of this complexity, I suggest we pay attention to the structure
of the technology (what it affords) and its uses (how it is used). For example, if a religious
website posts only stories edited by the religious leadership and does not allow for
comments, then the power structure remains with the traditional leadership. If a religious
debate occurs on social media, then control is more distributed. Suppose an influencer
without any official religious training or education becomes a popular source of religious
content. In that case, traditional religious authority is disrupted, and the power structure is
inverted - from the bottom up, based on votes, shares, and likes coming from laypeople. In
all of these examples, the logic of the internet itself prevails - a logic that, supposedly,

supports personalization, individuality, choice, and a democratic epistemology.
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However, even in this information age, this logic is shifting, and with this change, our
notions of agency and authority continue to be challenged. The rise of datafication and
Artificial Intelligence (hereafter Al) calls for us to re-examine these notions. For one, the
process of datafication can turn users, even religious ones, into data points, thus, to some
extent, shifting agency from the person to the data.[8] When it comes to authority, I wonder

if our interactions with Al will create a new form of authority - not peer regulation,
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quantified authority, or digital religious creatives, but an authority that lies within the
machine. Recent scholarship[9]on the study of religion and AI shows that not only do
religious authorities utilize Al for religious purposes, but users also turn to Al for religious
questions and insights. In this way, we are positioning Al as the Elder, the Priest, the Truth-

Knower, with little insight into how that truth is known.
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