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Abstract  

The Ba'Alawi lineage controversy in Indonesia has generated extensive debate in digital spaces, yet 

previous studies have primarily focused on genealogical validity while paying limited attention to how 

religious authority, genealogical authenticity, digital legitimacy, and identity are negotiated online. This 

study examines the construction and negotiation of religious authority surrounding the Ba'Alawi 

lineage controversy through digital media. Employing a qualitative netnographic approach, the study 

analyzed 535 purposively selected YouTube comments from five videos, complemented by data from 

X and Google Trends. The data were analyzed using directed qualitative content analysis and thematic 

analysis. The findings identify four major themes: religious authority contestation, competing standards 

of genealogical authenticity, digital negotiation of religious legitimacy, and identity construction. The 

controversy has evolved from a genealogical dispute into a broader arena in which religious authority 

and identity are negotiated through public participation and algorithmic visibility. This study 

contributes to the growing scholarship on Digital Islam by demonstrating how genealogy-related 

controversies are transformed into negotiations of legitimacy and collective identity within digital 

environments. 

Keywords: Digital Islam; Ba'Alawi lineage; Religious authority; Netnography; Digital legitimacy. 

Abstrak 

Polemik nasab Ba'Alawi di Indonesia telah memicu perdebatan yang luas di ruang digital. Namun, 

sebagian besar penelitian masih berfokus pada validitas genealogi dan belum menjelaskan bagaimana 

otoritas keagamaan, autentisitas genealogis, legitimasi digital, dan identitas dinegosiasikan dalam 

diskursus daring. Penelitian ini bertujuan menganalisis konstruksi dan negosiasi otoritas keagamaan 

dalam polemik nasab Ba'Alawi melalui media digital. Penelitian menggunakan pendekatan kualitatif 

dengan metode netnografi terhadap 535 komentar YouTube yang dipilih secara purposif dari lima 

video, didukung oleh data dari X dan Google Trends. Data dianalisis menggunakan directed qualitative 

content analysis dan thematic analysis. Hasil penelitian mengidentifikasi empat tema utama, yaitu 

kontestasi otoritas keagamaan, persaingan standar autentisitas genealogis, negosiasi legitimasi 

keagamaan di ruang digital, dan konstruksi identitas. Temuan menunjukkan bahwa polemik tersebut 

telah berkembang dari sengketa genealogi menjadi arena negosiasi otoritas dan identitas yang 

dipengaruhi oleh partisipasi publik dan visibilitas digital. Penelitian ini berkontribusi pada kajian 

Digital Islam dengan menunjukkan bagaimana polemik genealogi bertransformasi menjadi kontestasi 

legitimasi dan identitas dalam ruang digital. 

Kata Kunci: Digital Islam; Nasab Ba'Alawi; Otoritas keagamaan; Netnografi; Legitimasi digital. 
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Introduction  

Religious authority has long occupied a central place in Islamic societies, shaping the 

ways in which religious knowledge is transmitted, interpreted, and practiced 

(Mohiuddin, 2023). Traditionally, authority has been associated with religious 

scholars, religious institutions, and established networks of learning recognized for 

their expertise in the Islamic sciences (Bano, 2022). However, authority in Islam has 

never been entirely fixed or uncontested. Rather, it is continuously negotiated through 

social, historical, and institutional processes that determine who is regarded as 

legitimate to interpret religious knowledge and represent the Islamic tradition (Alatas, 

2021). In contemporary contexts, these processes have become increasingly complex 

as digital technologies create new arenas in which religious claims are circulated, 

contested, and publicly evaluated. 

The rapid expansion of digital media has fundamentally transformed the production 

and dissemination of religious knowledge. Platforms such as YouTube, X (formerly 

Twitter), Facebook, TikTok, and online discussion forums have enabled religious 

debates to reach audiences far beyond traditional scholarly circles (AlMazaedh et al., 

2026). Consequently, religious authority is no longer mediated exclusively through 

mosques, pesantren, religious organizations, or formal scholarly institutions (Raya, 

2025). Ordinary users now actively participate in evaluating religious claims, 

endorsing particular interpretations, and challenging established authorities. Scholars 

of digital religion have argued that digital media not only facilitate the dissemination 

of religious knowledge but also reshape the very conditions under which religious 

authority is constructed and recognized (Campbell, 2013; Hosen, 2008). In Indonesia, 

these developments have contributed to the fragmentation of religious authority and 

the emergence of new forms of religious influence that increasingly depend on 

visibility, engagement, and public recognition within digital environments (Hannan & 

Mursyidi, 2023). 

One of the most significant manifestations of this transformation can be observed in 

the controversy surrounding the Ba'Alawi lineage (nasab Ba'Alawi) in Indonesia. The 

Ba'Alawi are a branch of the Hadhrami diaspora whose genealogy is traditionally 

traced to the Prophet Muhammad through Ahmad bin Isa al-Muhajir and his 

descendants in Hadramaut, Yemen (Walker, 2022). For centuries, descendants of this 

lineage—commonly known as habaib—have occupied influential positions within 

Indonesian Muslim society as religious scholars, preachers, educators, and community 

leaders (Rijal, 2020). Their social and religious standing has been reinforced not only 

through scholarly activities and religious service but also through the genealogical 

legitimacy derived from their status as descendants of the Prophet. Institutions such 

as Rabithah Alawiyah have played a pivotal role in preserving genealogical records 
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and maintaining the continuity of this lineage across generations (Alatas, 2005; Alatas, 

2018). 

The contemporary controversy emerged when KH Imaduddin Utsman, an Indonesian 

scholar and Chairman of the Fatwa Commission of the Indonesian Ulema Council 

(MUI) in Banten, published a series of works questioning the historical validity of the 

Ba'Alawi genealogy. Through books, lectures, podcasts, and public discussions, he 

argued that several crucial genealogical links within the Ba'Alawi lineage lack 

sufficient historical documentation. In particular, he questioned the genealogical 

connection through Ubaidillah, a figure recognized within the Ba'Alawi genealogy as 

a key ancestor linking the lineage to Ahmad bin Isa al-Muhajir. According to 

Imaduddin, a number of early genealogical sources do not record the existence of this 

figure, thereby raising doubts about the continuity of the lineage (Utsman, 2022; 

Utsman, 2023). His arguments attracted widespread public attention and generated 

intense debate across multiple digital platforms. 

The controversy gained even greater visibility as Imaduddin's arguments were 

disseminated through books, public lectures, podcasts, YouTube discussions, and 

social media platforms, allowing debates that had previously been confined to 

specialists in genealogy and Islamic scholarship to reach much broader audiences. 

These claims were subsequently challenged by Rabithah Alawiyah and numerous 

scholars who defended the established genealogical tradition. In response, a wide 

range of publications, public lectures, and institutional statements argued that the 

validity of the Ba'Alawi lineage cannot be assessed solely on the basis of the 

documentary criteria proposed by Imaduddin. Instead, defenders emphasized the 

authority of ‘ilm al-nasab (genealogical science), the cumulative recognition of 

generations of scholars, and concepts such as shuhrah and istifadhah, which refer to the 

widespread communal recognition and transmission of genealogical knowledge. They 

also rejected the use of modern DNA testing as a definitive means of evaluating a 

lineage that extends over more than a millennium (Alatas et al., 2024; Purwaningwulan 

& Zulkarnaen, 2025). 

Although initially framed as a dispute over genealogy, the controversy quickly 

evolved into a broader debate concerning religious legitimacy, authority, and 

authenticity. Questions about the validity of lineage became intertwined with broader 

questions regarding who possesses the authority to determine genealogical truth, 

whose interpretations should be trusted, and what standards of evidence should be 

considered legitimate in evaluating religious claims. Consequently, the controversy 

became more than a technical discussion among genealogists or historians. Instead, it 

developed into a highly visible public debate involving religious scholars, religious 

organizations, social media influencers, and ordinary internet users. 
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The expansion of the controversy into digital spaces significantly amplified its social 

impact. Discussions surrounding the Ba'Alawi lineage spread widely across YouTube 

channels, podcasts, online lectures, social media posts, and digital news platforms. 

Google Trends data indicate a substantial increase in public interest in the keyword 

"nasab habib" between 2023 and 2024, suggesting that the issue attracted attention far 

beyond specialized religious communities. At the same time, comment sections and 

social media discussions became important arenas in which competing actors 

defended, challenged, and negotiated competing claims of authority and authenticity. 

Digital platforms therefore did not merely host the controversy; they actively shaped 

the ways in which competing narratives were produced, circulated, and evaluated. 

Existing scholarship has provided important insights into the historical development 

of the Hadhrami diaspora, the social role of the Ba'Alawi community, and the nature 

of religious authority in Muslim societies (Alatas, 2005; Alatas, 2018; Alatas, 2021). 

More recent studies have also examined the Ba'Alawi lineage debate itself, focusing 

on the historical arguments advanced by competing sides and the implications of the 

controversy for contemporary Muslim communities (Muhajir & Alatas, 2023; Wahid, 

2025). Other scholars have explored how digital media contribute to the 

transformation and fragmentation of religious authority in Indonesia (Hosen, 2008; 

Hannan & Mursyidi, 2023; Rohmawati et al., 2025). Nevertheless, limited attention has 

been paid to how genealogical authenticity and religious authority are simultaneously 

negotiated within digital public discourse. Existing studies tend to focus either on the 

historical validity of genealogical claims or on broader transformations of religious 

authority, leaving insufficient understanding of how these two dimensions intersect 

within online environments. 

This article addresses that gap by examining how religious authority and genealogical 

authenticity are constructed, contested, and negotiated within digital discussions 

surrounding the Ba'Alawi lineage controversy in Indonesia. Drawing on a 

netnographic approach, the study analyzes YouTube discussions, public posts on X, 

Google Trends data, and related online materials collected between 2022 and 2025. 

Rather than evaluating the historical validity of competing genealogical claims, this 

article investigates how different actors mobilize competing sources of legitimacy, 

construct standards of authenticity, and negotiate religious authority within the 

context of contemporary Digital Islam. In doing so, it contributes to broader 

discussions of religious authority, digital religion, and the evolving dynamics of 

legitimacy in contemporary Muslim societies. 

Method  

This study employed a qualitative approach using netnography to examine how 

religious authority, genealogical authenticity, digital legitimacy, and identity 

construction are negotiated within online discourses surrounding the Ba'Alawi lineage 
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controversy in Indonesia. Netnography was selected because it enables researchers to 

observe interactions, conversations, and meaning-making processes as they naturally 

unfold within digital communities (Kozinets & Gambetti, 2021). Rather than 

determining the historical validity of the Ba'Alawi lineage, this study seeks to 

understand how different actors construct, maintain, and negotiate claims of authority 

and authenticity through digital media. Accordingly, the object of analysis is not the 

lineage itself but the discursive practices that emerge through debates over lineage in 

digital spaces. 

The primary data consisted of public comments posted on five YouTube videos 

representing the two principal positions in the Ba'Alawi lineage controversy: three 

videos presenting the views of KH Imaduddin Utsman and two videos from Nabawi 

TV representing the perspective of Rabithah Alawiyah. The list of analyzed videos is 

presented in Table 1. All data were collected between January 2022 and December 

2025. During the initial stage of data collection, more than 34,500 public comments 

were compiled as the research corpus. Subsequently, purposive sampling was 

employed to select 535 comments that directly addressed issues of religious authority, 

genealogical authenticity, digital legitimacy, and identity construction for in-depth 

analysis. As supplementary data, the study also utilized public posts on X (formerly 

Twitter) containing the keyword "nasab habib" and Google Trends data to 

contextualize patterns of public attention surrounding the controversy. 

Table 1. YouTube dataset analyzed 

No. Video title Channel Position in the 

controversy 

Upload 

date 

1 Habib Bukan Keturunan Rasulullah 

SAW? Kritik Sanad Nasab 

Guru Gembul Critiquing the Ba'Alawi 

lineage 

April 22, 

2023 

عثمان  عمادالدين الشيخ موضوع باطل علوي  با نسب 2  

في  اندونيسيا علماء لمجلس  الفتوى  لجنة رئيس البنتني  

 بنتن 

Nahdlatul Ulum 

Cempaka 

Presenting the views of 

KH Imaduddin Utsman 

May 18, 

2024 

3 Pesan untuk yang Mengaku sebagai 

Keturunan Rasul 

Nahdlatul Ulum 

Cempaka 

Presenting the views of 

KH Imaduddin Utsman 

October 

28, 2021 

4 Lautan Fakta Baalawy di Nusantara Nabawi TV Supporting the Ba'Alawi 

lineage 

August 30, 

2024 

5 Polemik Nasab dan Relevansi Tes 

DNA 

Nabawi TV Supporting the Ba'Alawi 

lineage 

May 19, 

2023 

Source: Compiled by the authors from YouTube data collected between January 2022 and December 

2025. 

The five videos were selected because they generated substantial public engagement 

and represented the two dominant narratives in the Ba'Alawi lineage controversy. By 

incorporating data from both perspectives, the study sought to capture the diversity 
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of discourses emerging in digital spaces, including narratives both supporting and 

challenging the genealogical claims of the Ba'Alawi lineage. Meanwhile, data from X 

and Google Trends served as contextual sources to complement the interpretation of 

issue dissemination and the dynamics of public attention throughout the study period. 

Data were analyzed using the directed qualitative content analysis approach 

developed by Hsieh and Shannon (2005), combined with the thematic analysis 

procedures proposed by Braun and Clarke (2006). The analytical process began with 

repeated readings of the entire dataset (data familiarization), followed by initial coding 

based on indicators derived from the study's conceptual framework. These indicators 

comprised: (1) Religious Authority, referring to claims concerning sources of religious 

authority, including ulama, habaib, institutions, and scholarly credibility; (2) 

Genealogical Authenticity, referring to standards used to verify lineage, such as 

historical documents, ‘ilm al-nasab, DNA, and istifadhah; (3) Digital Negotiation of 

Religious Legitimacy, referring to expressions of support, rejection, narrative 

dissemination, and digital interactions that influence the legitimacy of particular 

viewpoints; and (4) Identity Construction, referring to expressions of collective identity, 

group loyalty, social representation, and social categorizations such as habaib, kyai, 

indigenous Indonesians (pribumi), or people of Arab descent. Codes sharing 

conceptual similarities were subsequently grouped into broader themes and 

interpreted in light of the study's theoretical framework. This analytical process 

generated four overarching themes: (1) From Genealogical Dispute to Religious Authority 

Contestation; (2) Competing Standards of Genealogical Authenticity; (3) Digital Negotiation 

of Religious Legitimacy; and (4) From Lineage to Identity Construction, which constitute 

the foundation of the Results and Discussion section. 

Results and Discussion  

Mapping digital discourse in the Ba'Alawi lineage controversy 

To understand how the Ba'Alawi lineage controversy has been constructed within the 

digital public sphere, this study analyzed 535 YouTube comments, including reply 

comments, collected from five videos discussing the Ba'Alawi lineage controversy in 

Indonesia. All comments were analyzed using thematic analysis through an iterative 

reading process and thematic coding to identify recurring patterns of discourse. Each 

comment was subsequently classified into the theme that most accurately reflected its 

primary content, thereby providing an overview of prevailing public discourses 

surrounding the controversy. 

The analysis reveals that discussions surrounding the Ba'Alawi lineage extend well 

beyond questions of genealogical validity, evolving into broader debates over 

religious authority, standards of genealogical verification, the construction of 

legitimacy in digital spaces, and religious identity formation. These four themes 
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represent the principal patterns of discourse identified throughout the analytical 

process. The distribution of each theme is presented in Table 2. 

Table 2. Distribution of themes identified from the analysis of YouTube comments 

No. Theme Analytical focus Number of 

comments 

Percentage 

1 From Genealogical Dispute to 

Religious Authority 

Contestation 

Contestation of religious authority 

and the legitimacy of religious 

actors 

104 19.4% 

2 Competing Standards of 

Genealogical Authenticity 

Debates over methods and 

evidence for verifying lineage 

71 13.3% 

3 Digital Negotiation of 

Religious Legitimacy 

Construction of legitimacy 

through support, rejection, and 

digital participation 

301 56.3% 

4 From Lineage to Identity 

Construction 

Construction of religious identity 

and social affiliation 

59 11.0% 

Total 
 

535 100% 

Source: Authors' analysis of 535 YouTube comments, 2026. 

As shown in Table 2, Digital Negotiation of Religious Legitimacy emerged as the most 

dominant theme, encompassing 301 comments (56.3%). This finding indicates that 

most discussions within the comment sections focused on expressing support for, 

criticizing, or reinforcing the legitimacy of the individuals, institutions, and narratives 

involved in the controversy. In contrast, From Lineage to Identity Construction was the 

least prevalent theme, comprising 59 comments (11.0%). This suggests that issues of 

identity more frequently emerged as a consequence of debates surrounding religious 

authority and genealogical legitimacy than as the primary focus of discussion. 

Overall, the distribution of these themes demonstrates that the Ba'Alawi lineage 

controversy has evolved beyond a purely genealogical dispute. Discourses within 

digital spaces reveal the intersection of religious authority, mechanisms for 

establishing truth, practices of legitimacy formation through social media, and the 

construction of collective identity. Consequently, YouTube comment sections function 

not merely as spaces for expressing opinions but also as arenas in which diverse actors 

negotiate meanings, authority, and social positions within Indonesia's Digital Islam 

landscape. A more detailed discussion of each theme is presented in the following four 

subsections. 

From genealogical dispute to religious authority contestation 

Every religious controversy ultimately raises one fundamental question: who has the 

authority to determine the truth? This question emerged as one of the most prominent 

patterns of discourse in the Ba'Alawi lineage controversy within digital spaces. Rather 

than focusing solely on the validity of the genealogy itself, YouTube users devoted 
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considerable attention to debating the legitimacy of religious figures, ulama, and 

institutions regarded as possessing the authority to address the issue. The analysis 

identified 104 comments (19.4%) within the theme From Genealogical Dispute to 

Religious Authority Contestation (see Table 2). This finding indicates that the lineage 

dispute evolved into a contest over who should be recognized as a legitimate religious 

authority, shifting the debate from genealogy itself toward competing claims to 

religious legitimacy. 

One of the most salient patterns is the emergence of legitimacy grounded in intellectual 

credibility. Many users argued that the willingness to present rational and transparent 

arguments was more important than simply preserving established authority. This 

perspective is reflected in comments such as, "Children in Indonesia should be taught how 

to think critically rather than being indoctrinated with certain dogmas," and, "Thinking 

critically, scientifically, and wisely about this Habib debate does not mean we do not love the 

Habib; it is because many people falsely claim to be descendants of the Prophet." These 

comments suggest that many users constructed legitimacy through critical thinking, 

scholarly reasoning, and the courage to question long-established claims. Within this 

perspective, authority is perceived as deriving from intellectual competence rather 

than merely from social status or hereditary lineage. 

This pattern is particularly evident in discussions surrounding KH Imaduddin 

Utsman, whom his supporters portray as a figure courageous enough to challenge 

dominant narratives through historical and academic inquiry. This perception is 

reflected in comments such as, "Indonesia has many religious scholars, but scholars who are 

both knowledgeable and courageous like Yai Imad are extremely rare," and, "Knowledge should 

be explained as clearly as possible, even if doing so involves risks. If something is incorrect, it 

should be refuted scientifically." At the same time, digital spaces also reveal the opposite 

process—the delegitimization of alternative authorities. This is illustrated by 

comments such as, "Imad should not be called a kyai. Otherwise, he might become an ulama 

su'." These findings demonstrate that the contestation extends beyond competing 

arguments to encompass competing claims over who deserves recognition as a 

legitimate religious authority. 

Conversely, supporters of the Ba'Alawi lineage maintain legitimacy by appealing to 

the tradition of ‘ilm al-nasab, the authority of ulama, and institutions such as Rabithah 

Alawiyah, which have long served as authoritative references in the preservation and 

verification of genealogical records (Zaki et al., 2025). From this perspective, authority 

is not established through individual criticism but through the continuity of scholarly 

traditions, the collective recognition of genealogical experts, and institutional 

authority maintained across generations. These contrasting perspectives reveal two 

competing sources of legitimacy: one grounded in rational inquiry and empirical 

verification, and the other rooted in established scholarly traditions and institutional 
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authority. Consequently, the Ba'Alawi lineage controversy has developed into an 

arena where competing conceptions of religious authority are negotiated within the 

digital age. 

Overall, these findings demonstrate that YouTube comment sections function not only 

as spaces for exchanging opinions about lineage but also as arenas in which religious 

authority is constructed, maintained, and challenged. Authority is no longer 

understood as an inherent attribute of particular individuals or institutions; instead, it 

emerges through ongoing processes of public recognition shaped by argumentation, 

criticism, and user support. Consequently, the Ba'Alawi lineage controversy has 

evolved beyond a dispute over genealogy into a reflection of broader transformations 

in the formation of religious authority in the digital era. Social media enable new actors 

to gain recognition through argumentative competence and digital visibility while 

simultaneously creating opportunities for long-established authorities to be openly 

questioned. 

Competing standards of genealogical authenticity 

The central issue in the Ba'Alawi lineage controversy extends beyond whether a 

particular genealogy is valid or invalid; it also concerns what forms of evidence should 

be regarded as legitimate for establishing genealogical truth. Discussions within 

YouTube comment sections reveal that users debate not only the substance of 

competing arguments but also the epistemological standards employed to verify 

genealogical authenticity. This pattern is reflected in 71 comments (13.3%) categorized 

under the theme Competing Standards of Genealogical Authenticity (see Table 2). The 

coding results indicate that the debate evolved into a competition among multiple 

forms of evidence, ranging from historical manuscripts, genealogical texts, and 

scholarly chains of transmission to philological analysis and DNA testing. 

Consequently, the focus of discussion shifted from competing genealogical claims 

toward debates over the methods considered most legitimate for establishing truth. 

Most supporters of KH Imaduddin Utsman regarded documentary evidence and 

historical criticism as the primary foundations for evaluating genealogical claims. 

From this perspective, the validity of a genealogy should be supported by historical 

manuscripts, historiographical evidence, and scholarly inquiry that remains open to 

critical examination. This view is reflected in comments such as, "This is not about belief 

or personal preference; it is about knowledge that must be studied and communicated, and about 

truth that must be demonstrated." A similar perspective appears in comments proposing 

that the government convene "experts in genealogy, historical manuscripts, history, 

philology, DNA, and other related fields" to discuss the issue within an academic forum. 

These findings suggest that many users no longer rely on a single source of epistemic 

authority but instead advocate a multidisciplinary approach to verifying genealogical 

claims. 



Aufaq, Negotiating religious authority 

111 

 

This tendency is further reflected in the emergence of user-driven collective verification. 

Rather than simply accepting the information presented by content creators or 

speakers, many users independently examined historical records, chronological 

evidence, and written sources. For example, one comment argued that "KH Imaduddin 

Utsman al-Bantani's findings have yet to be refuted because Imam Ubaidillah, the alleged 

ancestor, remains a fictitious figure in genealogical texts dating from the fourth to the seventh 

centuries Hijri." Another user challenged a historical chronology by noting that "Datu 

Kelampayan died in 1812, whereas Snouck Hurgronje was born only in 1857." These 

examples demonstrate that digital spaces function not only as venues for expressing 

opinions but also as arenas for collective fact-checking, where users actively compare 

historical sources to assess the validity of competing claims. 

Conversely, supporters of the Ba'Alawi lineage tend to defend standards of 

authenticity grounded in the continuity of the ‘ilm al-nasab tradition, the recognition of 

genealogical experts, and the authority of institutions such as Rabithah Alawiyah. 

From this perspective, genealogical validity depends not solely on modern 

documentary evidence but also on the continuous transmission of knowledge 

maintained across generations. Debates over the use of DNA testing further highlight 

these contrasting approaches. Some users regard DNA analysis as an objective form of 

scientific verification, whereas others argue that such technology cannot reliably 

establish a lineage extending back more than a thousand years and therefore should 

not serve as the principal basis for determining genealogical authenticity. These 

contrasting positions reveal the coexistence of two competing epistemological 

frameworks for understanding genealogical authenticity. 

Overall, these findings demonstrate that genealogical authenticity is not understood 

as a singular historical fact but rather as the outcome of ongoing negotiations among 

competing standards of evidence. Digital spaces enable users to combine historical, 

philological, genealogical, and scientific approaches in support of the positions they 

consider most convincing. Consequently, the Ba'Alawi lineage controversy has 

evolved into a broader debate over how truth is produced, verified, and legitimized 

within digital society. The resulting contestation therefore extends beyond genealogy 

itself, reflecting broader transformations in how contemporary Muslim communities 

understand the relationship between scholarly tradition, empirical evidence, and 

epistemic authority in determining genealogical authenticity. 

Digital negotiation of religious legitimacy 

The Ba'Alawi lineage controversy not only illustrates debates over genealogy and 

religious authority but also demonstrates how religious legitimacy is produced, 

maintained, and negotiated within digital spaces. Unlike conventional religious 

settings, where authority is typically grounded in ulama or established religious 

institutions, social media enable ordinary users to participate actively by expressing 
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support, criticism, and recognition of competing religious narratives. This dynamic 

emerged as the most dominant theme in the present study, with 301 comments (56.3%) 

categorized under Digital Negotiation of Religious Legitimacy (see Table 2). These 

findings indicate that public discussions are no longer focused solely on verifying 

genealogical claims but increasingly on how particular viewpoints acquire legitimacy 

through interaction and participation within digital audiences. 

This transformation is also reflected in the growing level of public attention devoted 

to the Ba'Alawi lineage controversy, as evidenced by Google Trends data. Between 

2022 and 2025, the keyword "nasab habib" experienced several notable surges in search 

interest, particularly throughout 2023 and the first half of 2024, before gradually 

declining during 2025. This pattern suggests that the controversy unfolded through 

multiple waves of public attention, likely stimulated by the emergence of new content, 

public discussions, and responses from prominent figures involved in the debate. 

Consequently, an issue that had previously been discussed primarily among ulama 

and genealogical experts evolved into a broader public discourse involving digital 

audiences on a much larger scale. 

 

Figure 1. Google Trends interest in the keyword "nasab habib" in Indonesia (2022–2025) 

Source: Google Trends (2025), compiled by the authors. 

The increase in public attention coincided with high levels of user participation within 

YouTube comment sections. However, the analysis reveals that most users did not 

primarily debate the substance of genealogical claims but instead expressed support 

for particular narratives or public figures. This pattern is reflected in comments such 

as, "This is a very valuable piece of content, Sir. Thank you for sharing your knowledge," and, 

"Respect to Guru Gembul for having the courage to discuss such a sensitive issue. Hats off to 

him." These comments indicate that legitimacy is constructed not only through the 

strength of arguments but also through public appreciation of a creator's courage, 

credibility, and consistency in addressing sensitive issues. Audience support therefore 

constitutes an important mechanism through which authority is established within 

digital spaces. 

Beyond expressing support, users also actively promoted the dissemination of 

particular narratives through various forms of digital participation. This is illustrated 
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by comments such as, "Come on, everyone. Don't just stay silent. Like and share this 

everywhere—across social media and WhatsApp groups. Let's make it go viral and trending." 

Such comments demonstrate that users recognize the importance of social media 

algorithms in expanding the reach of particular narratives. Legitimacy is therefore 

acquired not only through scholarly authority but also through digital visibility 

generated by likes, shares, comments, and the circulation of content. In other words, 

users function not merely as recipients of information but also as active participants 

who strengthen or weaken the legitimacy of competing viewpoints through their 

digital interactions. 

As a result, YouTube comment sections function not merely as spaces for expressing 

opinions but also as arenas for the public evaluation of competing religious claims. 

Users assess arguments, express support, reinforce narratives they find persuasive, 

and criticize viewpoints they perceive as lacking credibility. Comments receiving 

higher levels of engagement gain greater visibility, thereby shaping public perceptions 

of who deserves recognition as a legitimate religious authority. These findings 

reinforce Campbell's (2013) argument that authority within digital environments 

increasingly depends on visibility, interaction, and audience recognition alongside 

established forms of scholarly authority. 

Overall, the Ba'Alawi lineage controversy illustrates a fundamental transformation in 

the mechanisms through which religious legitimacy is constructed in the digital age. 

Whereas authority was previously grounded primarily in religious institutions, 

scholarly chains of transmission (sanad), and communal recognition, social media have 

introduced new mechanisms that are profoundly shaped by public participation and 

algorithmic visibility. Within this context, legitimacy is produced not only through the 

arguments advanced by religious figures but also through collective support 

expressed in comments, likes, shares, and the dissemination of content across digital 

platforms. Consequently, religious authority has become increasingly open, 

participatory, and continuously negotiated within digital spaces. 

From lineage to identity construction 

Not all users perceive the Ba'Alawi lineage controversy merely as a matter of history 

or genealogy. For many participants, the debate serves instead as a means of affirming 

religious identity, social affiliation, and their position toward particular groups. The 

analysis identified 59 comments (11.0%) categorized under the theme From Lineage to 

Identity Construction (see Table 2). Although this theme represents the smallest 

proportion of the dataset, it reveals an important transformation in the discourse: a 

shift from debates over genealogical verification toward the construction of collective 

identity. Within this context, lineage is no longer understood solely as a historical fact 

but also as a symbol representing shared values, loyalty, and a sense of belonging to a 

particular religious community. 
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One of the most prominent patterns is the emergence of affective identity, whereby 

identity is constructed through emotional attachment to a particular group regardless 

of whether genealogical claims can be historically verified. This pattern is reflected in 

comments such as, "My love only grows stronger. Love does not require proof... those who 

hate will continue to hate even when the truth is clear," and, "My heart will never waver; I 

will always love the habaib*, the descendants of the Prophet."* These comments indicate 

that, for many users, their relationship with the habaib is grounded not solely in the 

validity of genealogical claims but also in loyalty, respect, and emotional attachment 

that have become integral to their religious identity. Consequently, historical 

verification does not necessarily constitute the primary basis upon which individuals 

position themselves within the controversy. 

Conversely, some users construct their identities around moral values, emphasizing 

ethical conduct and equality as the principal foundations for respecting others. This 

perspective is reflected in comments such as, "In my opinion, it is not only Habib who 

deserves respect; we should respect all human beings. Why should we place excessive emphasis 

on honoring the descendants of the Prophet?" This comment suggests that some 

participants do not reject the existence of the habaib as descendants of the Prophet but 

oppose the use of genealogical status as the primary basis for social esteem. Within 

this perspective, religious identity is grounded in moral principles that regard virtue 

and ethical conduct (akhlak) as more important than hereditary origin. Consequently, 

the Ba'Alawi lineage controversy expands into a broader debate over the values 

considered most representative of religious life. 

These findings also complement patterns identified in previous studies of social media 

discussions, where lineage issues are frequently associated with identity categories 

such as pribumi (indigenous Indonesians), Arabs, kyai kampung (local Islamic scholars), 

and representations of Islam Nusantara. Comments such as, "Now is the time for the rise 

of Nusantara kyai and local kyai, not the Ba'Alawi Habib," and, "Keep going, Kyai Imad. 

Don't lose momentum. Raise the status of our local kyai," illustrate how some users 

interpret the controversy as reflecting the relationship between local identities and 

those associated with Hadhrami descent. Although such narratives did not dominate 

the coded YouTube comments, their presence indicates that debates over lineage can 

readily evolve into broader discourses concerning social representation, religious 

leadership, and the boundaries of collective identity within Indonesian Islam. 

Overall, these findings demonstrate that the Ba'Alawi lineage controversy has 

generated not only debates over religious authority and genealogical authenticity but 

also diverse forms of religious identity within digital spaces. Some users construct 

their identities through emotional loyalty to the habaib, whereas others emphasize 

moral values, equality, or local Islamic traditions as the primary foundations of 

religious identity. As Trepte (2006) argues, social identity becomes increasingly salient 
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when boundaries between social groups are perceived to be challenged or contested. 

Within the context of this controversy, lineage functions as a catalyst that activates pre-

existing social identities. Consequently, what began as a dispute over genealogy 

ultimately evolved into a broader debate over who represents Islam, which values 

should be upheld, and what forms of religious identity gain recognition within the 

digital public sphere. 

Conclusion  

This study demonstrates that the Ba'Alawi lineage controversy within digital spaces is 

no longer confined to debates over genealogical validity but has evolved into a 

multidimensional arena in which religious authority, competing standards of 

genealogical authenticity, digital legitimacy, and collective identity are simultaneously 

negotiated. Analysis of 535 YouTube comments identified four major patterns of 

discourse: From Genealogical Dispute to Religious Authority Contestation, Competing 

Standards of Genealogical Authenticity, Digital Negotiation of Religious Legitimacy, and 

From Lineage to Identity Construction. These findings indicate that lineage functions as 

a catalyst for broader debates concerning who has the authority to define religious 

truth, what forms of evidence should be regarded as legitimate for verifying religious 

claims, how legitimacy is constructed through digital participation and algorithmic 

visibility, and how religious identities are shaped through loyalty, moral values, and 

social affiliation. Consequently, digital media function not merely as channels for 

disseminating information but also as spaces in which religious authority, 

genealogical authenticity, and religious identity are simultaneously produced, 

negotiated, and contested. 

This study contributes to the growing scholarship on Digital Islam by demonstrating 

that genealogical controversies can be understood as processes through which 

historical disputes are transformed into negotiations of religious authority and 

identity within the digital media ecosystem. Unlike previous studies, which have 

primarily focused on the historical validity of the Ba'Alawi lineage or the positions of 

particular actors, this study argues that religious legitimacy is increasingly shaped by 

public participation, algorithmic visibility, and interactions among users on digital 

platforms. Nevertheless, this study has several limitations. First, the analysis is based 

on data drawn from only five YouTube videos and Google Trends, and therefore does 

not capture the dynamics of discourse across other digital platforms such as TikTok, 

Instagram, Facebook, or Telegram. Second, the analysis focuses exclusively on 

comments written in Indonesian and therefore does not reflect transnational 

discussions within the broader Hadhrami diaspora. Future research should adopt 

cross-platform approaches, incorporate methods such as social network analysis and 

artificial intelligence–based topic modeling, and compare the dynamics of the 

Ba'Alawi lineage controversy across different countries. Such approaches would 
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provide a more comprehensive understanding of the ongoing transformation of 

religious authority and identity within contemporary digital Muslim societies. 
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