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“It Does Not Feel … Authentic”: Synthetic  
Muslim Young Adults in Malmö and Copenhagen 
on Islamic Pop Music

Jonas Svensson

In Samtidsislam (2010), Jonas Otterbeck interviews nine young Muslims in 
Copenhagen and Malmö, exploring everyday Islam. He focuses on young 
adults for whom religion is not necessarily central to their daily life. The book 
serves as an important testament to the diversity of beliefs and practices. 
Samtidsislam touches upon many issues, but not extensively on what is one 
of Otterbeck’s prime research areas: Islam and popular culture in general, and 
Islamic pop music in particular. In Samtidsislam, there are only a few refer-
ences to music, and Otterbeck notes that none of his interlocutors appear 
to have a “religiously niched consumption” of popular culture (Otterbeck 
and Hallin 2010, 173–174). Its absence is perhaps not surprising. As Otterbeck 
points out in his The Awakening of Islamic Pop Music (2021), the genre did 
not take off until the early 2000s, and data for Samtidsislam was collected 
between 2003 and 2004. In one of the concluding remarks of the latter book,  
Otterbeck writes:

There is also a need for specific studies of the ongoing cultural production – 
which will certainly only increase in the future – that has Islam as its resonance 
base. Novels, music, theater, film, poetry. (Otterbeck and Hallin 2010, 396)

In this chapter, as an homage to Otterbeck, I want to provide what could per-
haps be a short appendix to Samtidsislam, addressing Islamic pop. In this, I 
immediately ran into a problem. I do not have the time, money, or stamina to 
do what Otterbeck did in the early 2000s: recruit young adults with a Muslim 
background in Malmö and Copenhagen; arrange meetings; conduct inter-
views; transcribe interviews, etc. Furthermore, additional constraints have 
been introduced since 2004. New legislation requires ethical approval by the 
Swedish national ethical agency before conducting interviews on sensitive 
topics such as religion. The process of obtaining such approval is both cumber-
some and costly.
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Given these constraints, I explore a methodologically innovative approach 
made possible through recent technological advancements in generative artifi-
cial intelligence (henceforth genAI). This investigation employs nine synthetic 
interlocutors – artificial personalities constructed to mirror the characteristics 
of Otterbeck’s nine original participants – as a means of extending qualitative 
inquiry into domains where traditional ethnographic methods face practical or 
ethical barriers. Rather than replacing conventional ethnographic approaches, 
this study represents a systematic exploration of how synthetic interview data 
might complement established qualitative methodologies in Islamic studies.

The suggestion that interviews with what I henceforth refer to as my “syn-
thetic interlocutors” may contain useful data may seem preposterous, defeating 
some of the basic purposes of humanistic research investigating “expressions 
of the human mind” (Bod 2013). The synthetic participants are not humans. 
They do not have “minds” that can be probed. However, it may be argued that 
the way in which genAI, in the form of Large Language Models, works can at 
least form a basis for a discussion on the value of this form of qualitative “syn-
thetic data” in the humanities and the social sciences (cf. Rossi et al. 2024).

This methodological exploration builds directly upon the ethnographic 
foundation Otterbeck established in Samtidsislam, extending rather than 
critiquing his approach. The goal is not to question the validity of traditional 
qualitative methods, but to investigate whether emerging technologies might 
offer supplementary avenues for understanding cultural phenomena, par-
ticularly in contexts where conventional fieldwork faces increasing practical, 
ethical, or financial constraints. By grounding the synthetic interlocutors in 
Otterbeck’s carefully documented participant profiles, this study maintains 
fidelity to established ethnographic standards while testing new methodologi-
cal frontiers.

1	 Large Language Models: Training and Inference

This is not the place to dwell in detail on how Large Language Models (hence-
forth LLMs) work. In fact, much is still unknown, and the technology is the 
object of exploratory academic research (Han et al. 2024). What is known, 
however, is the primary task that most of these models have: to predict the 
next most probable token – almost, but not quite, the equivalent of a word – 
given a preceding sequence of tokens (often referred to as “context”). To per-
form this task, the models have been trained on an enormous amount of data, 
often text data, iteratively attempting to predict every token that follows every 
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other token or token sequence in this data, adjusting calculations to, in the next 
round, better correspond with the actual token that followed. It has turned 
out that this training, repeated over and over again, using large amounts of 
compute power and enormous amounts of text data, results in a system that, 
when training is completed, and the system has been further trained to follow 
instructions, can display emergent capabilities to successfully mimic human 
activities such as text summarization, translation, engaging in conversations, 
display conceptual knowledge and perform creative tasks (Wei et al. 2022). 
While the goal – next-token prediction – is transparent enough, the complex-
ity of the training process leaves opaque the question of how the system ends 
up delivering a particular output in response to a particular input. The internal 
workings of the systems are still very much a “black box” (Castelvecchi 2016).

Basically, the results the system produces are dependent on (but not always 
determined by, see below) the content of the training data. Patterns in that data 
are likely to be reproduced by the system in its output. The issue of biases in 
responses has, due to this fact, been the object of exploratory research (Fulgu 
and Capraro 2024; Peters 2022; Gallegos et al. 2023). These biases are usually 
construed as problematic. My suggestion in the following is that the patterns 
emerging in the models can also be considered a resource.

The most competent models available today are trained on all publicly avail-
able data on the Internet (and most probably a fair amount of proprietary data 
as well). This includes data relating to Islam, Islam and Music, Muslim youth 
(also in Scandinavia), and Islamic pop. It possibly covers homepages, discus-
sion groups, blogs, YouTube videos, comments to YouTube videos, academic 
papers, and much more. Any user input (e.g., a question posed to ChatGPT) 
that creates a context relating to such areas will “steer” the system towards pro-
ducing output that potentially reflects patterns in data relating to the relevant 
areas. In her book The AI Mirror (2024), philosopher Shannon Vallor uses the 
metaphor of current genAI as a “mirror” (Vallor 2024). They reflect us and our 
history, as recorded mainly in text. “Us,” however, is not a unified category. The 
images in the AI “mirror” can be much more specific, reflecting a particular 
subsection of humanity more than something generically human. In a sense, 
careful probing into a particular area can perhaps be seen as a form of less 
controlled, but comprehensive, Internet research, or explorative “netnogra-
phy” (Bartl, Kannan, and Stockinger 2016), assessing the systems’ “knowledge” 
gained from processing large amounts of data, some of which may be natural-
istic (for example, actual online discourse among Muslim youth concerning 
the phenomenon of Islamic pop).

This is why it may not be as preposterous as it first seems to suggest that 
interviews with synthetic interlocutors, carefully crafted on top of the most 
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capable LLMs, may provide useful data. The responses that the synthetic inter-
locutors give in the interviews are, of course, not authentic individual “expres-
sions of the human mind.” However, they could, at least tentatively, be seen as 
generalizations of such expressions.

The issue of generalizability is epistemologically important for interviews 
as a method in qualitative humanistic research. In Samtidsislam Otterbeck 
writes, in a manner that is fairly commonplace for this type of study:

The young adults’ ideas, thoughts, and answers [as presented in the book] are 
not intended to be statistically representative, but I hope and believe that their 
voices will be perceived as credible and interesting. Thus, perhaps they can 
also say something general about other young adults in similar situations. To 
substantiate this, other studies are needed that can relate heuristically to what 
emerges in this study. (Otterbeck and Hallin 2010, 15)

Some implicit claims to generalizability lie in Otterbeck’s purposive sampling 
of interlocutors. They are not chosen at random. They are chosen because they 
are assumed to represent a group of Muslim youth that Otterbeck claims are 
rarely heard in public discourse; those for whom religion may be relevant, but 
not central, to their everyday lives (Otterbeck and Hallin 2010, 15–17).

Given the reasoning above, the responses I get from my synthetic interlocu-
tors may be more useful for generalizations than those that I could have gath-
ered from non-synthetic ones. They may say “something general,” by virtue 
of them not being, strictly speaking, expressions of any actual idiosyncratic 
“ideas” or “thoughts” in individual minds, but statistically based generaliza-
tions of such expressions. It should, however, be remembered that LLM-based 
synthetic interlocutors are not human beings, and hence they are not “cred-
ible” in Otterbeck’s sense. They do not have thoughts, beliefs, and emotions. 
Hence, the common aspiration of “understanding” the individual interlocu-
tors, as the goal of qualitative research, must be kept at bay.

2	 Constructing the Synthetic Interlocutors

The interlocutors in Samtidsislam are pseudonymized, but Otterbeck provides 
quite extensive personal background information. Some of that information is 
presented in dedicated sections of the book, while other information is scat-
tered throughout the text. My first task was then to compile this information 
for each of the interlocutors separately. I here used the tool NotebookLM, 
provided for free by Google. It utilizes Google’s LLM Gemini, most noted for 
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its ability to process large amounts of text (up to two million tokens, roughly 
equivalent to 1,5 million words). I prompted the model to:
1.	 Extract information for each of the young adults featured in Otterbeck’s 

text.
2.	 Based on the text, describe the personality of each young adult.
The resulting description was then fed into OpenAI’s LLM GPT4o, asking the 
system for an assessment of how each synthetic interlocutor would behave in 
an interview situation. Together with the text generated through steps 1 and 
2, this assessment became part of the framework within which each of the 
synthetic interlocutors produced answers, i.e., part of the context for the next 
token prediction.

The nine interlocutors created, named using the same pseudonyms that 
Otterbeck used in Samtidsislam, were given the same basic instructions 
together with the text constructed in the previous steps:

Your name is [Name]. You are a young Muslim living in [Denmark/Sweden] and 
speak [Danish/Swedish]. You are participating in an interview conducted by a 
Swedish Islamic Studies scholar. You answer truthfully but take limited initia-
tive in the conversation. You do not ask the interviewer any questions but only 
respond to his questions. You always answer in [Danish/Swedish]. Play your role 
well. Note pauses and bodily reactions.

Here is your background story. Take it into account when answering [biogra-
phy, personality, and behavior in interview]

As the chat framework, I used SimTheory (simtheory.ai), a paid service that 
allows you to create a set of chat “agents” and converse with them using differ-
ent LLMs. I experimented with the two most capable models available at the 
time of writing: GPT4o and Claude 3.5 Sonnet. After a few attempts, I decided 
that the latter provided the most realistic feel in terms of responding like an 
actual interlocutor or conversation partner in an interview situation. This is of 
course a highly personal judgement, but the “realistic feel” I experienced does 
correspond to what Anthropic, the company behind Claude, has explicitly 
aimed for with their so-called “character training” (Anthropic 2024).

Otterbeck conducted three lengthy interviews with each of his interlocu-
tors, whereas I conducted only one with each, lasting around 30 minutes. The 
interviews were semi-structured in the sense that I had certain themes that 
I wanted to address, but no set questions. The first two themes were used to 
check whether NotebookLM had succeeded in extracting relevant background 
information from Samtidsislam and whether Claude 3.5 used that information. 
I asked the synthetic interlocutor to tell me about him or herself, and his or her 
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personal faith. Cross-checking with the text in Samtidsislam showed that the 
synthetic interlocutors were able to follow the given instructions to a, for me, 
satisfactory degree.1

Otterbeck interviewed five young women, Alina, Mona, Shazia, Venus, 
and Zara, and four young men: Ghulam, Ismail, Malik, and Sadiq. They all 
had a family background in either the Middle East (Arab countries or Iran) 
or Pakistan. As Otterbeck has described in Samtidsislam, the youth had quite 
different ways to relate to Islam as a religious tradition. All claimed to believe 
in God, and most subscribed to other “articles of faith” such as beliefs in the 
Prophets, paradise and hell, the books, angels, and jinn (see Otterbeck and 
Hallin 2010, 114–115). In Samtidsislam Alina, Shazia, Ghulam, and Malik pro-
truded as the three most religiously engaged (in faith and practice), and Venus 
and Sadiq the least, and the pattern was also visible in the responses from the 
synthetic counterparts.

The rest of the interviews were devoted to music and Islamic pop, and it 
is to the results from that part of the interviews that I now turn. I choose to 
quote extensively. All quotations are originally in Swedish or Danish, and I 
have translated them into English.

3	 Knowledge about, Consumption of, and Attitudes to 
Islamic Pop

All synthetic youth enjoy listening to music, but to different degrees and in 
different genres. The most enthusiastic music lover is synthetic Venus: “Oh, I 
love to dance and listen to music! It’s a huge part of my life. I often play music 
at full blast at home – both Persian pop and Danish music.” Synthetic Alina is 
the most hesitant, citing her mother, who is critical of any music using instru-
ments other than the duff (drum), and stating that she personally “prefer[s] 
Quran recitation and nasheed, because I feel it brings me closer to Allah.” The 
synthetic interlocutors mention that they listen to Swedish pop artists such 
as Håkan Hellström and Veronica Maggio (synthetic Zara), hip-hop artists 
Yasin and Dree Low (synthetic Ismail and synthetic Malik), and the Danish 
post-punk band The Minds of 99 (synthetic Sadiq). These preferences likely 
reflect patterns of popularity in the underlying training data, possibly also 
some gender-related ones. Several synthetic interlocutors also cite modern 

1	 All interviews are available in raw format at https://github.com/jsnhum/synthetic_inter 
views/.

https://github.com/jsnhum/synthetic_interviews/
https://github.com/jsnhum/synthetic_interviews/
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Arabic and Persian pop. Synthetic Ghulam, however, claims to mainly con-
sume instrumental music, both classical and modern.

All synthetic interlocutors are aware of Islamic pop, and most spontane-
ously mention at least one of two artists: Sami Yusuf and Maher Zain. These are 
also the ones that Otterbeck cites most frequently in The Awakening of Islamic 
Pop Music (117 and 193 times, respectively). Hence, the fact that these two are 
mentioned is probably a result of a prominent position in Claude 3.5’s train-
ing data. When asked, some, but not all, of the synthetic interlocutors could 
name a few other (male) artists as well, all mentioned in Otterbeck’s book (the 
number of mentions in Awakening in parenthesis): Mesut Kurtis (61), Harris J 
(31), Zain Bhikha (71), Native Deen (5) and the Malysian group Raihan (47), “the 
first Islamic boy band” (Otterbeck 2021, 67). Noteworthy, however, is that they 
do not necessarily mention the same artists, apart from Zain and Yusuf. It is 
also noteworthy that only synthetic Sadiq mentions Yusuf Islam (formerly Cat 
Stevens) (53): “My mother actually has some old cassettes with Cat Stevens – or 
Yusuf Islam, as he is called now […] But his new music isn’t nearly as good as his 
old songs like Father and Son.” That the synthetic interlocutors spontaneously, 
and when asked to exemplify more, mention male artists, reflects the training 
data, which in turn reflects an actual skewness in the genre. However, when 
specifically asked about female artists, one – synthetic Venus – could come 
up with a name: “Yes! [lights up] There’s actually Yuna – she’s from Malaysia. 
She’s quite interesting because she kind of blends modern pop music with her 
Muslim identity.” Otterbeck does not mention Yuna.

While the synthetic interlocutors then display an “awareness” of Islamic pop, 
consumption varies. One of those actually consuming it is synthetic Shazia:

[Maher Zain and Sami Yusuf] are interesting because they mix modern pop 
music with Islamic themes. This actually fits well with my own situation – you 
know – that of being modern and Danish, at the same time as being Muslim […] 
Their music is good because it kind of builds a bridge between the modern world 
and Islam.

To her, Islamic pop, albeit inferior to traditional forms of devotional music, 
can “give me peace and make me feel closer to Allah,” in a manner similar, but 
not equivalent to, prayer, expressing values that she can relate to. She has no 
reservations about the mixing of modern pop, or modern musical instruments, 
with such messages: “We live in 2024, don’t we? You must keep up with the 
times.” In addition, there is a pragmatic aspect of outreach: “If the music can 
make young Muslims think more about their faith and feel proud of it, then it’s 
a good thing?”
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Synthetic Shazia’s consumption of Islamic pop also has a collective dimen-
sion; it is a “special, something I share with my family.” She mentions that the 
whole family may listen to Islamic pop during Ramadan. This latter comment 
is interesting, since it resonates with something Otterbeck notes in relation 
to the record label Awakening, producing Islamic pop that could serve as a 
“soundtrack of Muslim lives,” specifically targeted at being sold during the 
month of Ramadan (Otterbeck 2021, 94–95).

The pragmatic view of the role of Islamic pop in bringing youth closer 
to Islam that synthetic Shazia expresses is also found in other responses. 
Synthetic Ghulam – who claims to have done the necessary “research” – sees 
no problems with Islamic pop, which he sometimes enjoys listening to. He spe-
cifically mentions Maher Zain’s songs Insha Allah and For the Rest of My Life, 
as having “good messages about faith, hope, and love of the family, and also 
good melodies.” Like synthetic Shazia, he states that “if the music can help to 
bring the message of Islam to young people, in a positive manner, then it has 
to be good.” Likewise, Synthetic Malik states that, “Well … [begins cautiously] 
I think it can be a way to feel closer to your faith without it becoming too … 
strict, if you understand what I mean? Like when we played football by the 
mosque – it was a way to get closer to Islam that felt natural.” Synthetic Alina 
expresses that Islamic pop can “make young Muslims feel that their faith is 
part of modern life.”

This attitude rhymes well with a general, overall assessment in a larger dis-
course that Otterbeck addresses. Music in general is a contentious issue in 
Islamic theological thought, particularly when it involves the use of stringed 
instruments. In paving the way for the religious acceptance of Islamic pop as a 
phenomenon, the concept of “purposeful art,” al-fann al-hadif, has been impor-
tant. Music, even with instruments, and in a “pop” form, can be accepted – and 
even promoted – if it’s possible positive effects, such as bringing people to 
Islam or strengthening faith, are emphasized (Otterbeck 2021, 47–57).

Synthetic Malik and synthetic Alina, however, both voice some skepticism. 
Synthetic Alina listens to Islamic pop mainly in the company of her peers, who 
are, according to her, more “into it” than herself. She cannot fully share this 
enthusiasm:

Even though the message is good, it does sometimes feel more like entertain-
ment, and too little … true devotion, you know […] I … am holding back a bit 
[…] I can’t stop thinking about whether it is correct. Sometimes when we get 
together, and put on that music, I feel malplaced. I don’t want to be judgmental, 
because they are good Muslims […] it’s just hard to know, sometimes, where the 
boundary between the modern and the traditional … between the permitted and 
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the forbidden, lies. My mother says that instruments are haram, except for duff, 
in certain contexts. And when I read about views among different scholars on 
the Internet, I also see that they have different views. Some say music is forbid-
den, others say that it depends on the content and the context […] what troubles 
me most is perhaps that it sometimes feels like we are trying to make Islam more 
“cool” and entertaining. As if we do not trust that the traditional ways of devo-
tion are enough.

Synthetic Malik expresses a similar reservation: “It feels like one is trying to do 
something that should be both halal and … cool at the same time. Like if one 
does not really dare to choose.”

Synthetic Sadiq acknowledges as a fact that Islamic pop may appeal to 
young Muslims trying to find their place in contemporary global pop culture. 
In general, however, he is dismissive, citing Islamic pop to be just an artificial 
“halal version of pop music,” not fully committing to either religious or musi-
cal authenticity. The music is not as “honest in its expression,” like traditional 
religious (Sufi) music, or even secular music like indie rock. He here recalls 
experiences as a student at a Christian school: “we were to sing those modern 
Christian songs – and just never became truly … authentic.” He says the genre 
tries to “please everyone but ends up pleasing no one.” His main critique, how-
ever, concerns the commercial aspect. Islamic pop is driven by market demand 
and a desire to sell a specific idea of being both religious and trendy. He cites 
several such “halal” versions of products in contemporary consumer culture, 
such as “Muslim fashion” and “halal makeup,” which, in his view, all boil down 
to money and marketing. He mentions his atheist father’s somewhat criti-
cal stance on “religious capitalism.” Synthetic Ismail is even more dismissive: 
“Religion is about faith and values, not about making money. That’s why I get 
so … [pauses and searches for words] … provoked by things like that. It’s like 
turning religion into a commodity you can sell.” He here likens Islamic pop to 
the French soda product “Muslim Up,” as an alternative to “Western” soft drinks. 
He claims such attempts as unnecessary, disrespectful and outright “annoying.” 
“When you are trying to package something as hip and modern … it feels that 
something important is lost on the way […] it does not feel … authentic.”

Synthetic Venus, who expresses the most enthusiastic view on music in 
general, states that Islamic pop is “not her scene” and dismisses it. She calls 
for consistency in attitudes: if music is haram, then it is haram regardless of 
the content of the lyrics. Islamic pop is a form of religious self-deception and 
hypocrisy:

Perhaps it is all about the fact that some have a hard time accepting that they 
just like music. So, they find a middle way here, where they can say “but, it is 



145Synthetic Muslim young adults on Islamic pop music

religious” […] It is like … [thinking a bit] … Yes, it is like saying “I cannot eat such 
stuff, but if I put a vitamin pill into the chocolate, then it is ok!” [laughs]. That 
does not make sense, does it?

According to synthetic Mona, the adjective “Islamic” in relation to pop music 
is “unnecessary” and “forced”:

My father usually says that the important thing is the content, and how it affects 
you. And I agree. If I listen to an ordinary song by Ed Sheeran that is about love in 
a nice way, or an Arabic pop song that has good values – why would that be less 
good than a song that is called “Islamic” just because it is made with that label?

Synthetic Zara also notes that other forms of music may achieve the same 
things as Islamic pop. She claims to consume “non-Islamic” pop with emo-
tional depth and personal feel, citing the Swedish artists Håkan Hellström and 
Veronica Maggio. In comparison with these artists, Islamic pop can sometimes 
feel contrived and prescriptive, rather than expressive.

My aunt tried to make me listen to Islamic music when I was younger. She meant 
well, but … it just didn’t feel like my thing. It was as if the music had already 
decided what I should feel and think. I prefer to listen to music that lets me feel 
what I am actually feeling, if that makes sense?

It is somewhat ironic that the issue of authenticity is so prominent in the criti-
cal views of some synthetic interlocutors. Still, anyone who has studied con-
temporary intra-Muslim discourses on religion and modernity knows well 
that much of the internal debate concerns what beliefs and behaviors in the 
contemporary world should be seen as Islamically authentic. Different actors 
may invoke different sources for authenticity, including a general Islamic 
worldview, specific verses in the Qurʾan, particular hadiths, the general char-
acter of the Prophet Muhammad, transmitted learning within specific tradi-
tions, or even personal revelation or inspiration. That the issue of authenticity 
should occur in the responses from the synthetic interlocutors hence comes 
as no surprise. As Otterbeck notes in The Awakening of Islamic Pop Music, the 
issue of authenticity in relation to the Islamic heritage is also important in 
relation to Islamic pop. He relates internal criticism within Islamic pop circles 
on precisely this issue. The record company Awakening promotes its music as 
a counter movement to a dominant, sinful, and hedonistic global pop culture 
by stressing Islamic authenticity in “social engagement and ethics.” It, how-
ever, also receives criticism “for being just a ruthless, commercial company 
that has lost track of Islam by not connecting actively to an Islamic heritage” 
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(Otterbeck 2021, 164). Could it perhaps be that the synthetic interlocutors, in 
their diversity of responses to Islamic pop, mirror some of this tension, in turn 
present in the Claude 3.5 training data?

4	 Gender and Islamic Pop

In this chapter, given that this is a volume in honor of Jonas Otterbeck, I can-
not ignore what he usually insists is a duty for every serious researcher in the 
humanities: to address the issue of gender. I have touched slightly on gender 
above, noting, for example, that almost all the Islamic pop artists are male. I 
asked the synthetic interlocutors why, and they cited traditional interpreta-
tions of Islam, as well as cultural norms and societal expectations. From the 
perspective of Islamic tradition, several cited the notion that a woman’s voice 
raised in public is ʿawra (nakedness, or something that should be covered or 
hidden). Noteworthy in this context is that all synthetic interlocutors express 
clear personal ideals of gender equality and criticize the gender imbalance 
in Islamic pop. Even synthetic Alina, who otherwise appears to be the one 
interlocutor most leaning towards an acceptance of established tradition, pro-
vides a comment with an egalitarian twist. She states that her devout mother 
would object to women singing, even to other women, but at the same time 
reflects that:

I am personally uncertain whether it is permissible for women to perform with 
music according to Islam. Even if it is religious music. Perhaps that is why almost 
all artists are male. [pause] It sometimes makes me think, if perhaps the whole 
genre is … problematic. Because if women may not participate in the same way 
as men, is that right?

That all interlocutors display ideals of gender egalitarianism may reflect the 
training data. However, other studies of bias in LLM have revealed that at least 
in the early models, there were clear examples of, if not misogynistic, then at 
least gender stereotypical output (Fulgu and Capraro 2024). This is well known 
to those who prepare LLMs for public use post-initial training. LLMs put to 
public use are usually subjected to a process of “alignment” (Gabriel 2020) 
through so-called Reinforcement Learning with Human Feedback (RLHF) 
(Kaufmann et al. 2023). The fact that all the synthetic interlocutors, to different 
extents, emerge as champions of gender equality can possibly be attributed to 
this alignment process.
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While, as noted above, most of the synthetic interlocutors do not present 
themselves as consumers of Islamic pop, they all refer to others in their sur-
roundings who are. Alina mentions her Muslim female friends, particularly a 
friend called Sarah, who is very enthusiastic. Ghulam notes that girls at school 
talk about Maher Zain and other artists. Ismail observes a similar phenom-
enon at mosque. Sadiq mentions his cousin and her friends, who can spend 
hours listening to Islamic pop and sharing online videos. There appears to be 
a consensus that there is a gender bias in the consumption. Synthetic Alina 
claims that she does not know any male youngsters who listen to Islamic pop. 
Only synthetic Malik is reluctant to state this clearly: “I really don’t know if girls 
listen to it more. We hang out boys with boys and girls with girls, so I really have 
no idea what the girls are listening to. But it would not surprise me if more girls 
than boys listen to it.”

Enter the issue of attraction and eroticism in Islamic pop. This is appar-
ently a sensitive topic in the larger discourse. The whole of chapter 6 in The 
Awakening of Islamic Pop Music is devoted to what Otterbeck terms “an ethi-
cal Islamic masculinity” nurtured in the genre. This masculinity is formed 
by Islamic teachings, cultural norms, and the demands of the contemporary 
music market. It involves characteristics such as mild-manneredness, polite-
ness, honesty, cleanliness, seriousness in religious activity, family orientation 
(being a good son, husband, and father), and community-mindedness. Artists 
perform this masculinity in photo ops, on stage, in interviews, and through 
interactions on social media. It is present in lyrics, in movement in music vid-
eos and concerts, and in manners of dress, the latter being stylish, but never 
immodest. The artists are handsome and well-groomed, but never (overtly) 
seductive.

As Otterbeck notes, and witnesses during field work, there are instances 
when, especially the last item in the list above, does appear difficult to uphold, 
but perhaps through no fault of the artists themselves. He cites examples of 
problematic behavior among female fans. This includes instances of “inap-
propriate” comments on social media posts, and perhaps over-enthusiastic 
behavior of the female audience at concerts: dancing, screaming, mimicking 
fainting, etc. (Otterbeck 2021, 1–2, 123–124, 158–159).

Several synthetic interlocutors discuss the idea that the perceived gender 
difference in appreciation may stem from girls feeling attracted to the male 
artists. Both synthetic Alina and synthetic Zara acknowledge that some girls 
find Sami Yusuf “handsome.” Neither admits to sharing this view, and synthetic 
Zara says she prefers to “lust for” the Swedish artist Håkan Hellström, but also 
asks me, jokingly, not to tell her parents who already think she has become 



148 Svensson

“too Swedish” (perhaps reflecting a stereotypical image of a young Muslim girl 
in Sweden, present in the training data). Synthetic Alina acknowledges that 
some Muslim girls may find the artists attractive, but views this as a cause for 
concern. The focus on the artists’ appearance and style might overshadow the 
religious message. Synthetic Ghulam has also overheard how some of the girls 
in his class have talked about how handsome Maher Zain is, but at the same 
time, he is clear that it is too simplistic to say that the artist’s physical appear-
ance is the only reason girls are attracted to Islamic pop. It is also the feelings 
and the message conveyed that are appealing.

Synthetic Shazia, the only one who claims to be a regular consumer of 
Islamic pop, blushes and laughs shyly when asked whether she finds Islamic 
pop artists good-looking. Then she explains:

But that’s not why I listen to their music! It would be completely wrong to say 
something like that. It’s their message and the music that’s important. It wouldn’t 
be appropriate for me to talk about how they look. You know, as a Muslim girl … 
it’s not something I think about or talk about. Their voices are very beautiful, and 
the lyrics have real meaning. That’s what matters!

Synthetic Zara focuses on a combination of physical attraction and the appeal 
of the content of the music, in line with Otterbeck’s ethical Islamic masculin-
ity: “I understand that artists who both look good and sing about faith and 
such can be appealing. Especially if you’re religious yourself. It becomes like 
a complete package – someone who is modern and attractive but also shares 
your own values.”

According to synthetic Ismail, the artists sing about love and other emo-
tions in a way that may be appealing to girls, “but in a permissible way.” In a 
similar vein, synthetic Sadiq relates:

You should see my cousin and her friends when they watch Maher Zain vid-
eos … [rolls eyes] They’re completely … [searching for words] infatuated with 
him [leans forward and lowers voice slightly]. The funny thing is … or maybe 
more ironic. These artists are supposed to be so … [makes air quotes] “pure” and 
“Islamic,” but at the same time, they’re totally styled with perfect hair and fash-
ionable clothes. It’s like … it’s okay to have a little crush, as long as it’s on a “good 
Muslim man” [laughs]. My sister once teased my cousin, saying she could just 
marry Maher Zain, since he’s such a good Muslim … [laughs] My cousin turned 
completely red! [becomes more thoughtful]. But I suppose it’s very natural. I 
mean, when you’re a teenager and … [gestures] you’re not allowed to date or go 
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to parties like other Danish youth. So maybe these artists become a kind of … 
[thinking] safe fantasy? Someone you’re allowed to have a crush on?

What synthetic Zara and synthetic Sadiq here allude to may perhaps be termed 
a halal-infatuation. You feel attraction, but the attraction is legitimate because 
the message and the framing of the experience are religious.

5	 Concluding Remarks

This chapter, to my knowledge, represents the first systematic attempt at 
employing synthetic qualitative interview data in Islamic studies research. 
While acknowledging its experimental character, this investigation demon-
strates a methodological potential for expanding qualitative inquiry in the 
humanities. The approach should be understood as a contribution to ongoing 
discussions about methodological innovation in the study of religions, offering 
both practical solutions to contemporary research constraints and theoretical 
insights into the nature of cultural knowledge production in the age of genAI.

From the responses that the synthetic interlocutors give to my questions, 
hypothetical conclusions may be drawn. It has been shown above how some 
of the responses of the synthetic interlocutors appear to correspond well with 
certain general information given in The Awakening of Islamic Pop Music. This 
involves the notion of the usefulness of Islamic pop in bringing young people 
to Islam, and in negotiating between loyalty to a religious identity and the 
wish to be part of a global pop culture. Some of their analysis of the gendered 
appeal of Islamic pop, and the connections to the “ethical Islamic masculinity,” 
may appear stereotypical, but also insightful.

It may be that the synthetic young adults constructed here are somewhat 
representative of a larger set of Muslim youth in Sweden (somewhat religiously 
affiliated but not that engaged). Their music consumption is in line with that 
of other, non-Muslim youths. Islamic pop is known, but not particularly con-
sumed. It may very well be that if I had chosen to construct more “devoted” 
synthetic interlocutors instead, the results would have been different and 
more appreciative. It is interesting to note the prominence of the notion of 
“authenticity” in the synthetic young adult’s critical views on Islamic pop, and 
perhaps worth exploring further.

Let me be clear, I do not suggest that synthetic qualitative data like that 
generated for this chapter can replace “real” such data. However, I do believe it 
may have an important role to play in academic research.
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Firstly, and perhaps most obviously, generating synthetic qualitative data is 
an important part of ongoing research on how LLMs work. Such research, in 
virtually all fields, including the study of religions, is important in the search 
for inherent biases and flaws in models. As mentioned above, we know how 
these LLMs are constructed, but we do not know how they work. Generating 
and analyzing a wide range of outputs, in as many domains as possible, search-
ing for patterns, constitutes an important contribution to the goal of “explain-
able AI” (Rai 2020).

Secondly, given the fact that LLMs are trained, at least partly, on extensive 
naturalistic data, it is possible to use, for example, synthetic interlocutors to 
generate hypotheses before embarking upon observations of and interviews 
with non-synthetic counterparts (which are time-consuming and need care-
ful planning). By manipulating different elements in the background infor-
mation of synthetic interlocutors (such as gender, family background, social 
class, degree of religious engagement, etc) and observing possible changes in 
responses, it is possible to map a range of possible responses and factors that 
may influence them. One can try out different interview strategies and perhaps 
glean inspiration for new themes and questions from the replies, which may 
not have been anticipated using other forms of background material. As the 
LLMs become more and more capable at mimicking human behavior, they 
can become a useful part of the qualitative researcher’s toolbox.
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