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Abstract

The article introduces and analyses the homepage of the Azhar-trained Egyptian scholar
Yasuf al-Qaradawi. This includes not only the analysis of the website’s content but also
of its context of production, i.e. Doha, a place that can be described as a hub of media-
produced reality of Arabic-speaking Muslims since the mid-1990s. The author, Bettina
Grif, states that Qaradawi was one of the first scholars to realise that the cooperation
with journalists, editors, and producers of new media institutions would help to restore
the influence of Muslim scholars in Muslim societies and worldwide. She identifies the
techniques by which Qaradawi’s self-proclaimed position as a global Islamic authority
is implemented on his website. The potential of Qaradawi being recognised as a global
authority, however, is questioned. The author argues that the relationships constitutive of
his almost translocal authority were and still are negotiated in special sets of actions, namely
in Qatar, Egypt, Palestine, Europe and, on the occasion of various conferences with a Sunni
Islamist agenda, around the world. Although Yasuf al-Qaradaw’s worldwide popularity,
based on his activities in both the traditional and the new media, is beyond dispute, the
author points to the necessity of distinguishing between popularity and authority.

The authority of a religious scholar (‘alim) is by no means taken for
granted today. On the contrary, it is subjected to competition by lay
preachers, intellectuals, scientists, politicians and journalists, all of whom
confer information as to what Islam i1s and how it should properly be
put into practice.? How do scholars respond to these challenges and
which strategies do they employ for coping with this competition?

* Zentrum Moderner Orient, Berlin.

! Paper presented at the 5th Annual Media Conference: “Religion, Media, and the Mid-
dle East”, Beirut, 2-5 October 2005. I am grateful to Nadja-Christina Schneider and Alex-
andre Caeiro for their comments on an earlier draft of this paper.

? Eickelman and Piscatori call this phenomenon “fragmentation of sacred authority”,
see Dale Eickelman, and James Piscatori, Muslim Politics (Princeton, NJ: Princeton Univ.
Press, 1996), p. 131. Following the German sociologist Wolfgang Sofsky I use the term au-
thority for a mutual but asymmetrical relationship of recognition, being always negotiated,
and not attainable by force. See Wolfgang Sofsky, Figurationen sozialer Macht. Autoritiit—Stell-
vertretung—~Roalition (Frankfurt/M.: Suhrkamp, 1994), pp. 22-42.
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In the present article, the website of the Qatar-based Egyptian scholar
Yasuf ‘Abdallah al-Qaradawi serves as a case study of such a response.
This website, which forms part of his media activities, was the object of
observation over a number of years. The ensuing examination intends to
scrutinize both the image of Qaradawl as conveyed by his website and
the target groups for which this image is constructed. To this end, the
following procedure will be employed: First, an overview of his website
will be given. Subsequently, it will be argued that Qaradawt’s website
serves as a platform for his aspiration to recognition as a worldwide
religious authority for Muslims. To a certain extent, this contradicts
the theses of some researchers who have analysed Qaradawt’s website
purely in the context of a “Cyber Islamic Environment”, as Gary Bunt
has done, or who conceive of it as part of a “Communité virtuelle”, as
proposed e. g. by Jon Anderson.? The approach followed in this article
is close to Ermete Mariani’s thesis that online fatawa (legal opinions) and
similar resources can be assessed only in connection with the technical
and organisational context of the websites which present them. This
seems to be the only way to avoid the perception of cyberspace as
disconnected from the off-line world and also to understand the role
which an ‘@lim can acquire in contemporary society.

Yasuf Qaradawi, born in 1926 in the village of Saft Turab in Egypt,
can be described as an Azhar scholar who, in his younger days, was an
active member of the Muslim Brotherhood and who has never given up
his engagement as a da‘tya for what he has called “the contemporary

3 Gary Bunt, Islam in the Digital Age: E-Fihad, Online Fatwas and Cyber Islamic Environments
(London: Pluto Press, 2003); Jon Anderson, “Des communautés virtuelles? Vers une théo-
rie ‘techno-pratique’ d’Internet dans le monde arabe”, in: Maghreb-Machrek, no. 178 (Hiver
2003-2004), pp. 45-105; for an overview before 2000, see Ruidiger Lohlker, Islam im Inter-
net: neue Formen der Religion im Cyberspace (CD-ROM) (Hamburg: Deutsches Orient-Institut,
2000); see also the special issue: Yves Gonzalez-Quijano, “L’Internet Arabe. Introduction”,
in: Maghreb-Machrek, no. 178 (Hiver 2003-2004), pp. 7-10, and Albrecht Hofheinz, “Das In-
ternet und sein Beitrag zum Wertewandel in arabischen Gesellschaften”, in: Politische und
gesellschaftliche Debatten in Nordafrika, Nah- und Mittelost. Inhalte, Triger, Perspektiven, ed. Sigrid
Faath (Hamburg: Deutsches Orient-Institut, 2004), pp. 449-472.

* Ermete Mariani, “Fatwa on-line: Proposition pour une méthode de lecture”, unpub-
lished paper presented at the Fourth Mediterranean Social and Political Research Meet-
ing, Florence & Montecatini Terme 19-23 March 2003, organised by the Mediterranean
Programme of the Robert Schumann Centre for Advanced Studies at the European Uni-
versity Institute.
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message of Islam” (al-fikr al-islamz al-mu‘asir).” Living in Doha, the capital
of Qatar, since the beginning of the 1960s, he has maintained close
contacts to Islamist intellectuals and activists.® Qaradawt’s political ac-
tivities as a preacher have always transcended the local context of Doha
and this also explains why he has, over time, been open to using a great
variety of media channels.’”

Qaradawi has not been involved in any political or juridical activities
on a national level in Qatar.® His mission is the dissemination of a
contemporary Islam of balance and moderation (al-wasatiyya wa-I-‘tidal)’

> Yusuf Qaradawi, Sahim fi tatwir al-mawqi, hitp://www.qaradawi.net (accessed Aug. 29,
2005).

% See his three-part autobiography that covers his life up until 1977: Yasuf al-Qaradawi,
Ibn al-qarya wa-l-kuttab. Malamik sira wa-masira, vol. 1-3 (Cairo: Dar al-Shurtq, 2002-2005).
Armando Salvatore considers Qaradawi to be one of the most representative theorists of al-
sahwa al-islamiyya, see his Islam and the Political Discourse of Modernity (Berkshire: Ithaca Press,
1997), pp. 197-217. For further literature on Qaradawi, see the bibliography in the ap-
pendix.

” For Qaradawt in different media, see Anne-Sofie Roald, “The Wise Men: Democra-
tization and Gender Equalization in the Islamic Message: Yasuf Qaradawi and Ahmad al-
Kubayshi on the Air”, in: Encounters 7, no. 1 (2001), pp. 29-55; Jakob Skovgaard-Petersen,
“The Global Mufti”, in: Globalization and the Muslim world: culture, religion, and modernity, eds.
Birgit Schaebler, and Leif Stenberg (Syracuse, N.Y.: University Press, 2004), pp. 153-165
and Barbara Stowasser, “Old Shaykhs, Young Women, and the Internet: The Rewriting of
Women’s Political Rights in Islam”, in: The Muslim World, no. 91 (2001), pp. 99-119.

8 A successful strategy for scholars to gain recognition as religious authorities (and dem-
onstrate it in terms of censorship) in the context of nation states is through (institutionalized)
legitimisation of state politics as can be seen in Egypt under Husni Mubarak, see Gilles Ke-
pel, Der Prophet und der Pharao (Miinchen, Ziirich: Piper, 1995; '1993), p. 18.

9 Wasatiyya is an ideological term supported not only by Qaradawi, but by many oth-
ers especially after 9/11. The term was coined by Qaradawt since the 1970s. It refers to
the maintenance of balance between old and new as well as between the different Islam-
ic legal schools and doctrines (including the skz‘a) based on the ummatan wasatan concept in
the Koran (2/143). I‘tidal is the opposite term to extremism (lafarruf), which, according to
Qaradawi, can include both secular and radical trends. Out of his more than 120 books, see
his al-Sahwa al-islamiyya bayna l-jubid wa-I-tatarruf (Qatar, 1982) or recently his Khitabuna al-
wslami fi “asr al-‘awlama (Cairo: Dar al-Shurtiq, 2004), p. 9. See also Raymond William Bak-
er, “Building the World in a Global Age”, in: Religion, Social Practice, and Conlested Hegemonies.
Reconstructing the Public Sphere in Muslim Majority Socities, eds. Armando Salvatore, and Mark
Le Vine (New York: Palgrave, 2005), pp. 109-131. Baker relates wasaftyya to Islamic main-
stream or mainstream centrist intellectuals (cf. ., p. 111). In 2005 a conference was held
in Kuwait, organised by the Ministry for Religious Affairs, with the title al- Wasatiyya...minhay
al-hayat. In the following year a second conference, also organized by the Ministry, took place
in Washington. Also in 2006 a global wasatiyya centre was founded in Kuwait (al-Markaz al-
‘@lamt li-l-wasatiyya). This centre has strong relations to Yusuf al-Qaradawi as becomes ob-
vious from a conference organised in honour of Qaradawt in July 2007 in Doha (Multaga
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that can be adopted and accommodated by many, both elites and
a broader public, to their own purposes. Qaradawt’s first and most
influential book The Lawful and the Prohibited in Islam was first published
in 1959, and has since been reprinted more than fifteen times and
translated into many languages.'’

Meanwhile he has become a very popular scholar. This is no doubt
due to his presence in print and the electronic media. Qaradawi as
a media figure is attributed different functions in different contexts.
For many organised European Muslims his views count as an important
reference point for questions of religious practice. In these contexts
his name serves as a legitimisation of their identity as Muslims."!
For non-Muslims the name Qaradawl operates (increasingly) either
as a symbol of the Muslim other, from which one has to distinguish
oneself, or as an example for non-violent action and a partner for
dialogue.'?

It is certainly no coincidence that one of the most popular con-
temporary Muslim scholars lives in Doha, a place that can be described
as the hub of media production for Arabic-speaking Muslims since the
foundation of the satellite TV station al-Jazira in 1996, the Internet

al-imam al-Qaradaw?). Other conferences, differing in protagonists and aims, are organized.
These include, for example, a conference in Bahrain by Muntada al-fikr al-‘arab? with the title
al-Wasatiyya bayna l-tanzir wa-t-tatbiq (conference volume published in Amman, 2006).

19" Al-halal wa-I-haram fi l-islam, 15th edition, (Beirut, Damaskus, Amman: al-Maktab al-
Islami, 1994; '1959).

"' For example, together with Tariq Ramadan and Amr Khalid, al-Qaradaw1 was in-
vited to the highly publicised annual conference of the Muslim Association of Britain (MAB)
in London, 2004.

12 As an example of the latter, see Greater London Authority, Why the Mayor of London
will Maintain Dialogues with all of London’s Faiths and Communities. A Reply to the Dossier against
the Mayor’s Meeting with Dr. YViisuf al-Qaradaw? (London, 2005). For an opposite view, see how
Qaradawi is portrayed at the Internet portal of the Middle East Media Research Institute
(MEMRYI), Attp://www.memri.org, or recently Alexander Dietrich, “Scheich Yussuf Mustafa
al-Kardawi schiirt im Karikaturen-Streit Hass. Seine Worte gelten vielen Moslems mehr
als die ihrer Staatschefs”, in: Die Welt (February 7, 2006). For the complex relationship be-
tween identity and media, see Carsten Winter, Tanja Thomas, Andreas Hepp, “Medi-
enidentitiaten. Eine Hinfithrung zu den Diskussionen”, in: Medienidentititen. Identitit im Kontext
von Globalisierung und Medienkultur, eds. Carsten Winter, Tanja Thomas, Andreas Hepp (Kéln:
Herbert von Halem Verlag, 2003), pp. 7-26.
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portals IslamOnline” and IslamWeb,"* as well as of Internet technology
companies like iHorizons."”> The question to which extent Qaradawt’s
worldwide popularity has not only increased his renown but also
strengthened his position as a religious authority is vital and touches on
the general possibility of gaining media-produced religious authority.

Yasuf al-Qaradawl’s website with the domain name Qaradawi.net has
been on the Web since January 9, 1997. It was the first personal site
of an ‘@lim in Arabic.'® The site is produced in Doha, the capital of
Qatar, by the Internet company iHorizons. Its founder, the Qatari-
born Palestinian Muhammad at-TakrtT, is a graduate of the Faculty of
Engineering at Qatar University. It was he who had the idea of creating
a website for Yasuf Qaradawi in 1996. The result, www.qaradawr.net, was

' IslamOnline.net (IOL) has been online since 1999 in Arabic and English. It counts as
one of the most visited Islamic sites. The body behind the website is the Al-Balagh Cultur-
al Society which was established in 1997 on the initiative of the Qatari Maryam Hasan al-
Hajari, an I'T student from the University of Qatar, and the Qatari Dr. Hamid al-Ansari,
a scholar at the Sharta Faculty, University of Qatar. In the beginning, the project was sup-
ported by the University of Qatar and especially by Yasuf Qaradawi, who is still the chair-
man of the Al-Balagh Society today. The headquarters and I'T development of IOL are
based in Doha, while most of the content is produced by more than 150 employees at the
IOL offices in Cairo. IOL is mainly financed by donations and by selling its technical know-
how to other Islamic institutions. Personal communication with Maryam Hasan al-Haja-
1, Doha, Dec. 4, 2005.

" See hitp://www.islamweb.net. IslamWeb has been online since 1999. It is produced by
the ministry of awqaf in Doha in Arabic, English and French and is financed by the Qa-
tari state.

1 Today iHorizons is the biggest I'T company in Qatar and is also very successful in the
other Gulf countries. Along with Qaradawi, this company’s clients include, among others,
two private Qatari daily newspapers (al-Raya and al-Sharg), the television channel al-Jazira
as well as the official information site of the state of Qatar (kttp://www.qatarinfo.net).

'8 In comparison, Attp: //www.bayynat.org, the website of the Lebanese Ayatollah Muham-
mad Husayn Fadlallah has been online since Nov. 17, 1999 and that of the Syrian Sheikh
Muhammad Said al-Butt (kttp: //www.bouti.nei) since July 20, 2000. This information is re-
trievable from Attp://www.alexa.com and http: //www.archive.org. 1 would like to thank Dr. Al-
brecht Hotheinz who was the first to provide me with information on Internet statistics. As
of the mid-1980s religious sources are digitalised in Qom and made accessible for internal
use, see Stefan Rosiny, “Internet et la marja‘iypa. L’autorité religieuse au défi des nouveaux
medias”, in: Maghreb-Machrek, no. 178 (Hiver 2003-2004), p. 61. For the website of al-Bati,
see Sandra Houtot, “Culture religieuse et media électronique: Le cas du cheikh Muham-
mad al-Batt”, in: Maghreb-Machrek, no. 178 (Hiver 2003-2004), pp. 75-88.
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and remains his zakat in service to the Muslim community and, at the
same time, an advertisement for his company.” As of 2001, the web
address is registered in Toronto, Canada, while previously, from 1997
to 2001, the host-provider was in the United States.'®

The site was initially composed in Arabic and English. It opened with
an elaborately designed picture, in which QaradawI was portrayed as
a preacher of a just Islamic order in a global context. Qaradawi was
presented in the following way: He stood on a podium to the right
wearing a white jallabiyya, a brown qufian and a red-and-white ‘wmma
on his head, which is the attire of the Azhar scholars. His right index
finger was raised. The centre of the picture was filled by a golden scale
and a revolving globe. To the left, a mosque with a green dome and
minaret could be seen. Above the globe there was a Koran with a sword
behind it. From right to left the following Koranic verse ran in Kufic
script: Wa-kadhalika ja‘alnakum ummatan wasatan l-takiani shuhada’a ‘ala -
nast wa-yakina al-rasalu ‘alaykum shahidan (“Thus, have We made of you
an Umma justly balanced, that ye might be witnesses over the nations,
and the Messenger a witness over yourselves”).! The top of the picture
was framed by the sentence Safahat al-Qaradaw? ‘ala [-intirnit, while its
English translation “Qaradawi’s pages on the Internet” ran along the
bottom of the picture.”” The website had little structure and did not
provide very much content until it was redesigned and restructured in
June 2001 and became a highly elaborate site.?!

The layout has since been simplified. The site now uses only Arabic.
The new header is divided into three parts and consists of Qaradawt’s
name (calligraphically written in red and orange) and a periodically
changing slogan next to a portrait of Qaradawi. Slogans selected for the

17 See http://www.ihorizons.com; accessed on Aug. 30, 2005 and personal communica-
tion with Dr. Hamid al-Ansari, the co-founder of the Internet portal IslamOnline.net, Doha,
Dec. 6, 2005.

'8 http: 1/ www.allwhots.com (accessed Aug. 29, 2005).

19 Koran 2/143, Yisuf Al translation.

2 http: /] www.archive.org/web/20010105183700/ http:// qaradawi.net (accessed Aug. 25,
2005).

2l The reasons for this were largely technical. Up until 1999 no browser software was
able to visualise Arabic characters. The first browser to solve the problem was InternetEx-
plorer 5.0 (Microsoft). This technology also enabled for the first time Arabic-language web-
sites to contain and offer interactive features and dynamic linking.
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website include, for instance, Muqawamat al-zulm la takan illa bi-l-wasa’l
al-mashra‘tyya (Resist injustice only with legal means) in August 2005, or
Mahrggan munasarat al-shaykh al-Qaradawt (Celebration in support of Sheikh
Qaradawi) in February 2005.% The Koranic verse 2/143 in Kufic script
can still be seen in yellow script against a blue background.”

Below the header follow the site’s contents, divided into three columns.
To the right are the links to the individual categories, 21 in total. In the
centre the current news items of and about Qaradawi with respective
dates are presented. Every news item is complemented by a picture,
mostly QaradawT’s portrait or Qaradawi preaching. The left side provides
the internal search engine, a box for regular opinion polls, a section
offering the opportunity to join the email lists (which unfortunately
do not work), as well as three promotional links. The first of these is
directly linked to Qaradawt’s own site, to the column Sahim fi tatwir
al-mawqr (Participate in the development of the website). The second
link leads to the home page of a campaign established by Qaradawi
in 2001: “In solidarity with the people of Palestine to ease the effects
of the blockade imposed by the occupying forces and in support of
their steadfastness”. The campaign is titled lzlaf al-khayr (Union for
Good).?* Finally, the third promotional link advertises the Qatari-based
IT company iHorizons. On the iHorizons company page, Qaradawt’s
Internet entry reads as follows:

Horizons, the leading Internet software and content management solution provider
in the region, has launched the new website of Dr. Yousef Al Qaradawi (www.
qaradawi.net) using the advanced technologies of PublishArabia.com (...) Hori-
zons originally created Qaradawi.net about four years ago as a non-profit project
that aims to convey Dr. Qaradawi’s moderate and contemporary Islamic views

to the whole world through the Internet, which is becoming a more dominant
communication medium in this era. (...).”

As previously mentioned, the extensive contents of the website are
structured in 21 categories. These can be subdivided into content-related
(13), organisational (6) and interactive (2).

2 Safha ra’isiyya, hitp://www.qaradawi.net (accessed Aug. 30, 2005 and Feb. 22, 2005).

# Also in the following: Aitp: //www.qaradawi.net (accessed Aug. 30, 2005).

2 http: /) www. 101days.org (accessed Aug. 30, 2005). According to Alexa.com the homepage
is produced in Belgium, Attp://www.alexa.com (accessed Aug. 30, 2005).

5 hith:// www.ihorizons.com/ site/ topics/ article.asp?cu_no=2&item_no=3 6&version=1&lem
plate_id=43#undefined (accessed Aug. 30, 2005).
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The interactive category contains “Discussion forums” (Muntadayat al-
mgash) and “Opinion polls” (Taswit). The discussion forums have been
available since 2003. They invite users to voice their opinion, with express
reference to the protection of freedom of speech on the one hand and
libel on the other. By August 2005 there were six forums.?

The organisational category comprises “Statistical information about
the site” (Li-I~‘lan fi l-mawq’), another invitation to (financially) support
the development of the page (Sahum fi tatwir al-mawqi’), an announcement
for Qaradawt’s two weekly television shows Al-shari‘a wa-I-hayat on the
satellite television channel al-Jazira® and Had:r [-islam on Qatar te-
levision® (Mawaid al-baramij al-tilifiziyaniyya), the invitation to link
QaradawT’s website with one’s own page (Irbat mawqi‘ak bi-safahat al-
Qaradawi), a “Service Centre” (Markaz al-mus@ada) and the contact address
({ttasil bina).

Unlike comparable Islamic websites, such as Bouti.net, the page of the
Syrian scholar Muhammad Sa1d al-Bati, or Bayynat.org, the webpage of
Muhammad Husayn Fadlallah from Lebanon,” the organisational part
of QaradawT’s page lays emphasis on the promotion and networking of
Qaradawt’s website. It is described as a non-profit civilizational project
(mashri’ hadart khayri). Thus, the aim of the Qaradawl project is the
dissemination of a contemporary version of Islamic thought that is
characterised by three principles advocated by him: balance (al-wasatiyya),
moderation (al-i'tidal) and ease (al-taysi).*® Qaradawt’s homepage could

% “The reason for our crisis towards our enemy!” (since July 19, 2003, 121 entries, 18
discussions), “Unemployment and job opportunities” (since Aug. 24, 2004, 22 entries, one
discussion), “Open contact between man and woman” (since Oct. 2, 2004, 79 entries, 15
discussions), “How to prepare for Ramadan” (since Oct. 11, 2004, 8 entries, one discus-
sion), “Why is Qaradawi criticised?” (since Feb. 15, 2005, 17 entries, no discussion), “The
benefits of the trade boycott against America and Israel” (since June 26, 2005, 95 entries,
nine discussions) (accessed Aug. 29, 2005). There was no development of the discussion fo-
rums since then.

" Since 1996 Qaradawi has been a regular guest on this programme. Al-Jazira’s esti-
mated audience lies between 35 and 45 millions, see Abdo Jamil Al-Mikhlafy, Al-Fazeera. Ein
regionaler Spieler auf globaler Biihne (Marburg: Schiiren Verlag, 2006), pp. 112ff.

% This programme began in the early 1970s and runs to this day. See S. Abdallah
Schleifer, “Interview with Sheikh Yasuf Qaradawi, 17 Oct., 2004 in Doha, Qatar”, in: TBS
Jounal 13, no. 3 (2004), available from Attp://www.tbsjournal.com/ Archives/ Fall04/interviewyu-
sufqaradawi.htm and Qaradawi, Ibn al-qgarya wa-l-kuttab, vol. 3, p. 240.

2 hitp: // www.bouti.net and http: //www.bayynat.org (accessed Aug. 30, 2005).

0 Sahim fi tatwir al-mawqt’, hitp://www.qaradawi.net (accessed Aug. 29, 2005).
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be seen as part of what William Baker has called “(...) an Islamist
project of peaceful resistance, intellectual reform, and gradual social
transformation in the unprecedented conditions of a globalized world”.
Baker also states that these mainstream centrist intellectuals

explain patiently that in contemporary conditions the realization of the maslaha
‘@mma is tied not so much to particular arenas of civic and political action but

rather to the strengthening of an Islamic civilizational identity without which
neither effective resistance nor self-directed reform is possible.’!

The content-related part does not only revolve around Qaradawt’s
texts and doctrine, but also focuses to a great extent on himself and
his activities. Accordingly, the 13 content-related categories could also
be subdivided as follows: written and spoken texts, activities, and news.
Beginning with the texts, the user can read the introductions of at least
20 of Qaradawt’s published books, some 150 legal opinions (fatawa) and
his last 15 sermons from the Umar Ibn al-Khattab mosque in Doha.
The header for the legal opinions is not titled Fatawa, as on al-Bati’s
and Fadlallah’s pages, but Fatawa wa-ahkam and includes legal opinions
as well as political comments. The questions of the mustafiin are often
not included.” The title to the Sermons category is not Khutab, as is
the case with al-Batl or Rhutbat al-jum‘a as with Fadlallah, but Rhutab
wa-muhadarat. In addition to Friday sermons from Doha, this category
contains sermons on special occasions and general lectures given before
different audiences at different locations on the subjects of reform and
law, women, the environment, and the Islamic community (umma). Also
included are the categories “Poems and literature” (Shir wa-adab) and
“Articles” (Magqalat), consisting of texts about Qaradawi, mainly from
the three Qatari daily newspapers al-Watan, al-Sharg and al-Raya, as well
as from the above-mentioned website IslamOnline.net.

Users can gain insight into QaradawT’s activities under the following
headings: “Palestine under siege” (Filastin tahta [-lusar), “Conventions
and conferences” (Nadawat wa-mu’tamarat), “Television programmes and
meetings” (Baramy wa-liga’at), and, as of 2003, “Documents and declara-

1 Baker, Building the World, pp. 111f.

* For research on falawa and Internet, see Gary Bunt, “Interface Dialogues and the
Online Fatwa”, in: ISIM Newsletter, no. 6 (2000), p. 12, idem: Islam in the Digital Age, and Mat-
thias Briickner, Fatwas zum Alkohol unter dem Einfluss neuer Medien im 20. Jahrhundert, Arbeits-
materialien zum Orient, Band 7 (Wiirzburg: Ergon, 2001).
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tions” (Watha’iq wa-bayanat). These are not mere announcements of
such events, but include the full original contributions by Qaradawi.
Of particular interest here is the TV programme Al-shari‘a wa-I-hayat,
the contents of which, including viewers’ questions and comments, are
fully transcribed and available on the Net within 48 hours of the first
transmission.*

The homepage thus shows Yasuf Qaradawt’s range of activity.
According to the website, Yasuf Qaradawl annually participates in
approximately 15 conferences in Asia, Europe, Africa, and on the Ara-
bian Peninsula. Among the hosts are, for instance, the Figh Academy of
the Organisation of the Islamic Conference, the Cairo-based Al-Ahram Centre
Jor Political and Strategic Studies, various universities and dialogue forums,
as well as the European Council for Fatwa and Research (ECFR)* and the
International Association of Muslim Scholars (IAMS)®. The latter two are
Dublin-based organizations of which he was a co-founder. The subjects
range from Islamic law (shari‘a) with respect to issues like medicine,
family, women and economy, to democracy, terrorism and inter-religious
dialogue. The global Islamic community (al-umma al-islamiyya al-‘alamiyya)
is always the core issue that must be protected and defended.

II

In the following it will be argued that Yasuf al-Qaradawt’s website
serves as a means of enhancing his claim to global Islamic authority.

3 This service is provided by Attp: //www.aljazeera.net, the website of the Qatari-based sat-
ellite channel al-Jazira. Since the beginning of Aljazeera.net in 1998 every one of its at least
seven weekly live programmes has been transcribed. The chief editor of Afjazeera.net Abd
al-Aziz Ibrahim Al Mahmiid is still reflecting on the usefulness of this work, because it is far
from clear who is going to read all these texts. Personal communication with ‘Abd al-Aziz
Al Mahmiid, Doha, Dec. 11, 2005.

3 See their website htlp://www.e-cfr.org and Alexandre Caeiro, “Transnational ‘Ulama,
European Fatwas, and Islamic Authority: A Case Study of the European Council for Fatwa
and Research”, in: Production and Dissemination of Islamic Knowledge in Western Europe, ed. Mar-
tin van Bruinessen (London: Routledge, 2008).

% See Bettina Grif, “In Search of Global Islamic Authority”, in: ISIM Review, no. 15
(Spring 2005). The association has had a website since Nov. 2005 (http://www.iumsonline.
nel). Since then the English translation of the Arabic title has been changed to Internation-
al Union of Muslim Scholars (IUMS). The technical work on the site was carried out by
IslamOnline in Cairo.
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The cyberspace as a computer-generated channel of communication
is commonly based on interaction and networking. Interaction means
that everybody can simultaneously be producer and recipient, being
enabled not only to consume but also to act and react. With the cross-
linking of computers it is possible to bridge geographical and political
boundaries. With respect to the three criteria of interaction, networking
and localization, it has been observed that QaradawT’s website widely
ignores the potentially global range of interaction offered by the Internet.
The possibilities of cross-linking and of constructing a global profile,
however, have been used to the full.

1. Interaction

In his article on the “Internet and the Maja‘iypa” Stefan Rosiny raises
the question of the purpose which the personal websites of a mara’
(religious authority within a sAI7 context) like Shaykh Fadlallah may
serve.”® Apart from the possibilities of crossing national boundaries
and bypassing censorship as well as conveying a positive picture of the
authentic Islamic culture, he emphasises the communication with the
imam via e-mail. This service and therefore the virtual contact are not
available on Qaradawt’s page. In the category Fatawa wa-ahkam, the
user is referred to the Internet portal IslamOnline.net”” The category
Fatawa wa-alhkam otherwise includes fatawa that have a relation to current
affairs (with information on the various sources) as well as unsolicited
comments by Qaradawi, such as his condemnation of terrorist attacks
written on October 2, 2001, shortly after 9/11. It equally includes a
Jatwa that calls for the boycott of American and Israeli products as from
April 14, 2002 in support of the second Intifada.’

% Rosiny, “Internet et la marjaiyya”, p. 67.

¥ Here fatawa can be requested (“Ask the Scholar”)—although the mustaflt does not
know which mufft will answer—or one can attend the “Live Fatwa” meetings or use the “Fat-
wa Bank”, where fatawa by different scholars are archived, see Attp: //www.islamonline.net. Ad-
dressing Qaradawi directly is therefore not possible in this portal either.

% The last mentioned falwa was taken from a Friday prayer by Qaradawi. Quoted as
follows: “Al-masdar: Khutbat al-juma‘a bi-tasarruf,” see Fatawa wa-ahkam, hitp:// www.qaradawr.
net (accessed Nov. 5, 2002). The I'T company iHorizons works together with the US’s Micro-
soft Corporation. Microsoft has been investing in the Arab-speaking software market since
the early 1990s, first in Kuwait and later also in Bahrain and Qatar. Taking into consider-
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The presentation of fatawa was altered and systematised in 2004*° by
the Egyptian scholar Akram Kassab, Yuasuf QaradawT’s new secretary,
who is responsible for the selection of fatawa to be placed on the Net.
He also cooperates with IslamOnline in Cairo, who since 2005 have
taken over the technical and organisational support of Qaradaw:r.net
from iHorizons.* Now, the user can retrieve Qaradawt’s fatawa on
12 different subjects. Among these are the four religious duties (apart
from the shahada), religious dogmas and metaphysics, festivities, social
relationships, women issues, banking and loans, current affairs, religious
knowledge, propaganda, and jikad, as well as general fatawa.*' They are
now almost exclusively quoted from the archives of the Internet portal
IslamOnline.net. While before the systematisation the number of accessible
Jatawa was under 40, it has now risen to 144.* Contact with the public
is probably no less important to Qaradawi than to Fadlallah or al-Bati,
but he does not use the website to establish it. Discussion groups and
opinion polls on the website do not serve the purpose of interacting
with him. For Qaradawi himself the Internet, like other media, is just
another channel for the distribution of knowledge. He himself does
not use computers at all. On the question why he publishes fatawa on
the Internet, he says that by this he is meeting people’s demand for
answers to their questions. First he only issued fatwdas in the mosque
after prayer, then on Qatar radio, on Qatar TV and later on satellite
TV, and then on the Internet. In this respect, however, he does not
discuss the qualitative difference between a fatwa given face-to-face
and an online fatwa, or the implications of these different channels for
questions of authority, scope and validity.” Qaradawi, in fact, concerns
himself with fatawa as tools for a renewal within the Islamic tradition. He

ation the technical requirements in soft and hardware, the boycott on US products seems
inconsistent, to say the least.

¥ Fatawa wa-ahkam, hitp://www.qaradawi.net (accessed Nov. 15, 2004 and Nov. 29,
2004).

" Personal communication with Akram Kassab, Doha, Dec. 14, 2005 and with the
Egyptian journalist at IslamOnline Mustafa ‘Abd al-Jawad, Cairo, March 24, 2007.

" Al-hayy wa-l-‘umra, al-salat, al-siyam, al-zakat, al-‘aqa’id wa-l-ghaybiyyat, al-alaqat al-yu-
mayya, al-mar’a, al-bunik wa-l-qurad, ahdath mu‘asira, al-d, al-‘tlm wa-l-da‘wa wa-1-jihad, fatawa
‘amma.

2 Fatawa wa-alkam, http: //www.qaradawi.net (accessed Aug. 14, 2005).

¥ Personal communication with Yasuf al-Qaradawi, Doha, Dec. 23, 2005.
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indicates that fatawa always change depending on time, place, customs
and circumstances (inna [-fatwa tataghayyar bi-taghayyur al-zaman wa-l-makan
wa-I-‘wrf wa-l-hal); Islam itself, however, does not change. Why fatawa
should now have worldwide validity, he does not say.*

2. Networking

Qaradawt’s website is very well connected, particularly with that of the
Qatar-based TV broadcasting station al-Jazira (www.aljazeera.nef) and with
the portal IslamOnline.net, but also with the website of the Furopean Council

Jor Fatwa and Research (www.e-¢fr.org). The example of the establishment of
the International Union of Muslim Scholars (IUMS) shows that Qaradawi.net is
not the only platform to present him as a global authority. The idea is
equally supported by other media. The foundation of the IUMS on July
14, 2004 was announced both on IslamOnline.net (in English and Arabic)
as well as on Qaradawi.net, including links to several files reporting on
its inaugural meeting, QaradawT’s speeches, the mission statement, etc.
Among other things, the mission statement of July 11, 2005 declared
that the establishment of the association had the function of forming a
global Islamic authority (fakwin al-marjiiyya al-islamiyya al-‘alamiyya).® A
few days later a whole programme on al-Jazira’s Al-shari‘a wa-Il-hayat was
dedicated to the forming of the IUMS. This programme was published

* For QaradawT’s reflections on contemporary falawa, see the introductory parts of
his Fatawa mu‘asira, vol. 1 (Cairo: Dar al-Qalam, 1981 (second edition, '1979), vol. 2 (al-
Manstira: Dar al-Wafa’, 1994 (third edition, '1993), vol. 3 (Kuwait: Dar al-Qalam, 2002
(second edition, '2001) as well as the booklet Al-fatwa bayna l-indibat wa-I-tasayyub (Beirut,
Damaskus, Amman: al-Maktab al-Islami, 1995 (third edition, '1988). See also his two es-
says in the periodical al-Muslim al-Muasir: “Al-fatwa bayna 1-madi wa-l-hadir” (1), no. 5
(1976), pp. 53-75 and Part 2 in no. 6 (1976), pp. 65-85. I would like to thank Lutz Rogler
for providing me with copies. The topic “Change of Fatwa” has also been brought up in the
programme Al-shari‘a wa-l-hayat. One can find the transcripts under: Baramy wa-lga’at, http://
www.qaradawt.net (of Apr. 25, 2004, May 2, 2004, May 9, 2004, Nov. 14, 2004, Jan. 2, 2005
and May 21, 2006). The role of mufiis acting in the context of a nation-state is discussed, for
example, by Brinkley Messick, see his “Media muftis: radio fatwas in Yemen”, in: Islamic le-
gal interpretation: muflis and their fatwas, eds. Muhammad Khalid Masud, Brinkley Messick, and
David Powers (Cambridge, Mass.; London: Harvard Univ. Press, 1996).

® Nadawat wa-mu’tamarat: Nass al-bayan al-1a’stst li-l-ittihad al-alami b-‘ulama’ al-muslimin,
http://www.qaradawi.net (accessed July 27, 2004).
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on the Net (on Alazeera.net and Qaradawi.nef) on July 27, 2005.* In
addition, from that day on, Qaradawl has always been referred to as
the chairman of the JIUMS in the above-mentioned media and also in
Qatar’s three daily newspapers. Through the continuous use of this title
in these media, facts are not only reported but also created. Other media
have likewise adopted the use of the title and consequently, irrespective
of the IUMS’s actual activities, Qaradawi is now always associated with
a body of scholars that supposedly has a global influence. In addition, he
has occasionally been described as imam al-umma al-akbar (the great Imam
of the Islamic community).”” Seen from this angle, the invitation to the
user to link his page with Qaradawt’s website, conspicuously placed on
Qaradaw:.net, appears to be a well-devised PR strategy. Qaradawt’s claim
of being an ‘alim with global authority can thus increase its credibility.
The strategy was successful.*® A total of 117 other websites now offer
a link to QaradawT’s site, whereas, in comparison, Bouti.net has only two
links and Bayynat.org thirty-nine.*

3. Localization

Looking at the main frame of Qaradawi’s homepage a little more
closely, we notice that Qatar is an important location for Qaradawt’s
activities. Not only do many academic and theological events take place
there, but the country itself also gains in importance. In one of his essays,
for instance, Qaradawl writes that no one in Qatar has ever dictated
to him what he may or may not say. In another article he describes
Qatar as a peaceful society.”

% Baramy wa-lig@’at: Al-shari‘a wa-l-hayat: Al-ittihad al-alami l-ulama’ al-muslimin, http://
www.qaradawi.net (accessed July 27, 2004).

7 For example in the Qatari dailies al-Raya (Sept. 18, 2006) and al-Sharq (Jan. 30,
2007).

8 This is probably not left to chance. Besides his cross-linking in the media, institution-
al cross-linking as well as his personal network play an important part in the propagation
of his name and his project.

9 http: //www.alexa.com (accessed Aug. 30, 2005). The sites cover a wide spectrum, rang-
ing from the Massachusetts Institute of Technology (htlp://www.web.mit.edu) and the Berk-
man Centre for Internet and Society (http://www.cyber.law.harvard.edu) to Y oung Muslims UK
(http: 1/ www.ymuk.nel), the ECFR (http://www.e-cfr.org) or the Syrian Muslim Brothers (http://
www.tkhwan-muslimoon-syria.org).

" Nadawat wa-mu’tamarat: Nuthamminu mawagyf Qatar fi musanadat al-‘ulama’, http://www.
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In addition, Qaradawi turns to Muslims all around the world, to
al-umma al-islamiyya al-‘alamiyya. The continuously changing opinion
polls deal repeatedly with questions concerning the state of the Islamic
community, for example: “Who is responsible for the crisis of the umma
in Irag?” or “Is such a solidarity event useful for the umma?*' Thus, the
umma wslamiyya 1s a continuous point of reference in a variety of sections
of Qaradawi.net”® The fight for independence in Palestine and, later,
the resistance to the invasion of Iraq are allotted special prominence.
The expressed solidarity with the “brothers and sisters” in Palestine
and in Iraq articulates a concern and a responsibility for a common
cause, giving individual Muslims the impression of being connected
to an imagined Islamic community. This idea of a worldwide Islamic
umma is reinforced by the IUMS, who claim to stand for all Muslims,
irrespective of their different denominations.”®

European Muslims are not focused upon in any particular manner
on Qaradawi.net. Despite the fact that Qaradaw is the chairman of the
European Council and has, for example, committed himself to the release
of French and Italian hostages in Irag® or joined the debate about
the fgab in France®, he is by no means presented as a scholar for
Europe. His extensive collection of fatawa concerning a jurisprudence of

qaradawt.net of Feb. 20, 2005, and Akhbar al-Qaradawt: Al-mytama’ al-qatart amn, hitp:// www.
qaradawi.net of Mar. 21, 2003, (accessed Aug. 25, 2005). This expression has certainly a spe-
cial meaning for members or ex-members of the Muslim Brotherhood who had to go to
exile after Jamal ‘Abd al-Nasir took power in Egypt. Many of them, with Qaradawi being
a famous example, are still living in Qatar. They also constitute part of his supporters in
Qatar and beyond.

U Afha ra’tsipya: “Ala man taga‘u mas’uliyyat hazimat al-umma al-islamiyya al-yawm fi l-Irag?,
http://www.qaradawi.net of June 14, 2003 (accessed June 17, 2003) and afha ra’zsiyya, http://
www.qaradawr.net of Mar. 21, 2005 (accessed Apr. 18, 2005).

*2 For instance, in a prayer in June 2003 with the title “Six lessons from the last events
the umma has witnessed”, see Rhutab wa-muhadarat: Al-duriis al-sitta min al-ahdath al-akhira allatz
marrat bi-l-umma, hitp:// www.qaradawi.net (accessed July 8, 2005).

% Fred Halliday and others have already demonstrated that the term wmma always
implies a combination of discursive construction and social practice in different local and his-
torical contexts, see his “The Politics of the Umma: State and Community in Islamic Move-
ments”, in: Shaping the Current Islamic Reformation, ed. B.A. Roberson (London, Portland, OR:
Frank Cass, 2003), pp. 20-41.

> Watha’iq wa-bayandat, http://www.qaradawr.net (accessed Aug. 30, 2005).

> Akhbar al-Qaradawt: Al-rabi min sabtambir al-mugbil yawman dawliyyan li-I-tadamun ma‘a al-
muhajabat al-urubiyyat, hitp: //www.qaradawi.net (accessed Sep. 21, 2004).
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minorities (figh al-agalliyyat), for instance, published in the third volume of
his Contemporary Legal Opinions in 2001, cannot be found on his page.*

Looking at Internet users, it becomes evident that the Arabic Internet
has long ceased to be used only by a minority in the Diaspora. Although
the numbers in 2001 still corresponded to the customary assumption that
most users of the Arabic-language Web come from the USA, followed
by Europe and the Arab countries, things had changed by 2004. The
bulk of the users today come from the Gulf States and Egypt.”

III Conclusion

On his website, Yasuf Qaradawi presents himself as a scholar bearing
responsibility for Muslims in the whole world.

There is a clear starting point for his activities: without the basis of
the location in Qatar his activities would not be conceivable, neither
on an intellectual nor on an organisational and financial level. There
are further places that are important hubs for his thoughts and actions,
such as Egypt, Palestine, Iraq, Ireland, Britain and others, as is evident
from his website. In this respect he could be described neither as a
global nor as a Qatari scholar, but as a scholar whose authority is

% al-Qaradawi, Fatawa mu‘asira, vol. 3, 2002. The introductory part at least is available
under Rutub, hitp://www.qaradawi.net.

7 According to the Global Internet Statistics by Language, among all Internet users in
September 2004, 35.8% were English-speaking, 37.9% were allotted to other European lan-
guages and 1.4% to Arabic languages (corresponding to approx. 13.5 million users). In com-
parison, the German-speaking share was 7.3% or 52.9 million users. Of the 13.5 million
Arabic-speaking Internet users in 2004, 5.1 million were from the Gulf States, 2.7 million
from Egypt, 1.9 million from Northern Africa, 1.8 million from the other Islamic coun-
tries, 1.6 million from Europe and 0.4 million from the US, kttp://www.global-reach.biz/
globstats/index.php3 (accessed Aug. 30, 2005). See the 2001 figures in Melinda Patterson
Grenier, “Aljazeera.net offers Arab News to Wider Audience through Net”, in: The Wall
Street Journal, Oct. 23, 2001. In April 2007 the highest percentage of users who entered
Qaradawi’s website came from Egypt (20%), followed by Saudi Arabia (10.7%) and Pal-
estine (9.1%). Another 5.1% were based in Qatar, which is proportionally high given the
country’s small population. Among non-Arab-speaking countries, 2.4% of the users were
in the USA, 2.0% in Israel and 1.4% in Germany. See under Atlp://www.alexa.com/data/
details/ traffic_details’url=qaradawi.net (accessed April 10, 2007). The users in Israel are likely
to be Palestinians or of Palestinian origin.
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established translocally.’® The relationships that are crucial for his au-
thority were and still are negotiated in special sets of actions outside
cyberspace. Certain activities of Qaradawi, such as consultancy in va-
rious international banks or his work for Islamist periodicals, are surely
important in this context but mostly ignored on the website.”

The actions of ‘ulama’ have often been shaped, not only since modern
times, by a translocal setting. To make a name for oneself in the religious
field today requires, however, a different technical and organisational
effort. Qaradawl did not only adapt to such transformations, he also
participated in shaping them from an early stage. His strategy in this
respect is the cooperation not only with other scholars and Islamist
intellectuals, but with specialists from different professional areas such
as journalists, editors, publishers, television presenters and managers
of media institutions. They mostly share Qaradawt’s attitudes and see
themselves in the framework of the Wasatiyya school as exemplified
by IslamOnline.net.%

However, we should obviously distinguish between Qaradawi’s pop-
ularity and his authority as a scholar. Qaradawl merely claims global
authority rather than actually possessing it. Operating with him in the
same field, there are too many interests, voices, practices and institutions
among Muslims worldwide for him to be acknowledged as a scholar

% As a result of research work done on globalisation, the concept of translocality has
been a research topic at the Centre for Modern Oriental Studies (ZMO) in Berlin since
2000, see http://www.zmo.de. Translocality is understood here as describing conditions that
transcend (and transform) local circumstances, regardless of whether the local is determined
geographically, socially or politically, see Dyala Hamzah, and Katrin Bromber, “Trans-
locality Reloaded”, in: Internal paper MO, Feb. 2005. Translocal authority would thus be
a social relationship of recognition that functions beyond (but not without) a local frame
(which is, in this case, Doha). See also Ulrike Freitag, and Achim von Oppen, Translokali-
lat als ein Qugang zur Geschichle globaler Verflechtungen, hitp:// geschichte-transnational.clio-online.net/
Jorum/ type=artikel&id=632 (accessed June 10, 2005).

% On Islamic periodicals, such as al-Muslim al-Mu asir, which was established in 1974 in
Beirut (many of the founders used to live in Qatar at this time), and of which Qaradawi is a
co-publisher, or al-Manar al-Jadid, established in 1998 with Qaradawi on its advisory coun-
cil, see Lutz Rogler, “Suche nach einem ‘progressiven Islamverstindnis’: Untersuchungen zu Diskurs
und Praxus einer Gruppe islamischer Intellektueller in Tunesien”. (Unpubl. Dissertation, Universitat
Leipzig, 2004), pp. 83-99, 192-199. For Islamic financing, see Ermete Mariani, “Youssef
al-Qaradawi: pouvoir médiatique, économique et symbolique”, in: Mondialisation et nouveaux
médias dans Uespace arabe, ed. Franck Mermier (Lyon: Maisonneuve et Larose, 2003).

% Personal communication with Tawfiq Ghanim, general manager of IslamOnline.net,
Doha, Dec. 7, 2005.
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of global recognition. Whether he will finally manage to surpass his
competitors such as lay preachers, intellectuals, scientists, and politicians,
or to include them in his mission remains to be seen. At any rate,
according to Alexa Traffic Rank, his website was at position 53,101
in August 2005. With this result he fared better than Fadlallah (at
position 103,696) and al-Batt (181,260), but considerably worse than the
Egyptian lay preacher ‘Amr Khalid, who, in position 618, can compete
with the Internet portals IslamOnline.net (at position 396) and Alazeera.
net (at position 275).%!
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