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Ellie Buckley, 1500323, TRIS6009.

Discuss the ways in which different forms of media have impacted on notions of religious authority in Islamic contexts. Illustrate your essay with examples drawn from your own reading and research, to represent diverse approaches to religious authority.

When exploring Muslim societies within the modern world, it is important to consider the impact of the media. Within contemporary society, the media is an extremely significant and popular source. Within Islam it has also become a source of knowledge used by many Muslims across the world and is continuing to have an even bigger impact as the ‘digital divide’ becomes smaller.[footnoteRef:1] The media expresses different forms of understanding, authority and expression from thousands of Islamic sources, reflecting a range of different ideas and encouraging different influences.[footnoteRef:2] I intend to provide a deeper knowledge and understanding on this by discussing some contrasting examples of religious authorities and how the media has had an impact on their beliefs and teachings within an Islamic context. I am going to find information through the use of several different sources and provide a deeper understanding on the diverse approaches to religious authority and how the significance of the media in recent years has impacted this.  [1:  G.R. Bunt, Islam in Digital Age: E-Jihad, Online Fatwas and Cyber Islamic Environments (London: Pluto Press, 2003), pp. 8-9.]  [2:  Gary Bunt, ‘#Islam, Social Networking and the cloud’, in Islam in the Modern World by Jeffrey T. Kenney and Ebrahim Moosa (ed.), (Oxon: Routledge, 2014), p.178.] 


Religious authority exists across the world and within the majority of religions in the twenty-first century. One religion it can be seen prominently in is Islam and over the generations this has changed and developed significantly with the new additions to society.[footnoteRef:3] From the beginning of Islam, the Qur’an has been an authoritative source that the majority of Muslims go to for answers because it is the word of God. Similar to the religious authority of the Prophet Muhammad, who was influential during his time, but even still within the present too.[footnoteRef:4] This is because many Muslims regard his sayings and doings as examples of how they should live and can even be consulted through the writings within the Hadith and the Sunna.[footnoteRef:5] But without a prophet, who is fit to make decisions and lead a community? The Qur’an itself even gives guidelines by stating “Oh Ye who believe! Obey God, and obey the Apostle, and those charged with authority among you.” (Qur’an 5:49) This conveys an outline as to where people seeking advice on religious questions and religious authority must go. Many Muslims within contemporary society still consult the Qur’an and the life of the Prophet Muhammad, but also have the option to choose an alternate source to provide the answer to any concerns about practically living life as a Muslim. One way to do so is through accessing the opinions of religious authorities through the media, whether through print form or internet media.[footnoteRef:6] Thus, with this development has come a change within religious authority and has impacted the ways in which Muslims around the world share their ideas or deal with decision making and day-to-day situations.[footnoteRef:7]  [3:  Gary Bunt, ‘#Islam, Social Networking and the cloud’, pp. 180-181.]  [4:  Jonathan Brown, ‘Scripture in the modern Muslim world’ by Kenney, Jeffrey T. and Ebrahim Moosa (ed.), Islam in the Modern World (Oxon: Routledge, 2014), p.14-15.]  [5:  G.R. Bunt, Islam in Digital Age: E-Jihad, Online Fatwas and Cyber Islamic Environments, pp.126-127.]  [6:  Gary Bunt, ‘#Islam, Social Networking and the cloud’, p.178.]  [7:  Marcia Hermansen, ‘The emergence of media preachers: Yusuf al-Qaradawi’, in Islam in the Modern World by Jeffrey T. Kenney and Ebrahim Moosa (ed.), (Oxon: Routledge, 2014), p.302.] 


In order to develop an understanding of Islamic issues and how they are spread world-wide within the twenty-first century, it is important to have knowledge on technological interfaces.[footnoteRef:8] The media is an extremely powerful source that comes in many different forms, examples being television, mobile phones, the internet and the radio. In recent years this has expanded, and the exponential growth of social media has arisen too, such as Facebook, Twitter, YouTube and Instagram. This growth can be seen through statistics showing that there were 2.46 billion social media users worldwide in 2017, compared to only 0.97 billion in 2010.[footnoteRef:9] Therefore the importance and usage of it within modern day is extremely high and increasing. The media is also becoming increasingly popular because people can now access it faster and in a simpler way through the enhancement of the internet on mobile devices or tablets and iPads.[footnoteRef:10] These resources are being used within Muslim communities within modern day too and are a source for Muslim expression and the representation of certain Islamic aspects.[footnoteRef:11] Through this shift in technology people are exposed to new ideas about religion and new interpretations are becoming more popular.[footnoteRef:12] [8:  Gary Bunt, ‘#Islam, Social Networking and the cloud’, p.178.]  [9:  Stasista, The Statistics Portal, ‘Number of social media users world-wide from 2010 to 2021 (in billions)’, unknown date, https://www.statista.com/statistics/278414/number-of-worldwide-social-network-users/, [accessed 6th March 2018].]  [10:  Gary Bunt, ‘#Islam, Social Networking and the cloud’, p.178.]  [11:  Gary Bunt, ‘#Islam, Social Networking and the cloud’, p.180.]  [12:  G.R. Bunt, Islam in Digital Age: E-Jihad, Online Fatwas and Cyber Islamic Environments, pp. 4, 8.] 


In recent decades, the nature of religious authority has gone through significant change and the way in which the teachings and the message of Islam is being spread and received by a worldwide audience is now very different.[footnoteRef:13] New voices from those with authentic Islamic knowledge on what was required to be a ‘proper Muslim’ emerged because the population in Muslim-majority nation states became more educated.[footnoteRef:14] This meant that people wanted to engage in these debates and attempt to Islamicize the public through individuals who wished to speak publicly about the relevance of Islam.[footnoteRef:15]  [13:  Marcia Hermansen, ‘The emergence of media preachers: Yusuf al-Qaradawi’, p.302.]  [14:  Marcia Hermansen, ‘The emergence of media preachers: Yusuf al-Qaradawi’, p.302.]  [15:  Marcia Hermansen, ‘The emergence of media preachers: Yusuf al-Qaradawi’, p.302.] 


New technologies were advanced to send data globally and there were a greater number of channels and sources to do so.[footnoteRef:16] Therefore, the emergence of the media has been a very beneficial tool for those with religious authority in Islamic contexts. One reason for this being because it enables the continuity of the ideas and opinions of influential authorities to a much larger number of people across the world. The emergence of the media and its easy accessibility for many individuals within the twenty-first century makes it a tool where contemporary Islam and authentic knowledge can be shared and discussed. [16:  Marcia Hermansen, ‘The emergence of media preachers: Yusuf al-Qaradawi’, p.303.] 


However, before the creation of the internet, the first emergence of religious authorities and preachers within the media, specifically on state television were regarded as supporting government policy. This was because many Muslim-majority countries muted outside voices, tried to dominate information coming into the country and even used censorship to block out influences from outsiders.[footnoteRef:17] Marcia Hermansen emphasises this gradual change and the emergence of media preachers, highlighting one prominent example, Shaykh Muhammad Mitawalli Sha’rawi. Born in 1915 in Egypt, Sha’rawi became a graduate from al-Azhar University and later “held important government posts in religious affairs”.[footnoteRef:18] Thus, he is an authoritative and significant figure who has been chosen specifically to do so. The majority of his preaching within the media was conducted in Egyptian colloquial Arabic and he had the complete attention of a number of listeners.[footnoteRef:19]  [17:  Marcia Hermansen, ‘The emergence of media preachers: Yusuf al-Qaradawi’, p.303.]  [18:  Marcia Hermansen, ‘The emergence of media preachers: Yusuf al-Qaradawi’, p.303.]  [19:  Marcia Hermansen, ‘The emergence of media preachers: Yusuf al-Qaradawi’, p.303.] 


Following this, more religious authorities started becoming increasingly prominent within the media. One extremely important Muslim authority related to this topic is Yusuf al-Qaradawi, born in Egypt in 1926. Qaradawi is a religious scholar who is often described as a “global media figure”.[footnoteRef:20] This alone suggests that he is known for his connection to the media and that his authority has been impacted by its development. Al-Qaradawi graduated from al-Azhar University and was later jailed several times during his studies for a PhD. He has been a member of the Muslim brotherhood movement since the late 1940’s and has apparently turned down the position of its leadership several times. In 1962, al-Qaradawi decided to move to Qatar, where he became the Dean of the Faculty of Shariah at Qatar University.[footnoteRef:21] [20:  Peter Mandaville, ‘Qaradawi, Yusuf al-’, In The Oxford Encyclopaedia of the Islamic World, Oxford Islamic Studies Online, unknown date, http://www.oxfordislamicstudies.com/article/opr/t236/e1230, [accessed 4th March 2018].]  [21:  Marcia Hermansen, ‘The emergence of media preachers: Yusuf al-Qaradawi’, p.305.] 


Within the 1990’s, al-Qaradawi featured in a religious program on television on the Al-Jazeera station titled “Shari’a and Life”. He was showcased as an authority on specific issues regarding Islamic law and an official media preacher. Al-Qaradawi gathered a large following by using the program to discuss modern issues, such as women, sexuality and politics in regard to Islamic law and asking controversial questions.[footnoteRef:22] His large following that soon developed implies that they are both topics that people were interested in hearing about. A reason this channel gained great popularity was because these topics were being openly debated, as opposed to government-controlled channels that censored such topics across the rest of the Middle East. Muslims were able to call in from around the world to gain legal opinions from al-Qaradawi on everyday life experiences.[footnoteRef:23] This is significant because it gives Muslims in contemporary society an opportunity to get answers to personal issues they may be struggling with from an educated and academic source within their religion. [22:  Peter Mandaville, ‘Qaradawi, Yusuf al-’, In The Oxford Encyclopaedia of the Islamic World, http://www.oxfordislamicstudies.com/article/opr/t236/e1230, [accessed 4th March 2018].]  [23:  Marcia Hermansen, ‘The emergence of media preachers: Yusuf al-Qaradawi’, p.306.] 


The website “IslamOnline.net” was created in 1997 through the support of al-Qaradawi and the Āl Thānī royal family of Qatar. IslamOnline.net provides Arabic and English pages and it has developed an international audience, making it one of the highest-ranking websites in an Islamic context. Through this, al-Qaradawi delivers online legal and moral advice on a range of topics, including family, health and science, youth and culture. The website serves as a huge media interest because of accessible response to events that are taking place internationally.[footnoteRef:24] Thus, this conveys that al-Qaradawi used a range of different sources including this informative website to spread his teachings even further, which may have been more accessible for some people. This website has had a significant impact on religious authority within an Islamic context because it gave 180 scholars the opportunity to tackle a variety of issues and spread their advice on thousands of religious issues.[footnoteRef:25] This conveys that it provides an influential voice of religious perspectives and the media has made it accessible for Muslims across the globe to receive help and opinions from a religious perspective on factors that may be affecting their lives in modern day.  [24:  G.R. Bunt, ‘Islamonline.net’, In The Oxford Encyclopaedia of the Islamic World, Oxford Islamic Studies Online, 16th October 2015, http://www.oxfordislamicstudies.com/article/opr/t236/e1051?_hi=2&_pos=1#match, [accessed 5th March 2018].]  [25:  G.R. Bunt, ‘Islamonline.net’, In The Oxford Encyclopaedia of the Islamic World, http://www.oxfordislamicstudies.com/article/opr/t236/e1051?_hi=2&_pos=1#match, [accessed 5th March 2018].] 


Al-Qaradawi gained such high popularity because of his use of both traditional sources and the new media; he was eager to use the new technologies to his advantage alongside books, public lessons and conferences.[footnoteRef:26] This can be supported by Hermansen as she states that “Qaradawi is the prime example of a combination of traditional scholarly authority with a contemporary media presence.”[footnoteRef:27] It could be suggested that this is because he has developed his ways of engaging and communicating with his audiences through the changing generations. This conveys that the media, specifically television and the internet, had an impact on al-Qaradawi’s religious authority because he gained more religious prominence through discussing these issues to a global audience. This can be supported because Al-Jazeera, IslamOnline.net and his own website al-Qaradawi.net are untraditional platforms that boosted his popularity.[footnoteRef:28] Al-Qaradawi wanted a worldwide audience, and he was able to do so by embracing information and communication technologies.[footnoteRef:29] His successful preaching through media resources allowed him to connect with a wider audience, specifically women, Muslims living abroad and the youth. This is because his opinions have been proven to be more adaptable and flexible in modern day compared to more traditional sources.[footnoteRef:30] To an extent, al-Qaradawi represents contemporary Islamic thinking, which is a huge role.[footnoteRef:31] However, without being able to express such ideas globally through the media, his teachings may not have gained so much influence and significance amongst these specific groups.  [26:  Motaz al-Khateeb, ‘Yusuf Al-Qaradawi as an authoritative reference (marjiiyya)’ in The Global Mufti: The Phenomenon of Yusuf Al-Qaradawi by J. Skovgaard-Petersen & Gräf, B., (ed), (London: C. Hurst & Co, 2008), pp.102-103.]  [27:  Marcia Hermansen, ‘The emergence of media preachers: Yusuf al-Qaradawi’, p.314.]  [28:  Motaz al-Khateeb, ‘Yusuf Al-Qaradawi as an authoritiative reference (marjiiyya)’, p.102.]  [29:  Peter Mandaville, ‘Qaradawi, Yusuf al-’, In The Oxford Encyclopaedia of the Islamic World, Oxford Islamic Studies Online, http://www.oxfordislamicstudies.com/article/opr/t236/e1230, [accessed 4th March 2018].]  [30:  Marcia Hermansen, ‘The emergence of media preachers: Yusuf al-Qaradawi’, p.306.]  [31:  J. Skovgaard-Petersen, & Gräf, B., (ed), The Global Mufti: The Phenomenon of Yusuf Al-Qaradawi, p. 86.] 


Another example of how notions of religious authority have been impacted by the media is through the figure Amr Khaled, who was born in 1967 in Egypt. Khaled is now a televangelist and a Muslim preacher who has a degree in accounting and graduated from Cairo University in 1998. Khaled later achieved a diploma from the Islamic studies institute in 2001 and therefore his background is a little different to traditional religious scholars, such as al-Qaradawi.[footnoteRef:32] Khaled focuses his teachings on everyday issues that occur in life, examples being prayer, diet and making changes to improve one’s life; specifically focusing on the aspect of hope. However, his religious authority through the media is very contrasting compared to al-Qaradawi as Khaled has not received training in Islamic law, yet he is an extremely popular figure in regard to people seeking advice in the Muslim world.[footnoteRef:33] This questions the authority and popularity of traditional Muslim scholars and clerics because people are seeking alternative ways in the media and listening to those without these further qualifications.[footnoteRef:34]  [32:  Hadia Mubarak, ‘Khaled, Amr’, in The Oxford Encyclopaedia of the Islamic World, Oxford Islamic Studies Online, unknown date, http://www.oxfordislamicstudies.com/article/opr/t236/e0962?_hi=0&_pos=2, [accessed 17th March 2018]. ]  [33:  Hadia Mubarak, ‘Khaled, Amr’, in The Oxford Encyclopaedia of the Islamic World, http://www.oxfordislamicstudies.com/article/opr/t236/e0962?_hi=0&_pos=2, [accessed 17th March 2018]. ]  [34:  J. Skovgaard-Petersen, & Gräf, B., (ed), The Global Mufti: The Phenomenon of Yusuf Al-Qaradawi, p. 162.] 


Khaled shares his influence through his own website (www.amrkhaled.net) and weekly television programs, which is very similar to the way that al-Qaradawi uses the media to share his views. However, he also differs to al-Qaradawi as he integrates the use of social networking into his online output too, therefore his preaching and influence is seen by an even wider audience than just those watching through satellite television.[footnoteRef:35] The impact of the media on Khaled’s religious authority is highlighted by Time in 2007, as it listed him within the top one hundred most influential individuals shaping today’s society.[footnoteRef:36] This suggests that Khaled’s opinions are having a substantial influence on a large number of people all over the world and is even influencing change amongst people.  [35:  Gary Bunt, ‘#Islam, Social Networking and the cloud’, p.184.]  [36:  Hadia Mubarak, ‘Khaled, Amr’, in The Oxford Encyclopaedia of the Islamic World, http://www.oxfordislamicstudies.com/article/opr/t236/e0962?_hi=0&_pos=2, [accessed 17th March 2018].] 


The two religious authorities mentioned above show a generation of difference and are contrasting figures. They display a diverse approach to religious authority through the use of the media. This can be seen because both individuals use the media and have become global religious authorities within Islam because of it, however Khaled is a newer media star and is using the media in a different way to al-Qaradawi. This can be supported by Ehab Galal as he states that Khaled uses a new approach by “using the media in an experienced-based and entertaining manner”.[footnoteRef:37] This implies that Khaled is using the media to share ideas from a more personal and fun way, which is giving him a different connection to his followers. It is also more unique, which may make him more attractive than the older authorities who use the media in the same way as they have done for several years. Khaled also pays more attention to an individual’s religious experience rather than the whole communities.[footnoteRef:38] This gives the individual a more personal experience with the religious ‘authority’ and may be more popular amongst their followers because they feel more connected. Galal argues that this may be problematic for authorities such as al-Qaradawi because he pays lesser attention to the individual and this may affect the influence that he has.[footnoteRef:39]  [37:  Ehab Galal, ‘Yusuf al-Qaradawi and the New Islamic TV’, p.173.]  [38:  Ehab Galal, ‘Yusuf al-Qaradawi and the New Islamic TV’, p.173.]  [39:  Ehab Galal, ‘Yusuf al-Qaradawi and the New Islamic TV’, p.173.] 


The shift of technology and the use of media amongst religious authority can be problematic in several ways. One reason being because the forever advancing technology is extremely difficult to have complete control over. There are many different organisations and powerful, opinionated individuals who are sharing different ideas and thoughts from within Islam. Who is to say which one is the authentic and correct voice of the religion?[footnoteRef:40] Al-Qaradawi argues that the intellectual knowledge held by the ulama (religious scholars) are the only individuals who have the correct ability to advise the Muslim world.[footnoteRef:41]  [40:  G.R. Bunt, Islam in Digital Age: E-Jihad, Online Fatwas and Cyber Islamic Environments, p.126.]  [41:  Ehab Galal, ‘Yusuf al-Qaradawi and the New Islamic TV’, p.162.] 


Linked to this is that the media and more specifically, the internet, allows people who are not professionally trained or educated on such topics to use it. It can sometimes prove difficult to determine and define whether certain online Islamic ‘authority’ have the qualifications required to provide the correct information on interpretations and decision-making to Muslims and others internationally.[footnoteRef:42] People take advantage of the internet as a source of spreading their own opinions and this can confuse people who access their information because they may come across a multiplicity of answers depending on what links they click on.[footnoteRef:43] Therefore, it is important for the individual accessing such information to take caution and always keep this in mind. However, it is important to emphasise that the influence of such individuals or organisations only works when they have followers online. Without followers many people will be unaware of the website and will not have accessed it nor even heard about it which conveys that the impact it has is going to be limited. [42:  G.R. Bunt, Islam in Digital Age: E-Jihad, Online Fatwas and Cyber Islamic Environments, p.132.]  [43: Gary Bunt, ‘#Islam, Social Networking and the Cloud’, p.183.] 


The internet also has an interactive nature and religious authority in an Islamic context is also shown through this factor. A ‘Questions and Answers’ page on a website allows a surfer to ask an ‘authority’ a question and receive a personal reply, attempting to help them with whatever issue the surfer has.[footnoteRef:44] Those asking the questions are usually anonymous and some of the topics discussed can be quite personal or sensitive, covering topics such as sexuality, suicide, etc. This suggests that these Cyber Islamic Environments give Muslims the opportunity to ask and receive guidance on such questions to ‘authorities’, which may not be possible in other circumstances outside of the internet.[footnoteRef:45]  [44:  G.R. Bunt, Virtually Islamic: Computer-mediated Communication and Cyber Islamic Environments (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 2000), p.110.]  [45:  G. R. Bunt, Virtually Islamic: Computer-mediated Communication and Cyber Islamic Environments, p.118.
] 


In conclusion, it is clear to see that there are several different forms of media that have had a significant impact on the notions of religious authority within an Islamic context. It has done so by giving a greater status and popularity to authorities using the media to such an extent that it may not have been possible without the medias reach to a global audience. It could also be argued that it has had an impact on the notion of religious authority within an Islamic context because it has challenged more traditional authorities. Defining who has the qualifications to discuss interpretations of Islam has become problematic because of this. On the other hand, it has also given more popularity to scholars who may not have been able to spread their message without the global reach of some media sources. Without this, some individuals may have struggled with contemporary religious issues and decision-making within the Islamic world. 
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