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Abstract: This paper addresses the audiovisual composition of contemporary Mus-
lim preachers’ videos. Proposing audiovisuality as a conceptual approach, I hope to
offer a perspective on this emerging field that helps to improve understanding of
contemporary Muslim preachers’ audiovisual mediations. These intentional and
complex communicative offers are—like other practices of preaching and a variety
of other social practices—embedded in a discourse surrounding the negotiation of
religious beliefs, norms, and values. In the paper, I describe the concept of
audiovisuality and then present four examples to demonstrate how this concep-
tual approach can be used to explore and better understand the ways in which
audiovisual mediations allow media duʿā (preachers) to not only participate in
the above discourse, but also shape the audience’s understanding of Islam and
Muslimness in a distinct manner.

1 Introduction

Spreading the message of Islam through word and deed is an important part of
Muslim religiosity. The call to all people to confess and serve the one God is ex-
pressed through the Arabic term daʿwa. Deeply rooted in Qurʾan and sunna, the
concept not only carries a rich horizon of meanings ranging from invitation to
proselytization, but also imbues notions of theology and sociality.1 Notwithstand-
ing the complexity and history of the concept as well as its diverse interpretations
and expressions, daʿwa is, as it were, part of everyday Muslim practice. Moreover,
it is manifested especially in the work of those who have dedicated themselves to
reaching out to humanity and call others to Islam. Whether embedded in sociore-
ligious movements, state-funded structures, institutions of higher religious learn-
ing, or lay milieus, preachers (duʿā /sing. dāʿī) have spawned a host of cultures of
preaching the religious message, situated in local contexts as much as they are
closely linked to issues of religious (often institutionally confined) authority and
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the ‘right’ interpretation of the scriptures.2 Beyond these individuals, their life-
worlds, biographies, and situatedness in specific socio-political contexts, it also
appears that the forms and formats they choose to disseminate their messages
are equally significant. Their writings can be found in plain treatises as well as in
richly illustrated manuscripts full of brilliant rhetoric, photographs of preachers
with an outstanding performative presence, recordings of rousing Friday ser-
mons and immersive videos that impressively teach the Qurʾanic text.

During the past five decades, audio-visual mediations of Muslim preaching
evolved from the distribution of audio cassettes via religious programs on state-
owned television channels in Muslim-majority countries to a great variety of pro-
grams available across the globe on satellite TV and a wide range of web plat-
forms. Against the background of growing web literacy and a decreasing digital
divide, the internet has been described as a structure that enables a great diversi-
fication of Muslim religious mediations, interactions between believers unre-
strained by religious authorities, as well as entanglements of the local and the
global. In this way, the internet helps to transform religious discourses amidst a
plethora of Muslim religious online activities.3
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This process has both been stimulated by as much as it shaped an emerging
generation of Muslim preachers. Their characteristics and cultural particularities
but also the ways in which their preaching parallels forms of teaching in other reli-
gious traditions have been described by a host of terminologies.4 Despite this termi-
nological and conceptual variety, current scholarship on these actors predominantly
evolves around their relation to traditionally established institutions of Muslim reli-
gious learning, the measures and goals of their cause, their appearance and de-
meanor, and around their rhetorical and technological abilities.5 Additionally, the
audio-visual mediations of these preachers are a lens for the ways in which critical
junctions between communication technologies and religious discourses, beliefs,
and practices correlate with a transformation in content, format, and the relation-
ship of preachers to their audiences who engage with, and make sense of, digital
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media and use them in the context of their faith practices.6 Complementing their
work in local communities, a growing number of Muslim preachers have begun to
employ formats such as talk shows, reality programs, music and theatrical per-
formances, alongside an elaborate use of social media platforms and a broad vari-
ety of orations to orient their mediations more to the lifeworld, daily experiences,
and media practices of their audiences.7 As digital media, chief among them social
media and mobile apps, have become an indispensable and ubiquitous feature of
these lifeworlds and people’s everyday practices, online and offline religious
spheres have become increasingly blended and integrated. In this process, the me-
diations of contemporary preachers constitute elements of a complex communica-
tive environment in which Muslims across the globe access and arrange a host of
digital media in everyday social contexts and social relations to express and negoti-
ate religious values and beliefs. Through their ubiquity, the forms, formats, and
contents of these mediations thus appear to be embedded in a particular way in
the everyday life and media practices of Muslims. In this way, media not only offers
duʿā new avenues for conveying religious messages to a wide audience, but also
facilitates the emergence of new patterns of interaction and complex ways of com-
municating between all participants.

This paper addresses the audiovisual composition of contemporary Muslim
preachers’ videos. I hope to offer a perspective on this emergent field that has re-
ceived little attention in previous research grounded on interviews with media duʿā
or an analysis of audiovisual material that focuses on spoken text and sidelines
other aesthetic means.8 I propose audiovisuality as a conceptual complement to this
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research. I argue that the concept of audiovisuality helps to understand contempo-
rary Muslim preachers’ audiovisual mediations as intentional and complex com-
municative offers that—like other practices of preaching and a variety of other
social practices—are embedded in a discourse surrounding the negotiation of reli-
gious beliefs, norms, and values. The epistemological interest of this paper is thus
in the ensemble of (in)audible and (in)visible elements that structure audiovisual
practices of preaching. An analysis of these elements can be useful in exploring the
ways in which audiovisual mediations enable preachers to participate in the above
discourse. I also assume that the audiovisual mediations of contemporary preach-
ers are not merely illustrated texts set to sounds, but that social actors use audiovi-
sual media because they combine a variety of sensory stimuli and thus create
specific opportunities to address audiences. Audiovisual media thus allow them not
only to participate in the above-mentioned discourse, but also and more specifically
to shape the audience’s understanding of the topics covered in a distinct manner.

In what follows, I will first describe the concept of audiovisuality and then
present four examples to demonstrate how this conceptual approach can be used
to better understand audiovisual mediations of media duʿā. My contribution does
not provide a comprehensive analysis but rather serves as an exploration and
suggestion for an additional perspective on contemporary Muslim preaching
practices.

2 On Audiovisuality

Audiovisuality describes a social actor’s ability to intersect power and audio-visual
representation through the creation of images and sounds that 1.) appeal to individ-
ual and collective bodies of knowledge as well as modes of sensation and 2.) pres-
ent an interpretation of reality that does not appear constructed but rather natural,
and hence is ascribed the status of evidence or truth and helps to advance aesthetic
legitimation of the actor’s cause.9 The concept is inspired by the work of art histo-

Oxford University Press, 2009); Yasmin Moll, “Television Is Not Radio: Theologies of Mediation in
the Egyptian Islamic Revival,” Cultural Anthropology 33, no. 2 (2018); Stjernholm, “DIY Preach-
ing,”; Simon Stjernholm, “Brief Reminders: Muslim Preachers, Mediation and Time,” in Muslim
Preaching, eds. Stjernholm and Özdalga.
 Christoph Günther and Simone Pfeifer, “Jihadi Audiovisuality and Its Entanglements: A Con-
ceptual Framework,” in Jihadi Audiovisuality and Its Entanglements: Meanings, Aesthetics, Appro-
priations, eds. Christoph Günther and Simone Pfeifer (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press,
2020), 9–14.
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rian Nicholas Mirzoeff who, in his insightful paper “On Visuality,”10 offers a
nuanced discussion of the term, which has seen a wide, almost ubiquitous applica-
tion in the humanities and social sciences since the advent of the visual turn. Mir-
zoeff suggests that visuality should not be thought of primarily as merely the set of
visible traits of a cultural artifact. Rather, he draws our attention to the ideas of the
historian Thomas Carlyle, who coined the term in the mid-19th century in his lec-
tures On Heroes.11 Mirzoeff writes that “visuality was, then, the clear picture of his-
tory available to the hero as it happens and the historian in retrospect. It was not
visible to the ordinary person whose simple observation of events did not consti-
tute visuality.” In this perspective, Mirzoeff argues, “claims to visual subjectivity
must always pass by visuality. [. . .] As a keyword for visual culture [visuality en-
compasses] both a mode of representing imperial culture and a means of resisting
it by means of reverse appropriation.” Visuality thus transcends mere visual repre-
sentation and is closely linked to social positions, abilities, claims to interpretative
sovereignty over social facts and developments, as well as the power to enforce
these claims. It also reminds us that texts, speech acts, images, and videos are not
random phenomena, but rather intentional and complex communicative offers. It
is through these mediations that we can reconstruct the ways in which social actors
seek to create meaning and knowledge.

As I have demonstrated elsewhere in more depth, reflections on vision and
listening, that is on seeing and not seeing as well as on audition and inaudition,
are central to the conceptualization of videos as expressions of audiovisuality.12

These are all learned capacities that are constantly being honed. Moreover, they
help us to make sense of, order, or categorize visual and audible impressions be-
cause they are embedded in specific mediating formations, routines, and con-
texts. In order to attend to these aspects, I propose to combine and expand on
notions of scopic regimes13 and auditory regimes14 to make sense of the various
registers that social actors appeal to by using auditive and visual elements such

 Nicholas Mirzoeff, “On Visuality,” Journal of Visual Culture 5, no. 1 (2006), https://doi.org/10.
1177/1470412906062285.
 Thomas Carlyle, The Norman and Charlotte Strouse Edition of the Writings of Thomas Carlyle:
On Heroes, Hero-Worship and the Heroic in History, (Berkeley: University of California Press,
1993 [1841]), notes and introduction by Michael K. Goldberg, text established by Michael
K. Goldberg, Joel J. Brattin, and Mark Engel.
 Günther and Pfeifer, “Jihadi Audiovisuality.”
 Christian Metz, The Imaginary Signifier: Psychoanalysis and the Cinema, [Repr.] (Bloomington,
Ind.: Indiana Univ. Press, 2000 [1977]), trans. Celia Britton, Annwyl Williams, Ben Brewster, and
Alfred Guzzetti.
 J. Martin Daughtry, Listening to War: Sound, Music, Trauma and Survival in Wartime Iraq
(New York: Oxford University Press, 2015).
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as postures, “costumes, props, make-up, hairstyle, spaces as a stage or scene (set-
ting, in Gofman’s terms) to construct images for their sensitive effects.”15 How-
ever, I want to stress that our (in)abilities and (limited) horizons of knowledge
result in us always perceiving more, and always perceiving less, than what is
there to be heard and seen, because our sensations are “rerouted through mem-
ory and fantasy, caught up in threads of the unconscious and entangled with the
passions.”16 Furthermore, our sensations appear to alter the mediations we en-
counter and to transform us at the same time. The creation of knowledge and
meaning through the sonic and the visual is therefore never static, but rather al-
ways in the making, resonating between people and their socially acquired and
culturally learned (in)abilities, material artifacts, cultural contexts, and technolog-
ical mediators. The configurations of people’s sensations and their receptivity
thus shape the ways in which images and sounds are accorded specific qualities
and assume a certain kind of status (e.g. as truth or evidence). This applies re-
gardless of any ‘power’ inherent in a medium itself to change the social reality by
“enchanting or affecting people,” that is, to spark emotional, intellectual, and
physical responses. It should be remembered, however, that these configurations
are contingent on “a recursive feedback loop, subject at any given time to stabilis-
ing and destabilising influences.”17

Against this background, texts, speech acts, images, and videos are under-
stood as intentional and complex communicative offers by media duʿā to create
meaning and knowledge based on their understanding of how Islam is to be prac-
ticed, interpreted, and proclaimed. The concept thus considers that Muslim daʿwa
is a largely actor-centered phenomenon in which individual religious scholarship,
performative and rhetorical skills, and social relations are of key importance. At
the same time, the concept of audiovisuality facilitates a wider perspective, and a
comparative approach emphasizes the relationality characterizing social actors,
their mediations, specific religious and social contexts. It also emphasizes the
audiences engaging with this material in that it points to the ways in which con-

 Katya Mandoki, Everyday Aesthetics: Prosaics, the Play of Culture and Social Identities (Alder-
shot, Burlington VT: Ashgate, 2007), 146.
 Maaike Bleeker, Visuality in the Theatre: The Locus of Looking, Performance Interventions 3
(Basingstoke, New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2008), 1–2.
 Kyle Grayson and Jocelyn Mawdsley, “Scopic Regimes and the Visual Turn in International
Relations: Seeing World Politics Through the Drone,” European Journal of International Relations
25, no. 2 (2019): 433.
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temporary Muslim preachers and their mediations are linked to specific religious
and social contexts, how they appropriate the affordances offered by different so-
cial media platforms, their modes of media composition and symbolic repertoires,
as well as to their interactions with audiences perceiving and interpreting these
mediations.

3 Preliminary Case Study: The Audiovisuality
of Place

Contemporary Muslim preachers make extensive use of audio-visual mediations
as a form of communication, yet they apply different means of pictorial composi-
tion in order to place aesthetic mediations at the service of the appeal of divine
revelation, Islamic ethics, and devotion.

For this paper, I want to demonstrate this using four examples that are listed
as results in a search for a Friday sermon (khuṭba) on YouTube.18 The title of each
video contains the Arabic word khuṭba. These titles not only indicate the format
of this distinct preaching practice, but they also latch onto the horizon of knowl-
edge of the audience about the significance of this markedly formalized practice
for the self-understanding of Muslim communities. Beyond this ontological ap-
peal, the categorization of an exhortation as a khuṭba may also govern the audi-
ences’ expectations as to the procedure of such a sermon, its rhetorical elements
and subject matter, the role and conduct of the preacher, as well as the spatial
setting. With regards to the latter, that is the choice of space and the positioning
of the preacher in it, the selected videos show some of the ways in which contem-
porary Muslim preachers relate to the conventions of this practice (and the ex-
pectations of the audience).

Images from the videos range from a preacher, Muhammad Tim, standing on
an ornate minbar in a mosque, via a female preacher, Susanne Dawi, standing in
the middle of a plain room in a mosque behind an unadorned lectern, a preacher,

 At the publisher’s express request, no screenshots from the respective videos are reproduced
in this article. Interested readers may therefore wish to get an impression for themselves and
watch the referenced videos. The URLs are https://www.youtube.com/live/i1lVnT6pqd0, https://
youtu.be/hrQ8Dd8CYF8, https://youtu.be/z0o6XrnzMX4, and https://youtu.be/Pwge_NLH2GU. All
videos were last accessed on June 2, 2023.
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Numan Ali Khan,19 standing on a modern pulpit with modest wall decorations, to a
preacher, Amin Aaser, at a desk in a windowless room that can be used for various
functions. While Muhammad Tim, Numan Ali Khan, and Susanne Dawi preach in a
space that is identifiable to the audience as a mosque, Amin Aaser addresses his
audience in a room that seems to be used for diverse purposes. In addition, we see
Muhammad Tim and Numan Ali Khan standing on a minbar, which in the case of
the former is perhaps also most clearly recognizable to spectators as a pulpit due to
its direct proximity to the prayer niche (qibla), while in the second case the
preacher stands rather on a spacious gallery. Regardless of the concrete appear-
ance of the podium, in both cases the preacher takes an elevated position.

Three of the four examples suggest that contemporary Muslim preachers
(and the people who advise and support them in the production of their media)
entitle as khuṭba those mediations in which they conform to the convention of a
Friday sermon (or homology on the occasion of the two festivals) as a practice of
preaching that is tied to a specific space, namely a mosque, where a congregation
of believers is present and wherein those delivering the homology take a distinct
position in order to address a co-present audience eye-to-eye and likewise receive
their attention. These examples thereby conform to and re-affirm what could be
called the conventions and standards of this preaching practice, also through the
choice of and the position of all participants in an appropriate spatial setting.

At the same time, these examples also demonstrate differences in the inter-
pretation of such standards. Muhammad Tim and Numan Ali Khan standing on a
pulpit—regardless of the architectural differences between the two galleries—vi-
sually manifest a perhaps conservative understanding of the way a preacher posi-
tions himself vis-à-vis the co-present congregation. Both preachers hence shape
the knowledge of the audience on site and the mediatization of how a preacher
should present himself to the congregation present during a Friday sermon, that
is on a prominent spot. It is noteworthy, however, that the camera position re-
sembles this notion only in the case of Muhammad Tim, who is filmed slightly
from below, while Numan Ali Khan meets the YouTube viewer almost at eye
level. Susanne Dawi’s positioning in the room and in relation to the camera’s
gaze, however, gives the impression that she is meeting the present and mediated
audience at the same eye level. She preaches in a mosque and addresses an audi-
ence present in the room, but at the same time she does not take an elevated posi-

 Editor’s note: Please find a critical examination of the preacher and scholar Numan Ali Khan
in this book’s contribution by Margherita Picchi, “Khuṭba Activism against Gender-Based Vio-
lence: The Claremont Main Road Mosque’s Community Tafsīr.”
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tion in the room and thus certainly—and probably intentionally—enacts what
might me be called a more progressive interpretation of the form and function of
a Friday sermon. Amin Aaser, on the other hand, performs a disruption with such
conventions on another level, as he does not preach to a co-present congregation
at all, but addresses a YouTube audience directly, here specifically children in a
“khutba for kids.” It can be argued that the selected spatial setting and the posi-
tioning of the camera accommodate the relationship between the preacher and
this specific audience. It seems as if conformity to and re-affirmation of the guide-
lines for a khuṭba had to be secondary in preference to a low-key communicative
situation that appears as direct as possible, albeit conveyed through a medium.
One may conclude that the channel operators assume that their target audience
will acknowledge the specific address as a khuṭba, despite the fact that Amin Aaser
is seated behind an unadorned desk and positioned in the middle of a windowless
room used for multiple purposes. It may also be that the audience is unfamiliar
with the conventions of a khuṭba and that this term is used synonymously with “ser-
mon” in everyday language. If this is the case, one can demonstrate through this
example that the creativity and understanding of contemporary Muslim preachers
(and those who help them produce their media) of how best to present the message
of Islam to a specific audience has an equal impact on the visual and acoustic com-
position of videos as well as the messages they convey.

In light of the above reflections on the audiovisuality of these videos, a mos-
que in this case does not only provide a space that conforms to the conventions of
a Friday sermon. As a place where Muslims have gathered since the early days of
Islam and constituted themselves as a community through shared and collectively
experienced practices, the mosque links the symbolic with the formation and en-
actment of social identities. This level of meaning is part of the mediation in the
videos and is not only conveyed through what is visible, but also through what
remains invisible and is audible at the same time. It is not only the sound of the
preacher’s voice created by the architectural characteristics of a large room and
the use of microphones, amplifiers, and loudspeaker systems that can shape the
way a YouTube audience perceives and assesses a khuṭba. In particular, it is the
people, more audible in some videos and less audible in others, who are co-
present at the site of the performance. This community of believers confirms
through repetition of certain prayer sequences, coughing, whispering, audible
movements on the carpet, and many other vocal expressions, that the video is a
Friday sermon delivered live to an audience present in a mosque. Their presence
thereby reaffirms what is visible on the screen. Secondly, they are an essential
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element of a process Victor Turner20 has termed the creation of communitas, in
that they give the audience of the mediation, who are likewise, perhaps even
equally, the addressees of the sermon, the impression of co-presence and partici-
pation in a ritual from which they are separated both in time and space.

Consequently, it is not only the architectural features of the space and other
visible elements that create the opportunity for the YouTube audience to recog-
nize and acknowledge this khuṭba as such, but also and especially acoustic stimuli
and the immersive power they emanate. Visual and acoustic features of the video
thus become comprehensible as elements of a composition intended to confirm
the claim of the speech act shown here, i.e., a Friday sermon, to legitimacy, au-
thenticity, and authority. For the viewers of the videos, what makes the acknowl-
edgement of this claim possible is the positioning of the preacher in a specific
space that conforms to the norms for a Friday sermon, as well as the audible co-
presence of a group of people who are both addressees and contributors to the
performance conveyed through the digital medium. Whether and to what extent
this acknowledgement actually materializes could be explored, for example,
through a closer reading of the user comments under the respective videos. This
element lies outside the scope of the present chapter.

What media duʿā and dāʿiyāt allow us to see and hear under the title of khuṭba
is thus oriented towards the rules for this preaching practice formulated in the
works of Muslim scholars and validates these standards both to the audience pres-
ent and to the viewers of the mediations. At the same time, some contemporary
Muslim preachers deviate from these rules, in some cases substantially, and thus
shape a divergent understanding of this preaching practice. The ways in which
media duʿā or dāʿiyāt position themselves in a physical space and employ its visual
and acoustic features, along with the potential presence of participants, direct the
audience’s listening and gaze and elicit physical, cognitive, and emotional reactions.
Following the theoretical presuppositions of the function of audiovisualities de-
tailed above, we may assume that these elements, among many other variables,
shape the ways in which people perceive the practices of preaching described
above. The manipulation of audio-visual elements may therefore aid social actors
to bolster their audiences’ belief in the veracity, authenticity, and authority of their
messages.

 Victor Turner, Dramas, Fields, and Metaphors: Symbolic Action in Human Society, (Ithaca, NY:
Cornell University Press, 1974).
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