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While on pil grim age in Mecca in 2017, the famed tele vi sion preacher Amr Khaled live-streamed his pious 
sup pli ca tions on Facebook. Khaled is one of Egypt’s “New Preachers,” al-du‘ah judud, so named because 
their styles of tele vi sion preaching are unprec e dented within the coun try’s four decades of Islamic Reviv-

alism. Khaled, like other New Preachers, launched his trans na tional career on Iqraa, a tele vi sion sta tion founded in 
1998 by a Saudi media mogul as the world’s first Islamic sat el lite chan nel. Drawing on music video, celeb rity talk-show, 
and real ity tele vi sion genres, Iqraa’s Egyp tian pro duc ers sought a da‘wa mubhira, a “daz zling” pious prop a ga tion, in 
con trast to what they deemed the unimag i na tive pro grams of Salafi preach ers. From this per spec tive, Iqraa, unlike 
Salafi chan nels, appre ci ated that Islamic media encompasses yet also exceeds reli gious pro grams aimed at correcting 
doc trinal under stand ing or enjoining rit ual obser vance. And unlike sec u lar tele vi sion chan nels, Iqraa under stood 
that divine param e ters of per mis si bil ity and pro hi bi tion are nei ther irrel e vant nor indif er ent to cre a tive media. In 
this space, Islamic media could be at once edi fy ing and enter tain ing, mor ally seri ous and visu ally daz zling.

Khaled’s own media pro duc tion con tin ued to dis play this ethos long after his depar ture from Iqraa. Against the 
iconic back drop of white-clad pil grims cir cum am bu lat ing the Ka‘aba, the preacher tear fully invoked divine mercy 
and suc cor for the Mus lim com mu nity. He also sup pli cated more spe cifi  cally for the well-being of his online view-
ers and sub scrib ers. The video led to a tor rent of pub lic crit i cism and satir i cal memes cen tered both on Khaled’s 
entreat ies to God to give His atten tion to the preacher’s fol low ers and on Khaled’s atten tion to the medi a tion of his 
pious pleas: crit ics cir cu lated stills appearing to show the sup pli cat ing preacher sur rep ti tiously checking out his 
own image.1 For many, this was irre fut able visual evi dence of Khaled’s reli gious hypoc risy and yet another trou bling 
indi ca tion of the “com mod i fi ca tion of reli gion” (al-tijara bil din) enabled by the emer gence of pri vately funded sat el-
lite tele vi sion, of which celeb rity preach ers like Khaled are both symp tom and cause.2

Such unequiv o cal (and famil iar) crit i cisms of the New Preachers are not the focus of this essay. Instead, I exam-
ine the ambiv a lent cri tiques of their gen er ally enthu si as tic fol low ers. A state of mixed feel ings, ambiv a lence entails 
being at once charmed and repelled.3 Such simul ta ne ity of oppos ing afects is espe cially sig nifi  cant because many 
of the view ers I met self-iden ti fied as fol low ers of the New Preachers after rejecting the Salafi preach ers who fig ure 
so prom i nently in Egypt’s grass roots da‘wa cir cles. Salafi preach ers made my view ers feel “emo tion ally distressed,” 
“uneasy,” even “trau ma tized.” This had to do with their mes sage—“This is for bid den, that is for bid den, every thing 
is for bid den except what we say”—and their deliv ery—“They scream, they shout; they point their fin gers and wag 
them at us.” When peo ple told me this, they would invari ably adopt a gruf tone, frown fiercely, and scrunch their 
noses. Salafi preaching—its con tent and form—was unam big u ously repellant (munaffir) for many of my inter loc-
u tors. This qual ity led to view ers describ ing their inabil ity to feel “close” to Salafi preach ers and embark on the 
par tic u lar pro gram of vir tu ous self-fash ion ing they advo cated.
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Yet while tele vi sion as a visual medium allows these 
view ers to snub Salafi ser mon iz ing as defi cient, this 
afordance also enables ambig u ous apprais als of preach-
ers they oth er wise find appeal ing. For even as view ers 
feel they could “see for them selves” how their favor ite 
New Preacher is vis i bly moved as he pro claims his love 
for God, the close asso ci a tion of tele vi sion in Egypt with 
dra matic act ing also makes it pos si ble to see such proc-
la ma tions as “merely” performed. This asso ci a tion was 
pro duc tive within the par tic u lar da‘wa niche of New 
Preaching. Indeed, to defend him self after the Facebook 
fiasco, Khaled made clear that artfully mass medi at ing 
his per for mance of a rit ual prac tice was not an abne ga-
tion of his duty as da‘wa prac ti tioner but its ful fill ment. 
“It is my job to make peo ple love God and His wor ship 
through good tele vi sion,” he protested.4 Piety’s cul ti va-
tion on a mass scale depends on a skill ful atten tion to 
audi ence. But the view ers whose atten tion Khaled and 
other New Preachers sought made fine-grained dis-
tinc tions between instances when pro fes sional media 
pro fi ciency was an impor tant part of the per sua sive 
appa ra tus of the preacher and instances when such pro-
fi ciency discredited the sin cer ity—and thus the pub lic 
effi cacy—of his moral exhor ta tion. On-cam era cry ing 
dur ing pious sup pli ca tion, du‘a, was one impor tant pivot 
point.

Du‘a are petitionary pray ers dis tinct from salat, the 
rit ual pray ers Mus lims per form five times a day at set 
times. Salat involves a set of pre scribed bodily pos tures 
and utter ances. By con trast, du‘a, which lit er ally means 
“call ing out,” is a per sonal appeal to God for His aid in 
lan guage that is impro vised in the sense of being the 
peti tion ers’ own words, although the supplicator may 
incor po rate Quranic verses and Prophetic phrases in 
appeal. The Prophet Muhammad report edly char ac ter-
ized du‘a as “the weapon of the believer” for its worldly 
and sal vific effi cacy. Du‘a is thematized within Islamic 
tra di tions, espe cially Sufi ones, as cre at ing “a spon ta-
ne ous and sin cere inti macy with the divine”; it is often 
accom pa nied, how ever, by what may seem opposed to 
sin cere spon ta ne ity: feigned weep ing, tabbaki.5 Feigned 
weep ing, closely asso ci ated with Islamic Revivalism in 
Egypt, is an expres sion of pious humil ity through which 
reli gious adepts, moti vated by rev er ence for God, pre-
tend to cry in order (ide ally) to develop the capac ity to 
shed real tears in the future. In addi tion to self-cul ti-
va tion, how ever, tele vis ing a preacher’s sup pli ca tions 
was for the Islamic media pro duc ers I worked with a 
pow er ful tech nique for the cul ti va tion of inti macy with 
view ers across the screen. Du‘a as pious self-expres sion 

with an audi ence of one—God—is imag ined as an espe-
cially mov ing addi tion to mass-medi ated da‘wa as an 
other-ori ented prac tice of per sua sive afect. This is par-
tic u larly so when such sup pli ca tions are tear ful. End-
ing each tele vi sion epi sode with weepy sup pli ca tions 
became Khaled’s call ing card.

Egyp tian Mus lims out side the piety move ment 
gen er ally dis miss such weep ing as insin cere, no mat ter 
the con text.6 When it is done on tele vi sion, how ever, 
so too do many pious prac ti tion ers. Among the view-
ers I worked with, feigned weep ing was more likely to 
be con strued as an appro pri ate tech nique of pious dis-
ci pline in some set tings (for exam ple, in Qur’anic rec i-
ta tion, at the con clu sion of Fri day con gre ga tional pray-
ers or in indi vid ual prayer at home) and not oth ers (in 
a broad cast stu dio, as part of a tele vi sion epi sode). But 
why should tele vised tears be trou bling? To address this, 
I explore the dif er en tial eval u a tion of tears by Islamic 
tele vi sion pro duc ers and view ers. How does the mass 
medi a tion of preacherly weep ing—and the aesthetici-
zation of such weep ing through tele vi sual tech niques—
pro voke ambiv a lence about this val ued rit ual? And what 
does this reveal about the poten tials and lim its of mass 
medi a tion for the con cur rent cul ti va tion of pious sub-
jects and inti mate pub lics?

I argue that spe cific mass medi a tions of feigned 
weep ing made time-hon ored ide als of rit ual effi cacy 
less rel e vant as tears came to be part of a new cat e gory 
of dis ci plined prac tice that turned on act ing, on skilled 
arti fice. Here the prin ci ples of mod ern dra ma turgy as 
habit ual, rehearsed embodi ment coex ist uneas ily with 
piety’s demand for rit ual self-cul ti va tion. Islamic tele-
vi sion pro duc ers contended that on-cam era weep ing 
was a valu able tech nique for cul ti vat ing piety across 
the screen. For them, tele vised tears were a per for ma-
tive tool for cre at ing con di tions felic i tous to da‘wa on 
a mass scale. But when these pro duc ers approached 
weep ing for its per for mance value and not only for its 
author i ta tive rit ual effi cacy, they inad ver tently enabled 
a new form of judg ment on the part of their pious view-
ers, rais ing a ques tion irrel e vant in the orig i nal con text: 
Is the preacher act ing? Are these tele vi sual tears, and not 
only tele vised tears—are these tears pro duced for the 
tele vi sion cam era?

To be clear, on-cam era weep ing as a rit ual inno va-
tion fails for many view ers not nec es sar ily because it 
lacks pre ce dence. Writing about rit ual as key for socially 
enacting val ues and their atten dant ide al ized life ways, 
Joel Robbins shows how changes in established rit ual 
forms engen der dis ap pro ba tion both when they do not 
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fully real ize, in the sense of exem plify, existing val ues as 
well as when they become a “neg a tive exam ple” through 
suc cess fully real iz ing what is disvalued.7 As a rit ual, 
broad cast weepiness flops in instances when it does not 
fully exem plify the pious sin cer ity always expected of 
a preacher or when it only exemplifies a the at ri cal skill 
unseemly to eth i cal exhor ta tion as voca tion. It suc ceeds 
when it exemplifies both.

At first glance, this might seem like a famil iar story of 
reli gious peo ple across dif er ent tra di tions who aspire for 
imme di acy, either by decrying semi otic forms marked as 
media obsta cles in their pur suit of unme di ated con tact—
or copresence—with God or, relat edly, by fail ing/refus ing 
to see some media as media at all  and attrib ut ing to them 
the qual i ties of imme di acy and trans par ency.8 But far 
from val o riz ing immediation, my inter loc u tors, whether 
pro duc ers or view ers, made the “daz zling” medi a tion 
of divine rev e la tion an ineluc ta ble aspect of its suc cess-
ful worldly prop a ga tion and a key point of con trast with 
Salafi reviv al ists. The diffi  culty, then, may be not only that 
Islamic tele vi sion preach ers are try ing to strad dle in their 
rit ual per for mance two dis tinct regimes—pious enskill-
ment and skilled rep re sen ta tion—but also that they are 
try ing to do so as preach ers who are not, in fact, as dra-
ma tur gi cally prac ticed as they need to be for their media 
to be effi ca cious. Put dif er ently, viewer ambiv a lence 
may be pro voked less by the line between pious preach-
ing and pro fes sional per for mance, between da‘wa and 
drama, becom ing too blurred and more by the fail ure to 
expertly sus tain the dis tinc tion between tele vised tears 
and tele vi sual tears that is ulti mately inter nal to daz zling 
da‘wa as both media strat egy and eth i cal aspi ra tion.

The Artifice of Intimacy
Many Egyp tians, reli gious and sec u lar, dis par age the 
New Preachers as oppor tu nis tic nov ices lacking the 
author ity to expound on Islamic mat ters. They are not 
trained muft is or theo lo gians but accoun tants, sales-
men, and art ists. For their fol low ers, how ever, these 
preach ers are mor ally cred i ble because they are ordi-
nary, “just like us,” although just a bit fur ther on the 
pious path. Sincerity, not author ity, is what mat ters. 
Hania, whom I met early in my field work, explained that 
“Amr Khaled doesn’t give reli gious legal opin ions (mish 
biyifti) because he doesn’t have the author i ta tive back-
ground for this. . . .  But because I love him, I will lis ten 
to him. He has an emo tional author ity (sulta shu‘uriya).” 
Hania does not claim for these preach ers the reli gious 
author ity their crit ics deny them—instead, she locates 
their effi cacy on a dif er ent plane alto gether, where feel-

ings reign. The visual medium is espe cially oppor tune: 
being  able to see the preacher is crit i cal to her sense of 
inti mate con nec tion.

Emad, Iqraa’s Cairo man ager and head of New 
Preacher Mustafa Hosny’s media team dur ing my 2010–
13 field work at the chan nel, was fond of reminding us 
that “tele vi sion is not radio.”9 This refrain was almost 
a man tra for the team. It was a reminder that tele vi-
sion called for con tent that was qual i ta tively dif er ent 
from that suffi  cient for exclu sively audi tory media. But 
it was also a cri tique of oth ers within the social world 
of Islamic tele vi sion who seem ingly did not grasp—
whether because they lacked the imag i na tion and tech-
ni cal know-how to grasp or, worse, because their incor-
rect the ol o gies pre cluded them from grasp ing—this all  
too obvi ous dis tinc tion and thereby treated tele vi sion 
as if it were radio in their da‘wa media. From this per-
spec tive, the abil ity of the da‘wa move ment to attract 
adher ents who would oth er wise remain uninterested in 
the path of piety was pred i cated on its activ ists’ abil ity 
to exploit tele vi sion’s capacities for visual dazzlement, 
or ibhar, and by so doing reveal piety’s path as one of 
plea sure, not pain. Remaining indif er ent to such afor-
dances was noth ing less than shirking the eth i cal duties 
incum bent on being a pro fes sional pro moter of piety.10

In addi tion to daz zling view ers, tele vi sion aforded 
the tech ni cally savvy and cre a tive preacher another 
equally impor tant, and related, capac ity: the facil i ta tion 
of a sense of inti mate con nec tion between him and his 
view ers. The Ara bic word I am trans lat ing as “inti macy” 
is hammiya, the root of which is hamim, which means 
“close” or “inti mate.” Hamim can refer to a par tic u lar 
qual ity of friend ship; in the Quranic lex i con it con-
notes a devoted friend.11 Hammiya was impor tant for 
Hosny and his team because they viewed its pres ence 
among their view ers as sus tain ing an indi vid ual’s com-
mit ment to the path of piety once embarked on. While 
dazzlement was cru cial to ini tially cap tur ing atten tion, 
inti macy was key to its con tin u a tion. And as in dazzle-
ment, being  able to see the preacher on screen mattered 
greatly, mak ing the visual tech niques of inti mate con-
nec tion—that is, its abil ity to cre ate a con stel la tion of 
viewer feel ings toward the preacher char ac ter ized by 
warmth, famil iar ity, and good will—sub ject to sed u lous 
atten tion by Hosny’s team. Hosny him self was attuned 
to the impor tance of visual pre sen ta tion from his first 
career in sales. His job train ing underscored the pri-
macy of face-to-face inter ac tion, and he took that to 
be broadly appli ca ble to his new career as a tele vi sion 
preacher. “The visual (al-mar’iy) accounts for half of 
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the pre sen ta tion,” he once explained in a meet ing. “If 
you have two peo ple presenting on the same sub ject, 
and one is on tele vi sion and the other is on cas sette, of 
course the one on tele vi sion will have more influ ence 
(ta’thir akthar) because you can see his body lan guage.”12 
But pro duc ers also rec og nized that embod ied afec tive-
moral qual i ties will not appear nat u rally to the viewer, 
what ever the inner state of the per former, but rather 
require skilled know-how to con vey across the screen. 
Proficiency in the tech ni cal and cre a tive afordances of 
tele vi sion helped con sti tute the con tent and aes thet ics 
of reli gious pub lic ity, and helped make pos si ble inti-
macy as arti fice, as skilled cre a tion.

In what would become a com mu ni ca tion stud ies 
clas sic, Donald Horton and Richard Wohl intro duce 
the con cept of parasocial inter ac tion to describe the 
media pro duc tion of “inti macy at dis tance.” Motivat-
ing their inquiry was the then-new radio and tele vi sion 
talk shows emerg ing in the US in the 1950s and adopted 
by Islamic tele vi sion preach ers in Egypt as early as 
the 1960s. They argue that these broad cast forms are 
marked by a “sim u la crum of con ver sa tional give and 
take” between the per former and the spec ta tor. While 
being par a sitic on the face-to-face inter ac tion it sim u-
lates through resem blance, this mass-medi ated inter ac-
tion cre ates its own kind of inti macy through a spe cific 
set of media strat e gies. The point of these tech niques 
is to reach for some thing im-medi ate within the con-
di tion of medi a tion.13 At the same time, the notion of 
the parasocial cap tures the way pro duc ers and view ers 
are aware of medi a tion yet feel as if they are in imme-
di ate inti mate con tact because of—not despite—the 
arti fice of medi a tion, its expert cre at ing. While mak-
ing pub lic the “of-stage” arti fice on which the power 
of “on-dis play” authen tic ity rests is for many a dam ag-
ing expo sure of insider know-how,14 in the parasocial 
inter ac tioninti macy is acknowl edged, even mar veled 
at, as an arti fact of pub lic ity, as a socio-tech ni cal feat, 
by all  par tic i pants.

The dis tance between the parasocial as the o ret i cal 
con struct by com mu ni ca tion schol ars and the paraso-
cial as tac itly the o rized prac tice by Islamic tele vi sion 
pro duc ers—whose pro fes sional exper tise is formed 
par tially through being creden tialed stu dents of mass 
com mu ni ca tion—is short. Here, the parasocial inter-
ac tion is the ol o gized as enabling inti macy at a dis tance 
between believ ers and God through inti macy with the 
expert human medi a tor of God’s words, the preacher. 
Through an ini tial rap port with the preacher, viewerly 
self-cul ti va tion of a rela tion ship to God marked by 

near ness and heart felt sin cer ity through will ing obe-
di ence to His com mands—that is, by piety—becomes 
more pos si ble.

My viewer field work find ings broadly sup port this 
pro duc tion-side assump tion. Hania, to take one exam-
ple, had first encoun tered Khaled aurally, on cas sette (or 
was it a CD?), but when she saw him on tele vi sion, she 
began to feel that she “now had a dif er ent rela tion ship 
to him. Now I can see his reac tions, his body lan guage, 
all  this makes me closer to him and his cred i bil ity rises. 
I believe him more because I can see that he is sadiq 
(sin cere), that he is not act ing.” Closeness for Hania was 
pred i cated on her eval u a tion of the preacher’s visual 
per for mance as sin cere, a qual ity she opposes in this 
con ver sa tion to act ing.15 But, from the pro duc ers’ per-
spec tive, Hania’s abil ity to see sin cer ity across the screen 
was pred i cated on this qual ity as an arti fact of arti fice, of 
skilled cre a tion. And every aspect of the pro gram pro-
duc tion, how ever seem ingly small, was sig nifi  cant.

For exam ple, Soha, the direc tor of most of Hos-
ny’s pro grams for Iqraa dur ing my field work, aspired 
to cre ate an “inti mate ambi ence” (gaw ma’luf) through 
deploying a vari ety of cam era angles.16 Her pre ferred 
shot was the medium shot—a waist-up shot cap tur-
ing the sub ject at mid-dis tance—because it enabled 
the illu sion of direct eye con tact with the viewer. The 
close-up shot, where the sub ject takes up most of the 
screen, might do this, but Soha explained its rel a tive pit-
fall: by focus ing on the face and eyes of the per former, 
it invites the viewer to expe ri ence the world as some one 
else. This actu ally rup tures the inti mate con ver sa tional  
ambi ance of the pro gram, the illu sion of a give-and-take 
between per former and spec ta tor criterial for the para-
social inter ac tion. The point is not that view ers iden tify 
so closely with the preacher that they lose their own 
per spec tive; rather it is that they iden tify just enough 
to feel that the preacher is “close” to them (urayib) and 
there fore some one whose own moral judg ment and 
reli giously informed eth ics merit seri ous con sid er ation 
and per haps adop tion by them as their own.

Alongside cam era angles, cam era move ments 
aspired to a sense of mutual inter ac tion within a one-
way broad cast. There were three cam eras in the stu dio, 
one posi tioned straight at Hosny in a static medium 
shot frame and two oth ers located at par al lel 45-degree 
angles to the first and used for pan ning and zooming. In 
the con trol room, Soha could see all  three cam era frames 
on sep a rate screens; her main job was directing the 
move ment between them, thereby ofer ing the viewer 
dif er ent per spec tives on the unfolding per for mance 
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and cre at ing a sense of pro gram par tic i pa tion. By con-
trast, a sin gle cam era, espe cially when cou pled with 
too many close-ups, actu ally inhib its spec ta tor immer-
sion by mak ing the per former’s expe ri ence the sin gu lar 
focus. Indeed, visual mobil ity through mul ti ple cam-
eras aforded view ers a more priv i leged expe ri ence 
than the preacher because they had a free dom of ocu lar 
move ment that the preacher lacked—they were watch-
ing him.

In addi tion, the cam era move ment calls atten tion 
to the parasocial qual ity of the inter ac tion, to its tele vi-
sual con text. On tele vi sion you can inhabit per spec tives 
impos si ble in real life. By show ing the arti fice, in the 
sense of skill ful cre a tion, of preaching as pro fes sional 
per for mance, the direc tor imag ines that view ers’ sense 
of inti mate con nec tion to the preacher will be height-
ened because his per sonal pre tense to arti fice, now in 
the more famil iar sense of insin cer ity, will have been 
dimin ished through the acknowl edgment that this, 
ulti mately, is tele vi sion. Again, while reli gious prac ti-
tion ers often desire a sense of imme di acy through “dis-
appearing” the medium and fact of medi a tion,17 here 
inti macy is aspired to through foregrounding the pro cess 
of its medi a tion. These com pli cated stra te gic cal cu la-
tions of what media tech niques will elicit what kinds of 
audi ence assess ments became even more knotty with 
the intro duc tion of lach ry mose nar ra tive.

Heart Talk
The pro duc tion of a pious sin cer ity view ers like Hania 
could believe in also took the dis cur sive form of “speak-
ing from the heart,” cap tured by the title of Khaled’s 
first tele vi sion pro gram, Words from the Heart. The show 
catapulted him into mass star dom as a preacher, a pro-
fes sional tra jec tory that gained even more steam when 
Iqraa—then the only existing trans na tional Islamic sat-
el lite chan nel—signed him on and gave him cre a tive 
over sight for their Cairo-based pro gram ming. While 
Khaled’s ten ure at Iqraa was brief, the form he debuted 
would become over the next twenty years closely asso-
ci ated with a suc ces sion of newer New Preachers on the 
chan nel. Such pro grams inter wove the long-stand ing 
genres of hom i letic sto ry tell ing based on the lives of 
Quranic proph ets, Prophetic hagi og ra phy (qassas), and 
noncanonical hor ta tory preaching (ma’wiza) with the 
mod ern con fes sional modes of per sonal sto ry tell ing 
that ani mate the melo dra mas of talk shows and dra-
matic seri als alike.

Tears are cen tral to these genres and, for fans, plea-
sur ably antic i pated.18 In what Lila Abu-Lughod calls 

the “melo dra mas of the real” of Egyp tian talk shows, 
for exam ple, ordi nary peo ple tell of their extraor di nary 
suf er ing at the hands of offi cial inep ti tude or famil-
ial indif er ence, pro vok ing in view ers at home vis ceral 
responses. “True, it makes one cry,” one loyal viewer 
shares with her, “but it is really good.” Abu-Lughod 
argues that an intense focus on the indi vid u al ized self 
and its inte ri or ity is com mon both to melo drama and 
to piety as self-fash ion ing.19 And just as Egypt’s elites 
disdained melo dra mas for their exag er ated sen ti men-
tal ism dur ing her field work, they lambasted pop u lar 
Islamic tele vi sion pro grams for maud lin excess dur ing 
mine.

For Islamic tele vi sion pro duc ers, how ever, melo-
drama as a mode of vul ner a ble self-dis clo sure was 
invalu able to nor mal iz ing the fra gil ity of piety. Iqraa’s 
pro duc ers imag ined that part of instill ing love in ordi-
nary youth for Quranic and Prophetic imper a tives was 
hav ing the preacher speak about his attempts and fail-
ures—his up-and-down, zigzag story—to get closer 
to God and embody the Prophet’s praxis in a way that 
was mov ing and mem o ra ble, frank and heart felt. Prac-
titioners com monly gloss this type of per for mance as 
belong ing to al-raqa’iq, a genre aiming to “soften the 
heart” so as to make it more recep tive to divine dic tate. 
But Words from the Heart’s truly pioneering aspect was 
less that Khaled, as a preacher, spoke from his heart and 
more that he invited oth ers to do so on-screen, whether 
they were the newly “repen tant” celeb rity guests20 
or indi vid ual par tic i pants from the in-stu dio audi-
ence. Unlike the highly spe cial ized and circumscribed 
juris pru den tial domain of fatwa talk—which the New 
Preachers and their audi ences in gen eral stayed well 
clear of—heart talk was an inclu sive genre of legit i mate 
pub lic com ment.

By tele vis ing heart talk, Khaled—or, more accu-
rately, Ahmed Abu Haibah, the cre a tive brain behind 
this for mat as Khaled’s debut pro ducer and an influ en-
tial advo cate for new forms of Islamic tele vi sion—cre-
ated a dis tinct ideal for Islamic media. The reli gious 
pro gram would be a mass-medi ated fadfada, a col lo qui-
al ism for con ver sa tional exchange that is inti mate and 
from the heart, the kind of con ver sa tion you would have 
with your best friend over tea and bis cuits or late into 
the night on the phone. That a few tears would be shed 
dur ing such talk is only nat u ral, and Khaled’s guests and 
stu dio audi ence often cried. Abu Haibah aug mented the 
afec tive power of such tear ful moments through dex-
ter ous editing and well-cho sen sonic accom pa ni ment. 
He also included at the con clu sion of each epi sode what 
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he saw as another nov elty for Islamic da‘wa media: the 
preacher’s tear ful pious sup pli ca tions.

Abu Haibah tele vised the tears as part of a broader 
atten tion to the visual medi a tion of pious afect and their 
atten dant per sonal nar ra tives of eth i cal self-trans for ma-
tion that Words from the Heart pioneered.21 Televising du‘a 
ofered him and, later, the Islamic tele vi sion pro duc ers I 
worked with on Mustafa Hosny’s team at Iqraa, an excel-
lent oppor tu nity to mass medi ate inti macy so as to include 
within its afec tive ambit not only the preacher as sup-
plicator-in-chief, but also, ide ally, his imag ined at-home 
audi ence. But in addi tion to the inti macy they cre ated, 
tele vis ing the preacher’s per sonal sup pli ca tions accom-
plished another impor tant and related aim: they framed 
watching the tele vi sion epi sode as a wor ship ful activ ity, 
a nonprescribed form of ‘ibada. Mus lims usu ally sup-
pli cate at the end of their indi vid ual daily rit ual pray ers 
and at the con clu sion of the Fri day mosque ser mon and 
con gre ga tional prayer. With cas sette tech nol ogy in the 
late 1970s and 1980s, these ser mons and their sup pli ca-
tions were recorded and cir cu lated widely within da‘wa 
cir cles. As Charles Hirschkind has shown, cas sette ser-
mon lis ten ing in every day con texts—dur ing the daily 
com mute, at home, in cof ee shops—was for many da‘wa 
prac ti tion ers an exem plary form of pious self-cul ti va-
tion.22 On tele vi sion, the New Preachers’ du‘a marks the 
end of the epi sode, even as the dis cur sive con tent of this 
epi sode is not a ser mon and its view ing in no way rit u ally 
pre scribed. However, inserting the sup pli ca tion within 
the epi sode frames its view ing as an act of piety. While 
this might seem par al lel to cas sette ser mon audi tion as 
a pious tech nol ogy, the fram ing is impor tant because of 
the orthog o nal qual ity of New Preaching pro grams to 
author i ta tive forms of rit ual per for mance and speech. 
Unlike the cas sette’s ampli fi ca tion of the in situ mosque 
ser mon through a later despatialized dis sem i na tion, the 
tele vi sion epi sode is not typ i cally a broad cast of a rit ual 
per for mance that would have occurred any way; rather, it 
is an audiovisual arti fact that only exists as a tele vi sion 
epi sode.

Moreover, the du‘a as a tech nique of pious fram-
ing is impor tant for New Preaching pro grams because 
of the self-defined “daz zling” nature of its form and 
con tent, which could resem ble a celeb rity talk show, a 
real ity com pe ti tion, or a melo drama. While for Salafi 
adepts lis ten ing to their favor ite preacher ser mon ize 
on cas sette enacted an Islamic counterpublic pre cisely 
in rela tion to such mass enter tain ment media, which 
they saw as irre me di a bly sec u lar, the New Preachers and 
their fol low ers approach this media more con tin gently. 

Dazzlement, how ever, is a dou ble-edged sword: the pro-
grams are self-con sciously intended as inno va tive con-
tri bu tions to reli gious reviv al ism, but the absence within 
them of what have become—through the dom i nance of 
Salafism within the piety move ment—conventionalized 
mark ers of reli gi os ity make the legibility of this con tri-
bu tion some what ten u ous. That the preacher would be 
in jeans and clean-shaven, that he would play the gui tar 
or col lab o rate with a pop singer, that his audi ence would 
inter min gle by gen der, that there would be a cadre of 
hip hijabis in charge—all  depar tures from the con ven-
tions of pious gath er ings, medi ated or face-to-face—
neces si tate the active inscrip tion of “con ven tional” piety. 
For pro duc ers, tear ful sup pli ca tion ofered a means of 
doing so. For their view ers, how ever, such tears on cam-
era could become occa sions of reli gious ambiv a lence: 
Some per for mances of this rit ual inno va tion were more 
suc cess ful than oth ers, as the next two sec tions explore.

The Drama of Da‘wa
We saw how for Hania watching Khaled on tele vi-
sion facil i tated her eval u a tion of him as sin cere. This 
was not the case for every one. Mohammad, an older 
viewer who used to attend Khaled’s in-per son reli gious 
les sons across Cairo, told me that his per cep tion of 
Khaled turned neg a tive with tele vi sion. He zeroed in 
on Khaled’s tears. Islamic theo log i cal tra di tions exten-
sively thematize pious weep ing, often rec og niz ing that 
it might require prac ticed efort.23 This rec og ni tion is 
based on Prophetic say ings recommending feigned 
weep ing, al-tabakki, in devo tional con texts. Simulat-
ing weep ing in the pres ent is geared toward induc ing 
actual weep ing in the future. This under stand ing of 
pious weep ing as a “rehearsed spon ta ne ity,” in Saba 
Mahmood’s felic i tous phras ing, makes sin cer ity for 
Egyp tian pie tists more about cor rect inten tion—here, 
pretending to cry to be  able to in the future weep out 
of pious rev er ence for God—and less a mat ter of syn-
chro nous con gru ence between inner feel ing and outer 
expres sion.24 Mohammad, like other New Preaching 
view ers, adhered to this tel e o log i cal construal of dis-
ci plined self-cul ti va tion.25 But still he and other view-
ers expressed mis giv ings about feigned weep ing as an 
author i ta tive prac tice when it was performed on cam-
era or, more pre cisely, for the cam era. In doing so, they 
would often invoke the per ils of riya, a par tic u lar kind 
of reli gious hypoc risy.

Hypocrisy gen er ally involves pretending to be 
attached to reli gious beliefs or rites when indif er ent  
or even adversarial to them.26 Riya is a spe cifi  cally visual 
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hypoc risy—performing an act of wor ship or a pious 
prac tice with the inten tion of being seen. Desiring that 
oth ers see you is criterial for riya, as its Ara bic ety mo-
log i cal link to sight under scores. Riya raises a spe cial 
conun drum for the Islamic tele vi sion preacher and his 
view ers;27 the line between visual dazzlement as the 
skill ful cre a tion of inti macy at a dis tance and visual 
hypoc risy as the instrumentalized arti fice of celeb rity 
can be thin and all  too fuzzy. The more that da‘wa was 
tied to the daz zling world of enter tain ment, the more 
it seemed like “just act ing,” which is how Mohammad 
explained his res er va tions:

When Amr Khaled is mak ing sup pli ca tions and cry ing 
and then, all  of a sud den, he puts on a big smile and says 
“See you in the next epi sode” this takes me out of the 
mood [English] he cre ated. It makes clear that Khaled is 
not him self liv ing the mood he has cre ated for me. He 
is act ing. But you can’t act in reli gion (ma‘infish timathil 
fi al-din). If we were shoot ing a film, fine, I would praise 
him for his act ing skills. But if he is mak ing sup pli ca tions 
and we are all  cry ing because he is, then he can’t just sud-
denly switch out of the moment and smile—then we 
know he wasn’t cry ing from his heart.

In a tell ing rever sal of the usual roles, Mohammad 
ques tions not his own (in)atten tive ness to pious exhor-
ta tion, but the preacher’s. What, exactly, was Khaled 
pay ing atten tion to? The cam era and its mass pro jec tion 
of his image? Was he ask ing his view ers for a rev er ent 
respon sive ness, embod ied in tears stream ing down 
their faces dur ing heart felt pleas to God, to which he 
him self was a mere cam era-ready pre tender? Brian Lar-
kin has shown that inat ten tion involves attend ing just 
enough to real ize that one does not have to pay atten-
tion.28 Here, inat ten tion to the divine is fig ured through 
attend ing more than is warranted to the atten tion of 
oth ers, those watching the epi sode and per haps impa-
tient for its con clu sion.

Significantly, skep ti cism about the sin cer ity of 
preacherly tears was not lim ited to view ers: Islamic 
tele vi sion insid ers them selves were some times incred-
u lous. Nawal, an Iqraa staf trans la tor, told me that she 
once received an uned ited pro gram by one of the chan-
nel’s female tele vi sion preach ers and was dis turbed to 
hear the direc tor tell ing her she needed to start cry ing. 
When I asked Nawal if feigning weep ing was a valid way 
of mov ing oth ers to tears, as per the Prophetic tra di tion, 
she quickly retorted, “Not on tele vi sion. People don’t 
tune into reli gious pro grams to watch good act ing.” It 
is tell ing that in remem ber ing the direc tor’s of-screen 

instruc tions to the tele vi sion preacher, Nawal used the 
Egyp tian col lo quial imper a tive ‘ayyati rather than the 
clas si cal Ara bic ibki. The for mer has none of the grav i-
tas of its clas si cal cog nate and is more likely to ref er ence 
the both er some cry ing of chil dren than the wor ship ful 
tears of respected fig ures. Her res er va tions speak more 
broadly to the conun drum presented by the mass medi-
a tion of devo tional dis ci pline.

Nawal is trou bled that the preacher’s tears are 
scripted according to the con ven tions of tele vi sion 
drama, of “good act ing.” Here, it is the epi sode’s direc tor 
who sets the cri te ria for appro pri ate embod ied enact-
ment in ways that priv i lege con sid er ations other than 
feigned weep ing’s ortho dox intent of cul ti vat ing an atti-
tude of rev er ent awe. The dis junc tion between what the 
tele vi sion preacher is inwardly feel ing (impa tient? eager 
to please?) and what he is out wardly doing (weep ing in 
pious sup pli ca tion) is not for giv able in this instance as 
an “inad e quately formed self ”29 but rather incrim i na tory 
evi dence of a self too ori ented toward the per for ma tive 
demands of the cam era.

It would be a mis take, how ever, to overdetermine 
the link between the spec ter of visual hypoc risy and the 
tele vi sion medium. Islamic theo lo gians have long been 
anx ious about the pos si bil ity of a dis junc ture between 
true inter nal sen ti ment and its exter nal tear ful expres-
sion, espe cially in hom i let ics and da‘wa. According to 
Linda Jones, medi e val Islamic jurid i cal texts and preach-
ing man u als dem on strate recur ring con cern with the 
cor rect modal i ties of preach ers weep ing and their rela-
tion ship to what she calls the “authen tic ity” of the feel-
ings they pro voke in oth ers. Weeping that is done in 
pri vate is on the whole viewed as sin cerer than weep ing 
done with an audi ence. Even pop u lar lit er a ture from the 
time “sat i rized such preach ers for feigning their own 
tears or pro vok ing weep ing in oth ers as a ploy to fool an 
unsus pect ing audi ence into donat ing money or gifts.”30

Reservations about an incon gru ity between inner 
dis po si tion and exter nal behav ior are com monly asso ci-
ated with Protestant theo log i cal sen si bil i ties.31 Indeed, 
while medi e val Chris tian devo tional aids taught “the 
craft of wepying” as a way to attain divine suc cor, the 
Reformation approached pious tears as signs of inner 
sen ti ment, not learned apti tude with sup pli ca tory effi-
cacy. Tears could per haps dis play repen tance but defi -
nitely could not be a means of atone ment.32 Neverthe-
less, even within reli gious tra di tions that gen er ally take 
for granted the otherworldly power of embod ied signs, 
the cri te ria for rit ual effi cacy are invari ably con tex tu ally 
deter mined. The spe cifi cs of who is weep ing, when and 
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where, fig ured prom i nently in pre mod ern Islamic theo-
log i cal assess ments of var i ous forms of pub lic reli gious 
per for mance. Such con tex tual dis tinc tions con tinue 
regard ing tele vi sion preaching and mass-medi ated reli-
gious pub lic ity more broadly and con tinue long-stand ing 
con sid er ations of tem po ral and spa tial con di tions, bodily 
eti quette, audi ence reac tion, indi vid ual inten tion, and 
the damn ing temp ta tions of ado ra tion and ava rice, even 
as con tem po rary con texts of visual mass-medi a tion 
threaten to over whelm these fac tors.

Importantly, the capac ity to crit i cally assess pub lic 
per for mance is itself a learned one. As Gregory Star-
rett has shown, the sig nifi  cance of rit u als is an object of 
wide spread debate in mod ern Egypt; chil dren are taught 
in school to read mean ings into the Islamic tra di tion’s 
autho rized bodily dis po si tions and thus, more broadly, 
learn “to inter pret aspects of social real ity as hav ing 
mean ing beyond those which they pro claim or man i fest 
directly.”33 Indeed, Mohammad and Nawal, both grad u-
ates of this school ing, feel they can parse the preacher’s 
tears for what they “really” show—show man ship, not 
reli gi os ity.

Nevertheless, on-screen weep ing was not auto mat-
i cally dismissed as act ing. Tears on cam era were at times 
scorned as insin cere and at oth ers appraised as “from the 
heart.” These dif er ing eval u a tions emerge at the inter-
sec tion of reli gious rea son ing and reli gious pub lic ity’s 
tech ni cal medi a tion. They invite atten tion to how rit ual 
dis ci plines, to be efec tive within a view ing con text pow-
er fully shaped by mass media’s afec tive con ven tions, 
need to them selves be dra mat i cally tele vised. And that 
is the crux of view ers’ ambiv a lence. Television demands 
act ing, sure—Mohammad con cedes that if Khaled were 
an actor in a film he would give him high marks for his 
per for mance—but is the act ing gen u inely impelled by 
rev er ence for God or rev er ence for audi ence rat ings? 
While of course some weepy tele vi sion preach ers may 
have the right inten tion—only God really knows—this 
inten tion is made struc tur ally sus pect by the con text 
of its embod ied per for mance. Importantly, this ambiv-
a lence does not inval i date afec tive dis play but makes 
it more pow er ful through fur ther scru tiny. As Marion 
Katz puts it, “Precisely because weep ing was an index of 
piety, it was sub ject to the sus pi cion of hypoc risy.”34 The 
next sec tion takes up an exam ple of sus pi cions suc cess-
fully defused.

The Preacher’s Passion
Moez Masoud’s first Ara bic lan guage pro gram for 
Iqraa—The Right Path, broad cast in 2007—was one of the 

most pop u lar series pro duced by the chan nel. Its major 
theme was the stock New Preaching one that piety, far 
from being an oner ous renun ci a tion of worldly delights, 
was a con di tion eas ily attained within an aspi ra tional 
mid dle-class life of movie watching, music lis ten ing, and 
museum vis it ing.35 Producers dur ing my field work wist-
fully remem bered the pro gram, which was shot in sce nic 
loca tions such as London streets and Red Sea waters, as 
set ting the stan dard for a daz zling da‘wa that their lim-
ited bud gets could only rarely attain. But what the view-
ers I spoke with most remem bered about the series was 
a spe cific one-min ute seg ment, which sev eral inter loc u-
tors spon ta ne ously held up as evi dence of Masoud’s sin-
cer ity. In this seg ment, Masoud speaks out side in front 
of the Nile: “Let’s speak, let’s tell the story of our con-
di tion and this inter nal strug le we are hav ing in these 
times. [The poet says to God]: “Forgive me!” Do you see 
how sim ple the words are? This is how it should be, this is 
nat u ral. “Forgive me, I should have come to You long ago, cry-
ing with regret.” At this point, Masoud sud denly stops. The 
scene, accom pa nied by a mourn ful instru men ta tion, cuts 
to a pan ning shot of the Nile and surrounding build ings. 
When we return to Masoud his eyes are red and pufy. He 
begins again, quot ing the unnamed poet:

“Forgive me [Lord], I should have come to You long ago, cry ing 
with regret, and ask ing for Your for give ness. I lift my palms 
to the sky and draw nearer to You. How did I for get my Lord 
when He never for gets me?” Now pay atten tion to this part: 
“I wish to tell You that I love You.” He says it like that! This 
is inside of all  of us, we wish to say that, “I love You,” he 
is already say ing that, but we want to say it with sin cer-
ity and with our limbs manifesting this sin cer ity through 
obe di ence. We all  desire to reach this con di tion.

One viewer noted that her eyes welled up while 
watching this scene, and she repeated Masoud’s words 
to her self. She held up her own response as evi dence 
of Masoud’s sin cer ity—his words afected her because 
they so afected him. But there was other evi dence of 
sin cer ity bound up with the inter rup tion of its tele-
vised broad cast: She could tell that Masoud was “cry-
ing from his heart” because they stopped filming him 
when he broke down in tears. The inter rup tion of the 
scene showed the tears to be lit er ally unscripted and 
an unex pected invol un tary dis play of over whelm ing 
pious afect. That this occurred while Masoud was pas-
sion ately reflecting on the theme of love for God and its 
sin cere expres sion as embod ied eth i cal and rit ual dis ci-
pline was the per fect icing on the cake.

In an influ en tial inter ven tion, Talal Asad con trasts 
the rit ual dis ci plin ing of the self through pre scribed 
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scripts mark ing medi e val Chris tian piety (and some 
con tem po rary Islamic ones) to the Renaissance’s sec u-
lar “dra mas of manip u la tive power” hing ing on a prin-
ci pled dis tinc tion between pub lic per for mance and 
pri vate sen ti ment.36 The kinds of media pro duc tions 
pro moted by the New Preachers as con du cive to pious 
adher ence com pli cate this con trast in con se quen tial 
ways. In The Player’s Passion, the ater his to rian Joseph 
Roach traces how Aris to te lian prem ises of afect as 
habit ual self-cul ti va tion inform mod ern dra ma tur gi cal 
tra di tions. At the heart of dra matic act ing is a par a dox 
famil iar to pious adepts: the capac ity for the player’s 
pas sion to seem spon ta ne ous—and to be expressed in 
tears of grief, say, or the sweat of fear—is pred i cated 
on the repet i tive dis ci pline of rehearsal, on the sys tem-
atic train ing of mus cle and mem ory.37 As in pious dis ci-
plines, embod ied excel lence in dra matic per for mance is 
the result of the know ing appli ca tion of increas ing skill, 
of rehearsed spon ta ne ity.

But, of course, there is a cru cial dis tinc tion between 
the player’s pas sion and the preacher’s. The most mas-
ter ful actors pro voke in their audi ence pas sions that 
they them selves do not inwardly suc cumb to, but only 
adeptly per form—their skill lies, in other words, in 
eliciting from spec ta tors an assess ment of spon ta ne-
ity, not in its self-cul ti va tion. This “pro fes sion al ized 
two-facedness” in Roach’s phras ing is what defi nes the 
métier of stage and screen. No mat ter how daz zlingly 
pro fes sional, how ever, the preacher remains for his 
audi ence in a dif er ent eval u a tive cat e gory than their 
favor ite actor—stay ing removed from the pious pas-
sions he stirs in oth ers through exhor ta tion is a fail ing, 
not a good intrin sic to his prac tice. But the crux of the 
ambiv a lence I have been charting is that the preacher’s 
rit ual per for mance is now tak ing place within a struc-
tural con text, tele vi sion, tightly bound with the con-
ven tions of dra matic act ing, irrespective of indi vid ual 
inten tion. As we saw, it is not enough for the preacher 
to inwardly feel connection for that feel ing to reach his 
view ers; the parasocial inter ac tion demands that piety 
on tele vi sion must be skill fully medi ated through nar-
ra tive, aes thet ics, and filmic tech niques.

Masoud was not feigning weep ing in his series’ 
most mem o ra ble scene. He was really cry ing, and it 
is the unre hearsed spon ta ne ity of his vis i ble afect 
that so afected oth ers. But still, view ers could judge 
Masoud’s tears sin cere pre cisely because they were 
skill fully not made pub lic in a way that was, in the end, 
itself not pri vate. The neg a tive eval u a tion of preach-
erly tears as “fake” or “act ing” was not a com men tary 

on the pro fes sion al ism of their pro duc tion, then, but 
rather on its fail ure—on the fail ure of tele vised tears 
to sus tain para-piety, the fail ure to sur mount artifici-
ality through arti fice. What is impor tant here is that 
Masoud’s tele vised tears were not tele vi sual tears or 
tears that called atten tion to the nonauthoritative con-
text of their pres ence. Put dif er ently, for New Preach-
ing view ers, the spe cific ways in which the preacher’s 
weep ing occurred on tele vi sion was cru cial to how 
they assessed the apt ness—or coher ence—of this old 
rit ual prac tice within new modes of reli gious pub lic-
ity. And in impor tant ways, these assess ments dem on-
strated ambiv a lence about the unaf ect ed ness of their 
own piety in con texts of mass medi a tion as much as 
about the preacher’s piety.

One viewer, Engy, told me that ini tially she had 
doubts about the sin cer ity of Khaled’s on-cam era weep-
ing because it was on cam era. Echoing Mohammad 
and Nawal, she said she felt his cry ing “was like a film, 
some thing fake.” This per cep tion changed, how ever, 
as she devel oped the capac ity to weep while watching 
Khaled’s sup pli ca tions:

When I got into [his pro grams], I learned that khushu’ 
(rev er ence) is a part of it and once you reach that level 
you will find your self cry ing. It is still hard to believe 
that with all  the cam eras pres ent, and with Amr Khaled 
acknowl edg ing their pres ence, that he can still reach that 
level. But even so, I think he wants to encour age us, to 
make it eas ier for us to reach this level. And it works—
many times I find myself cry ing when I am watching 
him. There is a Pro phetic tra di tion that says that [you 
should] appear to cry even if you can’t really dur ing sup-
pli ca tion. Khaled helps us move beyond the pretending 
stage to true weep ing.

Engy strove to resolve her ambiv a lence about the 
Pro phet i cally autho rized prac tice of feigned weep ing 
on tele vi sion. Such an efort was unnec es sary when 
the preacher wept out side the cam era’s view. But still 
Engy fol lows pro duc ers’ own inter nal rea son ing and 
invokes sin cer ity and its twinned qual ity of inti macy 
as an achieve ment of tech nol ogy and tech nique, as 
an arti fact of enskillment: Khaled is at once so pro fes-
sion ally and piously com pe tent he can be rev er ent and 
cam era-ready. Moreover, he suc ceeds in mov ing oth ers 
to god li ness. The rit ual inno va tion of tele vised tear ful 
sup pli ca tions suc ceeds in surmounting ambiv a lence 
when, as Robbins reminds us, it is deemed exem plary of 
cherished val ues—here, both pious sin cer ity and media 
pro fes sion al ism.
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Conclusion: The Politics of Tears
I conducted the bulk of my field work dur ing the heady 
days of Egypt’s 2011 rev o lu tion. Many iden ti fied the 
tele vised tears of a prominent pro-democ racy activ ist as 
a piv otal turn ing point for the early suc cess of the upris-
ing.38 In this counter-rev o lu tion ary moment, how ever, 
the flood of pres i den tial tears makes the assess ment of 
tele vised tears even more fraught. Egypt’s cur rent ruler 
Sisi is known for his unabashed on-cam era cry ing. In 
this, he par tic i pates in the emer gent tra di tion of tele-
vised polit i cal weep ing across dem o cratic and author i-
tar ian regimes.39 For some ana lysts, the grow ing accep-
tance of tears in the polit i cal domain is related to the 
per va sive ness of melo drama, with its con sti tu tive cat-
egories of vic tim hood and vil lainy, as a late twen ti eth-
cen tury genre.40 But as with pious weep ing, the mass 
medi a tion of polit i cal lach ry mos ity engen ders ambiv a-
lence. Political tears are assessed as such through intent: 
they flow out of embod ied sen ti ment for the state of the 
body pol i tic, not out of per sonal anguish or pre dic a-
ment. Still, for Sisi’s pro po nents, his tears are evi dence 
of his humil ity, warmth, and the absence of arti fice 
and guile. They mark him the antipolitician pol i ti cian. 
For oppo nents, his tears are fur ther evi dence of the 
mil i tary regime’s cyn i cal manip u la tion of the masses 
through sop pi ness as stra te gic spec ta cle. Indeed, Sisi’s 
tears are selec tive: they appear at memo ri als for sol-
diers and police but do not flow for civil ian casu al ties of 
state vio lence. While the preacher’s tears pre ceded the 
pres i dent’s, their ante ced ence does not inoc u late them 
against ret ro ac tive eval u a tion that is not always in the 
preacher’s favor, what ever his declared or unde clared 
stance on the cur rent polit i cal dis pen sa tion.41

Nevertheless, as we have seen, even in a less over-
deter mined polit i cal con text, tele vi sion trans forms the 
tears of favor ite preach ers from embod ied expres sions 
of pious desire to fraught and unset tled signs in need 
of fur ther scru tiny to be effi ca cious. But my argu ment 
is not only that reli gious dis ci plines in novel con texts 
cre ate ambiv a lence about oth er wise val ued rit ual prac-
tices—tears on tele vi sion also inad ver tently threaten 
the objec tive of their pro duc tion; they make piety as 
parasocial inter ac tion less pos si ble. Tears punc ture the 
sim u la crum of inti macy that stretches across the pro-
sce nium. On-cam era feigned weep ing was tot ter ing on 
the edge of the too much. It becomes for many view ers 
an “unpleas ant sur prise”42 that dis rupts the qual i ties 
of friendly inti macy, sym pa thy, and socia bil ity that are 
at once evi dence and cause of the parasocial inter ac-
tion. And it bears repeat ing that in this media the ory, 

the parasocial is an inter sub jec tive achieve ment of per-
former and spec ta tor, even while the for mer bears the 
bur den of cre at ing an inti macy the lat ter can believe 
in. Far from mak ing inti macy imme di ate and pal pa ble, 
tele vised tears risk transforming skilled arti fice into 
insin cere artificiality.

Religious ambiv a lence toward tele vised tears is 
not sim ply about medi a tion then. Ambivalence sur-
rounds a spe cific kind of aes thet i cized medi a tion of rit-
ual, untethered from its author i ta tive con texts in a field 
of contested piety. The New Preachers’ daz zling da‘wa 
blurs genres of enter tain ment and edi fi ca tion. It fore-
grounds its arti fice as a mat ter of course and in so doing 
distinguishes itself from what it argues are the repel-
lant media aes thet ics of its Salafi rival. This arti fice is 
designed to make view ers feel connected and inti mate 
with the preacher through media—to make pos si ble 
a parasocial piety—even if it risks giv ing some view-
ers pause, as it does in feigned weep ing. Tears become 
par tic u larly ambiv a lent as indi ces of pious sin cer ity not 
sim ply when or because they are tele vised but when 
they are tele vised in ways that appear tele vi sual. This is 
not a fail ure of inti macy but of its nec es sary arti fice.

Yasmin Moll is an assis tant pro fes sor of anthro pol ogy at 
the University of Michigan. She is com plet ing a book on 
Islamic tele vi sion in rev o lu tion ary Egypt.
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1. See, e.g., Al-Muhaini, “Were Amr Khaled’s Prayers Genuine?”

2. See Lutfi, Dhahirit al-du’ah al-judud; Al-Baz, Du’ah fil manfa.

3. Ambivalence is a key word in Samuli Schielke’s influ en tial inter-
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attach ment to a set of sec u lar-lib eral sen si bil i ties” (Fadil and Fer-
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10. Creating a daz zling da‘wa, da‘wa mubhira, was one impor tant goal 
at Iqraa dur ing my field work and with it came the assump tion, at 
once tacit and explicit, that visual tech nol o gies were spe cifi  cally the 
most pow er ful for cul ti vat ing indi vid u als’ pious sen si bil i ties, afects, 
and prac tices. See, for a dis cus sion, Moll, “Television Is Not Radio.”

11. Quran 41:35.

12. For a dis cus sion of “influ en tial” (mu’thir) as an emic cat e gory in 
Egyp tian Mus lim assess ments of online ser mons, see Hirschkind, 
“Experiments in Devotion Online,” 6.

13.“ The jar gon of show busi ness teems with spe cial terms for the 
mys te ri ous ingre di ents of such rap port,” the soci ol o gists elab o rate 
in their clas sic essay. “Ideally, a per former should have ‘heart,’ should 
be ‘sin cere’; his per for mance should be ‘real’ and ‘warm.’” Horton 
and Wohl, “Mass Communication and Para-social Interaction,” 220.

14. Shryock, “In the Double Remoteness of Arab  Detroit.”

15. By con trast, female play back sing ers in India bun dle the sin cer ity 
of their per for mance with the dis ci plin ing and con tain ment of their 
own afect. See Weidman, Brought to Life by the Voice.

16. Like most of the pro duc tion team, Soha was a twenty-some thing 
grad u ate of Cairo University’s pres ti gious Faculty of Media. Hiring 
team mem bers rep re sen ta tive of Hosny’s audi ence—reli giously 
inclined edu cated young urban women—was itself a strat egy of 
forg ing con nec tion and ensur ing res o nance.

17. Meyer, “Mediation and Immediacy.”

18. Neale, “Melodrama and Tears.”

19. Abu-Lughod, Dramas of Nationhood, 130–31.

20. Nieuwkerk, Performing Piety.

21. For an extended dis cus sion of this show, see Wise, “Words from 
the Heart”; for the cen tral ity of stories of repen tance in the self-nar-
ra tives of Islamic female activ ists in Egypt, see Hafez, Islam of Her 
Own. These nar ra tives are sim i lar in their before/after struc ture to 
Chris tian tes ti mony. See Harding, Book of Jerry Falwell.

22. Hirschkind, Ethical Soundscape.

23. The clas si cal commentarial lit er a ture discusses weep ing in a 
broad array of devo tional con texts not lim ited to rit ual prayer or 
Quranic rec i ta tion-audi tion, includ ing in edi fy ing sto ry tell ing, the 
per for ma tive genre most closely asso ci ated with Egypt’s con tem po-
rary New Preachers. The medi e val pop u lar preach ers who nar rated 
the “stories of the proph ets” (qisas al-anbiya’) were known for the 
copi ous ness of both their own tears and that of their audi ences. 
These “pop u lar” preach ers were sub ject to an extra degree of scru-
tiny and more likely to be accused of hypoc risy for their pub lic tears 
than were ser mon-giv ers, some of whom were renowned pre cisely 

for being vir tu o sic weep ers. Jones, “ ‘He Cried and Made Others 
Cry’”; see also Berkey, Popular Preaching and Religious Authority in 
Medieval Islam; Chittick, “Weeping in Classical Sufism”; Jones, Power 
of Oratory in the Medieval Mus lim World.

24. Mahmood, “Rehearsed Spontaneity and the Conventionality of 
Ritual.”

25. Islamic the ol ogy has long thematized rit ual with dif er ing 
empha ses and con clu sions about the rela tions of sig ni fy ing mean-
ing and apt per for mance. In a com par i son of Western schol ar ship 
with Islamic juris tic dis courses on rit ual ablu tion (wudu’), for exam-
ple, Marion Katz shows how pre mod ern Mus lim schol ars debated 
whether this pre scribed rit ual had “deeper” and “wider” ethico-
theo log i cal sig nifi  cance or whether its punc til i ous per for mance was 
all  that was called for by God. Katz, “Study of Islamic Ritual and the 
Meaning of Wuḍū’”; see also Denny, “Islamic Ritual.” For a com pre-
hen sive crit i cal review of the Islamic stud ies schol ar ship on rit ual 
purity, see Gauvain, “Ritual Rewards.”

26. The Quran identifies “the hyp o crites” (al-munafiqin) as such 
through a range of prac tices and dis po si tions, most par a dig mat i-
cally as those who “say with their mouths what is not in their hearts” 
(3:167). Izutsu, Ethico-Religious Concepts in the Qur’an, 178–83.

27. For how this plays out comparatively in Indo ne sian Islamic preach-
ing, see for exam ple Hoesterey, “Sincerity and Scandal”; Husein, 
“Revival of Riya.’”

28. Larkin, “Techniques of Inattention.”

29. Mahmood, “Rehearsed Spontaneity and the Conventionality of 
Ritual.”

30. Jones, “He Cried and Made Others Cry,” 104.

31. The dif er ence between Protestant and Islamic con cep tions of 
sin cer ity lies less in a con trast between spon ta ne ity and efort ful 
pro duc tion and more in what impels such pro duc tion. Webb Keane 
argues that the Protestant con cep tion of sin cere speech as that which 
is “com pelled by noth ing that might lie out side the speaker” (Keane, 
Chris tian Moderns, 214) under girds mod ern sec u lar attach ments to 
free dom as the absence of social coer cion and exter nal com pul sion. 
A dif er ent norm of sin cer ity is at work within the Egyp tian piety 
move ment where, as Saba Mahmood has shown, sin cere efort is 
defined by a moti va tion to align the self with God’s revealed injunc-
tions. At the same time, Keane shows how for Indo ne sian con verts 
to Prot es tant ism put ting per sonal efort into aligning their exter nal 
expres sion with their inte rior states is not anti thet i cal to sin cer ity, 
but one of its pre con di tions. In both of these oft-contrasted reli gious 
tra di tions, then, sin cer ity and efort are nor ma tively linked.

32. Dixon, Weeping Britannia, 15–53.

33. Starrett, “Hexis of Interpretation,” 963.

34. Katz, Prayer in Islamic Thought and Practice, 68.

35. Compare this to the eval u a tion of one of Mahmood’s infor mants 
that “the path to piety is very diffi  cult” and requires vig i lance against 
“get ting lost in the attrac tions of the world,” in “Rehearsed Sponta-
neity and the Conventionality of Ritual,” 842. The New Preachers 
locate such claims within what they see as an incor rect Salafi theo-
log i cal sen si bil ity.

36. Asad, Genealogies of Religion, 68.

37. Roach, Player’s Passion.

38. Sorkin, “Don’t Cry Wael.”
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39. See, e.g., Dixon Weeping Britannia; and Aslan, “Public Tears.”

40. Metelman and Loren, Melodrama after the Tears.

41. Under the cur rent regime, as in the Mubarak era, the Egyp tian 
state evinces a tac ti cal atti tude toward the Islamic tele vi sion sec tor’s 
var i ous ori en ta tions, alter nat ing between repu di a tion and accom-
mo da tion. At the start of my field work in 2010, there were ninety-
six reli gious chan nels (Islamic and Chris tian) broad cast ing in Egypt 
from four sat el lite oper a tors, eigh teen of which were trans mit ting 
on semi-gov ern ment-owned Nilesat. The num ber of chan nels on 
Nilesat that year was 539. The imme di ate after math of the 2011 rev-
o lu tion saw even more pri vate sat el lite tele vi sion chan nels estab-
lished, with a wide range of inter ests and mis sions. The reentrench-
ment of author i tar i an ism fol low ing the 2013 coup has extended into 
the pri vate media sec tor through acqui si tions by the mil i tary’s secu-
rity appa ra tus.

42. Horton and Wohl, “Mass Communication and Para-social Inter-
action,” 217.
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