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The representation of Islam and Muslims in the media

Thanks to the media when people hear the words terrorist and terrorism more than likely the image that conjures up in their mind will be of a bearded Muslim, wearing a turban, holding a Kalashnikov with a suicide belt strapped round his waist shouting Allahu - akbar. The truth is something different altogether. The vast majority of terrorist attacks in the United States and in Europe are committed by non-Muslims. There are no shortages of media coverage portraying Muslims as the main culprit, 91% of newspaper articles in British newspapers about Islam and Muslims are negative, (Ahmed, 2012), 35% of “Londoners blame Islam for 7/7”, (BBC news, 2007). The media by stereotyping, lying and misrepresenting Islam and Muslims, the words terrorism and terrorist has become synonymous with Islam and Muslims. In recent years the phrase, “not all Muslims are terrorists but all terrorists are Muslims” has been popularised by the media and believed and regurgitated by so many in the media is simply agonising and disturbing.

Contrary to popular belief terrorism is not a Muslims invention or a recent development; it actually precedes 9/11 by two millennia, (Roser, Nagdy and Ritchie, 2018). One of the earliest terrorist groups, the Sicarii was made up of Jewish dissenters whose aim was to rid Roman rule from Judea in first century AD, (Zalman, 2018). The vast majority of terrorist acts in Europe and in USA historically and in contemporary context are committed by non –Muslims. In Europe less than 1% of terrorist attacks are committed by Muslims, while more than 90% of terrorist attacks since 2005 in the US were committed by right wing extremists and other groups, (Global research (2017). According to Statista “the numbers of terror attack victim in Western Europe since 1970s and 1980s was higher than in the 2000s”. According to Global Research “there were more Jewish acts of terrorism within the United States between 1980 to 2005 than Islamic (7% vs 6%)”, (2017).

The above data exonerates Islam and Muslims from being the sole perpetrators of terrorism, yet, Muslims are portrayed as violent terrorists responsible for global terrorism. Studies also reveal that Muslims receive more media cover age for terrorist and violent acts that non-Muslim perpetrators. “Analysis of the coverage of all terrorist attacks in the US between 2011 and 2015 found there was a 449 per cent increase in media attention when the perpetrator was Muslim,”(Kentish, 2017). A research conducted by the University of Alabama, (cited in Chalabi, 2008) concluded that terrorist attack committed by Muslims in the US “receive 357% more coverage than people belonging to other religions. 

Media’s obsession with Islam and Muslims is not new but it has been in operation for a very long time. However, more recently the media has intensified its effort to malign Muslims in Britain after the riots in 2001, the terrorist attack in New York and London. Conflict in the Middle East and the so called war on terror that followed from it also created an atmosphere where Muslims have been vilified as a global menace. In the context of Britain, Islam and Muslims feature prominently in issues and debates surrounding crime, deviance, multiculturalism, integration, gender roles and the oppression of women, often linked to hijab, niqab, gender roles and polygamy, which give the perception that Muslims are trouble. (Sian, Law and Sayyid, 2012). While there are issues with regards to gender roles and women’s right in Islam the media blows it out of proportion by portraying them as oppressed, powerless and victims of an oppressive religion supported by patriarchal oligarchy. 

Another clear misrepresentation of Islam and Muslims is the way the media reports crimes committed by Muslims and non Muslims. Take for example the recent terrorist attack in three mosques in Christchurch in New Zealand in which 49 people were murdered. The Daily Mail ran a front page story with the following headline, “an Angelic boy who grew up into an evil far - right killer,” (Young 2019). The front page contained two pictures, in one of the pictures Brenton Tarrant is with his father as a toddler. This may seem trivial but the media is consciously trying to create a positive image of the killer by dragging his family, friends, along his occupation and the community work he was involved in. He is presented as someone who was innocent before became an “evil killer” through indoctrination. Otherwise it is inconceivable for someone from his ethnicity and background to commit such a crime. Juxtapose the above headline with the following headlines, “Muslim thugs age just 12 in knife attack on Brit school boy” “Muslim plot to kill pope”, “Muslim convert beheads woman in garden”. The media biasness in the above headlines is blatantly obvious that it seriously questions the integrity of journalism. In the case New Zealand terrorist attack, although the Journalist used the word “evil” but the word terrorist or terrorism is conspicuously absent from the headline and in the story that followed. The headlines with Muslims clearly indicate their religious affiliation. In none of the stories the perpetrator being Muslim has absolutely nothing to do with their crime.

A cursory review of Hollywood films reveals the negative sweeping stereotypes of Muslims and Arabs. In blockbuster movies and TV shows Muslims are depicted as villains, terrorist, backward, barbaric and misogynist. In contrast the protagonists in these movies are either American or British agents trying to save the world from evil murderous Muslim fanatics who are bent on murder and destruction. More recently Bollywood has jumped on the bandwagon in vilifying Muslim in Indian cinema. Before the collapse of the Soviet Union, it was communism that filled the role of the main antagonist to the West. Soviet Union was the evil state trying to cast the dark communist shadow on western freedom and its democratic values. “since the collapse of the Soviet Union the general drift of Western concerns has been to portray Islam as the main enemy of the West and the Muslim world as a hotbed of terrorism that threatens Western civilization and its democratic values”, (Khan, 2010). Even foreign policies are drafted on the notion of the perceived incompatibility between Islam and the West. 
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