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Introduction:

	Contemporary media makes a profound impact on not just how the public obtains information, but on how the public absorbs representation that is projected within its medium. When analyzing contemporary media representation of Islam and Muslims within western contexts, particularly the United States, the general portrayal of Islam and Muslims is overwhelmingly negative. Although the September 11th, 2001, attacks, perpetrated by Al-Qaeda, have prompted a cascade of negative portrayal of Islam and Muslims, the former was already presented in a negative and suspicious light before the 9/11 attacks. An example of this is the January 21, 1996, issue in the “Week in Review” portion of the New York Times’ headline of Elaine Sciolino’s piece, “The Red Menace is Gone. But Here’s Islam.” Sciolino designates Islam being the next greatest threat to western civilization (often referencing the Iranian theocracy) since Soviet communism had effectively been thwarted. Along with this, Sciolino features prominent scholars and politicians in this issue, such as Bernard Lewis and New Gingrich.[footnoteRef:1]  [1:  Edward W. Said. Covering Islam (New York, NY: Vintage Books, 1997), p. xix-xx] 

	Another example of the pre-9/11 bias of Islam and Muslims within western media includes an event, in which the perpetrator of the attacks was not Muslim, but prejudiced assumptions were made before there was conclusive evidence. The media coverage of the April 19th, 1995, Oklahoma City Bombings in the United States, included the featuring of experts (as well as Democratic Congressman David McCurdy) appearing in front of the media, speculating that the perpetrator was of Middle Eastern origin. However, the actual perpetrator, Timothy McVeigh, was eventually identified, a white male, whose Catholic religious identity was not a topic of coverage by mainstream media outlets.[footnoteRef:2]  [2:  Nahid Kabir. 2013. “Reflections on the American Media,” in Young American Muslims: Dynamics of Identity (Edinburgh, Scotland: Edinburgh University Press), p. 116

] 

	Although western media portrayal of Muslims and Islam was already unfavorable, the 9/11 attacks generated more negative coverage, which is still occurring within contemporary western media. This essay will examine the contemporary media representation of Muslims within western contexts, particularly the United States. Part I will examine the representation of Islamic doctrine being a threat to western and American society. Part II will present how Muslims are presented as not being loyal to the United States, along with how inside perspectives are used when these respective figures either denounce Islam or are critical of Muslims.

I. Islam as a Threat to Western Society
	
	Within various media outlets, Islam is often projected as a threat to western society and whose doctrine is incompatible with the west. A research group initiated by the Center for American Progress (Fear Inc.) determined that concepts such as “civilizational jihad”, often insinuating the dangers Islam presents to western society, are regularly featured in conservative media outlets. When the host of the Fox and Friends show Steve Doocy introduced guest Allen West, West contended that Muslims would employ Islamic doctrine within the U.S. and its dangers.[footnoteRef:3] In an earlier report, Fear Inc. found that from 2001 to 2009 close to $42.6 million was spent in spreading such rhetoric, including in conservative media outlets, illustrating the direct ties this rhetoric has on negative sentiments against Islam and Muslims.[footnoteRef:4]  [3:  Matthew Duss, Yasmine Taeb, Ken Gude, Ken Sofer. 2015. Fear, Inc. 2.0: The Islamophobia Network’s Efforts to Manufacture Hate in America (Center for American Progress).p.5 https://www.americanprogress.org/article/fear-inc-2-0. ]  [4:  Lütfi Sunar. 2017. “The Long History of Islam as a Collective ‘Other’ of the West and the Rise of Islamophobia in the U.S. after Trump,” Insight Turk, 19.3: 35–52 (46) https://www.jstor.org/stable/26300529 

 

] 

	Additionally, this sort of Islamophobic sentiment within media coverage is often employed for political and ideological endeavors. For example, President Barack Obama has often been accused of having a suspicious relationship with Islam, in which many of his Republican rivals engage in such rhetoric. The Washington Times issued a piece in 2009 in which Frank Gaffney, a former member of President Ronald Regan’s administration, alleged Obama would “embrace the agenda of the Muslim Brotherhood” and promote Sharia Law within the United States.[footnoteRef:5] Although this is a direct attack against Obama, Gaffney implies the dangers Islamic doctrine can have on a U.S. President, who is suspected of having ties to Islam, further insinuating the danger Islam has on the west, a common theme in Gaffney’s coverage on Islam. [5:  Michael D. Giardina. 2010. 'Barack Obama, Islamophobia, and the 2008 U.S. Presidential Election Media Spectacle', Counterpoints, 346: p. 137] 

	An issue this sort of coverage presents is not only the overwhelmingly negative attribution, but it limits Muslim perspectives to be included in the discourse regarding Muslims or Islam. This is one of the points Edward Said points out in his acclaimed text, Orientalism, in which he evaluates how the Orient is not able to represent itself and is only given validity when the Orientalist scholars do so and end up deciding the most dominant form of discourse.[footnoteRef:6]  [6:  Edward W. Said. Orientalism (New York: Vintage Books, 1979), p. 283] 

	Said brings up a similar argument, but with direct attribution to Islam and Muslims in terms of media representation in his text, Covering Islam. For example, when analyzing media outlets, such as the famed New Yorker, voices regarding Islam and Muslims from within the Islamic community have been limited. Milton Viorst has written extensively on Islam for the outlet, often critical of Islamic doctrine, but the New Yorker had continuously failed to include perspectives of Muslim scholars, or at least scholars who have knowledge of Arabic, to interpret Islamic texts, relying on Viorst, a western scholar who already holds a presupposition of Islam to do the job of interpreting alien texts.[footnoteRef:7] [7:  Edward W. Said. Covering Islam (New York, NY: Vintage Books, 1997), p. xxvi] 

	These instances of western media projecting the image of Islam and its adherents of clashing with western society are similar to the arguments presented by scholar, Bernard Lewis, one of Edward Said’s main adversaries. Lewis claims that Islam is incompatible with democracy, as well as the Muslim world lagging behind western society due to their devout belief in Islamic ideology.[footnoteRef:8] It is no coincidence that this sort of rhetoric, often perpetuated by Lewis, make their way into mainstream media, since scholars have a significant role in the presentation of specific narratives to policymakers as well as professionals within mainstream media. [8:  M.A.Muqtedar Khan. 2020. 'Post-Orientalism and Geopolitics; Three Debates that Inform Islam and U.S. Foreign Policy', Insight Turkey, 22: p. 132] 


II. Questions of Muslims Loyalty & the “Good” Muslim 

	Although there is no shortage of the demonization of Islamic doctrine within western media, there is also an attribution of questioning the loyalty of Muslims in the West, either directly or indirectly. According to this narrative, the primary reason for this is due to the adherence Muslims have to Islam, and since Islam contradicts western norms, so do Muslims. This can be witnessed in countless western media representations, especially in the United States.
	For example, after the 9/11 attacks, there was a report issued by the New York Times, by columnist Laurie Goodstein, reporting on the Muslim perspectives of the attacks. In one of the interviews, Goodstein quoted a statement from a person of Palestinian descent, in which she stated that: “[she] feels bad, but Americans have to understand something: If we’re going to get killed, they’re going to get killed back. Stop supporting the Israelis.”[footnoteRef:9] Goodstein insinuates from this quote that questioning the loyalty of Muslims in America is reasonable, using the provocative statement of this individual as a justification, as well as insinuating anti-Semitism amongst Muslims. [9:  Kabir, p. 116-117] 

	Although the conservative media is commonly held to hold negative assertations, liberal perspectives in western media are also not immune to demonizing Muslims, sometimes directly implying terroristic tendencies. Bill Maher, a famed liberal political talk show host, and comedian, as well as host of Real Time with Bill Maher, has on numerous occasions, criticized Islam as a barbaric ideology, but has also accused Muslims of sharing these barbaric tendencies. In September 2014, when discussing Islamic radicalism, and ISIS, Maher stated that most Muslims agree with the killing of those with a conflicting view and of the Muslim community having “too much in common with ISIS.”[footnoteRef:10] Although many in the western media indirectly insinuate such points, Maher heeds these attacks on the Muslim community directly, justifying his stance due to his overall liberal leniencies.  [10:  Duss, p. 18] 

	However, there is also another trend in western media, concerning the depiction of Muslims from western perspectives. There is a tendency to feature voices, either belonging or once belonging to the Muslim community, with the purpose to project the barbarism within the Muslim community. These voices are given credibility in the media since they are (or have once been) perspectives from the inside, confirming that the suspicions of the Muslim community hold merit.
	For example, Ayaan Hirsi Ali, a Somalian-born Dutch-U.S. citizen, has been an advocate against Islam, often sharing the stage with known critics of Islam. Born a Muslim, and eventually leaving the religion, Ali has been featured on various media outlets, with her Google searches crossing over half a million.[footnoteRef:11] Ali has often attributed barbarism to Islam but is commonly featured to share her perspective on Islam, although her vocal hostility to Islam is no secret. [11: Ahlam Muhtaseb. 2020. “US Media Darlings: Arab and Muslim Women Activists, Exceptionalism and the ‘Rescue Narrative,’” Arab Studies Quarterly, 42.1–2: p. 9 
https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.13169/arabstudquar.42.1-2.0007 ] 

	Another example of this is Canadian Muslim, Irshad Manji. Although Manji is not a vitriolic critic of Islam as Ali, she has often been critical of Muslims as being primitive and is commonly featured in various media outlets, portraying herself as a reformer within the Muslim community. However, many of Manji’s statements directly demonize Muslims, such as when she wrote a column titled “Why Do They Hate Us” for the Foreign Policy. In this column, Manji, like Ali, corroborates the fears many have of the Muslim community, such as when she states that “Muslim men hate women.”[footnoteRef:12]  [12:  Muhtaseb, p. 10] 

	Although Ali and Manji do provide an (although rare) inside perspective, neither are scholars of Arabic, Islam, or Islamic history. Yet, both feature as a justification for some of the narratives that are featured within western media, presenting their narratives as if they are scholars of Islam. However, various other scholars of Arabic, Islam, or Islamic history are commonly absent regarding the discourse of Islamic texts, as well as perspectives on the Muslim community within the west.

Conclusion:

	This essay examined the contemporary media representations of Islam and Muslims within western contexts, particularly in American media. There are other forms of media representation of Muslims and Islam that this essay did not dissect, such as representation in film and entertainment. Regardless, this essay attempts to illustrate the overall negative representation western media holds of Islam and the Muslim community, with little contribution from Muslim perspectives. 
	However, there is the encouragement of change, particularly regarding Muslim perspectives. There is a rise of Muslim media personalities, such as British Muslim foreign affairs expert, Mehdi Hassan and American Muslim political commentator and comedian, Hassan Minhaj. The inclusion of Muslim perspectives in various media outlets allows for a comprehensive and cohesive analysis of Islam, as well as the Muslim community within the west.
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