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[bookmark: _Hlk508471275]“The ‘Islamophobia’ of the media has damaged Muslim communities in the UK.” Discuss this statement and its validity (or not), illustrating your response with examples drawn from your own reading of media sources.
The term ‘Islamophobia’ is used to describe the ‘dislike of or prejudice against Islam or Muslims’ and evolves from links to Xenophobia (prejudice towards those from other countries).[footnoteRef:1] It is a term that attained greater media debate in the 1990s and which became amplified in the media as a result of the September 11th attacks. The term came to prominence in the United Kingdom (UK) in 1997 when a report was published by the Runnymede Trust on Islamophobia which concluded that hatred or distrust of Muslims and Islam was evident and was ‘being reinforced by media stereotypes and sensationalism’.[footnoteRef:2]  [1:  English Oxford Living Dictionaries (Online), ‘Islamophobia’, https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/islamophobia, 26 March 2018]  [2:  Jorgen Nielson, Muslims in Western Europe. (3rd ed) (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press Ltd, 2004), p. 169.] 


The Runnymede report had a major influence on the debate of ‘Islamophobia’ and helped to elevate the problems identified by the report to that of national interest. There have been several follow up reports by the Runnymede Trust including the latest report released in November 2017 entitled ‘Islamophobia: Still a challenge for us all’. The report records an increase in anti-Muslim hate crime and the number of Islamophobic incidents, acknowledging the media as having a role to play in the negative discourse surrounding Muslims. 
The report makes several recommendations as a result of their findings and one of those centres around the British media (specifically the press). It asserts that ‘Media regulators should intervene more proactively in cases of allegedly discriminatory reporting’ and that where mistakes are made, they are accepted and corrected whilst being given equal prominence to that of the initial reporting.[footnoteRef:3] The section concludes that the press, politicians and the wider media should ‘show greater accountability for the impact…negative media coverage and misrepresentation of minority ethnic and religious groups’ has on such groups and the wider impact this has on spreading hate and Islamophobic ideas.[footnoteRef:4] [3:  Runnymede Trust, ‘Islamophobia: Still a challenge for us all’, https://www.runnymedetrust.org/projects-and-publications/equality-and-integration/islamophobia.html, 22 March 2018. (p.3).]  [4:  ‘Islamophobia: Still a challenge for us all’, 22 March 2018. (p.3).] 


Muslim groups have often attempted to engage with the media over Islamophobia and misrepresentation, for example, the Muslim Council of Britain (MCB) which is a national organisation seeking to develop inter-faith dialogue, tackle the media’s misrepresentation of Islam and Muslims and to unite the Muslim communities in Britain’s amongst other aims. The MCB often respond to provocative or sensationalist media representation of Muslims and examples of such events can be found through their website which also highlights just by the sheer proportion of headlines, the huge problem within the British media and how Muslim communities in the UK are treated. 

One incident catalogued on the MCB’s website is when the Mail Online published an article on 22 September 2017 which accused a Muslim, Yahyah Farroukh of being the tube bomber for the Parsons Green attack even though he had not been charged with any crime. After a complaint by the MCB, the Mail Online changed the headline to include Yahyah Farroukh as a ‘suspect’ and not as the bomber.[footnoteRef:5] However, negative and inaccurate headlines like this have a lasting effect in today’s society especially as the internet provides a service where the article would have been seen by a large number of people in a short space of time. Furthermore, what makes this case more controversial is that the ‘suspect’ was later released without charge and another individual has since been charged with the attack. The media has a responsibility to report factual and non-provocative content and it would appear that with events such as those discussed above, the media have failed to do enough to make sure that their headlines are correct which has a damaging and lasting effect on Muslim communities. [5:  The Muslim Council of Britain, ‘Mail Online Falsely Accuses Muslim Man of Parsons Green ‘Tube Bomber’, http://www.mcb.org.uk/mail-online-falsely-accuses-muslim-man-of-parsons-green-tube-bomber/, 19 March 2018.
] 


When researching a topic like Islamophobia it becomes evident that even the use of such a term has connotations and can be contested among Muslims and non-Muslims alike. For example, many academics contested the use and definition of Islamophobia often out of fear that anyone engaging critically with Islam might be subject to accusations of Islamophobia. Some suggested the term ‘Muslimophobia’ as an alternative citing that in most cases the phobic element was not against Islam itself but was often manifesting in a hatred of Muslims. This definition, with a hatred of Muslims rather than Islam itself, can also be used for the terms anti-Muslimism or anti-Muslim rhetoric as preferred by individuals. Similarly, many Muslim organisations and individuals rejected the coining of terms such as ‘Islamophobia’, whilst acknowledging the problem of prejudice and discrimination but not seeking to be subjected to the role of a victim, often drawing parallels with anti-Semitism.[footnoteRef:6] [6:  Jorgen. Nielson, 2004, p. 169.] 


One major factor which has damaged Muslim communities in the UK is the way the media present Muslims and Islam. Often it can be the ‘Muslim’ minority which is more frequently represented than the views and beliefs of the majority which destroys relationships between the media and Muslims but also aggravates other areas of life for both Muslim communities and ‘non-Muslim’ communities. Quintan Wiktorowicz comments that the majority of Muslims in the West reject the type of violence and inflammatory coverage which grips the headlines although this rejection of radical Islam often goes unnoticed. He also notes that moderate Muslim organisations and individuals are vital in the fight against the spread of extremism and radicalisation.[footnoteRef:7] [7:  Quintan Wiktorowicz, Radical Islam Rising: Muslim Extremism in the West, (Oxford: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers Inc, 2005), p. 4.] 


The way in which the media portrays ‘extremists’ also influences the way British Muslims are perceived, for example, the media reporting on Abu Hamza al-Masri who became one of the most prominently featured Muslim in the British press who was held/charged on terrorism charged and extradited to the USA. The press sought to demonize him which included mockery/judgements on his appearance and obvious condemnation all of which has an impact on the way the public view Muslims. One example of this is a report from the Mirror newspaper in 2014 which uses his demonizing nickname ‘Hook’ due to him losing both his hands, the words ‘terrorist’ and ‘Muslim’ in the headlines of the article which has an impact on the reader before delving into the whole story. The article is informing the public that Abu Hamza has been found guilty of terrorism and is facing life in prison in America but uses arguably sensationalist or inflammatory text to hold the reader's attention, to have more views and ultimately sell more newspapers. However, the moral difficulty comes when this could be reinforcing stereotypes against Muslims in general. 
Some statements which feature in the article include ‘Evil British hate preacher Abu Hamza faces dying in prison after being found guilty of terrorism in the US’ and ‘The Mosque was Hamza’s headquarters for global export of violence and terror’.[footnoteRef:8] The effects of such media reporting can have an extremely negative effect on Muslim communities and they can often experience heightened abuse after particular events or reports published such as this one. The report clings to words such as hook, terrorist, Muslim, evil and Mosque and almost makes them something negative to be feared or challenged and this can influence reinforcing stereotypes of Muslims and the development of Islamophobic thought. [8:  The Mirror, ‘Hook-handed terrorist Abu Hamza al-Masri is GUILTY and faces 100 years in jail’, https://www.mirror.co.uk/news/uk-news/hook-handed-terrorist-abu-hamza-al-masri-3572628, 21 March 2018. ] 

Another important point relating to media representation is that when the media uses stories of extremism and radicalisation, elevating them to the front pages of national newspapers it helps to reinforce the ideology of the extremists like Abu Hamza who say or do inflammatory things to invoke a response from the British media and who inevitably increase public awareness for extremist ideas, ultimately reinforcing ideas against other Muslims.  

As can be expected, ‘Islamophobia’ in the media and the effect of this on Muslim community’s spikes after specific events such as terrorist plots. However, the scale of which Islam and Muslims came into media focus is unprecedented in the aftermath of the September 11 attacks in 2001. Despite, the majority of Muslim groups and individuals condemning such attacks there was inevitably increased suspicion of Muslims and a rise in forms of abuse experienced by Muslims. 

The attack gave prominence to the idea of Islam as being an enemy of the west and key themes started to take hold in media and far-right representations of Muslims is that somehow identities are blurred between being ‘British’ and being ‘Muslim’. It is often reported by such groups that Muslims go against British or European values such as ‘freedom, democracy, sexual equality…and societal cohesion’.[footnoteRef:9] Muslims are often blamed for not integrating into society and accepting British values and this has taken on a new and increased significance by far-right and media representation of Muslims following events such as September 11. [9:  Kate Zebiri, British Muslim Converts: Choosing Alternative Lives, (Oxford: Oneworld Publications, 2008), p. 28.] 


Such representations have an adverse effect on both Muslim communities in the UK and the rest of the World and can lead to Muslims feeling marginalised or victimised because of their beliefs. This can leave Muslims feeling that it is not just condemnation of extremist ideologies but an attack on Islam and Muslims as a whole and as such many Muslims view the ‘War on Terror’ by governments, media and other groups as a war on Islam which can lead to the alienation of Muslims and a reluctance to cooperate with authorities and other groups in the fight against extremism.

There is often an attempt to catalogue data on the spike in ‘Islamophobic’ activities that can be attributed to the aftermath of terrorist attacks as reported by the Evening Standard amongst others. It states that there was a 40% rise in anti-Muslim hate crimes in London for 2017 and it was believed by a campaign group that this was as a result of attacks such as the London Bridge and Manchester Arena attacks. The Tell Mama campaign group’s director stated that the attacks had ‘created a heightened sense of tension in Muslim communities’ and that said attacks resulted in an increase in ‘Islamophobic’ attacks.[footnoteRef:10] [10:  Evening Standard, ‘Revealed: Anti-Muslim hate crimes in London soared by 40% in a year’, https://www.standard.co.uk/news/crime/revealed-antimuslim-hate-crimes-in-london-soared-by-40-in-a-year-a3775751.html, 22 March 2018.] 


A more recent example of how everyday ‘Islamophobia’ manifests itself is the ‘Punish a Muslim Day’ where many Muslims around the UK including MPs have received packages or anti-Muslim letters. One such MP posted a copy of a letter sent which ‘outlines a points-based rewards system for Islamophobic attacks as part of a "Punish a Muslim Day" on 3 April (2018)’.[footnoteRef:11] This has been seen by many Muslims and MPs alike as symbolizing the Islamophobia and prejudice that is faced by Muslims every day. It is unclear as to whether this threat will provoke actual violence or an attack on Muslims as the ‘Punish a Muslim Day’ is yet to present itself but what is clear is that it has been used to incite hatred against Muslims and to encourage violence against them. This will no doubt have an effect on the Muslim communities in the UK as they prepare for an increase in ‘Islamophobic’ incidents and threats. It is also arguable that the ‘Punish a Muslim’ campaign has already achieved its aims as it has been propelled through the British media to something of national significance reaching the majority of the British population and potentially increasing the possibility of hatred against Muslims. [11:  Sky News (Political Reporter, Greg Heffer), ‘Four Labour MPs sent anti-Muslim letters or suspect packages’, https://news.sky.com/story/four-labour-mps-sent-anti-muslim-letters-or-suspect-packages-11288745, 22 March 2018.] 


Such victimisation, discrimination and Islamophobia is not always viewed as something entirely negative but can be seen by some to incentivise the re-discovering of their faith. This is illustrated by Shagufta Yaqub who essentially illustrates that one must believe in the power of Islam and the Qur’an in the fight against such negativity. She cites that negative publicity has the possibility to provoke a positive reaction towards Islam and the possible conversion as a result of the intrigue caused by such negative reports. Islamophobia is described by Yacqub as being ‘good because it forces you to change who you are and see yourselves as Muslims’ thus retaining the power of such reports to the advantage of the Muslim rather than the anti-Muslim prejudice that seek to be advanced.[footnoteRef:12] [12:  Elizabeth Poole and John E. Richardson, eds, Muslims and the News Media (London: I.B. Tauris & Co Ltd, 2006), p. 84.] 


In conclusion, the media has played an integral part in the spread of ‘Islamophobic’ discourse through negative and often inaccurate reporting on Islam and Muslims. Such negativity has undoubtedly damaged Muslim communities in the UK leaving many Muslims feeling vulnerable, marginalised, and fearful that they may become subject to verbal/physical abuse due to the characterization of ‘all’ Muslims being a danger to society, terrorists, extremists, or other such stereotypes reinforced by the media. Although the term ‘Islamophobia’ is not a perfect term and is often contested and replaced by other terms, it nevertheless represents a real threat and a growing problem of anti-Islamic/anti-Muslim rhetoric both in the media and as a part of everyday life for Muslim communities in the UK. One further difficulty posed is that often the media reporting of Muslims and Islam does not reflect the majority, with the media often focusing on extremist activity which the majority of Muslims completely condemn. However, this has not gone unchallenged by several Muslim groups who attempt to engage with the media such as the Muslim Council of Britain who regularly hold the media to account and monitor the coverage of Islam and Muslims, highlighting/protesting any misrepresentation which is vital for the preserving of the rich heritage/culture of the UK and for Muslim communities in the UK. Furthermore, the problem of ‘Islamophobia’ is not just experienced through the media, it is an everyday growing problem which is propelled into national focus by the media. It is vital that the media accept its responsibility to publish material which is not sensationalist or inflammatory but is wholly accurate and does not discriminate against any group or individual based on gender, orientation, faith, race, or age. The government must do more to ensure that the media are held accountable for its headlines that when the boundaries are blurred between the entitlement to free speech and inciting hatred, such media outlets are reprimanded to ensure a safer community for both Muslim communities and society as a whole, acting against the spread of hatred and fear for the common good of all in the UK. 
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