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The contemporary media representation of Islam and Muslims in Western contexts is clearly problematic. Muslims are portrayed “in a consistently narrow framework of representation” (Poole, 2002, p. 99). The Rushdie and Honeyford Affairs in the 1980s (Ibid.) exacerbated such portrayals. It is unfortunate that “often the implicit assumptions of news reports” (Richardson, 2004, p. 69) promote and “illustrate anti-Muslim prejudice” (Ibid.). The major consequence of such media prejudice is its influence on public opinion. Perceptions are formed through information the public receives from the media (McCombs, 2011, p. 1). To curtail the negative coverage, Western governments should introduce legislation to ensure scrupulous, ethical journalism in the reporting of Muslims. Muslims will continue to feel alienated unless the media is held responsible for misconstruing them and their religion.

Despite attempts by Edward Said to challenge misrepresentations discussed in Covering Islam: How the media and the experts determine how we see the rest of the world (Said, 1997), “negative popular stereotypes have remained strong and public policy remains influenced by these mass images” (Schaar, 2009, p. 18). A large part of the issue concerns the West’s perception of Islamic values as backward and inferior (Richardson, 2004, p. 72). Matters concerning Islam and Muslims are perceived through the lens of the ‘other’ (Said, 2003, p. vii). Muslims are generally non-existent in “‘normalised’ representational positions such as in popular soaps, literature and reality television” (Jaspal and Cinnirella, 2010, p. 1). Increased positive representation in these positions may tackle the dehumanisation of Muslims and encourage a better public perception of Islam.

News coverage of Muslims is selected based on preserving themes that Muslims pose a threat to UK security and British values, that they are culturally different and that their presence is increasing in the public domain (Poole and Richardson, 2006, pp. 101-102). Regrettably, these reports define all Muslims worldwide in the same way and pigeonhole them into these frameworks. The generalisations are damaging and it is prejudicial that the “perpetrator religion is the largest predictor of news coverage” (Kearns, Betus and Lemieux, 2019, p. 1). Why is this the case for Muslims to the exclusion of other religious groups? Antisemitism is deplorable and frowned upon, and the same should be true of anti-Muslim narratives. 

How can Islam be understood when “facts are frequently distorted, exaggerated or oversimplified, and sometimes even invented”? (Petley and Richardson, 2011, p. xi). Unfortunately, the consequence of this is the misinterpretation of Islam. A poll found that 35% of people in the UK perceived Islam as a threat to the British way of life (Lowles and Levene, 2019, p. 22). Far from promoting harmonious co-existence, misinterpreted media gives leverage both to extremist Islamic groups to justify their acts of terrorism and to proponents of The Clash of Civilizations (Huntington, 2002) to divide instead of unite.

A meta-analysis from 2000 to 2015 found “themes of ‘migration’, ‘terrorism’, and ‘war’” (Ahmed and Matthes, 2017, p. 219); Muslims and Islam were represented in consistently negative language and frameworks. It is no surprise, therefore, that Muslims are subject to hate crimes. The public is impressionable and some people will believe the media narratives. Tell MAMA reported a troubling increase in anti-Muslim hate crimes in Britain in the week following the Christchurch mosque killings (Dodd, 2019). Jacinda Ardern’s inspiring words, “they are us” (The Guardian, 2019), resonated across media worldwide. The New Zealand Prime Minister’s example gives hope that leaders can play a pivotal and influential role in the media in uniting Muslim and non-Muslim communities.

The internet as an alternative media is an influential source as demonstrated in Virtually Islamic (Bunt, 2000) and Islam in the Digital Age (Bunt, 2003). Gary, R. Bunt, a professor of Islamic Studies, highlights “some positivity in terms of the way that the internet can function”, citing some examples of a few positive Muslim efforts that went viral (Bunt, 2018). While such representations are shimmering light amidst the darkness of misrepresentations, they are limited in advantage, particularly when drowned in negative coverage. They are not powerful enough to mitigate continuous harm from the media of newspapers and news channels. However, these examples, though few, are preferable to none.

An interesting emergence of Muslim representation is the diverse media produced by Muslims (Gilliat-Ray, 2010, p. 235). Examples include The Muslim News, Islam Channel (Ibid., p. 236), British Muslim TV (British Muslim TV, 2019) and The Invitation (Abbas, 2005, p. 111). Not only does this media provide an alternative to the negative mainstream coverage, but it facilitates discussions on a range of issues of concern to Muslims (Gilliat-Ray, 2010, p. 236). For example, Muslim women can freely engage on Muslim TV Channels, don the hijab and express their faith in a safe environment without fear of discrimination. This Muslim representation contrasts the common media narratives of ‘oppressed’ Muslim women. Moreover, in a broader sense, it has the potential to dispel misconceptions not only of Muslim women, but of Islam in general. 

Miqdaad Versi’s efforts to correct errors and distortions in news about British Muslims is indeed commendable (Subramanian, 2018); however, this should not be the responsibility of one man from the Muslim Council of Britain. Rather, it is the responsibility of the perpetrators. Moreover, his efforts are clearly not enough; in reality Muslims need hundreds of people like Miqdaad Versi to assuage the media onslaught against them.

Because the media determines the discourse on Islam and Muslims, the need for media accountability is of paramount importance. For the sake of protecting minorities in Western countries and building harmonious Muslim and non-Muslim relations, tightened laws that monitor media reporting would be an effective approach to achieve this goal. The PCC’s (Press Complaints Commission) Code of Practice clearly outlines guidance that says the press “must avoid prejudicial or pejorative reference to an individual’s race, colour or religion (Keeble, 2009, p. 174). A person’s religion should not even be mentioned “unless genuinely relevant to the story” (Ibid.). The NUJ’s (National Union of Journalists) Code of Conduct asserts similar (Ibid.). Despite this guidance, Muslims continuously face negative media coverage. What could compel the media to take responsibility for misrepresenting Muslims as a threat to the society? The threat of legal action should hopefully be incentive enough.
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