Using examples, evaluate contemporary media representation of Islam and Muslims in western contexts

Representations of Islam and Muslims in the media has been a strong topic of discussion since Edward Said's Orientalism and his 1981 book 'Covering Islam', thereafter debates have surrounded the portrayal of Muslims in the Western Media. During the cold war, the portrayal of the Soviets dominated the negative new stories and the roles of 'bad guys' in movies, particularly in the USA. Following its collapse Arabs, Islam and Muslims began to fill these positions and after 9/11 the Western media became obsessed with the topic of Islam and terrorism. The war on terror produced an image that the Western world was at war with the Muslim world, which it generally portrayed negatively at varying levels depending on surrounding events.[footnoteRef:2]This essay will address portrayals in UK news media prints and news websites. [2:  Ahmed & Matthes, 2017, p. 222] 

Since 9/11, Western news coverage on Islam has increased significantly, focusing its stories on Islam and Muslims on terrorism, extremism, radicalism and controversial religious Islamic issues.[footnoteRef:3] Due to the popularity, fear and interest developed by the media concerning these topics over the last two decades, major news sources present frequent stories related to these topics to maintain popularity. Between 2001 and 2008, news articles on British Muslims increased between 400%-1000%, varying in different years.[footnoteRef:4] [3:  Ahmed & Matthes, 2017, p. 231]  [4:  Thompson, 2013, p.32] 

Negativity completely outweighs positive Muslim coverage on news media, researchers at Lancaster stated; ‘for every one moderate Muslim mentioned, 21 examples of extremist Muslims are mentioned in the British press.’[footnoteRef:5]  Articles on leading news websites are written with a negative discourse on Islam, most frequently, about terrorism or Muslim extremism,[footnoteRef:6] which counted for 47% of all news articles related to Muslims in Britain in the years following 9/11.[footnoteRef:7] Baker's study in 2013 found that the overall stories by British newspapers were negative;[footnoteRef:8] Allen (2012) found that 91% of their coverage of British Muslims was negative.[footnoteRef:9] The 'terrorist' or 'extremist' stereotype continues today to dominate news articles on Muslims and Islam, often on extremism in the UK, the war in Syria, ISIS and their activities, Al-Qaeda in the Middle East or Taliban activities, Shabab’s activities in Somalia, Saudi's war in Yemen and similar topics. [5:  Mathias, 2017]  [6:  Ahmed & Matthes, 2017, p. 231]  [7:  Thompson, 2013, p.36]  [8:  Awan & Rahman, 2016, p. 18]  [9:  Awan & Rahman, 2016, p. 18
] 

In the portrayal of Muslims living in the West, there is a constant tone of suspicion and doubt regarding their stance on extremism and terrorism in many news media outlets, and are often portrayed as threats to Western society, and possible sympathizers with Muslims 'terrorists.'[footnoteRef:10] For example, the Daily Express's 2015 article claiming that half of all British Muslims support ISIS, and the Sun's claim that 20% of Britain's Muslims sympathize with jihadists, though both were forced to retract these articles, similar discourses, not always as direct, are being presented.[footnoteRef:11] Another example is the Telegraph's comments on the role of Muslims communities after the latter condemned the Woolwich attack, stating that 'Muslim leaders have learned how to respond to terrorism,' they also stated 'Muslim leaders finally sound like they are on side, our side.'[footnoteRef:12] Between 2001-2008, 35% of all stories about Muslims discussed Muslims in Britain as a threat and questioned their compatibility with British society.[footnoteRef:13] [10:  Ahmed & Matthes, 2017, p. 13]  [11:   Mathias, 2017]  [12:  Awan & Rahman, 2016, p. 24]  [13:  Thompson, 2013, p. 41] 

 Moreover, the news headlines regarding Muslim attacks or killings receive far more media attention than those of non-Muslims on Muslims, or attacks committed by and on, non-Muslims. For example the media attention given to the Woolwich attack is far greater than that given to Muhammad Saleem's case.  Nationally and internationally, regardless of the number of civilian fatalities, Muslim attacks are given far more quantitative and qualitative coverage, remaining in the media headlines for days on end and consequently are seen as more frequent, real, brutal and more inhumane than non-Muslim attacks.
This is very dangerous as audiences who don’t have frequent, or any contact with Muslims, begin to form a negative image of Muslims and be susceptible to scape-goating and Islamophobia. Allen found that 64% of British public claim what they know about Islam is from the media,[footnoteRef:14] while Dr. Githens-Mazer and Dr Lambert concluded in their 2010 study, that the news media had a critical role in contributing to a rise in Islamophobic attacks.[footnoteRef:15] [14:  Awan & Rahman, 2016, p. 22]  [15:  Dodd, 2010] 

[bookmark: _GoBack]Language used in news media significantly contributes to the portrayal of Muslims in the media. The terms 'terrorism', 'radicalism' and 'Islamic extremism' are continuously used regarding Muslims throughout the majority of media, whether it refers to groups or individuals.[footnoteRef:16] According to Thompson, 4 out of 5 nouns used about Muslims were linked to threats or problematic to British society.[footnoteRef:17] Not only will these terms be used as nouns multiple times in one article regarding  a Muslim suspect,  but the terms 'Islamic' and 'Muslim' will also be used as adjectives to describe the individual or group. Therefore, terms such as 'Islamic terrorism' or'Muslim terrorist' or ‘Islamic fundamentalist' or ‘Islamic extremist' are common in most media sources in the West.[footnoteRef:18] Furthermore, the faith and the term 'terrorist' are hardly ever used, except with Muslims, giving the impression and that terrorism is solely an Islamic phenomena.[footnoteRef:19] A clear example of this is the Mirrors portrayal of Darren Osborne's attack on worshippers at Finsbury Park Mosque, when they headlined; ‘One arrested and "a number of casualties" after van hits pedestrians "leaving mosque after prayers."’[footnoteRef:20] Here there is no mention of the faith of the man, in comparison to a nearly identical attack by a Muslim, in which the headline read ‘Muslim driver mounted pavement and ploughed into 5 men after getting angry at ‘racial abuse’ during Ramadan fast.’[footnoteRef:21] Another example is the coverage of the print media on the Woolwich attack in comparison to Muhammad Saleem's murder. The Independent and Telegraph almost immediately reported the Woolwich attacks, the former as; 'Suspected Islamic terrorist attack', followed by the Telegraph's headline 'A British soldier has been butchered on a busy London street by two Islamist terrorists', while the Telegraph's coverage, as well as the vast majority of other media prints in the UK, didn’t use the word 'terrorist' in the Pavlo Lapshyne attack, instead, the term White Supremacist was used.[footnoteRef:22] Only after he was convicted and found guilty of the murder, as well as three bomb plots of mosques under the 2006 Terrorism Act three months later, was he labeled, by very few newspapers, including the Guardian as a 'terrorist.'[footnoteRef:23] [16:  Poole, 2011, p. 55]  [17:  Thompson, 2013, p. 46]  [18:  Thompson, 2013, p. 41-43]  [19:  Thompson, 2013, p.43]  [20:  Mathias, 2017]  [21:  Mathias, 2017]  [22:  Awan & Rahman, 2016, p. 25-26]  [23:  Awan & Rahman, 2016, p. 26] 

Islamic religious issues and their compatibility with the West or the 21st century are also common topics discussed. The more frequent tone to most of these news articles is one of negativity, topics include, debates on Islamic courts in the UK, methods of divorce, veils in schools, face veils in public, and segregation in Muslim schools, these issues are normally portrayed as dangerous, a threat to Western democracy and violation of freedom and possible radicalization consequences.[footnoteRef:24] Internationally, issues such as LGBT rights, like the struggles of a gay band in the Middle East,[footnoteRef:25] women's rights in Afghanistan,[footnoteRef:26] women's laws in Saudi Arabia under Sharia law,[footnoteRef:27] and Islamic censorship are examples of the common and popular topics. Both nationally and internationally Islamic cultures are portrayed as backward, barbaric, religiously extreme, fanatical and oppressive. [footnoteRef:28] Islam's compatibility with modern or Western life is constantly being raised as a problem; consequently Islam may  be misunderstood as, the 'Other' in an 'us vs. them' discourse, a problematic obstacle and resistance to human rights, freedom and British values. [footnoteRef:29] [24:   Ahmed & Matthes, 2017, p. 233-234]  [25:   Shad, 2017]  [26:  Rasmussen, 2017]  [27:  McKernan, 2017]  [28:  Ahmed & Matthes, 2017, p. 222]  [29:  Poole, 2011, p. 59] 

To summarize a study that was done on the Independent, Guardian and Times in the UK, found that between 2001-2008 there were four main themes which came out of its Muslim stories, that Islam is monolithic, a violent religion, the foreignness of British Muslims and the portrayal of the fault line between Islam and the west.[footnoteRef:30] [30:  Thompson, 2013, p. 53] 

Historically, Islam and Muslims, to some extent have always been an interest to Western media, news and movies, more often than not, portraying them in a fault-finding way. Since 9/11, Media interest in Islam rapidly grew and continued to do so, in particular surrounding up to date Muslim attacks. However throughout the news media, with the increased coverage of Islam, we find that certain themes dominate and govern the portrayal of Islam, the topics of terrorism, extremism and war, as well as controversial Islamic religious issues all dominate discourse on Islam in the media. These portray a very negative image of violence and irrationality, particularly since more focus, discussion and attention is given to any 'terrorist' acts committed by Muslims. Furthermore the language used specifically singles out Muslims in general as violent enemies against Western values. These perceptions are dangerous and have contributed to a rise in Islamophobic attacks and contention towards Muslims in society.
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