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KEY POINTS
· Media: the public’s main source of information about Islam
· Multiculturalism: framed almost exclusively as a critique of ‘young British Muslims’
· Language: Print media conflate conservative Muslim practices with language used to frame the terrorism debate
· Assumptions: Television News channels quick to make assumptions about the nature of events
· People: Television News occasionally allows counter narratives from prominent Muslim political figures




Introduction
The media is for many a lens into worlds they have never visited but wish to understand. Despite the emergence of Muslims in significant numbers since World War Two, most British people feel uninformed about Islam: 
· 74% of Britons say they know nothing or ‘next to nothing’ about Islam
· 64% of Britons state that what knowledge they do have of Islam comes from the media[footnoteRef:1] [1:  C Allen. “A review of the evidence relating to the representation of Muslim in the British Media” (2012) in Gabriel Faimau, "The Politics Of Being Muslim And Being British In The British Christian Print Media", Cogent Social Sciences 2, no. 1 (2016), doi:10.1080/23311886.2016.1186338, 3.] 

So then, it is the media, and not meeting Muslims, which shapes people’s views of Islam. References to Islam in the media increased tenfold between 1982 and 2008, more than any other faith.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  David Herbert, Creating Community Cohesion (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2013), 23.] 

This paper will consider three distinct ways in which Islam and Muslims have been represented.
British Christian Print Media (BCPM)
The BCPM can’t be said to be the sole voice of Christians in the UK. They do, however, inform and ‘echo’ discourse amongst a range of churches and Christian institutions. They cover topics included by mainstream media with one addition – inter-faith initiatives.[footnoteRef:3] At a time when many see Muslims as isolationist, this is an important representation of Muslims. [3:  Faimau, "The Politics Of Being Muslim", 5.] 

Multiculturalism

Ideas of ‘Britishness’ and integration are framed by the BCPM within the political realm of multiculturalism. The Church Times has somewhat changed its commentary. In an article in October 2000 it laid out the various possible interpretations of multiculturalism without holding to a specific view.[footnoteRef:4] By 2005, and in the shadow of the July 7th bombings, another article spoke of a ‘basic incompatibility’ between Islam and secularism. The French model of rejecting multiculturalism was proffered as the preferred way forward.[footnoteRef:5] In The Tablet, the observation was made that Islamic identity and British culture were ‘pulling in different directions’.[footnoteRef:6] An evaluation of these and similar articles across the BCPM showed that representation of Muslims and multiculturalism were framed almost exclusively as a critique of ‘young British Muslims’, and not the community as a whole. It failed to consider the opinions of numerous Muslim scholars, such as Tariq Ramadan, who has frequently spoken positively about the compatibility of Islam and secularism.[footnoteRef:7]  [4:  Priscilla Chadwick, “One Country, Many Faiths”, Church Times, October 6, 2000, 14.]  [5:  Peter Riddell, “France is still right about race integration”, Church Times, November 18, 2005, 12.]  [6:  Faimau, "The Politics Of Being Muslim", 7.]  [7:  Ibid (Faimau), 7.] 

Two other newspapers, the Evangelical Times and Evangelicals Now, pushed the argument even further. Not only was Islam incompatible with British values but it wanted to remake Britain in its own image through Islamisation. In an article in Evangelicals Now, Patrick Sookdheo spoke of the need of Muslims to ‘control the structures of society.’[footnoteRef:8] Though he gives concrete examples of this (halal meat, issues relating to the veil), he fails to recognise a diversity of Muslim opinion or the rejection of some Islamising tendencies from amongst British Muslims. [8:  Patrick Sookhdeo, "The Islamisation Of Europe | Evangelicals Now", E-N.Org.Uk, 2018, http://www.e-n.org.uk/2005/10/features/the-islamisation-of-europe/.] 

The Trojan Horse Affair
In 2014, considerable press attention was given to reports of attempts by several school governors to implement a conservative Islamic agenda in schools in East Birmingham.[footnoteRef:9]  [9:  Birmingham Council, "Trojan Horse Review Group Report To Birmingham City Council | Birmingham City Council", Birmingham.Gov.Uk, 2018, https://www.birmingham.gov.uk/downloads/file/4310/trojan_horse_review_group_report_to_birmingham_city_council.] 
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Words Matter: The words newspapers use to frame a debate are key to shaping opinion and are informative about their wish to influence how arguments are perceived. Much of the language (see front pages above) referred to ‘fanatics’, ‘Islamists’ and ‘extremists’. The Sunday Telegraph spoke of an ‘Islamist plot’ to take control of schools.[footnoteRef:10] The Daily Mail spoke of a plan by ‘extremists’ to 'Islamise' schools. The accusations revolved around specific practices such as banning music lessons and separating children based on gender.[footnoteRef:11] The papers showed little recognition that conservative religious values should not necessarily be conflated with ‘Islamism’ ‘jihad’ or ‘extremism’.[footnoteRef:12] Essentially, they framed the schools debate using the language of the terrorism debate and, in doing so, showed a considerable lack of religious literacy. The BBC were more cautious in their evaluation and use of language. On Radio 4, Professor of Sociology John Holmwood rejected the idea that what was happening was ‘extremism’. Another contributor Sukhwant Dhaliwal said that what was found was ‘fundamentalism’, but that the affair had wrongly fallen within the government’s counter-terrorism work and had been framed as such.[footnoteRef:13]   [10:  Andrew Gilligan, "Islamist Plot: Six Schools Face Ofsted Special Measures", Telegraph.Co.Uk, 2018, https://www.telegraph.co.uk/education/educationnews/10776607/Islamist-plot-six-schools-face-Ofsted-special-measures.html.]  [11:  "The Damning Verdict On Trojan Horse Schools", Mail Online, 2018, http://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-2653354/The-damning-verdict-Trojan-Horse-schools-Shocking-Ofsted-report-reveals-culture-fear-boys-girls-segregated-one-school-banned-Christmas.html.]  [12:  Richard Sudworth, "Trojan Horse: A Conversation Still Waiting To Happen | Presence And Engagement", Presenceandengagement.Org.Uk, 2018, http://presenceandengagement.org.uk/trojan-horse-conversation-still-waiting-happen.]  [13:  "The Trojan Horse Affair - Religion In Schools, Thinking Allowed - BBC Radio 4", BBC, 2018, https://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/b09hs4k7.] 

At the height of the story, much of the media attention failed to recognise that within the polarised opinions children were stuck in the middle. The focus was on the ideological argument at the expense of the very people the schools were designed to serve.[footnoteRef:14] [14:  Sudworth, "Trojan Horse: A Conversation Still Waiting To Happen”] 


The Murder of Lee Rigby
At 2:20 pm on 22 May 2013 British solider Lee Rigby was attacked and nearly decapitated by Michael Adebolajo and Michael Adebowale in Woolwich, southeast London. We shall examine media representations through the lens of three television reports aired within 48 hours after the events.
“Terrorism”
Channel 4 News said this “act of terrorism was local (sic), even if nationally and internationally inspired.”[footnoteRef:15] In the 15 minutes it took the police to arrive the two men had articulated their grievances to a person carrying a mobile phone. Al Jazeera were less keen to characterise the attack as terrorism, instead asking guests if it was an appropriate term to use. The then-Home Secretary also expressed reluctance to characterise it as such.[footnoteRef:16] Newsnight immediately linked the men to wider Islamist organisations and, though finding the attack different in character to 7/7, nevertheless condemned it as terrorism.[footnoteRef:17] This immediate characterisation, though ultimately correct, was premature in the immediate aftermath of the attack and may have led to an increase in ‘Islamophobic’ attacks at a time when public reactions were at their most acute.   [15:  "C4 News - Woolwich Attack", Youtube, 2013, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EHUQU6cTgjU&feature=youtu.be.]  [16:  "Inside Story - Al Jazeera English - Woolwich Attack", Youtube, 2013, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fEEaMvk6UfM&feature=youtu.be.]  [17:  "BBC Newsnight - Woolwich Attack", Youtube, 2013, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=79HVSTs1Omo&feature=youtu.be.] 

Stereotyping
On the 6.00 pm BBC News bulletin, Nick Robinson reported that the attackers had a “Muslim appearance.” This was a crass generalisation that failed to acknowledge the diversity of cultures amongst Muslims. The BBC received 43 complaints over its characterisation.[footnoteRef:18]  [18:  Imran Awan and Mohammed Rahman, "Portrayal Of Muslims Following The Murders Of Lee Rigby In Woolwich And Mohammed Saleem In Birmingham: A Content Analysis Of UK Newspapers", Journal Of Muslim Minority Affairs 36, no. 1 (2016): 16-31, doi:10.1080/13602004.2016.1147151.] 

Baroness Warsi
Some counterbalance to the representations of Muslims came with the inclusion in several news reports of Baroness Warsi, the then-Minister for Faith and Communities and a practising Muslim. On Channel 4 News she stated that “we will not allow terrorists to divide us (the UK).”[footnoteRef:19] On Al Jazeera she rejected any narrative that sought to frame this as a “Muslim and non-Muslim” issue. The broadcasters, in allowing her to voice her opinions and concerns, had provided an antidote to the “othering” of Muslims prevalent in so much of the other reporting.[footnoteRef:20]  [19:  "C4 News - Woolwich Attack", Youtube, 2013]  [20:  Imran Awan and Mohammed Rahman, "Portrayal Of Muslims Following The Murders Of Lee Rigby”, 18.] 



Further Thoughts
Further thoughts: There is a general lack of religious literacy in the mainstream media with most publishers and broadcasters espousing liberal views that run counter to people of many faiths. Given the lack of understanding of Islam by many Britons, this gives rise to an un-nuanced and politicised view of Muslims in Britain. The rise of social media means that those views are then often exacerbated online with no intelligent and informed counterweight in the mainstream media.
_______________________________________________________________________________________
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