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FOREWORD

At the time of writing up this report Lebanon was burning and Gaza was
under siege. Pictures of war crimes, collective punishment, mass bombings
and mass burials pervaded our TV screens. How does this relate to the repre-
sentation of Muslims in the British media, and why should a ‘foreign’ war be
so important to the ideas that pertain to this volume, namely the relationship
between effective citizenship for (Muslim) minorities, and their representa-
tion in the media, specifically literature, cinema, and TV news?

As this war was fought, a battle over terminology was and is being ferociously
waged on a daily basis, with British political language at odds with the rep-
resentations on the screen: the government talks about Hizbullah aggression
while TV screens show Israeli war crimes; the government talks about ending
external interference in Lebanon and Gaza from Iran and Syria, and news
bulletins show an Israeli onslaught on both besieged nations. A war between
civil society and pro-Israeli elements rages in the press, and the government
has fallen into line with a societal reading of Islam and Muslims, wherever
they are, as aggressive and aggressors, despite overwhelming evidence to the
contrary such as in Lebanon and Gaza. The view is of Muslims as incorrigibly
savage and beyond negotiations. Peace will come on Israeli, US and British
terms, not those dictated by Muslims, or indeed, international law.

This polarisation of representations highlights the core of this volume’s aim
— to dissect how cultural and social policy is informed by media representa-
tion of Muslims — which as current events have shown is not always inten-
tionally inimical — but which nevertheless has a huge part to play in shaping
negative perception of Muslims and creating negative experiences for
Muslims at individual and collective levels.

By decoding cultural narratives in literature and film and analysing TV news
reporting in the UK about Muslims after the bombings of July 7, 2005, this
volume explores the relationship between perceptions by and of Muslims and
the role of domination and demonisation in the cultural language of media
and power. Without understanding how power is structured through conven-
tion and how this necessarily excludes and mutes minorities' demands, we
cannot begin to move beyond a cycle of suspicion and segregation enforced
by powerful majority cultural expectations.

As so many ‘others’ die, it is incumbent on all those who seek a truly cohesive
and just society for tomorrow to understand how these deaths and the lan-
guage that cheapens them results from a discourse of demonisation that exists
here, and now, and in this country.

Islamic Human Rights Commission




INTRODUCTION

The media today occupies a pivotal position in society and its ubiquitous
presence signifies the enormous potential it has for informing people about
everyday issues. The media is seen not only as transferring information and
ideas but also as shaping opinions and presenting particular versions of reality
(Gurevitch, ez al, 1995). Though different media forms, ranging from tradi-
tional press to new electronic sources, are qualitatively different from one
another, their overall impact is evident through their widespread presence and
the reliance placed on them as authentic purveyors of news and information.
Furthermore, the media holds a central position in articulating particular dis-
courses and defining frameworks within which we come to understand issues
relating to minority groups (Cottle, 2000).

Media representation of minorities and minority group issues — or indeed the
lack of representation — is a key factor in determining how majority audiences
think about minorities in their societies. Whilst on the one hand media cre-
ates the ‘invisibility of minorities’ by marginalising their voices, on the other,
actual portrayals more often than not fall into restricted and negatively
stereotyped contexts (Campbell, 1995). An important aspect of Campbell’s
work, echoed by others, is that the “dangerous ignorance about people of
colour and a continuance of discrimination and injustice” is not unconnected
with their treatment in the media (p. 7). Similarly van Dijk (2000) states that
media discourse is the main source of people’s knowledge, attitudes and ide-
ologies. When this discourse is specifically about minority groups and addi-
tionally the audience has limited ‘contact’ with these groups, the role of
media as the sole provider of information becomes even more critical.

These ideas can be directly applied to media coverage of Muslim minorities
living in the West as well as the worldwide Muslim community. Whilst racist
discourse has been identified in relation to ethnic minorities, this racial prej-
udice is supplemented by anti-Islamic rhetoric in almost all Western media
when it comes to presenting issues linked to Islam and Muslims (Henzell-
Thomas, 2001). It can be argued that religion per se suffers at the hands of
media, but it is recognised that the media seem to have a distinct aversion to

Islam and Muslims (Said, 1996).

For some time now Muslims in Britain, and across the Western world, have
expressed their concerns about the way Islam is portrayed in the media. Aside
from the actual inaccuracies and negativity prevalent in media discourse, they
feel that people’s perceptions of their faith and beliefs are adversely affected
by such representation. The link between media representation and public
perception in this context has been examined through various studies and
polls and is an area of concern for the general public, community organisa-
tions and government bodies (IQRA Trust/ MORI, 1990, Mian, 1997 and
Poole, 2001). In promoting harmony between different groups in society, the
government may well need to influence the function of media in developing
understanding and mutual tolerance and respect, whilst at the same time
acknowledging its right to independent reporting. Voluntary codes and
guidelines may not be sufficient in eliminating the prejudicial portrayals in
the media and firmer steps, perhaps leading to legislation, may be a more
effective means through which to ensure media take greater responsibility in
their role as contributors to public knowledge.

Numerous critiques have been made of coverage of issues relating to Islam
and Muslims following September 20011. The purpose of this research is to
re-examine the situation of these media discourses using three genres: televi-
sion news, mainstream cinema and canonical and popular English literature.



In doing so not only is the study identifying how the media places Islam and
British Muslims (and Muslims in general) within a certain frame of reference,
but it is also examining the potential media have of changing these reference
points. Can British Muslim communities be deconstructed from their posi-
tion as the ‘other’ or the ‘enemy within’, and be projected as fellow citizens
within a multi-ethnic and multi-religious society in which all belief systems
are respected equally? If concepts of citizenship — involving responsibilities as
well as rights — are to be valued equally by all members of society, then it is
only correct that their representation in the media should reflect this.

The specific issue for this research then is to identify the language and dis-
course relating to Islam and Muslims that is prevalent in television news pro-
grammes, literature (both classic and popular) and mainstream cinema films.
The reasons these types of media have been selected will be discussed below.
The questions being asked in this study are:

* How has the Western media generally covered Islam and Muslims?

* What are the prevailing discourses about Islam and Muslims that
can be identified in selected forms of media?

* What are the concerns about media reporting and why does
representation matter?

e What action can Muslims expect the government to take to
remedy any unfairness?

Ultimately, the objective of analysing ‘representation’ is to understand how it
can influence public understanding and viewpoints. Through the subtle (and
sometimes blatant) propagation of the hegemonic ideological stance, the
media can influence and adapt our ideas about one group in society and this
in turn can impact on their position through prejudice, discrimination and
marginalisation. The ability of powerful groups to ‘represent’ others in cer-
tain, stereotypical ways, emphasising their difference, is what Hall (1997)
defines as symbolic power — the power to mark, assign and classify. By not
employing older forms of vulgar, biological racist discourses, the ‘new’
racisms are more insidious in their nature, depicting minorities as inferior
through their ‘differences’ — ‘they’ are different because they have a different
culture and different values from ‘us’ (Mistry, 1999).

These ‘common sense’ notions about race and minority groups are gradually
normalised and the media continues to reinforce them by confining debate
to a set of narrow thematic structures. In talking about the ‘discursive repro-
duction of racism’, van Dijk (2000) observes that, “the beliefs and ‘social rep-
resentation’ many members of the dominant (white) in-group have about
immigrants and minorities are largely derived from discourse. That is, dis-
course as a social practice of racism is at the same time the main source of
people’s racist beliefs” (p. 36). Thus the necessity to understand representa-
tions as reflecting dominant ideologies is the rationale for this research and it
is by analysing the way people see Islam and Muslims #hrough the media that
we can begin to understand one of the factors potentially contributing to
social discrimination and disadvantage amongst Muslim minorities.

1

See for example, Allen and Nielsen (2002), Bunglawala, (2002) and
Runnymede Trust (2001).
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BACKGROUND STUDIES

REPRESENTATION OF MUSLIMS IN THE BRITISH MEDIA

Representations of Islam and Muslims in the media have been a topic of con-
siderable debate and discussion, particularly in recent times. A substantial
body of literature and research has illustrated that on the whole the images
and discourses relating to Islam/Muslims in mainstream Western’ media tend
to be negative. This literature includes studies examining the concept of
Orientalist discourses such as those by Said (1981 and 1996), Daniel (1960)
and Sardar, (1999); the specific relationship between media and Islam, for
example by Ahmed (1994), the Runnymede Trust (1997 and 2001) and
Bunglawala (2002) and many recent publications including Abbas (2000),
Poole (2001) and Allen (2002) which explore the prevalence of anti-Muslim
and anti-Islamic opinions in the media.

BASIC THEORY AND CONCEPT OF REPRESENTATION

Such work is informed by the various theories of representation that look to
understand representation as more than a romanticised mirror of life, be it by
an individual artist or societal project. In such theories, media representation
is strongly linked to actual reality, structures of power that inform not only cul-
tural considerations but can and do affect concrete power structures and power
relations between societal actors, particularly, as we are discussing the relation-
ship between majority and minority /ies. Such representation and the lopsided
effect of power that it creates has on many occasions arisen from misunder-
standing and miscommunication.

If representation is always dominated by ‘miss-representation’ resulting in the
misrepresentation of reality in the majority of the cases, we need to ask why.
The simple answer is that we, as interpreters of ‘reality’, as both artist and
viewer are not able to see ‘reality’ in its entirety or as it is intended to be seen
either by cosmic or natural design or indeed that of the artist / communicator.
Accordingly, one can argue that we see ‘objectivities” through our ‘subjectivities’.
We construct reality according to previous perceptions through the channel of
‘the first effect’ received from ‘others’. This is not a fixed impression about all,
it is highly dependent on ‘who is the audience’ and who is the ‘author’.

To try to understand representation, we need to look at it as a ‘discursive struc-
ture’. The discursive approach to representation examines representation in the
form of an interrelated circle of meaning. Traditionally, meaning is ascribing to
objects ‘out there” in the world, and to the inner essences and feelings of indi-
viduals. According to structuralists, meaning is an effect of signification, and
that signification is a property not of the world out there nor of individual peo-
ple, but of language, accordingly it is argued that ‘we are what we say, and the
world is what we say it is’ (O’Sullivan, et al., 1997:93).

According to Hall (1997, p. 44) the term ‘discourse’ is normally used as a lin-
guistic concept, which simply means passages of connected writing, picture,

speech or even socio-cultural context.

‘By ‘discourse’, Foucault meant ‘a group of statements which provide

Western refers mainly to the UK, USA and Europe.



a language for talking about a way of representing the knowledge
about a particular topic at a particular historical moment... Discourse
is about the production of knowledge through language. But... since
all social practices entail meaning and meanings shape and influence
what we do, our conduct, all practices have a discursive aspect’ (Hall,

1992, p. 291).

REPRESENTATION THEORIES

There are three different approaches to representation. The first theory is the
‘reflective approach’ which can be considered as a reductionist understanding
of representation. According to reflective representation, ‘meaning is thought
to lie in the object, person, idea or event in the real world, and language func-
tions like a mirror, to reflect the true meaning as it already exists in the world.
As the poet Gertrude Stein once said, “A rose is a rose is a rose”. According to

Hall (1997, p. 24):

“...visual signs do bear some relationship to the shape and texture of
the objects which they represent. But... a two-dimensional visual
image of a rose is a sign, it should not be confused with the real plant
with thorns and blooms growing in the garden. Remember also that
there are many words, sounds and images which we fully well under-
stand but which are entirely fictional or fantasy and refer to worlds
which are wholly imaginary, including many people now think,
most of the Iliad.”

The second approach is opposite to the first, which emphasises the ordinary
aspect of representation. Its focus is on an ‘intentional approach’ to repre-
sentation. Intentional theory gives agency to ‘the speaker, the author, who
imposes his or her unique meaning on the world through language. Words
mean what the author intends they should mean (ibid, p. 25). Stuart Hall
opposed intentional theory, by arguing that ‘we cannot be the sole or unique
source of meanings in language, since that would mean that we could
express ourselves in entirely private languages. But the essence of languages
is communication and that, in turn, depends on shared linguistic conven-
tions and shared codes. Language can never be wholly a private game’ (ibid).

The third approach is dominant discourse in representation theory called
the ‘constructionist approach’. According to the constructionist approach,
neither things in themselves nor the individual users of language can fix
meaning in language, however this does not mean that we produce meaning.
According to this approach, ‘it is not the material world which conveys
meaning; it is the language system or whatever system we are using to rep-
resent our concepts. It is social actors who use the conceptual systems of
their culture and the linguist and other representational systems to construct
meaning, to make the world meaningful and to communicate about that
world meaningfully to others (ibid). So to understand representation con-
structively, one needs to find dominant discourses. It is arguable that repre-
sentation cannot be precisely understood, unless it examines reality and rep-
resentation in a ‘discursive structure’.

It seems all three theories can be workable and inadaptable at the same time.
It depends on the power and powerlessness of the reader and audience of the
text. This, it seems, is the shared weakness of all three theories - the lack of
attention to the power or powerlessness of the reader. If the reader is pow-
erful in terms of removing the veil of representation i.e. informed interpre-
tation, then the reality itself becomes more representative than the represen-
tation of reality produced by means of representation.

N



2

Understanding the core meaning of representation, discursive interpretation
is inevitable, in that we can unlock the location of power within discourses
that affect Muslims and the way they are represented. Here we need to char-
acterise the dominant discourses of British Media to understand ‘British
Muslim Representation’ in the media. Ideological representation is one of the
most common discourses, particularly when it is related to religion, ethnicity
and power.

Ideological representation in essence is about domination discourse — a way
of making a ‘privileged position’ for a particular idea, value, culture and even
civilization, to marginalize and mutate the rest, even to the extent of legit-
imizing violence against them. Ideological representation — though not
always a project or effect of social engineering — nevertheless has the power to
change reality according to what political system or ideological politics it
wants to represent. It is arguable that ideological representation can take place
in three interrelated structural discourses:

1. FEthnocentric discourse: ethnocentric discourse is about centrality
of ‘self’, ‘group’ or a ‘nation’ reflected in e.g. the construction of, “We are
European’ and a sense of being periphery for the rest. Centrism looks for
segregation between “We’ and “You” which can end in ‘either you are with
us or you should di€’ in the 18th century and ‘either you are with us or
against us’ in the 215t century.

JOIN orDIE

N NEWSPAPER HEADING IN 1776; DEVISED BY FRANKLIN IN MAY,
AT BEGINNING OF FRENUH WAR.

Propoganda poster from 18th century USA

2. Domination discourse: The discourse of domination is about
power and influence. According to this discourse, representation of “We”
and ‘Others’ is about superiority of “We’ and ‘weakness’ and disadvan-
tage of ‘others’.

3. Demonisation discourse: Demonisation discourse is based on
malicious dishonesty, hypocrisy and fantasy. Here a camera could, by
reproducing some elements of reality reproduce an (un)reality according
to a ‘film script’ or the agenda of a screenwriter and or a director.
Demonisation discourse of representation explains a process of destroy-
ing a reality.

Religiophobia and ethnophobia in general and Islamophobia in particular are
obvious results of ‘demonisation discourse’ in representing other ‘religions
and ethnic groups as a phobic enemy’. Sometimes Islamophobia is articu-
lated when one is demonised by both religion and ethnicity. As a result there
is double disadvantage with e.g. someone of say, Pakistani, Iranian or Iraqi
origin is discriminated both the basis of their ethnicity and at the same time
for being Muslim. Conversely advantage or privilege can work on a twofold
level with one being both white European and non-Muslim.



MUSLIM PERCEPTIONS OF THE MEDIA

There is a dominant perception amongst Muslims that the media does
indeed portray them and their religion in an inaccurate and derogatory
manner;

“The western media are largely seen by Muslims as a negative
influence. This view is perhaps not without foundation. The
traditional Orientalist stereotypes of Muslims as political
anarchists and tyrants at home subjugating their women have
been disseminated in the media as caricatures and stereotypes.
Very often the news that is shown about Muslims centres
around negative stories” (Ahmed, 1992, p. 9).

Certain common images and stereotypes tend to dominate both visual and
print media, and hostility towards Islam combines with journalistic values
and practices to create a limited caricature of the faith and its followers
which continually circulates in the media. The ‘preferred reading’ or mean-
ing of these discourses convey to the reader the otherness of Muslims and
Islam and through these cultural myths create distance between dominant
and minority groups (Hall, 1993). It is these myths and predetermined
notions about minorities that contribute to a social order that dictates who
participates and who does not — who ‘belongs’ and who is an ‘outsider’

(Campbell: 1995).

Nahdi (2003) talks about a “Western news agenda dominated by hostile,
careless coverage of Islam [which] distorts reality and destroys trust”
amongst the Muslim readership and audiences (p. 1). He notes that the gen-
eral degradation in the standards of western media and journalism, with a
move towards sound bites, snippets and quick and easy stories, has actually
legitimised the voice of extremist Islam. This focus on extreme minority or
fringe groups which represent a small section of the Muslim population,
often unacceptable to other Muslims, disguises the vast diversity and range
of perspectives amongst Muslims and equates the outlook and actions of a
few individuals to over 1 billion people worldwide.

In his analysis of Muslims and Islam in the British press, Whitaker (2002)
notes that “there are four very persistent stereotypes that crop up time and
again in the different articles. These tell us that Muslims are intolerant,
misogynistic, violent or cruel, and finally, strange or different” (p. 55).
Again, perhaps reflecting news values as well as audience reception, he
observes that Muslims are reported on mainly when they cause trouble and
though “negative stories often come from other countries, they obviously
have some effect on readers’ perceptions of Muslims in Britain” (p. 55).

Whilst the news agendas relating to Islam and Muslims are driven by con-
temporary debates (geopolitical, social, cultural, economic etc), they are also
fixed in historical discourses about Islam. “Today’s Islamophobia feeds on
history to fill out its stereotypes, but it also has features that stem from more
recent narratives such as colonialism, immigration and racism” (Abbas,
2000, p. 65). In recycling the Orientalist theories about the Islamic Other,
contemporary media institutions refer to Muslims and Islam in the same set
of frameworks and use almost the same language to describe them, albeit
with a modern spin. The survival of mediaeval concepts about Islam in west-
ern media and the canon of literature established at that time is reinforced
as truth even in modern times (Daniel, 1960). Historical images of barbaric,
violent, backward, intolerant Muslims, whose religious and cultural values
and practices are not only different but are inherently inferior to ‘ours’, can
still be found in the media and popular culture.

13
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“The language and images that the media have used in con-
junction with ideas of Muslims and Islam have been value-
loaded and lack context... portraying Islam as a dangerous
religion rooted in violence and irrationality. While the world
moves on and new ideas develop we still use the same words,
in relation to Islam, that we used 10 and 20 years and even 30
years ago”. (Conte, 2001)

It has been argued that certain images and stereotypes are now so deeply
embedded and almost necessary to media coverage, that Islamophobia is
almost a natural process (Allen, 2002). This mirrors the increase in
Islamophobic incidents and general atticudes now present in British society
(Ameli et al, 2004a, 2004b, 2006a, 2006b). In exploring the ‘language of
Islamophobia’, Henzell-Thomas (2001) names particular discursive struc-
tures and strategies that can be commonly found in texts. These include rep-
etition, hyperbole, ridicule, metaphor, blaming the victim, and use of
assumptions and ‘taken for granted’ presuppositions about the subject. This
can be compared to the ‘acceptable’ or ‘common sense’ racism that can also

be found in the media (Hall, 1993).

The ‘otherness’ of Muslims is clearly evident in contemporary discourse but
they are not biologically inferior as they were in the times of ‘old’ racism, they
are simply different, having a different culture. This ‘new’ racism is of a subtle
and symbolic nature; it is discursive and is expressed in text and everyday talk
(van Dijk, 2000). Representations of Muslims as the ‘enemy within’, disloyal
or fifth columnists’ are rife — some subtle and some not even attempting to
disguise their aversion to the presence of Muslim communities in the West.

“The media in Britain continues to reinforce Islamophobic
attitudes in the majority community. In addition many Islamic
movements, as well as Western Islamophobia, have helped cre-
ate a perception that Muslims share few civic values with other
faiths and traditions in Britain: that they are not sincere in
their acceptance of democracy, pluralism and human rights.
Government and other mainstream politicians also use a
vocabulary that has the potential to generate fear, threats and
antipathy towards British Muslims”. (Ansari, 2002, p24)

Richardson’s (2001) empirical study of representations of British Muslims in
the broadsheet press suggests that; “(i) British Muslim communities are almost
wholly absent from the news, excluded from all but predominantly negative
contexts; (ii) when British Muslims do appear, they are included only as par-
ticipants in news events, not as providers of informed commentary on news
events; and therefore (iii) that the issues and concerns of the communities are
not being served by the agendas of the broadsheet press”. This absence from
the media relates to concepts developed in ‘muted group theory’ whereby cer-
tain groups in society are muted — either silent, not heard or only able to speak
a language imposed by others (Kramarae, 1981). This language has been con-
structed to describe minority groups, including Muslims, and speaks to the
powerful majority who control aspects of cultural representation, but it may
have little or no meaning to Muslims themselves. Unless challenged, debate
and discussion can only take place using this dominant ideological language,
which inevitably results in a muted or limited response from less powerful
groups in a dialogue that was not based on an equal footing.

An example of this can be found in the use of words such as ‘jihad” which
have been appropriated by the media to mean something very specific and
different from the concept as understood by many Muslims. Discussion
around the issue of /ijab is another example illustrating the restrictive nature



of language and discourse which leads readers to predetermined outcomes
rather than enabling them to engage in genuine debate. Highlighting a
Muslim woman’s dress code as being ‘different’ from that of a secular Western
woman, debate is automatically confined to specific terms leaving no room
for alternative readings. This difference is shown to be inferior, of less value
and in fact unnecessary and therefore problematic. The underlying questions
being asked include ‘why must Muslim women insist on wearing hzjab when
other women don’t?” “Why is it that Muslims have so much trouble accepting
and adopted our values and dressing accordingly?” Whilst this does not
ignore an audience’s ability to interpret meanings in oppositional or negoti-
ated ways, it signals that media ‘texts’ are read in broader contexts of cultural
understandings and consensus. Only when language shifts away from domi-
nant narratives appealing to the majority — innately marginalising minorities
— can there be communication on an open and equal basis.

It is widely acknowledged that there was a great increase in reports about
Islam and Muslims following events in September 2001. For instance, figures
compiled by Whitaker (2002) are reproduced in Table 1, showing the phe-
nomenal increase in the number of articles containing the word ‘Muslim”
before and after September 2001".

Articles containing the word ‘Muslim’

Newspaper 2000-2001 2001-2002 % Increase
Guardian 817 2,043 250
Independent 681 1,556 228
Times 535 1,486 278
Telegraph 417 1,176 282
Mail 202 650 322
Mirror 164 920 561
Express 139 305 219
Sun 80 526 658
Star 40 144 360

Unsurprisingly, the broadsheets, especially The Guardian and The
Independent showed more interest in Islam/Muslims both before and after the
event but the increase in every newspaper was dramatic.

3

4The spelling ‘Moslem’ was also used in his search.

The 12 month period between early September 2000 and 2001 compared
with 19 June 2001 to 19 June 2002.
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Work carried out for the Muslim Council of Britain (MCB) analysed report-
ing in 6 newspalpers5 before and after 11th September 2001 and gauged the
frequency of use of certain words and phrases. All newspapers used phrases
containing the word Islamic or Muslim in the reports on the following day,
12th September 2001. Each newspaper tended to have a particular way of
describing who it thought were the culprits, for example, Islamic extremist,
Islamic fanatics or Islamic fundamentalists or fundamentalism, and tended to
use this phrase more than others, although other similar terms were used
within the same article.

The use of any of these phrases may not have been frequent within any one
article but it normally had the desired effect of turning the reader’s attention
toward a particular idea or phenomenon. In 7he Sun for example, although
the occurrence of phrases was relatively low, they would occur in the opening
paragraphs such that a framework was established within which to read the
rest of the article. If it had originally stated that ‘Islamic fundamentalists’ were
responsible for the attacks, later words like fundamentalist, extremist,
Afghani fundamentalist or fundamentalist Afghani regime may have been
used interchangeably to denote the same people. The ‘lexical choice’ of words
and phrases within a particular context enables readers to gain from it
implicit understandings and meanings, especially in relation to minorities
and more often than not these meanings are negative (van Dijk, 2000).

It is however important to differentiate between articles which were more
restrained in not only their use of the chosen phrases but which gave a bal-
anced argument of the incident. For example, two articles may both have
contained the same phrase but the context may have been very different. One
may have looked at the reasons why America was a target of this type of ter-
rorist activity whereas the other may have talked about the nature of the
Taliban and Osama bin Laden. However, it would not be an overstatement
to say that in many people’s minds the use of words such as ‘Islamic extremist’
would simply have reinforced negative stereotypes regardless of the context of
articles. The greatest impact of this kind of press reporting has probably been
to inflate the potential danger which Islamic extremists’ pose to the Western
world. Frequent use of the above phrases no doubt reinforced previously held
prejudices and fears about the Islamic world and Muslims living in the West.

These attitudes and representations are evident in many western countries
with Muslim populations. Elmasry (2002) demonstrates how in the
Canadian media, especially after 9/11, “the frequent demonic portrayal and
misrepresentation of Islam and Muslims has been one of the most persistent,
virulent and socially significant sources of anti-Islam” (p 58). His identifica-
tion of the coupling of words such as ‘extremist’, ‘fundamentalist’ and ‘terror-
ist’ with Islam or Muslim, shows a disturbing development in reporting in
both print and broadcast media. Research in Europe has also reached similar
conclusions recognising the media in 15 EU states as being one of the most
obvious sources of Islamophobic attitudes and ideas (Allen & Neilsen, 2002).
Whilst this study concludes that it is difficult to assess comprehensively
whether the media impacted positively or negatively in light of reporting after
September 2001, it asserts “the media’s role cannot be overlooked, and it has
been identified as having an inherent negativity towards Muslims and Islam”

5

The Daily Telegraph, The Times (Sunday Times), The Mirror, The Express,
The Daily Mail (Mail on Sunday) and The Sun (News of the World) were
selected for analysis. A content analysis was carried out from 4-25%
September 2001 enabling a comparison of a week before and two weeks after
September 11th



(p 47). Examples of balanced and objective reporting in European media
were also cited in this work.

From the UK perspective, British Muslims’ views were reported, specifically
whether there was support for 9/11 attacks and for subsequent US military
action against Afghanistan. The possibility of recruits from amongst British
Muslims for an impending ‘holy war was also examined. ‘Networks' of
potential terrorists in the UK were investigated and this linked into how sim-
ilar acts could be prevented in the future, not just in the US but in Britain
too. Immigration policies were put under scrutiny and the issue of identity
cards was raised. 7he Sun, with its almost obsessive coverage of immigration,
tied the two issues together, heightening concerns of bogus asylum seekers
and now potentially deadly foreigners.

Another research projectG examined the television news coverage of the events
in September 2001 and aimed to ascertain audiences reactions to this.
Whilst confirming other research findings about descriptions of Muslims as
barbaric, medieval and poor; against the Christian West as civilised, demo-
cratic and affluent; the study found that:

“A deep lack of trust in British and American TV news was
evident in the views expressed among most British Muslim
informants. The commonest complaints concerned lack of
challenging debate, sensationalist reporting, limited and limit-
ing frameworks and perspectives, and anti-Arab and anti-
Muslim assumptions”.

Many of the respondents felt that the news media failed to represent the full
range and plurality of views of UK citizens, especially Muslims and those
speaking Arabic. This resonates with other studies which show that marginal,
though vociferous, so-called extremist views are over-represented at the
expense of the more subtle and nuanced perspectives of many Muslims.

Clearly any analysis of media representations of Islam and Muslims needs to
acknowledge that examples of positive or balanced stories do exist and that
whilst overall the media is seen as unsympathetic towards Islam, there has
been space within different outlets to articulate challenging or alternative dis-
courses, often by Muslims themselves . These more discerning articles and
programmes not only provided information about Muslim communities and
their faith at the time when there was immense interest about them but they
also established channels for ongoing discussion pertaining to relevant issues.
For instance, The Guardian website has a link to pages of articles and infor-
mation including special reports about Muslims in its ‘British Muslims’ sec-
tion. The BBC news website, whilst dedicating pages to all religions, has a
diverse set of contemporary topics including discussion forums relating to
Islam and Muslims. Similarly Channel 4 has kept information about its ‘Islam
Season’ active on its website. Bunglawala (2002) cites similar media coverage:

6

After September 11: TV News and Transnational Audiences. Jointly funded by
the Broadcasting Standards Commission (BSC), the Independent Television
Commission (ITC), the British Film Institute (BFI), Open University —
National Everyday Cultures Programme (OU/NECP) and the Economic
Social Research Council (ESRC) Transnational Communities Research
7Programme.

For example the editors of The Muslim News and Q-News have written arti-
cles in The Independent and The Guardian.
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“In a supportive two-page editorial spread, [7he Sun] declared
that, Islam is not an evil religion’ and urged Britons to be
more sensitive to Muslims concerns about stereotyping. 7he
Daily Telegraph published a special 16-page colour supplement
to inform its readers about basic Islamic beliefs and teachings,
while 7he Guardian ran a week long Muslim Britain series
which was perhaps the most extensive and positive look at the
British Muslim community that had yet appeared in a national

newspaper in the UK” (p. 50).

Recognising this diversity within the media is important as it enables a fairer
analysis of the types and variety of representations being made'. It does not
however, detract from the fact that even some of the discourses utilised in the
‘liberal’ media can include Islamophobic attitudes. Allen (2005) compares
BNP rhetoric with the musings of writers in broadsheets such as 7he
Guardian and The Independent. Ignorance and misrepresentation of sacred
texts; denial of the existence of Islamophobia — and in fact seeing Muslims
themselves as a threat to Britain, and opinions of politicians from left and
right, all demonstrated the predominance of anti-Islamic and anti-Muslim
prejudice across a range of political thought and in a variety of different pub-
lic arenas.

W%/ Will Britain Convert to Islam?
Peter Hitchens, Mail on Sunday, November 02 2003

The idea of an Islamic Britain may seem highly unlikely now,
amid what still seems to be more or less a Western,
Christian society. We are used to thinking of Islam as a reli-
gion of backward regions, and of backward people. But we
should remember that Muslim armies came within inches of
taking Vienna in 1683 and were only driven from Spain in
1492. In those days it was the Islamic world that was mak-
ing the great scientific advances which we now assume are
ours by right

The Country that hates itself
Melanie Phillips, Canadian Post, June 16 2006

Like Canada, Britain prides itself on being a tolerant society
committed to minority rights. Yet in the wake of the July
bombings, the U.K. government estimated that 26% of
Britain’s 1.6 million Muslims felt no loyalty to Britain, 3,000
had passed through al Qaeda camps and up to 16,000 were
either actively engaged in or supported terrorist activity.

In Britain, this warped thinking led many to say after 9/11
that the United States ‘had it coming.’ After last year’s sui-
cide bombings in London in which more than 50 British citi-
zens were murdered by British Islamists, Muslims com-
plained that talk about Islamic terrorism was Islamophobia
and therefore taboo - and Britain’s political and security
establishment supinely agreed.

8

Hall (1997) talks about this in relation to the representation of race and race
issues.



Limp Liberals fail to protect their most profound values Ny
Polly Toynbee, The Guardian, October 10 2001

Despite sects and schisms, Islam is united in feeling threat-

ened and it is not just extremists on the streets of Pakistan

and Palestine, it is almost everyone. For Britain this has a

lethal potential. It underlines how alienated most still feel

from the mainstream, how threatened, how culturally uncer-

tain. Unfortunately it unites the peaceful with the violent. -

Television news programmes, cinema and literature (both canonical and pop-
ular) are three considerably important media through which people develop
their ideas and knowledge of the world. We will examine the representation
of Muslims in the British media, then cinematic representation of Muslims
and finally a reflection of the East as the geopolitics of Muslim life. Muslim
impressions and their expectations relating to British Muslim representation
will be discussed at the end of this section,.

DOMINATION, DEMONISATION OR BOTHRP
THE 'COMMON SENSE' OF TELEVISION NEWS
AND CINEMA

Television news consists of a number of factors which differentiate it from
other forms of news and media and it is for these reasons that it has been cho-
sen for analysis. The first and most important of these is its high audience
figures and the general reliance placed on television news to inform quickly,
accurately and continuously which make it one of the most important
sources of information available to our society today (Lewis, 1995).
Broadcast news is able to provide up-to-date news and information — news as
it breaks, 24 hours a day — which differentiates it from daily press news. “For
most people in Britain, television news remains the most pervasive and most
trusted source of information about the world. Television news is generally
given greater credence by the public than either newspapers or radio; proba-
bly because it is perceived to be less partisan than the press and because it
offers the ‘evidence’ of pictures that isn't available on radio” (Goodwin &
Whannel, 1995, p. 42). The particular characteristic of presenting news in
visual as well as oral form is obviously one of the most important aspects of
television news. The visual signs include all the images and graphics that are
seen on screen and combine these with oral signs of speech, sound and music.

Television is an iconic medium rather than simply a symbolic one. “The con-
ventions of representation on television most often rely on the iconic nature
of images to convey an impression of realism. This realism is understood
because the audience accept the conventions of composition, perspective and
framing which are so embedded in Western culture that the two-dimensional
image seems simply to convey three-dimensional reality” (Bignell, 2004, p.
87). However, this denotation of the real world is far from a neutral or objec-
tive exercise and the production of television, including news, involves cer-
tain professional norms, industry practices and conventions of meaning-
making that have been adopted by both the makers and audiences of televi-
sion. In this way the producers of news programmes rely on unconscious
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knowledge of codes which the audiences possess as well as their ability to
decode signs — by understanding their connotations — and assemble them
into meaningful messages.

As the work of the Glasgow University Media Group (GUMG) amongst
others, has shown, news is never neutral or objective but always shows
bias. Through various studies they have demonstrated that the hierarchical
structure within which media institutions operate and the close links they
have with a range of official and accepted sources result in the news giving
preferential treatment to certain ways of seeing the world and draw on a
narrow range of views that tend to favour the rich and powerful .
According to Fiske (2003) there is a need to “demystify news’s discursive
strategies and discredit its ideology of objectivity and truth” (p. 308). The
notion of balance and objectivity claimed by television news can only be
defined in relation to common-sense assumptions held consensually in
society but these common-sense views have at some point become natu-
ralised ideological positions and norms that are themselves cultural con-
structs and not ‘truth’.

Whilst the news is arguably a ‘window on the world’, this window places
reality within a frame that has been imposed on the scene and has selected
which aspect of reality to convey. Television news always transmits a sym-
bolic representation of, a message about, reality, which is not so much a
reflection of reality as an interpretation of it (Hall, 1975). Additionally
Hall asserts that each single act of selection is saturated by social values
and attitudes through which a dominant minority speaks to the majority.
Indeed there have been strong criticisms of television news on both sides
of the Atlantic. Some of this criticism has focused on coverage of events of
major international or political significance, for example the military
action in Iraq, whilst other commentators have scrutinised domestic news
(Raboy & Dagenais, 1992). Kellner (1992) argues that an increasing cor-
porate control of media constitutes a ‘crisis of democracy’ and further con-
centrates the control of news production in the hands of fewer, more pow-
erful people and organisations. “Not only are news programmes slanted
towards the hegemonic position of corporate and government elite, but
discussion shows that they are also dominated by conservative discourse”
(Kellner, 1992, p. 51). Corporate control restricts and stifles debate and
when oppositional voices are presented, in an effort to maintain balance,
it is done so within a framework set by powerful producers. The overall
limits of debate are predetermined and any contradictory or alternative
views appear as fragmented and are not explored as rational alternative
explanations (Philo, ez @/, 1982). This omission resonates with the ideas in
muted group theory, such that production processes, structures, language
and frames are set up to disadvantage or marginalise — if not totally sup-
press — minority voices and agendas.

Television news then has specific characteristics which differentiates it
from other news media, but along with all news media as a genre, sets it
apart from genres such as cinema. News is perceived as a medium reflect-
ing reality and is therefore read on these terms whereas cinema and film
does not carry the myth of objectivity or of representing the truth : film is
openly and recognisably fiction. “Television, by contrast, consistently
reproduces the events, actors, manners and interactions of everyday life —
its subject matter is, so frequently, the subject of ‘reality’, that we are con-
stantly tempted to believe that it has no intrinsic mode of signification at
all — that it is a discourse without conventions” (Hall, 1975 p. 102).

9

Philo, et al (1982).



One profound difference between fictional media such as cinema and the
‘factual’ realm of television news is that (Bignell, 2004, p. 93):

“...news narrative contributes to the process of constructing a com-
mon-sense climate of opinion through which audiences perceive
their reality. Therefore television news shares with other news media
(such as newspapers and radio) the ideological function of natural-
ising the assumptions that day-to-day occurrences in the public are-
nas of politics, business and international affairs are what are most
important about the daily affairs of a society”

That is not to say films and fiction do not have an impact on people’s knowl-
edge acquisition or in determining what we regard as culturally acceptable
and or normal. Over the past few years in particular, there has been consid-
erable concern, indeed alarm, at the way Hollywood films have portrayed
and cast Arabs and Muslims (Shaheen, 2003). As a primary instrument in
communicating social and cultural values and atticudes, Hollywood can be
seen as a globally influential force, different from news yet still having a far
reaching impact.

Mistry (1999) argues that the idea of hegemony is of particular salience to
the exploration of racial representations in the media because television and
cinema are both central to popular culture and are seen as ‘everyday’ routine
or ‘common sense’ values. Thus, whilst being different in certain ways, these
two media need to be considered in trying to locate the ‘mechanisms of dom-
ination’. Though Mistry focused on the representation of ‘racial’ groups, the
principles she outlines are relevant to other minority groups, including
Muslims.

As noted above, the ultimate question of concern to this study is the impact
or potential influence of representations on individual readers/viewers and
thus wider society. Whilst media texts can be analysed for what they probably
denote, it is not until we study the parallel part of the process — the conno-
tation — that we can appreciate the complete chain of communication. In
Hall’s (1994) four-stage theory of communication; production, circulation,
use (which he calls distribution or consumption) and reproduction; we are
most interested in reproduction. Production and reproduction of messages
are not identical but they are related and only when messages are appropri-
ated as meaningful discourses by an audience can they be meaningfully

decoded. Hall (1994, p. 43) states:

“It is this set of decoded meanings which ‘have an effect’, influence,
entertain, instruct or persuade, with very complex perceptual, cog-
nitive, emotional and ideological or behavioural consequences. In a
‘determinate’ moment the structure employs a code and yields a
‘message’: at another determinate moment the ‘message’, via its
decoding, issues into the structure of social practices”.

Before any meaning can be taken from messages there has to exist a set of nat-
uralised codes or natural recognitions for which the encoder-producer assumes
will translate into naturalised perceptions for the decoder-receiver, only then
has a meaningful exchange taken place.

So for example, when news refers to ‘Islamic fundamentalist’, the phrase is
denoted with a particular set of meanings and values, the connotations of
which are decoded by the majority of the audience in a certain way. These will
reflect the existing knowledge and dominant meanings associated with the
term in relation to religion, people, actions and ideologies. From these a dom-
inant or preferred reading will be made and according to Hall, (1994, p. 51):
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