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1 Reporting Islam: Decolonizing the Representation of Muslim Women in News Media

Suad Joseph

Historic Escalated Islamophobia

The past two decades have witnessed a massive escalation of Islamophobia in the United States and Europe (Jamal and Naber 2008; Kumar 2021; Ramadan 2021; Shyrock 2010). Islamophobia is a form of racism that discriminates against Muslim persons (Kumar 2021, 7). Nadine Naber adds that Islamophobia is a manifestation of cultural racism—it racializes culture, religion, and national origin (2008). Islamophobic discourses and representations—and Islamophobic hate crimes—have disproportionally targeted Muslim women (Hamze 2016). Religion has become racialized (Bayoumi 2006); Muslims are racialized as people of color (Jamal and Naber 2008); and Muslim women are their iconic representatives (Joseph and D’Harlingue 2007; Soltani 2016). News media have contributed significantly to the racialization of Islam (Poole and Richardson 2006; Said 1997) and the targeting of Muslim women as representatives of that religion. This book is concerned with two critical developments. First are the linkages between the escalation in Islamophobia and the racialization of religion. Second is the representation of Islam, Muslims, and Muslim women in US print news media—specifically representation of Muslim women in the New York Times (NYT). Both developments are analyzed by the authors of this book in terms of colonialism, neocolonialism, global and regional geopolitics, capitalism, security investments, the rise of the populism and the far right in the United States and Europe, and race/gender/class politics and discourses.

No small measure of this escalated Islamophobia can be attributed to the heightened hate speech directed toward Muslims in the United States in the lead up to the 2016 presidential elections, widely reported and often enhanced in the news media. Race-baiting and anti-Muslim hate had been merged and mobilized eight years earlier against the Barack Obama presidency, the first Black American president, with the false claims that he was a closet Muslim (Moody and Holmes 2015). The aftermath of the Obama presidency saw then President Donald Trump’s “Muslim Ban,” a ban that the US Supreme Court upheld in 2018. The Muslim Ban restricted travel from several Muslim majority countries—Iran, Libya, Somalia, Syria, and Yemen. The US State Department reported that 40,000 people were denied entry to the United States from 2017 to 2021 as a result of the Muslim Ban (rescinded by President Joe Biden in 2021) (Alfonseca 2021).

The electoral politics of Islamophobia rhetoric is evident in the treatment of Rep. Ilhan Omar, Democratic representative from Minnesota, and Rep. Rashida Tlaib, Democratic representative from Michigan, both elected to Congress in 2018—the first Muslim women elected to Congress. Two Muslim men had been elected to Congress a decade earlier: Rep. Keith Ellison, Democrat from Minnesota in 2006, and Rep. Andre Carson, Democrat from Indiana in 2008. Both men faced Islamophobic attacks (Ellison 2016; National Press Club 2016); yet the level of hate directed at the two Muslim women representatives has seemed to be in a universe of its own (Omar 2021; Smith 2019). The conflation of Islamophobia, racism, and sexism in the attacks on Omar and Tlaib intensified each discriminatory form, amounting to intersectional discrimination (Aziz 2022).

The intensification of Islamophobia in the United States and Europe is evident in a number of opinion polls. Breitbart (2015) reported that 63 percent of the US population believe Muslim refugees should not be allowed to enter the United States. To whatever degree that their survey is accurate (given that Breitbart has fed the flames of Islamophobia), it reflects, to some degree, the impact of media misrepresentation. That large numbers of the sampling group (63 percent) were Hispanics, who themselves are often misrepresented in immigration discourses, is even more telling of the hysteria that the media rhetoric and the Muslim Ban incited toward Muslims in America (Lee 2015).

The escalation of Islamophobia in the United States and Europe comes at a time of increased Muslim populations in these regions, intensified populism, and increased anti-immigration rhetoric in national elections. The Pew Research Center estimated the Muslim population of the United States reached 3.85 million in 2020, or about 1.1 percent of the population (the third largest religion in the United States) and reported that the number of Islamic houses of worship increased from 1,209 in 2000 to 2,769 in 2020 (Mohamed 2021). The Pew Research Center projects that by 2040 Muslims will be America’s second largest religious group, outnumbering Jews (Mohamed 2018). By 2050, they project that the Muslim population in the United States will be 8.1 million, equaling 2.1 percent of the population, doubling their current figures in 30 years. Despite the increased presence of Muslims in the United States, the majority (53 percent) of American say they do not personally know a Muslim (Mohamed 2021).

In Europe, a number of countries have significant Muslim populations—especially France, Germany, Italy, and England. Muslims accounted for 5 percent of the population of Europe in 2017 and are projected to grow to between 7.5 percent (with no further migration) and 14 percent (with migration) by 2050 (Pew Research Center 2017a). Globally, the Muslim population is over two billion. While Christians currently outnumber Muslims globally, many researchers project that Muslims will outnumber Christians by 2050 (World Population Review 2022). These figures alone draw attention to the importance of understanding Islamophobia and its increasing deployment in politics.

Playing to Islamophobia has become a political tactic among some American and European politicians. According to a report in the Washington Post (Leetaru 2015), Donald Trump’s media coverage had plateaued for the six weeks prior to the San Bernardino killings in 2 December 2015. As soon as he launched his attack on Muslims, his ratings “reached a new record for the 2016 presidential race, accounting for 76 percent of all mentions of candidates of either party on national television networks and 82 percent of mentions of the GOP candidates” (Leetaru 2015). Leetaru argues that the surge in coverage for Mr. Trump came after he suggested the creation of a national database to track Muslims in America (before the San Bernardino attack). After he made this proposal, on 19 November 2015, “he went from 24 percent of all mentions of GOP candidates (which placed him under Jeb Bush) to 50 percent in just 48 hours. He then rocketed further—to 82 percent,” after the San Bernardino attack (Leetaru 2015). Trump followed with a proposal to ban Muslims from entering the United States, until the “problem” was solved, a part of his general anti-immigrant rhetoric that included brutal disparagement of Mexicans and other South Americans. He even claimed he saw televised footage of Muslims in New Jersey cheering after the 9/11 attacks on New York—a claim that no television network validated (Bobic 2015). Donald Trump and Ted Cruz, both Republican presidential candidates in 2016, escalated their discriminatory remarks about Muslims in the wake of the 22 March 2016 Brussels bombing, with Ted Cruz calling for police to patrol and “secure” US Muslim neighborhoods. Both benefited from the increased news media coverage following their Islamophobic remarks and proposals. It appeared the more Islamophobic their campaigns, the more news media attention they received—further escalating and normalizing Islamophobia.

While much of Europe breathed a sigh of relief when Emmanuel Macron won a second term as president of France in 2022 (winning 58.5 percent of the vote), the stunning news was that far-right candidate Marine Le Pen garnered 41.5 percent on an anti-European Union and anti-immigrant platform. This was a significant improvement from her 33.9 percent in 2017. As the NYT reported, Le Pen’s anti-immigrant platform was largely anti-Muslim and included proposals to disallow Muslim women students from wearing hijab (Cohen 2022).

Islamophobia Is Material

The impact of distorted discourses and representations, in electoral politics and especially in respected news media, is material and dangerous. According to the FBI, hate crimes perpetrated against Muslims in the United States rose by 1,617 percent from 2000 to 2001 (Alfonseca 2021). On 22 December 2015, the NYT reported that the rate of suspected hate crimes against Muslims had
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2 This section is summarized from a larger Joseph paper “How Switzerland Was Lost” that is in progress. Jessica Bray, UC Davis undergraduate intern, searched the NYT database for articles from 2000 to 2010. Lena Meari, at that time UC Davis graduate student, searched and evaluated the NYT articles for patterns that I had hypothesized for the 1950–90 period. Nour Taha, UC Davis undergraduate intern, assisted with searching for the full references. The final analysis is mine and I take responsibility for any shortcomings.

3 A critical site to address the representation of Muslim women, Islam, and Islamic histories and cultures is the training of future journalists. There is a present and urgent need to train early career journalists and communication experts in the histories, cultures, and global diversities of Islam and Muslim women. Journalism students are the future of journalism. Work that is done with them will impact the understandings of Islam, Islamic culture, and Muslim women around the world. To learn about training institutes for journalists see: sjoseph.ucdavis.edu/muslim-women-and-media-training-institute; acls.org/programs/luce-acls-program-in-religion-journalism-international-affairs/; www.hluce.org/programs/theology/.
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