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Abstract
During the last two decades, the world witnessed a meteoric rise 
in the role played by the media in influencing human percep-
tions of other people, places, and things. This tremendous influ-
ence has had both beneficial and detrimental consequences for 
individuals and communities across the globe. Muslims have 
experienced firsthand the harmful impact of the media and its 
ability to negatively influence public opinion. How has such 
a state of affairs come about? Why is Islam so misunderstood 
in the global media, and more importantly, how can this situa-
tion be remedied? This paper will examine some of the reasons 
for the media’s misunderstanding of Islam, first in the Western 
world and second in the Muslim world. Subsequently, it will 
propose various strategies for enhancing the Western and Mus-
lim media’s understanding of Islam.

Introduction
It is hardly a secret that the global media play a critical role in influencing 
and shaping human perceptions of other people, places, and things. While 
the media are an extremely valuable source of information on a wide vari-
ety of subject matters, this information is not always completely objective 
and bias free. 
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Many Muslims living in Muslim-majority countries and Muslim mi-
norities in Western countries have had firsthand experience of the harmful 
impact of the global media and their ability to negatively influence public 
opinion.2 Since the collapse of the Soviet Union in the late 1980s, Muslims 
have replaced communists as the new enemy and threat to world peace. As 
a result, they are often vilified by the media and portrayed as fundamental-
ists, radicals, militants, barbaric, and anti-Western.3 The tragic events of 
September 11, 2001 have only served to reconfirm the stereotype of Is-
lam as a religion of terrorism, extremism, fanaticism, and violence—rather 
than a religion of peace.

While it is one thing for the Western media4 to harbor biased feelings 
against Islam, one would anticipate that the media in Muslim countries 
would show greater fairness when it comes to reporting about Islam and 
Muslims. Unfortunately, this is often not the case. Instead, many Muslim 
journalists and editors prefer to echo the sentiments of their Western coun-
terparts and refer to Muslims involved in conflicts in other parts of the 
world as rebels, fundamentalists, and/or “terrorists. Why is Islam misun-
derstood in the global media, and more importantly, how can this situation 
be remedied? I will examine some of the reasons for the media’s misun-
derstanding and biased portrayal of Islam, firstly in the Western world and 
secondly in the Muslim world. Subsequently, I will examine and propose 
various strategies for enhancing the worldwide media’s understanding of 
Islam.

Negative Portrayal by the Western Media
Historical
One of the primary factors which has contributed to the Western media’s 
negative portrayal of Muslims is the historical nature of Islam’s relationship 
with its sister monotheistic religions and the geopolitical entity referred to 
as “the West.” Since the early Islamic period, Islam has been perceived as 
a threat to global political, economic, and religious interests. 

After the Prophet’s death, the power and influence of Islamic civiliza-
tion spread far and wide. Islam’s universal message and proselytizing na-
ture won the hearts of many new Muslims, thereby threatening and curbing 
the influence of neighboring superpowers. During the Middle Ages, Islam, 
in the eyes of many Christians, came to symbolize terror, devastation, and 
hordes of hated barbarians.5 From approximately the eleventh to fifteenth 
centuries, in an attempt to turn back the tide of Islam and regain their lost 



The American Journal of Islamic Social Sciences 28:1108

territory and power, the Crusaders employed the sword as their instrument 
of choice against the Muslims.6

While opposition to Islam during the Middle Ages was primarily of 
a religiopolitical nature, Seyyed H. Nasr asserts that “open hatred of Is-
lam, both intellectual and theological, really began with the Renaissance.”7 
During this period, Europeans used various artistic forms such as theatre 
and poetry to portray their hatred of Islam and influence the public. For 
example, in Renaissance England, it was quite common to watch on the 
London stage a relatively large number of details in events in the history 
of Ottoman Islam and its encroachments upon Christian Europe.8 Other 
strategies employed to discredit Islam and usurp its power and influence 
included encouraging non-Muslims to rebel against their fellow Muslims 
within the Ottoman Empire under the pretext that they were “defending 
minorities.”9

During the nineteenth century, Orientalist writers—including Renan, 
Marx, Lane, Sacy, Flaubert, and Nerval—employed the power of the pen 
to depict negative images of the Arabs and Muslims. Edward W. Said 
states that nineteenth century European writers on the Orient differed pri-
marily in form and personal style, rather than content, since each saw the 
Orient “as a locale requiring Western attention, reconstruction and even 
redemption.”10

Despite the fact that Western powers no longer directly rule Muslim 
countries physically today, Islam is still perceived as a threat to Western 
global power. Since the West considers it own historical development as 
the only acceptable path for all other peoples of the globe, those who do 
not subscribe are branded as backward and identified with other pejorative 
labels. Although Islamic civilization is a mere shadow of its former mili-
tary, political, and economic might, it has still refused to completely submit 
itself to foreign control, preferring instead “to follow its own principles, 
and develop according to its own inner life and dynamic.”11 Consequently, 
there is still a lingering fear among Western powers that Muslims (or Ar-
abs) still desire to take over the world.12

Adding to the apprehensions of people in the West about Islam is the 
fact that many of their predictions about Islam have failed to materialize. 
For example, when the more rationalist approach of modern biblical criti-
cism and critical theological scholarship resulted in a substantial reformu-
lation of faith and belief in Christianity and Judaism, many predicted that if 
Islam did not follow suit, it could not hope to remain relevant to the mod-
ern generation of Muslims. However, Islamic revivalism has countered 
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and discredited such a uniform evolutionary view of historical change and 
development.13

When one understands the historical context of the misunderstandings 
between Muslims and their adversaries in the West, it is easy to see how the 
global media are simply another instrument employed to damage the repu-
tation of Islam by negatively influencing people’s perception of Muslims. 

On one hand, the continuous negative portrayal of Islam and Mus-
lims has served to create confusion in the mind of many who know very 
little about Islam. Often individuals who are less educated and innocent are 
the first to be influenced by the media’s negative propaganda and hostility 
towards Muslims. On the other hand, continuous negative reporting has 
encouraged those with more inquiring minds to investigate whether any 
religion could possibly be as bad as the media portrays. Ironically some of 
these latter individuals have come to be more sympathetic to Islam, thereby 
further contributing to its growth of understanding about Islam.

Political
Political events—such as the Arab-Israeli conflict, the wars in Iraq and Af-
ghanistan, and recent terrorist attacks on the United States, England, Spain, 
India, and Indonesia—have also contributed to the negative image of Arabs 
and Muslims in the media. According to Said, the “Middle East is now so 
identified with great power politics, oil economics, and the simple minded 
dichotomy of freedom-loving, democratic Israel and evil, totalitarian and 
terroristic Arabs,” and for these reasons, it is difficult to have a clear view 
of anything that goes on there.14 Nasr adds that rarely do the Western media 
present the real issues of basic importance in Muslim eyes—such as the 
loss of Muslim lands, especially in Palestine, which are based on exclusive 
historical claims that deny the claims of the other side.15

The priority given to the view of elites in certain countries over oth-
ers in the international media has been studied by Johan Galtung, a Nor-
wegian scholar, who argues that the flow of international news is largely 
determined by the elites of “center countries” such as the United States, 
Western Europe, and increasingly, Asian countries like Japan. As a conse-
quence, the media give the greatest news value to stories involving center-
center relations, less to center-periphery agreements, and least of value, to 
periphery-periphery attempts at understanding.16

It follows that the interests and concerns of Muslims, which are primar-
ily found in “periphery” countries, are given the least amount of attention 
except when their interests coincide with the geopolitical and economic 
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interests of the center elites, most often foreign-policy makers. The last few 
decades have borne witness to Muslim majority countries such as Leba-
non, Iran, Libya, Algeria, Somalia, Iraq, Sudan, Afghanistan, Indonesia, 
Yemen, and Saudi Arabia, to name a few, suddenly coming to the forefront 
of international headlines for a few days, weeks, months, and years, only to 
be “dropped” from sight when the center’s interest in them dwindles. 

Such a selective approach the dissemination of news serves to demon-
strate that the media are not seriously interested in the welfare of the Islam-
ic world, nor in fair reporting. When Muslims are victims in a particular 
conflict, the media tend to downplay their Islamic identity. For example, 
during the Yugoslav Wars from 1991 to 1995, the Western media con-
stantly referred to the victims as “ethnic Albanians” rather than Muslims, 
thereby highlighting the fact they were part of the European community, 
rather than the Islamic ummah. In contrast, whenever Muslims take a more 
aggressive political stance—bymeans of Hamas, Front Islamique du Salut, 
Hizbollah, and others—the media never cease to remind its audiences that 
the “aggressors” are Muslims.17 

One of the dangers of continuously portraying Muslims in a negative 
light is that it only serves to create or increase Muslim hostilities against 
the media and against Westerners in general. This, in turn, may encourage 
more radical or extremist groups to rise up in order to protect their din (re-
ligion). During the Toronto 18 Trial, the Crown said that the terrorist group 
aimed to launch an assault in which they would “cut off some heads and 
then broadcast victory over public radio. . . .”18 

Stereotyping and Prejudice 
A third factor which has led to a misunderstanding of Islam in the Western 
media is stereotyping and prejudice. Historical relations between Islam and 
the West, and the contemporary geopolitical realities discussed above, have 
both contributed to the media’s tendency to generalize Muslims’ character-
istics and actions. Rather than critically analyzing the motivation behind 
the actions of various Muslims, the media often prefer to spin stories based 
on preconceived ideas of Islam and the cultural stereotyping of Muslims. 
For example, after the bombing of Oklahoma City on April 19, 1995, Mus-
lims were judged by the media and society at large as being guilty before 
proven innocent, even though the perpetrator of the bombing turned out to 
be a non-Muslim American. The media immediately lapped up the story 
of the Oklahoma bombing, because it fit perfectly into its preconceived 
beliefs of how Muslims behave. 
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Television, films, and most media resources have packaged informa-
tion on Islam and Muslims into more and more standardized molds. As a 
result, Muslims are rarely seen as civilized individuals or as people; only 
as problems to be solved or confined. In so doing, the global media of-
ten provide Western readers with proof of their inherent superiority. Since 
Muslims are not quite as human as other Westerners, they are less worthy 
of various political, economic, or religious rights and freedoms. 

While the Western media rarely resort to such stereotypes with other 
religious groups, when it comes to Islam, they appear only too eager to 
shed their thin veneer of objectivity. While some argue that the negative re-
porting against Islam and Muslims stems from sheer ignorance on the part 
of the media, Jack Shaheen argues that media personnel “can no longer use 
‘ignorance’ as an excuse for perpetuating enmity. When slandering Arabs 
and Muslims, some know exactly what they are doing.”19

What makes the situation even grimmer is the fact that academic insti-
tutions which specialize in Islam or various parts of the Muslim world have 
failed to dispel myths or misunderstandings about Islam and Muslims—
either among their students, policy-makers, or the public at large. The Da-
lai Lama confirms that, “if education constitutes one of our most powerful 
weapons in our quest to bring about a better, more peaceful world, the mass 
media is another.”20

Without a doubt, the barrage of negative stereotyping of Muslims in 
the media has led to low self-esteem and lack of self-confidence, particu-
larly among Muslim youth living in a country where they are members of a 
minority group. In addition, it has served to heighten religious tension and 
discrimination between Muslims and non-Muslims. For example, subse-
quent to the terrorist attack on the Twin Towers in New York on September 
11, 2001, there were 1,717 reported backlash incidents committed against 
Arab and Muslim Americans.21

Marginalization of Religious Viewpoints 
A fourth factor which has contributed to the misunderstanding or bias 
against Islam and Muslims in the global media is the secular nature of 
the media and the marginalization of religion in general. While it would 
be foolhardy to state that there is no “religious broadcasting” in the West-
ern media, generally, the religious viewpoint hardly comes into play when 
analyzing issues and events. The fact that individuals are considered to be 
motivated primarily by political, economic, social, and other factors, tends 
to skew media analysis of events. As far as the Islamic view is concerned, 
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at least at the policy-making levels, Muslims are virtually absent from in-
formation broadcasted by all the major foreign news agencies and services. 
Moreover, many of those who run foreign presses are unaware or insensi-
tive to the beliefs and aspirations of Muslims. Consequently, their reports 
often reflect a sense of bewilderment and contempt for the Muslims’ way 
of life.22 

Market Forces 
While Western civilization prides itself on its freedom of the press, this 
freedom is only for those who have access. According to Adam Hanieh, 
large corporations and states monopolize and shape the media, delivering 
information in ways that serve their own interests, rather than objectively 
reporting events.23 Ultimately, only those news stories that are deemed 
worthy or marketable by the “powers that be” will be pursued and pub-
lished. Noam Chomsky argues that the media tend to favor governmen-
tal and corporate elites, due to the fact that the media make most of their 
money by selling advertising space to corporate advertisers. Moreover, in 
much of the world, ownership of the media is becoming concentrated in a 
few corporations—and the managers of the media, as well as leading jour-
nalists, themselves often belong to the privileged elite.24

The Western domination through the mass media ensures that few al-
ternative voices, opinions, or success stories are heard. As a result, a posi-
tive story about Islam or Muslim society would hardly make the cut, since 
it is far more interesting to read about Muslims involved in hostage taking, 
kidnapping, suicide bombing, and terroristic activities. 

Glimmers of Hope
In spite of the above, there have been a few glimmers of hope through at-
tempts by the Western media to portray a more objective view of Islam and 
increase the public’s understanding of Muslims. For example, in recent 
years, the North American press in particular has begun to highlight vari-
ous Islamic festivals and events, including Ramadan, Hajj, as well as hu-
man interest stories on the lives of Muslims living as minorities in Western 
countries. In addition to the recent America comedy film “Allah Made Me 
Funny,” a good example of such efforts was the Canadian TV series “Little 
Mosque on the Prairie,”25 which has become internationally recognized. 
Another American educational program was the Public Broadcasting Ser-
vice’s (PBS) production of a 163-minute documentary film in 2001, en-
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titled “Islam: Empire of Faith,” and in 2002, the PBS broadcast “Muham-
mad: Legacy of a Prophet”26 In the same year, the PBS Frontline produced 
a two-hour special presentation on “A Muslim Journey though the Divine 
World of Islam,” in an attempt to show the different ways Muslims live in 
the world today.27 

In addition, some media personnel have expressed their regret that 
Muslims are still openly demeaned. Nicholas D. Kristof, a columunist with 
the New York Times, has recently written an apology to Muslims for “the 
wave of bigotry and simple nuttiness that has lately been directed at you 
(American Muslims). The venom on the airwaves, equating Muslims with 
terrorists, should embarrass us more than you.”28

Islam in the Muslim Media
When discussing any challenging issue facing Muslim society, Muslims 
frequently like to point fingers at the West as the source of their prob-
lems. Blaming the West is certainly more expedient than critically examin-
ing one’s self and society, and Western civilization and its technological 
achievements cannot take all the blame for the misunderstanding of Islam 
in the media. If this were true, then the media in Muslim countries should 
be fairer and show greater sensitivity and perceptiveness when it comes to 
reporting on Islam and Muslims than the Western media. Unfortunately, 
this is frequently not the case. The next section of this article will discuss a 
number of reasons for the bias against Islam and Muslims in the media in 
Muslim countries.

Lack of Freedom of the Press and Censorship
One of the greatest obstacles to fair and accurate reporting about Islam 
and Muslims in Muslim societies is lack of freedom of the press. In many 
Muslim countries, governments are controlled by secularly oriented elites, 
who lack legitimacy or popular support or both. Many such governments 
view the media as an appendage of the state whose function is to create the 
illusion of political legitimacy by supporting state interests and policies. 

Since the majority of Islamists oppose such illegitimate governments, 
many Muslim regimes find it convenient to use the media to paint a nega-
tive picture of the goals and aspirations of Islamists, thereby strengthening 
their own image. In addition to controlling the media and censoring khut-
bahs (religious sermons), many restrict public assembly and movement as 
well. Those who refuse to comply face serious repercussions. 
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In order to overcome their restricted access to the media and channels 
of communication, Islamic scholars, activists, and political parties often 
play something akin to “a cat and mouse game” with authorities. Rather 
than directly criticize any government action or policy per se, they are 
often forced to talk in generalities about the ideal scenario, rather than con-
temporary realities. This strategy or technique has been employed through-
out Islamic history, ever since the demise of the period of the Righteous 
Caliphs, who ruled largely on the basis of consultation.

Lack of Clarity over the Role of the Media 
Government censorship has left the media in many Muslim countries in a 
state of confusion as to what media’s role in society should be. On a do-
mestic level, should media be a mouthpiece of the government, enthusiasti-
cally supporting whatever policies, projects, and programs the government 
dreams up, or should it play a more critical role and risk thereby incurring 
the wrath of the government and perhaps even its own closure? 

At the international level, is the role of the media in Muslim countries 
simply to read and then repackage whatever is received on Western-con-
trolled wire services—or should it play a more critical, educational, and 
facilitating role instead? For example, in covering the hostage crisis in the 
Southern Philippines on May 27, 2001, Muslim journalists and broadcast-
ers simply repeated verbatim whatever was sent to them by international 
news wires. Here, and in other stories, the Muslim media often employed 
the same negative terminology as non-Muslim newspapers and broadcasts 
to describe Muslims, without even attempting to make an effort to see if 
there was another side of the subject they were covering. Although one 
cannot condone hostage taking, kidnapping, or other means of extortion, 
one would expect the Muslim media to make greater attempts to under-
stand the reasons and motives which lead certain Muslim groups to adopt 
such an un-Islamic measure. 

Of course, playing a more critical analytical role at the international 
level does have its risks, certainly as far as Muslim governments are con-
cerned. It is in the interest of most Muslim governments to portray all Is-
lamists as being “radical,” “fundamentalist,” or whatever other pejorative 
term they can find in order to protect their own position.

Influence of Foreign Media
A third related cause for negative attitudes in the Muslim media is the fact 
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that there are few international Muslim press services, due to both political 
and at times economic reasons. With the exception of al-Jazeera in Qatar, 
those Muslim press and broadcasting agencies that do exist are often hin-
dered by financial problems and insufficient means of dissemination. 

Since both Muslim and non-Muslim countries get their information 
(especially international) from the same news sources, Muslims are very 
easily influenced by non-Muslim views and analysis. Moreover, since many 
Muslim journalists feel weak and inferior (due especially to their convic-
tion that they have linguistic disabilities) in comparison to their Western 
counterparts, they prefer to rely on Western agencies for information. 

Lack of Islamic Knowledge
Another reason for the misunderstanding and bias against Islam in the Mus-
lim media is the fact that the overwhelming majority of Muslims employed 
in the media have received secular training and possess little understanding 
of the Islamic worldview. In addition, few Islamic scholars and ulama (le-
gal scholars and clergy) have access to the media or are capable of writing 
in a journalistic style. 

Furthermore, in many Muslim countries, the English language dailies 
are run by non-Muslims, who tend to be more fluent in English than their 
Muslim counterparts. Consequently, they do not always write or select sto-
ries which reflect the Muslim point of view.

Apathy
A fifth reason for the bias against Islam and Muslims in the Muslim me-
dia is general apathy. As I stated previously, many Muslim countries are 
controlled by secular elites who have little interest in promoting Islam or 
defending Muslims, other than for political expediency. Many Muslims 
have become too preoccupied with worldly affairs (i.e., making money, 
raising children), to think about challenging prevailing views and caring 
about their religion.

Strategies for Understanding of Islam in the Media
Having discussed some of the reasons for the “misunderstanding” of Islam 
by the media in both Western and Muslim countries, I will now propose a 
few strategies for enhancing the media’s understanding of Islam. 
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Educate Media Personnel
Since, as I mentioned earlier that the lack of secular training of both Mus-
lim and non-Muslim media personnel has been a major factor behind the 
bias and misunderstanding of Islam, it follows that one means of rectifying 
this situation is to ensure that both Muslim and non-Muslim journalists 
have some background in Islam when covering Islamic events and news. 

Accordingly, it would be of great value for both Muslim and non-
Muslim journalists specializing in the Muslim world, to take introductory 
courses at the university educational level in Islamic thought and civiliza-
tion, Shar‘iah, and politics in order to obtain a better grasp of the Islamic 
view on issues and events. Melbourne University in Australia has designed 
studies to address the issue of media bias by offering a course on “Media 
Portrayal of Islam,” which essentially introduces the historical, psycho-
logical, cultural, political, and economic reasons behind the Western per-
ception and media portrayal of Islam as a menace.29 

Media personnel who have neither the time nor desire to commit to a 
college or university level course may benefit from international confer-
ences, seminars, and workshops designed specifically to enhance their un-
derstanding of Islam and Muslims. Such workshops and seminars should 
be conducted by qualified Islamic scholars in order to sensitize journalists 
to various issues related to Islamic faith and the customs and practices 
of Muslims. The workshops should stress the fact that like Judaism and 
Christianity, Islam is one of the great monotheistic religions.30 In addition, 
they should address the use and misuse of various terminologies such as 
fundamentalism, extremism, and radicalism, especially as they are applied 
to the Muslim world. In this regard, Nasr states that such terms must be 
restudied and defined not in the light of immediate political interests, but 
in the service of truth.31 

At the government level, Malaysia for example, has recently proposed 
to “help reduce and correct the misconceptions some (including media per-
sonnel) have of Islam by helping them to have some basic understanding of 
the religion (through introductory courses).”32 Furthermore, Muslim dip-
lomatic missions and overseas counselors can also play a role in enhanc-
ing the image of Islam in the Western media, by establishing contacts and 
links with the local press in the host country. In fact, Muslim embassies in 
the West can cooperate to provide information on Islam and Muslims in 
their countries to the public through documentary CDs and films, slides, 
small booklets, brochures, postcards, pamphlets, official websites, and by 
sponsoring workshops. By pooling resources, they can maximize their ef-
fectiveness.
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On a nongovernmental level, contemporary Islamic movements and 
organizations should also make efforts to establish more substantial and 
positive links with global media networks in an attempt to use the media to 
their advantage. For example, Islamic groups and associations can provide 
the media with special kits on Islam or press releases or both on the goals 
of their particular organization. In this manner, they would assist the media 
in better understanding the Muslim point of view, and thereby becoming 
more objective in their reporting. 

Whatever efforts are undertaken in the area of training and educating 
media personnel, they must be done with the objective of genuinely en-
hancing the media’s understanding of Islam and not just for appearance’s 
sake. Some efforts to address these issues have been undertaken by Muslim 
organizations such as the Institute of Islamic Understanding Malaysia  the 
Northern University of Malaysia, and the North American Association of 
Muslim Professionals and Scholars. 

Expand Contacts in the Muslim World to Increase Objectivity
Secondly, Western journalists should make greater efforts to objectively 
portray events in the Muslim world by widening their contacts in the Mus-
lim world. Frequently, they tend to rely on non-Muslim colleagues residing 
in Muslim countries for information or analysis of events, and sometimes, 
also secularized Muslim “friends” for their view, which ultimately results 
in a skewed understanding and analysis of events. For the sake of objectiv-
ity, a good journalist must strive at his or her utmost to obtain the other side 
of the story, even it runs contrary to vested political interests.

Create Alternative Media
As far as the Muslim world is concerned, perhaps the ideal means of en-
suring that the Muslim point of view is heard both at the local and interna-
tional levels is to create transnational independent Muslim news networks 
and agencies. One outcome of the global Islamic resurgence is that more 
and more time and space is being devoted to covering Islam, especial-
ly in the sociocultural and religious spheres. This is certainly the case in 
Southeast Asia where a number of radio and TV talk shows are devoted 
to Islamic subjects and views. For example Radio Televisyen Brunei the 
main TV station in Brunei devotes more than twenty hours a week to re-
ligious or religious-related television programming, including coverage 
of the weekly Friday khutbahs, the annual Qur’an competition, Muslim 
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festivals and celebrations, and other activities. In addition to the above, 
the government of Brunei also funds the religiously-oriented Nurul Islam 
(Light of Islam) radio station. Another example is Malaysia’s Radio IKIM, 
which runs hourly news in the Malay language, hosts religious and aca-
demic scholars, provides daily Arabic language lessons, and covers socio-
cultural events and entertainment. In Turkey, efforts have been made by 
various Islamic groups to create their own independent Islamic television 
and radio stations as well as newspapers such as Zaman. Other popular 
Islamic dailies include al-Haqiqah (published by al-Jama‘ah al-Islamiyyah 
of Egypt), Harakah (belonging to the Pan-Malaysian Islamic Party), as 
well as Jasarat and Milat (published by Jamaat-e-Islami in Pakistan). Only 
when coverage enters the political arena do government censorship mecha-
nisms come into play.

Efforts are also being made to redress the imbalance in the global 
media by Muslims living in Western countries, where many have greater 
freedom to express independent opinions on issues and escape the censor-
ship they would face in their own countries.33 A few examples of Muslim 
journals and magazines coming out of the Western world include Islamic 
Horizons, Impact International, Crescent International, al-Europiya (in 
Arabic), The Minaret, and Nida’ul Islam (a bilingual magazine, published 
by the Islamic Youth Movement, in Sydney, Australia). In addition, a num-
ber of TV and radio broadcasts on Islam are being offered, such as those 
by America’s Bridges TV, which aims to foster greater understanding be-
tween the West and the Muslim world, and the multilinguistic IslamWay 
Radio (operated by the Muslim community in Quebec, Canada). More-
over, organizations such as the Islamic Society of North America and the 
Islamic Circle of North America are trying to develop their own radio 
stations and TV channels.34

Perhaps one of the most successful independent broadcasters in the 
Arabic world to date is the bilingual Arabic/English TV satellite al-Jazeera 
(al-jazeera.com), which rose to international prominence during America’s 
War on Terror in Afghanistan in 2002. During this event, al-Jazeera pro-
vided a key alternative source of information to the better known CNN and 
BBC. John L. Esposito argues that al-Jazeera “brought the many struggles, 
or jihads, of Muslim communities in Palestine and Afghanistan, Bosnia, 
Iraq, Chechnya, and Kashmir into the living rooms and everyday con-
sciousness of Muslims around the world.”35 

Furthermore, the Internet has succeeded in breaking down some of the 
traditional barriers of access to the international media, due to the fact that 
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it is easy and virtually free to broadcast video and audio files over the Web, 
using platforms such as Facebook, Youtube, and others.36 Hanieh argues 
that not only has the World Wide Web provided crucial access to alterna-
tive information not found in the mainstream media, but it has also engen-
dered a qualitative shift in the nature of that information.37 Moreover, the 
Internet has pushed the Muslim media to be more accountable to their pub-
lic. For example, the September 2000 issue of the now defunct Asiaweek 
Magazine, stated that the online newspaper Malaysiakini has pushed the 
established media in Malaysia to be more balanced in their coverage of 
events.38

Greater Self-reliance
Even if Muslims cannot completely develop their own independent net-
works due to political, economic, or technical reasons, they should at the 
very minimum strive to reduce their reliance on foreign news services, 
especially when it comes to reporting events taking place in other Muslim 
countries. In this regard, Muslim media personnel should be encouraged to 
cover stories and events happening in the Muslim world. Rather than imi-
tating the negative and sensationalist reporting style of their non-Muslim 
counterparts, Muslims employed in the media should make every effort 
to find out why such extreme approaches are used. In other words, Mus-
lims should not completely accept what international journalists are writ-
ing about other Muslims, or anyone for that matter, without verifying and 
checking the facts. To merely repeat whatever has been sent via foreign 
press services without ascertaining the veracity of these facts means that 
Muslim journalists may be held responsible for slander and passing on 
false information. 

Covering events happening in other Muslim countries is not without 
political risks or economic costs, however. Few Muslim countries want 
Muslim journalists from other countries meddling around in their inter-
nal domestic affairs. Actually, it is possible that negative reports about a 
Muslim country by Muslim journalists from another country, may lead to 
a deterioration of relations between the two Muslim countries or detention 
of the journalists or both. Whatever the risks and costs incurred, Muslims 
working in the media industry should strive to their utmost to determine 
the truth and speak out against injustice wherever and whenever it occurs 
since they will be held accountable for all that they write or speak.

Self-reliance on the part of the Muslim media can only come about if 
Muslim journalists develop the confidence that they can do the job as well 
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or better than their non-Muslim counterparts. Confidence comes from im-
proved training, access to the latest media tools and technology, as well as 
the amelioration of any linguistic disabilities. 

As far as economic costs are concerned, there are more than enough fi-
nancial resources in the Muslim world to subsidize Islamic news networks 
and media programs. It is often just a question of political will on the part 
of the authorities.

Liberalization of the Press 
The development of independent Muslim media networks and the reduc-
tion of Muslim reliance on foreign news services cannot come into being 
without greater liberalization of the press in Muslim countries. One almost 
hesitates to use the word liberalize since it is often equated with the word 
Westernize. In the present context, the term is used to refer to the right of all 
components of society, including the media, to greater freedom of expres-
sion, instead of the present monopoly of political elites seeking to justify 
some unjust policy. 

As long as Muslim media personnel fear persecution, detainment, loss 
of jobs and privilege for writing on various events, it will be difficult for 
an independent local capacity and confidence to develop. Having said that, 
the press should be responsible and not a tool for destabilizing countries by 
promoting social unrest. Instead, it should become a platform for express-
ing various views on issues, including both secular and religious views.

Increased Involvement of Muslim Scholars
Another strategy for enhancing the understanding of Islam in the Western 
and Muslim media is to make greater efforts to consult Muslim scholars, 
experts, and ulama  on issues related to Islam. Although some Muslim 
journalists may claim to know everything about Islam by virtue of being 
Muslim, sometimes they may present a more personal view of events than 
their non-Muslim counterparts. 

In this respect, even non-Muslim media experts can write fairly and ob-
jectively on certain Islamic matters. For example, the late Edward W. Said, 
a non-Muslim Arab-American academician, was frequently a spokesper-
son and commentator on Islam and Arabs, despite his self-declared “anti-
religious politics.”39 
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Media Watchdog 
One tool that might prove effective for monitoring the portrayal and report-
ing of Islam and Muslims in the domestic and international media is the 
creation of independent “media watchdogs.” Such individuals or groups 
should not be construed or interpreted as yet another vehicle for greater 
censorship of the Muslim media, but rather as resources designed to re-
spond to inaccurate, biased, or stereotypical reports on Islam and Mus-
lims—via letters to the editor, legal action, peaceful demonstrations, and 
other proper means.40

Taking their cue from the vigilance of other religious minorities in 
monitoring the media, Muslims living in Western countries have also es-
tablished media watchdogs to monitor and challenge inaccurate reporting 
and media bias. One particularly successful Muslim advocacy organiza-
tion is the Washington D.C.-based Council of American Islamic Relations, 
which has filed defamation suits against anti-Islamic authors, publishers, 
and producers. It has also been successful in getting advertising deemed 
offensive to Muslims removed.41 

Greater Sensitivity on the Part of Muslims 
While it is one thing to encourage the media to be less biased in their por-
trayal of Islam, Muslims themselves should remember that they are vice-
gerents on earth and as such should conduct themselves in a righteous, 
God-fearing manner. While kidnapping, hijacking, hostage-taking, sui-
cide bombing, and other means, may bring international attention to one’s 
cause, this attention is almost always of a negative nature and may in fact 
bring more antagonism than sympathy for the perpetrators’ cause. Despite 
the fact that many Muslims live in precarious political and economic cir-
cumstances, they should always try to resolve their problems in a peaceful 
manner to the best of their ability. 

Conclusion
I have discussed a number of factors which have led to a misunderstanding 
of Islam and Muslims in both the Western and Muslim media. As far as 
the Western media is concerned, I maintained that historical, political, and 
economic factors—in addition to prejudice, stereotyping, and the margin-
alization of the religious viewpoint—have all contributed to the negative 
portrayal of Islam and Muslims in the media. 
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In the Muslim world—in addition to general apathy—some of the fac-
tors for the negative portrayal of Islam and Muslims include lack of free-
dom of the press and censorship, lack of clarity about the role of media in 
society, strong influence of foreign media, and lack of knowledge on Islam 
on the part of media personnel.

In addition to examining the reasons for media bias, I have proposed 
a number of strategies for enhancing the understanding of Islam and Mus-
lims in the media. These included the need for educating media personnel 
specializing in the Muslim world on various aspects of the Islamic world-
view. I stated that a multipronged approach—involving academics, gov-
ernment and nongovernment organizations, and overseas embassies and 
consulates—should be employed to educate and train media workers. In 
addition, I suggested that non-Muslim media personnel expand their con-
tacts in the Muslim world to include not only the like-minded, but also 
those who are not so like-minded. 

As far as the Muslim world is concerned, I maintained that one of the 
best means of overcoming bias was for Muslims to develop their own in-
dependent media capacity, although the difficulties of doing so in light of 
the contemporary realpolitik were noted. At the very least, I proposed that 
Muslims make great efforts to reduce their dependence on foreign news 
services, especially for their information on events transpiring in other 
parts of the Muslim world. I also suggested that greater liberalization of 
the press (as distinct from Westernization), and increased involvement of 
Muslim scholars in the international media were also means for enhancing 
the understanding of the Islamic point of view. In addition, I proposed the 
creation of a media watchdog to advocate on behalf of Muslims. Finally, I 
argued that many of these suggestions will be futile if Muslims themselves 
do not try to reform and improve their conduct so as not to bring unneces-
sary antagonism against Islam and their causes.
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