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In the last 30 years, since the Arab oil boycott in 1973, there has been an increasingly intense focus on Muslims and Islam in the Western media. It has been characterized by highly exaggerated stereotyping and belligerent hostilities. 

There has also been a strange revival of canonical Orientalist ideas about Muslim people, generally non-white. These ideas are very prominent at a time when racial or religious misrepresentations of any other cultural group are no longer circulated with such impunity. 

Malicious generalizations found in the media concerning Islamic things have become the last acceptable form of denigration of foreign culture in the West. What you hear about the Muslim mind or religion, or culture, or character, as a whole cannot be said now in mainstream discussions about Africans, Jews, Asians or other Orientals. 

Of course 9:11 has been extremely useful and well used to almost associate and even identify Muslims with terrorism (even when there is no single proof about the real perpetrators of the horrendous act.) It is true that since the ‘80’s there have been many provocations and troubling incidents by Muslims and some Islamic countries such as Iran, Iraq, Sudan, Afghanistan, and Libya. Since that time Muslims involved in violent actions were constantly in the news, presented as terrorists even if they were originally perceived as freedom fighters resisting the illegal Israeli occupation in southern Lebanon or in the Palestinian occupied territories. 

The media environment in the U.S. and the West generally had become so inflamed against Islam that when the Oklahoma city bomb attack took place in April 1995, the alarm was sounded that the Muslims had struck again. The entirely factitious connection between Arabs, Muslims and Terrorism were more forcefully made evident. 

On the other hand what the Muslims might have or are undergoing at the hands of Western powers, be it at Bosnia, Chechnya, Kashmir, Iraq, Afghanistan and Iraq again would not be associated with terrorism, nor the American bombing of Libya in April 1986, nor the other American bombing of the medical plant in Sudan under the Clinton administration and surely never the term terrorism would be used to describe any of the violent activities of Israel against Palestinians, all of these are presented as justified retaliation. 

Nothing or almost nothing is said about the eventual reasons of such foolish acts. The picture is complicated and is not presented in the media. There has been a resurgence of feelings throughout the Islamic world, and there have been many incidents of violence, against American and Israeli targets, because of the intervention of the U.S. in the affairs of Muslim people, of its backing their autocratic regimes which crush them constantly, and for the constant backing Israel in its occupation of the Palestinian lands. The Israelis are targeted merely for this occupation. There is no attempt, at least in the mainstream media, to try to go to the root of the problem. But the media did and does present the Muslims as the only perpetrators of violence and terrorism and thus makes the Americans filled with hostility towards those people who seemingly want to destroy them out of hatred for their freedom, democracy and well being. 

Instead of serious articles, reports and scholarship, we often find journalists making extravagant statements, which are instantly picked up and dramatized further by the media. The words “fundamentalism” “terrorist” and “extremism” are constantly looming over their works and talks and are associated with Islam, although these same words have flourishing, but always elided, relationship with Christianity, Judaism and Hinduism. Add to this the tendency to reduce Islam to some rules, stereotypes and generalizations about the faith, its founder and its entire people. The reinforcement of every negative idea associated with Islam: its violence, primitiveness, atavism, threatening qualities is perpetuated. All this go without any serious effort at defining the term “fundamentalism” or “radicalism” or “extremism” or giving those phenomena some context, saying for example that 5 or 10 or 75% of all Muslims are fundamentalists, extremists or radicals. These words are used by a host of polemicists (like Peter Rodman, Daniel Pipes, Bernard Lewis, Elaine Sciolino (cited by E. Said in his new introduction to the vintage edition of Covering Islam, 1997, p. xvii-xviii)), these polemicists are spurred onward by Zeal and hostility to all things Muslim, to stir up feelings of alarm, consternation and hate in their audiences. 

More and more writings came to present Islam as the new enemy after the end of the Cold War; one knows the theories of Lewis and Pipes about the eventual clash of civilizations, the Western and the Islamic. Islam as a menace to the West is put forward not withstanding the notion’s impossible sweep and its unprovable, purely polemical essentials. We can find in John Esposito’s book The Islamic Threat: Myth or Reality? (Oxford, 1992, 1997) a patent deflation of this theory. 

The free floating sentiments of hostility towards Islam present this religion as being inferior with reference to the West, and that Islam is supposed to be hell-bent on destroying, opposing, competing with, resenting and being enraged at. 

The mere use of the label “Islam” either to explain or indiscriminately condemn Islam becomes a form of attack, which in turn provokes more hostility between Muslims and the West. “Islam” defines a relatively small proportion of what is now taking place in the Islamic world, which numbers more than one billion people and includes dozens of diverse countries, societies, traditions, languages and an infinite number of different experiences. 

One cannot trace back what is going on in the Islamic world to something simply called “Islam”, in spite of the vociferous polemical Orientalist, active especially in Britain, Israel and the U.S., who insist that Islam regulate all aspects of life in the Islamic world and that the Islamic world is one coherent identity. 

This is an unacceptable generalization and of the most irresponsible sort but it is having special purposes tied to more important and serious issues. That generalization could not be used in this country for any other religious, cultural or demographic group, and what is expected from the study of Western societies, with its complex theories, social structures, history, cultural formations and sophisticated languages of investigation should be expected from the study of the Islamic world.

One of the worst offenders in the cultural war against Islam is Bernard Lewis whose essays appear regularly in The New York Review of Books, Commentary, Atlantic Monthly, and Foreign Affairs. His views, over decades, have become more strident and reductionist and have influenced greatly wide varieties of readers, journalists and political scientists. Lewis’ views come directly from the old British and French school of Orientalists who saw in Islam, since its birth, a danger to Christianity. Lewis portrays the whole of Islam, as basically outside the known, familiar, acceptable world that Westerners are living in, in addition, contemporary Islam would have inherited the European anti-Semitism that makes it waging war against Israel. 

He makes a fundamental and even genetic difference between “the modern western mind” and the “Muslim mind” which for Lewis did not change over the ages. His Orientalist procedure naturally disallows historical change or human agency, or the possibility that not all Muslims think in the same way since the seventh century. He does not discuss contemporary Islam and instead uses bogus philology to allege that most of the major political phenomena of the contemporary Arab world, which he and his constituency disapprove of, are throwbacks to seventh century Islam. 

His article ominously entitled “The Roots of Muslim Rage” appeared in the September 1990 issue of the Atlantic. The article, together with the magazines’ cover for that issue, presented a glowering, turban-headed, apparently Muslim, staring out at the reader, with the eyes showing American flags and the demeanor full of hate and anger, were reinforcing in the public consciousness all the stereotypes found in the media about Muslims. Its characterization of Muslims as one terrifying collective person doomed to rage and irrationality, and enraged at an outside world rational and culturally superior is a good example of a crude polemic devoid of historical truth, rational argument or human wisdom. 

These misrepresentations not only offer a combination of hostility and reductionism, but they also exaggerate grossly and inflate Muslim extremism within the Muslim world. Views more reasoned and well researched like those of John Esposito, J. Voll and Yvonne Haddad have been barely in evidence. The market for representations of a monolithic, enraged, threatening Islam is much greater, more useful, more lucrative and mobilizing passions against a new foreign devil having important reserves of oil and hostile to Israel. 

The old age views of Islam as an acceptable competitor to the Christian West and the fact that the Islamic world is still resisting the American tendency to consider the world as one country’s emporium, are also important in explaining the efflorescence of cultural and religious attacks on Islam from individuals and groups whose interests are informed with the idea of the West (and the U.S. as its leader) being the standard for enlightened modernity. 

The reductionist and hostile characterizations of Islam are inflated even more because of contributions from other pro-Israeli authors, journals and books hoping that more Americans and Europeans will see Israel as the victim of Islamic violence, terrorism and fundamentalism. 

All the Israeli governments have resorted to the propagation of this self-image since 1948. Such claims, put forward by the Western media were and are aiming to obscure what Israel and the U.S., as “Islam’s” main opponents, have been doing. Between them, the two countries (Israel and the U.S.) have bombed and invaded several Islamic countries: Egypt, Jordan, Syria, Lebanon, Sudan, Libya and Somalia, Iraq, Afghanistan, and Iraq again. Israel had occupied four Arab countries and is still occupying lands in two of them: Syria and Palestine. The U.S. is openly supporting the military occupation of these territories. For Arabs who are living the tragedy or sharing its impacts with the victims, Israel is an arrogant regional nuclear power, contemptuous of its neighbors, heedless in the number and frequency of its bombings, killings, dispossessions, and dislocations, so far as the Palestinians are concerned. 

Israel is maintaining a policy of treating Palestinians as sub-human, a race apart and yet receives the full support of the U.S. in doing so. The best representative of this tendency now is the anti-Arabs and anti-Muslims Daniel Pipes, whose hateful writings and lectures deny the existence of Palestinians and call for their extermination as the only solution to the Palestinian-Israeli conflict. By the way, he has been nominated (April 2003) to the Board of the United States Institute of Peace!!! 

Defying international law and dozens of U.N. Resolutions, Israel has annexed East Jerusalem, the Golan Heights, occupied the West Bank and Gaza Strip since 1967, and is crushing now with the utmost cruelty and savagery the Palestinian people demanding their human rights and their lands, all this with the full support of the U.S. materially and morally, and at all levels. 

Covering Islam has almost become a one-sided activity that obscures what the U.S. and Israel are doing and highlights what Muslims and Arabs, by their alleged flawed nature, are supposed to be. 

I would like to see with you The New York Times reports on the April 1996 Israeli shelling of Lebanon and other reports done by Robert Fisk, who was writing from Lebanon for London’s Independent. We know that Israel had been occupying since 1982, a strip of South Lebanon. Resistance to the occupation came from Hizbullah (The Party of God) whose raison d’être has been Israel’s occupation of southern Lebanon. In the U.S. press, Hizbollah’s religion has always been emphasized, as well as the supposition that it was a terrorist group because it was fighting Israel. 

On April 1, 1996, the New York Times reported, “Israel had shelled south Lebanon and killed two civilians.” The anonymous report stated “The militant Party of God threatened to retaliate. Tension has run high on both sides of the border since the guerilla group killed six Israeli soldiers over the past month in the Southern Lebanon border strip occupied by Israel.” Normally, the Guerillas are entitled, under International Law, to fight against the soldiers of an occupying army, but here the principle is vitiated by references to a “militant” Party of God that calls up associations with Fundamentalism, the Threat of Islam, etc. in the readers mind. By the 10th of April, the phrase “backed by the Shiite-run government of Iran” enters the reports and does not leave any Time’s story until the Israeli operation ended two weeks later. 

It was important that the reader of the Times does not forget one moment that Israel’s enemies are “militant Muslims” and “terrorists” rather than guerillas resisting an occupation. On April 12, Schmemann (The New York Times’ bureau chief in Jerusalem), speaks of Hizbullah as a “militant Shiite Moslem organization backed by Iran” as if to say watch out, the mad Muslims are there again, killing Jews as usual. He was also referring to “frightened Israeli residents of Qiryat Schmona” but does not mention anything about Beirut, a city full of frightened resident (bombarded by Israel). 

The Times editorial on the same day was called “Israeli’s answer to terror” and stated that “Israel’s air strikes against terrorist target in Lebanon were justified and limited…Responsibility for yesterday’s raids in Lebanon and the weeks’ senseless casualties on both sides of the border lies squarely with Hizbollah’s terrorists and the governments in Beirut and Damascus. Mr. Perez, in this case, only exercised Israel’s right to self-defense. These statements were made when the Israeli army was displacing 200,000 residents of south Lebanon, having already bombed the area from the air, land and sea and was still occupying south Lebanon. Victory of ideology over facts in reporting war news cannot be clearer. 

By April 18th, the day that Israel bombed and killed over a hundred people at a United Nations post in Qana Lebanon that had been a well-marked shelter for civilian Lebanese refugees from the war, the Times was reporting that both the U.S. and Perez regretted the loss of life but still considered Hizbollah to be responsible “for breaking the 1993 agreement without provocation.” (April 21).

Moreover during the entire period of Israel’s Lebanese campaign, the Times published not one op-ed or editorial that gave a different view point from Israel’s or the U.S’ governments. Seemingly it was, above all, Syria and Iran who mattered more than the hapless Lebanese or Hizbollah, as if what was going on in South Lebanon was something grander and more impressive than a mere occupation and the response to it. It was again Islam versus the West. 

Robert Fisk, in his coverage and reporting of the same events remained concentrated on what in fact happened rather than what Israeli or U.S. officials wanted the world to believe was happening. Fisk did not consider the battle of South Lebanon as one between the West and Muslim terrorists, backed by Iran. He didn’t reverse the principle accepted by International Laws that guerillas are justified to resist the occupation of their land. He was able to show in his description of the Qana massacre that there were a deliberate Israeli policy since the 1993 cease fire of initiating twenty incidents as a way of drawing out Hizbullah, and thereby “retaliating” with great force so as to put pressure on Lebanon and Syria, to stop Hizbullah from resisting the occupation. To Schmemann who had written that “Israel’s officers insisted that their gunners were unaware of the refugee at the U.N. Qana Camp”, Fisk presented three pieces of evidence to dispute the absence of Israeli intentionality. These form the basis of his accounts of the massacre in reports to the Independent on April 19 and 22nd. The evidence Fisk had put on the table was: (1) that 19 hours before the Qana attack, U.N. officials told the Israeli military command that civilians were sheltered in every U.N. location. (2) An Israeli pilot-less drone stood overhead as the bombing was taking place, (3) given all the boasts of Israeli super accuracy and cutting edge technology, why did the shelling go on long after the U.N from offices in Naqura Lebanon “were pleading for it to stop”?

Schmemann responded to Fisk that “He could not understand why Israel would deliberately hit civilians?” a view reflecting the general one in the U.S. view that whereas Muslims are fully capable of acts of deliberate violence against innocents, Israel, which is like “us”, the Americans, is not. By the way, a few days before the Qana massacre, Fisk wrote a major article about Israel’s intentions in Lebanon titled: “This is not just a military operation. It is an attempt to smash a country.” 

When the assumption about Hizbollah is that it is primarily a terrorist, militant Shiite group backed by Iran, a whole set of other views, not stated explicitly, about Islam as enraged against modernity, as addicted to violence and the like, comes into play and these confirm the image of Israel being the victim of Muslims and obliged to defend itself by every mean. 

Stripped of any existential or historical context, these views of Islam as a violent and irrational religion that compels people to commit aggression against Israel vitiate in effect anything like the reporting of what takes place on the ground and deny it from inhabiting a more humane and more understandable context. By calling guerillas “Iran backed Shiite militants”, resistance is both dehumanized and rendered illegitimate. At the same time, it channels all the sympathy and support of the Americans to Israel, seemingly in a state of self-defense. 

I can give you another example of the media covering the “Islamic terrorism” and not covering the “Israeli terrorism”. The coverage is that one given to the brutal murder of the American Leon Kling Hoffer during the hijacking of the liner Achille Lauro Oct. 1985, in retaliation to the U.S. backed Israeli bombing of Tunis a week earlier, killing 75 civilians with no credible pretext. The brutal murder of the crippled American became the symbol of “the evil scourge of Terrorism” but the reactions were quite different when British reporters found the “flattered remains of a wheel chair in the Jenin refugee camp after Sharon’s onslaught.” “It had been utterly crushed, ironed flat as if in a cartoon,” they reported, “In the middle of the debris lay a broken white flag.” A crippled Palestinian, Kemal Zughayer” was shot dead as he tried to wheel himself up the road. The Israeli tanks must have driven over the body, because when a friend found it, one leg and both arms were missing, and the face, he said, had been ripped in two.” This apparently did not even merit report in the U.S. and if it were reported, it would be denied along with flood of accusations of anti-Semitism that would probably had led to apology and retraction. If acknowledged, the crime would be dismissed as an inadvertent error in the course of justified retaliation, quite unlike the Achille Lauro atrocity. Kemal Zughayer will not enter the annals of terrorism along with Leon Kling hoffer because of the media. 

We can also measure the accomplishments of the media in relation of this last war on Iraq. The media had exploited perfectly the great sense of the dangers of “the Islamic terrorism” it had imposed on the public consciousness, after 9:11 (It made the war on Iraq appearing absolutely necessary to protect the American people and the security of the homeland. Hearing so much about the weapons of Mass destruction Iraq was supposed to possess (in spite of the absence of any evidence), and hearing so much about the collaboration between Saddam and terrorists (in spite of them hating each other), the American people, frightened to be stricken by Saddam, supported the war on Iraq. There was a big minority against the war, but these were presented as the non-patriotic, as Fox news was reporting.

This war became easily a war to protect the freedom of the American people, in America, not in Iraq. And the kids at schools were made to send letters to the American soldiers thanking them to protect their own freedom. 

One cannot insist too much on the decisive and sometimes dangerous role of the media in creating the climate of hate and xenophobia against Islam and Muslims especially in the U.S., after 9-11. The mastery of information on a huge scale is a formidable power devolved today upon some agencies of Western majority, which quite obviously present a certain point of view of the state of the world. The image, the succinct commentary and speed have taken over text, in depth analysis and holistic comprehension. Simplification and caricature have become the rule at a time when there is an urgent need for nuance and reflection in the face of complexity. The media, thus, forms public opinion and nourishes fears. 

Today it is television that makes “a subject” and it is often in relation to the latter that the public, including university quarters, become agitated, pronounce itself or think. Everyone knows it, and each person suffers the consequences, but only a few succeed in disengaging themselves from the pressure and oppression of the media, in order to formulate and elaborate an analysis that is free from tension and subjects that are in vogue. For it is Islam, Muslims and the nervousness that relation engender, that are the phenomena in vogue “Trendy” subjects and clear-cut conclusions are thrown around with phenomenal speed. One ends up by no longer knowing that Islam is a religion, spirituality, a universe of meaning and a concept of life. Islam is before anything else “a danger”, the images have shown it (we have seen it, therefore, we know) and the commentator has implied it. One of the American soldiers making the war in Iraq volunteered in the army after having seen some Palestinians showing joy at the 9-11 horrendous act. 

Some journalists in the Western media try to go to the limits of analysis. Being committed, they understand what is at stake and feel that something is hidden, that the reality is not what is being said and that there is often a coalition between Western powers, multi-national societies, the producers of arms and the dictatorships of the South. The case of the great media tools whose shares are owned by arms producers and oil companies are not rare. Their interpretations of the world is not innocent and their rationale of the world is not innocent and their engagements are not fortuitous. Some journalists, researchers and intellectuals refuse the cynicism of these interested positioning. At a time of fear, withdrawal and rejection, they open a horizon of hope. 
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