
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

This thesis has been submitted in fulfilment of the requirements for a postgraduate degree 

(e.g. PhD, MPhil, DClinPsychol) at the University of Edinburgh. Please note the following 

terms and conditions of use: 

 

This work is protected by copyright and other intellectual property rights, which are 

retained by the thesis author, unless otherwise stated. 

A copy can be downloaded for personal non-commercial research or study, without 

prior permission or charge. 

This thesis cannot be reproduced or quoted extensively from without first obtaining 

permission in writing from the author. 

The content must not be changed in any way or sold commercially in any format or 

medium without the formal permission of the author. 

When referring to this work, full bibliographic details including the author, title, 

awarding institution and date of the thesis must be given. 

 



 





 



 

 



 



 

 



 



 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 





 



 

                                       



 

                                       



 

                                       



 

                                       



 

                                                                                                             



 

                                       



 

                                       



 

                                       



 

                                                                                                             



 



 

                                       



 



 

                                       



 



 

 



 

                                       



 

                                       



 

                                       



 

                                       



 

                                       



 

                                                                                                             



 

                                                                                                             



 

                                       



 

                                       



 

                                       



 

                                       



 

                                       



 

                                                                                                             



 

                                       



 

                                       



 

                                       



 

                                       



 

                                       



 

                                       



 

                                       



 

                                       



 

                                       



 

                                       



 

                                       



 

                                       



 

                                       



 

                                       



 

 



 



 

                                       



 

                                       



 



 

                                       



 

                                       



 

                                       



 

                                       



 

                                       



 



 

                                       



 

                                       



 

                                       



 

                                       



 

                                       



 

                                       



 

                                       



 

                                       



 

                                                                                                             



 

                                       



 

                                       



 

                                       



 

                                       



 

                                       



 

                                       



 

                                       



 



 

 



 

                                       



 

                                                                                                             



 

                                       



 

                                       



 

                                       



 

                                       



 

                                       

‐



 

                                       



 

                                       



 

                                       



 

                                       



 

                                       



 

                                       



 

                                       



 

                                       



 

                                       



 



 

                                       



 



 

                                       



 

                                       



 

                                       



 

                                                                                                             



 

                                       



 

                                       



 



 

                                       



 



 



 

                                       



 

                                       



 

                                       



 

                                       



 

                                       



 

                                       



 



 

                                       



 

                                       



 

                                       



 

                                       



 

                                       



 



 



 

                                       



 



 

                                       



 

                                       

‐



 

                                       



 



 



 

                                       



 

                                       



 

                                       



 



 



 



 

                                       



 

                                       



 

                                       



 



 

                                       



 

                                       



 



 

                                       



 



 

                                       



 

                                                                                                             



 

                                       



 



 

 



 



 



 



 



 

                                       



 

                                       



 



 



 

                                       



 

                                       



 



 

                                       



 

                                                                                                             



 



 



 

                                       



 

                                       



 



 



 

                                       



 

                                       



 



 



 



 



 



 



 

                                       



 

                                       



 

                                       



 

                                       



 



 

                                       



 

                                       



 

                                       



 

 

                                                                                                             



 

                                       



 



 



 

                                       



 

                                       



 

                                       



 

                                       



 

                                       



 

                                       



 

                                       



 



 

                                       



 

                                       



 

                                       



 

                                       



 

                                       



 



 



 

                                       



 

                                       



 



 



 



 



 

                                       



 

                                       



 

                                       



 



 

                                       



 

                                       



 



 

                                       



 

                                       



 



 



 



 

                                       



 



 



 



 



 

                                       



 

                                       



 

                                       



 

                                       



 

                                       



 

                                       



 



 



 

                                       



 



 

                                       



 

                                       



 



 



 

                                       



 

                                       



 

                                       



 

                                       



 

                                       



 

                                       



 

                                       



 



 

                                       



 



 



 



 



 



 

                                       



 



 



 

                                       



 



 



 



 

                                       



 



 

                                       



 

                                       



 

                                       



 



 

                                       



 

                                       



 

                                       



 

                                       



 

                                       



 

                                       



 

                                       



 

                                       



 



 



 

                                       



 

                                       



 

                                       



 

                                       



 

                                       



 

                                       



 

                                       



 

  

                                       



 

 

 

 





 

 

 



 



 

 

  





 

 

 

 

  





 

Ethical Consent Form – Data Sheet 

Title of Study: Points of Contact: An Ethnography of Journalist-Source Relationships 

among Muslims in Glasgow 

 

 

We would like to invite you to participate in this postgraduate research project.  You should only 

participate if you want to; choosing not to take part will not disadvantage you in any way. Before 

you decide whether you want to take part, it is important for you to understand why the research is 

being done and what your participation will involve.  Please take time to read the following 

information carefully and discuss it with others if you wish.  Ask us if there is anything that is not 

clear or if you would like more information. 

 

The goal of this research is to explore the dynamic relationship between Scottish Muslims and the 

mainstream media in Glasgow. The media have significant influence on the readers, listeners, or 

viewers concerning both their neighbourhood and the world at large. Questions of integration and 

multiculturalism are prominent in discussions in society right now, and this research hopes to 

probe how those questions are being addressed with regards to Muslims. As communities of 

Muslims grow and change, I want to know what part they are playing in telling the stories of 

Scotland: do they speak with reporters and offer stories about their communities? Do they train as 

journalists and enter staff ranks as writers, presenters, and editors? And in Scottish newsrooms, 

how do story assignments and story gathering reflect the changes described above? If it is the 

case that participation among Muslims is on the rise, what has that meant for newsroom culture? 

 

To help answer these questions, I am seeking to recruit media professionals from all levels of the 

newsroom: reporters and editors. I am also seeking Muslims in Glasgow who might be considered 

sources for journalists – for example, religious leaders, programme directors, and think-tank 

researchers. Should you be willing to participate in this study, we would arrange for a convenient 

time to meet for an interview. This could take anywhere from half an hour to an hour, with the 

possibility of further interviews if there is more yet to discuss that surfaces during the interview. 

The interview may be recorded; if so, it will only be for the purposes of accuracy, and once the 

interview has been transcribed, the recording will be destroyed. Certainly, I will be taking notes 

during the interview. 

 

I am happy to offer participants a copy of the report, when it is completed. Participants may be 

curious about how their views have helped shape the discussion. I am able to ensure the 

anonymity and confidentiality of the material of our interviews. Given the public nature of some 

of the people who might be involved in this study, I will ask whether you wish to be publicly 

identified – either the workplace as a whole or the participant in particular. This is not an essential 

element of the research, and your decision to remain anonymous will not in any way affect your 

participation in the study.  

 

Your data will be kept securely in compliance with the Data Protection Act 1998. Such protection 

is especially important in the case of this study, as it includes material considered in the research 

community to be “sensitive”: this includes information about ethnicity and religious beliefs or 

other beliefs that might inform your ethical and cosmological point of view. The data will include 

your name and details as well as the transcript of our interview. This data will be confidential: 

only myself and my supervisor will have access to both the anonymised material and the key that 

connects this material with your personal information. 

 

It is up to you to decide whether to take part or not.  If you decide to take part you are still free to 

withdraw at any time and without giving a reason. In addition to withdrawing yourself from the 

study, you may also withdraw any data/information you have already provided up until it is 



 

transcribed for use in the final report (30 April 2014). If you do decide to take part you will be 

given this information sheet to keep and be asked to sign a consent form. 

 

Should you have any questions, myself or my supervisor would be happy to speak with you in 

more detail. If this study has harmed you in any way you can contact the University of Edinburgh 

using the details below for further advice and information: 

 

Researcher: Michael Munnik (m.b.munnik@sms.ed.ac.uk) 07905 219355 

Supervisor: Prof. Hugh Goddard (hugh.goddard@ed.ac.uk) 0131 650 4165 

 

 

Thank you for considering taking part in this research. The person organising the research 

must explain the project to you before you agree to take part.  If you have any questions 

arising from the Information Sheet or explanation already given to you, please ask the 

researcher before you decide whether to join in. You will be given a copy of this Consent 

Form to keep and refer to at any time. 

 

 

 

 I understand that if I decide at any time during the research that I no longer wish to 

participate in this project, I can notify the researchers involved and withdraw from it 

immediately without giving any reason. Furthermore, I understand that I will be able to 

withdraw my data up to 30 April 2014. 

 I consent to my interview being recorded. 

 I consent to allow the researcher to identify me and the institution for which I work in 

this report.  

 

 I consent to the processing of my personal information for the purposes explained to 

me.  I understand that such information will be handled in accordance with the terms of the 

Data Protection Act 1998. 

 

 

Participant’s Statement: 

 

I ________________________________________________________________ 

 

agree that the research project named above has been explained to me to my satisfaction 

and I agree to take part in the study. I have read both the notes written above and the 

Information Sheet about the project, and understand what the research study involves. 

 

Signed    Date 

__________________________ _________________________________ 

 

 

 

 

Please tick or 

initial 



 

  





 

Message 

‘I Speak For Myself’ is a national campaign that empowers Muslim women to share personal 

messages with fellow Scots so that, together , we can challenge damaging sterotypes. 

 

Audiences 

1. People who hold stereotypes 

2. Muslim women 

3. General public 

4. Politicians 

5. Young people 

6. Muslims 

7. Journalists 

8. Women’s agencies 

9. Funders 

 

Media to target 

 

 Audiences 1 + 3: Scottish national newspapers, Guardian, Scottish national TV & radio, social 

media, local media for roadshow events 

 Audiences 2 + 6: Social media, Sisters magazine, Islam channel, Awaz, Muslim newspaper, 

15-21 magazine 

 Audience 4: Holyrood magazine, BEMIS newsletter, Third Force News, social media 

 Audience 5: 15-21 Magazine, TES, GLOW blog, MTV, Radio 1, social media 

 Audience 7: NUJ Journalist magazine, NUJ Social Media, Scots Press Club FB page / mailing 

list 

 Audience 8: Scottish Women’s Coalition newsletter, Amina newsletter, Engender blog 

 Audience 9: Third Force News, Scottish Government newsletter, Voluntary Action Fund 

newsletter 

 

Targets 

During the course of the campaign to ensure that all media listed above receive media releases 

for each peg listed below. 

 

 

Pegs 

 Launch of campaign at Scottish Parliament 

 Unveiling of campaign billboard 

 Party leaders pledge 

 Roadshow events 

 Local marches / sponsored walks 

 International Women’s Day 

 Refugee Week 

 17 Days of Action 

 

 





 

 

  





 

CHAPTER no. 

 

BRITISH JOURNALISTS, BRITISH MUSLIMS: 

ARGUMENTS FOR “A MORE COMPLEX PICTURE” OF 

THEIR RELATIONSHIP 

 

Michael Munnik 

 

 

 

Research on Muslims and the media in Britain is not immune to what Simon Cottle has termed 

“orthodoxy”—tracks lain, often by groundbreaking researchers, that establish a layer of assumptions 

from which subsequent researchers may have a hard time departing.
 i
 As I will show in this chapter, 

studies often focus on the question of representation, and the methodology employed typically blends 

qualitative and quantitative content analysis of the news text. From this analysis, authors conclude that 

Muslims in the British media are misrepresented, underrepresented, poorly represented, or malignly 

represented, a conclusion that fits into what Paul Marshall and his colleagues consider a broad pattern 

of religiously illiterate journalism, in which journalists “get it wrong”.
ii
 This thesis concerning the 

representation of Muslims receives significant ballast from the writings of Edward Said, first in his 

polemic on academic discourse, Orientalism, and subsequently in his more popular critique of 

contemporary journalism, Covering Islam.
iii

 These volumes critiqued a “West and the rest” approach 

to studying culture, politics, and society, though the effect of Said’s critique was to inhabit and reify 

this essentialised dichotomy. For all the controversy which has followed, Said’s thesis has had a 

lasting influence on scholars in a variety of fields.
iv
  

Current scholars examining the issue of Muslims and the media recognise the debt they owe Said 

and his cohort for publicising an important conversation. However, as more data are gathered and 

researched, and critiques of media representation feed back to subsequent reportage, some of these 

scholars are pointing out the insufficiency of Said’s dichotomy. As Cemil Aydin and Juliane Hammer 

have observed,  

 

it seems important at this point in time to go beyond this sharp and artificial distinction and to construct a 

more complex picture of the ways in which Muslims and media are connected and mutually influenced.v  

 

This observation informs the chapter that follows: after considering how the textualists in this field 

have constructed their argument, I will highlight recent examples of scholarship that, whilst remaining 

text-based analyses of Muslims and the media, reveal a softening of the “sharp and artificial 

distinction” of erroneous journalists from misrepresented Muslims. Aydin and Hammer write of 

connection and mutual influence, and I will conclude by pointing to studies that augment text-based 



 

analysis with ethnographic methods as a way to understand better the dynamic relationship between 

British journalists and British Muslims. 

 

The Textualist Orthodoxy 

 

Said’s Covering Islam focuses not on Islam per se but on “Islam”—a mighty discursive 

construction absorbing and reflecting the values and desires of whoever invokes it. Moreover, Said 

does  

 

not mean to suggest that a ‘real’ Islam exists somewhere out there that the media, acting out of base 

motives, have perverted.… [T]he media’s Islam, the Western scholar’s Islam, the Western reporter’s 

Islam, and the Muslim’s Islam are all acts of will and interpretation that take place in history, and can 

only be dealt with in history as acts of will and interpretation.vi 

 

Whether those motives are base or otherwise, though, the examples Said presents of “the Western 

reporter’s Islam” are couched in the language of a problem. This “rhetorical totalitarianism” 

resurfaces in the conclusions of Said’s academic legatees
vii

. For Elizabeth Poole, the media are “an 

instrument of public ideology [which] demonizes Islam,” and “Muslims have a higher news value 

when they are a source of problems for the dominant majority.”
viii

 Poole’s contemporary, John 

Richardson, sets his own study to show  

 

how the reporting of elite (majority white) broadsheet journalists is implicated in the production and 

reproduction of (racist) attitudes, beliefs, sentiments and practices and the potential effects of this reporting 

on the lives of Muslims.
ix

 

 

Both scholars conducted their research in the mid- to late-1990s, contemporary with and informed 

by the discussion of Islamophobia fostered by the Runnymede Trust, a think tank concerned with race 

equality in Britain. The Trust’s 1997 report contrasted “open” and “closed” views of Islam and 

warned of the challenges closed views posed for British society.
x
 The report and its public reception 

effectively gave the neologism “Islamophobia” its imprint on the public consciousness. The report’s 

authors pointed to the media as a significant source of closed views, and it is in this context that Poole 

and Richardson separately examined what British newspapers were saying about Muslims. 

Richardson restricted himself to the broadsheet or quality press, and examined a narrow window of 

coverage over four months; Poole looked at three years’ worth of coverage in both broadsheet and 

tabloid newspapers. Both sets of samples drew from the full ideological spectrum of the British press, 

and both researchers used quantitative and qualitative methods to test their hypotheses. They screened 

their selected publications for stories which referred to Islam, Muslims, or some other element 

associated with the religion or its adherents; they then categorised these stories and looked for 

common issues, such as terrorism or education; the most prevalent themes became the subject of a 

more intensive discourse analysis to determine how the newspapers covered them—the language 



 

used, the angles employed, the assumptions present in the articles. Poole also organised focus groups 

to test her interpretations. 

The results are perhaps not surprising. They learnt that Muslims were seldom discussed in the 

news, and when they were, it was frequently in a negative light. The issues in which Muslims’ 

religion was noted or discussed seemed to suggest an exceptional quality to Muslims—of dress, of 

education, and of sympathy to the state—as well as a perceived lack of fit with mainstream British 

values. Islam itself was frequently mentioned in comparison to other religions (typically Christianity) 

rather than in its own right. Terms such as “terrorist” and “fundamentalist” featured prominently, 

although they would reach a higher degree of salience after the attacks in the United States on 11 

September 2001. Overall, these scholars found a generally negative representation of Muslims in 

British reporting. 

These were the first sustained examinations of the subject in a British context, and their timeliness 

in relation to 9/11—Poole’s monograph was going to press as the attacks occurred—provided both a 

high degree of interest in the research and an opportunity to build the frame through which future 

studies of Muslims and the media would be considered. Kerry Moore and colleagues updated the 

results several years on, after Britain had experienced its own eruptions of terrorism committed by 

people with religious and explicitly Islamic motivations. In large part, their findings supported those 

of Poole and Richardson and emphasised a shift in preoccupation from stories about security and 

terrorism, which hit a perhaps obvious peak in 2002, to stories about whether Muslims “fit in” with 

British culture and its values.
xi

 The authors tried to avoid analysing their data through value 

judgements such as “positive” and “negative”.
xii

 Indeed, they allowed that media language in their 

sample was not typically inaccurate: stories that use the words “terrorist” were usually about 

terrorism; likewise words such as “fundamentalist” or “Islamist” often related to groups or individuals 

articulating a particular and corresponding strain of Islam within the public sphere.
xiii

 The authors 

instead blamed story selection for such abrasive depictions, implicitly suggesting that a broader range 

of stories would associate Muslims with a broader range of terms. 

Recent surveys tend to continue on the same trajectory. Julian Petley and Robin Richardson 

collected a volume, published in 2011, that combines theoretical contributions with text-driven case 

studies, one of which I discuss below as indicative of a promising new direction.
xiv

 In the same year, 

Peter Morey and Amina Yaqin presented a wide-ranging survey of how media frame Muslims. More 

impressionistic than systematic, the authors struggled under the diversity of their material to hold to 

their thesis that journalists, producers, and even toy manufacturers are harmfully misrepresenting 

Muslims. Following the chain from Poole of 2002 back to Said of 1978, Morey and Yaqin suggested 

that their book “is about the origin, circulation, and utility of an epithet and the way the term has come 

to signify a political problem to be solved.”
xv

 Meanwhile, Poole herself returned to the subject, 

reprising with Kim Knott and Teemu Taira a 1982 study from Leeds University.
xvi

 The project 

examined the representation of religion in general, but the authors easily demonstrated increased 

attention to Islam as compared with thirty years ago. The requirement to reproduce the original 

survey’s methods hindered the authors, though; they were bound to consider a small slice of the 

British media. Taira et al. wrote that they did not wish to generalise from their “limited sample”; but 

this must then temper their conclusion that,  

 

[d]espite increasing public awareness of the discrimination experienced by Muslims in Britain and the 

dissemination of a growing body of research on this, there seems if anything to have been a reduction, post 

7/7 [the July 2005 attacks on London’s transit system], in the variety of discourses circulating in Britain about 

Islam.xvii  



 

 

As a comparative tool, the study suggests much about the changes in reporting on religion from 1982 

to the present; but it lacks the methodological muscle to make definitive statements about the 

representation of Muslims in current British media. 

Linguist Paul Baker is on firmer soil in this regard. He and his colleagues have used advanced 

software to produce what they call a “Corpus-Assisted Discourse Studies” approach to this topic, 

which “give[s] analysts an initial focus for their data, lending credence to generalizations, and 

counteracting the criticism that researchers within CDA [Critical Discourse Analysis] supposedly 

‘cherry-pick’ small amounts of data that support preconceived ideologies.”
xviii

 Though similar in form 

to the studies mentioned above, their database is massive and thorough, and the patterns and context 

of words such as “Muslim” are explored with rigorous linguistic scrutiny. Their research picks up the 

questions posed by Poole and Richardson and addresses them convincingly. Their conclusions 

generally agree with their forebears: both the quantitative and qualitative analyses “found that 

Muslims were frequently constructed in terms of homogeneity and connected to conflict.”
xix

 This 

result may be due at least partially to the prevailing orthodoxy with which I opened this chapter: 

Baker et al. acknowledge that they did not approach their material value-free.
xx

 All of these works 

share an orientation which lines journalists in binary opposition to Muslims. Conclusions about how 

deliberate or even conscious the distortions of journalists are vary from work to work; what they share 

is the view that journalists distort in a harmful way. 

 

Troubling the Mix 

 

This orthodox distinction may look unfamiliar to those who have practiced journalism. Indeed, 

media scholar and former journalist Barbie Zelizer notes that the portrayal of journalism she 

encountered in her graduate studies “failed to capture the life [she] knew.”
xxi

 Zelizer examines how 

various academic disciplines scrutinise journalism, with the intention of encouraging scholarship that 

better accounts for the practices and priorities of journalism. The linguists and sociologists described 

in the section above conform to the lines Zelizer draws about these disciplines generally: that they 

exhibit a misunderstanding and misrepresentation of the journalistic profession and its practitioners 

that start to mirror the accusations those scholars levy at journalism in its treatment of Muslims. One 

assumption of journalistic practice is the insistence that journalists be suspicious of every community 

on which they do (or could) report, sometimes heroically characterised as a “watchdog” of institutions 

or, as Denis McQuail phrases it more modestly, a “monitorial role”.
xxii

 Negative reporting about 

Muslims is therefore not necessarily exceptional but a normalised element of a broader pattern of 

behaviour.  

Before considering the context in which journalists prepare their coverage, I wish to highlight 

scholarship that uses no more than the tools of the textualists to disturb the orthodoxy of a binary 

opposition between journalists and Muslims in Britain. In the studies listed above, authors note 

examples which run counter to their thesis; this, too, has a precedent in Said’s work, when he outlines 

the qualities of “antithetical writers”.
xxiii

 Poole and Taira et al. depict this counter-narrative in terms of 

positive and negative coverage, where positive stories or storylines are marginal to an overwhelming 

core of negative representations.
xxiv

 The main focus of their analysis is on the general trend; but some 

scholars turn their attention to such idiosyncratic reporting, investigating whether it is a register of 

change. 



 

One way to accomplish this is to count and account for instances of participation—Muslims as 

sources, commentators, and journalists. Tariq Modood noticed a contrast between the media 

representations of British Muslims from the time of the outcry over the publication of Salman 

Rushdie’s novel The Satanic Verses to the attacks of 9/11. In the first instance, Muslims were absent 

as public commentators and columnists. By the second instance, there were a few--perhaps, Modood 

suggested, because Muslims were regarded as problematic and therefore journalistically interesting.
xxv

 

The development of British Muslims’ presence in the media allowed practitioners of the religion to 

take some agency in the public articulation of Islam. In the subsequent decade, the phenomenon has 

developed further still. Modood, with colleagues Nasar Meer and Claire Dwyer, surveyed reporting on 

the comments about women and veils from then-cabinet minister Jack Straw in 2006; they noted “an 

observable pattern of Muslim perspectives… [which] marks a positive contrast with the more limited 

range of argumentation (publicly reported at least)… at the time of the Rushdie affair.”
xxvi

 The authors 

sorted the Muslim sources appearing in these news texts into three types: “angry, ambiguous, and 

approving of Straw’s comments. What is crucial to note is that this amounts to more than simply 

including Muslim voices of fundamentalist-anger”.
xxvii

 This expansion from views typical of the 

Saidian dichotomy included surprising sources: Meer et al. noted that the tabloid Sun included “not 

only sensationalist Muslim voices” but also three Muslim women, quoted at a length atypical of 

tabloid conventions, giving “a degree of nuanced voice to Muslim women who hold broadly critical 

perspectives of Straw’s comments.”
xxviii

 Considering that the Sun is among the few news organisations 

included in the Leeds group’s longitudinal study, it is difficult to square Meer et al.’s data with Taira 

et al.’s suggestion that the variety of discourses in British media has shrunk. At the least, it shows the 

mercurial nature of text-based content studies: depending on when you conduct them and which media 

you include, your range of data may be more limited or more expanded.  

Timing of data collection can also produce results that might seem contradictory, were it not for 

the necessarily multi-faceted and collective nature of journalism. As mentioned above, the 9/11 

attacks occurred as Poole was preparing her book, Reporting Islam, for publication. She monitored 

reports of the event and its aftermath over one week in the two broadsheets she had included in her 

study, the Guardian and the Times, applying her methods and getting at least a first draft of how Islam 

was reported, which she included in her preface. Notably, the “threat within” and freedom of speech 

storylines which she observed in her main study continued to dominate coverage and analysis, but a 

third trend she identified was “a seemingly genuine effort to support Muslims, with more space 

devoted to Muslim voices.”
xxix

 Although the Times continued to conflate Islam and Islamism, Poole 

noted a lexical shift from “terrorist” to “Islamist”.
xxx

  

This lexical shift suggests another way to register change in British journalism—by noting 

reflexivity of journalists through evidence in the news texts. Just over a fortnight after the attacks, the 

Guardian’s readers’ editor, Ian Mayes, acknowledged that “the paper does not always radiate great 

understanding of Islam” and that “the Guardian is re-examining the language it uses in its coverage of 

the international crisis to try to avoid terms which may appear to imply that the paper equates 

terrorism with Islam.”
xxxi

 As Mayes portrayed it, letters from readers alerted the newspaper’s staff to 

the effects their language has on people’s understanding of issues. Familiarity, so the thinking goes, 

breeds accuracy; and in such sensitive times, Guardian editors and publishers deemed it important to 

review how they phrased things. Perhaps efforts such as this led to the greater lexical clarity that 

Moore et al. observed in the years following 9/11: whether story selection remains mired in the 

convention of Islam as a problem, the way journalists write about it has improved. 

This more attentive consideration of journalistic language and approach is evident in news texts 

from Scotland’s Herald during its reporting of a missing girl from the Isle of Lewis. Anthea Irwin 

analysed the coverage through headlines and photo captions, from the initial suggestion that “Island 

Girl” Molly Campbell had been abducted by her father to subsequent suggestions that Misbah Rana 



 

fled Scotland to join the part of her divided family now living in Pakistan. For Irwin, the choice to 

employ the name that either her mother uses (Molly) or her father uses (Misbah) indicated reflexive 

coverage from journalists who had to reassess “how they had ‘read’ the situation”.
xxxii

 The headlines 

from the first week of coverage show this progression: from Tuesday’s “abducted”, used without 

attribution; to Thursday’s “‘did not abduct’” in quotation marks, now attributed; to Friday’s 

“‘abducted’”, with quotation marks now throwing doubt on the term; and finally Saturday’s headline, 

“‘It was my choice. I like it here and want to stay with my father’”, quoting Misbah.
xxxiii

 Of this direct 

quotation, Irwin astutely asked, “does it empower Misbah and give her the voice she has not had thus 

far? Or does it allow papers to avoid deciding on the wording for headlines that, at least for some of 

them, are in blatant contradiction to what they had been reporting just a few days earlier?”
xxxiv

 Irwin’s 

question is answerable, but not through a strict textualist approach to the material. Although she, like 

Meer et al. above, has uncovered examples that disturb the orthodoxy of an essentialising journalistic 

discourse, she has raised as many questions as she has answered. The question of interest for this 

chapter is what is the context in which journalists consider Muslim sources in their stories? To do this, 

we turn to Aydin and Hammer’s call for “new scholarly insights as well as more interdisciplinary 

approaches.”
xxxv

 

 

New Approaches 

 

Aydin and Hammer are not alone in demanding a broader palette of approaches to the question of 

media studies. Greg Philo, one of the architects of the Glasgow University Media Group, has 

questioned the sufficiency of text-based studies for deriving conclusions about the nature of media in 

society. He observes 

 

a need to develop methods which can trace the communication of messages from their inception in contested 

perspectives, through the structures by which they are supplied to and processed by the media, then to their 

eventual appearance as text and finally to their reception by audiences.xxxvi  

 

This chapter does not consider reception studies, but ethnographic analysis of source transmission and 

media production would allow scholars to access some of the motivation and the structural processes 

behind the creation of these news texts.  

This is not always an easy process to reveal. Linguist and practicing journalist Allan Bell took 

advantage of his position to illustrate several of the steps listed above: he used physical sheets of 

typed text marked with pen to trace news copy from the text a journalist submitted through the 

editor’s scrutiny (here, the editor was Bell himself) to the final published text.
xxxvii

 He revealed what 

had changed, how it had changed, and, to the best of his recollection, why he made the changes he did, 

as well as the effect of the semantic changes. Such methods pull us back from the reification of the 

published news text as the essential unit of analysis. Bell noted back in 1991 that the encroachment of 

computers and the ease of deleting and changing text electronically would make this process 

increasingly tricky to document.
xxxviii

 Technology may also deliver the means to track these changes, 

as Daniel Perrin and colleagues experiment with “progression analysis”, but this is a dense and 

complicated method to employ.
xxxix

 



 

Meer and Modood chose the logistically easier method of interviewing journalists and asking them 

to reflect on their coverage. They asked senior national journalists whether criticism of Islam in the 

media was racist in nature. Among their respondents was a journalist from “a leading centre-left 

national newspaper” who highlighted his publication’s “appointment of a young Muslim woman as its 

religious affairs correspondent.”
xl

 The respondent saw the fruits of this appointment in her coverage of 

the hajj, which he called “‘terrific’”: in his words, “‘she was able to report pilgrim voices, and these 

were young British people, they were from the North of England, from London… [and they were 

describing] what the hajj meant to them, what their Muslim identification meant, i.e. voices you don’t 

normally get in a national newspaper.’”
xli

 This journalist recognised the exceptional nature of the 

inclusion of unexceptional voices—“ordinary” British Muslims who are in the news not because they 

have burned flags, bombed buses, or demanded separate schooling. Whilst it is not “normal” 

coverage, the respondent approved of it and even considered it to give the newspaper a competitive 

advantage. 

Alaaddin Paksoy has wedded interviews with journalists to the more familiar methods of media 

analysis outlined in the previous section. Paksoy examines the discourse of British news media in 

their coverage of Turkey’s course of accession to the European Union. He is interested in how the 

term and the idea of “Muslim” are introduced into coverage and the effect their inclusion produces. 

He conducted a quantitative and qualitative survey of select news media, examining how frequently 

and in what ways “Muslim” appeared in relation to Turkey and the EU, and he concluded that the 

term was frequently employed to highlight difference, even when the tone of the article was 

“Turkophilic”, or in favour of Turkey’s accession.
xlii

 Yet he also interviewed the journalists who 

produced these texts, asking them why they used the term and what they understood it to mean. His 

respondents appealed to the general salience of the term in a post-9/11 context, to its relevance to the 

story, and to professional practices or media logic (Paksoy uses the phrase “journalistic tricks”, which 

may misdirect the reader, as the assumptions and processes described are banal rather than 

underhanded).
xliii

 Such data, coupled with a rigorous appraisal of journalistic practices, go some 

distance to giving a more complex picture of the relationship between journalists and Muslims. 

Journalists Hugh Muir and Laura Smith joined media scholar Julian Petley in a similar exercise 

that blends textual analysis with interview data—this time with sources rather than journalists.
xliv

 They 

analysed four news texts published in UK newspapers between four and nine months after the 7 July 

2005 attacks on the London transit system, all of which demonstrated for the authors a reaction to the 

“ideological shorthand” phrase “political correctness gone mad”.
xlv

 The articles were based on 

incorrect or misunderstood stories, and, taken together, they suggested to the authors a desire to label 

Muslims as prone to making outrageous or exceptional demands. Muir et al. revisited these stories to 

show not merely that they were factually wrong but how the journalists got it wrong. To do so, they 

turned to the institutions implicated in these stories and employed their own journalistic skills, asking 

questions and checking facts. There is a smirkingly pedagogical spirit to the chapter: the authors 

traded not so much in academic analysis as in a journalistic rewriting exercise, to show that, by doing 

a proper and thorough job of news gathering, these sensational stories could have been avoided.
xlvi

 

However, what gives the method value analytically is its potential to encompass not just the content 

but the context of news. The answers sources gave Muir et al. are not the analytical explanation for 

irresponsible journalism; rather, they become data that prompt different questions—what is this news 

story about, how did it come about, how did the sources characterise the events in question? I argue 

that even this is only half of the job: the context in which journalists created these stories, as Paksoy’s 

study demonstrates, is equally revealing. 

We have a few examples of studies that attempt to do both—that interrogate journalists and 

sources about the production of news texts, exploring that dynamic relationship dynamically. Philip 

Schlesinger has critiqued studies in journalism for their “media-centrism,” viewing the subject 



 

through the perspective of (and to some extent with the assumptions of) journalists alone.
xlvii

 He also 

co-authored a case study of a more blended method in an examination of the emerging Scottish 

Parliament; the resulting monograph, Open Scotland? Journalists, Spin Doctors and Lobbyists, 

examined actors from the three fields included in the subtitle, considering how they related, co-

operated, and competed to establish a protocol for the public disclosure of the newly devolved 

governing institution.
xlviii

 Patrick Champagne and Dominique Marchetti analysed the development of 

coverage in France about AIDS and the contaminated blood scandal by looking at relationships 

between medical researchers, journalists specialising in stories from the medical field, and general 

journalists who caught a simpler and more political story about the scandal and pushed the broader 

issue of AIDS to the front page.
xlix

 Perhaps the most comprehensive treatment in this field comes from 

a trio of scholars, Richard Ericson, Patricia Baranek, and Janet Chan, who over three books explored 

the dynamics of crime reporting in Canada, analysing the journalistic context, the source context, and 

the texts themselves.
l
 All of these studies help us to understand how certain kinds of coverage emerge. 

 

Conclusion 

 

To date, no such comprehensive study has been attempted concerning British Muslims or Islam in 

general. But as the studies cited above suggest, we have much to gain by looking beyond the text. 

Conclusions that made sense when journalists considered Islam a distant anachronism and Muslims an 

unfamiliar problem may not account for the dynamic relations of Muslims to the state or journalists to 

Muslims—or, for that matter, the impact of more than a decade of attentive coverage of Muslims on 

journalists and the general public. Whilst we must continue to analyse what news texts are saying, we 

must also broaden our scope to ensure that, as scholars, we account for developments that may trouble 

prevailing orthodoxies. A qualitative study of the relationship between sources and journalists will 

help us “construct a more complex picture of the ways in which Muslims and media are connected 

and mutually influenced”, to return to the challenge set by Aydin and Hammer. We can only guess at 

the complexity if we do not move our attention from text to context; and the connections and the 

mutual influence are absent if we consider only one side of the equation. Different methods and 

deeper analysis are required to satisfy these questions and advance the study of Muslims and their 

relationship to the media in the West. 
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