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BARRIERS TO UNDERSTANDING
ISLAM (3) — Mass Media Level

MEABEALEE 7YV 74 <A

This is the last of three articles which attempt
to point out barriers to understanding of Islam
by the non—Islamic world. The first traced the
problem to the scriptures, the ‘second discussed
the academic scene. This one deals with the mass
media.

The barriers may have been created and the
seeds of misunderstanding sown in a state of
complete ignorance, or as an attempt at
misrepresentation, as deliberate insult, or as
combination of two or all three factors.

Take the following sentence! “The city has
rapidly grown into the Mecca of criminals.”
Such an expression is common in the daily press.
How would a Catholic respond if the word
“Mecca” is changed into “The Vatican”? How
would the average Japanese respond, if instead
of Mecca, Ise is used?

Then, there is the phrase “Islamic bomb.”
Pakistan has been accused of clandestinely
producing an atomic bomb. The world’s press
has baptized this yet—to—be—born bomb as “the
Islamic bomb.” Personally, I am a victim of the
atomic bomb dropped at Hiroshima. I have never
heard or read any report which had revealed the
religion of this pioneer bomb.

I recall a despatch by a Japanese reporter on
the chronic economic condition of a country in
the Middle East. It concluded by saying : “Even
Allah seems to be helpless in coping with the
situation !” The reporter perhaps did not realize
the serious implication of the choice of the term.
As one who has known the average Japanese
concept of “kami—-sama”, the whole thing was
perhaps a result of total ignorance about the
concept of God in monotheistic religions, such as
Islam. However, why should he be sent to that
area to represent a major national newspaper?

Such an attitude, however, is not restricted to
ignorant reporters who have to file the story in a
hurry. Even those who have made Islamic studies
their specialization, are guilty of such a practice.
Prof. Robert Bianchi of the University of
Chicago in an article entitled “Islam and
Democracy in Egypt” has written as follows.
. Western scholars have devoted
extraordinary attention to the most extremist
writings of the most extremist religious (read:




Islamic, author) figures in the country. ...... By
and large, Western scholars have treated these
(extremist) tracts not as bizarre distortions
produced by a handful of desperate and
misguided men whose ideas have been widely
repudiated by Egyptians, but rather as seminal

works that represent the cutting edge of the

country’s politically active Islamic groups.”
(Current History , February, 1989)

Many other examples can be given,but space is
limited. For those who are interested in the
subject, I refer to a book written by Prof.
Edward W. Said of Columbia University, entitled
Covering Islam, with a sub—title “How the Media
and the Experts Determine How We See the Rest
of the World.” (Pantheon Books, New York,
1981)

In the Introduction, Said wrote that “I often

think that it (the coverage of the media) has been
more of a hindrance than a help in understanding
what moves peoples and societies.” (p.xix) On
page 103, Said pointed out that reporters become
“experts” overnight and they also must think in
terms of what will draw consumers, which in the
end has little to do with actual coverage,
accuracy or real significance. In the concluding
chapter, entitled “Knowledge and Power”, Said
wrote as follows: -“My thesis ...... has been that
the canonical, orthodox coverage of Islam that
we find in the academy, in the government, and
in the media is all interrelated and has been
more diffused, has seemed more persuasive and
influential, in the West than any other
“coverage” or interpretation. The success of this
coverage can be attributed to political influence
.of those people and institutions producing it
rather than necessarily to truth or accuracy. I
have also argued that this coverage has served
purposes only tangentially related to actual
knowledge of Islam itself. The result has been the
triumph not just of a particular interpretation
which, however, has neither been unchallenged
nor impervious to the kinds of questions asked by
unorthodox, inquiring minds.” (p.161) Prof.
Said concluded that the West would have
difficulty in really understanding Islam, because
“the history of knowledge about Islam in the
West has been too closely tied with conquest and
domination.” (p.164)

I should have referred to the “Rushdi Affair”
also, but because of lack of space, I defer this to
another opportunity. May I just refer to a recent

article published in Sankei newspaper (Feb 2,
1989) entitled “Iran wa garyo ni tomu taido o!
Akuma no shihen to Islamkyo.”
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