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1 Prisms of Prejudice

Media do not reflect: media refract. And this matters. Established and enduring prisms of prejudice are mediated through popular culture, through news and information, and through official discourse. Prisms of Prejudice examines social and political constructions that articulate sentiments within the United States that have consequences not only for foreign policies and international relationships but also for the experiences of Arab and Muslim US citizens and for norms in US culture.

Prejudice in the United States against Arab and Muslim communities is increasingly evident in the proliferation of hate groups, violent incidents, negative public discourse, and restrictive public policies. Racist rhetoric and supremacist movements have emerged with more visibility and violence in recent US history. Contemporary political conflict in this country highlights crucial divides in race, ethnicity, gender, sexual orientation, class, and other distinctions that contribute to inequities in rights and resources. Protests against designated travel bans, police killings, racial inequality, restrictions on military participation, and other central concerns characterize resistance against powerful prejudices within the United States. With the rising tide of discriminatory practices and pronouncements directed particularly against Arab and Muslim communities in the United States, it is worth documenting the constructions and consequences of negative media characterizations of Islam, Arab communities, and the Middle East in general.

This project considers only one aspect of a complex set of dynamics, focusing on US articulations of and toward Arab and Muslim communities, with the recognition that these identities are distinct yet overly conflated through simplistic media narratives. Americans who identify as Muslim number over 2 million adults and an estimated 3.35 million when including children (Pew Research Center, 2017a). About 60 percent of these adults are immigrants—first-generation Americans, mostly from South Asian and Middle East–North African (MENA) regions. This is a racially and ethnically diverse group, including, among others, African Americans (24%), South Asian Americans (23%), and Arab Americans (22%) (Beydoun, 2018, p. 20). While Muslims account for only 1 percent of the US population, worldwide 12 percent of the global community aligns with Islam, constituting a majority in forty-nine countries throughout the Asian-Pacific, Middle East–North African, and Sub-Saharan regions (Pew Research Center, 2017b). Despite proselytization from some factions of Islamist terrorists, less than 1 percent of the global Muslim community affiliates with these violent groups (Kurzman, 2018), contrary to contemporary prejudicial assumptions.

Currently estimated at 3.7 million (AAI, 2017a), Arab-American communities are composed of diverse ancestries, faiths, and cultures, with an increasing solidarity emerging through political movements and advocacy organizations, such as the Arab American Institute (AAI) and the American-Arab Anti-Discrimination Committee (ADC). Early Arab immigrants, following the fall of the Ottoman Empire prior to World War I, were mostly Christian families. Over time, Arab immigrants to the United States have come from many countries, increasingly of Muslim faith. Recent trends include more Muslim and Christian Iraqi and Syrian families, though the largest Arab-American communities identify with Lebanese and Egyptian heritage (AAI, 2017a; Semaan, 2014). These distinct histories are obscured when identities are conflated in mediated discourse.

Following a period of relative invisibility in US official discourse, when Arab Americans were designated “white” in the national census, advocacy efforts increasingly have worked toward creating more relevant and comprehensive categories, though they have not achieved official census recognition (ADC, 2017; Semaan, 2014). This advocacy is predicated on shared experiences of discrimination juxtaposed with the white privilege accorded those of European descent. Muslim, Arab, and other American communities have had their citizenship and patriotism publicly and routinely questioned in post 9/11 America, with Arab Muslim Americans experiencing more discrimination than Arab Christian Americans (Akram, 2002; Alsultany, 2012; Beydoun, 2018; Selod, 2015; Semaan, 2014).

These trends toward public prejudice have been emerging over time, with an increasing number of anti-Muslim groups documented by the Southern Poverty Law Center (2017a; 2017b), rising to 101 in 2016 from 34 in 2015, and from an even lower number of 5 in 2010. It is not just the absolute numbers of hate groups in general that are increasing. Reviewing these statistics more closely shows that the proportion of hate devoted to Muslim communities has grown from 4 percent of all US-based hate groups in 2015 (34/892), to 11 percent (101/917) in 2016. While documentation of organized groups illustrates just one facet of a more complex dynamic of prejudice, this does signify a trend toward public visibility, increasingly connected with violence. The Council on American-Islamic Relations (CAIR) has documented dramatic jumps in incidents reported directly to them following 9/11, steadily rising from about two hundred to three hundred a year in the preceding five years to one thousand by 2003 and onward, to the point of quadrupling this estimate by 2018 (Hooper, 2018). The 9/11 juncture also anticipates more reported violence against property, as well as passenger profiling. Hate crimes against Muslim and Arab Americans have increased dramatically since 2011, with a sharp increase from 2014 on (AAI, 2017b; Bridge Initiative, 2017; Beydoun, 2018; Pitter, 2017). Public acts and expressions of hate against US citizens find support through problematic media narratives that affect human relationships and social perceptions (Tukachinsky, 2015).

Mediated Prejudice

Media play a critical role in shaping our social identities as well as interactions, privileging some political positions and viewpoints over others. Assertions of hate may be inspired and reinforced through cultural norms prevalent in mediated public discourse. Dominant discourse takes shape not just from a single text, such as a film or news story, but as a cumulative avalanche of strong narratives that contribute over time to an assumed set of social expectations. Given the importance of narratives that construct discriminatory portraits of Arab and Muslim communities, in this research I consider not just one genre, but the resonance across narratives in popular culture, news, and foreign aid, each presenting a framework for articulating concerns and resolutions, collectively reinforcing problematic stereotypes. The relatively recent emergence of shared online videos is outside the scope of this project but would be a valuable extension of this work in future scholarship.

Mediated assertions of the Middle East, whether through film, broadcast news, or government policies and statements, can be considered in terms of their narratives, which typically offer simplified plots without historical context; their characters, in terms of negative and limited attributes; and their constructed maps, inscribing both boundaries and landscapes that shape action and sentiment. In this exploration of US media constructions of Arab and Muslim communities, action-adventure becomes a dominant frame, asserting empire as noble and rescue as necessary, where Middle Eastern landscapes serve as passive backgrounds for conquest and violence.

In addition to considering how US narratives in popular culture, news, and foreign aid compare across these public platforms, I consider the extent to which dominant themes may have changed over time. This historical lens is particularly critical in this study, given the projected expectation that U.S. media became more discriminatory following 9/11 in 2001. Keeping this year in mind, I question the degree to which dominant media constructions in the United States may have changed since the mid-1990s or may endure despite small fluctuations.

This approach to analysis across discourses and over time is meant to allow a more comprehensive exploration of how mediated narratives prevail or endure and their consequences. The study considers the significance of mediated narratives that contribute to a dominant “mediated construction of reality,” building on Couldry and Hepp’s (2017) insightful framework. Their scholarship offers a significant justification for and explanation of this theoretical direction, building on the essential work of Silverstone (2002) and Martin-Barbaro (1993), whose groundbreaking contributions to communication studies insightfully situate narrative content within national cultures. While it may be easy to focus on the consequences of media saturation, Silverstone’s scholarship reminds us that mediation engages a broader “transformative process in which the meaningfulness and value of things are constructed” (2002, p. 745). He describes mediation as a “fundamentally, but unevenly, dialectic process in which institutionalized media of communication . . . are involved in the general circulation of symbols in social life” (p. 762). This approach to understanding communication, then, offers a comprehensively and contextually bound framework, recognizing that this dialectic engagement is neither smooth nor linear, given asymmetrical power dynamics.

Subsequently, Couldry (2008), Hepp (2019), Hjarvard (2013), Schulz (2004), and others (Hepp et al., 2015) have drawn attention to mediatization, emphasizing media logics as central to social transformation and political action. Hepp’s (2019) description of mechanization, electrification, and digitization as waves of mediatization illustrates the importance of understanding how these logics are integral to our society, particularly as current trends toward datafication inscribe implicit biases with far-reaching consequences through the construction and assertion of particular algorithms. Central to Hepp’s (2019) articulation of “deep mediatization” are key points that contribute to the theoretical foundations of this work: we understand media as a process, not solely as content or technology; as a sensitizing concept, considering how communication may shape perception beyond simplistic media effects; and as embedded in social infrastructure, considering how our practices contribute to a media repertoire of patterns.

Recognizing that mediation and mediatization are not mutually exclusive concepts, this work sees the importance of media logics and systems as integrated with other institutional practices and social norms, intending to move our focus from being exclusively on texts to considering broader consequences and contexts (Couldry & Hepp, 2013; Kunelius & Reunanen, 2016; Pamment, 2015). This project relies on mediation as a theoretical conceptualization that centers on the importance of media without overly aggrandizing technologies, moving away from a linear model of media effects toward a more holistic perspective that positions mediated texts as produced and understood through social interpretations, grounded in political contexts, and contributing to political decisions (Christensen & Peterson, 2017; Couldry, 2012; Enghel, 2016; Livingston & Lunt, 2014). Media do more than influence narrowly operationalized attitudes; media shape norms of prejudice that challenge our everyday lives.

US media work to mediate the Middle East for American audiences through articulation of Arab and Muslim communities as antithetical to projected American values. Attitudes relevant to this study consider perceptions of Arab and Muslim communities, along with others in the United States, in ways that specify interest in collaboration with the Middle East as well as fear of terrorism. In this way, preference for or against constructed cultural groups based on generalized stereotypes is considered more prevalent in the absence of direct connection and thus more susceptible to mediated stereotypes (Bell, 2017; Downing & Husband, 2005).

Situating media texts within contexts allows us to privilege the importance of politics within normative climates. In the United States, a “war on terror” has been a central frame, used not only to build support for aggressive policies, but also to justify discriminatory practices against Arab and Muslim communities (Hatton & Nielson, 2016), migration control, and citizen surveillance (Castonguay, 2015). National policies and projects under President Trump included domestic surveillance under the guise of “countering Islamic violence,” registering Muslim immigrants into the United States, creating travel bans, and restricting civic organizations and programs (Beydoun, 2018, p. 9). Invoking this prejudice builds on collective fear. Public attention to terrorism can be seen as “a product of propaganda of fear that has defined a plethora of U.S. news coverage for more than a decade” (Altheide, 2013, p. 233), through accentuating a sense of danger and offering a simplistic account of violence without context (Evans, 2010).

Through this research I intend to demonstrate the persistence and prevalence of problematic narratives projected through US media, as well as the consequences of these dominant themes to public opinion, shaping public action and public policies. Chapter 4, concerning consequences, follows chapter 3’s consideration of how US film, news, and foreign aid discourses offer particular narratives that discriminate against Arab and Muslim communities. And this consideration of media narratives builds on chapter 2, which explores how media map the Middle East, bounding and projecting particular assumptions about the region and its communities.

Mapping the Middle East

Considering mediating as building upon mapping, conceptualized as an asserted construction of territory, and upon narrating, conceptualized as structuring a sequence of events guided through familiar plots and characters, chapter 2 begins by questioning basic assumptions about what constitutes the “Middle East.” This is a particularly problematic articulation of complex maps, embodying multiple languages and dialects, differentiated social classes, and migrant groups, along with dominant and marginalized national communities. Most importantly for this project, the projection of “Middle” and “East” implicates the observer, viewed from the perspective of Northern and Western agencies. Another vantage point might consider this territory as “Western Asia,” for example, in relation to South or East Asia. Mapping engages a power structure, through which those with resources control the parameters that limit material, economic, and human mobility.

Political mapping builds on historical assumptions as well as contemporary agendas of national and global agencies (Shah & Wilkins, 2004), which are inspired and perpetuated through mediated articulations in policies, popular culture, and news. This conceptualization of mapping stems from Gregory Bateson’s (1972) work, in his explorations of how social constructions create “maps” that are distinct from “territories,” representing the product of political struggles over the categorization of areas, routes, and directions with clear consequences to peoples’ lives (Tawil-Souri, 2012; Wilkins, 2008; Wilkins, 2018a).

The construction of a global space referred to as the “Middle East” illustrates an outcome of mapping that embodies centuries of political imperialism. Beydoun (2018) writes that “these contiguous regions, also home to sizable non-Muslim and indigenous non-Arab populations, were consolidated into one region called the “Middle East,” itself a product of Orientalist perspective, creation, and geographic ambiguity” (p. 53). Maps such as these suggest “geopolitical truth” (Dittmer, 2005) when learned as “facts,” thus legitimizing the territorial boundaries as “natural” rather than as politically contested borders. Global maps delineating nation-states justify the division of complex cultural groups into seemingly neatly defined nations, despite the strength of transnational ties and the prevalence of conflict over national borders.

In this chapter I consider two broad questions concerning US media mapping: How do US government and media sources map the Middle East? and What perspectives are privileged? With reference to the first question, I consider what is visible, and by extension what is not visible through these frames. Next, I consider the shaping of a “Middle East” across various government sources. This analysis begins with attention to US government agencies with interests in the Middle East, including the Department of State (DOS), the Agency for International Development (USAID), the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA), the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI), the Office of the US Trade Representative (USTR), and the Department of Agriculture (DOA). The construction of the Middle East is then considered in terms of the countries included in each official jurisdiction of this territory, as well as the assignation of these countries as areas for development, trade, intervention, and other official US actions. These maps are considered in relation to historical timelines registering US intervention in the region.

While maps of the Middle East created by US agencies engaged in funding, collaboration, and combat in these territories assert explicitly political interests, the Middle East projected through public news attention implies an indirect political agenda created through recognition of events and people in the region. In this analysis, broadcast news from central television sources (ABC, CBS, CNN, and NBC) are consulted in terms of the places from which news is reported, as well as the places that become subjects of news. Differences are considered across organizational sources, as well as over time (1996–2018). Focusing on these four specific television channels allows us to consider the more mainstream sources prevalent within the United States. Television broadcast news serves as the source for this analysis, given its wider access and reach than prominent print news sources, as well as closer connection to broadcast political satire, itself a dominant source of news within the United States. Pew research identifies television as the most cited source of news among Americans, higher than reading news online or in print or than listening to the radio (Kohut et al., 2010). Particularly in terms of foreign news, studies suggest that US-based audiences are more likely to find news through entertaining, “soft” news sources, indicating the relevance of television over print (Baum, 2002).

Mapping is also considered in terms of the landscapes projected in popular films that reference the Middle East, either through the site of action or through central characters. Popular films refer to the top twenty grossing films documented each year between 1996 and 2018, focusing on those that reference the region (n = 49). The original sample included the year 1995, which had no relevant films for this analysis; whether we include this earlier year for a total of twenty-three or twenty-four years, roughly 10 percent of popular films are included for consideration, having some reference to the Middle East. In this analysis, I consider which countries are explicitly featured in these films, whether as urban or desert landscapes, and whether as current, future, past, or mythical in time. It is also important to note whether these landscapes offer passive scenery for actors foreign to that local context and whether the action engaged is violent. Analysis of visual images is considered in terms of the still photographs used to publicize development projects, along with central marketing images for key films and videogames identified with references to the Middle East.

These constructions are considered across the genres and sources in which the Middle East becomes figured in this conceptual mapping, as well as over time. This analysis of perspective articulated through mapping grounds the next chapter, which concerns how US media narrate the Middle East.

Narrating the Middle East

In chapter 3, I demonstrate the resonance of an action-adventure narrative, dominant in films and video games, with narratives in news and foreign aid, to explain problems, their causes, and their heroic resolutions. Given its prominence in popular culture, action-adventure is a dominant approach to structuring narratives and texts that feature the Middle East as landscape or through characters. These narratives are explored across these sources and over time. The chapter considers potential shifts in or endurance of key themes that position the Middle East as a passive landscape or an empty slate, as well as characters as weak or evil, in relation to a heroic and benevolent United States, armed with modern technologies and weapons.

The sources for this analysis include official documentation of US development assistance to the region, along with the television news transcripts and popular films described in the previous chapter. Film serves as a valuable source of data, illustrating dominant narratives in mainstream and popular media. Supplementing analyses of popular film, I include an overview of videogames. This industry has surpassed that of global film in terms of revenue (Alvarez, 2015; The Economist, 2011; Statistica, 2015). Even with the rise of other national film industries, the United States remains one of the top producers of global film (Crane, 2014). Film and video game industries constitute significant agents contributing to dominant narratives produced and distributed on a global scale.

Extensive scholarship on US popular culture has demonstrated the prominence of action-adventure rescue missions and mythical fantasies when plots, characters, and landscapes feature the Middle East (Alsultany, 2012, 2016; McAlister, 2005; Shaheen, 2001; Wilkins, 2008).
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