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Chapter Four

Television, Islam, and
the Invisible: Narratives on
Terrorism and Immigration

Tim Karis

During the first hours and days after the killing of Osama bin Laden had been
announced, the Obama administration had to face a lot of questions. Had the
operation been carried out in accordance with international law? Was the
codename Geronimo offensive to Native Americans? Had Islamic laws been
breached by burying the body at sea? And most importantly: was it really
him? The latter question often came alongside the public demand to make
pictures of bin Laden’s dead body available to the public. These pictures, it
was argued, would prove to the world that the story of the chase down and
killing of the world’s most wanted terrorist was actually true. President Barack
Obama, however, decided that the pictures would not be released. When asked
about this policy on 60 Minutes, he answered: “It is important for us to make
sure that very graphic photos of somebody who was shot in the head are not
floating around as an incitement to additional violence.” When asked about his
reaction when he saw the pictures, he briefly added: “It was him.”!

To this day, the Obama administration has not released any pictures show-
ing a dead Osama bin Laden. In a visual culture such as ours, this is highly
remarkable. And yet, it is important to realize that the administration did not
altogether refrain from providing the public with visual material regarding bin
Laden’s killing. Instead, on May 7, five days after the killing, the US Depart-
ment of Defense released five clips of video footage that had been secured
by US Special Forces at bin Laden’s last refuge in Abbottabad, Pakistan.? In
four of the five videos, bin Laden can be seen giving statements. Only one of
these four appears to have been produced for release with the remaining three
appearing to be rehearsal material. Bin Laden gives his statements in sparse
and unimpressive surroundings and, at one point, misses a cue. Although the
videos were released with their soundtracks erased, it is apparent just by look-
ing at the visual material that these videos would have destroyed bin Laden’s
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larger-than-life appearance had they been released by Al-Qaeda. It was, how-
ever, a fifth video that by far gained most of the attention. The media called it
“most revealing,” “extraordinary” and “astonishing.” One journalist wrote:
“In the most candid scenes, bin Laden can be seen watching news coverage
of himself on television.”

In the following, T will take the video of bin Laden’s channel surfing
through television news programs as a starting point for an analysis of how
television creates public images and narratives. These images and narratives
can change over time in a complex and often ambiguous media discourse.
Taking the leading German television news magazine Tagesthemen (1978-
present) as an example and focusing on the media narrative on Islamic ter-
rorism, 1 will briefly trace that developing narrative from the Beirut attacks
of 1983 to the prevented attacks on Times Square in 2010, sketch out its
component parts, and end with some reflections as to whether this narrative
may have been dissolved in the context of the release of the bin Laden videos.
Most importantly, I will point out how the terrorism narrative got entangled
with a different media narrative revolving around Muslim immigration to
Germany and other European countries. The link between the two narratives,
I argue, is based on a notion of “invisibility” that is applied both to terrorists
hiding from criminal prosecution and immigrants allegedly creating so called
“parallel societies” that have but little contact with the rest of the country.
My main argument is that since television creates what is visible and what
is invisible in a society, it is of major importance to re-evaluate its role in
creating public images of Islam, to take seriously the complexities and am-
biguities of media discourse and, thereby, to go beyond the notions of “bias”
and “Islamophobia” that have for a long time dominated academic research
on Islam in the media.’

THE VIDEO: BIN LADEN CHANNEL SURFING

I want to start by describing the famous video of bin Laden’s channel surf-
ing in a bit more detail. For the first minute of the 4:14-long video, all we
see is a television set displaying a list of television channels, apparently an
on-screen menu. As we learn from an information box at the bottom of the
screen, Al Jazeera is then selected and watched for a few seconds. At this
time, Al Jazeera is broadcasting some footage showing Osama bin Laden
calmly walking around in a mountainous region with a companion. Shortly
before the on-screen-menu is displayed again, bin Laden can be seen shoul-
dering a machine gun. Next, there is a camera panning from the upper left
to the lower right, away from the television set and on to Osama bin Laden
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holding a remote control in his hands and apparently watching the footage
of himself on Al Jazeera. After that, the camera zooms out so that both the
television set and bin Laden huddling in front of it can be seen. He wears a
ski-cap and is covered in a brown blanket. During the rest of the video, the
camera sometimes zooms on to the television set again, but otherwise stays
in the same position. On the television, various images of Osama bin Laden
are shown as well as an image of the burning Twin Towers of New York’s
World Trade Center.

A quick review of media reporting on the video reveals what was found
most remarkable about the video was its extraordinary ordinariness. In the
video, bin Laden does not appear as a “gun-toting rebel or the scholarly sheikh
dictating messages to the outside world”” but rather “aged and frail,”® “hag-
gard,” or simply “like an elderly grandfather.”'® Commentators found the
footage to be evidence of bin Laden’s vanity and obsession with his own pub-
lic image or, in a rather different nuance of the same argument, his strategic
will to create a particular image of himself in the public mind. In an interview
with ABC News, Lawrence Wright, author of an acclaimed Al-Qaeda history,
put it like this: “He’s always been very careful about controlling his image
and he was nurturing his image, watching himself on television in what was
the most revealing, most human, least controlled moment of his entire career.
[This is] just a guy who wants to be seen, who wants to be known . . . Very
pathetic in a way.”"! ,

A lot more has been said about this video and even more could be added,
but I want to focus on two aspects here. First, it is important to realize that
the footage of an old man watching television can only be of impact in the
context of a larger discourse, in which this particular old man, Osama bin
Laden, is widely known and commonly associated with a particular style of
visual appearance. Seeing bin Laden in a different visual context has an eye-
opening effect for viewers, which is further enhanced by the juxtaposition
of the aged bin Laden in front of the television set with the agile bin Laden
on the television screen. Second, the video creates confusion about the roles
of the observer and the observed. In the discourse so far, distinctions have
been quite clear: a Western recipient of a newscast would be “the observer”
and Osama bin Laden would be “the observed.” But now, all of sudden, bin
Laden himself becomes a recipient of a newscast, thus identical with “the
observer” and therefore necessarily different from “the observed.” This has a
major effect on the believability of bin Laden’s former media image: if Bin-
Laden-on-television is not identical with Bin-Laden-outside-television, then
the Bin-Laden-on-television becomes less believable. The powerful symbol
of Islamic terrorism becomes a media invention, a hoax, a chimera. Thus, the
whole media discourse centering on Osama bin Laden, or rather, as pointed
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out in the following, the media narrative on Islamic terrorism is substantially
called into question. Had a picture of bin Laden’s dead body been released,
this would have been a clear proof of his demise, but with the release of the
video of bin Laden watching television something much more important hap-
pened—bin Laden died as a discursive symbol.

In short, the video quite uniquely demonstrates that television images are
not copies of the real world, but contingent symbols that are created and
shaped in media discourse. These symbols can become very powerful for
a time, as the example of Osama bin Laden plainly proves, but they are at
the same time very fragile elements of a media discourse that is itself ever-
changing and full of ambiguity.

ISLAM AND THE MEDIA

In the following, I will sketch out the media discourse in which the symbol
“Osama bin Laden” has played a significant part for more than ten years after
the 9/11 attacks. In order to do that, I draw on a larger research project, in
which I analyzed news coverage on Islam in the 1979-2010 time period."
This research is centered on the German television news magazine Tagesthe-
men, which is one of the most popular, most influential, and most trusted news
programs of the country. For the study, I conducted 80 in-depth-analyses of
the 3-5-minutes reports that are characteristic for the format, concentrating
on the visual material used in the television reports.

Research on the portrayal of Islam in Western media has been conducted
for a rather long time, starting with Edward Said’s renowned study Cover-
ing Islam® in which he applied the critical stance toward Western notions of
Islam first developed in Orientalism' onto contemporary media reporting.
Today, research on Islam and the media is an interdisciplinary endeavor
bringing together expertise from media studies, religious studies, sociol-
ogy, political sciences, Islamic studies, and other disciplines. This research
tradition has produced a lot of important and sometimes disturbing insights
into the way Western media portray Islam in an often uninformed and, at
times, hostile way.'* However, | argue in my work that too many studies are
confined to the identification of a rather homogenous set of stereotypes. Re-
searchers commonly assume that this set of stereotypes has been passed on in
the West for generations. Its widespread use in media reporting is interpreted
by researchers as an indication of a one-dimensional Western perception
of Islam, variously called “Orientalism,” “Islamophobia,” or, in the Ger-
man context, “Feindbild Islam.” By basing their research on these concepts,
too many studies fail to get a deeper understanding of the fine nuances and
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ambiguities that are characteristic for the discourse. For example, most stud-
ies miss that a lot of media coverage actually revolves around the fact that
many Muslims are victims of various discriminations—and that the reporting
journalists unanimously condemn these discriminations. These reports, 1 ar-
gue, should not be considered to be exceptions to a media discourse that is, in
essence, islamophobic. Rather, they should be considered to be a distinct part
of a complex discourse in which various, and sometimes opposing, elements
are in many ways entangled.'

DISCOURSE AND NARRATIVE

In order to analyze such a complex discourse, it is helpful to turn to the un-
derstanding of mass media as producers of contingent and dynamic orders of
knowledge, as it is put forward by the British Cultural Studies. It is these or-
ders of knowledge that I call media discourses. For the purpose of analysis, it
is expedient to distinguish a number of individual media discourses with each
media discourse centered on a different subject matter: “the climate change
discourse,” “the financial crisis discourse,” “the Islam discourse.” Within the
Islam discourse, as Cultural Studies would argue, all public knowledge of
Islam is produced, distributed, and continuously altered over time."’

Discourse Analysis is a heterogeneous field encompassing lots of indi-
vidual approaches, which are for the most part drawing from the works of
Michel Foucault. In my research, I developed a narrative approach to dis-
course analysis that starts with Foucault and then takes its cues from British
media scholar John Fiske, British Anglicist David Herman, German sociolo-
gist Willy Viehover, and German media scholar Knut Hickethier.'® In short,
this approach proceeds on the assumption that public knowledge, which is
produced in media discourses, is ordered in narratives. Thus, what we know
about Islam, we know from the stories the media tell—shorter stories in
individual reports and larger stories developing over time. The telling and
constant re-telling of these larger stories is what makes the media, and par-
ticularly television, in the words of John Fiske, “our own culture’s bard.”" [t
is by way of storytelling that the media are constantly “constructing meaning-
ful totalities out of scattered events.”?

In a longue durée perspective, the larger narratives are of particular inter-
est. Thus, the aim of my research on the coverage of Islam on Tagesthemen
between 1979 and 2010 was to identify a repertoire of Islam narratives that
journalists have drawn on in that time period, to describe the narrative’s re-
lationships to each other and to call into question the taken-for-grantedness
with which they are told. In order to do that, a qualitative research method
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was developed. The interpretive work centered on the question, in which way
individual journalistic statements from the Tagesthemen reports and indi-
vidual images used in these reports reflected larger narratives on Islam and, at
the same time, contributed to the further development of these narratives. As
a result of this research, the following narratives were identified: (1) The Rise
of Fundamentalism, (2) The Decline of the Old Orient, (3) The Clash of Civi-
lizations, (4) The Islamic Terrorism, (5) The Problem of Integration, and (6)
The Discrimination of Muslims. In the following, I will focus on the fourth
of these narratives and briefly discuss its special relationship with the fifth.”!

THE TERRORISM NARRATIVE

According to the narrative approach developed in my research, a narrative
is comprised of five elements. It starts with a state of equilibrium (1), which
is then disrupted by the action of a villain (2), creating disequilibrium. The
narrative then charts the course of this disequilibrium (3), particularly the
ways in which this disruption is harmful for people, who are presented as
the victims in the narrative (4). Media narratives usually do not have final
resolutions. Instead, several different versions of possible resolutions (5) are
inscribed into the narrative.?

Thus, the first question that needs to be asked about the terrorism narrative
is: which is the state of equilibrium that is assumed to have been disrupted
by the emergence of terrorism? In one word, this state of equilibrium can be
called “security.” This concept, however, has several meanings. First, ter-
rorism clearly endangers the operational safety of buildings and other infra-
structure and the physical integrity of humans. In that sense, the concept of
security is ever-present in Tagesthemen reports. More importantly, however,
references to security are also made in a more general sense. Security is then
understood as an overall normalcy, as the basic condition for everyday life.
For example, this can be seen in a Tagesthemen report from 1983 that was
broadcast on the occasion of terrorist attacks on French and American sol-
diers in Beirut. In the words of the reporting journalists, the attack had to be
understood as an “assault on peace.”” According to this statement, the attacks
should not be understood as an attempt to accomplish strategic goals within
a military conflict, but as an end in itself. Thus, a disruption of equilibrium is
assumed to be not only the result of terrorist activity, but also its actual aim—
a feature of the narrative that sharply differentiates it from the other narratives
of the Islam discourse. Another example of this notion of terrorism can be
found in a Tagesthemen report from February 27, 1993, which was broadcast
one day after the first terror attacks on the World Trade Center in New York



Television, Islam, and the Invisible 53

City. In this report, Mario Cuomo, then governor of the State of New York, is
quoted as follows: “Fear is the weapon they use against you. And that’s what
terrorists are all about. . . . What they’re trying to do is deny you normalcy.”?
This idea of terrorism aiming at the destruction of normalcy as such is the true
beginning of the terrorism narrative. It does not start with terror attacks in the
West, but with the insight that Western security might, from one moment to
the other, prove a false security.

1993 AND BEYOND: ASSOCIATIONS

This leads to the question as to when this narrative was first established in
media discourse. When was the notion of terrorism as an ultimate threat to
Western normalcy first introduced in the media? Drawing on a sample of
eighty reports from a singular news magazine, this question can hardly be
answered with any certainty. However, it is striking to see how Tagesthemen
reports from 1993 on the World Trade Center bombings differ a lot from re-
ports on the Oklahoma City bombings of 1995. In 1993, journalists were very
reluctant to speculate on the question whether the explosions in the World
Trade Center had, in fact, been caused by a bomb and, if so, whether this
might suggest a terrorist background. Ever since the events of 1993, however,
journalists were quickly jumping to conclusions and speculated excessively
on the alleged probability of a terrorist background and on the likely villains
in that scenario: Muslims. This is particularly evident in the context of the
Oklahoma City bombings from 1995. On April 20, 1995, the day after the
bombing, that day’s edition of Tagesthemen is full of references to the events
of two years earlier. “Then, too,” it is stated in one report, “America had
considered itself to be safe.”® Right after that statement, images of those re-
sponsible for the attacks on the World Trade Center are displayed. In another
report from the same day, Oklahoma City is coined “one of the largest centers
of Islamic fundamentalism.” Furthermore, Tagesthemen reporters talk about
a “growing suspicion of the responsibility of Arab terrorists” for the Okla-
homa City bombings. In that same report, a terrorism expert is interviewed,
according to whom the attack “appears to have a connection to the Middle
East” and has been conducted due to the “hatred different Islamic organiza-
tions nourish against the United States.”?¢

These assumptions are of particular interest because, as was revealed in break-
ing news during the same edition of Tagesthemen, Muslims were, in fact, not
responsible for the Oklahoma City bombings. Rather, the attack was executed
by Timothy McVeigh, a non-Muslim American. Thus, while journalists in 1993
apparently lacked the possibility to bring the event in line with an established
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interpretive pattern, in 1995 they prematurely invoked the Islamic-terrorism
narrative. By 1995, thus, this narrative was an integral part of the journalistic
repertoire and an obvious choice when it came to interpreting bombing attacks.

In the following years, whenever a terrorist attack occurred, Tagesthemen
journalists would look back at earlier attacks and draw comparisons. For ex-
ample, a report that was broadcast on September 11, 2001, actually starts with
footage from 1993 in which a fireman strides across a scene of devastation not
unlike the ones emerging in New York City at the time of broadcasting. These
visual similarities are verbalized in the report: “February 26, 1993, the images
are much alike: an attack on the World Trade Center in New York. Ramzi
Ahmed Yousef, one of the captured bombers, stated in his interrogation that
if he had had more explosives, he would have been able to cause the collapse
of both towers.”” The reference to and use of similar images show that the
narrative is essentially based on an associative rather than a causal structure.
Within the logic of the narrative, terrorist attacks occur not because a differ-
ent terrorist attack occurred before, but rather both attacks independently give
evidence of the existence of Islamic terrorism. It is by way of linking events to
each other that narrative coherence is produced and it is this coherence that al-
lows journalists to talk about what is unwrapping before them in a meaningful
‘way. Even on September 11, 2001, a day often cited to have been an enormous
challenge for journalists due to its unexpectedness, the media, after an initial
phase of confusion, were actually very quick to invoke the Islamic terrorism
narrative.”® Just hours after the attack, Tagesthemen showed the aforemen-
tioned images from 1993 and proceeded by portraying a “bloody trace of ter-
ror” from 1993 via the Nairobi and Darussalam attacks of 1998 to the present
day.” After 9/11, the attacks from that day became the central point of refer-
ence in Tagesthemen, as is the case, for example, in Tagesthemen reports on
the bombings in Madrid in 2004 and the Tagesthemen report on the prevented
bombings on New York’s Times Square in May 2010: “The bomb was sup-
posed to hit the heart of New York. Today, many people think of when, back
then, two airplanes brought the terror into the city.” This associative narrative
structure has one important effect—It gives rise to the disturbing expectation
that one terrorist attack will certainly be followed by another.

VILLAINS: OSAMA BIN LADEN AND
THE INVISIBILITY OF TERRORISM

On September 11, 2001, Tagesthemen did not fail to mention who they held
responsible for the attacks: “Terror is given a face: Osama bin Laden. The
Saudi multi-millionaire becomes the world’s most wanted man.”' Based on
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my research sample, it appears that the focus on bin Laden as the major vil-
lain of the narrative really begins with the 9/11 attacks. Before that, Islamic
terrorists were hardly ever mentioned by name. Instead, narrative coherence
was produced by frequent reference to a number of alleged common features
of Islamic terrorists—features that after 9/11 would, in part, also be applied to
bin Laden, The first of these features is the terrorist’s presumed irrationality.
This notion is in line with the basic idea of the narrative outlined above: ter-
rorists do not act out of strategic considerations, but out of sheer hatred. In the
context of the Oklahoma City bombings, which Tagesthemen considered to
be an attack executed by Islamic terrorists, this idea of terrorism as an end in
itself is evoked several times. This is one example: “[The attack] shows that
there are terrorists—religious or other kinds of fanatics—who, unlike politi-
cally motivated perpetrators, do not waste any thought on who they are killing
or how many people. Mass murder seems to be factored in, or rather, it seems
to be the point.”*? This notion of the religiously fanatic terrorist can also be
found much earlier in the material. In a Tagesthemen report on the Beirut
attacks from October 1983, these attacks are commented upon as follows:
“The members of this militant group have proven their hatred against Ameri-
cans several times during the past weeks. . . . Americans and Frenchmen are
foreign devils, that is the position of this militant group. . . . They consider it
their divine mission to humiliate the foreign devils and to kill them. In order to
execute this mission, they are even willing to give their lives.” It is striking
how these notions are echoed in more recent Tagesthemen reports concerned
with Al-Qaeda. As is stated on Tagesthemen on September 11, 2001, “[Al-
Qaeda’s] terror is not directed against representatives of the United States
alone, but increasingly becomes a compulsion to the mass killing of innocent
people.” In these examples, terrorism does not appear as a political strategy,
but as pure hatred or even—as is implied by the word “compulsion”—as a
mental deficiency. Thus, the question, that is repeatedly asked with regards
to Islamic terrorists is not “What do they want?,” but “Where does the hatred
come from that causes terrorists to do things like that?”

At the same time, when it comes to Al-Qaeda, the notion of terrorist irratio-
nality, while never completely dismissed, is sometimes eclipsed by a notion
of terrorist professionalism. Throughout the reports, Al-Qaeda is depicted not
as a fanatic mob, but as a highly regulated organization. For example, refer-
ring to the attack in Madrid in 2004, it is said that “the range of the attack and
the coordination necessary to have ten bombs explode at different places at
the same time”* indicated the likeliness of Al-Qaeda’s responsibility. Osama
bin Laden embodies this professional terrorism. In the footage shown of him,
he never appears fanatic, outraged or hateful, but—while the West is seized
with panic and fear—relaxed and reflective, calm and confident.



56 Chapter Four

The second feature Islamic terrorists share, according to the terrorism
narrative, is their invisibility. Again, the Tagesthemen reports on the Okla-
homa City bombings provide some good examples. The alleged decision
of Muslims to make Oklahoma City “one of the largest centers of Islamic
fundamentalism” is explained with reference to the fact that Oklahoma is
located in the Midwest where, for the Muslims, it would be “easy to escape
public attention.” The notion of an anti-Western Muslim conspiracy is fur-
ther evoked in the report by showing amateur footage of a Muslim conference
held in Oklahoma City in 1992, Unlike other footage, these unprofessional
recordings with poor image quality give the impression that this footage was
not meant to be released to the public. Audience members are led to believe
that by showing this amateur footage, Tagesthemen is providing an exclusive
look behind the curtain of the secret terrorist underground. To give another
example, in a report on the situation in Algeria, which was broadcast on Janu-
ary 6, 1993, the existence of a “terrorist underground,” an “Islamist under-
ground,” or an “armed Islamist underground” is mentioned.*® Twelve years
later, again referring to Algeria, the notion of terrorist invisibility is evoked
again: “It is in the mountains behind the village that the fanatic Muslims had
their hiding place.™’

Most notably, the notion of terrorist invisibility is evoked with reference to
Osama bin Laden and Al-Qaeda. Bin Laden and the “worldwide web of ter-
rorist cells [he is] supposed to have woven™ can be regarded as an embodi-
ment of the notion of terrorist invisibility. The notion of an invisible terrorist
network comprised of cells “just waiting to be called to action™! perfectly fits
a narrative, in which the story of an invisible, yet ever-present menace is told.
Bin Laden’s invisibility is pointed out on Tagesthemen when there is mention
of the way he only communicates with the West by way of “messages on an
audio tape™*? or when it is stated that he “found shelter in. Afghanistan with
the holy warriors of the Taliban™* At the time of this statement, again, low
quality, low light amateur footage is used, showing bin Laden in midst of
mummed companions in a small tent.

Remarkably, just after this footage of the “invisible” bin Laden is shown,
the report proceeds by showing footage of Afghan women wearing burqas. At
this point in the report, the burqas are quite likely symbolizing Taliban rule
in Afghanistan. But it is also tempting to think about the burqa as a symbol
oscillating between visibility and invisibility. On the one hand, the burqa as
such is highly visible. In fact, it is so visible that in some European countries,
attempts have been made to ban the burga from public spaces although only a
few Muslim immigrants in these countries actually wear burqas.** Apparently
the burga exceeds the visibility of other garments in such a way that it can
hardly be ignored. On the other hand, what is most striking about the burqa
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is the invisibility of the person wearing it. In the scene described above, this
is impressively captured in a camera shot which starts with a total view of
several women in burqas, then zooms in and ends on a close-up of one of the
women’s veiled faces.”” Normally, a close-up of a person’s face is expected
to reveal not only what a person looks like, but also that person’s inner emo-
tions, thoughts and subjectivity. Since this is clearly not possible in case of
the veiled face of the woman wearing a burqa, the shot creates confusion and
fundamentally disappoints standard viewing habits.

THE INVISIBILITY OF THE “PARALLEL SOCIETY”

The burqa, in short, is an ambiguous if not paradox symbol. As such it can
also be found in Tagesthemen reports dealing with matters of immigration of
Muslims into European countries. In those cases, the burqa becomes a symbol
of what, in Germany, has been called the “parallel society.”® This term is
used to describe the fact that in some European countries, large Muslim com-
munities emerged who have but little contact with the so-called “majority so-
ciety.” In these communities, Muslim immigrants were able to build a widely
independent infrastructure (shops, clubs, restaurants, etc.) thereby creating an
environment in which it became possible for Muslims living in Germany to
hardly get in contact with traditional German culture and, most importantly,
the German language. While similar communities have existed for a long time
in other countries, such as the United States, Germany for a long time did not
consider itself to be an Einwanderungsgesellschaft (immigration society). Mi-
grants who came to Germany were—and for the most part still are—expected
to seamlessly blend into German society—to “integrate.” It is due to their pre-
sumed lack of contact with non-Muslims that Muslims living in the “parallel
society” are perceived as invisible to the rest of the country and it is precisely
for this reason that the burqa is used as a symbol for the “parallel society.”
Furthermore, this notion of migrant invisibility creates a highly problematic
connection between the terrorism narrative and the integration narrative.

The notion of a parallel Muslim society emerging in Germany can be found
in Tagesthemen teports as early as 1980, thus long before the term “paral-
lel society” was first used. In a report from March 13, 1980, focusing on an
Islamic school, the notion of a willful segregation of Muslims from German
society is expressed as follows: “Because they fear Western influence on their
children, many Turks send even their youngest children to the Imam in order
to have them cram the Qur’an. In Turkey, religious education for young chil-
dren is prohibited. Whereas in Germany, it is a vehicle for political agitation
and a cordon against the integration of young Turks into Germany.”*
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However, in the 1980s, the “parallel society” is not considered to be a
security threat for German society. In later years, especially after 9/11, this
changes significantly. For example, in a report about the Madrid attacks from
March 2004, Spain is called a “refuge” for terrorists and a “safe place for
bin Laden’s fighters, since many Arabian immigrants live here, which makes
it easy to keep a low profile if wary authorities start asking around.”® The
invisible “parallel society” of Muslims is thus depicted as a safe haven for
terrorists who want to remain invisible. Similarly, on September 19, 2001,
Tagesthemen reported: “These days, time and time again, the Federal Repub-
lic of Germany is being referred to as a refuge for Islamic terrorists.”® The
illustration used for this statement is highly problematic, because an image
of Muslims kneeling in prayer is displayed. Terrorism is thereby suggested
to be a characteristic of the Muslim citizens of Germany or of Islam as such.
Likewise, in a report broadcast in November 2004, days after a radical Mus-
lim assassinated Dutch film-maker Theo van Gogh in Amsterdam, the Neth-
erlands is portrayed as follows: “The country is thrown out of joint. What
happened? The former model country for an open, multi-cultural society has
failed in the matter of integration, has let it happen that a dangerous parallel
society could emerge. A minority, arguably, but it despises the values of the
West and considers Islam to be a superior culture.”® Again, this statement is
illustrated with imagery derived from an Islamic religious context: the camera
is positioned in a mosque and pointed to the entrance to the prayer room. The
door to the prayer room is open, but one Muslim stands in the doorway as if
it was his job to keep the camera out of the prayer room. This particular imag-
ery not only suggests an equivalence of radical Muslims capable of murder-
ing Dutch citizens on grounds of religion, but also it conveys the impression
that the Muslims are trying to keep the media from taking a good look at this
“parallel society.”

The notion of Muslim migrants trying to prevent reporting is quite com-
mon in Tagesthemen reports. For example, a report broadcast on October 15,
2001, starts with footage showing a scuffle between Tagesthemen reporters
and members of a radical Muslim group operating in Germany. One Mus-
lim covers up the camera lens with his hand and another one can be heard
shouting “We don’t want to talk, damn it!*! In the context of a narrative, in
which invisibility is the villains’ most important strategy, this is highly re-
markable—By taking the role of investigative reporter, by addressing itself to
make visible that which wants to remain invisible, Tagesthemen, the story’s
narrator, virtually becomes the story’s hero.

To some extent, this can also be seen in reports in which Tagesthemen
reporters are actually invited by Muslim migrants to report on their lifestyle.
One example can be found in a report from October 3, 2001. In Germany,
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October 3 is a national holiday and in 1997 the Muslim community chose
this day to create an annual “Day of the Open Mosque” inviting non-Muslims
to visit their places of prayer. Tagesthemen, it should be noted, did not take
notice of this event until 2001, a few weeks after 9/11, when their report pro-
jected an image of the allegedly strange life going on in the “parallel society”:
“Many visitors—and there are a lot more than in the last five years—Ilearn
for the first time how things are done in a mosque. In socks, they follow
the prayers of the Muslims. They wonder at the strange sounds, the rhyth-
mic movements . . .”*? In this example, Tagesthemen reporting style almost
resembles the tone of an anthropological study.” This suggests that Tages-
themen reporters consider it their mission to enlighten the public on what
goes on in an allegedly alien and usually invisible “parallel society.” This
is even more evident in a report from July 26, 2005, in which reporters—at
the instance of the conviction of Theo van Gogh’s murderer—visit a mosque
in Amsterdam. In this report, the reporting journalists note that they were
“allowed to shoot without constraints™ in the mosque, suggesting that their
report was a rare and particularly authentic insight into the “parallel society.”
At the end of the report it is stated in conclusion: “More openness—a first
step has been made.”>* Tagesthemen’s “expedition” into the “parallel society”
is thus considered to have been a successful (or even heroic) endeavor as it
has increased the Muslim’s visibility in the eyes of non-Muslims.

My main argument here is that by applying the notion of invisibility to
both terrorists and Muslim migrants the ominous equation of Muslims and
terrorists becomes plausible for viewers in a very subtle and complex way.
Research focusing on clear-cut stereotypes that are assumed to have been
passed on through Western notions of Islam for decades cannot capture this
complexity and therefore misses aspects of the discourse that should be taken
into account when it comes to critically reviewing media portrayals of Islam.

WHO IS THE VICTIM?

As mentioned above, my research is based on the assumption that narratives
are composed of five elements. At this point, it has yet to be answered who, in
the terrorism narrative, is considered to be the victim. In order to point out the
exceptionality of the terrorism narrative in this respect, a side glance to the
other narratives of the media discourse on Islam is in order. In the narrative
on Islamic fundamentalism, for instance, it is Muslim women and children
who are depicted as the victims of strict fundamentalist regimes in Islamic
countries. In the integration narrative, too, women and children are consid-
ered to be the major victims—in that case, the victims of their husbands’ or
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parents’ failure to provide them with the opportunity to integrate into Western
society. In the infamous clash of civilizations narrative, obviously, the West
as an abstract entity falls victim to Islamic culture. In the terrorism narrative,
however, virtually everyone—that is to say, each and every individual in the
West—is the victim of this story. In accordance with the notion that terror-
ism’s goal is to threaten the everyday life of individuals, Tagesthemen reports
are full of references to people, who, due to terrorist activities, are abruptly
being torn out of their routines and their normalcy. One example can be found
in a report from March 11, 2004, describing the situation after the Madrid
bombings: “It happened this morning around 8 a.m., when, in Madrid, the
devastating attack unexpectedly struck down many innocent people. The
explosives detonated amidst the morning’s rush hour traffic . . . In this train
alone, 59 passengers, who were on their way to work like every other day,
died because of the bombs.” Similarly, in a report covering the prevented
bombings on Times Square in April 2010, Tagesthemen’s focus is on the ef-
fect the attack would have had on ordinary people: “It could have ended in a
catastrophe. Thousands of people were on their way to have a nice evening
in the restaurants and theaters on Broadway and on Times Square.”* In one
of the reports revolving around the Oklahoma bombing, a female passerby—
herself: symbolizing the everyday person—is asked about her emotions after
the attack. Her answer encapsulates the notion described above: “We are all
in danger.™’

The word “we” in that last statement is of major importance because it
reveals that, if everybody is a victim in this story, the television viewer is a
victim too. As is stated in the same edition of Tagesthemen: “The attack on
Oklahoma City has put the fear of God into America. The nation is sitting
in front of their television screens and is taken in by that glaring hole in that
high-rise building.”*® In a way, rather unexpectedly, the television viewer
becomes a participant in the terrorism narrative, becomes involved in it in a
much more immediate way than is usually the case. It is safe to assume that
this intrusive nature of the narrative is one of the major reasons why it be-
came, for a time, virtually dominant within the Islam discourse.

DISSOLUTIONS

This leads back to my introductory remarks about the bin-Laden video. If the
television viewer is the victim in this narrative, how can Osama bin Laden,
the narrative’s most prominent villain, be watching television? If bin Laden’s
terror organization Al-Qaeda is renowned for its professionalism, how is it
possible that these videos appear amateur-like or even trashy? And most
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importantly: How can it be that in these videos, bin Laden—who for a long
time has been a symbol of terrorist invisibility—is not only visible, but virtu-
ally exposed, particularly in the video of him channel surfing?

Undoubtedly, after the release of the videos, journalists could not continue
to tell the story of Islamic terrorism the way they used to. This does not
mean, however, that they stopped telling this story altogether. For example,
a few weeks after bin Laden was killed, when bombs went off in the Nor-
wegian capital and sixty-nine people were shot on a nearby island, many
journalists speculated the perpetrator had an Islamist background before it
was revealed that the person was actually a non-Muslim Norwegian pursu-
ing a racial and anti-Muslim agenda. Media narratives, thus, do not simply
disappear whenever something happens that calls its leading assumptions
into question. However, it is important to note that media narratives always
inherently include notions of possible endings to the story they are telling.
The media narratives actually depend on ideas as to how the equilibrium that
was disrupted—with this disruption causing the whole story to come into ex-
istence in the first place—can be restored. For example, part of the narrative
on Islamic fundamentalism is the strong notion that fundamentalists might,
at some point in the future, become more moderate or else, the people in the
countries they rule might rise up against them.

In the case of the terrorism narrative, the idea that terrorism can be defeated by
increasing security measures at home or by military action overseas does exist in
Tagesthemen reports, but is eclipsed by the notion that in so doing, Westerners
would betray the very values that terrorism is fighting against, adding a tragic
note to the narrative. There is, however, a different notion as to how this story
might end. It is as simple as it is surprising: the story might end because it just
does. In order to understand this, it is important to remember how the terrorism
narrative begins. It begins with the disruption of an equilibrium, the equilibrium
being the overall normalcy of everyday life. This equilibrium, thus, is effectively
restored when everyday life unspectacularly returns. In Tagesthemen reports,
this notion is frequently invoked. One example can be found in a report dating
from February 27, 1993, the day after the World Trade Center bombings. While
on the preceding day, the Tagesthemen report is filled with blurry images of cha-
otic scenery, the report from February 27 starts with a long and harmonious shot
of a man slowly jogging past the World Trade Center. This shot is accompanied
by the following statement: “Already, the site of catastrophe has been re-opened
for workouts. Everyday life returns.”® Much more than all police measures,
political programs, or military actions frequently demanded to be put into place
in order to defeat terrorism, it is this scenery that really captures what a “happy
ending” of this story might look like. On September 11, 2002, one year after
the 9/11 attacks, a Tagesthemen journalists reports from Manhattan, Kansas, a
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small village chosen to symbolize the heartland of America due to the fact that it
shares its name with New York City’s most famous borough. While on this day
of commemoration, television screens around the world were once again filled
with the airplanes crashing into the Twin Towers and the scenes of devastation
that followed, this other Manhattan is portrayed as a small-town paradise: blue
skies, people strolling along quiet streets, a cheerful and bright farmer’s market,
and finally, a loose and lighthearted atmosphere at a rock concert.®® The “seren-
ity of the countryside,” as this setting is called in the report, becomes a metaphor
for an America that might just find a way back to normalcy.

Television reports like the one just described are hardly ever put on the
agenda of academic research, precisely because of their everyday character.
However, by taking a thorough look at these reports, there is a lot to learn
about the way media narratives are structured and media discourses are or-
dered. Thus, it is important for research on Islam and the media to go beyond
notions of “bias” and “Islamophobia” and to acknowledge the complexities of
the discourse while holding on to, or even deepening, its critical stance toward
media reporting. In this chapter, I could only sketch out one media narrative
within a larger media discourse drawing from material derived from only one
television news magazine. Of the many ways in which this research could
and should be extended, adding an internationally comparative perspective
seems paramount. German media discourse on Islam undoubtedly features a
lot of elements similar to the French, British, or American discourses, but at
the same time, when researchers go beyond the simple identification of ste-
reotypes and inaccuracies, they are sure to find a well of rich differences in
the ways narratives are construed and entangled with each other.

Crucially, when it comes to media research on Islam, researchers have to
remain open for the possibility of change in the way Islam is depicted in me-
dia discourse. The release of the bin Laden videos and the reactions to them
made it quite clear that this discourse is highly dynamic. The current events
in the Arabic world that have somewhat prematurely been called the “Arab
Spring” provide another example of this. Interestingly, when these events
first developed, journalists and politicians alike expected them to become a
possible foundation for the development of a new story the media could tell
about Islam. For example, a commentary for the online edition of the Wash-
ington Post from May 19, 2011, was titled “Writing the Middle East’s New
Narrative.” In this commentary, author David Ignatius analyzes a speech
given by President Obama on that same day. In his speech, Obama had called
the Arab Spring a developing “story of self-determination.”? This story, the
“new narrative of hope and self-reliance,” in Ignatius’s words, was supposed
to replace an old story: “the old narrative of rage that was Osama bin Laden.”
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