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1 Prisms of Prejudice

Media do not re�ect: media refract. And this matters. Established 
and enduring prisms of prejudice are mediated through popular 
culture, through news and information, and through o�cial dis-
course. Prisms of Prejudice examines social and political construc-
tions that articulate sentiments within the United States that have 
consequences not only for foreign policies and international rela-
tionships but also for the experiences of Arab and Muslim US citi-
zens and for norms in US culture. 

Prejudice in the United States against Arab and Muslim com-
munities 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. Contempo-
rary political con�ict in this country highlights crucial divides in 
race, ethnicity, gender, sexual orientation, class, and other dis-
tinctions that contribute to inequities in rights and resources. 
Protests against designated travel bans, police killings, racial 
 inequality, restrictions on military participation, and other cen-
tral concerns characterize resistance against powerful prejudices 
within the United States. With the rising tide of discriminatory 
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practices and pronouncements directed particularly against Arab 
and Muslim communities in the United States, it is worth docu-
menting 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 con�ated through simplistic media narra-
tives. 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—¦rst- 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 Ameri-
cans (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- Paci¦c, 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 a�liates 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 cul-
tures, with an increasing solidarity emerging through political 
movements and advocacy organizations, such as the Arab Ameri-
can Institute (AAI) and the American-Arab Anti-Discrimination 
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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 fam-
ilies, though the largest Arab-American communities identify 
with Lebanese and Egyptian heritage (AAI, 2017a; Semaan, 2014). 
These distinct histories are obscured when identities are con�ated 
in mediated discourse.

Following a period of relative invisibility in US o�cial dis-
course, when Arab Americans were designated “white” in the 
national census, advocacy e·orts increasingly have worked toward 
creating more relevant and comprehensive categories, though they 
have not achieved o�cial census recognition (ADC, 2017; Semaan, 
2014). This advocacy is predicated on shared experiences of dis-
crimination juxtaposed with the white privilege accorded those 
of European descent. Muslim, Arab, and other American com-
munities 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 num-
ber 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 com-
munities has grown from 4 percent of all US-based hate groups 
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in 2015 (34/892), to 11 percent (101/917) in 2016. While docu-
mentation 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 Coun-
cil on American- Islamic Relations (CAIR) has documented dra-
matic jumps in incidents reported directly to them following 9/11, 
steadily rising from about two hundred to three hundred a year 
in the preceding ¦ve 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 pro¦ling. Hate crimes against Mus-
lim 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 ¦nd support through problematic media 
narratives that a·ect 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  dis course. 
Dominant discourse takes shape not just from a single text, such 
as a ¦lm 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 
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narratives in popular culture, news, and foreign aid, each presenting 
a framework for articulating concerns and resolutions, collectively 
reinforcing problematic stereotypes. The relatively recent emer-
gence 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 ¦lm, 
broadcast news, or government policies and statements, can be 
considered in terms of their narratives, which typically o·er sim-
pli¦ed 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 con-
quest and violence. 

In addition to considering how US narratives in popular cul-
ture, 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 dis-
criminatory 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 �uctuations. 

This approach to analysis across discourses and over time is 
meant to allow a more comprehensive exploration of how medi-
ated narratives prevail or endure and their consequences. The 
study considers the signi¦cance of mediated narratives that con-
tribute to a dominant “mediated construction of reality,” building 
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on Couldry and Hepp’s (2017) insightful framework. Their schol-
arship o·ers a signi¦cant justi¦cation for and explanation of this 
theoretical direction, building on the essential work of Silverstone 
(2002) and Martin-Barbaro (1993), whose groundbreaking con-
tributions to communication studies insightfully situate narra-
tive content within national cultures. While it may be easy to focus 
on the consequences of media saturation, Silverstone’s scholar-
ship reminds us that mediation engages a broader “transforma-
tive process in which the meaningfulness and value of things are 
constructed” (2002, p. 745). He describes mediation as a “funda-
mentally, 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, o·ers 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, electri¦cation, and digitization as waves of medi-
atization illustrates the importance of understanding how these 
logics are integral to our society, particularly as current trends 
toward data¦cation inscribe implicit biases with far-reaching con-
sequences through the construction and assertion of particular 
algorithms. Central to Hepp’s (2019) articulation of “deep media-
tization” are key points that contribute to the theoretical founda-
tions 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 
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e·ects; and as embedded in social infrastructure, considering 
how our practices contribute to a media repertoire of patterns.

Recognizing that mediation and mediatization are not mutu-
ally 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 exclu-
sively on texts to considering broader consequences and contexts 
(Couldry & Hepp, 2013; Kunelius & Reunanen, 2016; Pamment, 
2015). This project relies on mediation as a theoretical conceptu-
alization that centers on the importance of media without overly 
aggrandizing technologies, moving away from a linear model of 
media e·ects toward a more holistic perspective that positions 
mediated texts as produced and understood through social inter-
pretations, grounded in political contexts, and contributing to 
political decisions (Christensen & Peterson, 2017; Couldry, 2012; 
Enghel, 2016; Livingston & Lunt, 2014). Media do more than in�u-
ence narrowly operationalized attitudes; media shape norms of 
prejudice that challenge our everyday lives.

US media work to mediate the Middle East for American audi-
ences 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 




