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When we seek to define what it means to be a Muslim woman in India, one is almost immediately confronted with the gross inadequacy of the term, as it forcibly erases the multiple cultural and social identities that a Muslim woman encapsulates. She is a woman, Muslim, and in the Indian context, a minority, with a diverse regional identity. Like any other Indian woman, she is constituted differently across class, religion and region, and has to constantly negotiate her space and freedom in terms of security and conflict, defining  herself through a constant dialogue with patriarchal society. At the same time, there is also a certain specificity about her situation, for perhaps more than any other Indian woman, a Muslim woman’s self-perception must engage with popular representations about her religion and the way these locate her within the community. These popular perceptions often privilege one of the Muslim woman’s multiple selves as definitional of her. 

The need to understand the representation of Muslim women in the India media arises from the fact that they combine in themselves  the images of the Muslim community both in India and in the Islamic world –– they are the victims of Islamic fundamentalism and also its most important signifier. In the western media Islamic resurgence is seen as the chief perpetuator of atrocities against women with Islam and Muslim men representing the return of the barbaric medieval Arab. In the Indian context Muslim women  remain firmly grounded in minority politics with the media perceiving their  role to be only within the community. In its representation of Muslim women, the Indian media’s textual practices seem to be in tune with the “given order” of the society in which it is embedded – it reinforces dominant norms and understandings of Islam and Muslim women in India. Media studies argue that the structure of news reporting and notions of news value  may entail that a minority or non-elite groups within any community may have to engage in ‘negative’ behaviour before they are noticed by the media – they can make it to the news only when they are presented as a problem. The  Muslim community seems to make it to the News only on controversial issues, with Muslim women and Muslim Personal Law being an integral part of this negative coverage. Consequently biased media coverage legitimises dominant mis-understandings of Muslim and Islam in Indian society.  

The paper is based on a study undertaken in 2002,
 materials from three national English newspapers – The Times of India, The Hindu, The Hindustan Times – a popular English magazine India Today, and the Newstrack and Eyewitness television series, for the period between 1985 to 2001 were examined. 

It was evident that in the period at hand (1985-2001), media coverage of the Muslim minority community invariably assumed its complete insulation from larger processes and trends in Indian society, and diagnosed its members to be suffering from one shared problem –Islam. The period of the 1990’s was a period of diverse political and social changes. Communal Politics acquired a volatile face and a definite identity, majority and minority conflicts increased, and Muslim women came to represent only their community. Media reportage reflected the same trend irrespective of the issue being on Muslim personal Law, or the demolition of the Babri Masjid or the emergence of “Islamic terrorism”.  India seemed to hurtle along a dismal trajectory of secular degeneration with unthinking support from the media. The media, as well as its representations of reality, has been as affected as individuals by the rightward ideological shift, and its power and influence has ensured that many of the media’s ideological constructs have now become embedded as immutable truths in the minds of its consumers
.

This trend emerging with Shah Bano controversy in 1985, forms a definite image during the 90's and a credibility with the turn of the century. The overall negative coverage of the 90's reduces the acceptability of brief interludes of positive identification. The media in the last decade has worked effectively as a legitimiser of popular misconceptions about Muslims and Muslim women.  The identity of the Muslim woman as portrayed in the media remains firmly rooted within the community and even when the coverage is positive she finds no other face but than that of a “Muslim woman”. From the study it is evident that, be it the issue of child brides of Hyderabad, or the issue of triple Talaq, or the forced veiling of Kashmiri women, media attention has accorded priority only to the religious and national political ramifications of these issues. In fact issues related to Muslim women only received media attention when they involved a legal and religious controversy. A study of the last 15 years also reflects that Muslim women only appeared in the news when there was a religious controversy and then also mainly as a subject to be debated on. Even where the media sought to support the struggles of Muslim women for their rights, it nevertheless blacked them and their opinions out. When issues with clear socio-economic dimensions arose, media representations ensured that they acquired a religious dimension, by which Muslim women’s struggles were believed to address only the men and religious leaders of their community.

The lack of recognition by the media of cultural and social differences within the Muslim community critically determines how women are represented. The  trajectory of the last two decades is reflective of how media images combine with political and social trends to shape and reinforce public opinion. The image of the barbaric Muslim man finds equal acceptability, as the sympathetic image of the poor Muslim woman. 

"Fatwas" or issuing of a religious decree is what has always caught media attention, and at times media provides larger legitimacy to these decrees. Ranging from the International issues of the Ban on The Satanic Verses, to the issue of Forced Veiling of Kashmiri Women, media has often provided the publicity, giving legitimacy and power to an agency which otherwise has no political  or legal credibility in the larger social world.  Fatima Mernissi talking about media constructs, give the example of  the growing power of the fanatical Imam who does not share the humility of his predecessor. He survives today largely due to media images. “This vulnerability is completely absent from the modern media image of the imam.  Two needs are superimposed on that image.  First there is the need of the Western journalist, who wants to inform his audience as quickly as possible and to give a simple, clear description of what is happening in our part of the world; and there is the need of the political leader who claims the title of imam, who wants to be filmed and interviewed, and who has a precise message to sell.  If these two needs are not kept carefully distinct, we will not understand anything about that “despotic and fanatic Islam,” a media construct that is easily conveyed but that neglects many important historical and symbolic mechanisms.”

It is this image propagated by the fundamentalists that the media sees, and makes the mistake of determining it as the only image. The lack of difference between Muslims, women and communities is what allows the fundamentalist logic to prevail. The media by propagating these images, lends legitimacy to the rhetoric of the fundamentalist. Muslim women are a section which are caught in this bind of a minority, religion and gender identity. She gets often marginalised by society and thus also gets to some extent marginalised by the media. 

� Sabina Kidwai, 2002. Representation Of Muslim Women. Study conducted for the Scholar of Peace programme of Women in Security, Conflict Management and Peace.





� A survey was done in 2001 in 11 colleges of Delhi to judge the students perspective on terms like Islamic terrorism, Jihad, and on issues related to Muslim women. Majority of the respondents specially the non Muslim respondents identified media print and television as their major source of information. Images of the Muslim woman as a victim of Islam, and Islamic terrorism, were what the respondents identified with. Many of  non-Muslim respondents even asserted that since they did not interact with Muslims in their daily life they did feel that images fed by the media were correct and the right perspective. The perspective of the Muslim woman as only a victim of Muslim Personal law was strong, and many of the respondents reduced all her problems to her unequal relationship within Islam.  





� Fatima Mernissi, Islam and Democracy, translated by Mary Jo Lakeland, Addison Wesley Publishing Company, 1992
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