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Religious Literacy for Equality in Religion or Belief

Dialogue II: Religion and the Media (February 28 2013)

· The second in the series of dialogues focused on the portrayal of religion and belief in the media. This relates to the first dialogue, about the gap between the real and imagined religious landscape, by considering how that gap is represented and often over-blown in media representations. A particular concern prompting this dialogue is how the media tends to headline and polarise religion or belief issues in ways which obscure a generally good quality of debate and conversation, including for employers and providers. Much of the media representation suggests that religion or belief are highly problematic characteristics; often at loggerheads with each other; and frequently sexist, homophobic or violent. 
· Research in the Religion and Society programme has recently been completed which sets out and debates some of the key parameters of the issue in this area. Headline findings are that media coverage of Christianity in Britain has grown less deferential and more irreverent, representations of religion in the media have diversified rather than disappeared; and the BBC still plays a major role. 

· Input from a Leading Thinker

· The dialogue was introduced with a presentation by Michael Wakelin, a former  Head of Religion and Ethics at the BBC, who talked entertainingly and provocatively about the tendency to polarise and sensationalise religion or belief. He discussed some of the ways and examples of resisting that. He also discussed the differences between the way that news, drama and entertainment handle religion and belief, and how different media and media organisations are constructed and disposed towards them. 
The full presentation can be found on the project website www.religiousliteracy.org  

· The dialogue groups focused on the following questions, with a summary of the discussions which took place, below:

· 1. Are media discussions of religion or belief proportionate to reality, and does it matter that they should be? 

· This talking point picks up on findings in recent research that media representations of religion or belief tend to be negative, sensational and polarising, and to focus especially on issues of sex and violence. At the same time, though different genres and sources may approach religion or belief in distinctive ways, they very often tend to represent religion or belief as problems. We wanted to explore the degree to which this resonated with participants in the dialogue and to consider the impacts of that on how religion or belief are approached in employment and provision settings. 

· There was an interesting debate about the meaning of ‘proportionate’. Some took it to mean ‘representative’ in terms of the demographics of religion or belief groups and the related attention in the media. Others interpreted it in terms of the extent to which the media reflects stories of significance, regardless of the size or breadth of the religion or belief group in question. What emerged was an obvious lack of contextualisation – a lack of knowledge and encounter with religion or belief as it is lived. This was seen as leading to a limited ability to discern whether a media representation usefully reflects any sort of reality. This is likely to be more problematic the more ‘exotic’ the religion or belief seems to the reader/viewer/listener. 
· For media people themselves, this informs, then is reflected in, media representations. Should work be done to contextualise media representations through briefings and other materials? 

· In particular it was felt that religion or belief legal cases are often unhelpfully misrepresented in ways which can muddy the waters for the wider conversation about equality. While it was broadly agreed that religion or belief groups suffer no more from misrepresentation than other groups, the general public discourse is relatively underdeveloped for religion or belief and therefore greater damage can be done which inhibits the climate for equality. Given the importance of media in framing public attitudes and mood, should work be done with media groups to develop a more equality-friendly approach which supports the wider ethos and atmosphere? 

· 2. Why isn't more 'good news' about religion or belief reported, and what difference would it make if it were? 

· This talking point was designed to explore the ways in which the media frames and influences the public mood in relation to equality in the area of religion or belief. Research suggests that media plays a particularly emphatic role in shaping responses and attitudes on all sorts of issues. How might this be engaged with by the EHRC, by religion or belief groups and by other equality stakeholders? In particular we wanted to consider the possibilities and desirability of working with the media to enable more balanced and realistic framings – and possibly more positive ones. 

· Whilst it was agreed that misreporting or imbalanced reporting can be damaging to religion or belief groups, it was not felt that this problem was unique to them. More ‘good news’ might improve the general level of religious literacy by rebalancing perceptions. This might also potentially reduce prejudice but, as with all topics, ‘good news’ doesn’t sell papers. It was suggested that religious groups themselves need to be more media savvy.

· One concern was that representations of religion or belief issues have the potential to be especially damaging because of the traction they can have in adding to, or generating, new tensions. The responses of fundamentalist religionists to media can be very challenging, as various ‘Mohammed cartoons’ cases reveal. 

· 3. Which religion or belief stories stand out in your memory and why did they make the news? Was it right that they should have done so? 

· This talking point was designed to explore which concrete examples were held in the memories of this particular set of participants, (and by extension more broadly), and to think about how that connected with their perceptions of how religion or belief are represented in the media. It was also aimed at unpicking which, if any, aspects of media stories were perceived to have been fair and appropriate, and to gain some sense of how realistic perceptions are.
· Participants discussed an odd dichotomy between a tendency to sycophancy, which they illustrated by the Papal visit to the UK in 2010, and sensational stories about religion or belief as dangerous, mad or bad, illustrated by reports of Archbishop Rowan Williams' comments on Shariah law. People said they were often left feeling confused about religion or belief because the media decontextualises them. They lack the knowledge themselves to replace that context. 

The example of a vote in the Church of England on women bishops in 2012 was frequently discussed. Though there were those who thought it was odd to dedicate so much coverage to this event, participants generally said they thought it was a significant public interest story and warranted coverage, but that the headlines chosen represented the church as misanthropic and sexist. They thought that this was a case of religion or belief often being simply too subtle and nuanced for headlines to be able to grasp. There was discussion of whether these are ideas and practices which are simply not particularly well suited to contemporary ways of doing things. 
· There was discussion of whether the media makes the equality job harder by drawing attention to sensation and polarisation. This results in a bad tempered quality of debate and practice. 

· It was also noted that the media tends to set expectations of religions and beliefs incredibly high, especially on issues of morality, probably because there is a general view that religions and beliefs themselves make moral claims. 

· Likewise, it can be harder for religion or belief press organisations to respond as ‘rottweilers’! 

· The example was given of the Leicester Mercury which has a standing group of people from nine faith traditions which meets regularly to resource the paper on issues of faith. 

· In terms of world news, it was noted that although two-thirds of the world is far more religious and much less secular than Europe and North America, western media report the rest of the world as though it were secular. 

· Key issues

· There is widespread misinterpretation of the details of high profile legal cases which can have damaging consequences in shaping wider viewpoints. Media misreporting can be very damaging to individuals and families and this may constitute discrimination in itself. 

· The media tends to portray exceptional cases as though they are the norm. Exceptions should not frame the whole debate. 

· There is a lack of monitoring of complaints about media representations of religion or belief. 
· Balance and fair representation may be an important equality issue in itself. 

· Religious groups can champion themselves – they need their own media people. Likewise in reverse, the media would benefit from resources to guide their practice. 
· There was a suggestion that a ‘religious literacy awards’ event could be initiated to reward ‘good’ media in this area.

· Work needs to be done with media groups to develop a more equality-friendly approach.
Action points
· The provision of materials which digest legal cases more thoughtfully would be beneficial.

· More detailed monitoring of complaints would positively influence future reporting and put the extent of any problems into their proper perspective.

· Guidance on balance and fair representation as an equality issue would be desirable.

· Resources to guide the media in examining religion or belief issues would be beneficial.
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