
	

	

Report	

2016	
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

The	contents	of	this	report	are	the	intellectual	property	of	the	authors.	
No	part	of	this	report	may	be	circulated	or	reproduced	without	explicit	
permission	from	the	authors,	or	from	the	School	of	Arts,	Languages	and	
Cultures	at	the	University	of	Manchester,	Oxford	Road,	Manchester	M13	
9PL,	United	Kingdom.	



 2 

 

 

Attitudes to Multilingualism in the Media  

Elise Gallagher 
Ishrat Ali 
Mia Davis 

Louisa Majid 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 3 

Choice of topic  

It was evident from our original fieldwork plan, that focus on the portrayal of multilingualism 

within the media lends itself to the opportunity for original research, with a very topical slant. 

The main aim of this research is to investigate whether the media portrays any opinions on 

multilingualism within society, and if so; does this influence the public’s view? This will be 

investigated with specific focus and reference to a recent statement from the UK Prime Min-

ister, David Cameron, stating that all Muslim women should learn the English language in 

order to integrate (Appendix 1). This language scheme has caused much controversy, which 

has been voiced through a wide range of different media outlets, which we will examine 

throughout this report. 

It is understandable that different media outlets will encapsulate differing political ideologies, 

and therefore will cover stories in different ways due to different target demographics. It is 

therefore essential in our report that we use and analyse a fair and representative sample of 

media outlets in order to create a demonstrative picture of the media’s influence on multilin-

gualism.  

We feel that political ideologies is a massive factor in the type of stories, and the way news 

stories are presented in the media. There seems to be deep-rooted links between certain media 

outlets and political ideologies which are presented – we aim to investigate this link, which 

will be explained in our methodology. Firstly, by investigating some main points of main po-

litical parties with regard to multilingualism and multiculturalism, we can gain a better un-

derstanding of what ideas are present and prevalent in British Society and therefore link this 

to the portrayal and backlash of Cameron’s proposed language scheme. Starting with the cur-

rent UK government, the Conservative’s pre-election manifesto in 2015 claimed that the 

“Party will stand up for British values” and refers to Britain as a “Christian country”, even 

though in the same year, 39% of Britons vowed to be non-religious Wyatt (2015). In contrast 

to this, the more liberal parties, Labour and the Liberal Democrats claimed that “faith com-

munities have pioneered…for the common good” and that we ought not to “stigmatise or al-

ienate Muslims or any other ethnic or faith group” respectively (Labour/Liberal democrat 

manifesto). These different ideas may reflect the views of many Britons, seen as the Con-

servative government won with the majority; Cameron’s language scheme therefore may not 

have come as much of a surprise.  
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However, in vast contrast to these views are those encapsulated by the UK Independence Par-

ty (UKIP). Claims in this manifesto are centred on the lack of support of a multilingual and 

multicultural society. It reads that “multiculturalism has led to an alarming fragmentation of 

British society” and that “faiths and beliefs must exist firmly within a British framework”. 

This blatant distaste of multiculturalism is a view which is becoming more and more preva-

lent in the UK, perfectly demonstrated by UKIP’s rise in popularity from 1999 (7% of votes 

in Europe) to 2014 (27.5% of votes in Europe); we aim to investigate if this rise can be no-

ticed in the portrayal of certain ideologies within the Media (Hunt 2014).  

 

Methodology 

In order to obtain data for our research we intend to collect a variety of articles and journals 

published from a range of media outlets such as newspapers, blogs, magazines and social 

media. Our general aim looks at the underlying topic of multilingualism, and its portrayal 

within the media, with specific focus on Cameron’s language scheme. By comparing differ-

ent media coverage of the same story, it facilitates a direct cross-comparison, in terms of dis-

course analysis. We believe that analysing different sources, which cover the same story, will 

enable us to look at any key differences in the reporting style, and allowing potential infer-

ence of different media outlet’s influence on the public view.  The power that the media have 

will be clear, as we will be able to see how different outlets can influence the public.  

For this report in particular, we believe social media will play a fundamental role, as new 

media is ever evolving and provides a comparison for other outlets. The use of social media 

we hope will therefore allow us to access the conserved views, as well as the more liberal 

opinions of the public. A major feature of the backlash when this news story broke was the 

hashtag trending on Twitter - #traditionallysubmissive. Over 30,000 Muslim women took to 

twitter to display their distaste on the issue – this provides a massive dataset which we aim to 

investigate, of course analysis of only a small percentage of these tweets will be feasible due 

to time constraints. Furthermore, we aim to use the viral nature of this hashtag to circulate a 

survey which will ask participants their opinions on quotes and articles, to get detailed feed-

back from people about how they feel they have been influenced on such a matter. The use of 

social media in this sense is invaluable as a tool of communication and for people to express 

their views quickly and effectively – we will reach a much wider demographic using social 

media over a more traditional hand-written survey.  
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We had planned to interview women practitioners of the Islamic faith to gauge their perspec-

tives on the recent uproar surrounding Cameron’s scheme. We aimed to do this to gather data 

from a range of people – specifically the group of people specifically targeted by Cameron’s 

scheme.  

 

 

 

 

 

This aspect of our research would have provided very insightful and relevant comments, 

however we would not have had the time or resources to reach a large enough sample of peo-

ple willing to participate. Instead of using this method of research, we have created the sur-

vey which will reach a far larger sample of people – yet will still reach relevant participants 

due to the hashtag which is deeply associated with this story. We will take into account that 

those who are participating in our research will be doing so anonymously and voluntarily, 

and if anyone decides that they want to withdraw their comments or responses, they can do 

without causing any detriment. Furthermore, we understand the use of offensive, discrimina-

tory or offensive language must be avoided and this is of paramount importance. In addition 

to this, we believe a high level of objectivity should be displayed in our survey questions and 

further discussion. By collecting a range of data types – newspaper articles, social media 

posts and survey responses – we believe that we can begin to piece together how the media 

has taken one story and it has been presented in many different ways, resulting in a vast range 

of opinions.  

Seen as we are no longer interviewing Muslim women practitioners, our ethical considera-

tions can be far more relaxed. We will of course continue to keep all survey responses anon-

ymous, and participants will be aware of our reasons for asking such questions. When look-

ing at tweets, the ethical considerations are less strict, as the ‘tweeter’ has already made their 

opinion known and it is already in the public domain – much like the newspaper articles – so 

there is less of a need to ask for permission.  
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Findings  

Our survey reached a total of 55 participants through the use of circulating it on Twitter using 

the hashtag #TraditionallySubmissive. This way the participants involved could be from an-

ywhere in the country, and had an interest in our subject matter, otherwise they would not 

have participated. The vast majority of respondents were female – 70.9%.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

89.1% of participants were aged between 18-29 years of age, the highest frequency of age 

recorded. The second highest frequencies recorded were 3.6% each for 30-44 year olds and 

45-59 year olds. 

 

 

 

21.8% of individuals surveyed identified as a Muslim woman. We felt it was vital to ask this, 

as this is the demographic which are targeted by the proposed language fund scheme. We did 

want to make the survey more accessible for those who had English as a second language. 

However, as a group we struggled to find reliable translations to in order to successfully 

complete this. 
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Out of all the individuals recorded there was a close divide between whether our respondents 

were ‘for’ or ‘against’ Prime Minister David Cameron’s proposed language fund. A slight 

majority of respondents were ‘for’ the language scheme – 56.6%.  

When asked whether they were ‘for’ or ‘against’ the use of social media in regard to the 

hashtag #TraditionallySubmissive there was a clear majority in favour with 90.9%. 40 partic-

ipants (72.7%) were active users of Twitter, the social media platform of choice was Face-

book with 53 votes (96.4%). Furthermore, 69.1% (38) of participants would use their social 

media account to voice their personal opinion. This demonstrates that the majority of people 

use social media as a means to comfortably broadcast their attitudes and feelings; others can 

therefore be influenced with ease. Thus, it is clear to see social media does have a major role 

in our society and therefore can have either a positive or negative impact on many issues, in-

cluding ideas on multilingualism. The 30.9% of participants who voted that they would not 

use their social media account to voice their personal opinions cited reasons such as ‘privacy’ 

and ‘fear of internet back lash (trolls)’. 
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A colossal 96.4% believe that the media to be a powerful force in shaping opinions of the 

general public. When pressed if the practice in shaping options of the general public is typi-

cally done in a positive or negative way 76.4% believed that it was done negatively.  

 

The survey then lifted quotes and headlines from a national newspaper. We chose to use 

quotes with negative and positive connotations to observe the variability among the general 

public. The first was taken from a Daily Mail article. 96.4% of participants felt that the use of 

‘split personality’ had negative connotations attached to it, many suggesting that it reflected 

connotations of ‘mental illness’ and ‘split personalities implying Good/Evil’. Thus, living up 

to its expectations predicting to produce and publish negative material on certain issues, such 

as multilingualism.  
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We also used a headline from the Daily Mail which has more positive connotations; ‘Can you 

speak Eleme, Nahuatl or Uyghur? Then you’ll find someone to chat to in Manchester, where 

200 languages are spoken by its population of just 480,000’. The majority of participants 

(52.7%) believed that The Guardian published the article that celebrates multilingualism in 

Manchester.   
 

In regard to politics the majority of participants believed that political parties such as UKIP 

(89.1%) and The Conservatives (80%) were the most likely to agree with Prime Minister Da-

vid Cameron in reference to his ‘traditionally submissive’ comment. Despite a large majority 

of participants (76.4%) believing that the media shape opinions negatively, 70.9% believed 

that politicians should be able to publish their opinions within national newspapers; 90.7% 

stated that there was a particular effect when done. Many cited ‘propaganda’ whilst others 

suggested that the newspapers were their ‘own forms of social media’ accounts, as in they 

used the newspapers as a ‘mouthpiece’ for political proposals.  

See Appendix for full survey and graph responses.  

 

When analysing three articles from three different publications we found very noticeable dif-

ferences, as mentioned in the methodology the articles covered the same events which al-

lowed for a close cross-analysis. We took an article from The Guardian, The Daily Mail and 

The Sun – due to our poll findings - which concerned Prime Minister David Cameron’s Eng-

lish Language fund. Throughout the discourse analysis we discovered that the people sur-

veyed correctly guessed that The Guardian were the most sympathetic in regard to the stereo-

typing of Muslim women, the headline used ‘Cameron ‘stigmatising Muslim women’ with 

English Language policy’ which immediately defends the Muslim women targeted. The Dai-

ly Mail has the second highest ranking in regard to publishing negative views on multilin-

gualism. Similarly their headline immediately highlights their defense choosing ‘Cameron 

under fire over English Language skills warning for Muslim women’ focusing the article on 

the pressure Prime Minister David Cameron is under opposed to the muslim women targeted. 

Finally, The Sun was the most extreme in regard to the opinion it shared on the topic. It’s use 

of synthetic personalisation segregated the reader away from British Muslims in order to pro-

voke a stronger reaction from the article and the way the Government are ‘bowing’ down ‘to 

Muslim pleas for special treatment.’ Differing from the two other publications The Sun di-

rects criticism toward both the Government and British Muslims.  
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Discussion  

The findings from our survey conform to a number of studies in regard media theory.  

Edward Said (1978) portrays ‘western media’ to set itself in opposition to ‘the East’, thus lay-

ing out a platform to create bias opinions, which in turn can lead to influencing the public’s 

view. This supports the poll results of the majority believing the media has the opportunity to 

shape the general public’s opinions in a negative way. He believes that ‘the West’ portray the 

‘Middle East’ as ‘backwards’ and regressive which links in to the image of the Muslim wom-

en. This also conforms to The Sun’s use of synthetic personalisation in order to segregate the 

reader away from the Muslim women in question, this can be illustrated in the quote taken 

from the article, ‘Although they live among us, their mode of thinking and way of life is root-

ed elsewhere.’ 

Due to the high frequency of votes in regard to The Daily Mail’s publishing tendencies we 

chose to choose both the positive and negative article from the publication in order to see 

what participants would select. The Daily Mail is a conservative, middle-market tabloid and 

has been criticised in the past for publishing prejudice views and is regarded by many as a 

bias tabloid (Pilger, 1998). Therefore, we found questioning one of its many controversial 

headlines would be an interesting way to observe whether people interpret it in a positive or 

negative light. The quote states, ‘Speaking two languages really could give you a split per-

sonality, researchers have found.’ 65.5% correctly guessed that the statement had come from 

the Daily Mail.  

 

Our results found that the majority of participants (52.7%) believed the second and positive 

article to be published by The Guardian. Interestingly, this can be argued as expected. To the 

public eye, The Guardian is viewed as “an organ of the middle class….linked inextricably to 

the Labour party” (Engles, 1973). Furthermore, the Labour party was voted the second least 

likely (7.3%) to support Prime Minister David Cameron’s “traditionally submissive” com-

ment in reference to Muslim women. When questioned on the connotations the positive head-

line held a noticeable 30.9% perceived the headline to express negative connotations. A large 

number of participants suggested that ‘the use of the word ‘just’ implies that not enough peo-

ple speak English’ which was highlighted in a negative light. Thus, the results compiled 

above show a clear indication that the media publications play a fundamental role in shaping 

how the public view important issues in society, like multilingualism. Inclining to one tabloid 
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more than the other, something everybody submits to, leads to favouritism and thus causes 

conflict between the general public on what is right and wrong. Because of this, it can be ar-

gued the media must be pushed to publish impartial opinions that cannot influence the public 

negatively.   

 

David Cameron’s language scheme aims to ‘help’ Muslim women who cannot speak English 

fluently. Collecting data from this targeted demographic was vital as they play an important 

role in our report; as in recent months, the media has focused on Muslim women and multi-

lingualism. Our findings have cemented the idea that the media, be it newspaper articles, tel-

evision or social media, does have large part to play in the influencing of the general public. 

 

From the results we obtained, there were more participants ‘for’ Cameron’s proposed lan-

guage scheme than ‘against’. This portrays that attitudes towards learning English as a se-

cond language for Muslim women is mostly seen as a positive thing; perhaps an enriching 

learning experience for them to progress further in the 21st century. It is important to note 

that despite the negative assumptions attached to the proposal, learning a new language is 

fundamentally a good thing to pursue. Having a second language is evaluated positively in 

today’s society, it is estimated that over half of the world’s population are bilingual speakers. 

According to the UK 2011 census, 53,098,301 people in England and Wales, 5,044,683 peo-

ple in Scotland, and 1,681,210 people in Northern Ireland can speak English “well” or “very 

well”. This results in a sum of 59,824,194. 98% of the UK’s population can speak “well” or 

“very well”. Helping the 2% of the population who may struggle shouldn’t be highlighted in 

a negative light. 

Furthermore, this indicates opportunity for successful integration. However, participants 

‘against’ the proposed scheme viewed it in a negative light. Cameron singled Muslim women 

out when proposing the scheme, the native language of Muslim women seems to be stigma-

tised. Channel Four journalist Assed Baig explored the topic of Muslim women and the Eng-

lish Language, he obtained opposing views from Muslim women in Manchester with some 

viewing the fund as positive and some viewing the fund as negative. Ghazala Hussain, a 

Muslim woman who was interviewed at Cheetham Hill Community School said, “I would 

request all sisters, regardless of what community they are from, to learn English. If someone 

comes to our front door, if we don’t know English, then what will we say? Like the meter 

man, we don’t know what he is saying. Are we going to slam the door shut?” In regard to 
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David Cameron’s comment stating that the main reason young men are vulnerable to extrem-

ism is because of the traditional submissiveness of Muslim women, Kaneez Akhtar defiantly 

replied, “we are not oppressed. The men go to work, they do everything. We are Pakistanis, 

but you are all paranoid that we are oppressed.”  

Among his responses interviewee Rozina Akhtar pointed out that the Government’s Extrem-

ism Help & Guidance page is in English. She explained this is incredibly problematic, espe-

cially as the proposed language fund is designed to counter Extremist behaviour. Kaneez 

Akhtar stated, “If they say that everyone should know English, and they believe that some of 

us cannot speak it then they should also have it in our language, so we can read and under-

stand it. So we know what the issues are.” Others remarked on how the approach came across 

misogynistic whilst highlighting that aspects of life such as multilingualism and the variety it 

brings is “the reason why Great Britain is so great.” This further amplifies the issue many 

have raised over the Government’s “clumsy” approach in introducing the English language 

scheme (https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Vg1yyFOPPEI). 

 

It is clear that the media plays the biggest role as a platform for voicing opinions as more and 

more people are using various media techniques to portray their views on certain topics; this 

is where the role of social media is invaluable. In this case, comparing various newspaper ar-

ticles related to Muslim women portrays different ideas on the language scheme.  

As part of our analysis, we took articles from ‘The Sun’, ‘The Daily Mail’ and ‘The Guardi-

an’ all reporting on Cameron’s language scheme. The Daily Mail and The Sun were voted as 

the top two newspapers which are likely to negatively influence the public’s views on multi-

lingualism – whereas The Guardian was voted to have the least negative connotations. To 

look into this idea further, we analysed an article from those newspapers covering the Cam-

eron language scheme. The analysis of these articles is in our appendix.  

 

Furthermore, Baroness Sayeeda Warsi - former minister of state for faith and communities 

spoke on the matter, “Women should have the opportunity to learn English full stop. Why 

link it to radicalisation/ extremism?” She also added, “why should it just be Muslim women 

who have the opportunity to learn English? Why not anyone who lives in the UK and can’t 

speak English?” (Twitter, 2016). Many Muslim women took to Twitter to voice their opin-

ions how they felt immensely stereotyped by David Cameron. The scheme seems to make 

many unclear links between the English language skills of Muslim women and extremism. 

The lack of English skills portrayed Muslim women to be oppressed and subjected to vio-
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lence, which is where the viral hashtag #TraditionallySubmissive emerged from. The oppres-

sion of Muslim women is often heightened within the mass media, and as a result, the em-

powerment of Muslim women is often subconsciously ignored. 

 

Soon after David Cameron proposed his language scheme, Muslim women took to ‘Twitter’ 

to tell their achievement and to let the public know they are not ‘#TraditionallySubmissive.’ 

They voiced their opinions through the social networking site, by expressing their concerns 

regarding the fund. Cameron said the push on language was "about building a more integrat-

ed, cohesive, one nation country where there's genuine opportunity for people”. However, by 

singling out Muslim women regarding their native language and identity can change the way 

in which society perceives them and their way of life. In particular it is noted that this is in 

line with Said’s theory of Orientalism (Said, 1978), which contends that “the Muslim world 

and its inhabitants are considered backward, barbaric and outsiders to Western society” (Po-

setti, 2006, p.3).  

 

Some viewed the language scheme in a very positive light; “an opportunity for an excluded 

community to successfully integrate” (Response to survey).  The main problem that people 

had with the scheme was the link to extremism – “Extremism is not due to an increase in 

Muslim residents in the UK, it's from an increase in extremists having access to vulnerable 

people in the UK” (Response to survey).  

 

Overall, Akbarzadeh & Smith state “the media is a significant social agent, with the potential 

to influence community perceptions” (2005; p1). The representation of Muslim women being 

‘stigmatised’ and ‘singled out’ in the media has thus proved to be a significant issue within 

the cultural diversity aspects. The negative perpetuation of stigmatised ideals poses a notable 

threat to the notion of multilingualism. On the one hand the lack of English spoken is proven 

to be extremist and oppressive which dehumanises and delimits Muslim women. Most media 

articles portrayed negative connotations regarding David Cameron’s language policy fund. 

There are also certain media platforms where the audience promote female liberation and the 

free expression of language identity by expressing themselves through the use of social me-

dia. 

 

With reference to our initial research aims, it is clear to us that the media plays an essential 

role in, not only providing information to the masses – but using this platform for influencing 



 14 

the public, in regard to multilingualism. However, in an ever-developing technological socie-

ty, the role of social media is possibly even more important. Websites such as Twitter and 

Facebook provide a platform for the everyday person to make their opinions known – and 

therefore are able to influence a much wider audience, much faster. It is undoubtable that the 

way in which society grasps the concept of multilingualism, or any high-profile concept, is 

highly dependent on the way in which mass media chooses to present it.  

 

 

Word count - 3,840 
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Appendices  

 

Appendix 1 – Government press release of Cameron’s Language Scheme. 

Full article can be found at https://www.gov.uk/government/news/passive-tolerance-of-

separate-communities-must-end-says-pm 

 

Appendix 2 – Graphs of responses from the survey 
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Survey questions – Full survey can be found at 

https://docs.google.com/forms/d/1xE_C6hAsJSOcxabfobX98NGtmDcuWMvfxNI6m9wUQ-

s/viewform?c=0&w=1	

 

➢ What is the highest level of education you have completed? 

➢ Do you identify as a Muslim woman? 

➢  First published on the 18th of January 2016 Prime Minister David Cameron an-

nounced a £20 million English language tuition which 'will help combat social isola-

tion for some Muslim women'. To put an end to 'passive tolerance' of separate com-

munities and create a force against extremism, it has been reported that Cameron 

could send back individuals whose fluency does not improve whilst in the UK. Do 

you agree or disagree with this proposal? Please explain your answer. 

➢ Are you for or against David Cameron's language fund proposal? 

➢ In backlash to David Cameron's comments the Twitter hashtag #TraditionallySubmis-

sive went viral. Tweets proudly displayed achievements of thousands of Muslim 

women from up and down the country. Are you for or against this use of social me-

dia? 

➢ Please explain your answer. 

➢ Do you use any of the following forms of social media? 

➢ Would you use your social media platform to voice personal opinions? 

➢ Based on your answer from the previous question please explain your reasoning. 

➢ Do you believe the media to be powerful in shaping opinions of the public? 

➢ If so, is this practice typically done in a positive or negative way? 

➢ Please explain your answer. 

➢ Out of the papers listed below, which are the most likely to publish negative connota-

tions towards multilingualism? Choose as many or as few as you wish. 

➢ Please explain your choices of newspapers. 

➢ Which of the following publications do you feel published the following: 'Speaking 

two languages really could give you a split personality, researchers have found.' 

➢ What connotations do you feel 'split personality' has attached to it? 

➢ Please briefly explain your choice. 
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➢ Which publication do you believe is most likely to have run with the headline: 'Can 

you speak Eleme, Nahuatl or Uyghur? Then you'll find someone to chat to in Man-

chester, where 200 languages are spoken by its population of just 480,000' 

➢ What connotations do you believe the wording of the headline to have? 

➢ Please explain your answer. 

➢ Which political party/parties do you feel would share the same opinion as David 

Cameron in reference to his 'traditionally submissive' Muslim women comment? 

➢ Do you believe that politicians should be able to publish their opinions with national 

newspapers? 

➢ Do you think being able to has a particular effect? 

➢ Please explain your answer.  
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Annotated	The	Sun:	It’s	not	racist	to	get	British	
Muslims	to	speak	English.	Top	academic	Dr	Rumy	
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Hasan	says	we	must	stop	letting	Muslims	live	
independently	of	British	Life	
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Annotated	Daily	Mail	article:	Cameron	Under	Fire	over	English	language	skills	warning	for	Muslim	
women	
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Annotated	The	Guardian	article:	Cameron	‘stigmatising	Muslim	women’	with	English	language	policy		

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	


