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Abstract
In 2016, Asad Shah, an Ahmadi Muslim shopkeeper in Glasgow, was murdered, marking a new kind of sectarian-style religious tension in the city. Sectarianism in Glasgow was once predominantly known for its Christian Protestant-Catholic divide; however, the death of Asad Shah provides evidence of religious divisions shaped by differing psychologies and theologies within Islam, another religion practiced in the city. This paper examines the Sunni-Ahmadi divide and places the murder within the historical context of Scottish sectarianism, as well as religious and political tensions originating in Pakistan and carried forward to the United Kingdom through immigration. It explores how sectarian violence is shaped not only by theological disagreement, but also by fear, identity politics, and group-based hatred reflecting psychological patterns already seen in Protestant-Catholic tensions that marked Glasgow in the twentieth century.
The paper also considers wider questions about sectarianism in the modern era, the role of digital space in shaping religious identities and how they are represented in the media.
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Sectarianism in Scotland has long been associated with the religious and political divide between Protestants and Catholics. In Glasgow, this historic divide left deep impressions, from segregated schooling and football culture to tribal affiliations, shaping perceptions of otherness used as a psychological construction of something threatening the dominant identity (Scottish Government, 2015). Otherness is defined in this essay as anything different from the dominant identity or opinion.
Against this backdrop, a new form of sectarianism emerged with the 2016 murder of Asad Shah, an Ahmadi Muslim shopkeeper living and working in Glasgow. Shah was killed by a Sunni Muslim man who viewed him as heretical based on a differing religious interpretation which will be examined later.
The similarities between historic Protestant-Catholic sectarianism and the Ahmadi-Sunni divide are more striking than they first appear. Though rooted in different theologies, both conflicts have been intensified by immigration, whether from nineteenth-century Ireland or modern-day Pakistan and shaped by unresolved questions of identity, belonging, and integration.
This paper examines the murder of Asad Shah in a broader context: exploring how religious identity is shaped inside diaspora, the lack of understanding of religious minorities presented in the media  and how digital space contributes to both unity and division.  Attention is also given to media coverage of the murder and how its framing influenced public understanding.
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This study uses an interpretative approach in creating a case study of the murder of Asad Shah examining sectarian violence, diasporic identity, and media representation. The analysis is presented from two viewpoints: religious belief and identity construction in diaspora, particularly through digital space and media framing in how the story was reported, presented and perceived.  
These two points help to interpret how religious identity is lived, supported, and sometimes radicalised in diaspora communities, particularly when lived both locally and online with strong cultural ties to other geographical places.
An analysis of selected media reports was used to demonstrate how the case was narrated and framed in both local and national media. Attention was paid to language choices, headline construction and whether or not the sectarian dimension was prominent. Rather than aiming for complete coverage, reports were chosen in order to give depth aiming to draw connections between media framing, identity dynamics, and public perception.
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“...a community able to express itself openly, without fear, whether in the mosque or elsewhere, should be a key element in efforts to prevent terrorism.” 
(Kundnani, 2014, p. 289)
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[bookmark: _Toc195958007]2.1 Historical Sectarianism: The Protestant-Catholic Divide in Southwest Scotland

Sectarianism in Southwest Scotland was historically shaped by  Irish immigration during the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. These communities brought with them longstanding tensions tied to British colonialism, Irish nationalism, and the deep-rooted religious division between Catholics and Protestants (Bruce et al., 2004, p. 10). These imported tensions found a place in working-class areas of Glasgow and beyond, where poverty, competition for work, and a lack of information about other cultures or communities often intensified conflict. “As late as 1923 the Church of Scotland could still publish a pamphlet entitled "The menace of the Irish race to our Scottish Nationality". The Irish were seen as drunken, idle, uncivilised and undermining the moral fibre of Scottish society” (Knox, n.d.).
Over time, political and religious differences became hardened outward expressions of group identity. Sectarianism became a way of defining and defending community boundaries, not necessarily based on theological understanding in a working-class community, but on inherited fears, loyalties, and social divides. Football clubs, schooling systems, and local employment availability all became extensions of this cultural and religious divide. As Gallagher (1987, pp. 1–6) notes, sectarianism functioned less as a doctrinal dispute and more as a system of exclusion.
The transmission of sectarian identity relied on physical spaces and interpersonal relationships. Without digital media which had yet to be invented, beliefs and biases were shaped locally; in churches, schools, clubs, and streets. The psychological need for belonging was fulfilled in immediate social environments, and memories of division were preserved through oral storytelling, songs, and ballads that became intergenerational expressions of grievance. “For a genre of oral tradition to continue, pieces from the genre must be (1) retained within individuals so that they can be retold, (2) spread among individuals, and (3) handed down from older to younger individuals” (Rubin, 1995, p. 123). 
Immigration, in this historical context, was not just a demographic shift but a way of moving and replanting bias, opinions and sectarianism. What arrived with the Irish community was not only labour and culture, but  very powerful unresolved political and religious animosities. In this way, migration became a carrier of ideological tension, one that was both shaped by, and then further integrated into its new environment. This can be broadly compared to viral messaging in the modern digital age but in a slower way and more concentrated to a particular geographical area rather than a group of people. This distinction is important when looking at the persecuted Ahmadi Diaspora throughout the world.
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In recent years, Glasgow’s sectarian landscape has expanded to reflect new divisions, particularly within the Muslim population. The murder of Asad Shah in 2016, carried out by a Sunni Muslim man who viewed him as a heretic, brought attention to the long-standing theological and political tensions between Ahmadis and mainstream Sunni Islam (BBC News, 2016).
The Ahmadiyya movement, founded in British India in the late nineteenth century, diverges from mainstream Islam in its belief that Mirza Ghulam Ahmad was a Prophet and the foretold Promised Messiah,  a claim considered heretical by other Muslims (Friedmann, 2024). Today, Ahmadis face persecution in countries such as Pakistan, where they are legally declared non-Muslim and frequently subjected to discrimination and violence (House of Commons Library, 2024, pp. 2–4).
While the most acute sectarian tensions between Ahmadis and Sunnis have emerged in Pakistan, they are not confined to one particular place. The global Ahmadiyya diaspora, including the United Kingdom (UK), has carried with it both the traumatic symptoms of persecution and the persistence of theological hostility from mainstream Islamic groups. Immigration from Pakistan; where anti-Ahmadi sentiment is enshrined in law; remains a key source of this tension in cities around the UK but it is embedded within a broader international context carried with immigration in much the same way as the Irish Immigration was carried to Scotland many years before but on a much larger global scale. 
Reports have documented the presence of anti-Ahmadi literature in UK mosques and on city streets (Mortimer, 2016; Leask, 2016), as well as hate-filled broadcasts targeting Ahmadis (Murphy, 2019). Ahmadis in Britain also report social ostracising and barriers to employment from within the larger Islamic community (BBC News, 2017).
Unlike the Protestant-Catholic tensions that were largely localised and dependent on physical communities, modern sectarianism is sustained and even amplified by digital platforms. The internet offers access to hate sermons, ideological networks, and nationalistic identity formation; all of which played a role in shaping the ideology that led to Asad Shah’s murder as will be examined later,
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In the contemporary diaspora, religious identity is shaped not only through cultural inheritance or collective memory, but also through digital space and social media (Campbell, 2010, cited in Lundby, 2013, pp. 233–234). For minority religious communities such as the Ahmadis, digital platforms offer both visibility and vulnerability. The Ahmadiyya website hosts a transparent archive of teachings, lectures, and news (Al Islam, n.d), and its television channel broadcasts live events in multiple languages (MTA International, (n.d).
This transparency affirms the community’s beliefs and aids public theological understanding, yet also exposes them to questioning, justification, and sectarian hostility  both by individuals, the wider Islamic community in and by mainstream and Islamic media, where Ahmadi content often sits alongside dominant Islamic narratives or secular news. This marks the emergence of a new kind of digital identity within diaspora: one affirmed online, carrying emotional and psychological bearing in the formation of what could be described as an ethereal identity, one which is constructed mentally and put forward into a physical reality where it is lived out. 
Digital space functions as more than simply an online archive,  it exists as a realm where belief is expressed, being and belonging is affirmed, and unity is held across borders. This is not just cultural preservation, but a distinct kind of digital belonging where ethereal identities meet.
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On 24 March 2016, Asad Shah, a 40-year-old Ahmadi Muslim shopkeeper in Glasgow, was murdered in an attack described as religiously motivated. The perpetrator, Tanveer Ahmed, a 32-year-old taxi driver from Bradford, travelled over two hundred miles to confront Shah after watching online videos in which Shah expressed views Ahmed considered blasphemous. Watching a clip featuring Mr Shah on his phone as he made his way to Glasgow, Ahmed was heard in a phone message saying: "Listen to this guy. Something needs to be done. It needs nipped in the bud."
Ahmed initiated a conversation in Shah’s shop, refused to shake his hand, and then stabbed him multiple times. Shah attempted to flee but was pursued and further assaulted outside. Bystanders intervened, and Ahmed was arrested at the scene. He later pleaded guilty, and the court recognised the act as religiously motivated. The judge described the murder as a “brutal, barbaric, horrific crime” and emphasised its premeditated nature.  A vigil was attended by hundreds of people including  First Minister and local MSP Nicola Sturgeon, donations to an online fundraiser for his family exceeded £100,000 (Sky News, 2017; ITV News, 2016).
.
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Both men were immigrants from Pakistan to the UK and both were influenced by diasporic experience  but even more significantly, by opposing digital environments. 
Asad Shah’s online presence reflected a peaceful, interfaith ethic. His public messages wishing Christians a Happy Easter were consistent with the Ahmadi slogan “Love for All, Hatred for None” (Ahmad, 2021), and widely reported in the press (McVeigh, 2016; Press Association, 2016; Milanian, 2016; ToI Staff, 2016). These were not only personal views, but expressions of his religious identity as an Ahmadi, consciously propagating peace online.
Tanveer Ahmed, by contrast, appears to have been shaped by a digital environment that reinforced sectarian hostility. He killed Shah after viewing his videos online, and later posted a video from prison calling for Ahmadis to be beheaded;  language representing extremist interpretations of Islam circulating online (Dearden, 2016). BBC News (2016) also reports that Ahmed held similar views to  Mumtaz Qadri a controversial Islamic figure who was executed in 2016. through membership of an Islamic group in Bradford.
The physical confrontation between the two men was not only a doctrinal clash but the collision of two digital ideologies,  two ethereal identities formed in different digital spaces before any physical manifestation. 
The murder of Asad Shah was not just an act of religiously motivated violence; it highlights how identity, when  magnified in digital space, shapes not only perceptions but  interactions in different ways.
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The murder of Asad Shah received widespread media attention across Scotland, the United Kingdom, and beyond. However, different outlets framed the case in significantly different ways. Despite Southwest Scotland’s history of sectarian tensions between Catholics and Protestants,  media coverage did not draw any parallels between Shah’s murder and historic sectarianism. Linking the event to Glasgow’s past might have allowed outlets to explore deeper cultural dynamics and offer more context to the public. By avoiding the word “sectarian” and using the phrase “religiously motivated” the nature of the crime was not realised. This is important to note because Scottish people, coming from  communities of sectarianism would have resonated with the depth of the story had it been reported in that way, 
The BBC and The Guardian addressed the role of Pakistan in the case but did not explore how the views of extremist preachers or geopolitical tensions are transmitted digitally into the UK (BBC News, 2016; Parveen, 2016).
Local media tended to highlight Shah’s status as a well-known and respected member of the community, focusing on the outpouring of support following his death. These outlets often simplified the attack, reporting it  as “religiously motivated,” portraying Shah as a beloved local figure without expanding on the sectarian context (Andrews, 2016; Daily Record, 2016).
The Guardian was the only major outlet to directly frame the murder as motivated by hostility towards the Ahmadi community, placing it within broader debates about religious extremism and Muslim sectarianism in the UK. Parveen (2016) wrote: “Simmering hatred towards Britain’s Ahmadiyya Muslim community spilled over into violence the day before Good Friday this year when Shah was murdered in his shop by Ahmed…”
A lack of understanding of the Ahmadiyya community is also visible in headlines such as “Asad Shah murder: YouTube claims to be a prophet led Tanveer Ahmed to kill Shawlands businessman” (Leask, 2016). This headline is misleading and it could be misread to suggest Shah himself claimed to be a prophet, which misrepresents Ahmadi beliefs. The same outlet later reported on the value of Shah’s estate quoted in monetary value, including who would inherit his properties, reframing the story into one about wealth, immigration, and economic disparity in a poverty-stricken city like Glasgow (Leask, 2017) which will be discussed  below.
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The coverage of Asad Shah’s murder illustrates how headlines and language can shift public perception, especially about sectarianism. Using Entman’s (1993) theory of framing, which emphasises selection and salience, it can be noted  that terms like “religiously motivated” or details about Shah’s financial estate could turn public attention towards narratives of Muslim violence or immigrants accumulating wealth, without offering any deeper understanding.
Framing the murder as sectarian would have conveyed a more accurate picture, particularly for a Scottish audience familiar with sectarian history. In shaping the story a certain way, the media played an active role in how religious identity and minority experiences are publicly interpreted. This is reflected in  anti-Islamic comments left under an online article about Shah’s estate (Leask, 2016), which suggest readers were reacting on stereotypes rather than any deeper idea of what happened.
Framing also occurs through omission. Many reports failed to mention the word “Ahmadiyya” or to situate the murder in the context of persecution of Ahmadis in Pakistan and beyond. These silent exclusions, as Entman (1993) argues, are themselves powerful framing devices.
Different types of coverage lead to different public responses. Reports referencing sectarian ideologies and simmering anger encourages debate on extremism and intolerance. In contrast, reports focusing on Shah’s wealth reframes the conversation around immigration. Neutral or vague reporting inspires general mourning but limited reflection on the causes. This suggests that media framing is not just a matter of tone, but a dynamic that shapes how society interprets events involving minority communities.
Public concern about immigration and terrorism has often been fuelled by media framing that links the two. According to Kundnani (2014, p. 63), policing practices construct Muslim identity as something suspect in the minds of people. Although Shah’s murder was not an act of terrorism, the story’s religious framing, combined with his immigrant background, created an opportunity for the two things to be linked and reinforced. Headlines referencing Shah’s estate or wealth, when paired with vague references to “religious violence,” in other outlets risks framing the case within a wider narrative of threat and otherness, one that obscures the sectarian context and reinforces anti-immigrant discussions.
Rodero (2013) also notes that intonation in radio broadcasts affects how stories are received. Patterns such as circumflex contours and emphatic accents frame mood and emphasis, indicating that framing extends beyond print to all forms of news media which are voiced.
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As this paper has explored, media representation played a significant role in shaping public awareness following the murder of Asad Shah. However, the limited and simplified framing of the story meant that there was little pressure on policymakers to investigate the specific vulnerabilities of faith minorities in the United Kingdom. Coverage failed to highlight gaps in hate crime legislation or the lack of protection for religious groups such as the Ahmadis. Despite this, the Scottish Government did carry out a Scots Law review (BBC News, 2016).
Had the media consistently identified the attack as sectarian and reported it within the broader issue of diaspora and digital space, it is possible that it would have placed greater demands on the government for reform. 
By failing to connect diasporic sectarianism to Scotland’s own history of religious division, the press missed a powerful opportunity to frame Shah’s death in a way that could have encouraged a deeper national reflection. This omission in turn narrowed the range of potential policy conversations from regulating digital hate, particularly where religion is concerned to funding targeted community support initiatives.
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The media’s treatment of the murder in Shah’s case also looks towards  a broader need for improved media literacy within journalism and its presentation to the general public. The inability to differentiate between religious denominations or to make sense of theological disputes reflects a significant gap in religious literacy. This can only lead to  public misunderstanding.
Reports that emphasised Shah’s wealth or offered only general expressions of mourning failed to frame the crime as a targeted act of sectarian hatred. This absence of depth allowed stereotypes to persist; including the view of Islam as a violent force or of immigrants as outsiders with disproportionate privileges. Even if Shah had been born here, there is no evidence to suggest  that  the reporting would have been different.
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Vigils, public tributes, and interfaith gatherings were held in his honour, with many Glaswegians recognising the symbolic importance of a man who openly promoted peace and inclusion not just by being Ahmadi but by his simple greetings and love for those he met which was widely reported as discussed before.  The phrase “Love for All, Hatred for None,” central to Ahmadi identity is a unifying message for those seeking to counteract sectarianism and religious hatred. Shah’s legacy is to prompt conversations in all levels of society about religious freedom, belonging, and the responsibilities of media and society
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Understanding religious identity in modern Scotland requires more than media reform, It needs a  landscape that is literate in  challenges faced by minorities, attuned to the history of its own society and how that has shaped the people.  A transparency is needed in the way the media frames stories, drafting narratives  that bring about clarity in a world that is increasingly intertwining  moral, mental and digital identities. 
Just as a media story can shape understanding through implication and omission, digital media can also be a dangerous influence, with the potential to radicalise individuals by exploiting emotion, identity, and misinformation. Both  demonstrate how easily stories can persuade and dissuade audiences on sensitive topics. Confronting this requires not only regulation and critical engagement with the media, but also a deeper commitment to cultural and religious literacy across society empowering  people to demand a higher standard of reporting. 
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