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Sudanese Media Coverage:
Banning the Abaya at Wad Madani
Faculty of Medicine




Case Background

In Sudan, mixed views were shared on social media networks following the publication
of a video in which the Dean of Student Affairs at the Wad Madani Faculty of Medicine
in the Sudanese State of Gezira, Abdul-Rahim Al-Bilal, states that the university decided
to prevent female students from wearing the abaya and explained the nature of the
university dress code for young men and women. He specified that women must wear
a particular uniform while at university.

“This is the uniform that should be worn inside university campus. Whoever wants to
study at this faculty should abide by the dress code regulations. Abayas shall not be
allowed at all, whether the girl is married or not. Whoever does not agree with what
I’m saying is invited to leave this university and find another one,” the Dean said in the
video.

“His words are hostile to Islam. We are in a Muslim country and banning the abaya
makes no sense,” commented one girl.

Following the video and the university’s decision, several comments and posts tackling
the Dean’s speech were shared on Sudanese social media networks. The most
prominent hashtags used were “Dismiss the Dean of Wad Madani Faculty of Medicine”
and “Women Wearing the Nigab in Wad Madani Faculty of Medicine.”
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Monitoring Methodology

In the professional media section, the report used quantitative monitoring to analyse the
number and types of publications, especially those related to the topic and published
by the media platforms specified below. The report also analysed the content of these
materials in terms of the approach, the reliance on relevant sources, and the published
story’s level of objectivity, particularly the way it deals with the religious dimension. The
report tried to understand the reason why the case was not mentioned on most of the
well-known Sudanese media platforms, in comparison to the previous Sudanese case
study: “Sudanese Media Coverage of Kassala Fires: Residents Accuse the Jinn.”

In addition, this report aims to examine the arguments of the various parties and shed
light on the different digital narratives. The Samir Kassir Foundation (SKF) strives to
be accurate and efficient in its media monitoring process. It has chosen to collaborate
with Reputell, a specialised firm that has access to considerable data and uses special
software to classify the data and retrieve the content deemed important for the study.
Through this process, SKF can assess whether the events related to the case study are
available online or not and how this online presence shapes up. It is important to note
that the purpose of this report is not to establish a comprehensive framework for the
digital landscape, but rather to shed light on prominent players, platforms, and potential
patterns in a way that is as close as possible to reality.

Lastly, it is important to note that the explanations of “positive/negative/neutral” do not
necessarily reflect SKF’s views. They also do not intend to classify things as “good/bad/
neutral” but rather to highlight the prevailing sentiment based on the classification of
Reputell’s software, especially since such analyses address complex and multifaceted
issues.

The monitored period ranges from November 28, 2022 to December 5, 2022.

Monitored Sudanese Media Institutions

The study includes the most popular news websites on social media platforms, as well
as several well-known TV channels and traditional newspapers (through their websites)
that were monitored in a previous report on “Media Coverage of Religious Freedom
and Diversity in Iraqg, Lebanon and Sudan”.

The report monitored 15 Sudanese media platforms, including three newspapers
(Assayha, Al-Soudani, and Al-Intibaha), five websites (Sudan Tribune, Akhbar El-Yom,
Sudanile, Al-Rakoba, and Al-Taghyeer), six TV channels (Sudan TV, Blue Nile TV,
Ashorooq Satellite TV, Khartoum Satellite TV, Sudan Satellite TV, and Taiba TV), and the
Sudan News Agency.

The study tracked seven publications related to the ban on wearing the abaya at Wad
Madani College in Gezira. TV channels broadcasted two reports, the websites published
two articles, and the newspapers issued three articles only. The news agency did not
cover the subject at all.
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https://www.skeyesmedia.org/documents/bo_filemanager/Sudan-case-study-ENQUIRE-20220527-1.pdf
https://www.skeyesmedia.org/documents/bo_filemanager/Sudan-case-study-ENQUIRE-20220527-1.pdf
https://www.skeyesmedia.org/en/News/Reports/03-11-2020/9077
https://www.skeyesmedia.org/en/News/Reports/03-11-2020/9077

Key Findings

It is impossible to compare the Kassala and Wad Madani stories in terms of content and
importance, but the media space can be analysed. In the first story published about
the fires in Kassala in February 2022, we monitored 20 publications. However, the four
TV channels monitored in this report did not pay any attention to the story nor publish
anything in this regard. As for the ban on wearing the abaya in Wad Madani, we identied
seven publications. The TV channel added to the study — Taiba TV — was the only one
to cover the story through its official accounts on YouTube and Facebook, while the
previous four channels, including the State television, ignored the story. This sheds light
on editorial consistency in dealing with religious issues among TV channels, which, to
a great extent, could be described as “neglect.”

When it comes to the newspaper coverage of the two stories, however, the contrast
is stark. The three monitored newspapers published 15 articles (news stories, opinion
articles, etc.) related to the fires of Kassala, while only three were published in the ban
on wearing the abaya in Wad Madani. One of the reasons for this paradox is the fact
that the fires in Kassala had happened in other areas of the country and were previously
covered by media outlets, while the ban on wearing the abaya occurred for the first in
Wad Madani. Moreover, the fire story affected a large number of people, leading to the
displacement of those who lost their homes and received the attention of the central
government. This is why the story drew media attention, while the ban on wearing the
abaya story was only commented on via social media networks.

The main difference is that in the Kassala story, there was not any kind of embarrassment
in embracing the jinn hypothesis and including it freely in the publications, sometimes
by the journalists or article writers themselves, while the religious aspect did not play
an important role in the Wad Madani story, except when a student protested against the
ban, saying that the abaya is part of the Islamic legislation.

Main Indicators

After analysing all publications tackling the ban on the abaya at the Wad Madani Faculty
of Medicine in Gezira and comparing them with the previous study, the following
conclusions can be drawn:

- Revoking the decision to ban the abaya does not necessarily mean that the media
played a role in it, as only seven publications covered the story, with most of them not
providing live coverage. The exception is Al-Rakoba website, which covered the event
on campus and interviewed the students and relevant parties.

- The religious side of the story was not neglected by the media, but it was not at the
primary focus. The news language used for reporting attempted to remain neutral and
cover the story without taking a side.

- Readers’ comments on the websites were divided between supporters and opponents
of the ban, indicating that the story showed different jurisprudential, religious, and
cultural views among the Sudanese people, as shown in the social media analysis.

- Comparing the Kassala fires and the ban on abaya stories, one can conclude that the
Sudanese media does not entirely ignore religious stories, but tends to concentrate
more on stories that affect a broader group, such as the displacement of the population
resulting from the fires in Kassala. The ban on abaya story pertains to a group of female
students at a college in the Gezira State. However, this selective coverage can be
viewed negatively because the case is related to women, a group that suffers from
significant social marginalisation.
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- The media gives attention to what is considered to be of interest to the capital. This is
evident in the comparison with the Kassala story, which drew the attention of the central
government and prompted the media to publish 20 news stories. Meanwhile, the case
of the Wad Madani students did not receive much attention outside of Gezira, and only
seven news stories covered it. The State media, including the official TV channel and
news agency, completely ignored the story.

- Both public and private TV channels agree to ignore religious issues, as seen in the
cases of the ban on abaya and the Kassala fires. They prefer to focus their attention
on the official or entertainment aspect of the news, according to the monitoring that
was conducted in the context of this study and the previous one, which included the
channels mentioned earlier.

24



Twitter Sentiment Analysis

Gender Stats

Females

No Gender [A¥)

Figure 1. Account distribution by gender

Sentiments Stats

Accounts posting againts preventing female students from wearing the abaya
on campus

Accounts posting neutrally about preventing female students from wearing the abaya
on campus

Accounts posting in favor of preventing female students from wearing the abaya
on campus

Figure 2: Sentiment breakdown on Twitter

Figure 1 depicts the distribution of accounts based on gender, between men, women,
and those whose gender is unknown. The majority of contributors were men (48%),

followed by those whose gender is unknown (45%). Only 7% of contributors were
women.

In terms of public opinion, Figure 2 illustrates that 65% of accounts were against the
university’s decision to ban the abaya, while 30% of accounts maintained a neutral tone

and simply conveyed information or provided minimal details. Five percent of accounts
expressed approval for the ban.
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Type of Accounts Type of Tweets

14%

Original
Contributors

. Original

. Retweets Common . Retweets

Figure 3: Tweet distribution by type

A total of 170 tweets were monitored, including 146 originals written by the account
holders and 24 retweets. The low number of retweets is attributed to the unsuccessful
campaign launched by some Twitter users, which did not gain significant support on
the platform.

Likewise, the left-side graph in Figure 3 indicates that out of the 141 accounts involved in
the online discussion, there were 119 original content creators and 24 retweeters. There
is also a third category consisting of original accounts that also retweet. On average,
each original account posted about 1.2 tweets, and each of the retweeter accounts
retweeted only once, which demonstrates the limited levels of interaction. Unlike Iraq
or Lebanon, Twitter does not appear to be a popular platform in Sudan, as no influential
person has ever posted about this controversial topic on their account. By briefly
examining some of the previously mentioned figures in this report, one can observe
that the level of interaction is much higher on Facebook, which raises the question of
the preferred platforms in each country.

Keywords Number of words

University 80
Civil 51
Wad 51
Faculty of Medicine 45
Female students 38
Wearing 38

Figure 4: Word cloud results
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Hashtag Number of posts Contributors

#Sudan 14 12
#Women_Wearing_the_Nigab_in_Wad_Madani_
.7 4 4
Faculty_of_Medicine
#Roadblocks 4 4
#Dismiss_the_Dean_of_Wad_Madani_Faculty_
e 4 4
of_Medicine
#Dismiss_the_Dean_of_WadMadani_Faculty_of_
- 3 2
Medicine

Figure 5: Most popular hashtags

Figure 4 confirms the accuracy of the research topic, but the mentioned keywords do not
indicate the direction of the conversation. The most common hashtags in Figure 5, such
as #Dismiss_the_Dean_of_Wad_Madani_Faculty_of_Medicine and #Dismiss_the_
Dean_of_WadMadani_Faculty_of_Medicine, were used by four and two contributors in
four and three posts, respectively. This highlights the unsuccessful attempt to trigger a
viral campaign against the Faculty of Medicine’s decision.

Conclusion

Despite a minority’s efforts to support the decision on social media, people widely
protested against the ban, particularly on Facebook. Some accounts relied on
technicalities to justify their comments in favour of the ban, while those against the
decision remained firm, considering the latter to be disrespectful and illogical in an
Islamic country like Sudan. It is worth noting that media outlets maintained a neutral
tone, while the online discussion shed light on the negative views. Although some
hashtags attempted to launch a campaign on Twitter, the real discussion took place on
Facebook.
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