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Abstract 
This paper chronicled news coverage of the Nigerian newspapers on the 

blasphemy syndrome in Zamfara state, a case that led to the death of 8 

people in Talata Mafara town in the aftermath of the alleged vulgarity and 

insult to the personality of the Holy Prophet Muhammad (PBUH), the 

Messager of Allah (SWA), at Abdu Gusau Polytechnic on 22nd August 2016, 

by a Christian student on the campus. It is in response to this, that the paper 

surveyed 2 leading national newspapers: Daily Trust and The Nation for the 

study. The paper applied agenda setting and framing theories to situate the 

study in the context of objective reportage. The content analysis method is 

employed using the 30 retrieved copies of newspapers within the periods of 

August to  September, 2016 editions for critical analysis of the units and 

contents categories and news items slanted and contextualize with bearing 

influence on Abdu Gusau Polytechnic, Mafara-Zamfara State, Islam and the 

North. The paper recommended that Office PR Unit should be committed in 

issuing statements, press briefing on sensitive issues of concerns and 

promote the good image of the institution. PRO should also restore 

confidence and tackled potential misrepresentation and twist of the media 

against the interest of the institution.  
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Introduction 
Nigeria experiences different forms of 

turbulence such as insurgency, 

kidnapping, ethno-religious crisis to 

mention a few. The most complicated 

and twisted are not unconnected to 

those crisis related to religion, 

ethnicity or sectarianism. The worse 

hits of crisis like religious crisis are 

the northern states where vast majority 

of the population are Muslims. 

Blasphemy is one triggering such 

violence and communal clash. There 

have been sporadic religious crisis as 

a result of allegation of blasphemy in 

Nigeria that caused tension and 

confusion and of course leading to 

loss of lives and properties. For 

example, in 2002 there was case of a 

newspaper that was alleged to have 

committed blasphemy as a result of 

Isioma Daniel’s newspaper article on 

Miss World beauty pageant that 

sparked violence in Kaduna. Crisis 

erupted and lots of damages were 

unleashed. 

What is apparent in most of these 

cases are allegations which media 

report all happenings in the society 

including religious crisis with little or 

no objectivity and balance in their 

reportage. However, the report often 

could result to backlash leading to 

spate of violence based on the 

influence of the media report on news 

consumers and audience perception of 

the media reports.  

Talata Mafara is between Sokoto and 

Gusau equally separated by distance 

of one hundred kilometers from either 

of the two cities. Abdu Gusau 

Polytechnic is located in the town of 

Mafara; is a peaceful academic 

community, where hardly people take 

laws into their hands even when there 

is problem at hand. Though, there 

were a few clashes in the past that 

were related to religion, but never in 

the history of the Polytechnic has any 

form of violence occurred.   

In fact, the school has never had any 

form of break in a session except the 

official vacations throughout its 

formative years from the time of 

creating Zamfara state on 1st October 

1996 and its subsequent relocation 

from Sokoto state.  

Sadly, on 22nd August 2016, the 

school experienced students’ unrest 

that led to loss of eight lives and 

properties worth millions of naira. The 

unrest was following an allegation of 

blasphemy by one of the Polytechnic 

student. The incident was widely 

reported by both mainstream and new 

media.  

Given the impression that religion is 

such a sensitive issue in Nigeria, 

however, in search of peace, security, 
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and prosperity for our country, media must not shy away, or get discouraged 

from exploring truth, for it is the responsibilities of intellectuals to speak the 

truth and to expose lies, Noam Chomsky, (nd). The paper expounded to the 

reader with enough information to draw a conclusion as to whether on one hand 

the Nigerian press outlets are fair to AGP news coverage and on the other hand 

the religion itself is to blame for the social, economic and political state of 

Nigeria today. 

 

Research questions 

The research sets out the following questions: 

1. How frequent are Daily Trust and The Nation newspapers’ headlines 

linked Abdu Gusau Polytechnic, (AGP) Mafara to the alleged 

blasphemy? 

2. In what way did the Daily Trust and The Nation newspapers’ tone of the 

coverage on the blasphemy affect AGP Mafara? 

3. How is the placement of the story in both papers in terms of prominence 

as an element of news with particular reference to graphics, lead, 

headline, photo, body of the story etc.? 

4. What credible source(s) of news story did Daily Trust and The Nation 

newspapers subscribed to on their reportage? 

  

Aim of the study 

The main aim of the study is to content analyze news coverage of alleged 

Objectives of the study 

The objectives of the study are as follows: 

1. To find out how frequent media stories in the two selected papers 

mentioned the incident; 

2. To ascertain the tone of the stories and articles covering the blasphemy 

issue in Daily Trust and The Nation newspapers; 

3. To find out level of placement of the stories in both papers in terms of 

prominence.  

4. To examine the credibility of the sources of news a story that Daily Trust 

and The Nation hinged on. 

 

Literature Review 

Davidson, (nd), quoted Chuba Okadigbo saying: “Religion being a matter of 

individual choice and faith must be left where it is, such that our clerics can take 
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care of our souls and religious persuasions, while elected civilians take care of 

the businesses of governance.” 

Similarly, Garba, in his speech of (February 15, 2002) to a Nigerian leadership 

forum, argued: The inability to maintain the principles of a secular nation and 

separate the state from religion has added another dimension to existing national 

tension. Consequently, with the introduction of Sharia laws by several state 

governments, national politics has all of a sudden become suffused with the 

deep-seated fear of Islam as a political force, affecting even the tertiary 

institutions of learning. This was never the case in the early years of our 

independence.” 

Accordingly, in a similar assertion, Usman (2005), in his book titled “The 

Misrepresentation of Religion: The Facts and the Figures” pointed out that:  

The claim that some state governments are “introducing 

the shari’a,” while it has actually been part of the laws of 

this part of the world for centuries is based on a 

misrepresentation of our history, by manipulating 

religion to attack the basis of the corporate existence of 

the Federal Republic of Nigeria. It goes along with the 

image that is fabricated, that Islam and Christianity have 

always been antagonistic in Nigeria, by those who want, 

for narrow and short-sighted political ends, to promote 

the delusion that there exists a dar-al-Islam (land of 

Islam) in Nigeria after the facts of the British conquests, 

and of the independence struggle had brought such a 

polity, or, polities, to an end. (p. 38).  

 

As seen from the above clue, Zamfara state per se, has always been the victim 

of religious misrepresentation by the Nigerian press. This perhaps, is owing to 

the fact that, the State was the first to reintroduce Islamic sharia legal system, 

in Nigeria, April, 2000. As observed in the article published in The Nation 

newspaper that Zamfara is a Hausa-Fulani state, portraying that the AGP in 

itself is stacked with similar characteristics of students. Whereas the writer is 

shortsighted enough to know and understand that nowhere, in the entire north-

western states’ polytechnics students’ admission index respect federal character 

commission like AGP Mafara respects.   

In the words of Usman “The illusion peddled around by those who are attacking 

the basic of the corporate existence of the Federal Republic of Nigeria that its 
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constituent units are ethnic groups, and, or, races, which, at least for the larger 

ones can be clearly identified and separated, is as much an illusion for the 

Yoruba, and the Igbo as it is for the group called the “Hausa-Fulani”. This name 

cannot meaningfully define an ethnic group, or, a nationality, because Hausa is 

a language with its associated cultures and identities, distinct from Fulbe, and 

its associated cultures and identities.  

According to him, the Hausa and Fulfulde languages do not even have the same 

origin. Fulbe is closely related genetically to Ibo and Yoruba and to Ijaw and 

the Bantu languages. It belong to the West Atlantic branch of the Niger-Congo 

family of languages; the family to which all these languages belong. But Hausa 

is a member of the completely different Chadic family of languages and is much 

closer to Sayawa, Angas, Margi, and Bachama for example, then it is to Fulfulde 

and its Niger-Congo relations. A Pullo, that is a Fulani individual, is a Pullo, 

precisely because he is not a Kado, that is a non-Pullo; then how could someone 

be a Pullo and a Kado at the same time? This is a contradiction in terms, Usman 

pointed out, (2000). It is meaningless.  

 

Context of the study  

Nigeria has been described as the most religious country of the world based on 

a BBC report in 2004 that showed over 90% of Nigerians confirmed they 

believe in God and pray regularly (Ojeifo, Daily Trust, 28th Aug 2016, p56). 

Yet Nigeria remains with different forms of societal ills among which include 

poverty, illiteracy, corruption, and religious intolerance. It is however, believed 

that media as a strong pillar in society can fix or worsen these problems based 

on how issues are handled by the media. 

Qur’an (c49, v6) warns: “O ye who believe! If an evil-liver bring you tidings, 

verify it, lest ye smite some folk in ignorance and afterward repent of what ye 

did”. This verse of the holy Qur’an was in reference to one man who brought 

false news to the Prophet Muhammad (Peace be upon him) regarding some 

people and almighty immediately revealed to His prophet so that people could 

be warned against spreading unconfirmed information that could lead to hasty 

judgment, while hasty judgment leads to regret. The entire chapter teaches 

manners, behavior and approach toward the Prophet (Peace be upon him).   

The “satanic verses” of an Indian writer Salman Rushdi are always quickly 

remembered any time mention is made of blasphemy case in any part of the 
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world. Rushdi was on the Iranian watch list for execution as a result of what he 

wrote, and the Muslims believed were insulting to the religion.  

In Nigeria, the most glaring example occurred as a result of article in This Day 

of November 16 of 2002, when a writer  and staff of the paper, Isioma Daniel 

published an article in the newspaper concerning Miss World beauty pageant 

and was considered blasphemous by the Muslims. In fact, it is believed that the 

media can make or mar a society; this is in tandem with the popular saying that 

“a pen is mightier than a sword”. 

 

Blasphemy, media and the public  

Blasphemy is simply defined as profanity and it means curse. Media as 

watchdog of the society report each happening in the society, but the media does 

not cook stories, they depend on reliable sources and not anecdotal sources. The 

credibility of a reporter’s source determines reliability on stories the reporter 

writes.   

Taking the case of Isioma Daniel as an example, it could be recalled that there 

were writings, rejoinders, counter-rejoinders and fatwa (Islamic injunction) on 

the incident which caused the death of over 200 people in Kaduna and loss of 

properties worth nearly a billion naira. 

Coleman and Ross (2010:45-71) argue that media professionals hide under the 

claim of ‘the public interest’ to defend themselves from criticisms against 

‘misdeeds’ in the way they carry out their job. This buttress the fact that some 

media reports are contrary to the ethics of the profession as such leads to 

sensationalism and provocativeness.  

The authors explore further ways on how the real public voice is managed and 

controlled in the media. Such ways according to Coleman and Ross include 

exclusion or marginalization of certain voices through the process of source 

selection. However, they equally warned that this does not mean that 

operational judgment of the media job should be compromised but, (they) 

critique that there are empirical studies that show the extent of control over 

public voice despite the fact that voices are needed to be heard. 

 

Media and the Evidence of Bias in News Coverage  

Abubakar, (2015) quoted Yusuf, (2011), who identified the existence of partisan 

media bias and defined as “the systematic favouring of one side, party or 

ideology resulting from the intentional or unconscious biases of reporters, 

editors or organizations”. (p.14). In any case, the starting point of detecting bias 
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in the media is the belief that reporting should be balance- that is, where parties 

or candidates are roughly equal, they should receive approximately the same 

amount of coverage with objectivity and fairness.  The various approaches to 

this is include counting the number of times parties or candidates are mentioned, 

identifying how many stories, column inches, paragraphs or picture placement 

are published, Jenkins, (1999). 

This helps to assess the tone of coverage and determine whether the stories are 

overall favourable or unfavourable. Stories with equal numbers of positive 

statements or no clearly biased statements are regarded are neutral. Stories 

dominated by positive or negative statements about one side are considered 

overtly biased. Data on a number of variables are collected to explore this issue 

as well as possible explanations for any discernible bias. Soroka, Cutler and 

Stolle, (2011), noted that; a preponderance of statements favouring one side 

over the other, or filing reports soaked with religious colouration (blasphemy of 

sorts) for profit maximization is a clear indicator of bias. (p. 71).   

 

The Genesis of the Unrest- Monday 22nd August 2016  

Abdu Gusau Polytechnic is a serene institution with high level of academic 

excellence. Located in Talata Mafara following it’s relocation from former 

Sokoto state after the creation of Zamfara state in 1996. From its foremost 

campuses both in Birnin Kebbi, Kebbi state and Sokoto state, there has never 

been any form of violence leading to abrupt closure or stoppage of academic 

activities. Unfortunately, on Monday, 22nd August, 2016, the institution 

witnessed a sad incident that led to loss of lives and properties.   

A report was gathered immediately the incident occurred written during a joint 

meeting by Public Relations, Student Affairs, and Security units of the School.  

The report revealed that the genesis of the incident was an unconfirmed 

allegation of unguarded utterances against Prophet Muhammad (Peace be unto 

him), credited to one of the students in the Polytechnic. But, the event was high 

jacked by a mob from the Mafara town that torched a house belonging to 

someone who was said to have rescued the accused to the hospital. Earlier, 

about 6am misunderstanding ensued among the students, over an allegation of 

the blasphemy by one of the students. 

The report however, gathered that angry students attempted to beat the accused 

student. The accused student ran for escape and was rescued by the security 

operatives of the polytechnic. 
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Reportedly, a restaurant owner was said to have used his car to convey the 

student to the hospital in the town, Mafara. The angry students followed in their 

number to get nab of the accused. This is believed to be one of the factors that 

led the mob from the metropolis to join fueled and high jacked the fight. The 

school authority moved the accused to an undisclosed hospital in Sokoto, 

hundred and two kilometers away from Mafara for safety and security reason.  

Formerly, it has been disclosed that the genesis of the incident was argument 

concerning a bathing soap. The accused was said to have used a soap belonging 

to one of his roommate.   

From an unconfirmed source, there was existing misunderstanding between the 

accused and his roommates, who accuse him of stealing their belongings. This 

shows there was nothing concerning any religions.    

During the encounter, one student testified that in the beginning of the argument 

between the owner of the soap and the accused, the owner left the place 

momentarily.  Shortly on his return, the argument was heightened.  More 

students shouted and descended on the accused who ran to escape in the Student 

affairs unit, and to one of the Postgraduates classes where the school security 

agents rescued him.  

According to a staff from the Student Affairs unit, about 7:30am the unit tried 

to stop the angry students from going out of the school premises to Hospital in 

Mafara town in pursuance of the accused.  Several contacts were made from the 

beginning to reach out to other security formations to mobilize forces to secure 

the school and further spillover of the incident. 

Similarly, the Student Affairs unit revealed that, the staff in the unit too became 

target of the angry students, so, efforts were intensified for more external 

security from within Mafara Police offices and the neighboring local 

government areas. Immediately, the staffs were secured within the Police 

Divisional office and the environs of the school fortified with security agents. 

While the school authority immediately shut down the school indefinitely for 

security reason. 

 

Police commissioner’s Intervention 

Following the arrival the state Police Commissioner, OC mobile and their team, 

the area commander, the Council Chairman, Emir and members of his council 

moved straight to one of the affected areas where a house was torched by mob 

from the town and then to the areas affected in the School.  
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The school authority with the help of CP and his team ensured that all the female 

students were mustered in the premises of their compound, numbering up to 

over two thousand; all were safely evacuated to safety while their male 

counterpart have already taken to their heels amidst the crisis.  

Newspapers’ Headline Specimens on Blasphemy- How the media reported 

the story Premium Times online states that it has obtained further details of the 

killings in the Talata Marafa town of Zamfara State, where eight residents were 

burnt to death by a mob suspected to be students of Abdu Gusau Polytechnic. It 

further continued to say that the details emerged just as President Muhammadu 

Buhari was reported to have condemned the killings and promised justice to be 

done for the victims of the incident. 

“Some students of the polytechnic reportedly burnt down a 

house in which eight persons, resident there were all burnt 

to death”. Here, the report is trying to suggest that the 

affected victims belong to the torched house. This is the 

primary meaning any reader or audience will have in their 

mind. 

 

In essence, the reporter did not pay attention to ascertain the identity of the 

victims from credible source. This is tantamount to a misleading story whereby 

residents may imply to family of the person who rescued the victim. 

 “8 killed in Zamfara over blasphemy”- Daily Trust, Tuesday, 23rd August, 

2016:10  

As was the caption, The Daily Trust’s opening lead reported that:  

At least 8 people were killed yesterday in Talata Mafara 

Local Government area of Zamfara state after a student of 

the Abdu Gusau Polytechnic was alleged to have committed 

blasphemy. Violence erupted in the town as students of the 

Polytechnic beat the alleged blasphemy, a student who 

craved for anonymity said. 

 

Clearly from the context in which the give and tell story was midwifed, the 

reporter could not source and flesh the story from the reliable and credible 

sources with which the report could have been balanced and well officiated. In 

lieu of that the reporter covered up his story (without news) and went on to say 

that “The school authority could not be reached for comment on the incident”. 



254  africascholarpublications@gmail.com                                                                               
 2019 

 

This is the hit and run story published in the Daily Trust of that date identified 

above.  

However, a Daily Trust regular columnist, AbdulRafiu Lawal wrote on an 

article title: “Talata-Mafara eight and Nigerian Muslims” and testified that “a 

preliminary investigation by the state government shows that all the people who 

participated in the fracas did so based on “hear say”, as it has happened in many 

other places”.   

 

“Buhari, Atiku Salute Sultan Abubakar at 60… vows justice against Zamfara 

Killers”- Daily Trust, Wednesday, 24th August, 2016:3 

In its follow up report, Daily Trust quoted President Muhammadu Buhari in his 

twitter handle describing the killing as “barbaric “I assure that the law will take 

its course. My prayers are with the families of the victims. Under my watch we 

will work to ensure that there is no place for violence in the name of religion, 

ethnicity or in any guise whatsoever”, he said. 

 

“Blasphemy: JNI, CAN condemn Zamfara killings”- Daily Trust 

25/08/2016:4. 

The report contained that “The Jama’atu Nasril Islam (JNI) and the Christian 

Association of Nigeria (CAN) have condemned the killing of 8 persons over 

alleged blasphemy which occurred at Abdu Gusau Polytechnic, Talata Mafara, 

Zamfara state. 

JNI in a statement signed by the Secretary – General, Dr. Khalid Abubakar 

Aliyu and issued yesterday in Kaduna reiterate that human lives are sacred and 

therefore must be dignified. 

The statement said, “the unfortunate attacks that ensued thereafter the alleged 

blasphemy of the prophet, peace and blessings of Allah be upon him in Zamfara 

state are criminal and also stand condemned. JNI reemphasizes that individual 

muslims are not jurists, but faithful in the practice of the religion, therefore, 

they don’t have the right to pass judgment on emotions”     

 Addressing newsmen in Kaduna yesterday, Chairman of the CAN in the North 

West Zone, Bishop David Bakare condemned the killing of eight Christians in 

Talata Mafara, for alleged blasphemy, saying, government’s action must go 

beyond the usual rhetoric of condemnation. 
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Bakare described the killing of Christians in the north in the name of rreligion 

as unacceptable while he urged government to fish out the perpetrators and 

bring the to book. 

He said; “it has become necessary to make this statement in the face of the 

incessant unwarranted killing of Christians in northern Nigeria. Northern 

Nigeria in recent time has become killing field where Christians are murdered 

without restrain and governments at all levels are doing nothing about it. This 

is unacceptable as these ugly incidents are getting worse by the day”. The JNI 

on its part dissociated Islam from killings saying; “The nasty behavior of some 

miscreants should not be misconstrued as the Islamic teaching”. 

  “Zamfara killings: culprits won’t go free” – Yari.- Daily Trust 

25/08/2016 :9. 

 “Buhari: we will protect lives, property at all cost”- Daily Trust 

25/08/2016:10.   

 “CAN says Kerry’s visit divisive”- Daily Trust 26/08/2016:6. 

 IPCR charges Muslims, Christians on peace.  

 “Kerry’s visit: Christian groups tackle CAN”.-  Daily trust 

29/08/2016:4 

 “Troops kill bandits, recover animals in Kaduna, Zamfara”.- Daily 

trust 30/08/2016, p10, a story appeared on Zamfara; 

Daily Trust 27/08/2016 appeared on back cover Saturday column, by Bala 

Muhammad. 

“John Kerry visited the Sultan of Sokoto…spoke about the most current topic 

for his country and ours – terrorism”. 

Two Christians groups, the Northern Nigerian Christians, yesterday berated 

the President of the Christian Association of Nigeria (CAN), Rev. Ayo Supo 

Ayokunle over his comment on the recent visit of the US Secretary of state, John 

Kerry.  

The groups said the claim by Ayokunle that the visit was aimed at “favouring  

Muslims to the detriment of the Christian community” showed his lack of 

knowledge that the North is made up of Muslims and Christians. The groups in 

a statement signed by their representative, Rev. Luka Shehu stated that the 

statement attributed to the CAN president “leaves much to be desired of his 

knowledge, exposure and understanding of diplomacy, international politics or 

the nature of insecurity in northern Nigeria”. 
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“Victims of Zamfara killing not Christians – CAN” - Daily trust 29/08/2016:6 

The Northern Chapter of the Christian Asociation of Nigeria (CAN) has said 

that the eight people killed over alleged blasphemy at Talata Mafara area of 

Zamfara state were not Christians. 

The Public Relations Officer of the Northern CAN, Reverend John Hayab, while 

briefing newsmen after the association’s emergency meeting, which held in Jos, 

said CAN frowns at the killing of any Nigerian under the guise of religion or 

whatever in the country. 

He said “We met over the killings going on in Northern Nigeria. We clearly 

understood that those killed in Zamfara were not Christians. So, the erroneous 

story going on in the social media and in many other media claiming that those 

roasted were Christians should be corrected. 

“As an organization, we frown at the killing of human beings in whatsoever 

guise. human beings are human beings and if they are criminals, there are 

police. We should report them to the police to arrest the and nt set them ablaze. 

Our concern is that our nation is becoming barbaric”. 

“There is no justification whatsoever for the shedding of blood of any citizen”. 

 “CAN Says Kerry’s visit divisive.”- Daily trust 29/08/2016, p39 online 

reactions, readers’ comments via www.dailytrust.com.ng  

 Re: Talata Mafara eight and Nigerian Muslims. 

I quite agree with the writer on religious tolerance. He made so many 

examples to buttress his points. But I stand to be corrected Abu Jahl had 

never converted to Islam. Let the writer cross check Islam books for 

clarification and understanding. (A.M. Maradun, Lagos, 08033496424). 

 “Northern Christians to remain in CAN, bar unauthorized comments”. 

Daily trust 30/08/2016:9 

 

Methodology  

The study adopted qualitative content analysis. Content analysis is a research 

tool used to determine the presence of certain words or concept within texts in 

an attempt to make inferences. The study begins with retrieval of the relevant 

newspapers. It selects two national dailies namely Daily Trust, from the north 

and The Nation from the south between 23rd to 30th August 2016. It identifies 

the units of analysis for the study as; each mention of Zamfara killings 

blasphemy, eight killed, Islam, religion and northern Nigeria. It set to determine 

http://www.dailytrust.com.ng/
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frequency of mention, tone of stories, placement of the stories and influence of 

source on audience perception and behavior. 

 

Results and Discussion of Findings 

At this juncture, the result is hereby presented, analysed and interpreted from 

the data gathered in the course of this study.  

 

Figure 1: Daily Trust and The Nation newspapers’ tone and prominence of 

coverage on AGP  

Daily Trust The Nation 
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s) 
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) 

0 2 0 2 0 0 
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Item(s) 

0 1

5 

0 1 12 2 News 

Item(s) 

0 1

3 

0 2 10 1 

Picture(

s) 

7 0 0 0 7 0 Picture(

s) 

0 4 0 0 4 0 

 

TOTAL 

 

26 

(86.7%) 

  

                      19 

(63%) 

 

Source: Field survey, 2016. 

 

The figure 1 above, Daily Trust published as much as 26 news report items 

representing 86.7% than the 19 (63.3%) news items published in The Nation 

newspaper. However, Daily Trust contained 26, the highest number of reports 

unfavourably slanted against AGP. While The Nation gathered 14 reports in 

negative tone portraying AGP Mafara as a Christian battle ground than 

academic environ. This means that   
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Recommendation 

1. Management of Abdu Gusau Polytechnic, (AGP), Mafara should (as the 

need arise) address press conference and media briefings on relevant 

matter(s) forthwith. This will enhance the role of PRO unit in image-

making and managing the institution. 

2. Office of the Public Relation Department/Unit should as a matter 

urgency and need be committed in issuing statements, press briefing on 

issues in question at the same time protect and promote the good image 

of the AGP. This will help to restore confidence and tackled potential 

misrepresentation, misinterpretation and twist of the media.  
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