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Abstract

News commenting has become part of the features of online news sites in Nigeria, providing space
for readers to express their views on news content and to engage with other readers in discussion.
Over time, these commenting sections have become a space for the exchange of acerbic and, beyond
that, extreme comments. On the one hand, online news commenting is seen as one of the democratic
features the internet offers as well as making the audience active within the chain of news production
(Trygg, 2012a). On the other hand, it is a source of concern because it sometimes serves as a platform
for offensive and uncivil behaviours among the audience (Hlavach & Freivogel, 2011). In Nigeria,
the popularity of comments sections of online news media is rising as people now have access to
news on the move through their smartphones. A core question arising from this is: does the online
comments’ space contribute to the development of a democratic sphere for rational and critical
discourse among readers?

This thesis investigates online news readers’ comments in Nigeria, and in the process considers the
extent to which they constitute an online public sphere based on the initial definition provided by
Habermas (1991). The study applied a mixed-method research approach combining qualitative and
quantitative content analysis, semi-structured interviews and a survey. The content analysis analysed
news headlines and comments from four selected online newspaper platforms. Semi-structured
interviews engaged participants, who include journalists, politicians, and ordinary citizens who read
news online and participate in online deliberation. The survey method adopted an online survey
which elicited 228 respondents.

Conceptually, to provide a better understanding of the phenomenon of news commenting as a space

for democratic discussion, the research combines public sphere and critical political-economic
theories as to its analytical framework. The thesis argues based on the evidence of data collected and
analysed that an online public sphere exists in Nigeria. However, it is dysfunctional because
deliberations within the sphere are not rational and critical of the subject of discourse, most of the
time. The deliberative space is restricted as participation requires literacy and technological skills
and resources, thereby excluding many Nigerians who are not literate in the use of the gadgets and
are illiterate in the use of English- the language of interaction. A key finding of the research is that
the production of texts and meaning and conversation around them within the deliberative area is
conditioned by ethnic and religious sentiments and grounded in the news content provided by the
news platforms already influenced by specific political and economic imperatives.

xiii



Chapter One

1.1 Introduction to the study
Today, the online news media websites and readers’ participatory practises in the form of reaction to

news through the posting of comments and participating in debates have become salient and subject
of academic research. Unlike the pre-internet era when audience participation in the news chain in
the form of feedback and interaction with other members of the audience is low; the online news sites
enable real-time access to information and active participation of audiences along the chain of news
production and consumption. As one of the critical features of the online news websites, the online
comment section allows readers to express their feelings about issues and also serves as a means of
assessing opinions on a public issue (Gerhards & Schéfer, 2010; Manosevitch & Walker, 2009).

In Nigeria, most of the mainstream media organisations have embraced the phenomenon of online
news publishing and now publish news content on their websites and are actively present in other
internet-enabled platforms like the Facebook page, Twitter and Instagram. The migration into the
online space enhances their information dissemination process, increase readers participation,
interactivity and engagement with a news story. Recent findings from a study conducted by Statista

(2016) report that accessing news online is steadily rising among the citizens in Nigeria.

With cheap smart mobile handsets and an internet connection, citizens in Nigeria now have access to
news on the go and also a platform for them to engage with the news in a deliberative format. Equally,
the internet and its platforms like Facebook, Twitter and other various online news sites have
transformed the audience into prosumers. Within the context under discussion, the concept of

prosumer implies that a person can produce and consume news content.

Also, the online media organisations view the comment feature of their websites as a way of engaging
with the audience as increase number of traffic on news websites indicate that users engage more
with their content (Ksiazek et al., 2016). Practically, the comment section of online news websites
has become a space where citizens argue with each other on public issues. Sometimes, the debates
degenerate into incivility and trolls. With this development, scholars have raised several questions
bothering on the rationality, civility and the democratic values of the online discursive sphere (Boxell
et al., 2017; Johannessen, 2013; Papacharissi, 2004; Pariser, 2011). Also, Nielsen (2014) expresses

criticism of the quality and trustworthiness of debates in the online news commenting space.



Nevertheless, citizens and media practitioners have highlighted the democratic values of online news
commenting (Coe et al., 2014; Raphaél Kies, 2010b; Ksiazek, 2016; Santana, 2016). Studies have
also raised concerns over online deliberative space tendency to promote polarisation and hostility
(Milioni et al., 2012; Papacharissi, 2002; Pariser, 2011; Sparks, 2010). Within the Nigerian context,
research has also been conducted on the chaotic state of online news commenting space (Jibril &
Targema, 2017). Besides, the need for research into online news websites as a public sphere becomes
more critical because research has pointed to the democratic deliberative features of the online news
environment and its propensity to facilitate a platform for rational discourse and feedback among
citizens (Kies, 2010a; Santana, 2016).

Therefore, this study focusses on the online news commenting platform in Nigeria, examining the
comments and debates that pass through the discursive space and how it reflects a public sphere for
democratic deliberation. In the process of the study, the researcher planned to close gaps in
knowledge identified from the reviewed literature. Also, the study will contribute to knowledge by
providing new knowledge on online commenting and create an explanatory model for online news
commenting in Nigeria. Also, findings from the study will provide suggestions and practical

recommendations on how to improve the state of online news commenting in Nigeria.

1.2 Rationale for the research
The online news platforms and its comment sections have become grounds where citizens debate on

public issues and sometimes reflect their various ideological positions during the discourse.
Similarly, the internet and its features such as the online news platforms, and by extension, social
media websites increase citizens’ opportunity to participate in government by being able to deliberate
freely. It also opens up space for those whose opinions run contrary to the one held by the mainstream
political class to be able to express their views and contest mainstream ideas (Benkler, 2006; Downey
& Fenton, 2003; Jiurgen Gerhards & Schafer, 2010). Scholars have however pointed out the
inadequacies of the online media to fulfilling these features due to issues like the low quality of
deliberation which sometimes degenerates into trolls, cyberbullying, echo chambers (Downey &
Fenton, 2003; Sustein, 2017) or what Quandt (2018) refers to as ¢ dark participation’. The democratic
and participatory potentials of the online news media comment section have also attracted debate.
Equally so with the partisan online news platforms and embedded algorithms that encourage
fragmentation which influences citizens to seek information that is in congruence with their political

or social orientation.



In Nigeria, the online media, whether online versions of the mainstream media or complete online
news media whose presence are only on the internet have gradually become parts of daily lives. This
phenomenon is expanding among citizens, especially with increased access to cheap smartphones
and internet connection. The various features of the online news platforms such as the provision of
real-time space for readers’ response to news stories and space for democratic deliberations by
readers on issues with little or no restraints mechanisms associated with the mainstream media have
also begun to attract attention (Lee & Tandoc, 2017). Besides, Collins (2018) describes the trend as
the migration of journalism from ‘lecture’ where citizens do not participate in the news production

chain to a ‘conversation’ style where news production and distribution are participatory.

The internet provides a platform for people to converge in a virtual atmosphere and discuss issues
freely. Furthermore, Ott and Rosser (2013) argue that electronic communication and, by extension,
the internet, through free speech and unhindered flow of information can promote liberalisation and
democracy. There is a general notion among the citizens in Nigeria that their expectations as a result
of the country’s return to democracy in 2009 remain a mirage as the political space became marred
with money politics and personal aggrandisement (Ajebode, 2010). They believe the government is
far from them as they are not carried along by the government on issues that may have a direct bearing
on them and which negates the tenets of democracy (Kperogi, 2016). As a result, there is a lack of
trust for the government as citizens believe their opinions only matter during elections. The press
which is supposed to hold the government accountable and give the citizens a voice is an extension
of the state so; they have no option than to look for alternative outlets. The internet and by extension,

the new media readily provide the alternative space.

Consequently, reading the news and posting comments online is gradually becoming a common
practice among Nigerians, and some hardly engage with traditional mainstream media as a
consequence (Udanor et al., 2016). Besides, the easy access and affordability of the internet have
challenged government hold and control of the press. It has also made it easier for citizens especially
journalists, bloggers and other social media activists who have access to documents and information
labelled as classified documents by the government to leak or post this information on the internet
for deliberation. Access to such materials and information now promote transparency and
accountability. However, there is a question of whether such comments reflect the expectation of

democratic deliberation.



From the literature reviewed, there is a clear gap in knowledge regarding whether, and if so to what
extent, online news commenting in Nigeria reflects any form of democratic deliberation. For instance,
Oyero, Oyeyemi, Usaini, & Omole (2017) in their findings reveal that online news platform was
laden with hate messages and comments were polarised sharply along ethnic, religious and political
cleavages. By contrast, Albert (2008) investigates the online public discourse in Africa, and his
findings conclude that the online news sites in Nigeria especially the Nigeria diaspora online news
sites have helped in expanding democratic space in Nigeria. However, Alimi & Matiki (2017)
applying ‘translanguaging’ technique in their method of inquiry found that the online news media
platform in Nigeria contained aspersions and derogatory language. It is this lack of clarity on the
matter that provokes this research project.

The researcher observed from the literature reviewed that various studies on the online news
commenting in Nigeria did not take account of the fact that most of the online news platforms are
extensions of the mainstream media. Therefore, the news contents read online to which commenters
react to, may well be structurally very similar to their mainstream versions. Consequently, it is vital
to ascertain whether the various economic imperatives and ideological underpinnings that influence
mainstream media news production and distribution do exert any influence in online news readers’

comment threads.

Current research on the topic also under-emphasises in its investigation whether the influence of
institutional structures reproduces and reinforce the hegemony and maintenance of the status quo
within the deliberative space in Nigeria. The institutional structure includes the editorial board and
managers who decide the editorial policy and direction for the media organisation, the owners of the
media organisation and the revenue aspect. The editorial board and managers influenced by the drive
to make a profit and ensure their media organisation enjoys legitimacy in the eyes of the government
often carry out their news operations in a way to reflect these. For example, in Nigeria, the
government is one of the big spenders in advertising (OMD, 2019). Therefore, news organisations
are conscious of this and careful in their report on government activities in order to enjoy the latter’s
patronage. Also, the media owners, as part of the elite class, often ensure that their organisations
respect the political and economic system of the state for them to benefit from the system( Dhakal,
2011). The media project the positions of their owners through a subtle reinforcement and
amplification in their reportage (Gitlin, 2003). Therefore, the content of the media is not value-free

but shaped by ideological positions.



Furthermore, the online world is not as free and participatory as some utopian apologists of the
internet argue as studies have shown that the internet world and the activities around it are
increasingly becoming monopolised in terms of ownership and control (Fenton, 2011). For instance,
fewer news corporations control the multiple platforms that we think the new media technology offers
society. For example, 40% of tweets are generated by robots, while 10% of tweets drive 90% of the
traffic (Fenton, 2011). The multinational corporations within the information and communication
sector have commaodified the content on the internet so much that the audience has become vulnerable
to the capital accumulation drives of the multinational corporations in the form of information
exchange (Fuchs, 2017). This vulnerability manifests itself, for instance, in the form of audience data
harvested and sold to advertisers (Fuchs, 2010; Mosco, 2005).

Although, the research findings of Coleman and Ggtze (2001); Dahlgren (2005); Dermont (2016);
Kang, Lee, You, and Lee (2013) and Santana (2016) all argue that online news commenting space
possesses the capacity to facilitate democratic deliberation. However, the literature reviewed
concerning online news commenting platforms in Nigeria shows no empirical findings on whether
online commenting and deliberation within the online media space has what it takes to facilitate a
sphere that fulfils the essential features of the public sphere as argued by scholars like (Asen, 2015;
Jurgen Habermas, 1992; Su, 2016; Taylor, 1993). Alimi and Matiki (2017), for example, in their
study of online news commenting in Nigeria, focus on the use of language in the making of meaning.
Oyedele (2015) investigates the relationship between news stories and the comments made by
readers. Also, Jibril & Targema (2017) focus on how online news readers’ comments in Nigeria

facilitate national unity.

Equally significant in the discussion of online news platform in Nigeria is the online diaspora media,
another strand of the online media that is established by the Nigerian migrants abroad to engage with
their country and participate in democratic discourse (Olorunnisola, 2004). A significant relevance
of diaspora media to any discourse on Nigerian online news platforms and readers’ comments is itS
provision of space through which Nigerians in the diaspora connect with events in their homeland.
The diaspora media platforms do not only provide digital space for Nigerians abroad to read the news

but also offer templates for them to deliberate on national matters.

Recently, online news media platforms, including social media and blogs in Nigeria, have come

under scrutiny and criticisms from the government, especially over their contents, including audience
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comments and deliberation. The government equated some of the comments on online news
platforms as hate speech and proposed to introduce a mechanism for controlling and regulating the
online media space (Mohammed, 2018). Similarly, a member of the legislative house in Nigeria
recently proposed a legislative bill that specifies a death penalty for anybody found guilty by the
court of law in Nigeria for posting hate speech/comments on the internet. This research, therefore,
will be concerned with providing answers to the questions raised from the gap in knowledge on online

news commenting in Nigeria illuminated to this point and by so doing, meet the study’s objectives.

1.3 Research Questions
1. What motivates readers to post comments and participate in discussion within the commenting

space of online news websites in Nigeria?

2. To what extent does the commenting space of Nigerian online news websites reflect the criteria
for the existence of a public sphere?

3. Do political economy factors influence online deliberation and the regulation of the commenting

space by the news organisation?

1.4 Aim of the study
To examine the online news commenting space in Nigeria and to consider, and account for, the extent

to which it bears a resemblance to the criteria of a public sphere.

1.5 Objectives of the study

The objectives of the research are:

to undertake a critical evaluation of the literature on news provision online and public deliberation;
to develop a framework for the analysis of Nigerian online news commenting through critique and
assimilation of work from the public sphere and critical political economy theories;

through the application of ideas from the fields of the public sphere and political economy to the
evidence generated in the project, to provide a conceptual model of Nigerian online news
commenting;

to provide practical recommendations to news providers and regulators on how more effective online

news commenting might be developed in Nigeria.



1.6 Operational Definition of Terms

1.6.1 Mainstream media

For this study, the term is used interchangeably with traditional media. Therefore, mainstream media/
traditional media are newspapers, television and radio stations in Nigeria that have visible
organisational and editorial structures. There are physical copies of their contents in the form of
newspapers and magazines. At the same time, the radio and television components broadcast through

terrestrial and satellite technology and accessed by viewers through television or radio sets.

1.6.2 Online news media
In this thesis, online news media are media platform that disseminates information on the internet
and can be a website operated and owned by a mainstream media provider or an internet alone news

platform without any physical presence.

1.6.3 Online deliberation

Online deliberation is discourses that take place on the communicative internet space between two
or more people (Halpern & Gibbs, 2013; Scholl, 2013). In this study, the researcher operationalised
the concept as a form of discussion or interaction that take place in the online newspaper comment

section, which involves two or more people.

1.7 Contributions to Knowledge
The purpose of this study is to investigate the online news commenting space in Nigeria and ascertain,

whether it has the criteria to enable democratic deliberation. It also intends through its analysis and
the explanatory framework produced in the end provide a clear understanding of the online news
environment in Nigeria. Most of the literature reviewed point to the existence of the public sphere in
Nigeria. However, few have studied the online news commenting space to provide an understanding
of the sphere and whether it meets the criteria to be referred to as an online public sphere. Most of
the existing studies have not also considered the influence of the political economy of news
production and the broader political economy of Nigeria on the online deliberative space.
Accordingly, the contributions of this research to knowledge will:

1. Provide new knowledge on the online news commenting environment in Nigeria.

2. Develop through the evidence generated in the study, an explanatory model of online news

commenting in Nigeria.
3. Make suggestions and recommendations on how to improve the state of online news

commenting in Nigeria.



1.8 Thesis overview
Chapter One: This chapter starts with the introduction to the study, and it generally gives an
overview of the study. It also states the objectives of the study, the research questions and the

rationale for conducting the research.

Chapter Two: This chapter provides a historical background to Nigeria, her media system and
including Nigerian online diasporic media and situates and how the media has evolved over the years
up to the entrance of the online media. The chapter also highlights the political economy of Nigeria

and how it influences the mass media sphere in Nigeria.

Chapter Three: It reviews the extant literature and discusses the concepts of the internet, democracy
and deliberation extensively. The chapter explores and presents the arguments by the utopians on the
internet features and potentials to promote deliberative democracy. It also reflects the dystopian
views of other scholars who are sceptical about the democratic potentials of the internet. Also, it

synthesises the diverse views and explains its connection to the research.

Chapter Four: discusses the various views on online news commenting space and through the
review process, establish gaps not yet covered by previous researches. Therefore, the various themes
reviewed in the chapter produced a clear picture of the online news environment and highlighted key

issues which the researcher focussed on in the latter part of the thesis.

Chapter Five: explains the theoretical frameworks applied in the study. The chapter explained the
public sphere and the critical political economy theories used in the study. It explained how each of
the frameworks provides a critical analysis of the online news commenting platform. The chapter
justified the adoption of the theories. It showed how the theories in a complementary pattern
addressed the area that either of the two cannot interrogate due to its specific analytical capacity.
Therefore, the application of the public sphere provided the theoretical basis to understand whether
the conditions for democratic deliberation exist within the online commenting space. Also, the
chapter through the application of the critical political economy explains how power differentials,

contestation and commercial drive influence comment section of online newspapers.

Chapter Six: This chapter explains the chosen research method for the study. It justifies the adoption
of the mixed method of research combining content analysis, semi-structured interview and the
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survey. It explains the choice of the pragmatic paradigm and argues the reasons behind its selection
as the appropriate paradigm for the study. The chapter also explained the mixed-method model
adopted for the study and provide a detailed triangulation process for combining and comparing the

data analysis and findings.

Chapter Seven: In the chapter, separate sections present qualitative and quantitative data. The
researcher analysed the empirical data from the field in frequencies and themes and presented
quantitative data in tables and graphs.

Chapter Eight: This chapter presents the research findings from the analysis of the three data sets
collected in the study. In the chapter, the discussion of findings involves the comparison of the three
data sets concerning research questions to see whether they converge, diverge or complement each
other. The chapter includes the explanatory model developed from the application of the analytical
framework into the analysis of the data collected and the results obtained.

Chapter Nine: This is the concluding chapter of the thesis. The chapter summarises the research
procedure, presents the research conclusion and states the contribution of the research to knowledge.
The research also proffers recommendation for the improvement of online news commenting in

Nigeria and suggested areas for future research.



Chapter Two
Nigeria and its Media System

2.1 Chapter overview

This chapter gives a brief history of Nigeria with a focus on her various epochal periods like her
earlier contacts with the western world, colonialism, independence, and the various ferments that
shaped the country up till the present time. The chapter also discusses the media system in Nigeria
from the publication of the first newspaper to the moment, including the mainstream media online
presence and the activities of the online diasporic media. The inclusion of Nigerian online diaspora
media is justified based on its role as one of the media platform that facilitated a discursive sphere in
Nigeria (Kperogi, 2013). Also, the chapter profiled the online news media sites from where

comments were mined and analysed.

2.2 Brief history of Nigeria

With an estimated population of over 200 million, Nigeria ranked as the most populous country in
Africa and the most populous black nation in the world (National Communication Commission,
2016). She is also one of the most diverse countries regarding the number of ethnic groups and spoken
languages with over 400 different ethnic groups and languages spoken within the country. The
country practised a federal system of government with thirty-six states, and the administrative capital
is in Abuja while Lagos unofficially remains the commercial capital of the country. Nigeria is an
artificial creation of the United Kingdom as the territory initially consists of various kingdoms,
empires and independent states. The various kingdoms and empires before contact with the outside
world had robust, egalitarian and flourishing economies and societies based on agriculture (Falola &
Heaton, 2008).

The earlier contact between the various states, kingdoms, empires and the outside world most notably
the Portuguese and the British came as a result of trading in commodities in the south especially
around the coastal region while the empires in the North engaged in trading with the Arabs around
what is known as the trans- Saharan trade route. This trading later metamorphosed into slave trade
which led to the forceful capture and shipment of millions of non-disabled men from Nigeria across
the Atlantic Ocean into America and the Caribbean for cheap labour on the sugarcane and the cotton
fields. Apart from the shipment of slaves across the Atlantic, over 4 million Nigerians were also
captured and taken into slavery in the Arab world through the trans-Saharan slave route and these
two developments according to Nunn and Wantchekon (2008), Falola and Heaton (2008) and Nunn
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(2008), had a significant impact on the African society including Nigeria, ruptured their economies

and social system and sown seeds of mistrust.

The abolition of the slave trade because of the slave trade act of 1807 passed by the British parliament
ushered in a new trade relationship between the British and the various areas of modern-day Nigeria.
In the south, palm oil, cocoa and later rubber became commaodities for trading while in the North,
cotton, hides and skins were commodities for trading. Another landmark apart from the British
colonisation of the various kingdoms and empires was the introduction of Christianity by the
European missionaries and also the introduction of Islam in the North first through the earlier contact
by the people of Kanem-Borno empire in the present-day North-east of Nigeria and later through the
Jihad of Uthman Dan Fodio of Sokoto caliphate. In the Northern part, for instance, the introduction
of Islam helped in creating a territory with strong Islamic foundation and legal system (Falola &
Heaton) and in the south, Christian proselytisation contributed to the region embracing western
education system and social system before the North (Vaughan, 2016). Ever since, the two religions
have continued to influence and dominate the political process, government decisions and
deliberation on any national issues within the public sphere. In the same way, Vaughan (2016, p. 13)
while explaining the roles of the two religions in Nigeria opines that ‘the critical foundation in the
making of modern Nigeria was constructed on the convergence of two monumental world religious

movements that transformed the Nigerian region, starting in the nineteenth century’.

One of the contributing factors that led to the colonisation of Nigeria by the British was the Berlin
conference of 1884-5 tagged as the ‘Scramble and Partitioning of Africa’. During the period, various
European powers sat and allocated different territories of Africa to each other based on existing
treaties and trade by European companies with kingdoms and independent states in Africa. This
partitioning was done primarily for economic gains and also, the spread of Christianity. For this
purpose, the British government moved to secure the territories around the River Niger to protect the
interest of the British merchants involved in palm oil trading especially the Royal Niger Company
and ward off any influence from other European powers like France and Portugal (Falola & Heaton,
2008). Before this period, the British government, under the pretence of abolishing the slave trade
and the encouragement of legitimate trade increased their interference in the domestic affairs of the

natives. This interference led to conflicts between the natives and the British government.
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Consequently, the British government bombarded Lagos in 1851 and finally annexed it as a crown
colony in 1861 and by 1900; the whole of present-day Southern Nigeria has been annexed by the
British and named the Southern Protectorate of Nigeria. With the conquest of the southern region,
the British government shifted their attention to the North and in 1903 after a fierce battle with the
Sultan of Sokoto in which the latter lost his life; the entire region was annexed and named the
Northern protectorate of Nigeria (Falola & Heaton, 2008; Vaughan, 2016). Consequently, the
colonial government amalgamated the Southern and Northern protectorates to become one country
in 1914 (Philips, 2004; Isichei, 1983).

After the amalgamation, the colonial government introduced the indirect rule system as a system of
administration for the new country. The indirect rule is a system of administration where the colonial
government had minimal direct participation in the day-day administration of the territory. Instead,
they used the existing local chiefs, kings and emirs to administer their areas but take instructions
from the colonial government. The primary argument by the British for the adoption of indirect rule
system was to allow the colonies to preserve their local culture and traditional method of
administration (Falola & Heaton, 2008). Others have argued that the reason for the adoption of the
system was for administrative convenience and effective taxation system (Gerring., Ziblatt., Van
Gorp., & Arevalo, 2011; Scott, 2013). The system, however, had a low success rate in the southern
part of Nigeria with specific reference to the South-East where the traditional method of
administration is not as centralised unlike in the Northern part of Nigeria. Also, there is a correlation
between the indirect rule system employed by the British colonial administration and the level of
poverty and unhealthy contestation for power and resources among the people in the former British

colonies including Nigeria (Richens, 2009).

After the Second World War, the initial resistance to colonial rule in Nigeria took a new shape with
the coming on stream of well-organised nationalists’ movements effectively using the print media to
criticise the colonial government policies in Nigeria. The growing number of educated elites and the
exposure of Nigerians who participated in the Second World War became energising factors for the
nationalists’ movements (Falola & Heaton, 2008; Ikime, 1980; Olasupo et al., 2017). However, the
motives behind nationalist activities by the elites apart from self-government and replacing the
British officials in government were divisive and ethnocentric (Onuoha, 2012). One of the reasons
for this is the indirect rule system. The system was divisive and had an impression on the psyche of

the average elite during this period. For example, the three major political parties in Nigeria during
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this period and in the first republic were formed along the ethnic line. As a result, each of them had
ethnic colouration. The Action Congress (AC) aligned itself with the Yoruba ethnic group, the
National Council for Nigerian Citizens with the Ibos and the Nigerian People’s Congress with the
people of Northern Nigeria. Apart from the three major political parties, other political parties also
reflect ethnic nationalities in their composition and objectives. For example, the United Middle Belt
Congress represents the interests of the people that live around the middle belt region.

Accordingly, the public sphere became dominated with debates heavily influenced by ethnicity and
religious issues and hegemonic contestations among the elites from the various ethnic groups (Ekeh,
1975; Shittu, 2013). Nigeria gained her independence on October 1st, 1960 and modelled her system
of government after the British parliamentary system of government. However, and after
independence, the country, her political system and the politicians became sharply divided along
ethnic lines that achieving national cohesion and objectives became difficult. As a result, the country
became regularly embroiled in civil unrest until 1966 when the first military coup was staged that
overthrew the elected government. Aside from the coup, the state also experienced a civil war from
1967-1970. In the area of administration, out of her 60 years of experience as a nation, the military

governed for 29 years.

2.3 The Nigerian Media System

The emergence of the press in Nigeria has a connection with the activities of the missionaries. The
first newspaper in Nigeria was founded in Abeokuta in 1859 by the Reverend Henry Townsend of
the Anglican missionary society with the name Iwe Iroyin fun awon Egba ati Yoruba (Daramola,
2006; Omu, 1978). The newspaper was published in the vernacular language of Yoruba and

circulated within Abeokuta and Lagos.

According to Daramola (2006), the development of the Nigerian media aligned with the different
historical epochs of Nigeria as a nation. Ogunsiji (1989) identifies four eras: missionary journalism
(1846-1863), alien- dominated press (1863-1914), indigenous press (1914-1960) and the
contemporary era (1960 onwards). This description is debatable as specific features of a previous
period can be found in another. For example, there are hundreds of religious newspapers still thriving
in the country. Another question is, how do we distinguish the indigenous press from the

contemporary era?
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Similarly, does it mean that the nationalities of owners of media organisations between indigenous
and the contemporary era are different? Another classification of the development of the media
system in Nigeria identified three epochs: the early press, nationalist press and the contemporary
press (Tador, 1996). The early media consists of religious newspapers, and most prominent of the
papers around this period was the Iwe Iroyin fun awon ara Egba ati Yoruba which also was the first
newspaper published in Nigeria. Also, other scholars focus their discourse on the emergence of the
mass media in Nigeria from the nationalists’ struggle for self- determination and independence
(Golding & Murdock, 1978; Oso, 2012). This account looks at the period when the press asserts its
existence as a veritable tool for criticising and challenging the colonial system and failed to consider
what laid the foundation of the system even if it was for missionary purposes.

Equally important is the editorial policies and contents of the first press in Nigeria, which were mostly
reflective of missionary activities and some commercial elements regarding advertisements.
Similarly, Townsend argues that the motive behind his establishment of the newspaper was to
promote literacy and the reading culture (Omu, 1978). Furthermore, the publication also served other
purposes, such as being Townsend’s tool for political influence and power in Egba land (Omu, 1978).
Overall, the early newspapers, apart from being used for Christian proselytisation activities, set the
tone for political discussion and nationalism. It also contributes to the emergence of a discursive
public sphere, although the space was restrictive and comprised of the few educated elites. The
nationalist phase of the advent of the press in Nigeria was solely involved in nationalism and the
struggle for independence (Duyile, 1987; Omu, 1978). Also, the editorial contents of the newspapers
during the period were highly stimulating, patriotic, and a formidable tool against colonialism
(Nwosu, 1996). This era had its foundation in the entrance of the Anglo-African newspaper published
in 1863 by Robert Campbell, a Jamaican businessman (Omu, 1978). Similarly, the second phase
witnessed the establishments of several papers within the Nigerian space such as Lagos Times (1880),
Lagos Weekly Record (1894), Lagos Standard (1814), The Eagle and Lagos Critic (1883), West
African Pilot (1937), Gaskiya Ta fi Kwabo (1939), Sunday Express (1958), Daily Telegraph (1959),

and most of them took a radical posture in their news reporting.

However, there were fewer publications supported by the colonial government to counter the
influence of those criticising the colonial government. Also, few of the newspapers due to profit
motives and patronage by the colonial government and British firms chose to sit on the fence.

Nevertheless, the papers with nationalist fervour had a strong influence on the citizens and shaped
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the emerging public sphere that played significant roles towards the actualisation of independence.
The electronic media was at its formative stage during the period and played little part in the press
anti-colonial agenda in the emerging public sphere. It was solely under the control of the colonial
government and what was in existence was a radio broadcast service which started as a re-diffusion
service of the BBC in 1932 (Okoro, 2012).

As might be expected, the media configuration in Nigeria changed after independence. Various
regional governments became interested in running media organisations, and most of them set up
media outfits. Although, before independence, media organisation, particularly broadcasting (radio
and television) ownership, were limited to a few regional governments. For instance, the first
television station in Nigeria and incidentally the first in Africa commenced broadcasting in 1959 and
owned by the western region of Nigeria. Besides, the nationalistic preoccupation of the pre-
independence era media paved the way for today’s press that wants to hold the government
accountable and serves as an intermediary between the government and the governed. As Okoro
(2012, p,7) puts it, “The post-independence government and politics produced a more vibrant press
which moved from the turf of pugnacious journalism to assume a fourth estate position to accomplish

the watchdog goal”.

On the contrary, Dare (2010) argues that the editorial contents of the media took a colouration of
ethnic, religious and party affiliation patterns, and reportorial objectives of media organisations were
tilted to reflect, defend and support such cleavages. As a public sphere, therefore, the primordial
sentiments exhibited through its contents have effects in the way people deliberate and form opinions.
Besides, the intermittent truncation of civilian rule in Nigeria before 1999 by the military affected
the media and the public sphere. Repressive decrees were often promulgated after a coup to restrict
the press from publishing specific stories or even outright proscription (Okoro, 2012). Rather than
serving as a deterrent factor, the various repressive actions of the military spurred the press to become
formidable agents in fighting against the army and were at the forefront of the campaign for the return

to democracy (Kperogi, 2013).

The mass media play a significant role in the social cohesion and citizens’ inclusion within the
democratic space. Similarly, and as Akinfeleye (2003) argues, the mass media is an essential
institution for the achievement of good governance in a state. Therefore, the citizens rely on the mass

media to get informed, discuss and participate in discourse concerning their environment. Thus, the
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mass media perform these roles by providing timely information and acting as a watchdog on the
activities of the various organs of the Nigerian democratic system. In Nigeria, the 1999 constitution
affirms the relevance of the mass media and its social responsibilities towards the achievement of an
egalitarian society and deepening the culture of democracy by empowering the media to source and

disseminate information.

To this end, the mass media in Nigeria has become an analogy of democracy and a means of
sustaining democratic traditions. For example, during general elections in the country, citizens see
the mass media as a platform for confirming election results through their news reports, and they also
create space for people to debate and give their opinions on public issues (Olukoyun, 2004). Also,
Fenton (2011), in describing the role of the news media in society, argues, it is an essential institution
in the sustenance and survival of a democracy. The connection between the mass media and
democracy is a historical one which predates Nigeria’s independence and traces its foundation to the

establishment of the first newspaper at Abeokuta in the present Ogun State, Nigeria in 1856.

In Nigeria, before the emergence and application of the internet for news dissemination, the
mainstream media played an active role in the political discourse. They set agenda and acted as a
platform for galvanising opinions and deliberation on national issues. For instance, the mass media
during the colonial era in Nigeria provided a platform through which citizens - particularly the
educated elites and nationalists - criticised the repressive policies of the British colonial government
and provided space for public discourse on colonialism (Oso, 2012). Furthermore, the struggle for
independence of Nigeria and the political infrastructure that emerged after the independence had
connection around the activities of the mass media, especially the printing press (Kperogi, 2016;
Olayiwola, 2014; Seng & Hunt, 1986). In a like manner, the relevance of the mass media as watchdog
even in the post-colonial period has not eroded as they continued to play a critical role during the

first republic by facilitating public debates and discussion of socio-political issues (Nwosu, 1996).

The successive military regimes in Nigeria before the return of the country to democracy recognised
the power of the media. During the period of military rule in Nigeria, the media house is always the
first institution targeted during any military coup. The citizens also rely on the same mass media
institution for information on the takeover and any other information that may follow from the coup
planners later. Therefore, this shows how important the mass media is to the entire system in Nigeria.

Studies have also shown that the mass media played a vital role in the emergence of Nigeria as a
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nation and constitutionally seen as the fourth estate of the realm that provides information to the
people ( Nwosu, 1996, Oso, 2003). However, the contemporary realities have shown that the mass
media in Nigeria has become an extension of the ruling class and reflects their hegemonic ideology
in their editorial and news reports. As a result, one of their functions of serving as a public sphere for
debates has become compromised (Oso, 2012).

Consequently, the close relationship between the elite, the press and the ruling class does
continuously impinge on the press attempt to be unbiased in their reportage and provide space for
citizens’ discussion and debates. The relationship between the press and the government oscillates
between pro-government or anti-government in their contents. Furthermore, this divide between pro-
government and anti-government media often reflect in the editorials of news media. Also, the
ideological leaning of the owner of a media organisation does reflect in news content. As a result,
this often accounts for the slanted direction of editorials and news contents along the divides

mentioned in the preceding sentence.

An example that will suffice here is the cancellation of the June 12 Presidential elections results in
1993 by the then President of the Federal Republic of Nigeria, General Ibrahim Babangida. The
election was the freest and fairest election in the country’s history (Omotola, 2010). According to the
prevailing opinion in the country during the period, the late Chief M.K.O Abiola who was one of the
wealthiest men in the country during the period, from the southwest region of Nigeria and also a
media mogul won the polls (Omotola, 2010). A section of the Nigerian press known as the Lagos-
Ibadan axis press which arguably is the most influential used their various news media organisations
to condemn the government and through their activities helped place the election saga within the
international system public space. Also, the struggle for the return to democracy and the validation
of June 12 election of 1993 influenced the press especially the Lagos-Ibadan axis press to rise above
board and report actual stories and also give access, especially to the opposition group to explain

their positions on public issues.

Consequently, the activities of the mass media and their pro-democracy stance during this period
incurred the wrath of the military government which embarked on various clampdown policies such
as the ban of news organisation through obnoxious laws, seizure of news publications and the arrest
without trial of journalists (Ajebode, 2010; Olukoyun, 2004). Consequently, this explains the

argument that the “guerrilla press” pattern of the mass media in Nigeria during the struggle for
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democracy in the 1990s is a reaction to the experience of June 12 election impasse and the various
repressive policies of the government during the period (Dare, 2007). The guerrilla journalism from
a historical prism was as an offshoot of the brand of journalism that characterises the colonial and

post-colonial period in Nigeria (Kperogi, 2016).

However, Nigeria’s return to democracy in 1999 has its attendant problems on the media as one of
its primary features of providing a space for deliberation became gradually dissipated. The reason for
this was because, most of the owners of the media organisations (mainly print media) that were
actively involved in pro-democracy struggle benefited immensely from the new democratic
dispensation regarding appointments, contracts and elections into political offices (Kperogi, 2016).
Consequently, this reduced the vibrancy and zeal with which the media cover and report issues, as
balanced and objective reporting of news, especially those that concern their proprietors, became rare
(Kperogi, 2016). Similarly, the notion that democracy will bring about a mass media that has as some
of its function the accommodation of opinions of ordinary citizens and allows for deliberation
becomes a debatable issue in Nigeria as the investigative reporting reputation of the Nigerian Press
went into a comatose state. At a point, it was easy for any person to see news content, whether print

or electronic, as primarily influenced by the politicians and news organisations owners.

Similarly, the urge for a profitable news organisation and the urge to stay afloat encourages
commodification and commercialisation of news by media organisations in Nigeria. These have a
severe effect on their output, quality, objectivity, and above all, the question of news credibility. The
press failure or reluctance to report issues like mass corruption, impunity, electoral fraud and other
vices that characterised the civilian administration on an impartial and objective scale, the citizens

expect created a vacuum and reduces the quality of news report (Kperogi,2016).

The space for debate or feedback in the mainstream media is however limited, and sometimes, these
opinions get drowned in editorial policies, newspaper’s philosophical standpoint and other regulatory
and restrictive mechanisms. Recently, there has been an emphasis on the entrance of the internet and
its potentials for providing additional space for news especially those ignored by the legacy media,
and the rejuvenation of the public sphere (Curran & Witschge, 2010; Redden & Witschge, 2010).
argues the internet made the ‘proliferation’ of news outlets possible and had transformed the public
sphere from a single space to multiplicity of spheres where various views and opinions are allowed.

Similarly, in a democratic society, people need to make choices during elections and be engaged
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continuously in discourses that affect their existence as humans, their society, and decisions of their
government. It is imperative, therefore that, for a nation to achieve stable democracy, accountability
to the citizens on the part of the government and high level of political education; there is a need for
constant deliberations. Healthy democracy does not emerge from the mere provision of information
during elections on which candidate electorates are to vote. Instead, it arises from the quality of talks
or deliberation on various issues in society (Dryzek, 2000).

The introduction of the mobile telephone and the internet in Nigeria has opened a new vista in the
media industry in Nigeria. The internet has altered the dynamics of information processing and
dissemination in Nigeria, providing alternative platforms for people to access information and react
to issues apart from the mainstream media. Also, the internet expands public participation and makes
those who were hitherto on the fringe and voiceless within the communicative space to become
visible (Obadare, 2016). Today, Facebook, Twitter, blogs, Instagram, WhatsApp are some of the
platforms through which citizens access news and information and engage in debates on public
issues. One prominent feature of the new media in Nigeria is the online diaspora media websites
(Obadare, 2016; Kperogi, 2011). In contrast to the mainstream media, the online diasporic media do
not follow the conventional ways of newsgathering and dissemination but are however popular
among the populace. Kperogi (2011, p,25) however argues that their acceptability by citizens draws
from the ¢ ...comparative richness and reliability of their sources of information, which has been
made possible by the willingness of privileged, but disgruntled or conscientious Nigeria based

sources to confide in the citizen's reporters of the diaspora media.

2.4 Nigerian Diasporic media

The interconnectedness of human beings irrespective of geographical location and the need for
survival necessitates the movement of human beings from one place to another. This movement takes
place from one country to another within a continent, and can also be intercontinental. Dontsov and
Zotova (2013) identify security, economical, self- realisation and family reasons as the factors that
fuel migration from one area to another. For instance, in Africa, some of the factors responsible for
the migration of Africans to other continents, according to Ekwo (2012) and Wobst (2010) are slave
trade and colonialism. It is challenging to give a precise definition to the concept of ‘diaspora’
considering the fluidity of the concept as its meaning criss-cross the ambit of scholarship within

‘globalisation, transnational mobility, and expansion of new communication technology’ (Beciu et
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al., 2018). Morley (2001) and Hall (2012), however, argue that the concept of diaspora relates to

human displacement and the various experiences in the new place of settlement.

Similarly, the concept is also a way of describing the process of brotherhood, integration and creating
an identity within a host community (Aksoy & Robins, 2003). Irrespective of what constitutes the
concept of ‘diaspora’, there are specific characteristics that map out the idea and (Cohen, 1996, p.8)
identifies eight features of identifying a diaspora community as:
e Dispersal from an original homeland, often traumatically, to two or more foreign regions
e The expansion from a homeland in search of work, in pursuit of a trade or to further
colonial ambitions
e The collective memory and myth about the homeland, including its location, history and
achievements.
e An idealisation of the putative ancestral home and a joint commitment to its
maintenance, restoration, safety and prosperity, even to its creation
e The development of a return movement which gains mutual approbation
e A strong ethnic group consciousness sustained over a long time and based on a sense of
distinctiveness, a shared history and the belief in a common fate
e A troubled relationship with host societies suggesting a lack of acceptance at the least
or the possibility that another calamity might befall the group
e A sense of empathy and solidarity with co-ethnic members in other countries of settlement.
e The possibility of a distinctive yet creative and enriching life in host countries with a

tolerance for pluralism.

As people migrate from their homeland or country to a new society; there is often a yearning for
information on the political, economic and social issues about their home country. As a result,
information and communication take a central place in the lives and activities of migrants (Ciumasu,
2010). Apart from their desires to have knowledge of happenings in their homeland, the growing
need for information is informed by the seeming under-reporting of the migrant's communities within
the mainstream media of their new hosts (Ekwo, 2012). The mainstream media, especially in the
western world like the United States of America and the United Kingdom due to economic
imperatives, profit motives and the dynamics of news values and selection, rarely focus attention on
the migrant communities and their issues. Often, the media reports about the diaspora communities

are stereotypical and on crimes (Ekwo, 2012). Because of these, most migrant communities set up
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their media outlets to disseminate information about their activities within their new communities
and their homeland (Kessler & Rother, 2016).

Karim (2003) opines that most of the diaspora media news content and discussion on their platforms
centred around their homelands’ politics. Furthermore, the diaspora media wields influence over the
political process in their homeland. Sometimes, this influence translates into setting agenda and also
alternative media space providing information to citizens in their home countries, especially under
repressive or dictatorial regimes (Mallet, 2011). Similarly, diaspora media as a form of a public
sphere creates platforms for communities with a similar historical and cultural identity outside their
homeland not only to discuss issues affecting them in their new cities but also of their countries of
origin (Cunningham, 2001; Gewertz et al., 1998). Also, Parham (2005) on Haitian diaspora
community situates diasporic media within Nancy Fraiser’s ‘subaltern counter-publics’ and argues
that they are parallel discursive spheres responsible for countering any contrary views or
interpretation of their community by the mainstream media. However, and Gitlin (1998) argues that
the type of public spheres portrayed by diasporic media is a fragmented one and therefore

‘sphericules’ because diasporic media to no small extent serves a section of a community.

The diasporic media, like other smaller media, are not insulated from the influence of the mainstream
media and therefore, are sometimes influenced by the market imperatives and model. Sometimes,
this affects their contents in terms of consolidating influence and power in a particular figure (Dayan,
2002). For instance, one of the Nigerian diasporic media, Sahara Reporters campaigned and
vigorously promoted the candidacy of the opposition party in the 2015 General elections. The online
media outfit exposed the various corrupt activities of the government so much so that the promoter
of the media organisation claimed his media outfit brought the oppositional Presidential candidate to
power in 2015. The Nigerians in the diaspora also explore the internet and its various possibilities
for social relations and monitoring activities in their homeland. Apart from the discussion on their
homeland social and economic issues, some Nigerian migrants abroad now engaged in an interactive
broadcast on Facebook and other social media platforms where participants engage in deliberation

on topics ranging from gossips, immigration matters, and religious matters.

The emergence of this form of online diaspora media, as argued by Kperogi (2016) is explainable in
three dimensions. The first dimension has to do with the waning popularity of the press, especially

their failure to sustain the integrity and professionalism they exhibited during the pro-democracy
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struggle. The media became complacent and rarely showed any form of reporting that put the
government in the spotlight before the public. For example, most of the cases of corruption
concerning government officials or administrative infractions were burst by the online diasporic
media like Sahara Reporters, Elendu, and others while the mainstream media in Nigeria struggle to
follow the story or are reluctant to report about it.

The second reason relates to the slow pace of the mainstream media migration to the internet and
having a recognisable presence. However, this has changed as almost all the mainstream media now
have a robust online presence. The third reason bothers the investigative reporting function of the
mass media. Studies have established the dismal performance of the mainstream media in Nigeria in
the area of investigative journalism particularly their inability to put in the public domain news about
the government activities that are shrouded in secrecy, but which are vital to the growth of the society
and make the government accountable (Kperogi, 2013; Ntibinyane, 2018). However, the rise and
popularity of the online news media especially those who are only present on the internet and the
diaspora media in Nigeria is anchored on its ability to report issues labelled as classified matters or
which the government intends to shield away from the citizens. Although, Karim, (2003) argues that
there is little empirical evidence to show whether the diaspora media and the public sphere it provides
for democratic deliberation have any influence on government policies (Karim, 2003). However,
this assertion is inadequate and not sustainable, especially within the context of Nigeria diasporic
media. The diaspora media in Nigeria facilitates an alternative deliberative space for civil deliberation
on public issues. Furthermore, and through the diasporic discursive sphere, sensitive and privileged
information about the government often leak to the citizens. Kperogi (2011) for instance cites an
example of a story reported by Sahara Reporters in 2009 concerning the Federal Government of
Nigeria plan to embark on a capacity building training for the 36 states governors of states in the

federation which generated public outcry that prevailed on the governors to cancel the plan.

In other words, the Nigerian online diaspora media have become a critical component of the media
and political space in Nigeria. At times, they set agendas through their news contents and provide a
discursive space devoid of government regulatory mechanisms for citizens to deliberate on public

issues.
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2.5 The political economy of Nigeria and the media
It is also essential to explain the political economy of the Nigerian state, including her media system.

Nigeria political economy is one that reflects the ideological idiosyncrasy of the elite and the ruling
class, and this has led to a gap between the political class and the citizens (Amuwo, 2010). Since
independence in 1960, contestations within the social space revolve around the control of resources
and the consolidation of power by the political /elite class. The effort for the control of resources and
political power is not without external influence. Amuwo (2010, p.424) argues that ‘In its bid to use
the state as an instrument for resource and power accumulation, the ruling elite has had to deal with
salient external and internal forces such as the imperatives of transnational capitalism...’
Subsequently, the understanding of the political economy of Nigeria requires an understanding or
knowledge of the various epochs in the development of the country. These epochal periods consist
of the pre-colonial, colonial and independence era. The pre-colonial period of the entity known as
Nigeria today consists of various empires, kingdoms and independent states who manage their affairs
and economies independent of each other. Each of these separate entities has a varying type of
economic activities peculiar to their environmental realities. In the south, for instance, kingdoms and
states that are close to the coastal areas engage in the fishery and other coastal area business-related

activities while those in the hinterland engaged mainly in agricultural practices.

These kingdoms and states also played an active role during the slave trade era serving as exit points
in the shipment of slaves to the New World (Falola and Heaton, 2008). In the northern part, the people
practised agriculture, animal husbandry and engaged in cloth dying. The area served as routes for
trade within the region and the middle east, including the slave trade or what is known as the trans-
Saharan slave route (Gaudio, 2014). Within these various states and kingdoms are class structures
divided between the elites who are the ruling class (Kings and chiefs), businessmen (slave merchants
and wealthy farmers) and the ordinary peasants. The class structure and relations in these pre-colonial
societies in Nigeria are one of exploitation of one group by another (Olutayo, 1999). For example,
the middlemen who served as negotiators between the slave merchants and slave owners are the elites
in the society and the commodities, they collected from the slave merchants in exchange for slaves

became means of exerting control and influence in the community.

The abolition of slavery coincided with the British annexation of various parts of Nigeria and
subsequently, the full colonisation of Nigeria. Around the same time, the foundation for class

structure in Nigeria was laid owing to the activities of the trading firms (Amuwo, 2010). These
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trading firms deal in palm kernel and other agricultural products shipped to the west as raw materials
for industrial productions. In return, the companies imported finished products into their colonies
such as soaps, textiles and other household items. Within this chain of business are indigenous traders
who served as middlemen and enjoyed some level of economic surplus which placed them above the
ordinary people in the colonies. Amuwo (2010); Edozie (2017); Onimode (1985); Salami (2009)
identify two major class characters within Nigerian state: the dominant class which consists of the
British officials, the business community, educated Nigerian elites including those who worked for
the colonial government and the second class comprising of ordinary citizens. The dominant class
consisting of the British officials, were effectively in charge of affairs and exercised control over the
economy and the political sphere of the country. The economic and political structure was
authoritarian, and the class struggle was between dominant class and the dominated class which
consists of the nationalists and ordinary citizens that evinced everything anti-colonial and imperial

power exploitation of the country’s natural and human resources.

The political economy structure of post-colonial Nigeria has not changed or gone through any
transformation regarding structure or class relations. The only noticeable change is that a critical
component within the dominant class (The British colonial officers) left and became replaced by the
indigenous elite and political class who before the exit of the British colonial officers were
nationalists fighting for the independence of the country. Consequently, the struggle for power and
economic domination took a central stage within the political and commercial space, and this struggle
results in a class conflict coated in ethnic and religious contestations. Besides, Suberu (1998, p.292)
explains that this struggle has risen to a level of ‘... ethnic, regional and communal tensions over the
beneficiaries and modalities of territorial restructuring; the stimulation of neo-ethnicity of new forms
of parochial, divisive and exclusionary identities.” The discovery of crude oil and the continuous
staging of military coup and change of regimes in the country created a new class of elites who

enriched themselves by embezzling public funds.

Furthermore, this class of people controls the reign of power and through their actions established a
connection between private capital accumulation and access to the corridor of power (Ogbeidi, 2012).
Arguably, the political economy of Nigeria revolves around ethnic and religious tension and capital
accumulation on the part of the elite and the ruling class and a means of capital accumulation by the
transnational companies. Correspondingly, the Nigerian state provides an environment for capital

accumulation by multinationals and the local elites and through this exerts domineering influence on
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the citizens (Amuwo, 2010), and foster on them ethnicity and divisive narratives to distract and keep
the citizens busy within the public space.

In line with the arguments of Christians, Glasser, McQuail, Nordenstreng, & White (2009) that the
media system of a society reflects the political and cultural system of that society, Udoakah (1990)
argues that the political and economic system in society dictates the type of media system in such a
society. As a result, the political economy of the Nigerian media system does not stand in a vacuum
but a colouration of the broader political economy of Nigeria which dwells on power contestation,
elite domination, ethnicity, religious tension, alienation of the masses and the use of the media for
propaganda. Udoakah (2017) argues that the government at both the state and federal level own the
largest concentration of media organisation (Udoakah, 2017). This assertion is especially true of the
broadcast (radio and television) where all the states government and the federal government have
their television and radio stations. However, the private ownership structure dominates the print
media space in Nigeria, and huge percentages of these owners are wealthy politicians or cronies of
the government. With this, patronage of mass media by the government at various levels is critical to

the survival of mass media in Nigeria.

Consequently, this relationship between the government and the mass media has a significant
influence on the nature of news and information disseminated to the citizens by the later (Oso, 2013).
The government and the ruling class see the media as an ideological apparatus for reinforcing and

maintaining their hegemony.

2.6 Conclusion

This chapter discussed the historical development of Nigeria briefly from the earliest contact of the
people of Nigeria with the outside world down to independence and post-independence period. From
the various literature reviewed, the researcher concludes that the historical relationship between the
outside world and Nigeria has an impact on the later from her political system to her deliberative
space. The legacy of colonialism and indirect rule system created divisive among the various ethnic
groups. It brought about the narratives of ethnicity and religious polarisation that drives any public
deliberation in Nigeria. Furthermore, the chapter discussed the historical emergence of the Nigerian
media from when the first newspaper was published in 1859 up till the present time, including the
new media and diasporic media. It also highlighted its editorial content and pattern, revealing a

system that regularly adjusts to societal realities and serves as a public sphere for opinion formation.
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Also, the section mentioned the entrance of the new media into the public space and its capacity
towards expanding the scope of information production and sharing to include those who were

initially not within the range of mainstream media coverage

The chapter concluded that the mass media had played a crucial role in the various stages of
development in Nigeria. However, the media served the elites more since the country’s independence.
They reflected the ideology of the ruling class due to economic and political structure of the country,
which placed ownership of the media in the hands of the few wealthy elites. Although, the online
news websites provide more platforms for citizens to engage in civil discussion, nevertheless, large
numbers of these online platforms are a mere extension of the mainstream media. The diasporic press,
however, is showing some level of independence and ability to expose stories and events that the

mainstream media would ordinarily not publish.
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Chapter Three
Assessing the Internet as a Platform for Promoting Deliberative Democracy
3.1. Chapter Overview

This chapter assesses the internet and its affordances which promote deliberative democracy. To do
this, the researcher reviews the literature on the concepts of the internet, democracy and deliberation.
The chapter reflects on the various arguments by scholars on the internet as a platform for interaction
and the features of participation and engagement it provides towards the enhancement of deliberative
democracy. Furthermore, the section on democracy discusses the concept from a broader context
reflecting on its relative meaning from different society. It critically explained the various forms of
democracy such as deliberative democracy including online discussion, the place of the media, and
how it reflects the democratic system of the society where it operates. Accordingly, the chapter seeks
to establish from the diverse positions maintained by scholars about the internet’s potential to

enhance deliberative democracy.

3.2. The Internet as a discursive sphere

One significant invention that has revolutionised and is still changing the pattern of communication
in the 21% century is the internet. It is gradually becoming the driving force of the modern global
economy and within the few decades of its existence has changed human relations and the
information system at national and global levels. The emergence of the internet and its
communicative features into the social space came with expectations. Some of these expectations
include the argument that it will revolutionalise the communication space by giving voice to those
who did not have access to the media due to its elitist structure and market-driven model. At the same
time, the utopians envisaged the internet in its early diffusion stage as possessing the potential to
bring about the multiplicity of media platforms, less control from government and free deliberative
space (Gillmor, 2004; Hindman, 2009). These utopian descriptions of the internet potentials have
influenced several studies by scholars about its significant impact on politics (Morozov, 2011),
culture and commerce (Bolafio & Vieira, 2015). For instance, some scholars argued that the internet
could help facilitate electronic participation by increasing access to political debate and civic
engagement (Albrecht, 2006; Coe et al., 2014)

Historically, the United States developed the internet during the cold war period around 1969 as a

means of providing an uninterrupted communication platform in the event of any nuclear attack from

27



the enemy (Curran, Fenton, & Freedman, 2012). The anticipated war remains imaginary and never
occurred. Notwithstanding, the technology remained in the confines of the United States. It continued
to expand with various innovations, such as the electronic mail component added in 1972 and the
word ‘internet’ coined in 1974 to connect differently constituted networks. The international
application of the technology started in 1985 when the European Council for Nuclear Research
(ECRN), began the usage of the technology for its research activities (Curran et al., 2012). As a
result, the commercial application of the internet and the invention of the World Wide Web in 1991
by Tim Berners-Lee effectively placed the technology in the public domain. The internet, since its
commercialisation on a global scale with its various applications and platforms, has a significant
effect on the world both positively and negatively.

At its onset for commercial application, scholars and entrepreneurs argued that the internet was
capable of increasing prosperity and bringing about a new democratic culture where people have
control and participate more on issues that concern their welfare (Gates, 1995; Negroponte, 2010).
Similarly, an assertion has also been made of the internet capability to change existing power
relations (Gilder, 1994). Gibson, Lusoli, & Ward (2005) argue that the internet does enable some
users who are not involved in politics offline to discuss politics in one form or the other online.
Similarly, the internet possesses the capability to make people better informed about politics, and by
this, make information readily available at the click of a computer keyboard, so that people can make
informed decision and ultimately making the world more democratised (Hindman, 2009). In the same
fashion, the internet will help democratise news and give more power to the citizens (Hindman, 2009;
Gillmor, 2004).

Another quality of the internet worthy of mentioning according to Freedman (2016) is its applicability
to almost everything (the Internet of Things - 10T) from household appliances to anything human
beings interact with daily with an internet connection. The 10T, according to Madakam, Ramaswamy,
& Tripathi (2015), is ‘...an open and comprehensive network of intelligent objects that have the
capacity to auto-organise, share information, data and resources, reacting and acting in (the) face of
situation and changes in the environment.” With this, therefore, the internet has the potential to alter
the contemporary form of human relations, rewrite history and change the traditional ways of getting
things done in society. For instance, email and chat messenger remind people of a faster means of
getting information across, unlike the pre-internet postage system that takes a long time to deliver

messages.
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Furthermore, the internet is also changing the political landscape. In Nigeria, for example, the internet
now provides a platform for citizens who hitherto do not have access to the media to participate in
deliberation with other citizens on the platforms enabled by the internet. Also, the level of

participation and interactivity by the citizens on public and democratic discourse is on the increase.

In the area of data management, the world has witnessed a transformation in data processing and
application so much that it has improved the process of decision making in organisations and other
endeavours such as marketing and advertising. Through different algorithms embedded into
networks, people’s data are now mined based on critical characteristics and used for improving
service delivery (Mayer-Schonberger & Cukier, 2013). As good and promising these descriptions of
the internet may sound, a plethora of evidence has shown that the technology is vulnerable and not
detached from the complexities of society. For instance, the last Presidential elections in the US have
demonstrated how the internet with all the various arguments already advanced about it as possessing
the capacity for deepening democracy can be a force against democratic principles. Platforms like
social media bots and fake websites have become tools for manipulating opinions and distorting facts
during elections (Bessi & Ferrara, 2016; Howard et al., 2018). Persily (2017) explains further that
in the 2016 US Presidential elections, websites, advertisement produced to appear like a news
publication and the use of psychographic-profiling method through the scrapping of personal data

from social media websites were tools used to manipulate voters.

Interestingly, the internet rather than erode nationalism is reinforcing it through the various
technologies readily available within the public space (Morozov, 2011). In other words, the internet
instead of forging unity and understanding among nations, ethnic groups and the religious
organisation have become a space for reigniting these cleavages. It explains why under the ‘pressure
of religious, nationalist, and cultural forces reignited by the internet, global politics is poised to
become even more complex, contentious, and fragmented’ (Morozov, 2011,p, 247). One of the
reasons the internet is yet to fulfil its potential as envisioned by the utopians is the complicated
relationship and the tensions between the internet and the capitalist powers ( McChesney, 2013). By
explanation, the big corporations have invested in the internet infrastructure and expect to make a
profit from their investment at the expense of public utility (Curran, 2016). According to his line of
thought, an attempt to bring to fruition the promises of the internet will mean challenging the

hegemonic influence of the “capitalist powers’ in society.
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However, challenging these multinational corporations operations is difficult because the diffusion
and commercialisation of the internet were made possible by capitalists (Curran et al., 2013). The
idea is that the internet needs to conform to the structure of capitalism, which is driven by profit
maximisation. However, the commodification of the internet, as argued by capitalists, will hurt the
democratic features of the internet, which include the diversity of opinions and free access to
information (Fuchs, 2017).

According to Grusky & Piketty (2018) and Stone, Trisi, Sherman, & Chen (2014), the internet rather
than bridge the gap between the rich and poor has widened it, and this assertion invariably indicates
that the internet works in favour of those who can effectively exploit it. Fuchs (2010), employing a
Marxist approach to the study of the internet, argues that it promotes capital accumulation and uses
the people. He further explained that the idea of prosumers in the equation of internet capital
accumulation is mere commodities to advertisers. Toffler (1980) coined the concept of prosumer and
described it as a person who produces a product and consumes it as well. Prosumer as a concept is a
form of the cyclical interrelationship between production and consumption activities in which a
person assumes and switches between the two roles. Within the terrain of the digital world, including
the online media, the concept of the prosumer describes the complex production interrelationship on
the internet between the production and consumption of content (Ritzer, 2015). Relating to Fuchs
(2010) argument on how the internet promotes capital accumulation and exploitation, Ritzer (2015)
maintains a pessimistic view of the digital world and asserts that prosumers are exploited
unconsciously through the manipulation of the forces of demand and supply including advertising

which creates a false consciousness of needs.

In line with this, Andrejevic (2010) argues that the exploitation of people is at the very heart of the
internet and thus developed a coinage called ‘exploitation 2.0’. The real economy, as we know it, is
gradually giving way to a virtual economy which is hinged on information exchange and has a global
perspective where various countries are linked together. However, the linking of countries within the
so-called information superhighway, according to Adomi (2005) has its complexities and asymmetric
relationship. For instance, the third world countries, due to their poor communication infrastructure
and lack of requisite technical skills are lagging and therefore could not tap from the opportunities
offered by the internet. Thus, these countries’ economies, socio-cultural dynamics, including their

education system,
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Likewise, the new economy sometimes referred to as the information economy buoyed by the internet
and its various features and capabilities, reveal a global economy that is imbalanced between the
South and the North. More specifically, the global economy dynamics indicates that the old paradigm
of the “centre and the periphery” is still very much relevant. Borcuch, Pitat-Borcuch, and
Swierczynska-Kaczor (2014) argue that the internet will expand the gap of inequality beyond the
confines of countries boundaries to the global stage. They explain further that the issue of the digital
divide will also affect the standard of living in the impoverished countries and further widen the gap
between the prosperous nations and the less developed countries. Ultimately, this will have a
significant impact on the global economy, global information flow and governance. For instance, the
digital divide threatens the industrialisation drive of the developing countries as most cannot and do
not have the automation capability that drives the 21%'-century economy and production system. The
relationship between the developed and developing countries remains asymmetric, and this fuels the
over-reliance of the latter on foreign aid and donations. Regarding global information flow, there is
an imbalance in the flow of information between the developed and the developing country.
Hongladarom (2007) explains that the present system indicates more flow of information from the

global south to the global north and entrenchment of global south information hegemony.

Today, cultural imperialism reinforces itself on the internet through a subtle way aided by the
multinational corporations in the west, the urge to commodify activity at the expense of public
interests and the vulnerability of the third world countries due to poor infrastructure and education.
Simpson (2004) position on the internet and its development from Neo-Gramscian perspective,
observes that consensus and hegemony, rather than being oppositional forces, have been, somewhat
paradoxically, intrinsic to its commercial development. As much as this statement is right especially
in the early development of the internet, contemporary realities of the internet as it permeates the
whole gamut of the society transforming the economy and human relations have teased out an entirely
new scenario. In recent time, the internet has witnessed the emergence of big, superpower,
multinational corporations that now dominate every sphere of life and influence government policies.
On the plane of commerce, the internet possesses the power to transform the existing notion of
customers as passive to active participants where they are effectively involved in decision- making
(Shirky, 2011). However, this argument is relational and is tenable in a society where internet
penetration and knowledge are high. The assertion may, however, be untenable in a nation like
Nigeria where essential infrastructure like electricity supply is still unstable, and internet penetration

is low. Early enthusiasts and writers assumed without many empirical facts that the internet has
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enormous potentials to transform the global economy and usher in a new economic order where
efficiency, innovation, job creation and increased productivity will be experienced (Atkinson et al.,
2012; OECD, 2014). This claim is not sustainable judging from ...the dotcom bubble burst in 2001’
(Curran, 2016: p.3). During this period, several investors who have invested heavily in the
information and communication sector, especially in the United States due to the promises and the
features highlighted by the technology gurus lost their investments

Furthermore, the internet explosion and the ease within which there is global interconnectivity of
computers has its negative impact in that it increased and brought a new dimension to crime in a form
never experienced before (Sandywell, 2015). Criminals are using the internet due to the nature of its
configuration and open-source system to perpetrate fraud such as spreading malware to alter database
base of unsuspecting victims and steal their information. A reference point is the 419 scam where
fraudsters defraud unsuspecting people of their monies. The label ‘419’ actually came from a section
of the Nigerian law that addresses the offence of advanced fee fraud. The crime involves sending
unsolicited e-mails to people requesting for advanced payment on business deals and promising a
significant return on investment. Also, the crime sometimes takes the dimension of online dating
where an unsuspicious innocent person gullibly got engaged in a relationship believed to be real and,
in the process, lot his/her money to the supposed lover through spurious and hoodwinking messages.

Also, insurgents and terrorist groups have identified the internet as a veritable tool and now use the
space for the recruitment of new members and indoctrination. Insurgents’ websites or what Seib &
Janbek (2010) refer to as “Dark Web” deploy strategies such as user-friendly features and
applications and also disseminate information that portrays the rationale for their actions positively
to win the hearts of potential sympathisers and future recruits. The anonymous function offered by
the internet is one of the reasons that made it attractive to insurgency group (Seib & Janbek, 2010).
They also use a free e-mail account, public libraries sites, encrypted messages and steganography

(hiding a message within an image) in achieving their aims (Weimann, 2004; Sorriano, 2012).

Scholars have highlighted the positive aspects of the internet. Vromen (2008) asserts that based on
the pattern of demography usage of the internet which tilts more to the young people; the internet has
the potential to bring aboard those who are outside the traditional political system. Therefore, it is
contrary to the pre-internet period, where information is restricted and elitist. Similarly, Castells
(2012) explains that the internet has placed in the hands of ordinary citizens the power to overthrow

a dictatorial government. An example of this put forward is the Arab spring. This civil uprising started
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in Tunisia in 2010 and later spread to most of the Arab nations challenging the aristocratic ruling
class and eventually leading to the removal of some leaders. However, Zaid (2016) points out that
the seeming poor economic condition, corruption and social injustice which has made people live in
a pitiable condition are some of the motivating factors responsible for the protest, rather than the
internet, per se. Nevertheless, the internet, mainly through social media, can serve as a useful tool
through which physical repression mechanisms of the state like the security agencies, state media
and censorship can be bypassed. It also can provide a coordinated platform of resistance to challenge
dominant power structure (Downey and Fenton, 2003). The Occupy movement protest, which started
on wall street and later spread to other parts of the world to protest social and economic inequality,
was made productive and highly successful using the internet. Also, Stratton (1997) argues that the
internet possesses the capability to break boundaries and bring a new global culture that encourages

worldwide peace and dialogue irrespective of the diversity of colour, language or race.

In contrast to these assertions, the internet creates delusion and leads to estrangement and reduced
interpersonal relationships (Morozov, 2011). Also, another argument sees the internet as responsible
for the degrading of culture, the promotion of pornography, and the dissemination of extreme
religious and fanatical political viewpoints (Creeber & Martin, 2009). On the one hand, other social
problems recognised by O’Reilly (1996) in his study as internet addiction disorder are social
isolation, craving and withdrawal symptoms, loss of control and marital discord. On the other hand,
looking at the positive side of the internet in the United States of America, Grossman, (1995) in his
study predicts that Americans would become more engaged with their government thanks to the
participatory features of the internet. Scholars have also talked about the potential capability of the
internet to bring an end to the monopoly of information by dictatorial regimes (Castells, 2012;
Downey & Fenton, 2003). In reality, however, and rather than using the internet for citizens’
engagement and inclusivity, states like Iran, China and Saudi Arabia use the internet to reinforce their
positions, use the platform for propaganda tools and censored what type of information their citizens
have access to (Glen & Royston, 2009; Kalathil & Boas, 2019).

The argument on the positive sides of the internet extends to the mass media. Gunter (2015), for
instance, argues that the internet, due to its capacity for multimedia will allow media content such as
news to be presented more creatively. In the same way, the internet now makes it possible to
disseminate a news report at a higher speed and is also reshaping the whole process of news gathering

and writing. As it is, the audience is now involved in the news process and have an instant platform
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to respond to a story (Napoli, 2008; Pavlik, 2016). According to Benkler (2006), the internet will
break the monopoly of the big media corporation on news chain and media product. Accordingly, the
internet will pave the way for a pluralistic media system at the level of the individual or as an
organised entity, and the emerging model will not be solely for profit. The power of web 2.0 has re-
invigorated and instituted online a collaborative process between the mainstream news producer and
the audience (Ahearn, 2009). Furthermore, the internet is as argued by the utopians is the awaiting
saviour that will democratise communication and empower citizens with the ability to challenge the

political status quo and in the long run usher in the era of ‘mass self-communication’ (Castell, 2012).

For instance, it is now possible on Facebook and other platforms like blogs, twitter, youtube to
broadcast to many people. This form of broadcasting is an example of ‘Mass self-communication’.
In contrast, however, contemporary realities have shown that the mainstream media are nowhere near
extinction as they have adapted to the new technologies, registering their presence within the online
environment and using the various features of the internet to sustain their influence within the media
space. Interestingly, studies have also pointed to the reliance of the new media, including blog sites
on the mainstream media for (Lewis et al., 2008). The internet through online deliberation has created
a means of meeting one of the principles of democracy, which is debating and contesting public
policies. Stromer-Galley (2007) explains that citizens engage in a political discussion online to
express their reservations about policy and share such frustrations with others who have similar

positions.

Moreover, democracy is not only about citizens’ expression of their choice of a candidate through
elections but being able to debate on issues and accommodating conflicting views and opinions
within such space of discourse. Purcell et al. (2010) in their findings conclude that the rate of people
accessing information and news on the internet is higher than that of newspaper and radio and only
surpassed by television in popularity. The internet possesses various features such as a platform for
enabling commerce, education, information and deliberation. In Nigeria, online news websites like
the Premium Times, Sahara Reporters, Nigerian village Square, Daily Trust newspaper, Vanguard
newspaper, including the social media sites like Twitter, YouTube and Facebook offer alternative

news space to the mainstream media for citizens to access information.

The online media platforms do not only provide digital space for people to read the news and discuss

issues but also offer templates for citizens to share their concerns on issues that may not be
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accommodated by the mainstream media controlled by the government. It provides an entrance into
the public space of democratic discussion for that section of the populace who before the proliferation
of online media and access to the internet through cheap smart mobile handsets hardly had a say on
issues affecting them. Similarly, the mainstream media rarely focus their coverage on matters
concerning the ordinary people in Nigeria, except if the subject has a connection with the government
or the elite class. Most citizens view the online media with the hope that it can provide them with
space to freely express themselves coupled with the anonymity component of the online media space
which ensures commenters comment freely and interact with other commenters without fear of

reprimand or victimisation (Johnson, 2011).

The space for debate or feedback in the mainstream media is however limited, and sometimes, these
opinions get drowned in editorial policies, newspaper’s philosophical standpoint. Recently, there has
been an emphasis on the entrance of the internet and its potentials for providing additional space for
news especially those ignored by the legacy media, and the rejuvenation of the public sphere (Curran
& Witschge, 2010; Redden & Witschge, 2010). McNair (2017) argues the internet made the
‘proliferation’ of news outlets possible and transformed the public sphere from a single space to
multiplicity of spheres where various views and opinions are allowed. Similarly, in a democratic
society, people need to make choices during elections and be engaged continuously in discourses that
affect their existence as humans, their society, and decisions of their government. It is imperative,
therefore, that for a nation to achieve stable democracy, accountability to the citizens on the part of
the government and high level of political education, there is a need for constant deliberation. Healthy
democracy does not emerge from the mere provision of information during elections on which
candidate electorates are to vote. Instead, it arises from the quality of talks or deliberation on various

issues in society (Dryzek, 2002).

Furthermore, the internet allows for and converges the various forms of mass media at one point and
creates new ways and platforms for information delivery such as Facebook, Twitter and blogs.
(Ekwo, 2012; Latzer, 2013). Burgess (2017, p.47) describes convergence as ‘... the tendency of
separate media technologies, cultural forms, and social practices to come together to perform similar
functions and make new hybrid media systems. In the discussion of media convergence as an offshoot
of digitalisation, James and Couldry (2011) and Jenkins (2006) point out the participatory potential
of the digital platform by converging both the producer and consumer of media content under one

platform and providing the space for them to interact. However, Jenkins (2006) expresses reservation
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on the potential participatory culture of convergence, arguing that the concentration of media
ownership in the hands of the few is capable of truncating the promises.

The internet offers a space for public deliberation, and it possesses some features that can enhance
democratic culture (Coe et al., 2014; Lupia, 2011; McDermott, 2018a). There is an assumption that
the various outlets offered by the internet for news dissemination will have a positive impact on - and
increase - democratic culture in society, including facilitating a public sphere. As Shirazi (2008), in
his study of the effects of ICT in Arab countries, argues, the internet possesses the potential to
facilitate freedom of expression and advance democratic principles. Studies have, however, shown
that multiplicity of news outlets, especially with the internet, does not translate to a vibrant public
sphere (Aalberg, van Aelst, and Curran, 2010). Additionally, the system of government in place in a
country also affects whether the democratic principles and freedom of speech features of the internet,
according to Shirazi (2008) are achievable or not. Also, arguments are raised by scholars that the
internet, in essence, will create a new problem such as the internet meme, fake news and the notion
of * solutionism’ which gives a wrong perception of the internet’s ability to solve all human problems
(Morozov 2011). The various literature reviewed on the capacities of the internet concerning the new
media platform made it evident that the technology presents many affordances for participation,
engagement and increased audience visibility in the news processing chain. However, the internet is
not a perfect space as there are mitigating factors already discussed which affect the realisation of

the affordances already mentioned.

3.3 Internet Usage in Nigeria

Nigeria’s adoption of the internet similar to many other countries within sub-Saharan Africa was late
and far behind other states like the US, Canada, United Kingdom and many parts of Europe (Naidoo
& Schutte, 1999). The technology gained its entrance into Nigeria around 1996 (Adomi, 2005). The
total number of internet users in Nigeria currently stands at 123,486,615 million, with 61.4%internet
penetration and 61.643% growth from 2000- June 2019 (www.internetworldstats.com, 2019). With

this statistic, Nigeria rates as the country with the highest number of internet users in Africa

(www.internetworldstats.com, 2018). However, the penetration rate and the growth, though on the

increase, are low when compared with Western Europe. There are lots of militating factors
responsible for the slow growth of the internet in Nigeria and by extension, Africa. In a comparative
study conducted to assess the use of the internet in Kenya and Nigeria, findings confirmed that there
are various militating factors against internet accessibility. These factors include erratic electricity
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supply, cost of acquiring necessary facilities to provide internet services, low-speed internet
connectivity and other expenses associated with doing business in Nigeria (Oyelaran-Oyeyinka &
Adeya, 2004).

Equally, irregular power supply, for instance, has a significant impact on the diffusion of the internet
in Nigeria and this has a bearing on the relatively high cost of engaging in the business of internet in
Nigeria. Moreover, staying connected to the World Wide Web requires powering all the necessary
equipment and where this is not regular; the operator relies on alternative sources of power like the
generator which runs on fuel or solar energy that requires the purchase of several solar panels.
Consequently, the operators incur extra operating costs passed to users who in most cases, cannot
afford to pay for the connection.

Despite the various problems affecting internet penetration in Nigeria and the dark side of the
technology as a result of its use for fraud; the internet has continued to impact on the country in the
area of information dissemination, socio-economic development and democracy. In 2014, the ICT
sector in Nigeria, which includes the internet contributed $50 billion, about 9.58% of the gross
domestic product to Nigeria’s economy (Kolawole, 2017). Also, and within the academic community
in Nigeria, the internet has become an essential tool for research and even in the area of teaching and
instruction (Awoleye et al., 2008; Jagboro, 2005). Similarly, the various internet platforms such as
Twitter, Facebook, online news sites, YouTube and WhatsApp are now tools for political engagement
in Nigeria (Edegoh & Annunike, 2016).

One significant development in Nigeria that has helped to increase internet penetration and access
and at the same time improved the pattern of communication at the level of interpersonal and group
interaction is the use of the mobile phone (Kolawole, 2017). The mobile phone was launched in
Nigeria in 2001, with the Global Satellite Mobile technology (GSM) adopted as the standard platform
for its deployment. The relatively cheap cost of acquiring a smart mobile handset in Nigeria has
proved valuable in respect of the issue of digital inequality and access to the internet in Nigeria as it
has increased citizens’ access to the internet. According to the International Telecommunication
Union (ITU) report for 2017, Nigeria has the highest number of mobile phone subscription in Africa

with 152 million subscribers, and a large percentage of the mobile handsets are smartphones.
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The effect of the mobile phone was further described by Obadare (2006) explaining that the
possession of a cellular telephone has a transformational impact on its owner because it removes the
fixed geographical and space barriers and enables the owner to communicate across a distance
without physically moving from his place. Also, internet technology is gradually becoming a vital
necessity in the lives of an average Nigerian and veritable technology deplored in business and even
public-sector operations.

Although internet access and penetration are low in Nigeria when compared to other states, the rate
of penetration and access has continued to grow as the cost of acquiring smartphone and broadband
comes down. This low cost of smartphone acquisition and an increase in broadband penetration has
also made more people who initially could not afford phones able to do so. The mass media in
Nigeria, including both the electronic and print, have also explored the internet potentials fully by
having an online presence. As a result, it is now possible to watch and listen to both Nigerian
television and radio stations on the internet and read newspapers without recourse to the traditional
modes (Paul, 2019). Apart from access to conventional media, the internet allowed news media to
provide a platform for interactivity and a space for the audience to engage in real-time debate on

issues with each other.

Likewise, another area where the Nigerian citizens are exploring the potential of the internet is in the
field of political communication where an avalanche of diverse information is available through the
various platforms on the internet to serve as a guide for the citizens in making their choices especially
during elections (Targema & Suntai, 2018). Accordingly, the multiple information platforms the
internet offers have helped change the old narratives where information and news available to citizens
are unidirectional and within the confines of the mainstream media. Furthermore, the mainstream
media is constrained by space, time and owner’s influence in the newsgathering and dissemination
process. Another issue with the mainstream media is in the area of news gathering, processing and
dissemination. The issue has to do with the subjection of information to the gatekeeping process
which may include the editorial policies that insist on conformity to the ideological leaning of the
media organisation, and, by so doing, some information that may be vital for decision making by the

audience/readers may become twisted.

Therefore, the adoption of internet technology into the communicative space apart from enhancing

the information dissemination system also signals a paradigm shift. The paradigm shift entails
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moving from the conventional old order approach of disseminating and managing information to a
new order that stresses participation and interactivity by incorporating the readers/audience hitherto
passive into becoming part of the production and feedback chain. Besides, Adeyanju (2013), in his
analysis of the growing influence of the internet, argues that the politician and opinion moulders now

use social media platforms to reach out to citizens.

In summary, the internet, since its introduction has made a noticeable impact in Nigeria. However,
there are problems concerning accessibility, speed and cost due to issues which are also present in
many developing countries, especially in Africa. Nevertheless, the technology is gradually
permeating every facet of human endeavours in Nigeria, such as the mass media, government

activities, banking, education and even social relations.

3.4 The concept of democracy
The practice of democracy features daily at various levels of human undertakings. It is a system of
government that allows citizens to take part in governance directly or indirectly, a concept used to
describe discussion that is inclusive and where decisions are negotiated before arriving at a
compromise. McNair (2008), asserts that:
Democracy, then — imperfect and limited as it can be; grudgingly delivered though it is by
political elites in many countries, and subject to attack and roll back at any time — has become a
global universal to which all claim allegiance, or at least pay lip service. The scale of this
transformation, which has occurred in little more than one-quarter of the time elapsed since the
Putney debates of 1647 and the English revolution first established the principle of the
sovereignty of parliament, is truly remarkable.
The origin of democracy emanates from a system of government practised in Greek society some
thousands of years ago. Mgller & Skaaning (2013) explain the concept as the ‘synthesis of the words
‘demo’ and ‘kratic’ to mean the rule by the people’. Although the practice thrived in ancient Greece
for a long time, it did attract criticisms during the period. It was referred to by Plato as a ‘form of
misrule’, while Aristotle sees it as the ‘tyranny of the poor’ (Molter & Skaaning, 2013). The type of
democracy practised during this period is direct democracy and involved every citizen. Also, the
modern arrangement of various institutions of the state that distinguish one from another was not
well defined during the period. Nevertheless, the fundamentals of democracy which still determine
modern democracy today - equality, freedom and tolerance - were the tripod on which the survival
of Greek democracy hinged (Garner et al., 1993). Despite these three cardinal principles, Dahl (1989)

and Held (2006) have argued that there are exceptions which influenced the criticisms of Greek
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democracy as espoused by Plato and Aristotle. These exceptions include the discrimination against

women from participating in the electoral process, and the exclusion of slaves as well.

In the contemporary time, defining democracy is difficult as the concept connotes different things to
different people. This position is corroborated by Dahl (1989) that the term democracy refers to so
many things that it no longer has a restricted meaning. There are various understandings of what it
is, and these perceptions are often informed by one’s standpoint along the contradictory continuum
influenced by social, economic and historical conditions of society (Jebril, Stetka, & Loveless, 2013).
The definition could be anchored on a periodic free election, and on a system that allows for various
forms of participation (Rozumilowicz, 2002; Schmitter & Karl, 1993). For a definition that dwells
on the election, democracy is a process where candidates present themselves for elective positions,
and electorates make their choices periodically. The second strand of defining democracy is not
limited to the election but the capacity to allow people the freedom to participate and discuss issues
that concern them. The different patterns of democratic development and experiences in different
milieu have also played out in the name tags given to such democratic practices. There are such labels
like liberal democracy, deliberative democracy, western democracy, semi-democracy, and facade

democracy (Storm, 2008).

Collier & Levitsky (1996) attempt a definition of democracy by placing the concept within six
frameworks. The frameworks include maximalist, procedural minimum, expanded procedural
minimum, the prototypical conception of established industrial democracy, non-democratic and the
electoral democracy. Storm (2008, p. 216) explains that the six categorisations are based on the
conceptual benchmark of:

= Reasonably competitive elections, devoid of massive fraud, with broad suffrage;

= civil liberty, freedom of speech, assembly and association;

= elective governments have effective power to govern;

= additional political, economic and social features associated with industrial democracy.
This categorisation of democracy and the conceptual benchmark that frame it may look very
comprehensive; it, however, reflects the western ethos and fails to consider the historical and cultural
imperatives which shape democracy in other societies. This assertion is more so especially when one
considers the fact that the basis of the democratic paradigm in the west is a majoritarian democracy
which is about multi-party politics where the winner needs to have a majority vote (Wiredu, 1996).

Therefore, it is challenging to use western categorisation and benchmark to describe the type of
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democracy in other states like Africa. It is important to note that contrary to the assertion that the
origin of democracy and its practice exclusively belong to the western countries especially Greece,
democratic practices also existed in pre-colonial African societies long before any contact with the
Europeans. The features of democracy such as checks and balances and even participatory decision-
making process found in kingdoms like the Oyo empire in present-day Nigeria and Akan in Ghana
have been in practice long before their contact with the west (Oladipo, 2001; Osabu-Kle, 2000). One
of the components of the African democratic paradigm argues that power resides with the people and
is only held in trust by the rulers. Rulers can be removed for abuse of office based on the
institutionalised procedure for such (Oladipo, 2001). Also, the principle of dialogue is part of the
African traditional democratic system, and most decisions in the kingdoms are agreed on after
extensive consultations with stakeholders (Todd Bradley, 2011; Nwala, 2005).

Radical democratic politics is another strand of democracy. This brand of democracy is concerned
with the question of equality and liberty. Furthermore, radical democracy has two tenets which are
also the primary conditions for identifying a democratic practice. The first tenet stresses unfettered
access to and the free participation of people in government and the second emphasises that the
legitimacy of government derives from the people (Davidson, 1987; Laclau, Ernesto; Mouffe, 2013;
McNeilly, 2016). Furthermore, radical democracy explains the contradictions and the contestations
intrinsic in a democracy teasing out its imperfection and the need to revise any part of democratic
practices if need be regularly. Despite the critical tenets that identify radical democratic politics, there
seem to be divergent views regarding how to approach the concept. Therefore, this leads to three
different approaches to the idea: deliberative, agonistic and autonomist (Mouffe, 1999; Siapera &
Veglis, 2012).

The deliberative model emphasises on the discussion before arriving at a decision. In contrast, the
agonistic approach stresses arguments and conflicts before deliberators arrive at conclusions. The
agonistic approach assumes that society comprises conflicting groups and ideas, all struggling for the
control of power. As a result, the most successful of the groups in contestation automatically impose
its hegemony and power on the other groups and the entire society. For the third approach, which is
autonomist, democracy is a struggle between labour and capital (Mcnair, 2008).

Habermas (1994); Badie, Berg-Schlosser and Morlino (2011); Perloff (2013) identify what they refer
to as the three normative models of democracy explained as a way of having a good understanding

of democracy. These models are classical direct democracy, liberal democracy and deliberative
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democracy. Each of these models highlights the various components of democratic practices, as

shown in this table:
Table 3.1 Three models of democracy

Direct Democracy

Classical Greek | Liberal Democracy

Deliberative Democracy

Principles:

participation

Direct citizens | Natural rights of individuals

Reasoned public deliberation about

an issue

Equality Representative government

Civil discourse

society

Citizens obligation to | The private market place of ideas

The  collective  dialogue  that

influences policy

Communication

emphasis:

rhetorical arguments | press

Well-crafted Free expression, no-holds-barred

Forums/articles  that  encourage

deliberation

Shortcomings:

good

Impractical in mass | Treats citizenship as a private

society commodity rather than the public

Preachy and dismissive of a decision

not based on pure deliberation.

Perloff, 2014, p.15

The classical democracy or what is referred to as Athenian democracy stresses direct participation of

all citizens in governance. Dated back to about 4" century BC, the Athenian democratic model

remains a key reference point in any discourse connected to modern democracy in the contemporary

period. The core values of the Greek democratic system are liberty, equality and the possession of

excellent rhetorical skills. Furthermore, the Athenian democracy anchored its decision-making

process on deliberative practise, where they consider dissenting opinions before a decision is reached

(Canevero, 2018). However, Harding & Hansen (1990) argue that ‘exchange of views’ is not active




in the Athenian democracy contrary to the view held by some scholars regarding the deliberativeness
of the Athenian system of government. Liberal democracy has its foundation in the enlightenment
movement of the 17" and 18" century Europe, especially in France and England. The theory explains
that democracy depends on individual right and autonomy in the public sphere (Perloff, 2014). It
recognises the concept of the marketplace of ideas, and therefore, freedom of speech and press are
some of the essential components of the liberal democracy. In the same way, the philosophy of the
media under libertarian democracy serves as a purveyor of information without any form of

interference from government (McQuail, 2010).

Therefore, in a modern liberal democracy, one of the institutions responsible for providing
information and ensuring good governance within a democratic state is the mass media (Street, 2010).
The role of the mass media is critical in politics and democratic process ranging from reporting
political news to shaping opinions and setting agendas. Dryzek (2000); Parkinson and Mansbridge,
(2012) describe the role of the mass media in democracy as one that provides a space for connecting
the various strata of the democratic system to discuss policies critically. They also interpret and
analyse trends within politics. However, these functions are conditioned or shaped by the type of
democracy practised in a country. In a liberal representative democracy, for instance, the role of the
media will be to provide information that will help citizens in forming opinions and provide feedback
from the citizens that serve as input for government in formulating and implementing policies. The
mass media within the liberal representative democracy can identify with a political ideology
provided such position does not blur the line between truth and opinion and as determined by the
legal and ethical framework around the journalism profession. There is also an assumption that
human beings in a liberal representative democracy are rational and naturally and possess the faculty

to choose and decide from the information available to them (Siapera & Veglis, 2012).

The mass media in a libertarian democracy recognises the need for a communication space which
accommodates a multiplicity of opinions and plurality of media ownership (McQuail, 2010). In the
same way, the mass media within the ambit of a liberal democratic environment ‘enhance the
functioning of democracy by encouraging constructive and reciprocal communication between
different groups in society (Curran, 2002, p.7). In short, the arguments of scholars on the role of the
media within a libertarian democracy depend on the premise that the mass media serve as a watchdog
and also possess the freedom to criticise the activities of government by providing space for citizens
to deliberate on issues affecting them (Oso, 2013; McQuail, 2010; Curran, 2002). The Nigerian
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media environment has the highest number of newspapers, radio and television stations on the
continent of Africa (Oso, 2013). However, the proliferation of mass media organisation in Nigeria
does not translate to a plurality of ownership as most of the organisations are owned by a few people.
As a result, the media is not fulfilling its role based on the libertarian principles as they reflect the
ideological, ethnic and religious positions of their owners. As stated by Oso (2013), any evidence of
the diversity of news content within the media space in Nigeria only reflects the nuances of the

owners.

Furthermore, Agbaje (1993) argues that these dominant groups influenced the operations of the media
in Nigeria and went on to assert that ‘...the press remains largely a captive of jingoistic claims of
ethnicity, petty rivalries, personal ambitions, religion, regionalism and partisan politics as outlined
by dominant groups in civil and political society’(Agbaje 1993, p. 469). Equally, the relationship
between the government and the media is far from the expectations of a mass media operating in a
liberal democracy. The 1999 constitution of the Federal Republic of Nigeria under section 22 reflects
one of the ideals of libertarian democracy by providing for the freedom of the press and confer on
the mass media the right to hold the government accountable. However, the complexities of the
relationship between the mass media, the ruling class and the economic imperatives have made the
mass media fulfilment of its constitutional role difficult. Similarly, the political and economic
underpinnings which influence media productions and operations have a severe effect on the Nigerian
media capacity to discharge their constitutional functions (Oso, 2013). This assertion supports
Waisbord (2003); Schiller (1986) argument that the mass media possesses the capacity to facilitate a
public sphere detached from the influence of state and market and provide the type of information
citizens need to take a rational political decision. However, the media can only fulfil this where state

and market influence do not interfere with the operations of the press.

Deliberative democracy, as the third theory has its roots in the works of philosophers like John Rawls
and Jurgen Habermas. Rawls’ argument of seeking for ‘original position’ or ‘veil of ignorance
theory’ in discourse and Habermas public sphere theory both shaped the deliberative approach of
democracy. Deliberative democracy is a response to - and runs against - neoliberalism in which
emphasis is focussed more on the individual rather than the common good. Neoliberalism encourages
over-reliance on elected officials that may lead to a state of disconnect between citizens and
governance. It can also lead to a situation where there is a close relationship between the corporate

world and the government, which may lead to heavy influence on the state’s political decisions by
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the corporate world at the expense of the citizens (O’Toole, 2014). Deliberative democracy
theoretical approach to the understanding of democracy also draws strength from Habermas’s (1989)
submission that a place exists between the state and private life where public opinion emerges.
Therefore, and ideally, in the space described by Habermas, freedom, liberty, and competition just
like in a free marketplace dominates discussion allowing for optimum utilisation of politics in citizens
life (Perloff, 2014).

Deliberative democracy provides a practical judgement after considering issues through discussion.
Deliberative democracy is the type of democracy which puts talk and communication at the centre
of democracy over just mere voting at an election. In this context of democracy, democratic
legitimacy rests on the capacity of citizens to freely participate in the discussion that results in a
collective decision (Ercan & Dryzek, 2015). Deliberative democracy is ‘an imaginative rethinking of
democracy offering a new kind of participation, one that not only gives citizens more power but
allows them more opportunities to exercise power thoughtfully’ (Held, 2006, p.235). Deliberative
democracy ensures the legitimacy of decisions due to the participatory process involved. It also
provides an opportunity for the discussion of issues publicly, and therefore allow for reciprocity in
decision making, and provides a means of looking at the past to correct mistakes (Gutmann &
Thompson, 2009).

The various theoretical explanations of democracy espouse five essential characteristics that run
through the analysis. These characteristics as enunciated by Perloff (2014) based on Coleman and
Blumler (2009); Dahl (1989) are:

1) adults citizens right to vote and contest for election;

2) free and fair elections in which more than one political party participates;

3) freedom of the individual, and expression even if such a person belongs to the opposition party;
4) existence of a civil society with the rights and freedom to operate;

5) platform and freedom for the citizens to engage in rational public deliberations on public issues.
So far, the researcher has through the literature reviewed, espoused the various explanations of
democracy. Abraham Lincoln’s definition remains relevant to modern time:

Democracy is the government of the people, by the people and for the people.” The central thesis
of this definition is that the supreme power of the state is vested in the people and used by them
through a representational system of government that is voted for periodically either directly or
indirectly through elections.
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3.5 The practice of deliberation

Deliberation is one of the essential themes in a democratic society and some of its features when
correctly followed enhance good governance, citizens’ participation in public issue debates, in which
their comments become inputs in policy formulation and decisions. Similarly, deliberation takes
place when people engage with each other in a discussion filled with mutual respect and a decision
made after due consideration of divergent views and opinions during a deliberation (Gastil, 2008).
At the same time, deliberation is ‘debate and discussion aimed at producing reasonable, well-
informed opinion in which participants are willing to revise preferences and positions during the
conversation in the light of new information and claims made by fellow participants (Chambers,
2013, p.309). The term is applied loosely to refer to various acts of discussion or conversation such
as dialogue, or regular social conversation (Stromer-Galley, 2007). Deliberation, however, entails
discussing a common problem to arrive at a solution (Habermas, 1989; Zappen, 2004). It is all about
putting communication at the centre of politics and creating a platform for citizens to discuss issues
with mutual respect, shifting positions where necessary with rational justification, and ensuring
inclusiveness (Ercan & Dryzek, 2015). One of the key markers in any discourse on deliberation that
should be taken into cognisance is dialogue. Dialogue emphasises the importance of understanding

each other, especially where there seems to be a divergence of opinion.

Dryzek (2011) identifies the flexibility of deliberators to shift their positions in the course of
discussion as one of the qualities of deliberation that separate it from other forms of political
communication. Scheufele (2001) while explaining the importance of debate in a democratic
discourse insists that citizens’ interaction with each other helps in providing good understanding to
an issue and this contributes to quality participation in the political process. Besides, the deliberative
process enables citizens to engage in a meaningful discussion and through thoughtful and critical
comments added during debates provide solutions to a problem and the capacity for evaluating the
proffered solutions (Stromer-Galley, 2007). Likewise, Mendonca (2015) describes deliberation as a
process reflecting reason exchange on an equal plane among participant in a deliberative situation.
Correspondingly, this shows that deliberation is a dialogical practice during which social actors seek
to convince others about their stance on issues through a discursive exchange. The deliberative
system is like ‘a set of distinguishable, differentiated, but to some degree interconnected parts, often
with distributed functions and a division of labour, connected in such a way to form a complex whole’
(Mansbridge et al., 2012, p7).
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As there are various definitions of deliberation, so are diverse approaches to the way a discussion is
conducted and how the decision reached in the process of discourse is applied to the real world.
Moreso, the differences in the discourse process, especially when one considers the complexities of
modern society and the interconnectedness of the various components that form a community are all
keys to any discussion on deliberation. In traditional African society, the implementation of an
outcome of a deliberation sometimes does not produce desired results. For instance, it is counter-
productive to deliberate on issues that are fundamental to cultural practices at a micro-level and
implement the conclusion reached at the macro level without the understanding and acceptance of all
stakeholders. Therefore, Pennington (2010) argues that the imposition of decisions from deliberation
on all citizens is illegitimate if citizens cannot come to term with or understand the reasons (s) for

the imposition of such a decision.

The concept of deliberation and deliberative democracy is both a reform movement and an academic
undertaking. Its primary motive is to allow for the participation of ordinary citizens in governance
and decision-making process (Smith, 2009). It could take the shape of a mini-public discussion or
community deliberation on issues (Bachtiger et al., 2014). However, Pateman (2012) challenged the
idea of a mini-public debate as a microcosm of a democratic debate arguing that the size of
deliberation is not good enough since the vast majority of the citizens are excluded from participation.
Therefore, any decision emanating from such cannot be said to be representative enough. Similarly,
voters’ indifference, the complex nature of the world, the pattern of political communication often
garbed in a fashion far removed from ordinary citizens’ understanding of worldview along with party

affiliation and loyalty lines may harm deliberation (Kuyper, 2015).

Furthermore, these factors can affect deliberation negatively in the long run over the decision to be
taken since opinions have already polarised along with party affiliations, and this may block any
sense of objectivity and reasoning. Party members always stick to their positions based on political
or party ideologies, thereby making the idea of rational deliberation difficult. Debates on public issues
in Nigeria do not achieve their goals because citizens project ethnic, political affiliations and religion
sentiments into a conversation (Akinola, 2014). Looking at the possibility of deliberation from this
angle, reaching a compromise on discourse is difficult as the participants have become polarised into
various ideological leanings, hence, making reaching an agreement complicated (Schkade et al.,
2010). Lebech (2002); Price (2006) argue that the concept of deliberation can take two perspectives

- horizontal and vertical. The horizontal perspective of deliberation centres on citizens’ deliberation
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among each other and has nothing to do with the mainstream political class and activities. On the
other hand, the vertical perspective of debate is a form of interactive engagement between the citizens
and the political elites. The critical aspects of the interaction here are space or opportunity for the
citizens to express their feelings to their political representatives, and in return, allows the politicians
to provide their feedback and convince the citizens to tow their line of thinking or align to the
politicians’ philosophy. However, Price and Lebech’s description of deliberation dwells more on the
expectations or results of deliberation than the process involved in achieving results.

Rosenberg (2006) argues for a strand of democratic deliberation that focusses on the process of
deliberation rather than most of the existing works in deliberative democracy which focusses on the
results. Rosenberg identifies three types of discourse based on the process of deliberation. The first
is the conventional discourse, and it focusses on a problem and the way to solve it. Conventional
discourse also has as one of the processes of achieving its set target, which is the regulation of
discussion along with the societal convention of civility and politeness. The second type of
deliberative discourse from Rosenberg typology is cooperative discourse. Likewise, it is a step further
from the conventional discourse by refining the discursive space in such a way as to provide an
atmosphere for participants within the discursive space to understand the problem necessitating

deliberation and the various dynamics surrounding the issue for deliberation.

The third level of deliberation, according to Rosenberg (2006), referred to as collaborative discourse,
harnesses the psychological and cultural resources of participants involved in deliberation. The aim
of doing this is to facilitate an atmosphere where participants understand each other’s cultural and
psychological peculiarities. By doing this, participants will achieve a level during a discussion where
they can collaborate and discuss a solution to the issue of debate rather than engaging in an unresolved
argument. Rosenberg’s typology of deliberation seems to have addressed some of the criticisms
levelled against deliberation, such as individual’s personality, culture, traits, and gender which are
some of the arguments espoused against the concept of deliberation (Mendelberg, 2002). However,
it is unlikely that Rosenberg’s notion of deliberation is achievable in the real practical sense of
deliberation. It is idealistic and sounds utopian. For instance, Rosenberg’s argument on the general
level of deliberation for regulating discussion along societal convention for civility and politeness is
impracticable, especially in a society like Nigeria. This assertion is because Nigeria is a

heterogeneous and with high diversities regarding cultural norms and mores. As a result, determining
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what is civil and polite or setting a standard for these principles will be challenging, where

participants are coming from diverse backgrounds.

Furthermore, from the mass of literature on deliberation and deliberative democracy; three waves of
deliberation are identified. Kuyper (2015) explains that the first wave represents the works of John
Rawls, Jurgen Habermas, and Joshua Cohen, and they were all concerned with explaining the ideals
of deliberative democracy (Kuyper, 2015). The first wave described decision reached from
deliberation as based on “consensus” where superior argument prevails. The scholars within the first
wave, however, disagreed on the approach to arriving at a consensus during a deliberation Rawls
and Cohen contend that decisions made during debate should reflect justice and fairness. For Rawls,
the ideals of deliberation are connected to his social contract explanation of the concepts of “fairness
and justice” in his book “A Theory of Justice” first published in 1971. Rawls argues that for
deliberation to achieve its objective and a decision taken, participants must return to the ‘original
position” and adopt a ‘veil of ignorance’ where they are deprived of the prior knowledge of their

positions or social status and all participants assume equality.

Equally, the importance of the constitution helps to provide the needed reason on the part of citizens
through a public political forum to decide for the common good of society. Rawls (2001) and Cohen
(2007) are in support of institutionalised political formation or units for a deliberative process.
Habermas, on the other hand, emphasises the rationality of decisions in his approach to deliberation.
Furthermore, Habermas insists that individual morals should come to bear in deliberation, and the
domain for discussion should not be limited to the official or public political forum. Contrary to
Rawls and Cohen preference for a public political forum as a space for deliberation, others including
Habermas argue for space other than the political forum that will include private citizens (Habermas,
1992; Saward, 2001). Besides, the inherent argumentative nature of any deliberative encounter is
essential to the question of legitimacy concerning a democratic system where pluralism subsists and
where the unilateral imposition of ideas on others is absent (Habermas, 1994). Also, Habermas
(1994) insists that a well-defined measure and precise mode of communication and interaction within

a forum is capable of fostering an active deliberative space.

Furthermore, Habermas’ notion of deliberative democracy describes discourse and opinion formation
as occurring at two separate but complementary layers. These layers consist of informal and formal

opinion formations. The informal opinion exists within the public sphere while the formal opinion
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formation takes place within the realm of the political institutions (Bohman, 2004; Elstub, 2010;
Habermas, 1992, 1994; Pennington, 2003; Wiklund, 2005). While rejecting the liberal tradition of
politics which view the political space as a market and competitive terrain with actors as self-seeking
and in a constant struggle; Habermas (2001) argues for a deliberative approach that stresses

participation and consensus in opinion formation and decision making.

One conclusion likely to be inferred from the works of the first wave of scholars on the concept of
deliberation scholarship is that researches and findings are mostly normative and only explain what
the practice of deliberation entails. According to the first-generation deliberative theorists, reason
exchange is the only form of communication tool that can induce uniform change which will
ultimately result in consensus (Elstub, 2010). However, the standpoint of the first generation is too
idealistic and impractical. How can one measure sound and logical reasoning which will prevail over
other arguments in a deliberation without reaching a compromise? There is every possibility in a
debate that there are people with a strong opinion and not willing to shift ground. In such a case,

reason exchange will not lead to a decision but a rowdy and inconclusive deliberation.

Above all, some of the drawbacks in the first generation influence the emergence of the second-
generation theorists. The second wave of theorists’ preoccupation is on the application of deliberative
principles in the real-life situation. They, therefore, attempt to fuse them with liberal democracy
(Young, 2001; Kuyper, 2015; Guttman and Thompson, 2004 and Bohman, 1998). Estub (2010,
p.291) in his explanation of the second wave of deliberative practice submits that ‘preferences will
adapt to public reason and new information, but not in a uniform manner. Therefore, reaching a
consensus in public discourse is practically impossible. In order to address the lack of consensus,
other forms of communication other than reason exchange should be included in a discussion.” The
second-generation theorists focussed on how deliberative ideals can be applied in a practical
situation. They are also concerned about how to accommodate the complexities of economic and

social inequalities and cultural marginalisation in a discourse (Curato, 2012; Curato & Ong, 2015).

Besides, the second generation theorists challenged the classical or first wave theorists' argument that
decision from a deliberation should be based on reason and rationality. According to these theorists,
‘reason’ is just one of the various means of justifying a position in a deliberation. Consequently,
seeking information and forming a consensus will not take a uniform way but require accommodating

other modes of communication apart from the reason-giving (Gutmann & Thompson, 1996; Estub,
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2010). Curato (2012, p.424) argues that °...interlocutors have different ways of articulating their

positions and that various discursive tactics can contribute to inter-subjective understanding.’

Other modes of communication, like humour, helps to ensure a relaxed environment for a free flow
of discussion (Mansbridge et al., 2006). Additionally, other factors like rhetoric in bringing out the
critical part of a discourse (Dryzek, 2000), and the relevance of storytelling in assisting participants
in finding common ground can contribute to the creation of mutual understanding and cooperation in
deliberation (Polletta & Lee, 2006). First position and stance in deliberation are amenable to new
information and public reasons. However, this shifting of opinion does not take a uniform pattern
(Bohman, 2004; Gutmann & Thompson, 2009). Similarly, people always seek for their self- interests
and in public deliberation, those various interests can be brought together to achieve a purpose, but
can never be wished away (Bohman, 2004). Mansbridge et al. (2012) contend that ‘self- interest’ is
essential and should be one of the features of deliberative democracy. It is vital for each participant
in deliberation firstly to know and understand how the issue or policy under discussion will affect
her/him, and secondly how it will affect other individuals participating in the deliberation. The
second-generation deliberative theorists, however, have an epistemic gap in the sense that it does not
give a comprehensive explanation as to what is required for deliberation to take place in a society
with complexities (Estub, 2010). A reference point is Nigeria with ethnic and religious diversities.
These diversities often affect discussion on issues of national importance. Quite often, in Nigeria, a
consensus is difficult to reach on national discourse irrespective of any mode of communication

employed.

The third stage of democratic deliberation described as the ‘systemic turn’ moved the focus of
deliberation to the application of its features on a large scale (Curato, 2012; Dryzek, 2010 &
Chambers, 2009). It reconciles the arguments put forward by the first and second-generation
deliberation scholars, and how it applies to real-world settings (Baber and Bartlett, 2005; Parkinson,
2006; Chambers, 2013; Kuyper, 2015). Kuyper (2013, p. 54) explains that:

Epistemic, ethical, and democratic legitimacy are the primary motors pushing the systemic
approach forward. Epistemically, deliberation and decision making should be appropriately
informed by facts, logic, and different points. This entails learning about other people’s
preferences and accepting that many types of speech are vehicles for reason-giving.

Furthermore, the deliberative scholars who operate within the systemic turn have argued against the

Habermasian conditions of what constitutes a public sphere and an ideal democratic deliberation.

They argued that Habermas viewpoint of critical and rational debates approach ignores the place and
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influence of power and competition in civil discourse (Coleman & Moss, 2012; Dahlberg, 2011,
Dryzek, 2002; Kies, 2013). Hendriks (2006) identifies two types of deliberation in the ‘systemic turn’
of democratic deliberation: a) micro deliberation and b) macro deliberation. Micro deliberation is
concerned with the small-scale type of deliberation with the primary focus on decision making, and
whether participants are impartial in a debate. Similarly, micro deliberation does not focus on mass
participation in political deliberation but on how to enhance the quality of face to face deliberation
(Lafont, 2015). Micro deliberation, on the one hand, possesses the quality of reflecting the diversity
of a society more than the electoral system (Baber & Bartlett, 2001). Also, transforming a democracy

into becoming more deliberative is more comfortable with micro deliberation (Gastil, 2000).

About the above statement, Chappell (2010, p.298) argues that ‘the characteristics of micro
deliberation make it easier to apply the normative values of the ideal theory of deliberative democracy
to it than the macro model.” The essence of micro deliberation can, however, be counter-productive
judging from the basis that individuals are passionate and convinced about their beliefs and positions
on issues, that anybody holding a contrary position might be viewed or treated negatively (Talisse,
2013). Correspondingly, this can result in the polarisation of opinions along a line and could lead to
exclusion or systematic annihilation of some groups or opinions (Young, 2001). Macro deliberation,
on the other hand, is a form of deliberation that is not structured, done on a large scale and involves
mediation. Also, macro deliberations are the various political discussions that occur daily within
platforms like the media, civil society, and even everyday conversation (Habermas, 1996;
Mansbridge, 1999; Parkinson, 2006; Talise, 2013 & Kuyper, 2015). It facilitates inclusiveness by
allowing for a broad debate. It also performs the function of agenda-setting and publicity (Lafont,
2015; Chappell, 2012).

Generally, deliberation has attracted lots of commentaries as regarding its practicality, as Min (2009)
refers to the concept as a normative ideal (Min, 2009). Likewise, critical scholars, especially from
the feminist background, argue that deliberation has failed to consider the issue of power within the
context of deliberation (Mouffe, 1999; Sanders, 1997). Moreso, as the various vital elements of
deliberation such as equality, rationality and critical assessment of issues during deliberation are
values lying within the confines of the elites (Sanders, 1997). The display of such refined character
traits requires a right level of education which the majority of the population may not have, especially
in a country like Nigeria. In Nigeria, for example, the level of poverty is high, and a correlation

between poverty and access to information has been established (Olayiwola, 2014). Consequently,
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the deliberative space will become a closed system open only to the elite group since they are the
only group that has access to information necessary for making input during deliberation.

3.6 Online deliberation

Scholars have described the internet as possessing the ability to connect people irrespective of their
status. This ability allows in a way for people to interact and bring to reality one of the popular
features of the technology which includes creating platforms for deliberation and the free flow of
information (Bolafio & Vieira, 2015; Castells, 2015). The internet platforms, primarily social media
such as Facebook, Twitter, blogosphere, have helped create a public space for discussing political
issues and challenging authority (Kuyper, 2015; Papacharissi, 2002). However, internet pessimists
expressed caution in the assertion of the internet’s capability to allow for participation, inclusiveness
and public sphere for democratic deliberation as argued by the internet utopians citing the problem
of fragmentation of discourse and inequality of access based on technology literacy (Papacharissi,
2002). Also, cyber-bullying and flaming are equally some of the issues working against the

realisation of the cyberspace as a democratising space for public discussion.

The participatory and engagement features of the internet have gained currency and attract attention
from scholars within academic the notion of the internet’s ability to facilitate a platform for a civil
deliberation. Kies (2010a) refers to web deliberation as another form of democracy and tags it as e-
democracy. Dahlberg (2011) identifies e-democracy as another model of democracy utterly different
from the existing models, including liberal-individualist, counter-publics and autonomist Marxist. Of
particular interest to the thesis and which serves as the anchor of the study is the argument that the
internet with its communicative features possesses the ability to ‘mirror’ the traditional public sphere.
It can also facilitate a deliberative space that is participatory within the online news media

commenting space in Nigeria (Gerhards & Schafer, 2010).

Furthermore, Papachirissi (2002) maintained that the transformation of a created platform into a
public sphere is not the responsibility of internet technology. Therefore, it clearly shows that there is
a marked difference between a space for deliberation and the public sphere. The fact that there is a
space for people to converse on the internet does not mean that space is automatically a public sphere.
For example, Miragliotta (2012) argues that contrary to assumptions, Twitter has limitations in

promoting high-quality political participation. This position is supported by el-Nawawy & Khamis,
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(2011) in their description of ‘collective Islamic identity’ on Twitter that it lacks rational-critical
discussion, and there is no reciprocity in debates.

The fact that the internet facilitates a space for discussion cannot be said to apply to all states
considering the inequality of access to information or the digital divide (Sparks, 2010). In Nigeria,
the rate of access to the internet by the citizens is low, and where there is access, connectivity is
abysmal. Recently, the 2019 speed test global index rates Nigeria 115 on the speed of internet
connectivity in the world (www.speedtest.net, 2020). According to the report, the mobile download
speed is 15.32 Mbps, while the upload is 7.85 Mbps. Although Ahiabenu (2014) in his report,
mentions the progressive impact, the mobile phone is making in Africa, the key questions, however,
remain about who are the people using the technology the most? What do they use it for and do most
people possess the skills to operate and use it for discursive engagement on social issues? Ott &
Rosser (2013) maintained that for a people to play an active role, and influence their political space,
using the internet, there is the need for internet literacy which is very low especially in Africa.

In Nigeria, for instance, the government is beginning to recognise the potential of the internet as a
tool for deepening democratic values and give access to ordinary people to participate in decision
making. For instance, the federal government launched a website and a portal for the review of the
constitution in 2012. It allows the citizens to visit the site and give their opinions on the subject matter
(Ayo et al., 2015). However, the implementation of the project and incorporating online democracy
became hampered with several issues in Nigeria. For instance, internet diffusion is higher in the
cities, and even in the town where these facilities are available, poor infrastructure such as electricity

outages, limited bandwidth and the exorbitant cost of accessing the internet are significant challenges.

Furthermore, Manosevitch and Walker (2009), in their investigation of online deliberation with focus
on online comments, identify some criteria for studying the deliberative quality of online comments.
These criteria are narratives, facts, sources, values, positions and reasons given by commenters.
Narrative as a criterion identifies with a comment where a commenter shares a personal experience
on an issue under deliberation. Also, facts are the various evidence provided by a commenter to
support her/his argument. Furthermore, Manosevitch and Walker (2009) also code sources as a
criterion for measuring deliberation by identifying the origin of an argument raised by a commenter
in a comment. Values as part of the indices of measurement require looking at any evidence of value

explicitly expressed in a deliberation. However, Manosevitch and Walker’s inclusion of ‘values’ as
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one of the measurement indexes is quite debatable. The argument is because the concept of value is
relative and what one person holds as his value may be different from what another person holds.
Therefore, using it to measure comments may become conflicting, especially if the commenters are

of diverse background and cultural orientation.

Contrary to the study of online deliberation based on an approach anchored on the quality of debates
or the procedure inherent in the discursive sphere, Dahlberg (2007), argues for the study of online
deliberation that emphasises the ability of the discursive sphere to challenge the dominant narratives
and the power structure that sustain hegemonic values. Dryzek (2000), in his explanation of the shift
to deliberative democracy, argues that the concept is not only about voting, self-determination,
respect for human rights or articulation of interests to influence government policy. Instead,
deliberative democracy includes the capacity for citizens to engage in deliberation on public issues

freely.

3.7 Conclusion

This chapter reviewed the various literature on the internet, democracy, deliberation and other
associated concepts in other to establish the relationship between democracy and the internet. Also,
the chapter traced and discussed the emergence of the internet, including its affordances as argued
by scholars. It also explained the different types of deliberation and waves of theoretical expositions
on the subject. Furthermore, the chapter highlighted and discussed different kinds of democracy and
interrogated how the internet has been able to promote participation towards the realisation of online
deliberative democracy. The review of literature also noted that the internet penetration, speed of
connectivity and the number of users is low in Nigeria when compared to other states primarily in
the western world. Subsequently, this implies the study in the area of participation and digital
exclusion of some class of people from online deliberation. However, the speed of diffusion is
increasing faster owing to mobile phone technology across the various sphere of activities in the
country. The next chapter focusses on the phenomenon of online news commenting platforms as a

deliberative space.
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Chapter Four
Exploring the Online Newspaper Comment Section as a space for participatory
and civil discourse

4.1 Chapter overview

These chapter sets commence with a review of the extant literature on online news commenting and
through the review provide various positions on the comment section of the online newspaper’s
ability to provide a space for democratic deliberation. Furthermore, the researcher explores the
various arguments put forward by scholars on the gravitation of journalism towards the internet in
order to identify the reasons for such gravitation. Also, the chapter explores the different positions of
scholars on the nature of participation and practices within the space.

4.2 Online news commenting

Globalisation and the internet have both influenced and redefined the information and
communication space. It signals a paradigm shift in the description of what news is and how people
understand the concept in the 21% century. The physical boundaries, which have an impact on the
news flow, have been shrunken by the information and communication technologies. The information
and communication technology have reduced the world to a global village, and distance is no longer
a barrier to know what is happening anywhere in the world within a second. Similarly, improvement
in technology has now made news production cheap and easily accessible. The emergence of the
internet gives room for real-time reporting of news. It gives easy access to information, the
democratisation of opinions, freedom of deliberation and real-time feedback on a news report.
Besides, the encroachment of the internet into the terrain of news provision is gradually blurring the

traditional concept of news values and system of processing news and dissemination

Also, the internet platforms like the online news and social media platforms disseminate information
faster such as breaking news and a cheaper means of sourcing for information without the hiccup of
geographical barrier and has also converged all the traditional platforms of mass communication like
the newspapers, magazines, radio and television into one space making all of them accessible at the
same time. Also, the online news provides a system that allows users to not only read the news but
engage with other readers in their reactions and discussions on the news content.

Additionally, the online media have enhanced the feedback mechanism of the mass media, unlike the

mainstream or legacy media where feedback there is delayed due partly to the mode of media
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technology which does not have the capacity for real-time response. Traditionally, the feedback
system in the form of letters to the editor and phone calls takes days to get published. Also, the
number of readers that provide feedback is small, and the news media have complete control on
which audience feedback to include in their publication (Lee & Tandoc, 2017). On the contrary, the
online news platforms, unlike the traditional media system, enable interactivity among the audience

and include a more significant number of readers.

Furthermore, the commenting space within the online news media platform has now made it possible
for the audience to respond to a news story in real-time. Shah, McLeod, and Yoon (2001) in their
study, argue that online news increases more discussion than the print version. It also encourages the
production of content that is an agonistic and accurate reflection of the various political positions
(Mouffe, 1999). In Africa, the online news commenting phenomenon is gradually changing the news
production ecology as readers are becoming more engaged with the news, providing diverse
perspectives on issues and sometimes set an agenda for the legacy media (Moyo, 2009; Mudhai,
2004). The comment section of the online newspaper has transformed into spaces for debate and
discussions by readers. Purcell, Rainie, Mitchell, Rosenstiel, & Olmstead (2010) argue that one of
the reasons that encourage readers going to online news platforms to access information is the

opportunity to share and discuss issues with other readers.

For this reason, online media has become a deliberative platform where readers discuss issues
affecting their society, and it also serves as a template for advocacy activities. Equally, the online
news commenting phenomenon is a new form of journalism that now includes citizens that are not
trained in journalism to be part of a news production system (Mabweazara, 2014; Mutsvairo, 2016).
Within the Nigeria media context, Kperogi (2016), also recognises the online news media platforms
as a form of citizen journalism starting with the diaspora media and later social media platforms.
They have become critical elements of the communication and information ecology in Nigeria and,
at times, are platforms for citizens discursive engagement on public matters including space where

the mainstream media scoop for information (Kperogi, 2016)

Online media provides a platform for social interaction among citizens and a space for public
discourse (Nagar, 2011). Similarly, the need to interact with others on public issues and expression
of individual opinions are some of the motivating factors for online participation (Milioni et al.,

2012). Also, Liu & Fahmy (2011) in their study argue that online news websites help in addressing
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the fear of isolation expressed by people whose opinions on issues run contrary to the prevailing
opinions within the mainstream media space and often keep their opinions. Therefore, such
individuals, due to the nature of the online space that gives room for various homogenised social
groups to have their presence, will be able to identify one that fits his position and express himself
freely. In a study on how readers use the mainstream media and online media, Pape & Featherstone
(2005) in their findings explain that readers use the online news platform to keep updated on breaking

news while the mainstream media provide detail information about the issue.

In the same way, most of the mainstream media in Nigeria now consider having an online version of
their publications as necessary. The numbers of Nigerian online newspapers on
www.onlinenewspapers.com/nigeria as of 2018 is 205, including those in the diaspora. Nearly 70%

of these online media are the online versions of the mainstream media and prominent diaspora online
news sites, including Sahara reporters. Therefore, the news contents they post online still pass
through the traditional model of news gathering and editing before posting the news story on the
internet (Akinfemisoye, 2013). Initially, the mainstream media viewed the emergence of online news
media as a threat to its survival, especially in the area of revenue (Grabowicz, 2014; Hassid &
Repnikova, 2016). This assertion support Simon and Kadiyali (2007) and Hassid & Repnikova
(2016) findings from their studies that the internet and its features like blogging plummets the sales
of newspapers and subscription as the internet provides a free space for people to have access to
news. For instance, Lowrey and Anderson (2006) citing the rising influence of blogs as a reference
point explained that the internet might erode the ‘authority’ and influence wielded by the mainstream
media in the shaping of opinion. Contrary to these views, Downie & Schudson (2009) argue that the
internet has helped to expand and improve the news gathering and distribution process as the distance
is no longer a barrier to access. With an internet connection, a reporter can send his/her report

irrespective of geographical location.

As one of the critical features of the online news websites, the comment section provides the audience
with a space to react and deliberate on public issues online. The online comment section allows
readers to express their feelings about issues and also serves as a means of assessing opinions on a
public issue (Jurgen Gerhards & Schéfer, 2010; Manosevitch & Walker, 2009). In Nigeria, most of
the mainstream media organisations now have their websites through which they disseminate their
news contents to the audience and provide a space for readers to react to news stories and engage

others in discussion.
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Additionally, the commenting section of online news platform is the virtual replica of the traditional
feedback mechanism of the mainstream media known as a letter to the editor, and it is a way for the
media organisation to engage and gauge the readers’ reactions to a news story (Knights & Cooks,
2013). Unlike letters to the editor where publication is determined by editorial policy, the online news
sites offer readers instantaneous opportunity to react to news stories and also allow for real-time
interaction with other readers. Online news commenting space also encourages the exchange of
information even among people with opposing opinion or standpoint on an issue and Carpini, &
Delli Carpini (2004) describes this as ‘cross-cutting discussion’. On the contrary, other scholars even
though accept the fact that the online discussion platform has helped expand the volume of
information and also increased interaction. However, they argued that readers often select through
filtering system the news sites they wish to access information and even join in online discussion
(Knobloch-Westerwick & Johnson, 2014; Lu et al., 2016; Stroud et al., 2015).

Consequently, the filtering system may involve exposing oneself to information that aligns with a
person’s political or religious views. As a result, researchers have identified some motivating factors
that influence commenters’ decisions to contribute to an online discussion. Concerning this, Springer,
Engelmann, & Pfaffinger (2015) assert that two factors motivate a commenter to participate in an
online discussion. The first is the intention to share an opinion while the second is responding to
comments in the online forum. In the same way, a commenter’s urge to post comment may be as a
result of the need to agree with an opinion on an online forum or to disagree (Wojcieszak & Mutz,
2009).

The assertions by Springer et al. (2015) and Wojciesszak and Mutz (2009) on the motivating factors
for online commenting are not exhaustive as there are times when readers post comments online
which are not related to the subject of deliberation. Sometimes, some of these types of comments are
in the form of advertisement of products or services. Furthermore, the personality involved in a news
story also influences the traffic flow of commenters (Tsagkias et al., 2010). The more prominent the
subject of a news story is or how relevant an issue of discussion is, the more it attracts comments and
reactions. There is a connection between power, the traditional model of selecting news or news
values and online news platform, commenting on news stories and interactivity (Weber, 2014). In
relations to this, studies have shown that the process involved in the selection of news does influence
the number of times readers post comments on the news websites (Boczkowski & Mitchelstein, 2012;
Eilders, 2006; Tenenboim & Cohen, 2015; Weber, 2014). Tenembom and Cohen (2015) conducted
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a longitudinal study of online news and comments in Israel. Their findings revealed that political,
social and controversial news stories and articles attract more comments from readers than other news
items. The implication of this is that online news media give controversial news events more attention
or prominence. Thus, the controversial news contents attract increased engagement from commenters
and get them to think more of the news stories against other equally important issues which did not

receive any form of prominence from the news media.

Several scholars drawing on public sphere theory as a framework for analysis have conducted
research on the participatory and democratic potentials of the online news commenting space.
According to Benkler (2006), the internet enables a multi-directional form of discourse and has the
potential of promoting a thorough discussion of public matters. Also, Al-Saggaf (2006) and Freelon
(2015) maintain that the comment section of an online newspaper promotes the ideals of deliberative
democracy by allowing for a diversity of opinions on public issues. Similarly, Grabowicz, 2014)
describes the phenomenon of the online newspaper comment section as serving two functions which
are: the provision of a space for social interaction; and the opportunity for direct response to news
content. Kies and Jansen (2004) assert that online news comment section due to non-geographical
barriers and other restrictions associated with mainstream media such as editorial and house style
encourages citizens participation in democratic discourse. Manosevitch and Walker (2009, p.21)
from the findings of their study explain that the online newspaper comment section often provides a
large ‘... amount of information and demonstrated a public process of weighing alternatives via the

expression of issue positions and supporting rationales.’

Freelon (2015) criticised the current approaches to the study of online discursive spheres, particularly
their emphasis on the deliberative potential of citizens’ online discourse and the ideological
underpinnings of online debates. According to Freelon (2015), the two approaches labelled as
normative (deliberative) and selective exposure, address the issue of deliberation. Both use the
parameters of civility, openness, rationality, criticality, and reciprocity to measure the deliberative
tendencies within the online commenting space. The normative approach is concerned with the
‘deliberativeness’ of a commenting space by examining audience comments in order to ascertain the
level to which they meet the deliberative criteria. Selective exposure focusses on the filtering of
online information to target a particular segment of readers (Raphaél Kies, 2010a; Stromer-Galley,
2007; Toepfl & Piwoni, 2015). Explaining further, Freelon (2015) and Toepfl and Piwoni (2015)
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highlight the weaknesses of deliberation and selective approaches to the study of online commenting
as:
o failure to consider other equally salient political behaviours on the internet such as
communitarianism and liberal individualism
e methodological limitations in the sense that research into online news commenting requires
the combination of different methodological approach as a single approach cannot provide a
holistic insight about the phenomenon.

Freelon (2015) argues that failure to consider other political behaviours in the discursive sphere such
as the tendencies of commenters to collaborate and advance a particular ideological stand with a like-
minded audience and the rigidity in the application of the method of enquiry both impinge on the
holistic understanding of the online commenting phenomenon. For instance, enquiry on the
deliberativeness of a comment section applies content analysis method and investigation of
commenters to establish their motivation for participation, and the way they interact with other
commenters applies survey (Freelon, 2015; Kies, 2010b). However, to have a comprehensive
understanding of online discursive space like news commenting requires that methods of inquiry and

multiple conceptual frameworks are combined ( Kies, 2010b).

To resolve the inherent weaknesses highlighted in the preceding paragraph requires the application
of multiple frameworks to the study of online news commenting ( Kies, 2013; Kies, 2010Db). In the
same way, Freelon (2015, p.775) argues for the use of a ‘multi-norm’ framework for the study of
online news commenting by combining liberal-individualist and communitarian perspectives and
explains that:

The simultaneous use of multiple norms allows a greater degree of online political behaviour to
be categorized and understood than would otherwise be possible. Multi-norm frameworks add a
means of understanding the various types of “non-deliberative” communications that have been
dismissed as worthless or unproductive...
Toepfl and Piwoni (2015) in their study of online news commenting accepted the need for the
application of multiple frameworks in the study of online commenting space and propose an
additional framework of the counter-public theory. Applying the framework, therefore, to their study
on the German online newspapers comment section, Toepfl and Piwoni (2015) found that the political
leaning of an online news platform impacts on the level of commenting and the content of comments.
Their findings also revealed that commenters adopt counter-public strategies in their arguments on

the commenting platform of online newspapers. Lately, some of the studies on online news
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commenting have raised concerns on whether deliberation and the nature of online comments are
civil or devoid of mutual respects for others (Manosevitch & Walker, 2009; Rowe, 2015; Santana,
2016). Although, defining incivility is very difficult, fluid and relative, especially when one attempts
to generalise the concept irrespective of socio-cultural background. Herbst (2010, p.3) argues that
incivility and civility are ...very much in the eye of the holder’. Shapiro (1999) describes civility as
standard rules that promote overall good while Mutz and Reeves (2005) postulates that incivility in
the online comments is statements that insult and demean other commenters without any show of
respect to their opinions or comments. In Nigeria, which is the study area of this research; there are
certain norms and values in her socio-cultural milieu, which are uniform and permeate through the
various ethnic and cultural divides of the country. These norms and values are critical to deciding

comments that are civil or uncivil in the deliberative space.

One of the ways of ensuring civility in the online news website comment section is the moderation
of comments through the installation of filtering software or human moderation. Studies conducted
by Duyn, Peacock, & Stroud, (2019); Ksiazek, Peer, & Zivic (2015) and Stroud, Scacco, Muddiman,
and Curry (2015) assert the importance of moderation of online commenting space in order to ensure
constructive and quality discussion. However, moderation can result in the limitation of free speech
and project a particular ideological standpoint (Cenite & Zhang, 2010). Nigeria is a complex society
based on her heterogeneous nature regarding religion and culture. These factors play an influential
role in political affiliations, public policies and the allocation of wealth. The factors also run deeply
into the national psyche of the country to the extent that they often influence discussions among
citizens. Comments on news stories posted on various online news platform and social media space
about national issues very often are polarised along ethnic and religious lines. O’Sullivan & Flanagin
(2003) recommend that any study or analysis of the online news readers’ comments should look
closely at the content and consider the social and technical context of the produced news contents

and comments on it.

The finding of a study conducted revealed that professional journalists are critical of online comments
and referred to them as informal and inflammatory (Leung, 2009). An article in The Guardian
newspaper (2014) describes online news commenting as poison and illustrates further that online
news commenting:

...sits like an ugly growth beneath articles, bloated and throbbing with vitriol. It groans as hatred
expands its force, waiting for any point of dissent to break it — to unleash its full fury on targets
who dare convey some measures of civility or dissent.
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Outside Nigeria, and in other African countries, the idea of citizens’ participation in the online news
media and information dissemination ecology is gradually becoming popular. Several studies have
shown that the social media and other online news platforms now provide alternative space for
political discourse away from the restrictive, patron-client and elite-driven legacy media (Bosch,
2010; Gronlund & Wakabi, 2015; Mabweazara, 2014; Oyedemi, 2015; Skjerdal et al., 2015;
Steenkamp & Hyde-Clarke, 2014). For instance, the report of a study shows that social media space
in Ethiopia provides an alternative discursive sphere where political and ethnic issues dominate
discourse (Skjerdal & Gebru, 2020). Also, the commenting sphere in Ethiopia indicates a high degree
of a plurality of discussion but cannot replicate the type of result produced by the Arab spring due to
the monitoring of the digital space by the government (Skjerdal, 2016).

In Kenya, the online media space and the commenting space it facilitates have helped expand the
public sphere providing an alternative platform for citizens to engage in political and social
discussion (Ogola, 2015). Also, the various discussions on the social media space sometimes set an
agenda for the mainstream media in Kenya (Dugmore & Ligaga, 2013; Mkinen & Kuira, 2008;
Ogola, 2015). Furthermore, discussion within the online discursive space in Kenya centre more on
economic, political and social issues and twitter appears as the dominant space for such discourse
(Ogola, 2015). The online discursive space facilitates a form of engagement which bring into focus
marginalised but critical issues and opinions that drives inclusiveness and provides robustness for

political and social discourse.

Mabweazara (2014) observes that online news commenting is gradually becoming an influencing
factor in the news production ecology in Zimbabwe. Also, the nature of the commenting platform is
influenced by Zimbabwe social and cultural context (Mabweazara, 2014). As a result, the discursive
space plays a critical role by providing a rich source through which the legacy media source and
scoop information, as illustrated in particular by the legacy media experience during the repressive
regime of President Mugabe (Moyo, 2009). Apart from serving as a feedback mechanism and space
for civic engagement, ‘user comments thus offer an alternative “balancing act” to news discourses in
Zimbabwe by allowing a heterogeneity of voices’ and points of view that oppose or interrogate the
hierarchies of discourses in news stories (Mabweazara, 2014). Within the South African online news
media space, Bosch (2010) argues that the discursive affordance provided by the online news

platforms including blogs confers a form of authority and credibility outside the legacy media
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regarding political discourse. In Mozambique and Angola, the online commenting space and blogs
are platforms for calling for civil debates on national matters, and also influence the legacy media in
their news process including agenda setting (Salgado, 2012).

Barnes (2018) produces a model offering explanation on the various factors that contribute to the
understanding of online news culture. The model asserts that there is the interplay between
commenter’s offline and online behaviour and the two behaviours exerts influence on each other and
ultimately affect the person’s disposition online. Besides, the model concludes that personality,
emotions, affects and the institutions that provide the space for commenting like the online news
media are the various dynamics that should be analysed to have a full understanding of online news
commenting phenomenon (Barnes, 2018).

r/rlnflu enced by individual factors Influenced by institutional factors

Personality

Online Community

Comments

Emaotion and
Affect

The Offline
World

Figure 4.1 A participatory model for understanding commenting (Barnes, 2018, p.125).

Clearly, the positive features of the online news such as its ability to promote democratic deliberation
and social interaction have been emphasised earlier in this section; other scholars have also looked
at the negative sides of online news media. Hlavach & Freivogel (2011) argue that the non-
moderation of some online news sites and allowing for anonymous comments sometimes encourage
flaming. More so, when a commenter feels his anonymity will not make him accountable for his
comments. Besides, offensive comments can discourage potential sources from giving information
on an issue (Diakopoulos & Naaman, 2011). To this end, according to Nagar (2011) and Diakopolous

and Naaman (2011), most online news platforms now put moderation algorithms in place to check
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unruly deliberative space without tampering with anonymity. Placing this algorithm in place is
essential, but anonymous comments are also critical to sustaining a democratic culture and

encouraging freedom of speech online (Christopherson, 2007).

The principle of anonymity in the online news media commenting space gives a commenter the
confidence to express him/herself freely on any issue and makes a useful comment without any fear
of reprimand (Johnson, 2011). The prospect of anonymity in the discursive space can be problematic,
especially when commenters conscious of their anonymity, become abusive through comments or
arguments that cannot be substantiated. Nevertheless, anonymity can help increase interactivity and

participation among people.

4.3 Polarisation in online news commenting

Several scholars have acknowledged the internet and digitisation as capable of increasing political
participation and give voice to people at the periphery of the society who were hitherto voiceless
(Curran, 2016; Shirky, 2011; Papachirisi,2002;). Similarly, the internet has also enabled citizens of
a country to have access to information, participate in public dialogue and provide a platform or
forum to carry out mass or collective action (Shirky, 2011). This assertion is true to an extent,
considering how citizens use social media for citizens’ mobilisation and collective actions in places
like Tunisia (Ziccardi, 2013). Also, the removal of Spain President in 2004, the communist loss of
power in Moldova in 2009 (Shirky, 2011), Egypt uprising and recently in Togo, a country in West
Africa are pointers to the influence of the social media. With these examples, people have explored
the various platforms of the internet like the blogosphere, Twitter, Facebook, online news sites with

a view of offering alternative views and information and creating space for deliberation.

As promising as these promises sound, the reality is that the internet and its various platforms have
turned into a battle zone where people contest ideas fiercely and become intolerant of each other
positions or views. As a result, the discursive platforms on the internet have become polarised with
people identifying and pitching camp with those who share their position (Guerra & Kleinberg,
2013). Similarly, rather than being an equaliser, the internet promotes inequality and exclusion
(Hindman, 2009). Contrary to the argument about the democratic potentials of the internet, the
various filters of the internet can create polarisation of discussion along with political affiliation and
beliefs (Pariser, 2011). Polarisation in the online news media can also take the form of ideological

polarisation. Ideological polarisation is possible by exposing readers to news contents that are

65



congruent with their ideological dispositions and block those comments that are not incongruent with
their ideological, political or social leanings.

In Nigeria, the online comments on blogs, Facebook, online newspapers websites and other social
media platforms have become polarised along with religion, ethnicity and to a lesser extent political
affiliation (Ajiboye, 2016). The finding of a study on ideological influence in the Nigerian media
space with a focus on the 2003 and 2007 general elections reveals that the news media in Nigeria:
use the ideological polarisation between the ideological structures of ingroups and outgroups,
such that ingroups typically emphasise their good deeds while they de-emphasise their bad
deeds; on the other hand, outgroups de-emphasise or even totally deny their own (sic) bad deeds
while they emphasise their good ones (Oyeleye & Osisanwo, 2013, p.763).
According to Spohr (2017), the scholarship on the polarisation of online news reports and comments
anchors on two parallel views or approach. The first argument rests on the premise that there are
embedded algorithms on the various online news platforms that filter and condition readers’
experience in line with their ideological leanings and beliefs (Pariser, 2011). The second argument
on polarisation notes the existence of polarisation of news contents and comments from the prisms
of psychology. This argument focuses on how the theory of selective exposure which is concerned
with exposing oneself to information that reinforces one’s belief and ideology and the avoidance of
information that holds contrary view could cause polarisation (Spohr, 2017; Stroud, 2008). As a
result, polarisation occurs in a discourse where arguments, conclusions and positions run sharply
along two opposing or parallel lines. Likewise, polarisation occurs in an online discussion where
nodes divided in such a way that one part of the nodes accommodates homogeneous opinions and
runs contrary to the views expressed in the other nodes (Guerra et al., 2013). Pariser (2011); Sustein
(2017) in their study on the internet and the polarisation of the American political space argue that
the internet facilitates the creation of an ‘echo chamber’ where the only voice or information a reader

sees or hears is the one similar to his belief or position.

Polarisation is created sometimes by the various algorithms on websites to identify, and group people
together based on certain similarities (Pariser, 2011). These similarities may be sharing of same
political ideology, sex, religion, value system, ethnic affinity and other issues capable of drawing
public discourse. Consequently, the sifting process of online comments or what Pariser (2011) refers
to as ‘filter bubbles’ by algorithms along similar patterns will ultimately affect the quality of
discourse and the internet as a platform for democratic deliberation negatively. Deliberation and

plurality of opinions are necessary for a democracy. However, these cannot be achieved where views
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and opinions are filtered out simply because such views run contrary to the algorithm preferences of
an online site. Others have argued and described filter bubbles in good light that they are necessary
for the protection of democratic values in public discourse depending on how one perceives and
understands democracy (Bozdag et al., 2014). Expectantly, the internet features of anonymity of
commenting and impersonal communicative environment encourage polarisation (Witschge, 2008)

Furthermore, it is unlike face-to-face communication where specific societal cues like the need to
maintain peace, constructive criticism, and identified source of information can help reduce the
incidence of polarisation. In the United of America, for instance, online polarisation attracts more
academic investigations after the Presidential elections of 2016. Findings from most of the studies
highlighted race, gender and other personal identity markers were some of the issues that promote
polarisation in the election (LaHurd, 2018; Schaffner et al., 2018).

Similarly, in a study conducted by the Reuters Institute of Digital News Report in 2017, polarisation
is described as a critical issue in an online media environment, and its nature varies from one nation
to another. What the results imply is that people identify with a news source that shares the same
political-ideological leaning with them. In the same way, Yang et al. (2016) posit that the relationship
between mass media and its ability to drive polarisation is country-specific. In the UK, for example,
polarisation seems to correspond to how people identify with news source (The Conversation, 2017).
The import of this is that people identify with a news source that shares the same political and
ideological leaning with them. Most of the media organisations seem to move toward one political
ideology or another, and that explains the reason for the news media labelled as having either a liberal

bias or conservative bias.

Furthermore, Yang et al. (2016) conducted a polarisation study using a comparative approach across
ten countries. The finding of the study revealed that the relationship between traditional media and
perceived polarisation is weak. The study, however, found a strong association between online news
media and perceived polarisation. Besides, Turetsky & Riddle (2018) explain that exposure to news,
especially controversial news or a report on high profile personality in a selective manner is capable
of fuelling polarisation. In other words, the polarisation of opinions based on news reports and
additional information from the media has been a recurring decimal in various societies. Several
research findings have revealed a correlation between mass media pattern of report laden with
ideological positions and citizens’ positions (Shaffer, McWilliam & Nteta, 2018; Spohr, 2017;
Stroud, 2008; Ajiboye, 2013; Oyeleye and Osisanwo, 2013). In the same way, the online media
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environment and the massive quantity of news and information on it have attracted much attention
from scholars. Similarly, the various algorithm software which has made news and information to
become tailor-made and pushed to a targeted audience has necessitated for various studies already
reviewed with most of the finding establishing the relationship between online news media contents
and polarisation (Turesky and Riddle 2018; Yang et al., 2016; Wischge, 2004; Pariser, 2011).

4.4 Moderation in online news commenting

Online news commenting has become part of the features of online news websites. In theory, it
provides space for the expression of views by online news readers on news contents, engagement
with other readers in discussion and, ultimately the potential to transform to a public sphere that will
facilitate rational and critical deliberation. However, over time, these comments sections have
become a war zone and a space for the exchange of acerbic and hate comments. Online news
commenting is one of the democratic features the internet offers as well as making the audience to
become active within the chain of news production (Trygg, 2012b). However, some people see it as
a source of concern to the society especially where the comments turn to exchange of uncouth, and
offensive comments and this hurts civil discussion and deliberation (Braun & Gillespie, 2011,
Crawford & Gillespie, 2016; Diaz-Noci, Domingo, Masip, Lluis Mico, & Ruiz, 2012; Ksiazek et al.,
2015). The World Association of Newspaper and News Publishers (WAN-IFRA) conducted a study
involving 104 news organisations from 63 countries on online news commenting and moderation. In
their findings, news organisations delete an average of one comment in every ten comments. Also,
there is no evidence to establish that moderation of comments limits free speech (WAN-IFRA, 2016).
As a result, most online news platforms have various mechanisms of filtering comments on their
platforms to ensure civility and constructive comments within the online news space. In a study
conducted by Stroud, Van Duyn, & Peacock (2016) on the perception of the American public towards
the moderation of online news comments, 40% of the online news readers sampled believed there is
a need to moderate online news comments to ensure credibility and quality of deliberation. However,
another study argued that moderation of comments within the online news space is an encroachment
on the freedom of expression and capable of eroding the principle of plurality of opinion which is

challenging to deliberative and representative democracy (Fourie, 2007).

Similarly, moderation of online news readers’ comments can result in a news platform having a
credibility issue with the belief that moderation and editing out of some comments may lead to a
skewed and partial presentation of readers’ reactions to an issue (Rolston, 2015). Also, moderation
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of online news readers’ comments can project an ideological standpoint instead of promoting online
civility (Cenite & Zhang, 2010), and it can also discourage commenters from giving oppositional or
contrary views on issues (Sherrick & Hoewe, 2018). On the contrary, Lampe & Resnick (2004) argue
that moderation of online news readers’ comments is necessary as it helps increase participation.
Also, Wise, Hamman, & Thorson (2006), in their research findings, explained that a moderated news
website encourages readers to comment more than unmoderated news websites. Coe et al. (2014)
also submit that moderation of comments in online news websites can help achieve civility in the
online news commenting space. The increase in participation would be as a result of the readers’
awareness of the online news organisation’s policy to leave out offensive comments. It gives
confidence to a commenter that he would not experience intimidation or cyberbully and that online
news sites will ensure conformity to commenting rules. Also, the level of topic relevance about news

comments is high on online news sites that have moderation features in place (Ruiz et al., 2011).

There are different methods of moderating online news comments ranging from human moderation
to machine or software moderation. Human moderation entails reading and taking out comments that
flout the rules of the commenting space and may involve a single person, more than one person where
the function of administering the websites does not reside in one person. Machine moderation
involves the use of inbuilt algorithms or software to sieve unwanted contents from a discursive
sphere. Another classification system approaches the issue of moderation of online news comment
section into pre-moderation and post-moderation (Ksiazek, 2015). In pre-moderation, comments
become scrutinised to ensure conformity with the policy guiding posting of a comment on a news
website before readers can view the comments. As a result, comments that do not conform to the
policy of the news websites are screened out and not allowed to be read by readers. Post- moderation
of online news comments, however, involves the removal of comments already posted on the news

websites which may have been reported or flagged by other readers as offensive or not civil.

Furthermore, Lgvlie, Ihlebzek, & Larsson (2018) propose a model for studying online news
commenting moderation referred to as interventionist and non-interventionist approaches to
moderating comments within the online space. The interventionist approach emphasises close
editorial and regulatory monitoring of comments by the editorial team of the online news websites.
Here, comments are scrutinised by the editors before approving its posting on the news sites.
However, the non-interventionist approach emphasises little editorial or regulating activity on the

part of the editorial team of online news websites, and commenters have the freedom to post
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comments. As such, anonymous commenters and use of pseudonyms are some of the features likely
to be seen in online news sites that adopt a non-interventionist approach to readers’ comments
(Lavlie, Ihlebek & Larsson, 2018). The interventionist approach to moderating online news
commenting enables the online news platforms to guide against any legal issues that may arise from
comments that pass through their news sites. In contrast, non-interventionist approach from the
economic point of argument increases the number of traffic (visitors) to a website because of the
absence of moderation (Lavlie, Ihlebaek & Larsson, 2018). However, and irrespective of whether an
online news organisation chooses to moderate comments that pass through it or not, the internet has
helped increase participation in public discourse but its nature, civility and how democratic space

remains a subject of continued research enquiry.

4.5 Conclusion

This chapter reviewed the literature on online news platform and its commenting section, and as a
result, discussed the various analysis and findings on the phenomenon. Furthermore, the chapter
revealed through the assertions of scholars how the various features of the online news commenting
space replicate the notion of a sphere for democratic deliberation or how some of the features negate
the arguments of the commenting space potentials to facilitate a sphere for democratic discourse. It
also discussed the various issues raised particularly on the framework of analysis in the study of
online news commenting space and how its application in a study on online news commenting space
affect the methodological and overall understanding of the phenomenon. Based on the various issues
highlighted in this section of the research, the next chapter focusses on the framework of analysis

adopted for the research.
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Chapter Five
Theoretical Framework applied for the Research

5.1 Chapter Overview

This chapter explains the theoretical underpinnings used in this research. Rosenberry and Vicker
(2017) maintain that theories help to provide an explanatory framework to a phenomenon under
research investigation. In this study, the theoretical framework provides the analytical tools for the
explanation and interpretation of results from the data analysed. Furthermore, the use of a theoretical
framework enables the researcher to explain his epistemological standpoint and the justification for
his choice of methods in the study. Accordingly, the conceptual framework for the study utilises the
theories of the public sphere and critical political economy. This chapter has as one of its aims to use
the lens of the public sphere theory and its conceptual arguments to assist in the construction of a
framework for the analysis of online news commenting space. Also, the theoretical lens will examine
the debates on the platforms to ascertain the extent of its democratising role. The chapter explored
the various arguments on the public sphere framework and how these criteria reflect the online
deliberative space to understand the discursive features of the online news commenting space
sampled in the study. In complement, the chapter also explains the role of critical political economy
theory as part of the theoretical framework used in the study. In this chapter, the critical political
economy theory seeks to gain an understanding of how structural, institutional issues, social and
power relations, ideology and the broader context of Nigerian political economy manifest in the

production of news and relate to the discussion within the online discursive sphere.

5.2 Theoretical perspective used in the study

Scholars within the field of communication and journalism, in response to the transformation of the
media space by digitalisation, are beginning to reassess the relevance of some theoretical
underpinnings in the explanation of emerging digital journalism scenarios. As Steensen and Ahva
(2015), point out, there are different phases of research in digital journalism. These waves are
normative, empirical, constructivist and recently, the fourth wave which not only looks at the concept
and notion of journalism from a traditional perspective but focusses on the ecosystem including the
emerging connecting systems outside the conventional domain of journalism practice. For each of
these phases, different theoretical perspectives are applied in the investigation of a research problem.
Often, these theoretical frameworks criss-cross different academic disciplines to provide holistic

insight into a study (Zelizer, 2009). Although not mutually exclusive according to Steensen and
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Ahva, (2015), the various theoretical approaches within the field of journalism and the media are
classified into five major areas: cultural analysis, language, political science, sociology and history
(Zelizer, 2009).

Critics have raised arguments over the suitability of applying some of these theoretical perspectives
to investigating the connection between media and democracy in Africa owing to their western-
centric approach (Atton & Mabweazara, 2011; Berger, 2002; Mabweazara, 2015; Mutsvairo &
Ragnedda, 2019; Nyamnjoh, 2010). Nyamnjoh (2010) raises concern on the dilemma often
experienced by scholars interested in the study of media and democracy in Africa due to the
peculiarities of the majority of the existing frameworks for analysis which are western and do not
factor the various realities in African socio-cultural practices.

For this study, the researcher locates the perspectives of the theories used in political science and
cultural analysis. Despite the identified flaws concerning the various theoretical frameworks for
analysing the relationship between the media and democracy in Africa, especially its western-centric
approach (Berger, 2002; Rodny-Gumede et al., 2017), the political science and cultural analysis
perspectives remain the most appropriate for the study. Although, the two theoretical perspectives
reflect the liberal-pluralist orientation of the west, however, there are some aspects in the approaches
that are useful to the analysis of the evolving media and democracy relationship in Africa (Berger,
2002). For instance, the public sphere theory, one of the theories from the political science
perspective applied in this research is critical as it provides the framework for investigating the link
between the online news commenting space in Nigeria and its suitability as a public sphere that
facilitate a democratic deliberative platform. At the same time, the cultural analysis perspective with
a focus on the critical political economy theory used in this thesis enables the researcher to tease out
how power relations and other political economy factors in Nigeria affect deliberation in the

discursive space.

Above all, the theoretical approaches used in this study draw on political science and cultural analysis
perspectives. The researcher rationalises the choice of the theoretical perspectives based on the
research objectives which aim to provide an understanding of the state of online news commenting
in Nigeria and how they reflect democratic deliberation in the form of a public sphere. Therefore, the
aim of this research is not to investigate per se the mainstream journalistic approach online or by

contrast, citizen journalism. Instead, the study focusses on the discursive forum provided by the
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online media platforms and the debates that pass through them. As a result, the application of political
science theoretical perspectives like the public sphere and the cultural analysis approach of critical
political economy are considered apposite for the research.

5.3 Public Sphere Theory
The concept of the public sphere explains the existence of a space where people discuss rationally
and critically issues that affect them. Also, the public sphere is a discursive space in the society where
opinions are formed (Seidman, 1989). Similarly, Hauser (1999) describes the public sphere as a
deliberative space where citizens come together to converse on issues of mutual interest and through
deliberation form an opinion. Furthermore, Habermas (1991: 398) in his landmark analysis of what
the public sphere is, argues that it is:
... a domain of our social life in which such a thing as public opinion can be formed. Access to
the public sphere is open to all citizens. A portion of the public sphere is constituted in every
conversation in which private persons come together to form a public. When the public is large,
this kind of communication requires certain means of dissemination and influence; today
newspapers and periodicals, radio and television are the media of public sphere...
Historically, the emergence of the public sphere in the 18™ century coincides with the rise of the
modern state and the new class of bourgeois (Bulut, 2016). Before this period, religious organisations
and the state control public opinion, and both shape social identities. The emergence of public sphere
runs parallel to the features of an absolutist society as represented by the church and the monarchy
in the 17" century Europe that monopolises the meaning and interpretation of knowledge and public
matters (Habermas, 2006). The various salons, coffee shops and the free press during the period
offer platforms for the bourgeoisie - defined from Marx analysis as the class of people in the
production society who control the means of production - to get together and discuss literary works.
This salon transforms into a literary public sphere and later coalesced into discussing civic issues
critically and rationally (Outhwaite, 1994). Another argument asserts that the public sphere is not a
product or creation of the bourgeois. Instead, it is a sort of replication of the type of publicity that
happens at the prince’s court and the bourgeois through their closeness to the court, imbibe the art of
bringing together middle-class men to engage in a critical-rational debate over public issues (Bulut,
2016).

Although, the public sphere reflects in the works of scholars like Kant, Hegel and Marx, which all
influenced Habermas in his writings. However, Habermas in The Structural Transformation of the

Public Sphere (Habermas, 1989), arguably the most read seminal work that sets the tone for academic
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discussions on the public sphere, provides a historical and sociological analysis of the rise of the
public sphere, its transformation and decline (Mustapha, 2012). He critically examines the change in
the relationship between public opinion and political process and how the mass media influence this
relationship (Lunt & Livingstone, 2013).

The public sphere is a communicative space within a society where deliberation takes place without
coercion and allows for people with different political positions that may exist in a democratic
environment to express their opinions (Dahlgren, 2005; Moufe, 2000). However, this description of
the public sphere is too simplistic and does not consider the fact that individuals in the society do not
participate in public discourse on the same level (Adut, 2012; Ryan, 1990). The question of access
to the discursive space is critical to the understanding of the nature of the public sphere. According
to Habermas (1992), the ‘lifeworld’ to which the public sphere is part of, is the environment where
the citizens gain lived experience and the ‘system’ refers to the economic system, ideological and
state apparatuses which are all necessary to the understanding of political power acquisition and its
sustenance (Marshall, 2007).

Habermas argues that the public sphere had lost its original function of providing a platform for
critical and rational debate of public issues due to the influence of the economy, technology and
politics (Habermas, 1989). Also, the deliberative space according to the dominant approach stresses
dialogic and equal participation of citizens in debate within the sphere (Adut, 2012), and a platform
through which the society mirrors itself based on democratic principles (Holub, 1991).

Although, Habermas central thesis in his various academic undertakings on the public sphere dwell
on the rise and fall of the bourgeois public sphere and the place of public opinion and its implication
for democracy. One of its central themes that stresses the intellectual space for critical debate applies
to online deliberative space (Habermas, 1998). Similarly, any discussion of contemporary democratic
principles and the type of discursive space within it requires a reference to Habermas public sphere.
As a result, this theory, particularly Habermas strand, will provide a framework for the study because
it gives a useful insight into understanding discursive trends, especially with the development of new
media forms. As a result, the public sphere theory is used as a framework in the study to enable the
researcher to understand how the media and in this case online media and the discursive space it

provides facilitates a democratic deliberative space.
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Habermas expounds that the public sphere is a space that facilitates “critical public debate”
(Habermas 1991). The critical and rationale components which are essential for the existence of a
public sphere imply that decision is reached based on reasoning engaged in by those with education,
possession of properties, mutual and good knowledge of the principles that guarantee consensus
decision in debates (Willems, 2012). Also, the rationality and criticality features of the public sphere
ensure that the process of public discussion is not tainted or influenced by power or vested
interests(Barton, 2005; Willems, 2012). The absence of capitalist imperatives, according to
Habermas, is essential to achieving a robust discursive space where rationality and criticality are both
‘rules of thumb’ for decision making. However, the rational-critical role of the public sphere, as
argued by Habermas, has been critiqued by scholars as very difficult to achieve within a discursive
forum. Sometimes, what gets identified as debate issues are identified and processed by specialised
agencies based on the search for the common good which could overburden the discursive sphere

especially with its divergence in terms of people that constitute it (Haussler, 2018).

In other words, determining rationally what a common good is within a sphere of deliberation is very
complex and challenging considering the dynamism of human relationships and the fact that human
beings have the propensity to conceal real intentions while participating in a public debate. For
instance, in Nigeria, prominent politicians sometimes engage in public opinion debates on public
issues aligning their opinions with the majority and in the process gaining popularity and acceptance.
However, the same politicians, as soon as they get access to the realm of power, introduce policies
that are contrary to the earlier stance they took that gave them prominence and acceptance.
Furthermore, Foucault (1980) argues against the possibility of achieving critical and rational
discourse on the point that power contestation is at the heart of information and communication
exchange. As such, there is no value-free communication, as every discourse reflects power relation

and contestation.

Mustapha (2012) argues that the public sphere conceived by Habermas is not limited to the physical
structure (salons or coffee shops), but an abstract space for dialogue. Therefore, the effective
functioning of the public sphere, according to Habermas (1991) requires inclusivity meaning the
space should not exclude people because of any bias. Everybody should have access to space.
Equality is another criterion for the proper functioning of the sphere. Participation in dialogue should
not be on social standing or position. However, realities within the public sphere are at complete

variance with the equal participation and egalitarian features of the public sphere as argued by
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Habermas. Firstly, equal participation may not be achievable not because a specific class of people
are denied access to the sphere because of gender or other parameters. Instead, equal participation is
not achievable because they are indifferent to deliberation on public issues or even see themselves as
apolitical, hence not interested in politics or public issues. For example, in Nigeria, some citizens
believe that participating in a discourse on public issues will not add any value to them. There is a
famous saying that ‘Will discussing Nigeria’s issues put food on my table when whatever we say

does not influence the government in any way?’.

Secondly, lack of knowledge or ignorance can also lead to the exclusion of a specific category of
people within the public sphere (Adut, 2012). Citizens especially feel intimidated when they do not
have a knowledge of the issues under debate. In that type of deliberative sphere, there is deficit in
participation and equality as those who know the subject of discourse dominate the discussion. The
third position, according to Adut (2012), stresses the need for rationality and logic in debates before
making a decision. Participants should also have the freedom to discuss freely without being
subjected to any form of coercion that may influence the decision to be reached. Likewise, Poor,
(2006) adapting Habermas idea of “’public sphere’” highlights elements necessary to form a public
sphere. The first is being able to provide a deliberative space for those previously excluded from
political discourse. The second, according to him, is that the public sphere should be formed through
mediated discussion while the third says ideas presented should be considered based on merit and

not on the social standing of the commenter.

Gerhards & Friedhelm (1993) highlight three types of the public sphere: encounter public sphere,
public events and the mass media. The encounter public sphere is everyday face to face interaction
with no structured pattern of communication where issues. In this type of public sphere, according to
Gerhads and Neidhart (1993), the impact of deliberation is weak, and the reach is low. Public event
has a little presence of organisational structure, and experts and opinion leaders are often part of
deliberation and may dominate the discussion. The reach of participation by citizens in public events
public sphere appears more extensive compared to participation in the encounter public sphere. The
mass media, as the third sphere, has the skills and organisational structure, but the audience is passive.
Improvement in printing technology and the increasing influence of newspapers and journals aided
the rise of the bourgeois public sphere and made it a powerful force capable of bringing change
(Ebeling, 2006). However, the encroachment of politics into the sphere and the gradual blurring of

lines between state and society impinge on the realisation of the ideals of the public sphere especially
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since the vibrancy of the public sphere depends mostly on a clear separation between the private and
the public space, and collision of the two brings decline (Crossley and Roberts, 2004; Holub, 1991).
The core features of the public sphere theory as enunciated by Habermas (1989) rest in the argument
of the existence of a social space where citizens come together for rational and critical debate on
public issues. Also, the composition of such discursive sphere © ... transcends the boundaries of their

personal lives.” (Susen, 2011), as each of the persons gathers to form a public sphere for debate.

Even though various arguments have discussed the public sphere as a realm for deliberating on public
issues critically and rationally (Asen, 2015; Jurgen. Habermas, 1989; Jirgen Habermas, 1992; Ruiz
etal., 2011; Su, 2016); several discourses have also highlighted the weaknesses in the public sphere.
For instance, Downey (2014), argues that the public sphere is in a ‘flux’ or mobility to account for
the various changes within the public sphere necessitated by migration, technology and social
practices. Habermas idea of the public sphere is restricted to property owners and failed to recognise
those spaces of deliberation that are occupied by participants who are at complete variance with the
qualities obtainable in bourgeoisie public sphere (Cuceu, 2011; Fraser, 1990; Fuchs, 2012).

Similarly, consumerism and commercialism within the sphere of private and public life have
weakened the public sphere and its primary functions of providing a space for critical and rational
debate (Norris, 2010). According to Norris (2010), the weakness arises from the fact that people are
manipulated with much information, thereby denying them of any meaningful political life.
Subsequently, the resultant effect of this on the society is a manipulative deliberative space through
publicity made possible by the mass media. However, his conception of the bourgeoise public sphere
is nothing more than an inaccurate, exclusionary and imaginary analysis of the public sphere which
places emphasis on elitism neglecting other parallel space of public deliberation dominated by
proletariat and women (Eley, 1992; Fraser, 1990; Haussler, 2018). Furthermore, the space excludes

different classes of people like women, proletariat and those outside the class of the bourgeoisie.

Therefore, referring to the platform as a mirror reflecting the society is merely seeing society from a
one-dimensional perspective or a unitary public sphere. Habermas’s analytic approach to the
understanding of the nature of the public sphere by looking only at its structural transformation will
not give a holistic insight into the understanding of the public sphere. Structures and institutions do
not operate in isolation of people that occupy them. As a result, it is essential to understand the

individuals that constitute these structures, the institutions and the transformative factors that shape
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their participation and interactions within the structures and institutions such as religion, cultural

affiliations, gender affiliations, economy, education and other social factors.

The way people use information and telecommunication technologies has raised issues over what
constitutes a public sphere in the 21% century. Moreso, the information and telecommunication
technologies especially the internet with various embedded algorithms has created a kind of public
with shared characteristics and what gets discussed within this type of forum are nothing more than
an echo chamber and reinforcement of common belief and ideology. Similarly, the theory does not
consider the existence of public in other states whose nature, space and pattern of deliberation may
be different from the salons and the coffee shops in England and France at the time Habermas was
writing. Besides, Habermas theory is paternalistic and excludes women from the public sphere. It
merely reflects the society historical tradition of privileging men over women or only male
dominance in both public and private space (Bolton, 2005; Cuceu, 2011; Fraser, 1990). There is a
clear boundary between public and private space. The public sphere is an ‘exclusive’ space for men,
where political and social deliberation takes place. In contrast, the private sphere is a “...domain of
the household of reproduction of life, and intimate or sentimental manifestations (Cuceu, 2012,
p225). The exclusion of these publics, Fraiser (1992), referred to as ‘counter-publics’ from the public
sphere is counterproductive, and runs parallel to the ideals of having a free society based on equality

as a multiplicity of public spheres is pertinent to achieving such a society.

Fraser (1992) argues for a subaltern ‘counter-public’ that runs parallel to the bourgeois public sphere
and represent the interests of citizens that are outside the bourgeois sphere and whose interests are
oppositional and challenged the hegemonic influence of the bourgeois. In Nigeria, for instance, the
presence of this subaltern public spheres is vital to the discussion of equally essential issues outside
politics. Maternal mortality, public health and family planning are naturally domains outside the
interests of the Habermas’s bourgeoise sphere, which deliberates more on politics. Fuchs (2013,
p182) however disagrees and highlights the problem in a multiplicity of the public sphere, arguing
that ‘the danger of pluralistic public without unity is, however, that they will in social struggle focus
on mere reformist identity politics without challenging the whole, which negatively affects the lives

of all subordinate groups.’

Contrary to Fuchs’s argument, pluralistic public spheres may not be dangerous to the health of a

society, but a necessary means of fostering inclusiveness of all the components of society in public
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discourse. Furthermore, this assertion is true of society with diversity in ethnicity and religion. In
such society, it is essential to have various spheres where public discourse takes place, to give voice
to those who ordinarily are voiceless in a single public sphere platform due to low status or other
disadvantages. Also, Arendt’s concept of the public sphere argues that the public can only exist in
the presence of others. The public in the argument of Arendt et al. (2010) comes to reality when there
is deliberation where people can hear and see each other. The participants in the public sphere,
according to Arendt, are equal, and deliberation is agonistic, taking cognisance of different opinions
on an issue (Arendt et al. 2010). Arendt modelled her idea of the public sphere after the Greek city

where there is a public space called ‘Arena’ opened to every citizen.

Although Hanan Arendt did not use the term ‘public sphere’ in her work, she, however, discusses the
concept in one of her major works, ‘Human Condition, (1958). In contrast to Habermas’s (1998)
argument of a rational-critical debate resulting in a consensus, Arendt’s public sphere emphasises the
agonistic form of debate or contestations. She anchors her construct of the public sphere on the
exclusion of certain classes of people, including women. The exclusion also determines the type and
nature of contents for deliberation, and by so doing, specific issues are not considered for discussion
within the space (Cuceu, 2012). Similarly, Suse (2011) argues that the public sphere theory does not
provide an adequate explanatory framework for understanding the structural transformation of the
public sphere in late modern societies. More so, as the public sphere model proposed by Habermas,
is limited to the bourgeoisie and forecloses the importance of alternative discursive spheres to the
discussion of public issues. Also, public sphere theory does not account for exclusion, especially
with the question of the digital divide and does not theorise pluralist public sphere (Graham, 2015).
Manning (2001) questions the possibility of arriving at a rational and critical decision within a
discursive space because power relation influenced the production of information and meaning.
Finlayson (2005) argues that Habermas notion of the public sphere is a utopian concept and its
associative concepts such as openness, rationality, and equality are difficult to achieve within a
deliberative space. There are some ‘infrastructural conditions’ necessary for the emergence of the
public sphere, and these include the existence of the print media (Taylor, 1992). Similarly, there is a
marked difference between ‘public opinion’ and the ‘opinion of humankind’. Public opinion is
arrived at after participants engage in a critical deliberation, and the engagement becomes possible
due to the participants reading of the newspaper and having the consciousness that the newspaper
contents are meant for public consumption to elicit public debate (Taylor, 1992). Public opinion

formulation based on Taylor’s explanation of the public sphere should be arrived at in a deliberation
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based on consensus formed through reasoning and critical debate (Kocan, 2008). Similarly, the
Habermasian public sphere is a closed environment which only has value for male elites and fails to
recognise that women equally play an essential role in democratic deliberation (Cuceu, 2012; Fraiser,
1992).

Consequently, assessing how democratic discussions in the public sphere are using the notion of the
earlier writings of Habermas based on restrictive membership criteria of the public sphere will be
challenging. An example of this argument is a situation where the female population are very active
online, but cannot be part of the deliberative space based on Habermas notion of the public sphere.
Equally, the online public sphere in Nigeria is not solely the confine of the elites in the tradition of
the Habermasian public sphere. It consists of various parallel spheres from civil society groups to
bloggers who deliberate on different issues. The role of the media is not only about providing
information but seeing themselves as responsible to the public, to provide a template for the public
to dialogue on issues and articulate such responses for action on the part of the government. This
position is supported by Habermas (1996) that the media should come to an understanding that they
have an obligation to the public by enabling space for the citizens to access information. Furthermore,
access to information by the citizens would allow them to learn about the activities of their
government and through the same media become equipped with the necessary information for

engaging in discourse with other citizens in a deliberative manner.

Therefore, the mainstream media (broadcast and print) attend to some of these features, especially in
the realm of political news. However, the entanglements of the mainstream media with politics have
not resulted in the type of democratic deliberations that are rational and accommodate the diverse
shades of opinions in a society (Fenton, 2018). The reason for this is because the news corporation
often dominates the platforms of discourse under the influence of the political class and capitalist
imperatives. Hence, most decisions do not emanate as a result of civic engagement but an extension
of the hegemonic ideas of the ruling class (Balnaves et al., 2008). There is the tendency, therefore,
for the mainstream media to exclude people who may have good ideas to contribute to society and
democracy. Even where some elements of deliberations are present, they often come as mediated
deliberations. For example, the opinion page of newspaper /magazines and discussion programme on
television/radio may reflect the political or ideological leanings of news organisations and ignore

those that are contrary. Where this is the case, the agenda set by the media for discussion become
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skewed along with a pattern, and by so doing, such a scenario is not reflective of democratic

discourse.

Several arguments have been raised by scholars over the capacity of the internet to facilitate a public
sphere (Batorski & Grzywinska, 2018; Carlos & Victor Sampedro, 2018; Colleoni et al., 2014;
Fenton, 2018; McDermott, 2018b; Papacharissi, 2002), and also its ability to provide multiple
platforms to source for information and deliberation by the citizens (Dylko, Beam, Landreville &
Geidner, 2012; Benkler, 2006; Dahlgren, 2005; Negroponte, 1996). Any new mode of
communication technology comes with its affordances and potentials. Regarding the internet, studies
have pointed out the affordances inherent in the technology and its capacity for communication such
as the transformation of a community, globalised connectivity and personalisation (Wellman et al.,
2006). The question of making the affordances within the internet space and its application to the
various platforms of social interaction uniform is an issue of concern. Moreso because each of the

platforms has its peculiar attributes and use (Fox & McEwan, 2017).

Therefore, some of the Internet affordances enable a form of social interaction and quick exchange
of a large volume of information at both local and international levels (Wellman et al., 2006). Also,
the internet provides the affordances of a diversity of information that helps in learning and create an
interactive community which encourages engagement and debate (Conole & Dyke, 2004). Similarly,
Baek, Wojcieszak and Delli-Carpini (2011) argue that some of the qualities of the online public
sphere include its potential of allowing for inclusivity and diversity among participants. For instance,
the social network platform Facebook reflects some of the features of a public sphere as it provides
space for people to participate, interact and express themselves freely (Robertson, Vatrapu & Medina,
2010). The potentials of the internet being able to facilitate inclusivity and diversity is debatable
primarily when such issues on internet literacy, affordability and penetration in countries like Nigeria
and other developing countries is raised (Borcuch, Borcuch and Swierczynski-Kaczor, Rasmussen,
2014).

The recent controversy involving Facebook on the Cambridge analytical data manipulation of the
election process has raised concerns and call for critical scrutiny of the online media platforms. It
raises questions whether they can serve as a public sphere for rational and critical deliberation to take
place, mainly where algorithms influence deliberation in order to skew opinion along with a

premeditated direction. The issue of polarisation in online discussion (Sphor, 2017; Sustein, 2017;
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Pariser, 2011) and digital-divide especially in the developing countries where a segment of the
population does not have access to the internet and cannot access information online nor participate
in online discussion (Borcuch et al., 2014) pose concerns on the democratic potential of the internet.
Also, the second level of digital-divide described as systematic digital inequality especially in the
western world where there is a disparity in digital skills which also influence access and participation
online (Beam, Hmielowski & Hutchens, 2018), all question the internet’s potential as a public sphere.

Benkler (2006) identifies two levels of criticisms by some scholars against the democratic and public
sphere potentials of the internet situating their arguments within the precincts of first-generation and
the second-generation critique. The first generation of critics criticises the volume of information on
the internet and the fact that everybody seems to be talking at the same time, which creates a
‘cacophony’ of voices. In the long run, such inducement like monetary factor may decide whose
voice is heard and the ones that get drowned into obscurity, which ultimately encourage polarisation
and echo chamber (Cropf, 2007). Also, the second generation of critics rests its argument on the fact
that fewer websites attract vast numbers of attention. In contrast, large numbers of sites record low
traffic, and according to this body of critics, this scenario is capable of promoting concentration
(Cropf, 2007). Besides, referring to the online news media as a public sphere is debatable, because
some of the comments that pass through the discursive space are irrational and uncritical (Al-Saggaf,
2006).

On the contrary, Dahlgren (2006) identifies three fundamental aspects of the public sphere and
applied these three frameworks to explain the online deliberative environment in order to justify the
existence of an online public sphere. These fundamentals are the structure, representation and
interaction. Dahlgren (2006) explains that the structural dimension of the public sphere relates to the
pattern of media ownership, organisation structure, as well as the political economy aspect of news
production and how all these affect the critical functions of the mass media as an enabler of the public
sphere in terms of access and participation of citizens within the deliberative space. Although,
arguments abound that the public sphere does not prescribe what policy should be adopted, but
through its analytic framework can help to determine how to come up with appropriate policy to
determining online news environment as a public sphere (McChesney, 2013). Dahlgren (2006)
explained that the parameters of ‘structure’ could apply to the study of online communicative space
through such dynamics as its regulations, political economy and even its technical configurations in

order to understand how it impacts on democratic deliberation.
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Similarly, any argument on whether or not the internet and its various platforms possess the traits
of a public sphere requires the consideration of political communication and the political economy
of online environment ( Fuchs, 2017). Fuchs raised the questions that should help determine whether
the internet can qualify as a public sphere. These questions, according to Fuchs (2017), are concerned
with the analysis of the political economy dimensions of mediated communication and ownership
and whether such ownership of media organisation and its resource is democratic or not. Also, the
question of censorship and exclusion was germane to determining the suitability of the internet as a
public sphere and these questions bothered on whether there is political and economic censorship
within the online news platforms (Fuchs, 2017). Also, other questions recommended for determining
the levels of which the internet reflects a public sphere concerned whether corporate and elites’ views
which signify pro-capitalist worldview are overrepresented in the content on the website and thereby

raises the issue of exclusion.

Furthermore, questions should also be asked on who can produce content and are the contents
produced relevant and impactful (Fuchs, 2017). On the other hand, the analysis of political
communication dimension raised by Fuchs to determining the public sphere features of the internet
should include the question of access. Access is based on the frequency of use, education level of
users, gender, ethnicity and the relevance of the websites to other websites that are not political in an
orientation such as entertainment. Furthermore, establishing the public sphere potential of the internet
also requires ascertaining whether the discussions on the sites are free from economic and state
influence. It is crucial to question the quality of discussion on the various websites that allow for
deliberation. To do this requires looking at the validity, inclusiveness and the reflexivity of discussion
within such sites (Fuchs, 2017).

The internet possesses the potential to solve the various limitations observed in the traditional public
sphere of public salons and the mainstream media. Such limitations include the question of space and
time regarding the transmission of a message and representative democracy which limits participation
to the elected few (Bohman, 2004). Also, the structure of the internet provides for plurality and
diversity of opinion, which further reinforces citizens’ participation and upholds its description as a
more suitable public sphere (Dahlgren, 2005). However, Sustein (2017) raises counter-argument on
the suitability of the internet as a public sphere citing issues like anonymity, access, and of course,
commodification and commercialisation of the online space which all affect the content and quality

of discussion and participation (Sustein, 2017).
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Therefore, the analysis of the inherent tendencies of each platform on the internet and how they are
used will go a long way to establishing its public sphere potentials (Rasmussen, 2014). Furthermore,
Benkler (2006), discusses the transformation the internet brought into the communication process by
democratising and allowing for more participation within the discursive realm, unlike the traditional
mass media in which the mechanism for feedback and participation is rigid. The participatory model
of the online public sphere due to the absence of gatekeeping processes unlike the mainstream media
gives the audience some level of assurance that their comments will be disseminated (Jurgen
Gerhards & Schéfer, 2010). Also, the internet has transformed the audience from being a passive
recipient of information to engaging with and deliberating on the issues (Cropf, 2007; Rasmussen,
2014).

This alteration in the individual’s pattern of participation within the public sphere is because of a
shift in the ‘network architecture’ necessitated by the internet (Cropf, 2007). Furthermore, this
changed the communication process from a central point for information processing directed at a
broad audience in a unidirectional pattern to one where there are various interconnections in
information processing, upload and dissemination (Cropf, 2007). The configuration of the internet
reflects the various indices of determining a public sphere and the findings of Gerhards & Schafer
(2010) on the study of the traditional and the internet-based fora of deliberation reveal that the internet

scores very high in the area of openness for the participation of citizens in public debate.

5.4 Public sphere in Nigeria

Most of the studies about the public sphere are concerned with western society with little focus on
other cultures. However, can the western models of the public sphere be situated within the African
context, and does public sphere exists in Africa, particularly Nigeria, which is the centre of this study?
Nigerian society in the pre-colonial days was not short of a discursive space and had a public sphere
like the Habermasian model, but with a slight modification. In the same way as the salons and coffee
shops in the Habermas’s sphere, citizens in the pre-colonial Nigeria come together at palm wine or
other locally brewed liquor ‘joints’ to discuss social issues and other matters affecting their society.
Kperogi (2016, p293), observes that:

The pre-colonial African village square...has many resonances with the early European
bourgeois public sphere that Habermas historicised; only that the African village was pre-
modern, pre-bourgeois and did not function as a counterweight to the ruling class.
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Furthermore, the pre-colonial sphere in Nigeria has a private space and public space. The public
space is mainly the domain of men, and it is the space where issues concerning the community and
other social problems are discussed. However, the private space is constituted mostly by women and
deliberation within the sphere is mostly on domestic issues such as family issues, fashion and the

discussion of trivial matters.

In contrast to Habermas's single sphere, there is evidence of multiple public spheres in Nigeria (Ekeh,
1975; Mustapha, 2012; Orji, 2010). Ekeh (1975) maintained that Nigeria has multiple spheres
consisting of two public realms which are primordial public space and civic public. In primordial
public space, emphasis on issues like morality, group affiliations, and cultural underpinnings
influence discourse and individual disposition to matters. The civil sphere, unlike the primordial
space, has its membership drawn from the educated working class, and do not place importance on
moral, but on duties (Mustapha, 2012). The multiplicity of the public sphere in Nigeria is made
possible by the colonisation experience which led to the emergence of the educated elites, who are
in charge of the administration of the country, and their space of discourse is entirely different from
the primordial space (Ekeh, 1975; Osaghae, 2006).

Consequently, the control of public authority by the educated elites is influenced by ethnicity and
religion sentiments, and these two factors influence any discourse within the civic sphere (Mustapha,
2012; Orji, 2010). Ethnicity and religion are vital influencers in any discussion within the public
space and play a significant role in how participants identify, argue and maintain a position in a
deliberation. Orji (2010), in his research, explains that:

In the ethnicised public sphere, the relations between the ethnic public are usually conflictual

because the rhetorical contestation among the public is part and parcel of overarching struggle

by the ethnic groups to capture and dominate the state (Orji, 2010, p, 169).
The space for the public sphere in Nigeria from the colonial time to the present day is characterised
by the presence of the mass media (Oke, 2013). Orji (2010) explains that the nationalists struggle for
increased participation of citizens in governance, and later the clamour for independence transformed
the public sphere in Nigeria to a mass-mediated sphere. The press played a significant role in the
shaping of opinion and providing a space for deliberation during the colonial period (Omu,1978).
Also, the media as a discursive space during the colonialism Nigeria present two faces of the public
sphere. First, the mass media portrays itself as space for the citizens to discuss and express their

opinions about the colonial government and her policies. These contestations are articulated and
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presented by the media through news, editorials and features. Second, the press during the period
provides discursive space for the contestation of ideas among the elites and the educated class. This
space transcends discussing public issues and colonial government matters about the citizens. Instead,
the discursive space is more of the struggle for popularity and acceptance among the political class
(Oke, 2013). Consequently, rational discussion of issues and reaching a decision is often difficult
within the space. All these factors have all contributed to the shaping of the modern public sphere in
Nigeria.

The incursion of the military into government in Nigeria from the first military coup of 1966 harms
the public sphere in Nigeria. The press was suppressed from performing their duties, and freedom of
speech was curtailed (Olukoyun, 2014). The media became an extension of the military regime and
report issues sanctioned by the government. Decrees were promulgated to discourage open debates
or criticisms about government. Most of the media organisations, especially the electronic media,
were under the control of the government and could not discuss or facilitate a space for discussion
that is against the government (Okon, 2015). To create a false impression of the existence of the
public sphere in Nigeria, the various regimes during the period created phantom civil society groups.
These groups pretend to be fighting people’s cause in the open or facilitating space to discuss public
issues, but in reality are extensions of the government (Obadare, 2005; Agbaje, 1999). Some of these
civil society groups activities are couched in religion and ethnic agenda and as such, attempt to skew
public discourse along with their objectives within the discursive sphere often results in dialogic
conflicts (Obadare, 2006). This analysis explains some of the factors responsible for power relations

within the deliberative space in Nigeria.

The liberalisation of the media industry, the introduction of mobile telephony and the internet brought
a new angle to information dissemination and redefined the public sphere in Nigeria. One of the
significances of the media industry deregulation is that it provides an alternative platform, especially
to people whose values and political affiliations may be opposite of the government to express
themselves. Similarly, it eases the process of communication, and the internet gradually became a
space for deliberation on public issues which the mainstream media will not allow for fear of
reprimand from the government. The internet has helped to expand discursive public spaces in
Nigeria. Also, there are several online news media sites today in Nigeria, such as blogs, Facebook
pages, twitter, and other internet features where people access information and freely discuss issues.

The migration of most newspapers in Nigeria to the internet, its commenting features and other social
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media sites have transformed the public sphere in Nigeria. Therefore, issues which ordinarily would
have been labelled as classified matters or out of the open space by the government are now discussed
freely on social networks like the Facebook, and Twitter (Oladepo, n.d.).

Despite the various criticisms already discussed concerning the public sphere, it remains an
appropriate theoretical framework for this study. The application of the public sphere framework in
this study will allow the researcher through the analysis of comments to evaluate the discursive forum
to determine the existence or otherwise of democratic elements within it. The application of public
sphere theory in this study allows the analysis and explanation of the features inherent in the online
news commenting space and for understanding the nature of participation and interactivity that occur
within the discursive space. However, it lacks the necessary tools to unpack the power relations and
differentials that shape the production of news and how this affects the way commenters participate
and debate in the online news commenting spaces. As Susen (2011, p.53) argues:

The ideological nature of public discourses is embedded in the material organisation of social
resources. The symbolic resources of critique are always dependent on the social resources of
power. The vertical structuration of society manifests itself in the interest-laden structuration of
ideology: socially positioned subjects produce relationally contingent discourses. The
hegemonic discourses generated within the bourgeois public sphere express the particular
interests of the most powerful social groups.

Based on these inadequacies, therefore, the researcher used the critical political economy theory as

the second main element of the explanatory framework in this study to understand how the political

economy of journalism and the broader Nigerian political economy manifest in the online news

discursive space.

5.5 Critical Political Economy Theory

The study also applies the critical political economy theory as the other theoretical framework for the
understanding of the phenomenon under investigation. Traditionally, the application of political
economy theoretical lens into the study of mass media combines both the economy and the political
underpinnings of the media towards the understanding of a research problem. As an area of academic
discipline, defining political economy with a high level of precision is difficult because the theory
crisscrossed several disciplines of studies such as politics, communication, economics, language and
even technology. Eatwell, Milgate, & Newman (1991) describe the political economy as the science
of wealth and the various efforts made by man to meet human wants and desires. Mosco, 2005, p.24)

opines that political economy is the “...study of social relations, particularly the power relations, that
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mutually constitute the production, distribution and consumption of resources. Furthermore, the
political economy approach assists in the examination of a social process that conditioned the
production of texts, its interpretation and circumstance that shape its production (Golding &
Murdock, 1978).

Therefore, the main reason for using the critical political economy in this research is to complement
the other theory applied in the study - the public sphere. The latter does not allow for critical insight
into understanding the factors that influence the news posted on the platforms and how these shape
discussion. The public sphere, through its measurement criteria, provides us with the capacity to
establish whether the conditions for democratic deliberation in a discursive sphere exist. However,
it does not provide us with the intellectual insight to understand the power differentials, the relative
inequality and the material conditions that influence the posting of news on the online platform by
the media organisation and the way participants react to news stories and debate on the news platform
comment section. Also, the justification for the use of critical political economy in the study aligns
with the submissions of Golding & Murdock (1978) and Mosco (2005). Both assert in their studies
that the application of critical political economy to the study of media content requires the

examination of social process and social relations at the heart of production and distribution of texts.

Furthermore, Webster (2002) opines that questions of power relations, capitalist imperatives and the
requisites for democratic practices which are some of the issues political economy approach is
concerned with are necessary to understanding the implications of new technology on the social
world. Additionally, McChesney (2013) explains that the political economy of communication theory
examines the media, including the online media from two prisms. First, it investigates the influence
structural and institutional issues exert on the contents and the kind of role it plays in the society.
Secondly, it interrogates government policies as it affects the media system within a society. Equally,
Henderson (2012) argues that political economy equips a person with the knowledge to be critical
and have a deeper understanding rather than being simplistic of the various factors underlying action

or worldview.

Mansell (2004) argues that political economy framework is relevant in the study of online news
environment because most researches concerning the internet and online media focus on affordances
provided by the internet and the plethora of online platforms neglecting the underlying dynamics of

power that drive them. Therefore, according to Mansell (2004), any application of political economy
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theory in the study of online media should consider the associated structures and process of power
embedded in the new media. Vast numbers of studies in online news commenting situate their
approach within the public sphere framework and focus mainly on how discursive platforms
constitute space for rational and critical discussion to achieve a democratic deliberative space. By so
doing, such an approach to the study of online deliberative space neglects the interface of political
and economic imperatives that influences the type of information posted on the news platform.
Furthermore, it does not account for how political-economic factors influence the perception and
production of meaning by the audience.

While justifying the application of critical political economy to the study of online news media,
Mansell (2004) argues that political economy addresses the question of scarcity created by power
relations in the production and consumption of online media content to maintain inequalities and
hegemony (Mansell, 2004). Additionally, the choice of the theory as a complement to the public
sphere theory in this research is due to some of the drawbacks of the public sphere theory which may
not allow for a holistic analysis of the dynamics within the online news media and commenting space
in Nigeria. Public sphere framework does not have the analytical tools to address how power
contestation affect the structure of news production and its effect on how readers produce meaning
and relate with each other in the discursive platform. (Dahlgren, 1991). This assertion is supported
by Lee (2011) that political economy theory helps to ascertain whether the economy of production
shapes public discourse (i.e. the range of debates available) and change meaning within a text. The
influence of power contestations and power relations are essential to the understanding of online
news media platform, production of texts and the way readers input meaning into them. As such,
failure to understand and recognise these contradictions may result in a superficial understanding of

online news media contents and comment.

Although, the public sphere theory argued for public space of debate utterly independent of
government and where citizens are free to dialogue without any fear of reprimand from the state. The
public sphere criteria of critical and rational evidence in a discussion for determining the existence
of a public sphere will allow for the establishment of whether the condition for democratic
deliberative space exists in Nigeria. It, however, does not provide an analytical framework through
which one can understand critically the factors that underpin and influence the way commenters

comment concerning the contextuality of produced texts and the meaning inherent in the comments.
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Additionally, the application of the critical political economy framework is relevant to the study
because the use of public sphere theory alone in the research without complementing it with the
political economy theory may reduce its explanatory framework to technology determinism. It
implies that the internet technology can help facilitate a platform for democratic deliberation, but
determining how the question of power, politics and ideology shapes the deliberative sphere and the
comments that pass through the discursive platform are entirely out of the explanatory framework of
the public sphere. As a result, the critical political economy theory will allow us to understand power
differentials, material condition and the relationship of inequality and the reason behind such in
online deliberation, which could lead to an impoverished public sphere. By so doing, the use of the
theory as a complementary theoretical signpost will help to determine whether the political-economic
conditions in Nigeria and the pattern of online news commenting in Nigeria are mutually re-

enforcing.

Additionally, the theory is applied in the study to understand and locate commenting within the
Nigerian political economy environment. The theory will provide explanations of the way power
relations and contestations embedded in the online news environment with specific reference to the
Nigerian online news settings shapes the kind of deliberation illustrated by the application of public
sphere theory. The political-economic approach in this study helps to explain whether religion and
ethnicity which are the key drivers of the political economy in Nigeria as argued by Aiyede, (2009);
Duncan & Williams, (2012); Kalu (1996) reinforces and shape discourse within the online
commenting space. The researcher in the application of political economy theory mainly leaned on
the critical political economy strand and considered it to be a robust utility in the understanding and

analysis of the various dynamics around the digital world (Chesney, 2013).

Also, most of the online news media in Nigeria are online versions of the traditional media and as
part of the soft institution, including religion and ethnic groups, reproduce the ideological narratives
of the elite. Therefore, this production shapes the social consciousness and sustains the elite
hegemonic influence on the citizens. Explaining the significance of power relations within the media
and discursive sphere in Nigeria, further, Adebanwi (2016) connects the issue of ethnicity to the
political economy through the question of allocation of ‘economic resources’ and situates the role of
the press as facilitating what he describes as “discursive territoriality’. According to Adebanwi (2016,
p.213), the role of the mass media includes ‘the utilisation of the structural context in which these

relations are located as resources in the mobilisation of identity and the struggle to gain primacy in
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the territorial struggle, particularly with an eye on the political, economic, social and cultural
implications of such victory.” In contrary to the arguments by the utopian school of thought that the
internet has democratic and participatory features (Pavlik, 2001; Benkler, 2006; Aheran, 2009). The
political economy analysis of citizens’ participation online in the form of reactions and feedback to
stories reveal they are not just technology-induced but contestations among the various groups of the
society (Mosco, 2008). Therefore, comments in the online platform are contestations and struggle for
dominance between the different stratum of society.

Consequent upon this, the critical political economy theory will provide the theoretical lens for close
analysis of how media ownership and control, the commodification of information and careful
structuring of news stories by online newspapers in line with ideological and the hegemonic
underpinnings of news organisations shape and influence online commenting by readers. The
relevance of political economy theory in the analysis of online media environment is critical
especially looking at the fact that there is nothing new about the ‘new’ media since it is only a
platform where all the various existing old media platforms converged. It is a case of old wine in a
new bottle as the focus of the study is on the comment sections of the online news media, most of
which are online versions of traditional media in Nigeria. Therefore, the various political economy

factors underlying the legacy media news provision is replicated online.

Most of the online news platforms in Nigeria provide their content for free, and some of them are
also online versions of the legacy media. The question, however, arises of how these organisations,
whether legacy media websites, blogospheres, twitter handles, and other social media news websites
maintain the platforms. Also, do these online media platforms see their activities as part of their social
responsibilities, and providing space for deliberation to democratise discursive space and deepen
democracy? Studies of the internet as it relates to its audience activities have however suggested
otherwise as advertising and profit motives still have a conspicuous presence in the online world
(Fuchs, 2017, Mosco, 2017, Schneider, 2015). Robles and Cérdoba-Hernandez (2018) expounded
on the issue of commodification, arguing that the various online discursive platforms, including
online news commenting space, have a model of private-public business. As such, the regulatory
framework for most of the news websites are influenced by market forces, and therefore, the need

for profitability takes pre-eminence over other factors.
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The online audience, including the online news commenters, are ‘prosumers’ Who consume news
and produce information which could be in the form of reacting to news through comments or
disseminating information. Unlike the legacy media, the news content is not the product or
commodity, but the ‘prosumer’, (Mosco, 2005), and in the case of this research, the news
commenters. As a result, most of the online news websites, blogs, Facebook pages of media
organisations and their twitter handles have embedded data harvesting algorithms through which data
on the audience such as their biographies, lives and consumption patterns are harvested and sold to
advertisers (Fuchs, 2017, Schneier, 2015, Mosco, 2009). The amount of money made from the sale
of data to advertisers depends on the number of traffic on an online news site. The online news sites
in order to attract traffic and increase advertisement revenue sometimes commodify their news
content and post sensational stories to attract and grow the audience base. This news content may not
reflect reality in its entirety (Fuchs, 2017).

However, the sensationalism of news contents in the online media to attract more audience and profit
has a negative bearing on the political space. Furthermore, allowing economic and profit imperatives
to determine the type of news content posted on online news sites also has its influence on the public
sphere and the kind of information available for deliberation. Within the Nigerian context, most of
the factors already discussed have connections with the mass media system. Since the focus of the
study is the online media news media of which large numbers of the mainstream or legacy media
have an online presence, it is crucial to apply the critical political economy theory to the

understanding of the deliberative space they provide for citizens to discuss.

Most of the issues that defined the existing media systems in terms of contents, production, meaning
and policy are also present in the online world in varying degree and structures. The realisation of
the connection between legacy media, the online media and the use of the critical political economy
to its analysis must be preoccupied with ‘... form, meaning and action as it is with the structure of
power and institutions’ (Mansell, 2004: 98). The public sphere theory lacks the mechanics to do this
as Freedman (2016) points out that the public sphere theory fails to account for how participation and
discourse in the online space are affected by economic and power relations. Therefore, the public
sphere and the critical political economy are apposite complements in the light of the purpose each
of the theories served in the research. The use of critical political economy theory will enable the
researcher to engage with the online news website comment section critically and also with the

audience to understand how the Nigerian political-economic imperatives affect the online
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deliberative space. Therefore, the scope of the critical political economy in this research will

investigate how the issues of Nigerian political economy like culture, religion, power and

contestation reproduce hegemony and affects the material condition of online deliberation and the

production of meaning.

Table 5.1: Explanatory framework of the theories applied in the study

Theories Strengths of the theory in the study Weaknesses of the application of
public sphere theory in the study
Public Sphere e The criteria of the public sphere e The theory does not explain
Theory framework applied in this study will the factors that influence
help to determine whether the discussion and participants’
conditions for democratic positions.
deliberative space exists within the e Public sphere theory does not
websites analysed. look at the communicative
e The framework provides the needed realities of the social
tools to map out ideas from the environment, such as the
comments to explain the state of factors that influence the way
online news commenting space in commenters comment. Also,
Nigeria as a functional or the framework does not have
dysfunctional public sphere. the parameters to examine the
activities of the online news
organisations concerning the
ideological and economic
imperatives that influence its
contents and how these impact
on commenters and the
commenting space.
Critical e The critical political economy e The political economy theory
Political framework in this study will is used to does not have the tool to
Economy explore the material condition of the illuminate or identify the
production  of  texts among existence of discursive space.
participants ~ within  the  online
commenting space

The Researcher, 2019
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5.6 Conclusion

This chapter reviewed the literature on the public sphere and the critical political economy theories
and situated the research within these two theoretical planks. The public sphere theoretical framework
will help to provide an explanatory framework whether the conditions for democratic deliberation
exist and that space exists where citizens come together to deliberate on public matters critically and
rationally. Also, Habermas in 'further reflections' (1992) explains the importance of the public sphere
in unpacking and shaping the democratic process of society by taking the public sphere as an integral
part of a ‘lifeworld” which cannot be understood in isolation of another concept he refers to as the

‘system’.

The researcher used the political economy as a theoretical framework in the study to understand how
power relations within the Nigerian social space, including the material condition of production shape
online comments and debates. The researcher concludes that both the public sphere and political
economy theories are mutually re-enforcing, therefore allowing for a more in-depth insight into the
activities within the online media commenting space. The political economy complements the public
sphere theory by providing an explanatory framework to why and what influences commenters ways
of participation in deliberation. The chapter also established that the existence of the public sphere in
Nigeria dates to the pre-colonial period and argues that religion and ethnic narratives dominate the
contemporary discursive space. Conclusively, the political economy of the mass media and by
extension, the online news platform in Nigeria is reflective of the broader Nigerian political economy

dynamics.
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Chapter Six
Methodological Approach to the study
6.1 Chapter Overview

This chapter explains the method employed by the researcher in the study. In any research
undertaking, the research method explains the various steps and plans put in place by a researcher to
enable her/him to provide answers to the research questions raised and in the long run meet the
research objectives. Kerlinger & Lee (1986) describes research design as a planned, structured and
strategy of investigation conceived to obtain answers to research questions and control variance. It is
also structured and well-defined steps that indicate the procedure for obtaining the information
needed in research (Stern et al., 1989).

The research design section is an essential part of a study that provides a detailed map or design on
how a researcher intends to conduct research and help streamline a researcher’s work into purposive
and correctly synchronised components towards the realisation of the overall objectives of the study.
By so doing, the incorporation of the research design section helps to avoid the incidence of
uncoordinated and haphazard administration of data collection process, analysis and interpretation of
data findings. The research paradigm and philosophical assumptions that guide this study, including
justifications for their choices are explained in the chapter. Equally, this section of the thesis also
discusses the population of the study, sample population, the techniques used by the researcher in

drawing the sample population for the research and the justification for the choices made.

As part of the attempt to provide a clear view of the procedural steps employed by the researcher in
the study, the chapter explains the adoption of consequential exploratory mixed-method design and
the reason for its option. The section includes a graphical figure of the consequential explanatory
diagram and the way the researcher applied it in the study. Furthermore, and within the precinct of
consequential exploratory mixed method design selected for the research, the chapter explains the

type of each of the methods combined for the study.

95



6.2 Research design map for the study
This section briefly gives a graphical illustration of the research design for the project and the

interconnectedness between the different stages of the research plan.

l Pragmatism
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l Mixed Method
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1
l Qualiatative l Quantitative
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lThematchnaIyS|s lThematchnaIyS|s l Simple frequency

Data interpretation and findings

Figure 6.1: Research design Source: The Researcher

6.3 Research Paradigm and Philosophy

Research philosophy relates to how knowledge is acquired, what influences the process of acquisition
and the nature of value in the process of acquiring the knowledge. Also, research philosophy helps
to situate the process through which a researcher collects, analyzes and interprets his data within a
particular philosophical tradition or what (Creswell, 2014) refers to as the ‘worldview’. The
philosophical worldview of a research study, as explained, is ‘... a general philosophical orientation
about the world and the nature of research that a researcher brings to a study’(Creswell, 2014, p.16).
The application of philosophical worldview in a research study assists a researcher to shape his
methodology in such a way that there would be synchronisation between the various components of
the study design (Easterby-Smith, Thorpe, & Lowe, 2002). Also, the choice and application of a
philosophical stance in a study help clarify to readers of research work the position and approach of
a researcher regarding his approach to knowledge acquisition, interpretation and the dissemination

of research findings.
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Galliers (1992) identifies two philosophical traditions regarding the acquisition of knowledge which
IS positivist and anti-positivist. The positivistic approach according to Gallier (1991) believes that
direct experience or observation leads to objective knowledge (Colin & Kieran, 2016), and the
phenomenon under investigation is observable without the researcher’s values and beliefs interfering
with the outcome of the study results (Levin, 2012). Conversely, anti-positivistic philosophical
approach to knowledge or social constructivism approach believes that meaning and interpretation
are not outside but within human interactions, and that there are multiple realities (Colin and Kieran,
2016). Also, Creswell (2014) identifies four philosophical worldviews: post-positivism,
constructivism, transformative and pragmatism. Post positivism worldview anchors its approach to
research on cause-and-effect. According to Phillips and Burbules (2000), empirical evidence and
rationality are critical in the conduct of research and acquisition of knowledge that is postpositivist

driven.

Post-positivism is an offshoot of positivism, and both subscribed to objectivity in the analysis of their
approaches to research. However, post-positivism differs slightly arguing that objectivism alone
cannot unpack what it is to know regarding a study. In contrast, positivism emphasises on no
relationship between the researcher and the phenomenon under observation. Post-positivism argues
that rationalism and objectivism are sometimes affected the researcher’s background, values and
other personal nuances which ultimately affect the outcome of research (Creswell, 2014; Phillips &
Burbules, 2000). As a result, and unlike positivism that foreground the quantitative method as the
appropriate method for research, post-positivism embraces both qualitative and quantitative methods.
The constructivist worldview, another approach in the philosophical worldview regarding research
and interpretation of knowledge, is concerned with the subjective explanation of a phenomenon. It
argues that the understanding or knowledge of reality is socially constructed, and to have access to it
requires looking deeply at such concepts like language, social conventions, and shared meanings
(Myers & Lampropoulou, 2012). There is no fixed meaning in the interpretive epistemological
approach as a definition is based on the various existing system that influences it in society (Guba &
Lincoln, 1998). Consequently, the interpretation of the social world or human actions cannot be
explained through the descriptive lens of the causal relationships among variables. Instead,
understanding the various factors responsible for social interaction and gaining a deeper
understanding of the social world requires interpretation (Creswell, 2014). Similarly, constructivism

demands ‘capturing the actual meanings and interpretations that actors subjectively ascribe to
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phenomena to describe and explain their behaviour’ (Johnson, Buehring, Cassell, & Symon, 2006,
p.132).

The transformative philosophical worldview is a direct reaction and criticism against other
worldviews like post-positivism and constructivism (Creswell, 2014). It criticises the postpositivism
for its rigidity, which does not consider the problem of marginalisation, oppression and the question
of power (Creswell, 2014). One of the main arguments of the transformative worldview is that
research cannot be conducted in isolation of politics and power narratives. Consequent upon this,
therefore, any study or investigation of a phenomenon must consider asymmetric power relations and
the question of how power dynamics and politics contribute to social injustice, oppression and
discrimination with a view of how research can induce change and positive transformation (Mertens,
2010). One of the expectations of the application of transformative philosophical worldview in a
research study is to tease out asymmetric power relation in a community and through findings that

proffer ways of addressing it (Jackson et al., 2018)

The fourth type of the philosophical stance for acquiring and interpreting knowledge espoused by
Creswell (2014) is pragmatism. This philosophical worldview is often used by researchers to
investigate and understand a phenomenon from a mixed-methods methodological perspective. It is
the philosophical stance adopted for this thesis. Pragmatism originates from the works of Dewey,
James, Pierce and Rorty. As a philosophical worldview, it argues that a practical consequence of an
action is crucial to arriving at the truth (Creswell, 2014). Similarly, the pragmatic approach postulates
that knowledge is constructed and based on lived experience (Colin and Kieran, 2016). Pragmatism
seeks to harmonise the line of difference between post-positivism and constructivism. Pragmatism
argues that both pragmatic and constructivist approaches are both critical in the understanding of the
world and therefore are ‘..two side of the same coin’(Morgan, 2014). Also, from the perspective of
epistemology, the pragmatic approach possesses the features of accommodating both qualitative and
quantitative research approach (Morgan, 2007; VL & Badiee M, 2010). Therefore, as a philosophical
stance, it is concerned with a research problem, particularly research questions and methods for

finding a solution to it.

Consequently, pragmatism emphasises the use of multiple methods of conducting research
(Tashakkori & Teddlie, 2003). A Pragmatism approach argues that realities are always in a state of

flux, and what we assumed to be truth presently can change at any moment (Robson & McCartan,
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2015). As such, the approach acknowledges the dynamism inherent in human relations and
emphasises the practicality of ideas and what works for a given situation. However, the application
of pragmatism as a paradigm in research comes with some levels of unclarity. It does not state in
clear terms how to address the point of divergence between qualitative and quantitative approaches
(Bergman, 2008). Likewise, its simple description of a philosophical worldview that primarily hinges
on ‘what works’ is potentially problematic (Morgan, 2014). Besides, searching or situating mixed-
method appropriately within any of the philosophical stances has become an issue of contestation
among scholars (Creswell & Plano-Clark, 2011; Guba & Lincoln, 1998; Hall, 2013; Tashakkori &
Teddlie, 2003). This contestation is a result of the debates among scholars over the superior
methodological approach between quantitative and qualitative methods (Reichardt, Charles & Rallis,
1994). This contestation is more so considering the point that a mixed-method involves both
qualitative and quantitative methods and can sometimes become problematic, especially in the choice
of a paradigm for research.

Hall (2013) drawing from Tashakkori and Teddlie (2003) six philosophical stances for mixed
methods research compressed the six positions into three categorisations in the mixed-method study:
a-paradigmatic stance, single paradigm stance and multiple paradigm stances. According to Hall
(2013), the a-paradigmatic approach does not consider the place of a paradigm in a research study.
For the multiple paradigm stance, Hall (2013) argues that the paradigms are different from each other
and hence can be applied concurrently in a study. The third category in Hall’s explanation is the
single paradigm, and the thesis of this category is that it is possible to use one paradigm for a study

that combines both qualitative and quantitative method.

Therefore, one of the reasons for the choice of a pragmatic philosophical approach is that it can
provide a philosophical worldview for a study combining both qualitative and quantitative as argued
by Creswell (2014); Hall (2013). Also, the researcher premised his justification of using the mixed
method on the fact that the research question and the objectives drawn for the study cannot be
understood and investigated using a single research method. Moreover, each of the research questions
raised requires different methods of collecting data. Likewise, the subject matter of this study
involved so many practices that one research method is insufficient in scope. The subject of the
research is concerned with the nature of online news commenting space in Nigeria, and whether it
facilitates democratic deliberation. The application of pragmatism as a paradigm for the study allows

the researcher to gain insights into the realities inherent in each of the methods combined for
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investigating the phenomenon of online news comments. At the same time, the use of pragmatism in
this study gives the researcher the flexibility to use the most appropriate method and data collection
technique to address each of the research questions raised in the study.

Furthermore, and as argued by Andrew & Halcomb (2009), the most critical factor for selecting and
determining a research design should be the research question. The research questions particularly
lend themselves to different methods of enquiry, hence the need for their combination and the choice
of pragmatic philosophical stance to guide in the interpretation of knowledge and findings from the
study. Dewey’s model of inquiry in line with the pragmatic philosophical approach treats inquiry as
‘... any form of experience, a continuous process that may involve many cycles between beliefs and

actions before there is any sense of resolution.” (Morgan, 2014, p.4).
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Figure 6.2 Dewey model inquiry
Also, pragmatism insists on a value-oriented approach to research which emanates from cultural
values hence its usefulness and application to areas of inquiry like democracy, freedom, equality and
progress (Johnson & Onwuegbuzie, 2004). Furthermore, knowledge production often happens within
a social context, and the interaction of belief and action leads to experience (Morgan, 2014). Since

the study is concerned with establishing whether or not the online news discussing space is a public
100



sphere. The approach for investigation will involve examining interactive texts produced by online
readers, their debate with each other online, and the factors that influence the commenting pattern
requires more than one method. The choice of the pragmatic philosophical approach is appropriate
for the research since it argues for multiple research methods based on the notion that there are
different ways of interpreting the world or realities. It also supports the application of any
methodological approach a researcher deems fit as appropriate for investigating a research problem.

6.4 Research Strategy

This study adopted mixed-method research in its investigation. Many researchers have used different
terminologies to describe a research method that combines both qualitative and quantitative
approaches. Some of this descriptions include synthesis, multimethod, integrating methods, but
lately, the consensus seems to have settled for ‘mixed-method’ as a nomenclature (Creswell, 2014;
Abbas Tashakkori & Teddlie, 2003). A mixed-method of research is the combination of qualitative
and quantitative approaches in a study (Creswell & Piano, 2011). Similarly, mixed methods of
analysis ‘is an approach to an inquiry involving collecting both quantitative and qualitative data,
integrating the two forms of data, and using distinct designs that may involve philosophical

assumptions and theoretical frameworks’ (Creswell, 2014, p.4).

One of the arguments for the adoption of mixed-methods in a study is their potential to give a
comprehensive knowledge of a research problem because the weakness inherent in each approach is
addressed by the other (Scammon et al., 2013). Besides, the adoption of a mixed-method approach
in a study also facilitates the comparison of trends from research data drawn from the various methods
combined, and which will help in the decision-making process (Creswell, 2014). Nonetheless, the
mixed-methods approach has its drawback as its application in research if not carefully handled, can
produce disorganised research (Mason, 2006). Similarly, a mixed-method approach can lose its focus
where the reason for its adoption in research is not clearly stated (Bryman, 2018). Also, the
researcher’s adoption of mixed-methods will assist in the realising a holistic understanding of the
various dimensions of online commenting and deliberation. While mixed methods of research
involve the combination of both qualitative and quantitative methods in the investigation of a
phenomenon; however, there are different specific ways it manifests in research. Therefore, its
application in a study can either assume a fixed or flexible approach (Robson & McCartan, 2015).
Fixed method design seeks to investigate the causal relationship between variables of enquiry, and it

leans more towards the quantitative research method. The flexible approach, on the other hand, gives

101



allowance for a researcher to freely adjust his data collection process as he embarks on a study based
on certain realities on the field. Besides, a flexible approach assumes that research variables under
investigation cannot be measured quantitatively where a researcher seeks to investigate a
phenomenon beyond statistical analysis to look at, for example, the pattern of opinions which often
involves the analysis of texts as it occurs in a natural setting. Due to the specificities of the phenomena
in this study, the use of mixed methods of research — specifically interviews and surveys - allows the
researcher to experience participants’ reflective and subjective views on the subject matter of enquiry.
Also, the mixed methods applied enables the researcher to incorporate quantitative data which
provides a descriptive analysis of the subject matter. The next section of this chapter discusses the
three research methods combined in the study.

6.5 Mixed method design for the study

There are different ways of applying the mixed-method as a methodology in a study. The reasons for
the various designs in the application of mixed-method in research, unlike other methods, is because,
by default, mixed-methods of research crisscross both the qualitative and quantitative traditions and
combined elements of the two methodological traditions in a research undertaking. Correspondingly,
three critical factors are central to conducting successful research where the approach is grounded in
mixed-method, and these are, research area, the objective of a study, and research questions (John W
et al., 2010). The research area demands that a researcher should have a good understanding of the
field relating to the phenomenon under investigation. Secondly, the researcher also needs to have a
good understanding of the purpose of his study and should be able to marshal his research goals and
objectives. Thirdly, a researcher needs to come up with research questions that strongly connects to
the objectives to be able to fulfil the purposes for of the study (McBride et al., 2019) Also; there is
a vast amount of literature and recommendations from scholars about the different approaches.
Tashakkori & Teddlie (2003) explain that over four hundred types of mixed-method designs exist

based on their review of the various authors’ positions on the method.

However, there is an overlapping in the application of these four hundred approaches to any study
using the mixed method. For instance, Castro, Kellison, Boyd, & Kopak (2010), argues for the
delineation of mixed methods approach into two distinct area- sequential and concurrent designs.
According to Castro et al. (2010), sequential mixed-method design category means that either
qualitative or quantitative component of a study using a mixed-method approach comes first while

the other follows subsequently. The application of concurrent design, on the other hand, in research
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rooted in mixed-method implies the simultaneous collection of data for the qualitative and

quantitative part of a study at the same time. Equally, Creswell & Plano (2007) in their attempt to

avoid the overlapping of the different models in mixed-method design and streamline the various

procedures, identified four basic types of mixed-method strategies: triangulation design, embedded

design, explanatory design and exploratory design.

Triangulation design aims to use the qualitative and quantitative approach to elicit data on the same

research topic in a complementary way to draw the strengths of the two methods in the collection

and analysis data (Creswell & Plano, 2007). In this type of mixed-method design, data for qualitative

and quantitative methods are collected simultaneously and later merged for a single interpretation
(Creswell, 2014). According to (Creswell & Plano, 2007), the rationale for the choice of embedded

mixed method design has to do with the yardstick that addressing a phenomenon requires different

types of questions and various kinds of data sets. On the other hand, in the explanatory mixed-method

design, quantitative data are collected first and followed by the qualitative data to provide better

insight regarding the subject matter of inquiry.

Mixed methods designs

Research Process Purpose Level of Priority Example
design interaction
Comvergent Qualitative and | To obtain Diata collactad Ermual Peters and Cotton (21013} collectad paostal
parallel quantitative different but and analysad surveys and undertook unstructured
(comcurrent) complementary independernthy. interviews with women with a physical
data to answer a disability to gain a broad undarstanding
single research of the barriers and enabling factors
question. associated with accessing and
experiencing screening services for
breast cancer and cervical cancer.
Sequential Quantitative Qualitativedata |Quantitative Quantitative Pfaff of of (2014} used a postal survey
= planatory then are collected data frame diominant to measzure perceived confidence in
qualitative to explain the nualitative data interprofessional collaboration among
quantitative collection new graduate nursas. Follow ing analysis
findimgs. of the survey data, they conducted
interviews with 16 new graduate nursas
to explain the quantitative findings and
expand on them
Sequential Qualitative Quantitatiee Qualitative Qualitative Hamshire ¢ of {2013) conducted
e ploratory then data builds data frames diominant a series of nterviesw s with nursing
quantitative on qualitative nuantitatiee students to explore their experiences
findings data collaction. and expectations of their ursing coursa.
to provide The interview findings informed the
generalisability. development of an online survey that was
completed by 1080 students in nine
UK universities
Embeeddad or Quantitative Tao obtain Embedded data May be sither Kirser et af (2003) conducted a
mastad writhin different data set provides qualitative or randomised controlled trial of an
qualitative or to answer a answers to a quantitative eight-week yoga intervention for women
qualitative complementary complementary diominant. with major depression. Outcomes
writhin research research measured included depression soverity,
quantitative question. question. stress, amxiety and rumination. Qualitative

interview s were embedded in the trial to
explore the feasibility and acceptability of
the intervention.

Figure 6.3: Creswell and Plano mixed-method design
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In addition to the four types of mixed method design identified by Creswell & Plano (2007), there
are two other mixed methods: transformative and multiphase design. The transformative model is
particularly fitted for a study with a transformative objective and comes in two phases: sequential
and concurrent (Creswell 2014; Creswell & Plano, 2007; Tashakkori & Teddlie, 2003; VL & Badiee
M, 2010). Transformative mixed methods design is applicable in research where the objective is
primarily to study people that are oppressed or marginalised in the society. According to McBride et
al., (2019), the essence of mixed methods of research under transformative design is for the sake of
ideological application rather than a methodological imperative. Therefore, the design through its
participatory and empowerment approach induce action in the people being studied and often than
not, this empowerment leads to change (Mertens, 2010; VL & Badiee M, 2010).

In multiphase mixed-method design, the process involves a repetition of both quantitative and
qualitative data collection process at different stages of the study with the ultimate goal of the
repeated processes providing answers to the research question and also fulfilling the objectives of the
study (Creswell, 2014; Creswell & Plano, 2007; VL & Badiee M, 2010). The multiphase mixed-
method design most of the time is used in a large scale research project, and the repetitive nature of
the model can be sequential or concurrent depending on the research objectives and research
questions(Tashakkori & Teddlie, 2003). However, scholars have identified some drawbacks in the
application of multiphase mixed-method design such as time constraint and cost of execution. Also,
another drawback is seeking ethical approval at various stage of a research project due to the
multiphase nature of the design adopted (Creswell, 2014; Tashakkori & Teddlie, 2003).

The mixed methods research chosen for the study is the sequential exploratory design. Consequent
upon this choice, the researcher collected data for the qualitative part of the study before the
quantitative data. The researcher anchors the reason for the selection of sequential exploratory design
as the strand of mixed-method approach for the study on the premise that the research questions that
lend themselves to qualitative approach should be collected first. Doing this provides useful
information for designing and administering the quantitative data collection instrument. Another
factor that influenced the researcher’s choice of sequential exploratory design is the fact that studies
relating to online news commenting platform as a democratic space have not been given much
academic attention within the Nigerian space. As such, the research needs initial critical exploration,

including the fact that two theories with a different area of focus are being used by the researcher to
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interrogate the phenomenon. The quantitative data will provide the researcher with a descriptive

analysis of online news comments.

In contrast, the qualitative data collected from interviews and survey research will help the researcher
to gain a more in-depth and subjective understanding of commenters’ experience within the
discursive space including their attitudes as reflected in the various comments posted. Therefore,
drawing from lvankova, Creswell, & Stick, (2006), Morse (2003) and Tashakkori & Teddlie (2003)
symbol of describing mixed methods design procedures, the researcher presents the procedural
diagram of the sequential exploratory design selected for the study on the next page. The diagram
gave a concise picture of the application of sequential exploratory design in the study, each of the
steps taken and how they are related to each other to achieve the objectives of the study.
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(Qual == Quan)

Stage one: Qualitative (step one)

Collection of content Analysis of content
analysis data analysis data

Results of the analysed

Stage one (step two) content analysis data

Analysis of semi-

structured interview Results of the analysed
data semi-structured

interview data

Stage two: Quantitative

Themes and patterns from qualitative results

Triangulation of
qualitative data analysis
results (qualitative
content analysis and
semi structured
interview) and
guantitative data analysis

results (survey)

Figure 6.4: Procedural diagram of Sequential exploratory design adopted for the study
Source: The Researcher, 2019

6.5.1 Content Analysis Method

The researcher combined the qualitative and quantitative components of the method. Content analysis
is a “... research method or measurement technique that involves the systematic study and
quantification of the content or meaning of communication messages” (Stacks & Hocking, 1998,

p.163). In the same way, content analysis is a method through which valuable inference is made about
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data and the context within which such data emerged. The researcher used the two strands of the
content analysis (qualitative and quantitative content analysis) method in the study. The qualitative
component is predominant in the data analysis as the quantitative part is used only to calculate the
frequency of some variables in the data relating the total number of news headlines and comments
sampled. Also, the researcher applied the quantitative side in the analysis of comments that contain
rational and critical elements based on the parameters used for measurement explained in the latter

part of the chapter.

Unlike the quantitative content analysis, the qualitative content analysis is value-driven in the
analysis of data, and it seeks to reveal the various realities within collected data to provide
explanations to the diverse meaning inherent in a phenomenon under investigation (Lincoln and

[3

Guba, 1985). In a practical sense, ‘ ... qualitative content analysis is a research method for the
subjective interpretation of the content of text data through the systematic classification process of
coding and identifying themes or patterns’(Hsieh & Shannon, 2005, p.1283). Similarly, qualitative
content analysis focusses on the contextual pattern of data and tends to give an interpretation of the
various trends within a data set (Graneheim et al., 2017). It argues that the context of communication
content is vital to the understanding of a phenomenon under investigation (Bryman, 2012). Also, the
analysis of social issues through content analysis provides a plank for understanding cultural

problems and social interaction.

There are three potential ways to apply qualitative content analysis in a study. Hsieh & Shannon
(2005), Kondracki, Wellman, & Amundson (2002), in their studies, note conventional content
analysis, directed content analysis and summative content analysis. The first approach, which is the
conventional content analysis method applies in a situation where the knowledge of the research
problem and the application of a theoretical framework is not adequate (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005).
Also, it follows the descriptive angle of analysing data and tends to describe the emotional aspect of

a research population about the phenomenon under investigation.

The conventional content analysis approach provides a researcher with the opportunity to have first-
hand information from a sample population. It assists by removing the application of preconceived
categories or theoretical guidance that very often limits a researcher in his attempt to cover every
aspect of research population responses (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005). Directed content analysis is the

second approach a researcher can adopt in the application of qualitative content analysis. This
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approach is used in research when the goal of the study is to justify or give insight into a theoretical
framework used in a study. In the application of this approach, prior or existing coding systems from
previous studies serve as guides for the analysis of new data. Also, emerging categories from data
are checked to see if the new group has any relationship with the existing one or is independent of
them (Kondracki et al., 2002).

A summative approach aims to draw inference from content by contextualising the words. By so
doing, a researcher working with summative content analysis approach quantifies the data/words.
However, the aim of quantification is not to reduce the terms to quantitative analysis but rather, to
assist in the interpretation and evaluation of studied words (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005). The researcher
adopted a directed qualitative content analysis approach for the study because the contents analysis
method for the collected data relied on existing categories from previous studies relating to online
news commenting and deliberation. Equally, the study aims to validate the existence of the various
underpinnings of the two theoretical frameworks applied in the study within the online news
commenting environment in Nigeria, and this is in line with of the tenets of directed qualitative
content analysis approach. Besides, one of the justifications for employing the qualitative content
analysis in this study is the need to understand the way readers comment on online news sites in
Nigeria. Therefore, to interrogate such issues like what motivates or influences the way readers react
to information on the news websites and their posting of comments including the pattern of
deliberation requires moving beyond the analysis of word frequency to looking at the underlying and

subversive themes inherent in the comments.

As a result, the researcher engaged in the production of meaning related to the text analysed.
Consequently, the rationale of the researcher’s choice agrees with an argument for using qualitative
content analysis as:
There is an emphasis on allowing categories to emerge out of data and on recognising the
significance for understanding the meaning of the context in which an item being analysed (and
the categories derived from it) appeared (Bryman, 2004, p542).
Although, the researcher used existing categorisations from previous studies related to this research;
some sub-themes also emerged in the course of the analysis, which is peculiar to the socio-cultural
imperatives of the study area. Similarly, the researcher employed an element of quantitative content

analysis, namely comment count to know the frequency or number of times each commenter posted
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comments. Accordingly, this is to enable the researcher to establish whether power-law distribution

exists within the online news comment space in Nigeria.

6.5.2 Semi-Structured Interview
The researcher also used the semi-structured interview in the study. A semi-structured interview is a

method of research in which the researcher asks the interviewee open-ended questions that may lead
to further unstructured questioning (Creswell, 2014). Similarly, semi-structured interviews
are conversations in which you know what you want to find out about- and so have a set of
questions to ask and a good idea of what topics will be covered- but the conversation is free to
vary, and is likely to change substantially between participants” (Fylan, 2005, p.65).

Also, a semi-structured interview is a type of research method that is conversational in collecting
data, and it is especially useful for seeking the experience and opinions of participants on an issue
(Information Systems, 2016). Besides, semi-structured interviews provide a researcher with the
flexibility to dig deeper into a problem while conducting an interview. The flexibility to dig deeper
is due to the unstructured nature of interview questions which gives room for a researcher to ask
follow up questions with the aim of clarity or more information. Although, interview whether
structured or unstructured in the strict sense is like an everyday discussion. However, interview
within the purview of research is seen as asymmetry in a way where the researcher or interviewer
controls and dictates the direction of conversation (Galletta & Cross, 2013). The semi-structured
interview has an advantage of the flexibility and allows room for reciprocity between the interviewer
and participant (Kallio et al., 2016). Also, semi-structured interview enables a researcher to tailor his
question in such a way as to reflect the theoretical framework guiding a study and gives room to

explore the experience of the participant (Galletta & Cross, 2013).

Although some scholars criticised, the semi-structured interview for being expensive in terms of
collection of data, analysis, and the likelihood of a researcher’s bias interfering with the process of
analysis (Ayres, 2008). Nevertheless, the semi-structured interview was selected as one of the
research methods for the study because the researcher is keen to know the experience of online news
media operators and commenters as this will provide a robust input into what takes place online and
the form of moderation. Besides, studies in online news commenting in Nigeria are still in its infancy
as academic research output. Data and papers in the area are few so, the choice of the semi-structured
interview will enable the researcher to explore the various angles to the subject by sourcing for
information from active players within the online sphere in Nigeria. Also, the choice of the semi-

structured interview framework will help in collecting and analysing the data for the research
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questions connected to the political economy framework, one of the theories applied in this study. It
seeks to investigate whether there are contradictions that influence readers’ production of meaning

and the regulation of commenting space by the websites.

6.5.3 Survey method

Another research method used in this study is the survey method. The survey research method is
concerned with the collection of data from a defined sample population using a questionnaire to know
their attitudes and disposition on an issue (Stacks & Hocking, 1998; Visser et al., 2000). Similarly, a
survey research method is a useful way of influencing opinion formation and decisions (Engel, 2015).
For example, research using survey method has long been recognised by companies and even
government agencies as a veritable tool for boosting sales and image of an organisation and increase
the popularity and approval rate of government. Also, during elections, opinion polls and other forms

of study using survey play an influential role in how people cast their votes.

The researcher chose a variant of a survey research methodology known as an online survey for the
study. The online survey is a process in which the researcher administers a questionnaire for
collecting data through the internet. Also, the use of an online survey in this study will complement
the two qualitative designs of a semi-structured interview and qualitative content analysis to provide
an answer to the question of generalisation of findings to the entire Nigerian population. In the same
way, online survey method in this research will help to corroborate or invalidate results from semi-
structured interview data analysis and the content analysis data. Besides, the researcher used the
survey method to find out the demographic details of the sampled population concerning age,
ethnicity, religion, sex, occupation and the level of education which will be difficult to establish
through the content analysis. As a result, the researcher, through the data collected on the categories
highlighted above, will be able to find out the ethnic and religious composition of the sampled

population.

Also, the research objectives and the research questions influenced the choice of the three research
methods. The combination of these methods will assist the researcher in the realisation of the research
objectives, and in the process, provide answers to the research questions. In the next sub-heading, the
researcher discussed the various mixed methods design available for a researcher that adopts mixed
methods approach and still within the subsection, explained the mixed method design chosen for the

study and the justification for the choice.
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6.6 Sampling techniques and sample size used in the study

This section of the methodology chapter explains the methods applied for drawing a sample from

the research population and the sample size used for the study.

6.6.1 Sampling technique and sample size for the content analysis method

In a research study, it is challenging to study the entire population because of issues like size, time
constraint and the resources to do so. To overcome this, therefore, it is vital to take a sample that is
representational of the entire population. The sampling process, therefore, involves taking out
fragments of a population for study and ensuring that the sample taken is representational of the
characteristics of the entire community for which results from such studies can be generalised back
into the whole populace (Creswell, 2014; Fink, 2003). Regarding the content analysis part of the
research, a range of online news platforms was selected purposively for the study based on the degree
of capacity for comments to take place through them. Purposive sampling method involves a
researcher’s judgement regarding the selection of what to include in the sampling frame to be in line
with a researcher’s objectives and expectations (Robson & McCartan, 2015). Besides, Mohsin (2013)
argues that the choice of purposive sampling as a sampling technique for a study is justified where
the elements included in the sample population have been pre-determined. The features that fit the

set criteria are those to be included in the study.

Consequently, the researcher’s justification for using a purposive sampling method for the collection
of the content analysis data is because the researcher predetermined the issues the analysis focussed
on. Therefore, the comments mined for analysis from the sampled news websites were strictly around
the two public topics chosen for the research. The two issues selected as stimuli for the study are due
to their topicality, currency and impact on the entire body polity of Nigeria. Also, the topics,
especially the herdsmen/farmers’ clash, have continued to be one the themes within the public
discourse about Nigeria. As aresult, the selected news platforms for the research include mainstream
media organisations that have an online presence, diaspora online news platform and the local online
news forum whose existence is only on the web. One of the justifications for the selection of these
news sites is the need to reflect the ideological and philosophical trends within the media industry in
Nigeria which in no small extent may account for or explain the demographical pattern of the
audience and also affects the dispositions of readers in the online discussion. The editorials of the
Nigerian mainstream or legacy media, including their online versions, sometimes reflect ethnic,

religious, ownership and political cleavages (Oboh, 2016; Ojo, 2003; Ojebuyi & Salawu, 2019).
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As discussed earlier in the chapter, the researcher selected the four news websites for the study to
reflect these underpinnings. The researcher extracted comments around the President’s ill-health,
and medical trips abroad and the herdsmen/ farmers clashes from the selected news sites for analysis
using a purposive sampling method from June 2016 to December 2017. The justification for
restricting the period of news stories, headlines and comments between June 2016 to December 2017
is on the fact that the President of Nigeria was on medical vacation abroad twice within the period.
Equally, several farmers/ herdsmen clashes occurred and reported by the media within the time frame
of the collected data.

There are no fixed criteria for determining the sample size for a study using content analysis method.
In this study, the researcher justified the total sample size on specific, pragmatic considerations. As
such, the researcher purposively sought relevant information that is manageable in size. Equally, the
informational need of the study concerning the research questions and objectives also formed one of
the parameters used for determining the sample size. Consequently, the total sample size of the
comments extracted for analysis is 7,934.

6.6.1.1 Background information on the topics used as stimuli for content
analysis data collection

Farmers/Herdsmen clashes:

Herdsmen and farmers’ conflicts are a perennial problem in Nigeria. The crisis has assumed an
exponential dimension in term of the areas affected, the sophistication of the weaponry deplored and
has resulted in colossal loss of lives and properties (Li, 2019). In some instance, the crisis reflects a
form of earth scorched approach in which villages, including persons, animals and crops have been
wiped out completely. For instance, the former Head of State, General Abdusalam Salami, taking a
statistical approach explained that the conflicts resulted in the death of 2,500, 62,000 displaced
citizens and a total of $13.7 potential internally generated revenue lost in 2016 (Agbese, 2017). The
majority of herdsmen in Nigeria are Fulani tribe, and the farmers are the indigenous owners of the
various farmlands on which the herdsmen direct their cattle to for grazing, and this often leads to the
destruction of farmlands, therefore, resulting in conflicts. These two groups are critical elements of
the Nigerian economy. They are essential to the economic system of the country in the sense that the
farmers produce the food for the country and the herdsmen produce the meat and other dairy product
needed by the citizens. As such, any clash between the two groups attracts the nation’s attention as it
disrupts the country’s food, meat and dairy products supply chain. In a study conducted by the Mercy
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Corps and funded by the British Department for International Development (DFID), Nigeria loses a
total of $14 billion in revenue generation annually from it (Ogundipe & Oluwole, 2016).

The primary cause of the crisis is struggling for land, particularly for grazing (Li, 2019; Perpetua et
al., 2018; Ugwumba, 2018). The herdsmen in Nigeria practise pastoralism and as such, continuously
move from one location to another in search of lush and green fields for their cattle grazing. However,
the effect of climate change due to global warming around the Sahel region of which Nigeria is a part
has resulted in desertification and the shrinking of Lake Chad — a significant source of water (Fasona
& Omojola, 2005; Odoh & Chilaka, 2012). Also, insurgency and banditry activities causing human
displacement and subsequent occupation of areas of land that can serve as farmlands and grazing
areas are other factors. Apart from these, other triggers of the crisis include urbanisation resulting in
the encroachment on designated farmlands and grazing reserves, and the weak political will to tackle
the problem(Ugwumba, 2018). The narratives about the crisis in the public domain have been
‘ethnicised’, and continuously create tension between the various ethnic groups that constitute the
country. Subsequently, and apart from its role of reporting conflict, the online and the legacy media
platforms have become a discursive space where various parties engage in contestation and debates
on the herdsmen/farmers conflicts. The media space, therefore, serves as a barometer for measuring

the public perception of the conflict.

President’s medical trips abroad

The President Muhammadu Buhari frequent trips abroad, especially during his first tenure in office,
and the discussion on the matter in the online news commenting space serves as another issue through
which the researcher collected data for the content analysis. Shortly after becoming the President, his
health deteriorated and needed an urgent trip to the United Kingdom for medical attention. The matter
assumed prominence within the media space in Nigeria and consistently attracts divergent views and
analysis (Ozohu & John, 2018). The matter attracts prominence mainly because of the personality
involved and the presidency reluctance to explain his condition to the public. The silence brewed

conspiracy theories and different conjectures within the public space on the matter.

Furthermore, the frequency of the President’s medical trips increased after the first trip and between
2016- 2018, he spent 172 days abroad on medical-related issues (Akinwale, 2018). At a point, the
public discourse on the issue becomes polarised and reflects the various divisive lines that define

Nigeria as a country such as religion and ethnic sentiments. Based on this background, therefore, the
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researcher considers the subject apposite for an examination of the realities of the state of online news

commenting in Nigeria.

6.6.1.2 Criteria for selecting the newspapers sampled for the content analysis
conducted.

The section explains the criteria for the selection of the four online newspaper websites selected for
the study. The online media sites used in the study were selected based on the fact that they have an
online presence and the capacity for comments and discussion to take place on their platform. The
researcher, since the focus of the study, is on investigating the extent to which online news media
platforms in Nigeria reflect a public sphere for democratic deliberation also did website comparison

using the www.alexa.com traffic metrics tool to rationalise the news sites for historical traffic trends.

The traffic metrics template helps to explain the rate of user engagement with the news sites. The
analytic graphics from the comparison are below:
Figure 6.5: Historical Traffic Trends of online news websites selected for the study

Historical Traffic Trends: Alexa Traffic Rank
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(www.alexa.com, 2019)

6.6.1.3 Short profile of selected online media

With the rate of internet penetration, access and its affordability increasing by the day in Nigeria,
especially with cheap smart mobile handsets. Most of the legacy media organisation have also
migrated online to be part of the new trend, and that is gradually transforming the new media

landscape. Therefore, this section gives a short profile of the online news media platforms selected
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for the study. The selected websites are Daily Trust (www.dailytrust.com.ng), Sahara Reporters

(www.saharareporters.com), Premium Times(www.premiumtimesng.com) and Vanguard newspaper

(www.vanguardngr.com)

e Daily Trust Newspaper

Daily Trust Newspaper is one of the print media organisations with its headquarters in Abuja, the
federal capital of Nigeria. The newspaper started operation in 1998 as a weekly publication in
Kaduna, the headquarters of Kaduna state in Nigeria. It later moved into daily production in 2001
and has various titles under its stable including Daily Trust, Daily Trust on Saturday, Daily Trust on
Sunday and Aminiya- a vernacular newspaper in the Hausa Language. Although the paper appears
to be national, the core of its readership is in the northern part of Nigeria. According to Abubakar
and Yahaya (2017), the ratio of readership is 70:30 in favour of the north. Also, the newspaper does
not accept advertisement of some products such as alcohol, tobacco and medicinal cure that cannot
be verified (Yusuf & Odunuga, 2018). The newspaper paper has a vibrant online news website that
updates its sites frequently as a news break and has a platform for readers to engage with each other

in discussion.

e Sahara Reporters

Sahara Reporters is an online diaspora media organisation founded by Omoyele Sowore in 2006 in
New York with fund support from Ford Foundation and Global Information Network. Sahara
Reporters is arguably the most popular online news website in Nigeria (Kperogi, 2013). It is fiercest
in its news reporting style with a penchant for doing expose on corrupt politicians and issues most of
the mainstream media organisation would not report. Similarly, Sahara Reporters often explore the
constant implosion and contestations among the political elites in the country to access and report
sensitive information. Also, the online newspaper refers to itself as a signpost for advocacy
journalism in Nigeria (Dare, 2010). The Sahara newspaper philosophy on its webpage insists that
they are:

... an online community of international reporters and social advocates dedicated to bringing
you commentaries, features, news reports from a Nigerian-African perspective. A unique
organisation, founded in the spirit of Article 19 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights,
comprising of ordinary people with an overriding commitment to seeking the truth and
publishing it without fear or favour. Because its core members are unapologetic practitioners of
advocacy journalism, Sahara Reporters also serves as an umbrella outlet for objective reporting
of verifiable and accurate news and untainted social commentaries for anyone wishing to
exercise their freedom of speech in the public interest and common good.
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Generally, Sahara Reporters sees itself as a news platform devoted to exposing corruption and other
ills within the government circle and places in ordinary citizens a space to debate on public issues.
According to Dare (2010), it has become a vanguard for citizen and advocacy journalism in Nigeria.

e Premium Times

Premium Times is a significant player within the media landscape in Nigeria and has done lots of
investigative journalism which has opposed politicians, government officials and their cronies on
various financial crimes. The newspaper, together with other partners who formed a consortium on
the Panama paper won a Pulitzer award for investigative journalism. Premium Times started
operation in Nigeria in 2011 as an online newspaper in Abuja. The media outfit was floated by one
of the renown journalists in Nigeria, Dapo Olorunyomi in partnership with Musikili Mojeed. The
paper has as its core vision ‘... to help strengthen Nigeria’s democracy, advance the socio-economic
wellbeing and rights of the people, promote and enrich their cultural practices, and advocate for best
practices, good governance, transparency and human rights, in line with the values expected of a
modern democratic state.” (Premium Times, 2011). The publisher, Dapo Olorunyomi in an interview
granted to Ntibinyane (2018) explains that the setting up of the Premium Times was motivated by
the dwindling revenue of print media organisation and the problem of professionalism and ethical
issues confronting the sector. As a result, Premium newspaper’s cardinal principle is anchored on
investigative journalism, exposing corruption and leveraging on data journalism to give access to
people to have information on figures and other 