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ABSTRACT

OneofthedividendsofinternetrevolutioninAfricarelatestotheprivilegeitaccordsallandsundry
toaccessnewsonlineandsharetheirviewswiththeonlinecommunitythroughonlinediscussion
platforms. However, the kind of heated discussions emanating from these platforms recently is
becominganissueofconcern.Abusivelanguageandargumentsrevolvingaroundreligion,politics,
andethnicalsentimentsappeartopervademostonlinecommentaries.Thisarticleassessesonline
discussionplatformsinNigeria,itscontributionstothesocietyanditssetbacks;further,itcritically
explorestheconnectionbetweendiscussionplatformsandviolence.Thearticleconcludeswithsome
recommendationsonhowNigeriacanfurtherusetheplatformsforitsbenefit.
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INTRODUCTION

Themainthrustofthisarticleistoexaminethesocialdynamicsofonlinediscussionvituperations
amongtheusersofonlinenewspapercommentboards.Adiscussionaroundthisphenomenonbecomes
importantconsideringtheoutburstsintheuseofsocialmediawithinthecountryandelsewhere;
asat2013,studiespointedoutthatinternetusersinNigeriaincreasedtoabout50millionusersout
ofwhich75percentweresocialmediausers,andasat2018,ithasincreasedrapidlysuchthatthe
countryisrankedsecondafterSouthAfricaintermsofinternetpenetration(InternetWorldStats,
2012;TheVanguard,2018).Oneofthebenefitsinternetconnectivityhasbroughttomassmediais
thatitaffordsthereaderstheopportunitytoprovidefeedbackonissuesofinterestirrespectiveof
spaceandrace.NationaldailiesinNigeriahavekeyedintothisinnovationastheyhavetheonline
newsversion.Thedepthofdiscussionsandinformationflowingfromthisnewsthreadhaveequally
becomeausefultoolforjournalistsinenrichingtheirstorylinesorpublishingnewstories(Gunnand
McDonald,2011).Forthereaders,thecommentthreadsareassets;itaffordscommunityofreaders
withsameordissentingviewstoexpressthemselvesfreelyonissuesofinterest.Consequently,one
ofmeansthroughwhichnewsreadersexpresstheiropinionsregardingongoingdebatesorheadlines
inthenationalorlocaldailiesinrecenttimesisthroughtheonlinediscussionplatforms.Withinthese
platforms,interestingissuesanddebatesaroundnewscaptionsarediscussedwhileothertopicalissues
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withinthecountryandelsewhereareequallydiscussed.Theseplatformsunlikethetraditionalface
tofaceinteractionprovidethecommentatorsanopportunitytohidetheiridentities(iftheysowish)
andexpresslysharetheirviewswiththeonlinecommunity.Thisdevelopmenthasstrengthenednews
productionandconsumption;equally,ithasfurtherentrenchedfreedomofspeechandopinionsas
engrainedintheconstitutionofthefederalrepublicofNigeria.

Alargenumberofonlinereadershavebecomeregular,active,opinionatedandabletoexpress
themselveswithoutfearonthecommentthreadsacrossonlinenewsplatforms.Cliqueshavebeen
formed,oppositiongroupsand trollshaveequallyemerged.Summarily,comments threadwithin
national dailies have become a community with varying interests and needs. This development
comeswithitsbenefitsandfears.Stakeholdersandthegeneralpublichaveexpressedsatisfaction
regardingthedevelopmentintermsofprovidingthereadersopportunitytoexpresstheirviewsfreely
on issues affecting the society; others are equally beginning to express their fears regarding the
negativeimplicationsofthesevirtualactivitiesonthereallifeissues.Ignoringthesedevelopmentsand
assumptionsmaybedifficultconsideringseriesofeventsfromthisspace.Also,thepastexperiences
of social media and violence in recent times coupled with emerging studies connecting virtual
actionswithreal lifeexperiencefurtherbecomes interesting. (AfricaPractice,2014).Unpacking
theserealitiesthroughacriticaldiscussionoftheactivitiessurroundingthesespacesthusbecomes
necessary.Accordingly,thequestionsoneneedstoaskare:whataretheopportunitiesinherentin
onlinediscussionplatforms?Whathavebeenthechallenges?Howcandiscussionplatformsandsocial
mediagenerallybefurtherutilizedfortheoverallbenefitoftheusersandthesocietyasawhole?This
articletakesacriticallookatthesocialinteractionsamongtheusersofonlinenewspapercomment
boardsinNigeria.Thisarticleissignificantinanumberofways;first,throughitscriticalanalysisof
onlinediscussionsplatforms,itbringstotheforethesocio-politicaldynamicssurroundingarguments
andengagementofreadersregardingnationalnewsinthecountry.Commentsonthenationaldailies
arenotmerelyaboutdiscussionsaboutnationalandlocaleventsascapturedinthedailies;theyare
areflectionofeconomic,ethnic,religiousandothersocialstandpointsofthereaders.Notmuchhas
beenheardregardingthesocialengagementsofonlinereadersfromthispartoftheglobe.Aside
this, thediscoursebringsto thefore thedynamicsofgroupformation,alliances,conflictandits
resolutionsacrosstheseplatforms;itfurtherx-raystheprobabilityofphysicalviolenceasaresultof
disagreementsacrossthesediscussionplatforms.Further,thisdiscourseisimportantasitwilllend
itsvoiceontheglobaldebatesononlinediscussionfromNigerianperspective.Studiesononline
discussionplatformsinNigeriaisemerging;thisstudycontributestotheemergingliteratureonthe
subject.Finally,thesignificanceofthearticlealsoliesinitsmulti-disciplinarynaturewhichcuts
acrossthedisciplinesofsociology,politics,mediastudiesandhumanities.

ONLINe DISCUSSION PLATFORMS

GroupdebatesaroundtopicalnewsitemsarenotnewinNigeria.Traditionally,beforetheadvent
ofonlinenews,interestednewspapersreadersinNigeriacongregatedatnewspaperstandsacross
neighbourhoodsandstrategicplacestoquicklyscanthroughtheheadlinesofmajornationaldailies
beforepickingacopyandlatermoveonwiththeirrespectivedailyroutines.Thesesetofpeoplewere
givenaspecialnameoftenreferredtoasFreeReadersAssociation1’.TheintroductionofStructural
AdjustmentProgrammesinthe80s,andothereconomicpoliciestotackletheeconomicchallenges
inthecountrycoupledwiththereactionofthepopulacetothesepoliciesfurtherstrengthenedthese
quasigroups.Consequently,concernedreaderswouldgatheraroundnewspaperstandsanddiscuss
aboutpolitics, thebitingeconomicchallengestogetherwithothermattersof interestfor theday.
Eventually,afewofsuchreaderswouldgrabsomecopiesofthedailiesandmoveon.However,
‘freereaders’association’asitwasfondlycalledthen,becamewidespreadaftertheannulmentof
1993June12elections.Teemingunemployedyoungschoolleaversandotherinterestedindividuals
mostlymalegenderthrongedthesevenuestolistentoargumentsanddebatesfortheday.Withthe
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