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ince the 2015 general elections, there has been increasing 
concern with hate speech in Nigeria. For example, the survey Son hate speech by CLEEN Foundation in 2018 found that 

hate speech was rated top as the single most trigger of conflicts in the 
states surveyed. While they have exacerbated a number of conflict 
situations in the country, the flow of hate speech tends to increase 
during electioneering campaigns. 

Yet hate speech is not new in electioneering campaign or generally 
in political calculations in Nigeria. It featured prominently in the 
pre-independence political calculation, in the immediate post-
independence election campaigns and in the event leading to the 
civil war in 1967. Neither is violence triggered by hate speech new 
in the country. For example, in 2002, following the publication of an 
article by This Day journalist, Isioma Daniel, riots broke out in 
Kaduna and some other cities resulting in the burning of the offices 
of This Day newspaper for an article that was considered 
inflammatory to the religious sensibility of Muslims in the North. 
Earlier a cartoon in the Drumbeat magazine led to similar riots. What 
is new is that the concept of hate speech has been firmly placed in 
the consciousness of the public in the country.  This was the result 
of three related developments. First, was that the Rwandan tragedy 
became a pointer of what could happen to a country where hate 
speech is allowed space to propagate. Second, the experience in 
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Kenya in tackling hate speech, providing a learning opportunity to 
problematize hate speech in the context of Nigeria and to combat it.  
The third is that there is a concern on the part of these campaigns for 
peaceful conduct of election that if nothing was done to diminish 
the flow of hate speech ahead of the 2015 general elections, they 
might turn out to be more violent than those of 2011. 

Hate speech in Nigeria has long been linked to elections. For 
instance, hate speech featured prominently in the pre-
independence elections and all subsequent elections in the country. 
It played significant roles in the exchanges that culminated in the 
1966 crisis, leading to the civil war of 1967-1970.  This has not 
changed in spite of the military intervention in politics which did a 
lot of federalist engineering in an attempt to promote national unity 
and greater integration. If anything, the deployment of hate speech 
seemed to have increased with every new round of elections. 

This concern led CITAD to establish hate speech monitoring in 
order to be able to effectively counter hate speech in the public 
domain. Largely drawing from the work of the iHub Research, 
Kenya, CITAD in 2014 sought to monitor hate speech, using the 
Osun State Governorship election toward the end of that year as a 
pilot. As part of this, in January 2015, CITAD with support from 
both the MacArthur Foundation and the Nigeria Stability and 
Reconciliation Programme (NSRP) organized an international 
conference on Dangerous Speech. The objective of the conference 
was to provide a conceptual framework for problematizing hate 
speech in Nigeria and to engage stakeholders in strategizing on how 
to combat hate speech. 

One of the outcomes of the conference was the establishment of a 
Working Group on Hate and Dangerous Speech consisting of 
MacArthur Foundation, NSRP, CLEEN Foundation, National 
Human Rights Commission (NHRC), Savannah Centre and 
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CITAD among others. Subsequently, a number of those involved in 
the working group have either supported or implemented projects 
on various aspects of hate speech as documented in some of the 
chapters in this book. This set the tone for engaging the public on 
hate speech.  

Deregulation in the media that started in 1990s has resulted in the 
plurality of ownership of both print and broadcast media which has 
meant that these now are no longer the monopoly of the state. 
Political actors and other interest groups have set up their own radio 
and television stations with unveiled partisanship. Broadcast 
stations, including those controlled by government engage in 
exchange of hate speech on behalf of their principals without 
regards to either regulations or possible negative consequence.

Commercialization in the media industry has also encouraged 
media organizations, particularly radio stations to allow hate speech 
for money. Most political programmes by radio stations are turned 
into pay and say whatever you want, thus providing airtime for hate 
speech. It is in this context that we see for instance the rise of what in 

Hausa is referred to Sojojin Baka, who are paid money by 

politicians who in turn pay radio stations to abuse the opponents of 
their principals. 

While few party candidates make hate speech as the monitoring by 
CITAD shows, their supporters constitute the bulk of those that are 
making and spreading hate speech in different media platform. Of 
recent, government and politicians have continued to deploy 
various disaffections to mobilize for the spread of hate speech

Although hate speech manifests in various forms, the most 
dominant types have been religious, ethnicity and political. Hate 
speech associated with two of the most violence conflicts in the 
country, the Boko Haram and Farmer-Herdsmen have been in the 
decreased but nevertheless significant.  In the place, fake news and 
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fake images have taken over. Some of the killings in 2018 for 
example have been attributed to fake news.  

One of the key issues around the concern on hate speech is the 
seeming fluidity of the concept and lack of precise definition. This 
is not necessarily a Nigerian problem as the literature is globally 
littered with such problem. However, in the case of Nigeria, the 
lack of precise definition can be counterproductive to the efforts to 
curb hate speech in the country. This is because it can be used to 
stifle criticism and freedom of expression and at the same time 
waste energy, time and resources in chasing all manner of speech in 
the name of hate speech even when a lot of that is only offensive but 
harmless.

To engender a conversation around the need for shared national 
thdefinition of hate speech, CITAD on 4  October 2018 convened a 

stakeholders meeting on hate speech definition. The meeting 
brought representatives from government, security, INEC, 
academia, media regulatory agencies, media organizations, 
practicing journalists, bloggers and CSOs to deliberate on 
definition of hate speech. Although no definition was agreed upon, 
it led to an understanding of what should constitute hate speech and 
the need to continue the conversation and consultation so as to 
ultimately get some shared definition. 

A clear and widely accepted definition will enable media regulatory 
authorities to appropriately review their rules and guidelines to take 
onboard the question of hate speech and to better monitor and 
sanction erring media organizations. It will also make it easier to 
deploy moral sanctions against those indulging in hate speech since 
there will be wider acceptance of clear boundaries. Inevitably, this is 
what will make the campaign against hate speech more effectiveness 
than any legal sanction that government may impose.  
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But there is no consensus as to what is the most effective strategy in 
addressing hate speech in the country. While government has been 
mulling legal approach, civil society has been a little hesitant about 
recourse to law.  However, even in this, there is no unanimity in the 
civil society. There are those who favour legal approach, like the 
Interfaith Media Centre which has championed the Tolerance Bill. 
On their other hand there are organizations like CITAD which 
thinks that there are enough laws already and that new set of laws are 
more likely to be used for other purpose. 

At any rate the fear of misuse of law is not unfounded as governors 
and law agencies have caused many journalists and bloggers to be 
detained for criticizing them. Politicians label any criticism about 
them simply as hate speech and because they have access to power, 
they cause the critics to be detained.  On the other hand, known 
habitual hate speech makers have never been cautioned, by the law 
enforcement agencies. Similarly, a number of print media which 
has been providing space for hate speech, especially using fake 
images, have not been brought to book.

There have been attempts by the National Broadcasting 
Commission to sanction stations for inciting broadcast. For 
example, last year over 80 were either fined or given other forms of 
sanction by the Commission. However, these sanctions are 
generally regarded as ineffective even by the NBC itself. 

The major outlets for hate speech are social media and radio. While 
with effective enforcement of existing laws and regulations, hate 
speech in the broadcast sector can be contained, in the social media, 
this is more difficult.  The social media is transparent in terms of 
source and content and therefore need no further laws that can be 
used to stifle criticism. What is needed on the part of non-state 
actors is to increase public education and sensitization on the need 
for people not to indulge in hate speech and not get provoked by it 
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and on the part of government, to address the key drivers and 
triggers that provide the context for the generation and 
recirculation of hate speech in country.

The book explores many of these issues more deeply. It is our 
contribution to building a knowledge base around the discussion 
on hate and dangerous speech for without such intellectual 
resource, we cannot make much progress in tackling hate speech 
without derogating freedom of expression and without 
encumbering the ability of citizens to exercise their voice in 
legitimate criticism of government and governance policies and 
action. 

Y. Z. Ya'u
Executive Director 
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f there is any consensus in Nigeria today, it is that hate speech 
and fake news present a potent danger to our democracy. Yet, Iwho does hate speech, or spreads fake news is a controversial 

question. Discourse around hate speech is not only emotive but also 
deeply related to our ethnic, religious, linguistic and cultural 
diversities. What exactly is hate speech? The answer is elusive.  This 
is because the concept, apart from its slippery nature, can also have 
contradictory uses.  While those who campaign for peace see it as a 
catalyst for violence, those campaigningfor freedom of speech are 
uncomfortable that it may lead to the stifling of freedom of 
expression. Added to this is the possibility that governmentitself 
and its officialswho are uncomfortable with public criticism may 
use it in labeling such public criticism as hate speech to be 
penalized. 

Yet hate speech is real. We have had instances in which it hasled to 
high levels of violence in the past– there are numerous recent 
examples from Benue, Taraba and Plateau States. In many of such 
cases, were mediation measures not taken, the situation could have 
led to levels of violence that could have been difficult to control. 
The effect of fake news is so prescient that it requires constant 
observation and response to ensure that it does not get out of hand. 
For instance, a BBC report has investigated some conflicts in the 

INTRODUCTION 
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country and shown that they arose due to the malicious spread of 
fake news (BBC, 2018).  It is thus clear that we are up to some 
uncomfortable discourse for which we all agree that we need to 
address.  However, we cannot address a problem, whose nature we 
either do not know or cannot analyze.

Over the last couple of years, there have been increased activities by 
both state and non-state actors to address the twin problem of hate 
speech and fake news. At the level of knowledge production, there 
has been little work to document and reflect on both the subject and 
its huge potential to impact negatively on peoples' lives. In this 
book, we make an effort to properly analyze the phenomenon. First, 
we clearly define what hate and dangerous speech is. Secondly, we 
set out to deepen the understanding of our readers on how it 
operates in practice. Thirdly, we document what is being done to 
counter fake news, hate and dangerous speech and best strategies to 
reduce its negative impact on society.

The book starts with a theoretical discourse on hate and dangerous 
speech providing an explicit framework for improved 
understanding. This is important, not the least because, there are 
many misrepresentations of the concept leading to confusion on 
what it really means. While our concern for hate speech stems from 
its ability to ignite violence, Susan Benesch (2014) has observed that 
not all hate speech, loosely defined, has that capacity. For this 
reason, she has consistently drawn attention to the fact that hate 
speech, when used in a non-rigorous manner, is not a useful 
category. It is for this reason that she has focused on the concept of 
dangerous speech, which she sees as having that capacity to catalyze 
violence. Although we have retained the use of the term hate speech as 
it is more familiar to the Nigerian pubic, our focus is actually on 
dangerous speech.

Benesch and her colleagues in their contribution in Chapter Two 
Understanding Hate and Dangerous Speech: A Practical Guide, offer us a 
more nuanced understanding of “hate speech” as dangerous speech. 
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They define dangerous speech as “Any form of expression (e.g. speech, 
text, or images) that can increase the risk that its audience will condone or 
commit violence against members of another group.” There is an important 
element in this definition which is not seen in other definitions. It is 
that the focus is on “increasing the risks of violence, not the causing 
it.” They argue that we cannot know that in every case dangerous 
speech actually causes the violence. Often, what it does, is that it 
activates sensitivity, based on certain perceived or real grievances. In 
this case dangerous speech serves to amplify the resonance of these 
grievances but certainly it is not at the root of the grievances. 

They draw a very clear distinction from the concept of dangerous 
speech and hate speech, even as they acknowledge that the use of the 
term hate speech has gained wide public currency. The trouble with 
hate speech, they argue, is that it is difficult to define. Dangerous 
speech on the other hand can be clearly defined, identified and 
observed. They offer a five-element framework for analyzing 
dangerous speech. In addition, they clearly bring out key discursive 
practices of dangerous speech makers. These include 
dehumanization, which is used to make the target seem less human, 
accusation in the mirror that is deployed to spread fear among the 
audience, threat to the interest of the audience being mobilized, etc. 

Medium is one of the five key elements they analyze. They point 
out the important place occupied by social media, which makes it 
easier and cheaper to spread dangerous speech with minimum 
effort. In addition, its operational modalities appear to provide 
anonymity, making practitioners feel emboldened and encouraged 
to spread fear and dangerous speech from the comfort of their 
rooms. 

Beyond the conceptual clarity, the contribution offers a number of 
ways in which dangerous speech online could be reduced. But even 
more, the utility of the concept, of dangerous speech is that it allows 
us to, from the characteristics of the content of dangerous speech 
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items, to predict the likelihood of violence and therefore to act to 
prevent it. 

In Chapter Three entitled: “Fake News, Hate Speech and the 
Construction of Dangerous Narratives,” Jibrin Ibrahim explores 
the depth of the culture of fake news and hate speech in the country 
pointing out that even the President is assumed by many to be a fake 
human being, the real one having supposedly died and has been 
replaced by a clone. The result of the prevalence of fake news has 
been the disappearance of the distinction between fact and fiction; 
true and false in social analysis. The author examines the 
methodology developed by technology companies such as 
Cambridge Analytica and Bell Pottinger to weaponize fake news 
and hate speech, producing dangerous narratives that cause 
violence and bloodshed. He then provides case studies that 
illustrates how such weaponization have led to ethnic and religious 
strife in Nigeria, provoking significant death toll in so many 
communities. Finally, he offers a detailed outline on how one 
community, the Fulani pastoral community, has been portrayed and 
stigmatized as a killer community through the manipulation of fake 
news and hate speech over the past few years. Emerging violence 
and criminality around this issue has now become one of the most 
serious threats to the corporate existence of Nigeria.

Chapter Four by Umar A. Pate and Nura Ibrahim looks at the nexus 
between hate speech and national unity in Nigeria. The 
contributors note that Nigeria has been rated as one of the most 
fragile Nations in the world. It faces various threats to its national 
unity and cohesion. Much of this analysis flows from the the 
activities of the Boko Haram and other separatist movements such 
as the Indigenous People of Biafra (IPOB). The authors point out 
that the high flow of hate and dangerous speech significantly 
contributes to the increase in Nigeria's fragility. As they observe: 
“through hate crime and specifically hateful and dangerous public 
communication, psychology of the people is poisoned against 
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fellow citizens of different extractions and collective national 
symbols and institutions”. The media, as they argue, is at the centre 
of allowing space and air time for the spread of hate and dangerous 
speech conveyed through the public space, (conventional and social 
media and other open communication domains). The country's 
diverse multicultural setting, worsened by poverty, identity crisis 
and excess politicisation and competition for scarce resources they 
have relentlessly and dangerously subverted the foundations and 
sustenance of national unity in the country. They draw attention to 
the fact this has not been the case always. Drawing from the 
Nation's history, they show that during the colonial era the media 
focused on fast tracking the process of decolonization, during the 
late 1960s, supported the civil war execution, in the post-civil war 
period, it was to “promote unity and integration.” It is however 
discernable that from the early 1960s, the media became part of the 
political polarization in the country and actively joined the frenzy 
that led to the civil war itself. That period saw the articulation and 
deployment of hate speech in the media against perceived enemies. 
It was with the emergence of the Fourth Republic that hate speech 
became a major political concern in itself as it became a direct tool 
for the promotion of national discord. As has been shown by 
Benesch and her colleagues, in such a context, hate and dangerous 
speech become active elements in increasing threats to national 
unity.

As the definition of hate and dangerous speech evokes, it can take 
many different forms. One of the most significant form is gender 
related.  Women and girls experience denigration because of their 
gender. This is the subject of the contribution by Maryam Ado 
Haruna in Chapter Five.  She locates gender-based hate speech as 
any speech act that targets a female individual, (who could be 
identified to represent a particular group), a group of females or the 
entire female gender. 
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In Chapter Six, we have a case study by Abdul Hamidu Abdullahi 
looking at examples of the actual deployment of hate speech by 
candidates in an election. In his study, Hate Speech, Twitter and 2019 
Election: Analysis of Tweeting Habits of Selected Politicians in Kaduna 
State, he demystifies the assumption that the flow of hate speech is 
across party divide. He shows its use by two leading politicians in 
the state against each other, both of whom happened to belong to 
the same political party. His conclusion however is that while hate 
speech violates the free speech principle of constitutive democracy 
and political campaign by destroying the value of an individual or 
group thereby building a false consciousness which induces 
political violence, the hate speech exchanges did not catalyze into 
violence which is to a confirmation of the thesis by Benesch and her 
colleagues that hate speech on its own does not necessarily lead to 
violent outcomes.

The four conceptual and theoretical discourses are followed by a 
group of contributions on advocacy and campaign work directly 
engaging with hate and dangerous speech in the country. In Chapter 
Seven, Y. Z. Yaú in his chapter:“Four Years of Dangerous Speech 
Monitoring: Lessons from the Experience of CITAD” highlights 
how over the past four years, the Centre for Information 
Technology and Development (CITAD) has been monitoring and 
analyzing hate speech online in the country. He outlines the main 
characteristics of the manifestation of dangerous speech in the 
country, giving examples, and drawing lessons.

Monitoring hate and dangerous speech itself is only useful to the 
extent to which it provides information for taking action t 
oneutralize it. It is to this theme that Hamza Ibrahim devotes his 
contribution in Chapter Eight, using once again the experience of 
CITAD. He provides a detailed narrative of the various strategies 
that they have used to monitor and counter hate and dangerous 
speech in the country. He also reviews the challenges and 
limitations they have encountered in the process.
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Another approach was used to deal with the problem of hate and 
dangerous speech by the National Human Rights Commission 
(NHRC) as reported in chapter Nine by Tony Ojukwu. His focus is 
on the importance of using existing laws to prosecute peddlers of 
hate and dangerous speech. The NHRC undertook a painstaking 
investigation to document the use of hate speech during the 2015 
general elections. Their hope, which was to prosecute those found 
to have used hate speech in the campaign did not materialize. 
Nonetheless, the chapter points to the pathway for using existing 
legislation and processes to sanction perpetrators of hate speech. 

During the period (2015-2017) the National Human Rights 
Commission was supported by McArthur Foundation to undertake 
investigation of the use of hate speech by politicians during the 2015 
general election campaign, it conducted a number of public 
hearings on cases it had received thus improving public awareness 
about hate speech but also indicating to politicians that they could 
be held accountable for the consequences of what they said during 
electioneering campaigns.

Both the strategies by CITAD and NHRC can be said to be reactive, 
which is to say that they were deployed after hate speech had already 
been spread. In some cases, this approach can be just too little too 
late because responding after hate speech had been propagated 
would mean that the feared consequence might have catalyzed into 
violence. To compliment these curative approaches, the Savannah 
Centre for Diplomacy, Democracy and Development (SCDDD) 
focused on preventive approach, by working to engineer a process 
that will lead to reform of media laws in the country in such a way 
that the media itself can be more effective in terms of not providing 
space and air time for the propagation of hate speech. 

The contribution by Bola Abimbola in Chapter Ten is an overview 
of the work of Savannah Centre for Diplomacy, Democracy and 
Development (SCDDD), one of the civil society organizations 
working to curb hate speech. Supported with a grant by McArthur 
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Foundation, its work focused on reform of media laws to provide 
safeguard against hate speech. Its consultations culminated in the 
draft Bill on Hate Speech which was forwarded to the National 
Assembly. The bill provides for a fine of N5, 000,000 (five million 
naira) and a minimum of three months imprisonment as sanction 
for hate speech. Their work also draws attention to the importance 
of mounting an anti-hate speech campaign and their proposed Bill 
makes it a duty of the government and other agencies as mentioned 
therein, to sensitize the populace.

There is the temptation to think that hate or dangerous speech is 
largely a problem associated with the social media, where the 
traditional forms of news gatekeeping have been eliminated. Yet as 
the contribution by Tunde M. Akanni and Jide Jimohin Chapter 
Elevenshows, this is far from the truth. Instead, the reality is that 
dangerous speech and fake news are in the domain of both social 
and conventional media. This is made possible by the fact that the 
media now largely exist in the hybrid form, with traditional media 
having incorporated elements of social media. In doing so it has also 
adapted some of the practices of the social media. Drawing from the 
work of Omidyar Network and Democracy Fund (2017), they draw 
attention to some of the pitfalls of traditional principles of news 
processing. They often result in the promotion of intolerance, 
exclusion and hate speech. They also identify the problem of the 
traditional media often conflating the popularity of their news 
reports with their legitimacy. Newspapers are more focused on 
counting hits than they are about the content and quality of the hits. 
The increase of false and misleading information in the traditional 
media signals increased manipulation, micro-targeting and 
behaviour change, accompanied with polarisation and hyper-
partisanship. Yet, they think that all hope is not lost. A movement 
through an ethical treatment of news can emerge anchored on 
consequentialism, utilitarianism and deontology. Adherence to 
these, the authors believe, will help in the curtailment of hate 
speech in the media. 
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For the gate keepers to be effective in preventing hate speech from 
getting across to the public in the media, media workers themselves 
must have sufficient understanding of what hate speech is and how 
they can identify it. Such considerations has led to efforts among 
academics of journalism training institutes, both in the universities 
and professional institutes to review their curricula to among other 
things, include the subject of hate speech as part of conflict sensitive 
reporting courses. Kabiru Danladi in his contrition in Chapter 
Twevle entitled “Infusing Concerns for Hate Speech in 
Journalism Training”thinks that the increase in the spread of hate 
speech is in large measure due to “the way journalists serve as 
conveyor belts in the promotion and spread of hate speech.” He 
agrees with scholars who are questioning the “nature of training 
received by practicing journalists from mass communication 
departments and journalism institutes” and therefore see the 
wisdom behind the move to review training of journalists. He 
provides direction towards which the new training modules should 
cover, making hate speech a key topic to the curricula. This could 
provide positive results if the training of journalists goes beyond 
technical aspects and incorporates a broad range of conflict sensitive 
and diversity training.

The contribution by Usman Jimada examines the efforts made by 
media regulatory agencies, especially the National Broadcasting 
Commission (NBC), to respond effectively to the numerous 
challenges around the explosion of hate and dangerous speech in 
the media.Jimada's contribution looks in detail at the responses of 
media regulators to the problem of hate speech in relation to the 
statutory provisions that guide their interventions. While this group 
of gate keepers have often been at the receiving end of those who 
accuse the media of peddling hate speech and fake news, they 
actually have not been simplysitting and watching.He starts with 
the review of theNigerian Press Council Laws which seems to be 
generating a lot of misgivings on the part of journalists. These laws 
have subsumed hate speech under sedition. This is problematic 
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because while it is possible to subject it to legal contest, the problem 
is that the consequences of sedition and hate speech are different. 
Sedition deals with the individual whereas hate speech is a threat 
against a collectivity, with the likely consequences affecting 
communities. One of the regulators that have been far clearer about 
hate speech is the National Broadcasting Commission, which 
regulates the broadcast media. The Broadcasting Code is the 
instrument through which this is done. Since 2015, the NBC has 
undertaken a review of the code to mainstream concerns about hate 
speech and to provide clarity as to what hate speech is. In developing 
this, it had also commissioned a research on the impact of use of 
hate speech in the 2015 general elections. While there has been no 
controversy around the NBC Code review, the attempt to regulate 
the social media has however received the most heightened debate 
in the country. 

Efforts to regulate the social media had proceeded along three lines. 
First there is the Cyber Crime (Prohibition, Prevention ETC) Act, 
2015. Although its focus is about cybercrime, the formulation of the 
law brought hate speech into the jurisdiction of cybercrime. There 
is massive public concern that the attempt to regulate the social 
media has less to do with countering hate speech but is more abount 
silencing criticism against government. There is a second Bill 
which is not extensively reviewed in this book- a private member's 
Bill on Hate Speech which bears the full title:“The Independent 
National Commission for the Prohibition of Hate Speeches Bill“ 
by Senate's Deputy Chief Whip, Aliyu Sabi Abdullahi. The stated 
objective of the Bill is to promote national cohesion and integration 
by outlawing unfair discrimination and hate speech through the 
establishment of an Independent National Commission for the 
prohibition of hate speech and connected matters. It proposes the 
death sentence on conviction for committing hate speech. It is not 
surprising that many people rightly suspect that its real intention is 
to be used to target criticism of the government and muscle dissent. 
Like the cybercrime Act, this Bill was seen as an attempt to suppress 
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the social media and not surprisingly, it was roundly rejected, 
making the Bill to fail at the National Assembly. The third effort is 
the Internet Falsehood Bill, otherwise also referred to as the Social 
Media Regulation Bill. This was also seen as a response to growing 
criticism against the government in the media and was loudly 
opposed by the public, ending its journey at the National Assembly. 

What we show in the following chapters is that there has been a 
phenomenal growth of hate and dangerous speech in the country. 
The social media has created an infrastructure for its massive 
dissemination and its negative effects are mounting. There is 
growing concern that it is becoming very difficult to identify 
information from disinformation aimed at inciting people as false 
reports are often assumed by people to be true. We are therefore 
witnessing growing incitement of communities towards the 
denigration of the other and violence. It is for this reason that there 
are many attempts to improve the statutory and regulatory regimes 
that would allow for the suppression of fake, hateful and dangerous 
narratives. Some of these attempts are however spearheaded by 
government hacks whose real purpose is to limit the rights of 
Nigerians and deal with human rights defenders rather than the 
purveyors of the hate and dangerous narratives. Getting the 
normative framework rights has therefore been a major challenge.

Within communities and civil society, there has been considerable 
progress in developing effective tools and strategies for monitoring 
and countering hate and dangerous speech. We hope that this book 
contributes towards understanding this process. We are particularly 
keen to show that the phenomenon can be contained without 
developing draconian laws that can only do harm to the human 
rights regime in the country. At the same time, our authors show 
that some of the laws can be updated and strengthened to make 
them more effective in achieving their objectives. The general 
consensus is that hate and dangerous speech is a problem that must 
be addressed but that in many situations legal recourse might not be 
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the most effective way to deal with it. The authors call for enhanced 
sensitization among the public, promoting inter-ethnic and inter-
religious dialogue and unity, and addressing policies and practices 
by government that create a sense of victimhood and make the 
mobilization of social grievances easy.
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Introduction

o one has ever been born hating or fearing other people. 
That has to be taught – and those harmful lessons seem Nto be similar, though they're given in highly disparate 

cultures, languages, and places. Leaders have used particular kinds 
of rhetoric to turn groups of people violently against one another 
throughout human history, by demonizing and denigrating others. 
Vocabulary varies, but the same themes recur: members of other 
groups are depicted as threats so serious that violence against them 
comes to seem acceptable or even necessary. Such language (or 
images or any other form of communication) is what we have 
termed "dangerous speech."

Naming and studying dangerous speech can be useful for violence 
prevention in several ways. First, a rise in the abundance or severity 
of dangerous speech can serve as an early warning indicator for 
violence between groups. Second, violence might be prevented or 
at least diminished by limiting dangerous speech or its harmful 
effects on people. We do not believe this can or should be achieved 
through censorship. Instead, it's possible to educate people so they 
become less susceptible to dangerous speech. The ideas described 
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here have been used around the world, both to monitor and to 
2counter dangerous speech.  

This guide, a revised version of an earlier text (Benesch, 2013) 
defines dangerous speech, explains how to determine which 
messages are indeed dangerous, and illustrates why the concept is 
useful for preventing violence. We also discuss how digital and 
social media allow dangerous speech to spread and threaten peace, 
and describe some promising methods for reducing dangerous 
speech - or its harmful effects on people.

DEFINING DANGEROUS SPEECH 

In the early 2000s, Benesch (2003, p. 503) noticed striking 
similarities in the rhetoric that political leaders in many countries 
had used, during the months and years before major violence broke 
out. Since such messages seem to have special power to inspire 
violence, we have studied them, in search of ways to diminish their 
effect and preserve peace. We call this category dangerous speech 
and have defined it as: 

Any form of expression (e.g. speech, text, or images) that can increase 
the risk that its audience will condone or commit violence against 
members of another group.

Importantly, the definition refers to increasing the risk of violence, 
3

not causing it. We generally cannot know that speech  caused 
violence, except when people are forced by others to commit 
violence under a credible threat of being killed themselves. People 
commit violence for many reasons, and there is no reliable way to 
find them all or to measure their relative importance. Often, even 
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the person who commits violence does not fully comprehend the 
reasons why. To say that speech is dangerous, then, one must make 
an educated guess about the effect that the speech is likely to have on 
other people.

In the definition of dangerous speech, violence means direct 
physical (or bodily) harm inflicted on people, not other damaging 

4
behavior such as doxing,  incitement to self-harm, or 

5
discrimination.  These are also important to prevent, of course, and 
dangerous speech may inspire people to hurt other people in many 
ways, including these. We focus on physical violence between 
groups of people for clarity (it is usually difficult to contest evidence 
of physical violence) and consensus (people of very different 
backgrounds have endorsed the notion of dangerous speech, 
agreeing that intergroup violence should be prevented). Our 
definition also includes speech that increases the risk that an 
audience will condone violence, not only commit it. This is vital 
since, in situations of large-scale violence between people, typically 
only a very small proportion of the population (usually young men) 
actually carry out violence (Straus 2004, p. 95; Kuhl 2016, ch. 1). 
People close to them, however – siblings, friends, teachers for 
example– often condone or even encourage it. 

DANGEROUS SPEECH IS AIMED AT GROUPS

Dangerous speech increases the risk that its audience (the “in-
group” as it is often called by scholars) will commit or condone 
violence against another group (the “out-group”). The out-group 
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must have a defining characteristic that is both different from and 
meaningful to an audience (whether or not this accurately describes 
or is meaningful to members of the out-group). Common dividing 
lines include race, ethnicity, religion, class, or sexual orientation, 
but in some cases dangerous speech is aimed at groups defined by 
other characteristics, such as occupation, like journalists. However, 
merely being in the same location or attending the same school 
would not define a group for the purposes of dangerous speech 
analysis.

Speech targeting individuals is usually outside the scope of 
dangerous speech; however, in some cases an individual can 
symbolize a group so that targeting that person becomes a form of 
dangerous speech against the group they represent. For example, 
some Pakistanis called for harming the Pakistani Nobel laureate 
Malala Yousafzai, attacking her as an individual and also as a leader 
of women they saw as subversive or traitorous (Kugelman, 2017). 
Similarly, Hungarian Prime Minister Viktor Orbán and his 
government denigrate the Hungarian-American philanthropist 
George Soros as an individual and also as a wealthy, powerful Jew, 
using familiar antisemitic tropes such as referring to Soros as a 
puppet master (Walker, 2017).

DANGEROUS SPEECH PROMOTES FEAR

A defining feature of dangerous speech is that it often promotes fear, 
as much as it expresses or promotes hatred. For example, one can 
assert that another group is planning to attack one's own group 
without expressing hatred, yet that message might easily convince 
people to condone or commit violence, ostensibly to fend off the 
attack. Violence would seem defensive, and therefore justified. For 
example contemporary rhetoric in many countries portrays 
immigrants as a catastrophic threat. Prime Minister Orbán and U.S. 
President Donald Trump have referred to migration as a “trojan 
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horse” which will necessarily increase criminal activity and 
terrorism (Brunsden, 2017; Kopan, 2015). 

Frightening messages may also spread even more widely and 
quickly than purely hateful ones, since many people share them 
without malevolent intentions, or even the desire to incite violence. 
They feel genuine fear. 

DANGEROUS SPEECH IS OFTEN FALSE

Dangerous speech is commonly false - not surprising, since it 
describes whole groups of human beings in appalling terms. 
Unfortunately, people can be quite easily persuaded of 
misinformation (false assertions) or disinformation (false 
assertions that are spread knowingly or intentionally). And when 
falsehoods are frightening, people are more likely to spread them, 
even when they are not sure whether they are true. In such 
circumstances, people can easily accept exaggerated or false 
messages (Leader Maynard and Benesch, 2016, p. 78).

DANGEROUS SPEECH HARMS INDIRECTLY

Though dangerous speech can lead to terrible harm, it does so 
indirectly, by motivating others to think and act against members of 
the group in question. Speech can also harm directly of course, by 
offending, denigrating, humiliating or frightening the people it 
purports to describe – as when a racist shouts slurs at a person of 
color. One message may, of course, harm both directly and 
indirectly.

DANGEROUS SPEECH AND HATE SPEECH

Dangerous speech is also quite different from the term “hate 
speech” which, though widely used, is hard to define clearly and 
consistently. The simple words “hate speech” present a variety of 
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questions. For instance, what exactly is hatred? How strong or 
enduring must an emotion be to count? And does the “hate” in hate 
speech mean that the speaker hates, or seeks to persuade others to 
hate, or wants to make people feel hated? 

There is one common thread among definitions of hate speech, 
which is that it vilifies a person or group of people because they 
belong to a group or share an identity of some kind. Therefore it's 
not hate speech to say “I hate you” without referring to a group. 

Most definitions specify types of groups. To be considered hate 
speech, messages must be directed at people who share a religion, 
race, or ethnicity, for example. Other types of identity that appear in 
some definitions (but not others) are disability, sexual orientation, 
gender, sex, age, culture, belief, refugee status, caste, or “life stance”. 
For example section 135a of Norway's penal code defines hate 
speech as “threatening or insulting anyone, or inciting hatred or 
persecution of or contempt for anyone because of his or her a) skin 
color or national or ethnic origin, b) religion or life stance, or c) 
homosexuality, lifestyle or orientation” (The General Civil Penal 
Code). The hate speech provisions of South Africa's equality law 
specify groups and attributes that are absent from other countries' 
laws such as pregnancy, marital status, conscience, language, color, 
and “any other group where discrimination based on that other 
ground (i) causes or perpetuates systemic disadvantage; (ii) 
undermines human dignity; or (iii) adversely affects the equal 
enjoyment of a person's rights and freedoms in a serious manner 
that is comparable to discrimination […]” (Promotion of Equality, 
2000, pp. 3-5). Most countries' laws don't prohibit hate speech at all, 
instead criminalizing other related forms of speech such as 
incitement to hatred.

Broad or vague definitions of hate speech and related crimes can 
jeopardize freedom of speech, since governments often use vague 
laws to punish their political opponents, or the very minorities 
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against whom hate speech abounds, like the Roma in Hungary 
(Hungarian Civil Liberties Union, 2013). Indeed, governments in 
countries as varied as India, Rwanda, and Kazakhstan have used 
laws against hate speech or hateful speech to punish and silence 
journalists, dissenters, and minorities (DNA India 2015; Amnesty 
International, 2010, p. 28; Mchangama, 2019). This may even 
increase the risk of violence, by preventing people from expressing 
and resolving their grievances peacefully.

We focus instead on dangerous speech, since it is a narrower, more 
specific category, defined not by a subjective emotion such as 
hatred, but by its capacity to inspire a harm that is all too easy to 
identify – intergroup violence – and that many people can agree on 
wanting to prevent.

THE DANGEROUS SPEECH FRAMEWORK

One cannot make a list of words that are dangerous, since the way in 
which any message will be understood – like its effect on an 

6audience  – depends not only on its content, but also on how it is 
communicated: by whom, to whom, and under what 
circumstances. The very same words can be highly inflammatory, 
or benign. 

To understand whether a message is dangerous when spread in a 
particular context, one must examine both content and context. It's 
important, also, to be able to compare the dangerousness of 
different messages. To this end we have developed a straightforward 
and systematic way to analyze speech in context – listing and 
describing all of the elements that can make a particular example of 

6 In linguistics a “speech act” is communication that brings about some sort of response or 
change in the world. The 20th-century British philosopher of language J.L. Austin (1962) 
pioneered speech act theory, in which he tried to capture and distinguish all the types of 
effects that language can have. “Perlocutionary force,” Austin proposed, is the capacity of a 
speech act to bring about a response in its audience. We draw on this body of thought since 
dangerous speech is defined by its perlocutionary force. 
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speech more dangerous. The result is a five-part framework (see 
Figure 1) which includes the message itself, the audience, the 
historical and social context of the message, the speaker, and the 
medium with which a speaker delivers a message. Analyzing each of 
these five elements is not only essential for identifying how 
dangerous speech operates, it is also useful for designing 
interventions to diminish the dangerousness of that speech.

To use the framework for a particular example of speech, one asks 
whether each of the five elements makes it dangerous, and if so, 
how dangerous. For example, one might ask whether a message 
came from a compelling or influential source. Because the social, 
historical, and cultural context in which speech was made or 
disseminated is essential for understanding its possible impact, this 
analysis must be carried out with extensive knowledge of the 
relevant language, culture, and social conditions – or at least with 
assistance from advisors who have such knowledge.

After considering all five elements in turn, one asks on the basis of 
that analysis: did/would this message make people more ready to 
commit or condone violence? This is not a calculation or a formula; 
it is a qualitative assessment meant to help predict the behavior of 
other people.

Figure 1. The Dangerous Speech Five Part Framework 
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Indeed, all five elements need not be important, or even relevant in 
every case. For example, sometimes the speaker is irrelevant, when 
unknown (many messages are distributed anonymously, as in an 
online message or a printed flyer) or not influential with the 
relevant audience. Such speech may still be dangerous, if its 
message is inflammatory and an audience is primed to accept it. 
Only those two elements are always required for speech to be 
dangerous: inflammatory content and a susceptible audience.

Moreover, it isn't the case that speech is either dangerous or not 
dangerous at all. Rather, more or less dangerous speech can be 
imagined along a spectrum, or like dominoes in which each piece 
affects its neighbor. As people come to accept a moderately 
dangerous message, they also become a bit more likely to accept an 
even more dangerous one. In this way, normal social barriers to 
violence erode as increasingly dangerous speech begins to saturate 

7the social environment.  

In general, the dangerous speech that comes just before violence 
breaks out is easiest to identify since its meaning tends to be clear 
and it often calls for, or at least endorses, violence. Months or years 
earlier, speech is often expressed in ambiguous, coded language, so 
that both its meaning and its impact are less apparent. This doesn't 
mean that it can be safely disregarded. 

Witnesses and scholars generally agree that speech helped to 
catalyze the 1994 Rwanda genocide in which thousands of Hutu 
men massacred between 500,000 and 800,000 people, mainly of the 
Tutsi ethnic group, and mainly by hand, using machetes: such a 
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laborious way to kill that it seems they were highly motivated (Des 
Forges, 1999, p 5, 15). Indeed, inflammatory speech against Tutsi 
had circulated in Rwanda for years before the genocide, and it was 
believed to have played such an important role that the 
International Criminal Tribunal for Rwanda (ICTR) made speech 
crimes a major focus of its cases. One of the best-known was the 
Prosecutor v. Ferdinand Nahimana, Jean-Bosco Barayagwiza, Hassan 
Ngeze, the so-called Media Trial, at which a newspaper editor and 
two executives of Radio Télévision Libre des Milles Collines 
(RTLM) – bitterly nicknamed Radio Machete – were all convicted 
of incitement to genocide, among other crimes (ICTR, 2007, p. 2). 
The case was complicated, however, by the fact that the evidence 
presented was mostly ambiguous language, not explicit 
encouragement to kill.

During the trial, a witness recounted the gradual, poisonous spread 
8of what we call dangerous speech,  over RTLM's existence from 

July 1993 to July 1994. "I monitored the RTLM virtually from the 
day of its creation to the end of the genocide, and, as a witness of 
facts, I observed that the operation of the genocide was not the work 
done within a day." The witness went on to describe RTLM's effect 
on its audience: 

"[W]hat RTLM did was almost to pour petrol - to spread petrol 
throughout the country little by little, so that one day it would be 

9able to set fire to the whole country."

This testimony teaches that dangerous speech of all types should be 
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analyzed carefully, to gauge its harmful effects and also to avoid 
defining it too broadly: some offensive or hateful speech, while 
odious, will not inspire violence if its audience isn't susceptible. The 
framework below is meant for identifying “drops of petrol,” and 
making a systematic, educated guess as to where speech fits along a 
spectrum of dangerousness. 

1.  Message

People express themselves in a seemingly infinite variety of ways, 
and dangerous speech is no exception. Dangerous speakers 
frequently use coded language, including terms familiar to their in-
group but not to the out-group. This can be even more effective 
than explicit speech: shared jargon serves to bind the in-group 
together, and also gives the person who uses dangerous speech a 
basis for denying it. 

Regardless of the language or images with which it is expressed, we 
have found that dangerous speech often contains similar ideas – 
rhetorical patterns that we call “hallmarks” of dangerous speech. 
Note that a hallmark does not, by itself, make a message dangerous. 

All groups of humans use these techniques, regardless of language, 
country, race, color, or class – just as virtually all groups also commit 
violence against other people. Similarly, this kind of rhetoric is 
found throughout human history. 

DANGEROUS SPEECH HALLMARKS

We have identified five hallmarks of dangerous speech, which we 
call: dehumanization, accusation in a mirror, threats to group 
integrity or purity, assertions of attacks against women and girls, and 
questioning in-group loyalty. All the examples of dangerous speech 
that we have found contain at least one of the hallmarks below.

Our list is not exhaustive however. We expect it to grow and change 
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as researchers gather more dangerous speech and observe patterns 
in it. Already, others have shed vital light, especially the political 
scientist Jonathan Leader Maynard, in his studies of ideology that 
justifies mass violence. Leader Maynard has identified six 
“justificatory mechanisms” that enable and encourage mass killing, 
by characterizing either the victims-to-be (e.g. accusing a group of 
being guilty of crimes) or the perpetrators (e.g. valorizing those who 
commit violence) (Leader Maynard, 2015, p. 170).  Leader 
Maynard also describes four “prohibitory mechanisms” that can 
discourage violence (Leader Maynard, 2021).

Dehumanization: 

By describing other groups of people as something other than 
human, or less than human, speakers can persuade their audiences 
to deny other people some of the moral consideration they give to 
those who are “fully” human (Leader Maynard and Benesch, 2016, 
pp. 80-81). Dehumanizing targets prepares audiences to condone 
or commit violence, by making their targets' death and suffering 
seem less significant, or even by making it seem useful or necessary. 

The philosopher David Livingstone Smith, who has written two 
monographs on dehumanization, argues that when people refer to 
others as subhumans, they're not speaking metaphorically or 
strategically, but literally see certain people as another species trying 
to pass as human. Dehumanization is a "psychological response to 
political forces," rooted in our propensity for hierarchical thinking, 
that allows us "to disable our inhibitions, often with catastrophic 
consequences." Therefore its effects can't be countered solely 
through persuasion.  (Smith, 2020, p. 107, 100-101). 

There are several types of dehumanizing messages, which elicit 
10certain responses.  
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Speakers often describe an out-group as biologically subhuman: as 
animals, insects, or even microorganisms such as bacteria or viruses. 
Persistently, in cases of genocide and mass atrocity, supporters and 
perpetrators have referred to their victims as vermin (rats, 
cockroaches, foxes, or snakes), beasts (apes or baboons), or 
biological hazards (a virus, tumors, or an infection). Not all 
language comparing people to animals or other non-human 
creatures is dehumanizing or dangerous, of course – it's possible to 
compare a person to an animal in a way that doesn't lower social 
barriers to violence.

Generally, speakers choose to compare out-group members with 
creatures that their audiences regard as repulsive, threatening, or 
deserving of violence (Leader Maynard, 2015, p. 197). It is almost 
instinctual knowledge, for example, how to deal with an infestation 
of vermin: try to eliminate the creatures completely. When 
Rwandan Hutu extremist media referred to the Tutsi ethnic group 
as cockroaches in the months preceding the 1994 genocide which 
left hundreds of thousands of Tutsis dead, they suggested the same 
action – extermination; one military training operation was even 
called “Operation Insecticide” (Des Forges, 1999, p. 666).  

In the same way, government rhetoric during the Cambodian 
genocide warned that enemies of the Khmer Rouge regime were 
“microbes” and a “sickness” to be completely eliminated lest they 
“rot us from within” (Hinton, 2005, p. 147). One regime slogan 
declared, “What is infected must be cut; what is rotten must be 
removed” (Weitz, 2015, p. 156). Like depictions of humans as an 
infestation of insects, these messages were meant to disgust - but 
they also suggest that, like cancerous growth or bacterial infections, 
the Khmer Rouge's opponents had to be removed completely. 
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dehumanization (asserting that other people lack typical human qualities) (2006, p.258). 
In a monograph on dehumanization, philosopher David Livingstone Smith suggests that 
humans are prone to dehumanizing others because of what he describes as our “cognitive 
architecture” (2011). 



Indeed, government soldiers killed more than one million 
Cambodians between 1975 and 1979, by forced labor, torture, and 
mass execution.  

Speakers also refer to out-groups using supernatural terms. Unlike 
forms of dehumanization which make targets seem lesser or weak, 
supernatural dehumanization makes them seem stronger than 
humans and threatening to them. For example, during World War 
II, Japanese propaganda portrayed American and British leaders as 
“demons,” “evil spirits,” and “monsters” (Smith, 2011, p. 22). U.S. 
war propaganda posters similarly demonized Japanese and German 
people (Brcak and Pavia, 1994, p. 682; Lane, 2014, pp. 49-53). And 
in the decades following the United States' Civil War and the 
emancipation of slaves in the country, newspapers covering 
lynchings of black people by white supremacists described the 
victims as “inhuman” or “unnatural” monsters who terrorized 
white communities (Smith, 2018). 

The language of environmental threats such as floods and pollution 
can also be used to dehumanize people. Amid anxiety about climate 
change, this is now common around the world. Speakers in many 
countries have compared present-day mass migration to 
environmental catastrophe, from Israel's Prime Minister Benjamin 
Netanyahu, who said that if Israel took down its border fence with 
Egypt, it would face “attacks by terrorist groups in the Sinai and the 
worst thing: a flood of illegal infiltrators from Africa” (Zikri, 2018), 
to the United Kingdom's Daily Mail newspaper, which ran a 
headline comparing the supposed threat of a “tidal wave of 
migrants” to that of the Second World War (Burleigh, 2015). 
Comparisons like these are not new: in 1920, American eugenicist 
Lothrop Stoddard referred to arriving immigrants as  “a rising tide 
of color,” which would destroy the privileged status of white people 

4Myanmar and Burma are the same country. The British who colonized the country called 
it “Burma,” and the ruling military junta changed that name to “Myanmar” in 1989, but 
both names are still used.
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in the United States (Smith, 2011, p. 97). In 1914, when 376 people 
from India (unsuccessfully) attempted to immigrate to Canada on 
the S.S. Komagata Maru, the Vancouver Sun newspaper ran a 
cartoon with the title “Will the Dyke Hold?” which depicted a tidal 
wave shaped like a man in a turban, racing toward the Canadian 
coastline (Mackie, 2014). While these examples of “flooding” 
human beings were meant to justify government policy to exclude 
people, similar rhetoric is also used for forcing them out violently. 
In 1915, clandestine plans to ethnically cleanse Armenians from the 
Ottoman Empire referred to uprooting “malignant weeds” (Kuper, 
1981, p. 91), just as radio broadcasts during Kenya's 2008 election 
encouraged the Kalenjin ethnic group to “clear the weeds” in 
reference to a rival Kenyan group, the Kikuyu (McCrummen, 
2008). In both cases, these messages preceded widespread violence, 
killings, and mass displacement. 

Comparisons like those above are a type of demonizing 
dehumanization - under which people are seen as metaphysically 
and physically threatening, often with greater-than-human powers 
(Smith, 2020, p. 177). The combination of these two perceived 
threats amplifies the target's perceived dangerousness. In contrast, 
there is also enfeebling dehumanization, where the targets are seen 
as a metaphysic threat, but physically innocuous - for instance, in 
military combat, where soldiers or civilians are seen as prey (Smith, 
2020, p. 177). Such enfeebling dehumanizing rhetoric is still 
dangerous, but the speaker needn't refer explicitly to people as 
something other than human; a speaker may instead use terms that 
imply dehumanization. For example, when Brazilian politician - 
now President - Jair Bolsonaro visited a quilombo (a community 
inhabited primarily by the descendants of enslaved Africans) in 
2017, he mockingly described a black man as weighing 7 arrobas - a 
weight unit used in the country's agriculture industry, especially for 
cattle (Simões, 2018). During U.S. President Barack Obama's term 
in office, officials made the case for his drone policy by referring to 
Al-Qaeda combatants as a "cancerous tumor" that required 
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"surgery" to remove - describing them as a biological hazard 
(Bachman and Holland, 2019, p. 6).

Lastly, like all other hallmarks, dehumanization is neither necessary 
nor sufficient for dangerous speech. People can inflict violence on 
others while perceiving them as human. Paul Bloom (2017) writes 
that people need not dehumanize others in order to mistreat or even 
torture them. On the contrary, he argues, one can only take full 
satisfaction from inflicting cruelty when one's victims can feel 
humiliated and debased - which are human capacities. “The sadism 
of treating human beings like vermin lies precisely in the 
recognition that they are not.” 

Accusation in a Mirror

The most powerful way to foment intergroup conflict is to frame 
violence as the only way to protect an in-group against greater harm, 
even annihilation. To that end, dangerous speech often includes a 
special kind of justification of violence that has become known as 
“accusation in a mirror.” 

The term comes from an anonymous manual for propaganda and 
recruitment found in Butare, Rwanda after the 1994 genocide. The 
document advises attributing to one's enemies the very acts of 
violence the speaker hopes to commit against them. “In this way,” 
the author writes, “the party which is using terror will accuse the 
enemy of using terror” (Des Forges 1999, p. 66). 

To predict violence by another group is especially powerful 
(whether the threat is real, false, or exaggerated) since it makes 
violence against that group seem defensive and necessary. In this 
sense, accusation in a mirror is a collective analogue of the defense 
to homicide that is available in virtually all legal systems: self-
defense. To believe that you, your family, your group, or even your 
culture faces an existential threat from another group makes 
violence to fend off that threat seem not only acceptable (as 
dehumanization does), but necessary. 
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One of the Rwandan propagandists who famously used this 
technique is Léon Mugesera, who Canada deported after the 
Canadian Supreme Court found sufficient “reasonable grounds to 
believe” that he had committed incitement to genocide, based on a 
speech he gave in Rwanda in November 1992 (17 months before 
the genocide began) in which he told his Hutu audience that they 
were in mortal danger. For instance, he said a Hutu man had been 
summarily shot by armed men – Tutsi, his audience was meant to 
understand. Then he predicted much worse: “they only want to 
exterminate us: they have no other aim.” (Mugesera v. Canada, 2005; 
Straus, n.d.). Mugesera was later convicted of genocide crimes in 
Rwanda based on his public speech before the genocide and 
sentenced to life in prison.

The technique of accusation in a mirror was hardly invented by 
Hutu extremists: it is one of the most common hallmarks of 
dangerous speech. In Nazi Germany, for example, anti-Semitic 
propaganda repeatedly and relentlessly accused Jewish people of 
hatching a Mordplot (murderous plan) to eliminate all non-Jews 
(Streicher, 1934, p. 1). This assertion was especially preposterous 
since the Jews had no military or guerrilla force at all, yet it was 
apparently convincing. 

Some of the most powerful accusations in a mirror come from 
speakers who suggest that their own group is in danger of being 
totally annihilated: that it faces genocide.

For example, Nazi SS Reichsführer Heinrich Himmler told senior 
officers in 1943 that "we had the moral right ... to wipe out [the 
Jewish people] bent on wiping us out” (Leader Maynard, 2015, p. 
203). And General Ratko Mladić, who became known as the 
“Butcher of Bosnia” for directing killings including the massacre of 
more than 8,000 Bosnian Muslim men and boys at Srebrenica in 
1995 (Osborne, 2017), earlier claimed that Muslims, Germans, and 
Croatians were planning for “the complete annihilation of the 
Serbian people” (Kiernan, 2009, p. 591).
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Threat to Group Integrity or Purity

Another rhetorical technique, or hallmark, of dangerous speech is 
to assert that members of another group can cause irreparable 
damage to the integrity or purity of one's own group. A 1931 
German cartoon from Julius Streicher's Nazi newspaper Der 
Stürmer shows an apple sliced open with a knife marked with a 
swastika. Inside the apple is a worm that has a stereotypically Jewish 
face. The caption reads “Wo etwas faul ist, ist der Jude die Ursache” 
(“Where something is rotten, the Jew is the cause”) (Bytwerk, n.d.). 

Similarly, in the ethnic attacks following the December 2007 
presidential election in Kenya, members of the Kalenjin ethnic 
group referred to Kikuyu people as “madoadoa” (spots) that should 
be removed (Truth, Justice, and Reconciliation Commission, 2008, 
pp. 39, 41, 63, 71, 82, 84, 92; Jenkins, 2012, p. 591).

By portraying members of the target group as a threat to an audience 
group, this type of message reinforces fear. Moreover, these 
messages indirectly (and sometimes directly) instruct people to rid 
their group of the supposed contaminant, to preserve the health of 
their own group. Notably, this hallmark need not include any 
prediction of physical violence. Dangerous speech may instead 
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assert a threat to a culture, group identity, or political project (Chirot 
and McCauley, 2010, p. 62). 

While such messages may not threaten bodily harm, they appeal to 
powerful emotional connections between people and their identity 
groups and belief systems. Norwegian mass murderer Anders 
Breivik, who killed 77 people in July 2011, claimed to be trying to 
prevent what he called a European “cultural suicide” brought upon 
by the influences of multiculturalism, Islam, and “cultural 
Marxism” (Berwick, 2011, p. 12). In his manifesto (written under 
the pseudonym Anders Berwick), Breivik wrote that “the fate of 
European civilization” depends on men like him resisting such 
influences (Berwick, 2011, p. 38). 

Similarly, Communists in the Soviet Union encouraged and 
justified violence against kulaks (landowning peasants), by 
suggesting that the kulaks posed an existential threat to other 
Russians. One Bolshevik leader instructed Communist Party 
organizers: “beat down the kulak agent wherever he raises his head. 
It's war - it's them or us” (Figes, 2008, p. 85). 

Assertion of Attack Against Women and Girls

Related to the previous hallmark is the suggestion that women or 
girls of the in-group have been or will be threatened, harassed, or 
defiled by members of an out-group. In many cases, the purity of 
women symbolizes the purity, identity, or way of life of the group 
itself.

This hallmark is very common in dangerous speech around the 
world and throughout history, likely because it is difficult to ignore 
a warning of violence against members of a group who are 
traditionally viewed as vulnerable and needing protection. For most 
societies, this includes children (especially girls) and women; 
almost universally, men are instructed to protect women and 
children at all costs, up to and including killing an attacker. 
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In the United States, false claims of attacks against white women 
often led to lynchings and other violence against black people, 
especially in parts of the country where Africans had been enslaved. 
In Tulsa, Oklahoma, for example, after a report that black men had 
assaulted white women in 1921, mobs of whites destroyed the 
homes of black residents (Johnson, 1998, pp. 258-259). Narratives 
and images of black men attacking white women also appeared in 
popular media such as the 1915 film Birth of a Nation. Like the book 
The Clansman on which it is based, the film depicts a black man 
attempting to rape a white woman, who escapes only by jumping to 
her death.

In one of many present-day examples, rumors that Rohingya 
11

Muslim men had raped a Buddhist woman in 2012 in Myanmar  
sparked riots (Gowen, 2017). In February of 2016, the conservative 
mass-market Polish weekly wSieci published a striking cover image 
of a beautiful young blonde, blue-eyed woman wearing a dress 
made from the flag of the European Union. Six dark-skinned male 
hands grab and tear at her body (and the dress) as she screams in 
terror. 
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Though the image makes its meaning obvious, it was accompanied 
by the headline “Islamski gwałt na Europie” (Islamic rape of 
Europe). In each of these cases, men from the out-group are 
portrayed as criminal and/or barbaric, heightening a sense of threat 
(Sherwood, 2016).

Questioning In-Group Loyalty

Though dangerous speech usually describes members of the out-
group or target group, some of it never mentions them, instead 
characterizing members of the in-group as insufficiently loyal, or 
even traitorous, for being sympathetic to the out-group. During 
atrocities, in-group members seen as disloyal are often punished as 
severely, if not more severely, than members of the out-group. In 
the Rwandan genocide, for example, for the most part Hutus killed 
Tutsis, but so-called “moderate” Hutus were also often killed by 
their fellow Hutus, for helping Tutsis or apparently wanting to do 
so. In the months before the 1994 genocide in Rwanda, the Hutu-
led radio station RTLM spread the message “kill or be killed,” 
which supported both the idea that killing Tutsis was an act of self-
defense and also the notion that Hutus who did not take part in the 
killing would themselves be killed (Yanagizawa-Drott, 2014, p. 
1946). As Mary Kimani (2007, p. 113) notes, “RTLM, as well as 
political leaders, made it clear that killing 'the enemy' was the duty 
of every Rwandan.” 

Such messages were also common earlier, in the years leading up to 
the genocide. In December of 1990, Kangura, a pro-Hutu 
newspaper whose editor was later convicted for incitement to 
genocide in the Media Trial described above, published the “Hutu 
Ten Commandments,” which called Tutsi a “common enemy” and 
asserted that Hutus who formed romantic or business relationships 

12with Tutsis were traitors.  Hutus sympathetic to Tutsis, in other 
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words, were depicted as a threat to the unity and survival of the 
Hutu people. 

2. Audience

Even the most inflammatory message cannot inspire violence if its 
audience isn't susceptible to such notions. A group may be fearful 
about past or present threats of violence, or already saturated with 
frightening messages. Economic hardship, alienation, unresolved 
collective trauma, or social norms in favor of obedience to authority 
may also make people more susceptible to dangerous speech.

Dangerous speech is often false, so audiences are more vulnerable 
to it when they can be duped into believing what's false – or are not 
skilled at distinguishing lies from truth. As false content propagates 
more and more widely online, it can lead to violence, and it seems to 
diminish participation in civic life. Researchers are trying to 
understand why people are more or less easily convinced by lies, to 
learn how to change this for the better. A 2018 study indicated that 
Internet skills, photo-editing experience, and social media use were 
significant predictors of image credibility evaluation (Shen et al., p. 
20). In sum, people with less experience on digital media are more 
likely to be duped by false content.

Sometimes, speakers use language that isn't dangerous in itself, but 
can render other messages more dangerous, by binding the 
members of a group more tightly to each other, to the group itself, 
and/or to its leader, or by strengthening distinctions between the in-
group and the out-group. A common form of this binding speech is 
language that gives a sense of familial belonging to members of a 
group. In some cases, for instance, this talk tells them that they are 
bound by blood, not just politics. Such messages can amplify the 
effects of hallmarks of dangerous speech.
6The term “kalar” is a slur commonly used in Myanmar to denigrate Rohingya. It implies 
dark skin, and foreignness (OHCHR, 2018, p. 168). Rohingya are also often called 
“Bengalis” to refer to their Bangladeshi ancestry and imply that they do not belong – and 
have no right to stay – in Myanmar. 
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Most messages reach many types of people, and each receives them 
somewhat differently. Some people are much more willing and able 
to commit violence, for instance, though almost anyone can do so 
under certain circumstances, especially when they perceive an 
imminent threat to themselves or their fellow human beings 
(Leader Maynard and Benesch, 2016, p. 78). When analyzing 
speech for dangerousness, we try to predict its effect on the groups 
or individuals who are most susceptible, or most likely to commit 
violence.

Even where a group does not seem susceptible to dangerous speech, 
a few of its members usually are. So-called “lone wolf ” attackers can 
be understood either as the most susceptible members of a group, 
or as individual “audiences,” moved to commit violence on their 
own. One lone wolf inspired by dangerous speech is Timothy 
McVeigh, who killed 168 people by bombing a U.S. government 
building in the state of Oklahoma in 1995, motivated and guided (in 
part) by The Turner Diaries, a racist, anti-Semitic novel in which 
characters commit a similar attack (Thomas, 2001). 

3. Context

The social and historical context in which speech spreads also 
affects the extent to which it is dangerous, since any message may be 
understood in dramatically different ways in one place or time 
versus another. Any number of aspects of context may be relevant. 
When conducting a dangerous speech analysis, one should consider 
as many of those as possible. 

For example, is there a history of violence between the groups? 
Messages encouraging violence, or describing another group as 
planning violence, are more inflammatory where groups have 
exchanged violence in the past, or where there are longstanding, 
unresolved grievances between them. Former attacks tend to 
weaken or remove psychological barriers to violence. The Israeli-
Palestinian conflict is a striking example of this, as is recurring 
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intercommunal violence in many parts of India. Unfortunately, 
there are dozens of other such cases around the world, in which old 
fighting and violence always form a kind of collective psychological 
backdrop, and it is all too easy to catalyze new violence with words.

Another question to consider is whether there are social norms, 
laws, and/or policies that put one group at special and persistent risk. 
Systemic discrimination can create a context in which it seems 
entirely normal – because it is officially and widely sanctioned – to 
regard a group of people as inferior, deficient, or wicked. For 
example in Pakistan the Ahmadi, a religious minority, are 
denounced in the law and by clerics, political leaders, and even 
journalists as traitors to the national religion of Islam. Since the 
Ahmadis' beliefs are legally considered blasphemous, they face 
ostracism and even murder on account of their religion (Khan, 
2003). They have been persecuted even for their efforts to defend 
themselves against dangerous speech.

The Pakistani Supreme Court condemned three Ahmadi men to 
death in October 2017 for taking down an anti-Ahmadi sign 
(Hashim, 2017), and a fourth man would have faced death at the 
hands of the state also, but a teenager had walked into the police 
station where he was being held in 2014 and shot him to death 
(Houreld, 2014). 

Within this context, anti-Ahmadi speech is even more dangerous as 
the state has already proven its unwillingness to protect the Ahmadi 
or treat them as equal citizens. Discriminatory legal systems 
normalize persecution and create a context in which members of 
the in-group (usually the majority) feel protected for their personal 
acts of discrimination and even violence against members of the 
out-group.

Other aspects of social or historical context, such as competition 
between groups for resources like land or water, are also important 
to consider. 
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4. Speaker

When an inflammatory message comes from a person with 
influence, it tends to be more dangerous. Influence or authority can 
come from a variety of sources, including personal charisma, high 
social status, or official status such as political office. A public post, 
in turn, often comes with control of resources needed by an 
audience, and the power to deploy force against uncooperative 
audience members. In other cases, a speaker's influence may derive 
from status as an unelected community leader, popular entertainer, 
or star athlete; indeed, religious and cultural leaders have more 
influence over some audiences than politicians. A close family 
member or trusted friend might also be highly influential, in person 
or on a social media platform like Facebook or a digital messaging 
system like WhatsApp, where users connect to people who have 
influence over them. 

Especially online, the source of a message may also be unknown, or 
there may be multiple sources of the same message. In that case the 
speaker doesn't, of course, make the message more dangerous. The 
source of dangerous speech may also be an organization, company, 
group, or government, or a bot controlled by a person or 
organization. 

Governments often have disproportionate influence, and are 
powerful disseminators of dangerous speech. Moreover, 
governments speak not only in official statements, but also through 
law. For example, Russia's 2018 law banning the distribution of 
“homosexual propaganda” to minors endangers LGBTQ people by 
vilifying their existence. The law seems designed to reinforce 
existing discriminatory attitudes and fears among the Russian 
population (Human Rights Watch, 2018). This is an all-too-
common phenomenon seen in the case of the Ahmadi described in 
the previous section: law emerges from and also reinforces 
discriminatory and even dangerous social norms. 
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The Second Speaker

In many cases, a speaker makes a message dangerous not by creating 
it, but by distributing, and often distorting, someone else's content. 
In mid-2017, a video clip began circulating virally in India on 
WhatsApp, a platform which was then used by 200 million people in 
that country (Elliott, 2018). The clip seemed to show security 
camera footage of a child being kidnapped. What most of the 
furious, frightened people who shared it didn't know is that the clip 
was part of a longer video showing a mock kidnapping in which the 
child is safely returned – made by a Pakistani charity to raise 
awareness about child abductions (Rebelo, 2017). The distorted 
version omitted the name of the charity, the campaign, and the safe 
return of the child. Instead, it falsely accused people in India of 
kidnapping, and inspired gruesome vigilante lynchings. As many 
such rumors circulated online and offline, mobs killed 33 people in 
India between January 2017 and July 2018 (Sanghvi, 2018). 

“Second” speakers may also play an important role by carrying 
13

messages to a new audience,  or to a much larger one than the 
original speaker could reach. In November 2017, U.S. President 
Donald Trump retweeted a series of shockingly violent videos. One 
of them was falsely titled, “Muslim migrant beats up Dutch boy on 
crutches!” – the Embassy of the Netherlands in the United States 
indicated via its own Twitter account that the boy who did the 
beating was not a Muslim migrant (Netherlands Embassy, 2017). 

The videos were originally shared by Jayda Fransen, deputy leader 
of the far-right extremist group Britain First. Fransen then had 
52,776 followers; Trump had over 42 million (Data Team, 2017). By 
retweeting the messages, the president not only disseminated 
dangerous speech to a much larger audience, but increased the 

13 Those who carry information across social or cultural boundaries between groups are 
sometimes called “bridge figures,” and they can be helpful or malevolent. For further 
description of this, see Benesch, 2015.
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legitimacy of the extremist message by endorsing it. Instead of 
creating the content, Trump gave it his highly influential voice.

 5. Medium

Speech may take any number of forms, and can be disseminated by 
myriad means. It may be shouted during a rally, played on the radio 
as a song, captured in a photograph, written in a newspaper or on a 
poster, or shared through social media. The form of the speech and 
the manner in which it is disseminated affect how the message is 
received and therefore, how dangerous it is.

There are several factors to consider when analyzing a medium. 
The first is whether the speech was transmitted in a way that would 
allow it to reach a large audience. Private conversation around a 
dinner table, for example, will not reach as many people as a post on 
a public Facebook page with many followers. 

A second question is whether the speech was transmitted in a way 
that would reinforce its capacity to persuade. For example, was it 
repeated frequently? Repetition tends to increase the acceptance of 
an idea. Or was the speech published in or broadcast on a media 
source that is particularly influential or respected among the 
intended audience? In the same way that an influential speaker 
lends legitimacy to a message, a media source that is trusted by a 
particular audience gives credibility to the messages it spreads. 

The particular language used by the speaker may also play a role. In 
fieldwork on violence prevention efforts in Kenya following the 
2007-2008 post-election violence there, more than one Kenyan told 
one of us (Benesch, 2014) that if they heard a message in English or 
Kiswahili (Kenyan national languages), they heard it with their 
heads. If the same message came in the listener's vernacular 
language (or “mother tongue”), they said they heard it with their 

hearts— suggesting the message was more liable to rouse their 
emotions  (Benesch, 2014, p. 25).
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Messages also tend to have a greater capacity to persuade if there are 
no alternative sources of news available, or if other sources don't 
seem credible. In Myanmar, most people relied on government-
controlled radio, television, and newspapers for decades until the 
country emerged from military rule in 2012. Only 1.1 percent then 
had access to the internet. Within only four years, half the 
population had a mobile phone – and most of those had access to 
Facebook (Stecklow, 2018) which for many became synonymous 
with the internet itself (Beech and Nang, 2018). As a result, 
Facebook became a highly influential medium, used to spread 
frightening, false messages intended to turn the majority 
population against minority Rohingya Muslims, even as the 
country's military has carried out a vicious campaign to drive the 
Rohingya out, including rape, killing, and burning villages (Specia 
and Mozur, 2017). A Burmese administrator of a village that banned 
Muslims from even spending the night there told The New York 
Times, “I have to thank Facebook because it is giving me the true 
information in Myanmar” (Beech, 2017).

For generations, the Rohingya have faced discrimination and 
exclusion, and have been denied legal citizenship. Violence against 
them increased as government officials, influential Buddhist 
monks, and anonymous online sources described them as 
dangerous. Many also spread false rumors of upcoming attacks by 
Rohingya and dehumanized them, calling them “dogs,” “maggots,” 
“rapists,” or “pigs,” and calling for violence against them. Some 
posts even called for genocide – one Facebook page was called “We 
will genocide all of the Muslims and feed them to the dogs” 
(Stecklow, 2018). This rhetoric, much of which Facebook's content 
moderators failed to detect, intensified as Myanmar escalated its 
campaign of forced relocation, driving almost one million 
Rohingya into Bangladesh. A Facebook post from September 2017 
reads “These non-human kalar dogs, the Bengalis, are killing and 
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destroying our land, our water, and our ethnic people…We need to 
14destroy their race” (Stecklow, 2018). 

DANGEROUS SPEECH ONLINE - THE ROLE OF SOCIAL 
MEDIA

Digital media and the internet have immeasurably changed the way 
people spread all kinds of messages, from the innocuous to the 
incendiary. Those who seek to turn groups of people violently 
against each other can spread dangerous speech quickly – especially 
in places where there is already a risk of mass violence. Ideas and 
narratives once confined to the fringes of popular discourse – 
including extremist ideas – are now widely available. Speakers who 
could hardly find an audience offline, even those who espouse the 
most widely-derided ideologies, can find at least a few fellow-
thinkers across the world, and can form so-called “echo chambers” 
in which they bolster and further radicalize each other. By forging 
such bonds, people can collectively disseminate harmful content 
further than they could have alone and with the fervor of solidarity. 
Others are motivated neither by hatred nor conviction, but by 
simply wanting more followers and/or more money (from 
subscribers or advertisers) (Byrne, 2016).

Online, people can also communicate anonymously. On social 
media platforms like Twitter or Reddit, or messaging platforms like 
WhatsApp or Discord, they can spread ideas that they might not 
dare to express offline, where their identities would be known.

As it has become increasingly obvious that online content leads to 
serious offline harm, governments, researchers, activists, and 
internet companies have sought ways to diminish the problem. The 
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first, most obvious response is simply to remove bad content or 
censor it. Each country has laws prohibiting certain forms of speech 
(they vary) and social media companies like Facebook and Twitter 
also have their own rules forbidding certain kinds of content, such 
as hate speech, nudity, or incitement to violence (Facebook, Inc., 
2020; Twitter, Inc., 2020).

Censorship, whether by governments or private companies, poses 
significant risks to democracy and freedom of expression since it's 
almost impossible to do it without making serious mistakes. First, 
although some content is obviously harmful or even illegal, most is 
quite context-dependent or ambiguous, and it's often difficult to 
agree on where to draw the lines. 

Second, policing the internet for harmful content is a job so huge 
that its scale is hard even to imagine: every day, over 1 billion people 
log on to Facebook alone and post billions of pieces of information 
(Zephoria Digital Marketing, 2018). Although internet companies 
train tens of thousands of people – who are often ill-paid to look at 
violent and deeply disturbing content all day – to decide which posts 
to take down, at such a scale, mistakes are inevitable and numerous 
(Roberts, 2014, pp. 15-16; Ohlheiser, 2017; Shahani, 2016).

Social media companies are increasingly turning to automated 
methods (software) to detect a variety of types of content they want 
to take down, such as terrorist recruiting and hate speech. This 
might seem like an efficient solution but it doesn't work well, and it 
threatens freedom of expression. Software makes lots of mistakes. 
People express hatred, denigrate others, and promote fear in a wide 
and creative variety of ways. Moreover, computers can't make some 
distinctions that humans can, such as to distinguish hate speech 
from a post denouncing it (Saleem et al., 2016), and social media 
companies have repeatedly taken down content posted by human 
rights defenders to capture evidence of abuse and war crimes 
(Kayyali, 2020). 
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Another reason not to rely entirely on deleting harmful content is 
that it can foreclose other kinds of constructive responses. The 
simplest response – to express disagreement – can usefully 
demonstrate that the majority disagrees with hateful views. In fact, 
the presumed power of “counterspeech,” which we define as 
“direct responses to hateful or harmful speech” (Wright et al., 2017, 
p. 57) is one of the main reasons why United States law protects 
freedom of speech so vigorously, refusing even to prohibit hate 
speech. If the “marketplace of ideas” is left as open as possible, the 
theory suggests, the best and safest ideas will eventually prevail 
(Brandenburg v. Ohio, 1969).

 Evidence to prove or disprove this theory is scarce, but there are 
many intriguing uses of counterspeech, offline and online. For 
example, when a hate group sought to post anti-Muslim signs on 
public buses and trains in several U.S. cities in 2010, some cities 
tried to refuse. The group sued, and some courts allowed cities to 
reject the signs while others ruled that they must be displayed. In 
Detroit, where the ads were suppressed, public attention focused 
on the signs' author, as a victim whose free speech rights were 
violated. In New York and other cities where the ads appeared, 
members of the public spoke against them and produced Muslim-
defending ads in response to the inflammatory ones (Abdelkader, 
2014, pp. 81-82). 

An ad produced by the Council for American-Islamic Relations during its #MyJihad 
campaign. (Kuruvilla, 2013)
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A striking example of successful online counterspeech is the case of 
Megan Phelps-Roper. Although she grew up as a fervently loyal 
member of the extremist homophobic Westboro Baptist Church 
(founded by her grandfather), Phelps-Roper changed her beliefs, 
mainly thanks to a few long-running individual conversations with 
counterspeakers on Twitter (Chen, 2015; Phelps-Roper, 2019, ch. 
9).

At this writing, some internet companies are also experimenting 
with other alternatives to deletion, intended to limit the circulation 
of dangerous speech and other forms of harmful content. For 
example, after inflammatory rumors spread in India as described 
above, WhatsApp took steps to slow down the spread of dangerous 
messages. The company limited the number of groups or 
individual accounts to which one can forward a particular message 
to five; there was previously no limit. To help users to identify 
possible suspect content, WhatsApp also began labeling messages 
that had been forwarded (WhatsApp, 2019). 

RESPONDING TO HATEFUL AND DANGEROUS SPEECH 
ONLINE 

There are also many other ways to diminish harmful content or its 
damaging effects. One might try to persuade people to stop posting 
such content in the first place (a preventive approach, rather than a 
reactive one like deletion), or support those who are attacked by it. 

Internet users themselves (not governments or companies) are 
conducting many ingenious experiments in responding to harmful 
content online (Benesch, 2017). Some organizations also offer ideas 
and resources for response. One is the nonprofit Over Zero which 
teaches groups how to apply the dangerous speech framework and 
other tools for designing interventions to decrease polarization 
(Brown, 2016). Another example is “Seriously,” an online program 
created by the French organization Renaissance Numérique, which 
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educates people on which tone and content make the best 
counterspeech. In 2017 our Dangerous Speech Project, along with 
#ICANHELP, iCanHelpline.org, HeartMob, and Project HEAR, 
created a comic for youth, illustrating several “dos” and “don'ts” for 

15
effective counterspeech.  

CONCLUSION

The dangerous speech ideas offered in this chapter have been used 
in countries as varied as Nigeria, Sri Lanka, Denmark, Hungary, 
Kenya, Pakistan, and the United States, in two basic ways that seem 
promising. First, it's useful to collect and study dangerous speech 
systematically, looking for changes in its nature and volume over 
time, since this can serve as an early warning for violence. Second, 
it's valuable to find the most effective ways to diminish dangerous 
speech or its harmful effects – without impinging on freedom of 
speech. We have made efforts of both kinds and look forward to 
continuing, with colleagues in many countries where, 
unfortunately, the topic is all too relevant.

DANGEROUS SPEECH PROJECT

The Dangerous Speech Project is a team of experts on how speech 
leads to violence. We use our research to advise internet companies, 
governments, and civil society on how to anticipate, minimize, and 
respond to harmful discourse in ways that prevent violence while 
also protecting freedom of expression.
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Introduction

e live in a world that is increasingly shaped by the 
influence of fake news and hate speech. Indeed, fake Wnews and hate speech are becoming the markers of our 

time determining electoral outcomes in addition to social and 
political dynamics in the contemporary world. They matter because 
they are narratives that are designed to confuse and disinform, to 
cause pain, to hurt people and to push communities to incite one 
another to kill and maim. The main effect of fake news and hate 
speech is that they make objective facts less influential in shaping 
public opinion. They trend and determine “news flows” because 
they have been designed to focus on appeals to personal belief, 
prejudice and emotion. Their impact has  been the mass production 
and circulation of divisive narratives that promote hate and anger. 

Hate speech and fake news have existed for a long time but over the 
past decade their scale and banalization have increased significantly 
and become insidious in our society. This is because of the complete 
transformation that has occurred in the technology and use of the 
social media. Mass communications has historically been 
structured and controlled through regulatory controls of the 
organisations that operate them. Strong penal, political and 
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financial sanctions, including the threat and practice of the closure 
of organs provide for a strong control regime that could impose 
order and minimum quality in the mass media. In some instances, 
authoritarian regimes used their power to impose propaganda 
narratives and hateful speech on media organs and in such cases the 
structure of control was even stronger. The contemporary situation 
has been transformed considerably. 

The structure and nature of the social media today has enhanced the 
centralization and universalisation of the media but atomized the 
production of media content. There are for example 26 million 
Facebook users in Nigeria most of them producing media content. 
A lot of them also use pen names so their identities are not even 
known, which frees them to say things they know should not be said 
but the absence of attribution emboldens them. Regular users of 
twitter are about seven million while 30 to 40 million Nigerians use 
WhatsApp regularly. This means that there are millions of people 
producing content that are not easily amenable to control. The 
owners of social media organs have so far resisted calls to invest 
sufficiently in control mechanisms and processes to curb fake news 
and hate speech. 

Fake News

Fake news are stories that are false and deliberately constructed to 
misinform or deceive people. They are not based on verifiable facts 
but are produced and distributed as part of propaganda effort to 
distort reality for a specific purpose. As fake news become more 
widespread, they create confusion in society as people gradually 
become incapable of separating truth from lies. Often, the content 
of fake news would have some elements that are true or factual, 
which is then weaved into a tissue of lies to create the impression 
that the entire story might be truthful. Fake news is an important 
phenomenon because it signals the movement from a world in 
which the search for the truth is an important value to one in which 
the only important value is the ability to manipulate people to create 
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particular emotions and reinforce belief patterns essentially created 
through propaganda. It is not surprising that the term fake news 
itself was invented by one of the greatest mind manipulators in 
history, Adolf Hitler who “loved to describe any newspaper that 
exposed him for what he was as Luegenpresse, which is German for 
Fake News” (Oliver, M. M. 2018).

The new normal in society is the move away from the search for 
truth to a project of manipulation through distortion of the truth. In 
2016, the Oxford Dictionaries selected the word:

“'Post-Truth' as its word of the year in 2016, defining it as 
shorthand for circumstances in which objective facts are less 
influential in shaping public opinion than appeals to emotion 
and personal belief.” (D'Ancona, 2017:9).

This was in recognition of the new global trend in which the value 
of truth become completely eroded while honesty and accuracy 
were often set aside deliberately because they were often seen as 
obstacles to set political objectives. The arrival in power of Donald 
Trump in the United States was a key marker of the new trend.

“Donald Trump has demeaned the assumption that the leader 
of the free world should have at least a glancing acquaintance 
with the truth: according to the Pulitzer Prize-winning fact-
checking site Politi-Fact, 69 per cent of his statements are 
'Mostly False', 'False' or 'Pants on Fire'” (D'Ancona, 2017:8).

At the beginning of his presidency, Trump claimed his inauguration 
had the largest audience in spite of photographic evidence to the 
contrary. Kellyanne Conway, Trump's senior aide was brazen 
enough to declare on NBC's Meet the Press that they were not 
peddling falsehood but providing alternative facts (D'Ancona, 
2017:13). The emergence of Trump was not a fluke because 
subsequently, a person with a similar profile to him, Boris Johnson, 
emerged as Prime Minister of the United Kingdom. 
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The importance of truth has declined all over the world because of 
the massive growth of the social media. It has grown into a multi-
billion-dollar industry of mass surveillance, misinformation and 
the spread of false and targeted propaganda that was producing vast 
profits for the tech companies. In this new world, the main 
interlocutor in communication became a small screen on a hand-
held electronic device and the target of communications are social 
media friends most of whom are not known to the communicator. 
Gradually, people became deeply engaged with people they do not 
know and specific forms of narratives emerged on the basis of 
aggregation around specific ideas and values. In the process, the 
values of truthfulness and respect were replaced by the numbers 
you can reach and the impact you can have on people and in the 
process producing “the triumph of the visceral over the rational, the 
deceptively simple over the honestly complex” (D'Ancona, 
2017:66). Understanding complex processes was no longer 
important, positions are taken on the basis of belief and opinion and 
interactions with social media “friends” are used to validate the 
position. 

Today, it is difficult to read or hear news in a relaxed atmosphere 
because we are so unsure about the veracity of news content. There 
are so many completely false information, photos or videos 
purposefully created and spread to confuse or misinform the 
public. It includes information, photos or videos manipulated to 
deceive - or old photographs shared as new. Also categorized as fake 
news is satire or parody which mean no harm but can fool people. In 
some cases, misinformation and fake news in Nigeria are caused by 
the lack of official information which creates a vacuum to be filled 
by rumours.

The problem of fake news has become so pronounced that 
the inventor of the World Wide Web, WWW, Sir Tim Berners-

th
Lee, declared on the 28  anniversary of his invention that the 
impact of fake news is increasingly concerning, adding that 
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social media sites and search engines must be encouraged to 
continue efforts to tackle the menace. (Ugwuanyi, 2017).

To an extent, the biggest casualty of this misinformation that 
spreads on the web is the online newspaper. Fake news is a global 
phenomenon. In July 2016, the now-defunct website 
wtoe5news.com, which described itself “a fantasy news website” 
and that most of its articles are “satire or pure fantasy” reported that 
Pope Francis had endorsed Donald Trump's presidential candidacy. 
The story was shared more than a million times on Facebook. There 
was also the fabricated story from the now-defunct website 
denverguardian.com captioned: “FBI agent suspected in Hillary 
email leaks found dead in apparent murdersuicide” (Ugwuanyi, 
2017). These disinformation content played a huge role in securing 
the American presidency for Donald Trump.

One of the more insidious and long-running rumours around in 
Nigeria over the past three years is that the country's own President, 
Muhammadu Buhari is himself fake. The storyline is that Buhari 
was a clone. He was supposed to have died on a trip to the United 
Kingdom for health care, and was being impersonated by a clone, 
'Jubrin' sourced from Sudan. The Centre for Democracy and 
Development (CDD, 2019 A, page 2), traced the origin of these 
claims to a video by Nnamdi Kanu - the infamous leader of the 
separatist Independent People of Biafra (IPOB) - shared initially on 
Twitter by user @sam_ezeh on 3 September 2017. Soon after, this 
information was picked up by other twitter handles, and within 
months it was a trending story on the internet. In December of 
2018, Buhari finally responded to the story while on a trip to Poland 
declaring laconically that he is real and not any fake Jubrin from the 
Sudan. 

Kolawole (2017), publisher of Nigeria's on-line newspaper - The 
Cable, confirms that Nigeria's media space is full of fake news. One 
example he gave was a report that went viral claiming that the 
Central Bank of Nigeria has been selling the elusive dollar to some 
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end users at 61 kobo/US$1, while most citizens were buying it at 
over N500/$1 in the parallel market. Such reports are fabricated to 
paint the government of the day in a very negative mode. He points 
out that even with the best of intentions, serious journalists could 
easily fall into the trap. He refers to his own mistake when he 
published in May 2015 a report that the Nobel laureate, Professor 
Wole Soyinka had made hate remarks against the Igbo in the United 
States. He explained that he later discovered to his embarrassment. 
It was unfortunate, he added, because some readers were no longer 
ready to trust their reports after the incident (The Cable 2017, April 
29).

It was the German political philosopher, Hannah Arendt, who 
wrote in her 1951 book, “The Origins of Totalitarianism” that: 

“The ideal subject of totalitarian rule is not the convinced 
Nazi or the convinced Communist, but people for whom the 
distinction between fact and fiction (i.e., the reality of 
experience) and the distinction between true and false (i.e., 
the standards of thought) no longer exist” (Kakutani, 
2018:69). 

Populists and fascists are keen to lower standards of thought so that 
they can infuse society the values that aid their cause -  racism, 
sexism and crude nationalism expressed in the crudest language 
that could promote hate. They often evoke historical symbols of 
hate to push for more support. For example, at a November 2016 
ultra-right conference, the white supremacist Richard Spencer was 
reported to have ended his speech, shouting, “Hail Trump! Hail our 
people! Hail victory!” When asked about the Nazi salutes that 
greeted his exclamation, Spencer replied that they were “clearly 
done in a spirit of irony and exuberance (Kakutani, 2018:52).

What the 2016 American elections revealed is that inventing and 
spreading fake news is not only politically rewarding but could also 
be profitable not just to the social media companies but to all actors 
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ready to exploit it. One example was one entirely fictional story with 
this headline – “FBI Agents suspected in Hilary email leaks found 
dead in apparent murder suicide” – was shared on Facebook more 
than half a million times. It was created by a California-based 
company named Disnfomedia that oversees several fake news sites 
which was making vast amounts of money from the adverts that 
accompanied the story (Kakutani, 2018:156). Following three years 
in power, Donald Trump has made considerable progress in 
dismantling the checks and balances in the American Constitution.

During the 2019 Nigerian General Elections, there was so much 
disinformation and anxiety that the elections was under threat. 
When the elections were postponed hours before commencement 
due to logistical problems, the air of uncertainty was exploited by 
some political actors for their own ends. CableNG published a list 
of the most common conspiracy theories surrounding the 
postponement. These conspiracy theories ranged from alleged 
plans to boycott the elections; to dangerous claims implying certain 
politicians were planning to bomb the Electoral Commission; to 
the absurd – an alleged plot by the ruling party, the APC to plunge 
Nigeria into anarchy. Some blogs that were sending out large 
amounts of false or questionable content, citing US engagement 
with the elections, stories claiming that Buhari deserved a second 
term, or opposing stories that claimed Buhari was to blame for the 
postponement. These articles were shared in their respective pro- 
APC and pro-PDP Facebook groups – see Centre for Democracy 
and Development, 2019, B). 

As concerns grow over the vast powers of technology companies, 
some State and regional authorities are beginning to question them 

thand reflect on how to curb their powers. On 29  July 2020 for 
example, the leaders of the big four - Amazon, Apple, Facebook and 
Google were called before a Congressional Committee and 
confronted for wielding their market power to crush competitors 
and amass data, customers and sky-high profits. The antitrust panel 
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of Congress had opened a congressional investigation of Amazon, 
Apple, Facebook and Google in 2019, aiming to explore whether the 
tech industry's most influential quartet of companies had attained 
their status through potentially anti-competitive means. In 
response, the four chief executives — Amazon's Jeff Bezos, Apple's 
Tim Cook, Facebook's Mark Zuckerberg and Google's Sundar 
Pichai — took the witness stand to fiercely defend their businesses 
as rags-to-riches success stories, made possible only through 
American ingenuity and the sustained support of their ever-
growing customer bases (Romm, 2020). For the first time in the 
United States, there is a move, still in its infancy, to make the case for 
updating federal competition rules that would give regulators more 
power to probe and penalize the industry. Some lawmakers 
specifically accused Google of weaponizing its popular search 
engine to put rivals at a disadvantage (Romm, 2020).

Increased scrutiny has began to put pressure on the tech companies 
providing social media services. In July 2020, a brawl broke out 
between former President Trump who has been one of the most 
effective manipulators using twitter and the company itself. 
Following long term complaints about fake and dangerous news, 
some companies started withdrawing their adverts from Facebook 
in particular because of its not removing fake and toxic posts from 
its site. Jack Dorsey, the CEO of Twitter announced a new policy of 
removing fake and toxic posts but his colleague of Facebook, Mark 
Zukerberg refused claiming it would be wrong for them to 
determine what is true and what is false or to question opinions 
expressed by people. President Trump was of course on the side of 
Zukerberg arguing that:

“A small handful of social media monopolies and controls a 
vast portion of all public and private communications in the 
United States…They've had unchecked power to censor, 
restrict, edit, shape, hide, alter, virtually any form of 
communication between private citizens and large public 

9
audiences.”
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Trump signed an executive order targeting social media companies 
just days after Twitter tagged two of his tweets with fact-check 
warnings. 

All this was within the context of the build-up to the November 
th2020 presidential elections in the United States. On March 7 , Dan 

Scavino, Donald Trump's director of social media, had posted a 
video to Twitter. It depicted their opponent Joe Biden as endorsing 
Trump: “We can only reelect Donald Trump,” Biden seemed to say. 
The tweet went viral, and users, who noticed that the video had 
been selectively edited, reported it to Twitter's moderators; they, in 
turn, determined that Scavino's tweet had violated the company's 
new policy on “synthetic and manipulated video,” which had been 
introduced in February 2020. Twitter has long avoided taking a 
stance on incendiary and factually inaccurate postings from political 
figures, including the President. This time, though, they footnoted 
the tweet with a warning label. It ran alongside a small error symbol, 

10rendered in the service's signature blue.

thOn May 11  2020, Twitter announced that its warning system 
would be expanded to cover misinformation about the raging 
COVID-19 pandemic. Around two weeks after that, as coronavirus 
deaths in the United States approached six figures, Trump went on 
Twitter to sound an alarm about mail-in ballots, claiming, 
erroneously, that they were “substantially fraudulent” and that their 
use would lead to a “Rigged Election.” Twitter, explaining that the 
tweets violated the “suppression and intimidation” section of its 
civic-integrity policy, appended fact-checking notes to them. The 
notes urged readers to “get the facts about mail-in ballots,” and 
linked to a Twitter “Events” page on the topic, with the headline 
“Trump Makes Unsubstantiated Claim That Mail-In Ballots Will 
Lead to Voter Fraud.” Reacting to this, two days later, Trump issued 

9ttps://www.forbes.com/sites/billybambrough/2020/06/01/donald-trump-is-creating-
twitter-and-facebooks-worst-nightmare/#13483f335e09
10https://www.newyorker.com/news/letter-from-silicon-valley/trump-twitter-facebook-
and-the-future-of-online-speech
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an “Executive Order on Preventing Online Censorship.” 
Ostensibly, the order took aim at Section 230 of the 
Communications Decency Act—a crucial snippet of legislation that 
grants Internet companies immunity from liability for the content 
posted by their users. In reality, it was a pointed hit. “Online 
platforms are engaging in selective censorship that is harming our 
national discourse,” it read. “Twitter now selectively decides to 
place a warning label on certain tweets in a manner that clearly 

11reflects political bias.”

The American Presidential elections were pivotal in this battle 
especially for the defeat of President Trump and his insistence that 
he was rigged out of office without showing any evidence to that 

th
effect. It was his call on his supporters to invade Congress on 6  
January 2021 leading to the killing of five people and incitement to 
violence against American democracy that finally created 
conditions for Donald Trump to be banned from the social media. 
Following the trauma, the tech companies finally accepted that the 
platform they provide could be used to sabotage the democratic 
system and that they would be more steadfast in removing 
dangerous content.

Hate and Dangerous Speech

Hate speech is loosely defined as any speech act that denigrates 
people on the basis of their membership in a group, such as an 
ethnic or religious group. It is, thus, in a class of genre of offensive 
speech. However, unlike offensive speech, which may or may not 
be targeted at a group, hate speech is specifically defined in terms of 
its direction in addressing an identified group. The distinction is 
important because while we cannot criminalize all offensive speech, 
since the “offensiveness” of a given speech act is situational; it is 
usual to focus on the segment of it that has clear ability to 
deliberately expose some of the people to harmful disadvantage. 

11bid, p.2
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The idea here is that some people can focus on the segment of hate 
speech which through its evoking of a sense of negative difference 
invites the audience to act out the consequences of that difference.

Hate speech can be harmful, directly or indirectly, or both. 
Dangerous speech has a reasonable chance of catalysing or 
amplifying violence by one group against another due to the 
circumstances in which it is made or disseminated. A speech act in 
this context includes any form of expression, including images such 
as drawings or photographs, films, etc. Specifically, dangerous 
speech is part of hate speech, which is capable of mobilizing people 
to action.

The dimensions of hate and dangerous speech that are of concern 
include the following:

1. Insulting people for their religion, race, ethnic group, 
linguistic affiliation or place of origin.

2. Disparaging or intimidating women or girls because of their 
gender

3. Condoning discriminatory assertions against groups because 
of their difference. 

4.  Denigrating or otherwise ridiculing traditional, religious or 
cultural institutions of other people

5.  Spreading falsehood or rumours that demeans or maligns or 
ostracizes other people on the basis of religion, ethnicity, 
gender or place of origin for the accident of one form of 
disability or the other.

Common forms of dangerous speech include the description of 
groups as invaders, foreigners, or interlopers, asserting or 
suggesting that the other group will contaminate, pollute, or despoil 
the audience group, setting out to dehumanize its targets, e.g. 
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compare them to vermin or insects, asserting that a target group 
posed or poses an existential threat to the audience group and 
thereby setting them up for attack.

Nigeria is a country of diversity and has an extensive history of 
manifestations of hate and dangerous speech. It is multi-ethnic, 
multi-religious and geographically heterogeneous. Such diversities 
have been a source of strength as well as a major source of strain on 
the unity of the nation. Apart from the civil war it fought in the late 
1960s, it has also experienced a series of ethno-communal conflicts. 
A number of these conflicts can be related to or might have been 
triggered by acts of hate speech. In general, hate and dangerous 
speech have tended to manifest along five key divides in the 
country:

1. Religion: politicians have often deployed religion to either 
mobilize support for or oppose certain candidates. In the 
process, their use of language has incited followers to 
commit violence against others. The charge of apostasy 
declared against ordinary people, who often were not 
Muslims, for example has resulted in the killing of many 
people by mob action.

2. Ethnicity: political parties were historically organized 
largely around ethno-cultural associations, which 
transformed into parties. From the pre-independence 
period, politicians have deployed ethnicity to protect their 
“home” constituencies even as they tried to win other 
constituencies. 

3. Regionalism: discourse within the country tended to 
polarize the citizens along regional lines

4. Minority versus Majority Ethnic Groups: politically, the 
three major ethnic groups of Hausa, Igbo and Yoruba not 
only dominated the earlier three regional governments but 
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also tended to dominate at the national level. That had 
fuelled a sense of the right of entitlement discourses from 
the minority ethnic groups, which often veered into the 
realm of hate speech across the divide. 

5. Biafra's succession struggle: Nigeria fought a 30-month 
civil war from the late 1960s when the Igbo ethnic group 
wanted to secede. The result was not only mass atrocities 
committed by both sides but also bitter memories that left 
wounds that has remained a key referent for hate speech on 
both sides.

6. Ethno-religious conflicts: across the northern part of the 
country, there have been several recurring communal-
ethno-religious conflicts. These conflicts were not 
originally triggered by hate speech but hate speech has since 
become the keg with which the fuel for these recurrent 
conflicts are being ignited

7. Other Communal Conflicts: elsewhere in the country, hate 
speech had often featured in mobilization by youth in 
several communal conflicts such as the Ummuleri/Aguleri, 
Ife/Madokeke, etc.

One of the reasons that the impact of disinformation is so profound 
is that what is created online gets offline and shapes wider debates 
and discussions across Nigerian media by influencing content that 
is printed in newspapers or discussed on television and radio 
programmes. This impact may be hard to measure quantifiably, but 
is increasingly important to recognize: “in Nigeria it is increasingly 
difficult to draw a distinct line between content that is shared on 
social media and information reported or broadcast by print media, 
radio and television” Centre for Democracy and Development, 
2020, C). The practice is not necessarily that the Nigerian media 
houses are simply lifting content from social media and printing it 
word for word - though in some cases they do - but that due to the 
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speed information travels and the way in which content can be 
created and shared at a community level, social media is 
increasingly used as a source of content inspiration to be 
investigated further. It also provides a way to quickly gauge the 
popular pulse on a particular issue or to understand the questions 
that citizens are asking which remain unanswered. This opens up 
the possibility of online disinformation reaching a new, and wider, 
audience. 

WEAPONIZING FAKE NEWS AND HATE SPEECH 

In today's world, elaborate and sophisticated ways of weaponizing 
fake news and hate speech have been developed to achieve set 
political objectives. The methodology and practice have been 
developed by certain companies and States to impact on social and 
political processes to obtain predetermined outcomes despite the 
fact that their actions are toxic and anti-democratic. The most 
infamous practitioner has been the firm Cambridge Analytica 
which acquired and maintained complex databases on the likes, 
dislikes, pressure points, and political positions of millions of social 
media users in order to deliver tailored ads and polemics. 
Specifically, they: 

“exfiltrated the personal data of more than 50 million 
Facebook users in the United States, including millions of 
users in Illinois. This data trove included Facebook users' 
ages, interests, pages they've liked, groups they belong to, 
physical locations, political affiliation, religious affiliation, 
relationships, and photos, as well as their full names, phone 
numbers, email addresses, and physical addresses.” 

The data was supposed to have been private but Facebook allowed it 
to be sold and used for other purposes not envisaged by the people 
concerned - see Justin, L. (Aprril 17, 2018). What the firm did was to 
promote polemics and stories that favoured certain political 

CONTEXT AND CONTENT IN HATE SPEECH DISCOURSE IN NIGERIA | 74



candidates. They created profiling algorithms to learn about the 
individuals from the accounts procured and then used it to create an 
information cocoon to change their perceptions: 

“This is based on an idea called 'informational dominance,' 
which is the idea that if you can capture every channel of 
information around a person and then inject content around 
them, you can change their perception of what's actually 

th
happening” (Associated Press, March 19  2019).

While the internet was assumed to have broken information 
monopoly by appearing to offer users numerous and diverse 
sources of information, what it often does today is to lock people 
into this information cocoon where they essentially have only one 
source which is not only biased but also manipulative.

Another company that was involved in weaponizing hate speech 
was Bell Pottinger, one of the most prestigious public relations 
firms in the United Kingdom. The company was hired by the 
business colleagues of the former South African President, Jacob 
Zuma, who was being investigated for corruption to draw attention 
away from the real issues in contention through the promotion of 
messages that would “inflame racial discord” in the country. On 
behalf of President Jacob Zuma and the Gupta Brothers, Bell 
Pottinger in 2016 selected and promoted a narrative that the real 
problem in South Africa was that agents of white-owned 
businesses, or as they called them, “white monopoly capital,” were 
seeking to destroy the regime of Jacob Zuma because of its steadfast 
commitment to promoting the interests of Black South Africans. 
Specifically, they argued that Zuma's “black emancipation” agenda 
was the main reason why “white monopoly capital' was secretly 
promoting certain forces to call for the resignation of Jacob Zuma 
for corruption - Tara, J (September 5, 2017) http://time.com/ 
4926830/bell-pottinger-jacob-zuma-guptas-racism-scandal/. 
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As part of the campaign, the slogan, “white monopoly capital,” 
began to air frequently on a Gupta-owned television station. The 
campaign gained traction, after all, the sociological reality of the 
country was that indeed the white minority still hold a 
disproportionate amount of wealth. Tara (2017) reports that proxy 
groups such as “Black First, Land First” were enabled to lead 
demonstrations to offices and houses of white journalists. This 
followed the activation of hundreds of fake Twitter accounts by Bell 
Pottinger that were posting racial messages against opponents of the 
Guptas, including white business leaders in South Africa. Once the 
campaign developed strength, many people joined willingly not 
knowing that they were being manipulated for political purposes.

The manipulation campaign was initiated to divert attention from 
the actions of the Gupta brothers - Ajay, Atil and Rajesh who had 
emigrated to South Africa from India in the 1990s and rapidly built a 
large business empire. In 2013, information started filtering out that 
their business success was not unrelated to the deep political ties 
they had developed with the Zuma Administration. For example, 
there were allegations by former deputy finance minister, Mcebisi 
Jonas that the family offered him a promotion to full ministerial 
status in 2015 and nearly $50 million if he followed their agenda - 
Tara, J. (September 5, 2017) http://time.com/4926830/bell-
pottinger-jacob-zuma-guptas-racism-scandal/. In November 
2016, South Africa's corruption ombudsman, the Office of the 
Public Protector, published a detailed 355-page report into the 
relationship between Zuma and the Gupta business conglomerate 
entitled 'State of Capture' which presented the findings of its 
investigation. The revealing report presented evidence that 
government ministers were in systematic collaboration with the 
Gupta brothers who got large contracts. Even more serious was the 
finding that the Guptas had influenced the firings of ministers that 
refused to work with them in looting the country's resources. They 
were strong enough not only to determine how corruptly South 
Africa was governed but also which corrupt politicians governed the 
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country – see BO Staff Writer (2018) “GuptaLeaks: Who are 'the 
most hated family in South Africa?” Retrieved from: 
http://www.theweek.co.uk /88210/guptaleaks-who-are-the-most-
hated-family-in-south-africa. 

The decision of the Gupta brothers to move to the next stage, that is 
controlling the minds of the South African people through 
weaponizing hate speech ultimately backfired leading to their 
downfall. By telling the people that they should not worry about the 
Guptas but focus on the white community instead, they created 
enough questions about their motive and therefore drew more 
scrutiny on themselves as people started to realise this one family 
and virtually captured the State for its own benefit. At the end, it 
became clear that they Guptas were not being picked upon because 
they were Indian immigrants but because of their active role in 
promoting the corrupt practice of State Capture. Bell Pottinger was 
expelled from the UK's largest PR trade body, the Public Relations 
and Communications Association, (PRCA) over their 
manipulative campaign which was directed at inflaming racial 
discord. According to the PRCA boss, Francis Ingham, the 
campaign was the “most blatant instance of unethical PR practice 
I've ever seen” and “has set back South Africa by possibly ten years” - 
BO Staff Writer (2018) “GuptaLeaks: Who are 'the most hated 
family in South Africa?” Retrieved from: http://www.theweek.co. 
uk/88210/guptaleaks-who-are-the-most-hated-family-in-south-
africa.

These forms of manipulation based on disinformation is very 
destabilising of democratic processes and indeed of progressive 
politics. This is because the foundational principle of democracy is 
that citizens would act – elect into or remove officials from office or 
support/oppose policy proposals based on information they have 
received and processed from the media and other sources. 
Increasingly however, what we are seeing is a:
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“Post-Truth era- a time in which the art of the lie is shaking 
the very foundations of democracy and the world as we know 
it. The Brexit vote; Donald Trump's victory; the rejection of 
climate change science; the vilification of immigrants; all 
have been based on the power to evoke feelings and not facts. 
So, what does it all mean and how can we champion truth in 
in a time of lies and ̀ alternative facts'? (D'Ancona, 2017:11)”.

One of the features of the post truth world is that often, those who 
manipulate information might not necessarily have political 
objectives of their own. According to Jennifer Golbeck, director of 
the Social Intelligence Lab and professor of information studies at 
the University of Maryland, many of the individuals and 
organizations posting fake news, during the 2016 American 
elections, were not living in the U.S. and did not care about the 
ideologies behind the content they were distributing. They had 
discovered that they could make a lot of money through creating 
and distributing controversial click feeds on Facebook, boasting 
them and generating profit from adverts - (see November 21, 2016) 
Fake News, Hate Speech and Social Media Abuse: What's the 
Solution? http://knowledge.wharton.upenn.edu/article/whats-the-
solution-to-fake-news/). Indeed, a lot of the fake news that 
favoured the 2016 Trump campaign was promoted by people 
interested in the advert revenue generated by the passion and 
controversies they created. It was incidental to them that the 
outcome favoured Donald Trump. 

In the world of disinformation in which we live therefore, right 
wing propaganda in particular is often a gold mine because the 
hatred, controversy and polemics it produces creates huge advert 
revenues and that's all that matters to those exploiting it as well as 
the technology companies who are the greatest beneficiaries. The 
irony is that liberal California tech executives became complicit in 
promoting the political opposite of what they believed in because 
their focus was on generating profits rather than promoting the 
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progressive ideas they usually espouse. They therefore become 
unwitting advocates for the opposite of the progress they say they 
seek: 

“The Brexit vote; Donald Trump's victory; the rejection of 
climate change science; the vilification of immigrants; all 
have been based on the power to evoke feelings and not facts. 
So, what does it all mean and how can we champion truth in 
in a time of lies and ‘alternative facts’?” (D'Ancona, 2017:11).

This is the challenge posed by the constraints of post truth society 
where Nigeria finds itself.

WEAPONIZING FAKE NEWS AND HATE SPEECH IN 
NIGERIA

The weaponization of fake news and hate speech in Nigeria has 
reached an industrial scale and is impacting greatly on peaceful 
coexistence. Nigeria has always had a history of the manipulation of 
ethnic, religious and regional sentiments for political purposes. The 
techniques for the weaponization of fake news and hate speech has 
opened a new vista in this regard. For example, one common 
technique used is when there is violent inter-communal incident is 
to post fake pictures of victims so as to inflame anger and push the 
people towards more violence. In Plateau State for example, after 
three-days violence in which about 200 people were reported to 
have been killed in 2018, a gruesome image of a woman face-down 
in a pool of blood with a gaping shoulder wound was distributed 
and had hundreds of retweets on Twitter. Another image 
distributed appears to show half a dozen people that were killed in 
the attacks. The photographs were not even from Nigeria, but from 
a 2015 traffic accident in the Dominican Republic - Fake news and 
Nigeria's herder crisis Retrieved from: https://www.bbc.com/news/ 
world-africa-44655148. As the Plateau violence had religious and 
ethnic dimensions, the photographs were purposefully circulated 
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to inspire what would be revenge killings against the group reported 
to have carried out the acts.

Similar techniques were used during the 2015 general elections. 
Elections in Nigeria are often characterized by manipulations, 
irregularities and violence. The key marker of the election was the 
emergence of a formidable opposition resulting from the merger of 
the Action Congress of Nigeria (ACN), Congress for Progressive 
Change (CPC), All Nigeria Peoples' Party (ANPP) and a faction of 
the All Progressive Grand Alliance (APGA). The new party 
emerging from the four was the All Peoples' Congress that was able 
to effectively challenge the then ruling Peoples' Democratic Party 
(PDP). A lot of hate messages and dangerous speech were produced 
to woo the public in one direction or the other. The focus was on 
character assassination, tribal and religious invectives that pitted 
various groups of Nigerians against one another mainly on the basis 
of the faultiness of ethnicity, regionalism and religious bigotry. 
They came in the form of campaign speeches and adverts. The 
campaigns were not “issue-based” while the messages mainly 
attacked personalities, which heightened the pre-election negative 
predictions in the country where already, every part has an 
institutionalized memory of injury or feelings of injustice, which 
each group feels will best be addressed if one of their own wields 
power at the centre, preferably as the president.   

Evidence from the British parliament's 'fake news' inquiry provides 
proof that Cambridge Analytica was deeply involved in 
manipulating the 2015 Nigerian general elections. They worked 
with Israeli hackers to infiltrate the then All Peoples Congress 
opposition party, even hacking into the email of Muhammadu 
Buhari (Paul Hilder, 2019). Detailed reporting by Carole 
Cadwalladr (2018, A & B) have told the story of how Cambridge 
Analytica worked to manipulate the 2015 elections. The company 
had been hired by a rich Nigerian in December 2014 to sway the 
election in favour of incumbent President Goodluck Jonathan. She 
provides detailed information on how the company set out to 
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undermine the democratic process in the country with a budget of 
nearly $2million (Carole Cadwalladr (2018, B). They set out to 
counter the Buhari campaign which had hired AKPD, once the firm 
of former Barack Obama strategist David Axelrod, which was 
pushing a slick, social media heavy Obama-esque message of hope. 

They produced a scary video depicting the then candidate Buhari as 
12

a religious zealot setting out to Islamise the entire country.  The 
video described Nigeria's future as: 

“Dark. Scary. And very uncertain. Sharia for all.” And then it 
poses the question: “What would Nigeria look like if sharia 
were imposed by Buhari?” Its answer to that question is 
certainly dark. And scary. It's also graphically, brutally, violent. 
(Carole Cadwalladr (2018, B)

The clip portrayed one minute and 19 seconds of archive news 
footage from Nigeria's troubled past set to a horror movie 
soundtrack. It showed graphic images and scenes of people being 
macheted to death. There were scenes of people's legs being hacked 
off and their skulls caved in. It was very frightening and was 
designed to scare Northern Christians in particular from voting for 
Buhari. For good measure, the clip had claims that if Buhari won 
the election, he would work with Boko Haram terrorists to impose 
Sharia on the entire country and the veil would be imposed on all 
women. Those who resist the imposition of Islam would be 
butchered in the way depicted in the video. The company sent a 
team to Nigeria to strategize with the campaign team of the ruling 
party and to massively distribute the video on the social media. 
They also brought in a team from the disgraced Bell Pottinger that 
organized the racist campaign for the Gupta brothers in South 
Africa to apply some of their methods of promoting ethnic hate and 
disaffection.

12Readers can view the short graphic video clip on the website of the British Guardian 
newspaper.
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According to evidence produced at the Select Committee of the 
British Parliament that investigated the matter, western intelligence 
operatives were also brought into the process:

“There was a two-hour meeting that took place in the hotel 
lobby between two senior campaign members and Israeli 
intelligence. After which they swept our hotel rooms for 
listening devices and said they would switch out our phones. 
The story we were told was that there were intelligence agents 
from a number of different countries, including Israel and 
France, who were supporting Goodluck Jonathan and 
helping the campaigns.” (Carole Cadwalladr 2018, B)

The witnesses did not say that former President Goodluck Jonathan 
was aware of or implicated in the process. They affirmed however 
that Israeli sources brought in thumb drives containing 
Muhammadu Buhari's financial and medical records that had been 
hacked.

Farmer-Herder Clashes: The Most Effective Weaponizing of 
Dangerous Speech in Nigeria

For the past decade, almost every incident of rural killings in the 
Nigerian Middle Belt is assumed to be the work of Fulani 
herdsmen. There is no doubt gangs have emerged from the pastoral 
Fulani community that have been engaged in killing of members of 
some farmer communities in the zone. The presentation of the 
entire community as gory mass murderers was the work of the 
media. Newspapers, radio and television have over the years 
regularly reported mass murders by “Fulani herdsmen” often 
depicting them as based on accounts of “eye witnesses” or the 
“authoritative” statements of like community leaders, security 
commanders and government officials. 

This can be illustrated with the example of the Audu Maikori story. 
On January 23, 2017, one Audu Maikori sent out tweets claiming 
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that his driver's younger brother and five other students of the 
College of Education, Gidan Waya, were ambushed and killed by 
herdsmen. The tweets appeared to be a factual account of what had 
happened to someone who is known. The tweets and Facebook 
accounts explained that the story broke because the driver carrying 
the students was Fulani, and since he was kith and kin to the killers, 
his life was spared. The same day the story broke, the school issued 
an immediate denial saying none of their students had been killed 
and that the school had no department of Mass Communication as 
claimed by the storytellers. The rebuttal by the school received very 
little coverage.

What happened next was a significant embellishment of the story by 
Vanguard newspaper. Their reporter, Luka Binniyat, acting on the 
story posted by Audu Maikori on Twitter and Facebook, produced a 
report entitled, “5 College of Education students killed in Southern 
Kaduna”. In the report, which was published a day after the denial of 
such occurrence by the school, an elaborate story was told and 
names were mentioned of one of the victims, James Joseph, his age, 
department in the school, his native town, as well as a detailed 
description of the fatal journey. The writer went further to claim to 
have spoken to a management staff of the College on condition of 
anonymity. This lent the story credibility and caused the outcry 
against “murderous Fulani herdsmen” to gain more traction. The 
story was actively promoted on the social media as yet another 
concrete “evidence” of mass killings by “Fulani herdsmen”.

On February 4, 2017 however, Audu Maikori retracted his story on 
Twitter and Facebook with an unreserved apology. He explained 
that his driver had confessed to making up the story so that he, 
Maikori, would develop sympathy and give him money to travel 
home for the alleged funeral of his brother. It is interesting that 
while the main tweet with the fake news was retweeted over 1500 
times, the tweet with the link to the Facebook retraction was 
retweeted less than 500 times. On Monday February 6, 2017, the 
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Vanguard reporter who fabricated the detailed fake report, Luka 
Binniyat was invited by the SSS in Kaduna and was charged to court 
by the police. Audu Maikori himself was arrested on February 17 in 
Lagos and transported to Abuja but was subsequently released. 
Those who were happy with the fake news spread by Audu Maikori 
have been complaining bitterly about his arrest and are alleging that 
his constitutional right to free speech is being violated. Does free 
speech mean one has a right to spread fabricated fake and dangerous 
news that was leading to more violence and killing?

Another example was in the run up to the 2019 elections, 
PREMIUM TIMES (February 16, 2019) reported about an attack 
reported by the Kaduna State governor saying 66 people had been 
killed. Governor Nasir El-Rufai said the victims were killed by 
“criminal elements” in various dispersed hamlets in the Maro Gida 
and Iri axis of Kajuru LGA. The former head of the National 
Human Rights Commission, Chidi Odinkalu, responded during a 
Channels TV programme that he could not confirm the killings 
took place. He said he contacted several sources in the area. Mr 
Odinkalu said the report of the killings may have been part of the 
design by senior politicians in the country to create scenarios that 
could be used as a reason for the postponement of the elections. The 
opposition Peoples' Democratic Party in Kaduna also questioned 
the death toll given by the governor, saying only 11 people died. 
PREMIUM TIMES was able to verify the report and established 
that Mr El-Rufai's announcement was based on a confidential 
situation report (Sitrep) by Operation Yaki, a security team 
comprising of the Police, Army and the State Security Services. 
According to the details of the report, Operation Yaki said that a 
patrol team of 15 soldiers that accompanied Fulani residents of the 
area, who were searching for their missing siblings, found the 66 
bodies, amongst them women and children. They also saw several 
properties destroyed. As strong identity divides were part of the 
build-up to the elections, people on one side believed the Governor 
while those on the other believed Chidi Odinkalu. Subsequently, 
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Chidi Odinkalu was charged to court for being a purveyer of fake 
news capable of inciting violence. We await the outcome of the 
judicial process.

Part of the dynamics is that over the years, the Christian community 
in Northern Nigeria has developed an extensive narrative on its 
victimhood by the said Fulani herdsmen who are Muslims:

“In every area visited, survivors of the April violence 
consistently described extensive looting occurring prior to 
the torching of their properties, and the deliberate targeting of 
church leaders andchurch-owned buildings. Several reported 
finding their possessions and clothing in the homes or on the 
persons of local Fulanis. In Soba LGA in northern Kaduna, 
where 85 homes were destroyed, 22 churches razed and five 
girls were raped, victims reported their attackers had been 
bussed in from elsewhere” (Christian Solidarity Worldwide 
[CSW], 2011, para. 4)

You would notice from the above statement that there is a clear 
representation of the alleged perpetrators as “antagonists”, where 
they commit all sorts of dehumanizing atrocities including looting, 
arson, killing and rape. The emphasized reference to “church 
leaders”, “church buildings” and number of destroyed “churches” 
on the other hand suggests a religious dimension to the whole issue 
of resource-based conflicts over grazing and water between farmers 
and pastoralists. Indeed, this is not surprising, as most conflicts in 
northern Nigeria are often than not seen as having some form of 
sectarian coloration, mostly religious or ethnic. Some of the articles 
go further than just the reference to sectional symbols to the 
painting of vivid pictures of open war between actors, and their 
presumed victims. Such media reports, may serve as conduits for 
the open trading of accusations and counter-accusation, as well as 
threats and counter-threats between notables from the two sides in 
conflict. One of such reports opens thus:
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A Fulani group called Miyetti Allah has denied an allegation 
by Governor Jonah Jang of Plateau State that Fulanis were 
planning to launch spontaneous attacks in the state. Instead, 
the group said they would only fight back in self defence if 
they were attacked by members of the Berom ethnic group. 
(Ibrahim and Dabugat, 2015:268)

However, while this narrative of conflict may be real, it should be 
considered shaky ground for generalization, as the attacks, when 
they occur, could be acts of ethno-religious action, revenge for 
previous action or sometimes simple acts of armed banditry. The 
language of reporting is emotive and uses identity terms such as 
“settlers” vs “indigenes”, “natives” or “Muslim Fulani” vs 
“Christian indigene” or “Fulani Attackers”, on the other hand, often 
clearly demarcate the ethno-religious boundaries between the 
Fulani and their alleged victims. In fact, some of these reports are 
very clear on their perspective right from their titles. Consider the 
following array of newspaper article titles: 

“Nigeria-Soldiers Sent To [Southern Kaduna] Following 
Armed Attack” (CSW, 2011), 

“Anger in [southern Kaduna] over 'ceasefire' with Fulani” 
(Banniyat, 2014)

In another vein, media representations of rural banditry in northern 
Nigeria present the alleged attackers as operating at night, 
unleashing crass violence on their victims with the aim of wiping 
out whole communities by “heartlessly” killing all categories of 
people; including vulnerable groups of people like women, 
children and the elderly; the torching of buildings; the catering 
away of valuable property; and, in rare cases, the taking of captives 
(Ibrahim and Dabugat, 2015:269). This has been the path taken to 
present such killings as genocide when the victims are Christians 
and banditry when the victims are Muslims as is the case in the mass 
killings in Zamfara and Katsina States over the past three years.  
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Government inaction to growing insecurity has been very much 
part of the dynamics driving the conflict especially after the election 
of President Buhari as president in 2015. He had been a leader of the 
Fulani cattle breeder's association and a widespread belief 
developed that at the least, he has been turning a blind eye at their 
activities and at worst might be arming them. There is no evidence 
for this but suspicions grew because the response of the authorities, 
whether government officials or security personnel, have always 
been to condemn the acts of violence and appeal for calm, with 
promises that the perpetrators will be brought to book, which never 
happened. 

In some cases, the authorities have been able to respond to fake and 
dangerous news in a proactive manner. In 2018 for example, the 
Edo State Government convened a stakeholders' meeting of 
indigenous and immigrant communities over fake news about 
massacre by herdsmen:

Special Adviser to Edo State Governor on Media and 
Communication Strategy, Mr. Crusoe Osagie, said “the false 
alarm originated with some disgruntled individuals.” He 
explained that while the state government will not deny the 
skirmishes between herdsmen and farmers in part of the state, 
the recent propagation of fake news on social media is part of a 
plot to create a general sense of insecurity in the state and an 
attempt to put the current administration in bad light. The 
Aide said “our investigation into the veracity of some audio 
messages about attacks on passengers in buses owned by God 
Is Good Motors and other vehicles, trending on the internet, 
showed that the story is not true as the management of the 
transport service debunked the claim, describing it as 
completely false. These are some of the shenanigans of these 
unholy group of people. (Vanguard, 9 February 2018) 

This followed the wide distribution a photograph of dead people on 
the road allegedly killed by Fulani herdsmen that had been trending 

87 | Fake News, Hate Speech And The Construction Of Dangerous Narratives



on the internet. It turned out that the photograph first hit the 
internet in 2010 but was presented as something that had just 
happened in Edo State in February 2018 and was therefore pure 
mischief. The story was that the Fulani had forced a bus driver to 
runover passengers in a bus to kill them and mangle their bodies.

How Fake News Exacerbates Crisis: The So-Called “Fulani 
Nationality Movement (FUNAM)”

In the first week of January 2018, a crisis erupted in Benue State 
resulting in the death of dozens of people as herders and farmers 
clashed. Concerned with the grave dangers the events and the 
passions it generated posed for national safety and cohesion, the 
Nigerian Bar Association decided to send a fact-finding mission to 

13
the State to investigate and seek to intervene.  The crisis followed 
the passage and implementation of the Benue State Open Grazing 
Prohibition and Ranches Establishment Law 2017.  While the 
Government and people of Benue State present at all the interactive 

th THfora during the fact finding mission by the NBA on the 19  and 20  
January 2018 maintained that the violence in the State cannot and 
should not be attributed to the passage and implementation of the 
Law, insisting that even before the passage of the Law, the State has 
been experiencing series of herders/farmers crisis since at least 
2013; the representatives of the Miyetti Allah Cattle Breeders 
Association of Nigeria (MACBAN) on the other hand insisted that 
the crisis that erupted in the State was as a result of the passage of the 
Benue State Open Grazing Prohibition and Ranches Establishment 
Law 2017.  Representatives of the MACBAN during their 
submission in the Town Hall Meeting at the National Secretariat on 

th
the 27  January 2018 argued that they warned of the dangerous 
consequences that will follow the passage of the Law.  The 
MACBAN representatives further submitted in unambiguous 
terms that for Justice to reign in the State, the rights and privileges of 

13I was invited to join the delegation as one of the expert advisers.
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the Fulani herdsmen as indigenes of the State should be recognised 
and protected.

th thThe NBA Mission of 19  and 20  January was led by President A. B. 
Mahmoud, with some members of the executive committee and a 
representative set of lawyers. The Delegation met with the 
Governor of the State, his cabinet and other stakeholders and they 
all lamented what they characterized as the unprovoked and 
murderous attacks on innocent citizens of the State. They 
complained that law enforcement agencies did nothing to protect 
citizens and narrated a long history of such attacks going as far back 
as the Agatu massacre of February 2016 and even earlier. At the 
stakeholders meeting in Makurdi, the basic narrative of the State 
Branch of the NBA was that it is a ruse to say that the violence that 
had been on-going in the State was due to the anti-open grazing law 
passed by the Government last May. The Delegation was told that 
before the said law was enacted; there had been 49 attacks on Benue 
farming communities by “Fulani terrorists” engaged on a genocide 
mission that is coordinated by the Miyetti Allah and its alleged 
leader, President Muhammadu Buhari. That was the tone of much 
of the discussions.

The NBA President, A. B. Mahmoud made a passionate plea for 
moderation on all sides but the atmosphere was highly charged with 
numerous narratives of massacre, slitting of throats, cutting up 
stomachs of pregnant women and killing of children. Two 
psychologists gave testimonies on how the direct victims, especially 
children and the wider community has been traumatised by the 
atrocities and that the impact of the trauma is likely to remain for 
generations. The anger was palpable and some of the participants 
explained that the killings continue and security agencies have 
refused to intervene to stop it. What was articulated by the people of 
Benue was a clear narrative from a community that appeared 
convinced that the Nigerian State and its security agencies were 
active collaborators in the atrocities that had or were being 
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perpetrated against the people. The crisis had been allowed to fester 
for too long and a lot of minds had been made up.  

Some voices explained that they were aware that due to climate 
change and over-population in the country, Fulani pastoralists had 
been forced to move southwards with their herd but they were 
emphatic that there was no land available in Benue State for 
pastoralism so the only solution was the ranching approach 
proposed in the Benue law. Many speakers expressed the sentiment 
that the Federal Government was trying to seize land and fund the 
development of the said land for Fulani herders. They decried 
investment of government funding into pastoralism on the grounds 
that keeping cattle is a private business. When it was pointed out to 
them that the Buhari Administration has been investing huge 
amounts of money on the Anchor Borrower's programme to help 
farmers grow more crops so why not do the same for pastoralists 
their response was to dismiss the argument. There was also a lot of 
anger at the idea colonization, which they said was the intention of 
the policy by Minister of Agriculture, Audu Ogbe on the 
establishment of cattle colonies.

The NBA delegation however only heard one side of the story in 
Benue, there was no one to tell the other side of the narrative. The 
Miyetti Allah Association was invited but both the Benue branch of 
the NBA and the association itself said it was not safe for the Fulani 
to come into Benue at that time. It was indeed noticeable that 
enroute to Makurdi and during the return journey, the Delegation 
did not see neither pastoralists nor cows. Given the situation, the 
NBA decided to invite the association to its headquarters in Abuja 
to hear their own story in the spirit of the principle of fair hearing.

The consultative meeting with stakeholders was very alarming. A 
Bishop and leader of the Christian Association of Nigeria in Benue 
State expressed the sentiment that they had; “lost confidence in the 
unity and oneness of Nigeria”. There was  only one voice of 
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moderation, a former Attorney General of the State and former 
Ambassador who explained that there were other countries in 
Africa who have more cows than Nigeria and they have been 
successful in managing their pastoralism without excessive 
conflicts. He blamed the Nigerian crisis to the way in which conflict 
resolution mechanisms and planning and administering 
pastoralism have been abandoned.

During the meeting with the State Executive Council, the 
Governor expressed his anger at what he called the invasion of his 
State with intent to colonise them. He waved a press release by a 
certain Fulani Nationality Movement, (FUNAM), released in 
Kano, Saturday, January 13, 2018 and signed by one Badu Salisu 
Ahmadu, National President and Umar Amir Shehu. The “press 
release” was extreme provocation and is reproduced as an annex 
below. I stated among other things that the:

a) That the killings in Benue of Tiv is well deserved. It was a 
revenge attack on the series of onslaught on the Fulani….

b) We condemn the media propaganda being waged against the 
Fulani and supported by Yoruba, Igbo and their bigotry allies 
in the Middle Belt.

c) That we are aware of plots by the minority ethnic groups in 
the Middle Belt to attack Fulani settlements. 

d) That we have asked all Fulani across West Africa to raise 
money and arms to prosecute the oncoming war. We call on 
all Fulanis to prepare for this Holy War... 

e) We oppose the anti-grazing laws which obstruct the ability 
of Fulani to move freely and stay anywhere in Nigeria. The 
Fulani, if not for the British would have actually conquered 
the entire Nigeria which God has ordained as our 
dominion. 
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f) That the Cattle Colony is the only solution to the crisis. 
Whether the Federal Government or State Governments 
accept or not, we have asked all Fulani herdmen all over 
West Africa to move to Nigeria and penetrate every corner 
for the upcoming Jihad….

This so-called press release really sparked extreme anger against the 
herders and put the entire Benue community on a war footing. At 
this point, it is worth pointing out the same so-called FUNAM, 
with the same signatories reportedly issued a very similar message 

thon 25  June 2018. This was shortly after people had been killed in 
Barakin Ladi in Plateau State.  The statement asserted that: “The 
killings in Barkin Ladi was motivated by previous killings of 
FULANI men and women by Birom youths in collaboration with 
certain minority ethnic groups in PLATEAU. We hereby justify this 
retaliatory attacks and warn that we shall continue to defend 
ourselves and uphold the FULANI heritage now and in the future. 
Let it be known that the Fulani Special Force coordinated the 
attacks.” The statement added that: “Plateau is an indigenous 
territory of the FULANI people. We are the first to settle in Plateau-
Benue axis thousands of years ago. We shall take and posses every 
inch of this land.” Then came the punch line: “This was the destiny 
bestowed on Uthman Dan Fodio which would have been fulfilled 
since 1816 if not for the obstruction of this great assignment by the 
British…. Insha Allah, we shall take this battle across the sea, on the 
land, in the air, on the mountains, in every territory currently 
occupied by the Kafirs.”

These two press releases were timed to appear days after communal 
clashes had led to the killing of people, mostly farmers in the two 
States. They were clearly crafted as dangerous speech produced to 
intensify anger against the killings and push people to do more 
killing. The technique used is that of extreme provocation by 
threatening to take over the land of people and forcibly convert 
them to Islam. The technique also draws from history – drawing 

CONTEXT AND CONTENT IN HATE SPEECH DISCOURSE IN NIGERIA | 92



parallels from the history of slave trade and the Jihad threatening to 
re-enact the events of the past. I have investigated the organisation 
and no one knows it, they have never given a press conference and 
its signatories are not known. They simply circulate their write up 
on the internet and on WhatsApp and unfortunately, many people 
believe them to be true spokes  persons for the herder community. 
The reality is that mischief makers who want to exacerbate violence 
and killings circulate such material and they have been very 
successful in persuading people to engage in killings and revenge 
killings, deepening the cycles of bloody violence in society.

Following its fact-finding visit to Benue State, the Nigerian Bar 
Association held a meeting with the Benue State Branch of the 
Miyetti Allah Cattle Breeders Association of Nigeria (MACBAN) 
in its Abuja Headquarters on 27/1/2018. They said that their 
association was established in 1986 with the Sultan of Sokoto, Emirs 
of Kano and Zaria and the Lamido of Adamawa as trustees so they 
are a legal entity with responsible leadership. The MACBAN 
delegation complained bitterly about how the Nigerian State, 
which they claimed has abandoned them for decades. They added 
that their community suffers from extortion and racketeering by 
the police, other law enforcement officers and judges on a daily 
basis. They claimed that the police regularly arrest them without 
just cause and refuse to release them until they sell their cattle and 
pay bribes ranging from 300,000 to 500,000 Naira. They added that 
the largest number of people regularly kidnapped in Nigeria is a 
Fulani pastoralist. They are routinely kidnapped by criminals and 
only released when their families sell their cows and pay huge 
amounts as ransom. In addition, they said that they are victims of 
cattle rustling and have lost over two million cattle to the rustlers. 

They also argued that the media is not telling the story of their 
plight. Rather, there are very negative messages by the media against 
them. The approach of the media is to accuse the herdsmen after 
every incident before trying to investigate what actually happened 
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and establish the veracity of negative stories that have been spread. A 
lot of the stories on “killer herdsmen” are false according to them 
but today people are afraid of the herdsmen assuming that they are 
all evil men seeking to massacre people at any time.

They added that Nigerians should try and understand that for 
pastoralists, cows are not just an asset but also food, social standing, 
heritage and prestige. The association also made the argument that 
ranching is not necessarily a solution. They said that in Gembu in 
Taraba State, many of them had bought land where their cattle were 
grazing. Subsequently however, those they bought the land from 
came back and started farming the land again and when they 
complained they are attacked and 723 Fulani, mostly women and 
children were killed and although the perpetrators were known no 
arrests were made. They also spoke of the Numan area where they 
said pastoralists had been settled for over one century and where 
they paid traditional rulers an annual access fee for access to a 
stream. Although they had paid the fee, access was denied. When 
they complained 104 community members, six of them adult males 
and all the others women and children were killed. There are many 
such incidents, which they said confirm that they are the most 
vulnerable community in Nigeria. 

On the current crisis in Benue State, they said they have had 
excellent relations with the people of Benue and that the three of 
them coming from the Benue branch of the association were all 
born in Benue State and consider themselves indigenes although 
unfortunately their indigeneity has not been recognised. The 
livestock guard established and armed by the State Government, 
they said, provoked the crisis by engaging in mass killings of their 
cattle.    

On anti-grazing laws, they said they have no problem with the Ekiti 
law, which is focused on preventing night grazing. They are of the 
view that night grazing poses the risk of destruction of crops so they 
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accept that it should indeed be banned. They however consider the 
Benue law punitive, First, they were not consulted when the law 
was being processed and were not invited to the public hearing; they 
only heard about it in the news. The law prevents them crossing the 
State to graving areas in the south, which is unfair. The law also 
required them to buy land to establish ranches but unfortunately, all 
their attempts to buy land has been frustrated by communities who 
have collectively taken the decision not to sell land to them. In any 
case, they pointed out, most of them are not educated and do not 
know how to operate ranches.

st
MACBAN claimed that it was only on 1  November 2017 that they 
were told the law had come into effect and since they had not 
established ranches they had to leave the State immediately. They 
said they appealed to the State Government for temporary grazing 
areas while solutions were being sought for but they were refused. 

thFrom the 27  of November, the Livestock Guards who were well 
armed started killing and/or seizing their cattle. At that point, they 
decided to move out to Nasarawa State but the Livestock Guards 
followed them shooting and killing their cattle in all Tiv speaking 
areas of the State. They claimed that many of the livestock Guards 
were recruited from criminal gangs and thugs and were simply 
interested in depriving them of their cattle rather than law 
enforcement. Their kith and kin in the Idoma speaking area of the 
State however did not suffer the same outcome.

st
On the killing of Benue people from 1  January 2018, they said they 
were not involved at all explaining that they were conscious of being 
a small minority who are bound to lose from any inter-communal 
violence that occurs. They argued that there were high levels of 
violence between different Tiv communities where some political 
leaders have recruited armed thugs to fight on local issues resulting 
in many killings and such killings were always wrongly attributed to 
them. They also said that there was a very high level of violent 
criminality in rural Benue, also leading to killings. The NBA 
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Delegation was therefore told by MACBAN that they played no 
role in the killings that occurred. 

One of the high points of the meeting was the Association's 
passionate appeal on the Minister of Agriculture, Mr. Audu Ogbe to 
drop the idea of cattle colonies. They complained that they are being 
falsely accused of being colonisers and the use of the term colony by 
Government is being used to victimise them as agents of the said 
colonisation plan. They added that they are not colonisers and 
Government should stop associating them with the concept.

They called for dialogue and appealed that as stakeholders, the 
Benue State Government should listen to their concerns, as they are 
open to negotiation. Their request is for the implementation period 
for the law to be pushed forward until the issue of access to land is 
resolved. The pathway of reprisal and revenge killing has always 
been a direct route to mass suffering and the time has come to seek 
urgent solutions. Law enforcement must rise up to the challenge of 
seeking and finding murderers and ensuring that they are 
prosecuted and punished. There is a massive amount of hate 
speech, conspiracy theories and propaganda circulating on the 
issue, which does only harm to Nigeria, it must stop. Finally, a 
workable solution on how to organise animal husbandry in a non-
conflictual way must be found. 

What is clear therefore is that there has been a complete breakdown 
of trust, confidence and dialogue between pastoralist and 
indigenous communities in Benue State due to the increase in 
conflicts and the spread of killings and displacement of 
communities. A significant number of internally displaced persons 
have fled their land and live under difficult conditions. The 
narrative of the two communities are completely different and 
difficult to reconcile. What has been evacuated from the narratives 
is the reality of rural banditry, in which armed youth gangs have 
emerged in both communities and are engaged in criminality and 
mass murder.
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In addition, the Benue Anti-Grazing Law may be well intended, 
especially when viewed against the background of the objectives of 
the Law as provided in Section 3. However, a careful and combined 
reading of some provisions of the Law will reveal the challenges and 
the discouraging factors likely to confront an intending rancher. 
While ranching might be a good idea, it is no doubt a fact that it is 
cost intensive and it is doubtful if it is a venture that the herders in 
Benue State could shoulder that easily. Assuming there is an 
intending rancher with the wherewithal, the fact remains that 
generally, under the Law, the process of acquiring a ranching permit 
is cumbersome. Under the Law, section 14 provides that every 
ranch shall have a fence as shall be prescribed by the Department. 
This implies a commitment of resources in the development of 
such ranch. However, there is no guarantee that the rancher will 
remain on the ranch beyond one year. By section 5(b) of the Law, a 
permit must be for a period of not more than one year. Although it 
can be renewed subject to the discretion of the Department. 
Similarly, by section 6(2) of the Law, the leasehold for the land on 
which the ranch is to be established cannot be more than one year. 
Subject to the approval of the Governor, the Department can revoke 
the ranch permit at any time without the payment of compensation 
to the rancher. Although, in this case, it is tied to conditions such as 
breach of State security; interest of peace, breach of any term or 
condition of the leasehold or overriding public interest as stipulated 
in the land use Act.  

Conclusion

Recent research by the Centre for Democracy and Development 
shows that the volume of disinformation now circulating in Nigeria 
is unprecedented and is further exacerbating pre-existing ethnic 
and religious tensions. It is so acute that it is becoming a threat to the 
existence of the State itself:
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“Nigeria's political and ethno-religious landscape, challenged 
by insecurity, provides fertile ground for the spread of 
disinformation on social media platforms and private 
messaging applications that are growing in users' month on 
month.” Centre for Democracy and Development, 2020 C)

The impact however is not just national, but also global. The 
technics and practices of hate and dangerous speech have become so 
common that are beginning to impact on political systems. 
Specifically, it has created conditions for the rise and consolidation 
of right-wing populism around the world. With the current Covid-
19 pandemic, the world is seeing the negative impact of right-wing 
populism is the recipe for irresponsible governance, mass death and 
social crisis. In the United States, Burundi, United Kingdom, India, 
Brazil and Tanzania, right-wing populism is creating a world that is 
hell on earth. The United States and United Kingdom are powerful 
and rich countries but their governments performed terribly on 
what we could call the COVID GOVERNANCE INDEX both 
produced massive death and suffering not because they could not 
combat the disease as well as New Zealand, China and Singapore 
did, but because they have built their governance models on lies and 
automatic denial of any bad news. Of course, they catalogued 
Covid-19 as bad news so rather than accepting it as a governance 
challenge and devising a consultative strategy to combat it, they 
took their normal governance approach of spinning false narratives 
rather than looking for solutions see – Ibrahim, Jibrin 'What Covid-
19 is Telling Us about Right-Wing Populism, Premium Times). 

The famous Indian author, Arundhati Roy (2020) has described 
how the far-right Hindu nationalists rebranded Covid-19 as a 
Muslim plot rather than a disease that needed to be addressed and 
lost the script that would have allowed for the search for solutions. 
She points out that in December, while China was fighting the 
outbreak of the virus in Wuhan, the government of India was busy 
exporting protective gear and respiratory equipment, instead of 
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keeping it for Indian health workers and hospitals. When the 
pandemic spread in the country, the Indian government imposed a 
total lockdown without warning or preparation. Roy explains that: 
”Many driven out by their employers and landlords, millions of 
impoverished, hungry, thirsty people, young and old, men, women, 
children, sick people, blind people, disabled people, with nowhere 
else to go, with no public transport in sight, began a long march 
home to their villages. They walked for days, and many died on the 
way” (Roy 2020).A few days later, worried that the fleeing 
population would spread the virus to villages, the government 
sealed state borders even for walkers. People who had been walking 
for days were stopped and forced to return to camps in the cities 
they had just been forced to leave. It is the story of cruelty. The 
Brazilian President is now contesting for the champion of cruelty 
title as he superintends over the death of tens of thousands of 
Brazilians. 

The rise and power of communication technology companies have 
provided the structural basis for the success of right-wing 
ideologies. Shoshana Zuboff has argued convincingly that we live in 
an era of surveillance capitalism which repeats capitalism's “original 
sin” of primitive accumulation. It has transformed digital 
technology from what was supposed to be an empowering and 
emancipatory force into a system that spies on us for its own benefit. 
Search engines such as Google keep the records of everything we 
have done and therefore have comprehensive files on all users. The 
mighty search engine Google through its use of our data came to be 
able to predict the future of human behavior.

“The extraordinary financial power of surveillance 
capitalism's hidden inventions was only revealed when 
Google went public in 2004. At that time it became clear that 
on the strength of its secrets, the firm's revenue had increased 
by 3,590 percent, from $86 million in 2001 to $3.2 billion in 
2004.” (Shoshana Zuboff, 2019)
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As more people become hooked to digital assistants such as 
Amazon's Alexa, the tech companies are becoming the “the 
operating system” for our lives and building even more capacity to 
predict us and of course to manipulate us thereby modifying our 
behaviour. The result he points out is that:

“These new systems and procedures take direct aim at 
individual autonomy, systematically replacing self-
determined action with a range of hidden operations 
designed to shape behavior at the source…. One example is 
the secret manipulation of emotions demonstrated in 
Facebook's vast experiments in shaping social behavior, about 
which the corporation's researchers concluded, “Emotional 
states can be transferred to others via emotional contagion, 
leading people to experience the same emotions without their 
awareness.... “ (Shoshana Zuboff, 2019)

The ultimate goal of behavioral modification that operate through 
unprecedented and proprietary digital architectures is to automate 
us. Orwell's Big Brother is watching you so as to completely control 
you. We are therefore on the path of transformation from 
commercial surveillance to “digital totalitarianism. This can be seen 
clearly in China following the expansion of the corona virus, Covid 
– 19 in China when drones with scanners and cameras on drones are 
able to take the temperature of people on the streets, identify them 
through face recognition software and take them off the streets 

th(Aljazeera, 18  February 2020). 

Annex

MEDIA RELEASE

Kano, Saturday, January 13, 2018, Summary of Deliberations by the 
Fulani Nationality Movement, (FUNAM).

The Fulani Nationality Movement, (FUNAM) after extensive 
deliberations on the state of the nation in the context of the recent 
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killings and national uproar, met today in Kano, the capital of Kano 
State. Among other things, the FUNAM deliberated on attacks on 
cattles by rustlers, kidnap of Fulani men and women in some parts 
of Nigeria, displacement of Fulani traditional settlements in 
Northern Nigeria and some parts of Southern Nigeria, stealing of 
properties belonging to Fulani cattler owners amongst other issues.

The group also deliberated on the political situation in Nigeria 
occassioned by the irresponsible calls for restructuring of Nigeria, 
the historic and vicious attacks on Fulani people by Southern 
nationalities and their cohorts in the middle belt, the plot to ensure 
Fulani are pushed to the backbench in the power equation in 
Nigeria and above all, the vicious campaign against the God 
ordained place of Fulani as the leading star guide in Nigeria, and 
after extensive deliberations, we hereby make the following 
declarations:

a) That the killings in Benue of Tiv is well deserved. It was a 
revenge attack on the series of onslaught on the Fulani which 
was most horrendous on November 17 2017 when 30 Fulani 
men and women were killed in Nasarawa State. We notice the 
recalcitrant culture of the Tiv people as demonstrated even 
during the 1804 Jihad when they obstructed our ordained 
conquest of Nigeria. 

b) We condemn the media propaganda being waged against the 
Fulani and supported by Yoruba, Igbo and their bigotry allies in 
the Middle Belt.

c) That we are aware of plots by the minority ethnic groups in the 
Middle Belt to attack Fulani settlements. 

d) That we have asked all Fulani across West Africa to raise money 
and arms to prosecute the oncoming war. We call on all Fulanis 
to prepare for this Holy War. There is no going back. All over the 
world, Nigeria is the only country given to Fulani by God. 
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e) We oppose the anti-grazing laws which obstruct the ability of 
Fulani to move freely and stay anywhere in Nigeria. The Fulani, 
if not for the British would have actually conquered the entire 
Nigeria which God has ordained as our dominion. 

f) That the Cattle Colony is the only solution to the crisis. 
Whether the Federal Government or State Governments accept 
or not, we have asked all Fulani herdmen all over West Africa to 
move to Nigeria and penetrate every corner for the upcoming 
Jihad. We have asked them to be armed since it seems it is the 
only language Nigeria understands. The Nigerian Government 
has failed to protect us. 

g) We warn those who oppose the Fulani cattle trade to be cautious 
of the consequences. We are ready for the worse. We are 
prepared for war.  There is hope for peace if and only if attacks 
on Fulani herdsmen stop and the Fulani is allowed to settle 
anywhere that the Fulani chose to settle in Nigeria. We are 
Nigerians and are free to settle anywhere we desire with our 
culture, our families, our commerce and our values to the glory 
of Almighty Allah. Any attempt(s) to reverse these demands will 
be met with Holy Uprising never before seen in the History of 
Nigeria and in the scale compared only with the 1804 Jihad. A 
word is enough for the wise. The Fulani is capable of defending 
itself.

Signed

Badu Salisu Ahmadu, National President and Umar Amir Shehu
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FOR IMMEDIATE MEDIA RELEASE

JUNE 25, 2018

THE KILLINGS IN PLATEAU

STATEMENT BY THE FULANI NATIONALITY 
MOVEMENT, (FUNAM)

WE REMAIN SOLID AND UNSHAKEN BY THE WIND

Our attention has been drawn to the series of campaigns being 
waged against the FULANI NATIONALITY following the killings 
in PLATEAU where some civilians who have been tormenting the 
FULANI nation were justifiable hacked  down; Why is it 
convenient for Nigerians to condemn the killings of Birom but fail 
to condemn the killings of Fulani people?

We frown at the conscious attempts to demonize the FULANI 
nation by the media and their collaborators;  

We wish to make the following categorical statements on the 
Plateau incidence:

1) The killings in Barkin Ladi was motivated by previous killings of 
FULANI men and women by Birom youths in collaboration 
with certain minority ethnic groups in PLATEAU. We hereby 
justify this retaliatory attacks and warn that we shall continue to 
defend ourselves and uphold the FULANI heritage now and in 
the future. Let it be known that the Fulani Special Force 
coordinated the attacks;

For the avoidance of doubt, our heritage is that ANY ATTACK 
ON A SINGLE FULANI IS AN ATTACK ON ALL. ANY OF 
SUCH ATTACKS MUST BE COUNTERED WITH 
TRIPLE MEASURE.

2) That apart from stealing hundreds of cows belonging to 
FULANI, these criminal elements also set ablaze several houses 
belonging to peaceful FULANI natives across the entire 
territories in Barkin Ladi and Plateau.
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3) That we have said it several times that Plateau is an indigenous 
territory of the FULANI people. We are the first to settle in 
Plateau-Benue axis thousands of years ago. We shall take and 
posses every inch of this land; A conscious attempt to rewrite 
history and distort, manipulate or destroy our past will be 
resisted with all the might at our disposal.

4) That there is a clear agenda to divide Nigeria and exterminate 
the FULANI people. We are long aware of this plot. We call on 
FULANI all over Africa to prepare for this inevitable war and set 
our people on an offensive path rather than being weaklings that 
choose a defensive strategy in warfare.

5) We have said it over and over, that Nigeria is the only inhertrance 
we have in Africa and anywhere in the world. This land belongs 
to us, from Sokoto to the banks of the Atlantic Ocean. This was 
the destiny bestowed on Uthman Dan Fodio which would have 
been fulfilled since 1816 if not for the obstruction of this great 
assignment by the British. It is no longer time to play the ostrish. 
Our men are waiting. We are eager to fight. We are boiling with 
the zeal to actualize our dream; enough of double dealing and 
ambivalence by FULANI political leaders who unfortunately 
think the FULANI can only take back what belongs to us 
through appeasement and elections destined to reflect cultural 
values antithetical to the preachings of Uthman Dan Fodio.

6) We warn that nothing will be able to save those raising their 
voices against us and Allah. Nothing will be left behind, from 
the East, West and Middle Belt except those who accept the 
creation of Allah and the leadership place of Fulani in fulfilling 
this destiny. Since this irresponsible Western notion of 
democracy was imposed, the Fulani have been shortchanged 
and maligned. The  Middle-Belt, the West and the East should 
be prepared. We are already here.

7) Let the Birom and the ethnic minority invaders in the entire 
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Middle Belt leave our territory or be prepared to accept our  
ways of live. It is time for them to savour their wounds. It is just 
the beginning. Many more will come and nothing can stop us.

7) Insha Allah, we shall take this battle across the sea, on the land, in 
the air, on the mountains, in every territory currently occupied 
by the Kafirs. This is our position. This is our destiny. For those 
who think they can stop or continue to conspire against us, we 
wish them good luck.

 Signed

Badu Salisu Ahmadu, National President and   Umar Amir Shehu
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Introduction

his is the era of globalization characterised by breakdown 
in boundaries, increase in national existential challenges as Twell as intensification of populism politics steeped in 

emotions and bereft of traditional contextual national realism. Like 
many other parts of the world, Nigeria as a nation is hardly spared. 
Increasingly, its continued survival as a corporate entity is 
overstretched by such internal and external threats. Many of the 
threats are indeed real as they impinge on the complex matrix of 
national integration, the development process and the involvement 
of the conventional and the social media. Some of these threats are 
deepening poverty, heightening ethno-religious conflicts, poor 
governance and desperation for political power among the elites. 
Others are absence of a national consensus on the direction of the 
country fuelled by extreme terror, mismanagement, politicisation 
and manipulation of existing diversities as well as widespread 
corruption, rise of extremist movements and fringe groups and 
insidious mediatisation and 'weaponisation' of hate crime. Through 
hate crime and specifically hateful and dangerous public 
communication, the psychology of the people is poisoned against 
fellow citizens of different extractions and collective national 
symbols and institutions. 

MEDIA, HATE SPEECH 
AND NATIONAL UNITY

Umaru A. Pate and Nura Ibrahim

Chapter Four



Indeed, these are critical times in the country as its unity, integration 
and collective survival are increasingly assaulted. To put it mildly, 
Nigeria is a nation in tension. The Fragile States Index in 2017 rated 

th the country 13  least stable nation in the world after Somalia, 
Yemen, South Sudan and Central Africa (Fund for Peace Report, 
2017). The country is sharply segmented on the lines of politics, 
religion, ethnicity and socio-economic differences. There are 
multiple points of violent conflicts, acts of terrorism and violent 
crimes. The former Chief of Army Staff summarised the context, 
thus: “Our country is faced with threats ranging from Boko Haram 
insurgency in the North East to others, such as armed banditry, 
cattle rustling, armed robbery, sea robbery and piracy, militancy, 
cultism and cult-related violence, kidnapping and hostage-taking, 
pipeline vandalism, Illegal oil bunkering and crude oil theft, Illegal 
refining of petroleum, herdsmen-farmers clashes, activities of 
IPOB and other separatist groups” (Buratai, Saturday Sun, Sept 22, 
2017). The country is undoubtedly enveloped by multiple shocks 
that are corrosive to the bases for social relations, identity 
management, peaceful coexistence and national unity as defined in 
section two of the country's constitution. 

In many of these, can the media (social and conventional) be 
extricated? Unfortunately, not totally so. Without underrating the 
contributions of the media in the process of keeping the country 
united, there are several scholars and bodies that have documented 
the attitude of the media to the country's integration (Ugboajah, 
1985; Uche, 1990; Elaigwu, 2009;  Oso, 2014; Ikiebe, 2015; Pate, 
2018; BBC, 2018). For instance, the BBC (2018) had reported in a 
documentary that fake news and hate and dangerous speech as 
conveyed in the social and conventional media are fuels that have 
ignited and exacerbated ethno-religious conflicts in the country.

Thus, this chapter provides a brief explanation of the connections 
between the media, prevalence of hate and dangerous speech and 
the process of national integration and unity in Nigeria. The central 
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argument is that hate and dangerous speech conveyed through the 
public space (conventional and social media and other open 
communication domains) in a diverse multicultural setting like 
Nigeria, worsened by poverty, identity crisis and excess 
politicisation and competition for scarce resources have relentlessly 
and dangerously subverted the foundations and sustenance of 
national unity in the country. 

CONCERNS ON THREATS TO NIGERIA'S UNITY

Nigeria is currently battling pockets of ethno-religious violence and 
a general state of insecurity and fear. Insurgency apart, hardly is 
there a part of the country that is free from one form of subversive 
challenge or another. For example, while insurgency and terrorism 
have wrecked the North East zone, the North Central and the 
North West are engulfed with ethno-religious tensions and violent 
crimes. The problems are similar in the other zones of the country. 
These challenges have literarily redefined the concepts of 
understanding and trust as the basis of peaceful co-existence among 
the citizens. 

As a consequence, people openly distrust and molest each other 
across ethnic, religious and geographical lines. Arguments and 
contestations between individuals are easily given ethnic, religious, 
regional or political coloration as against factual merit; looters of 
treasuries are protected by their ethnic groups and; legal processes 
are obstructed by ethnic champions and religious militants in the 
guise of defending 'sons and daughters'. At the end, suspicions 
based on insufficient understanding of one another is disseminated 
and hate and dangerous speech distributed.  With suspicions, 
stereotypes and hatred, the process of national integration is 
jeopardized. Nigerians continue to grapple with basic issues of 
identity, understanding and accepting their diversities, and 
effectively and equitably managing the realism of pluralism to build 
a nation where “the entire population of the state is its citizens and 
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that each one of them is loyal and committed to the state” (Nnoli, 
2010).

CONCEPT OF NATIONAL UNITY AND INTEGRATION

The concepts of integration and unity are loosely used in this 
chapter to mean living together or fusing together. Each one of 
them implies the admission of the reality and submission to the 
collective spirit of oneness in a diverse national setting. For Jackson 
and Roseberg (1982), integration connotes the gradual diminution 
of ethnic, cultural and regional tendencies with the aim of creating 
and sustaining of a homogeneous political community that evolves 
into what Binder (1964) described as a “cultural-ideological 
consensus of a very high degree of comprehensiveness”. Such 
comprehensiveness creates a sense of territorial nationality that 
subsumes parochial loyalties, ethnic attachment, religious bigotry 
and cultural irredentism or any other divisive sectional behaviours 
that undermine or subvert collective interests (Weiner, 1971). 
Mazrui (1971) has appropriately described national integration as 
fusion of norms and cultures; economic interdependence; and the 
narrowing of the gap between the various classes and segmentations 
in the population. For Hassan (2012), “National integration is the 
means by which the people constituting a nation are brought 
together so that the whole people are unified by the leadership on 
the basis of their common system of symbols and institutions which 
these groups select, standardize, maintain and transmit from 
generation to generation”. He explained that “National integration 
has two important aspects; firstly, the existing pattern of state and 
government and secondly; the formation and development of the 
character, mind and consciousness of every individual or citizen on 
the basis of the common ideals, values, norms, laws, beliefs and 
customs”.

In Nigeria, the process of national integration and cohesion was 
strengthened by the abandonment of the unitary regional structure 
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for the federal system in 1967. The federal structure has provided 
for states to be created to allay the fears of domination among the 
different ethnic groups; guarantee a sense of belonging and; ensure 
administrative convenience for all in the context of the nation 
(Gowon, 2004). Federalism has been variously described as a 
“magic formula” for the “institutionalizing of compromise 
relationship” in multi ethnic and pluralistic communities similar to 
Nigeria (Mazrui, 1971). Like Omu (2008) said, “Notwithstanding 
the taint of ethnicity in its origins, the federal system has come to be 
seen more clearly as the appropriate response to the plural character 
and territorial size of the country”.

In the beginning in 1967, twelve states were created; they increased 
to 19 in 1976; 21 in 1987; 30 in 1991; and eventually 36 in 1996. The 
current structure ensured that the centre remained strong and 
power and development are devolved through the states and local 
governments, in that way, defusing tension among the various 
ethnic groups. Several national policies in trade, education, 
transportation, socio-cultural exchanges accelerated the process of 
integration most particularly after 1970. The Federal Civil Service 
became stronger, the educational system became diverse and 
broadened as are all the Federal Public Service Departments and 
institutions, notably the armed services and other symbols and 
guarantors of Nigeria's unity like the National Youth Service Corps 
and English as the official language.

It is important to note that there are other vital factors promoting 
Nigeria's integration like the provision of Federal Character 
representation in all aspects of the national life. This constitutional 
injunction, and the policies and structures set up to support it are 
tools of direct physical integration. The injunction helps to defuse 
tension about patronage and participation in the federal structure. 
Equally, platforms like political parties, business interactions, 
revenue allocation, etc, have been supportive pillars in cementing 
the blocks of Nigeria's unity.
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On the other hand, several other factors have been affecting, if not 
undermining the process of integration and unity in Nigeria. One 
significant factor is poverty; poverty is the lack of the basic things of 
life like food, shelter, health care; and being preoccupied with the 
sheer problem of survival. The poverty index in the country is up to 
65% or more. And, poverty tended to defeat positive steps for 
integration. Poverty, by definition, includes lack of education and 
lack of communication with those nearby, but especially with those 
far away.  It also means lack of mobility and defective citizenship, 
with inaccessible citizen's rights and inability to discharge citizen's 
responsibilities (Aminu, 2005). 

Other negative factors are corruption, politicization of diversity 
issues, bad governance or official incompetence which manifest in 
economic hardship, institutional weaknesses, deprivation, crime, 
violence, social injustice, unemployment and decreasing 
opportunities, among others. Of recent too, there is the rise of 
violent non-state actors, increase involvement of fringe groups in 
national affairs and intensification of hate and dangerous speech as 
well as fake news and the decline of public trust in the conventional 
media which have translated in an increased legitimation of the 
largely de-professionalized growing social media sector.

CONCEPTUALIZING MEDIA AND NIGERIA'S UNITY AND 
INTEGRATION

The media is one of the important institutions of socialization and 
indeed, the major plank of the cultural industry responsible for the 
mediation and distribution of ideas in Nigeria. Other agencies of 
socialization like the family, the educational sector, the traditional 
establishment, and political institutions perform their individual 
functions as partners reinforced by the mass media. Thus, to be able 
to explain the role of the media in the Nigerian integration process 
in its multicultural setting, it is important to locate the position of 
the media in the whole political economic milieu of the nation. 
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Basically, the media have been part of the economic system with 
close links to the political establishment. The ownership, character, 
content and interest of the media are all clearly reflective of the 
interests of the dominant economic and political groupings. 

The role of the media in Nigeria's integration is linked to the 
political development of the nation. During the colonial era, the 
attention and efforts of the country's press focused on fast tracking 
the process of decolonization. Most of the newspapers of the period 
developed into political party organs.  They engaged in partisan 
conflicts and got divided along regional lines with papers acting as 
mouthpieces for particular parties and regions. During the military, 
it was mixed: supported civil war execution, challenged impunity, 
argued for democracy, among others. In 1975, the federal 
government took over two of the country's leading newspapers and 
broadcast stations to “promote unity and integration”. After the 
1993 failed June 12 general elections, the media got sharply 
polarized manifesting the deep crisis in the Nigerian system. It is 
difficult to convincingly say if the media had totally recovered from 
the scars of June 12.

The contradictions, conflicts, consensus, feelings and interests of 
contending dominant groups are carefully and routinely captured 
and reproduced by the media to the majority populace whose voices 
are subdued by economic and political powerlessness. In this 
scenario, the various elite conflicts for access to resources, their 
inability to manage societal competition and inequities, their resort 
to tactics of religious, ethnic and other primordial sentiments are all 
played out in the media, most often reflecting the interests of the 
contending power blocs, many a times to the detriment of the 
course of national unity and integration. Oso (2014) had vividly 
captured the scenario, thus: All the ethnic groups want access to 
state power, and as such, recruit the press in the hot contestation for 
it. This has been both beneficial and inimical to the press in the 
country.  It makes the press a captive instrument of parochial 
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interest groups and a vehicle for the circulation and promotion of 
primordial cultural symbols antithetical to national ones. 

The Nigerian media are historically categorized on the basis of their 
locations and easily associated with ethno-political interests or 
ranked as pro government or dismissed as heavily commercialised. 
They are rightly or wrongly considered part of the forces engaged in 
the construction and manipulation of the realities in the country. 
Therefore, the performance of the Nigerian media in issues of 
national integration or unity cannot be divorced from the 
deficiencies and failures of the Nigerian ruling elite as manifested in 
its management of the diversities, tensions and political economy 
that define the character of integration and unity in the nation. The 
fallout from this poor management in the system and the 
manipulations therein are what culminate in hate and dangerous 
speech and associated activities.

INTENSIFICATION IN HATE SPEECH

The nature and structure of the Nigerian polity, its politics and 
system of social relations have for a long time generated subtle 
irritations, hatred, and open hostilities to the extent of a civil war in 
1967 as well as occasional violent social exchanges. Often, such 
negative feelings are expressed in hate speeches and stereotypes 
about each other. However, such exchanges have become more 
intensive, additionally sophisticated and sharply vehement in the 
last ten or so years due to ethnic politics, manipulation of local 
identities, rise in ethnic nationalism and populist regimes in many 
parts of the world, and growing influence of fringe ethnic and 
fundamentalist religious groups on the national platform coupled 
with poor governance and most importantly, pervasive influence of 
the social media which have occasioned the lowering of  influence 
and trust in the conventional media. 
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The combination of those and many more factors have resulted in 
open, abusive, harsh and violent exchanges across ethnic, religious, 
regional and political lines generated from multiple sources 
(cultural, religious, political, education, etc) and transmitted in the 
press, broadcast media and worse, the social media. In particular, 
the social media has been far more implicated because it has offered 
and simplified limitless opportunities for everyone. The internet 
has, in the last two decades, recorded significant growth and 
development in Nigeria. Its penetration, acceptance and utilisation 
by Nigerians have been phenomenal. The National 
Communication Commission reported that over 98 Million 
Nigerians are using the internet. Of the figure, 87.37% are engaged 
in social media activities on the Facebook and Twitter. Over 74% of 
this traffic (32,513, 261) are young Nigerians who use mobile 
devices. The internet eliminates gatekeeping, democratises access 
and simplifies ability to send messages anonymously to large 
number of people with least limitations to boundaries of space, time 
and cost. Indeed, Nigerians are hooked to the social media in every 
respect. A study by UNESCO (2017) found that an average user 
checks his smartphone for 150 times a day. Thus, the social media is 
no longer part of us but now central to our lives. We literarily live in 
the social media. 

Some of the consequences of the rise of the internet in Nigeria are: 
decline of public trust in the conventional media especially with 
their intractable challenges of funding, capacity and ethics; growth 
of new forms of confrontations to existing institutions, politics, 
economics and identity as a people as well as the rise of fringe and 
alternative actors with undefined subversive motives. All of these 
sources generate and disseminate alternative and often intemperate 
information that assault acceptable codes and borderlines across the 
nation. Little wonder that there is an intensification in the spread of 
what is now regarded as fake news, hate and dangerous speech in the 
country. For instance, in 2017, President Muhammadu Buhari 
complained on the upsurge in offensive, hate and dangerous speech 
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in the country. He said the situation had crossed the red line in the 
country's national space. The Vice President also complained and 
equated hate and dangerous speech to terrorism. He said: ''The 
Federal Government has today drawn the line on hate speech. Hate 
speech is a specie of terrorism”.

HATE AND DANGEROUS SPEECH

Hate speech is an aspect of hate crime. It is complex to define and 
fluid to comprehend; hence, tailor made solutions are often applied 
to evaluate and respond to specific situations. Hate and dangerous 
speech can better be understood in the context of international, 
regional and national normative frameworks (Gaglardone et al, 
2016).  Specific elements of hate speech on the media require 
multiple and broad-based understanding and responses. 
Accordingly, we need social and non-regulatory mechanisms to 
identify and counter the production, dissemination and impact of 
hate speech. However, this does not include joking relations that 
exist in some communities or ethnic/linguistic groups that 
historically serve as conflict resolution mechanism. The Council of 
Europe (2002) defines hate speech as 'any written material, any 
images or any other representation of ideas or theories, which 
advocates, promotes or incites hatred, discrimination or violence, 
against any individual or group of individuals, based on race, colour, 
descent or national or ethnic origin, as well as religion if used as 
pretext for any of these factors'. 

In the Nigerian context, the Centre for Information Technology 
and Development (CITAD, 2016) has defined hate speech as:  any 
speech act aimed at inciting the audience to denigrate other people 
on the basis of ethnicity, religion, gender, geography and other 
socially conceived parameter or discriminate feature with the 
purpose of marginalizing them or placing them at some 
disadvantage that is contrary to the provisions of the universal 
declaration on human rights, international covenants on rights of 
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the people and the Nigerian Constitution. Thus, if we 
operationalise the definition from CITAD, it could mean that the 
elements that constitute hate speech in Nigeria are, though not 
exhaustive, the following:

Insults people for their religion

Abuses people for their ethnic or linguistic affiliation

Expresses contempt against people because of their place of 
origin

Disparages or intimidates women or girls because of their 
gender

Condones discriminatory assertions against group (s) of 
people

Abuses or desecrates symbols of cultural or religious 
practices

Denigrates or ridicules traditional or cultural institutions of 
other people

Deliberate spread of falsehood or rumour that demeans, 
demonizes, maligns or ostracizes other people on the basis 
some subjective discriminate feature

The Dangerous Speech project (2017) regards hate speech as an 
offensive or abusive expression that can be distinguished from 
dangerous speech in the following words:

Hate speech is offensive, painful, and even threatening, but it 
does not, very often, inspire violence by those who are 
exposed to it. Conversely, Dangerous Speech isn't always 
hateful. It often instills fear, which can be at least as powerful 
as hatred, in inspiring violence. So the two categories overlap 
only partly. Another distinction is this: the most familiar way 
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in which hate speech harms is directly, by hurting the feelings, 
self-respect, or dignity of people it purports to describe, when 
they are exposed to it. By contrast Dangerous Speech does 
much of its damage indirectly, by persuading one group of 
people to fear, hate - and eventually to condone violence 
against - another group. Hate speech can also harm indirectly, 
by persuading one group of people to hate another group - the 
categories overlap.

The implications of the spread of hate and dangerous speech 
particularly on the conventional media in the country are numerous 
and in some situations grave. Apart from the media legitimizing the 
content of hate in such messages, it misinforms and misdirects the 
public thereby undermining the trust in the media. This is 
compounded by the fact that many factors that appear normal in 
influencing perception and believability of media messages 
elsewhere hardly apply in the Nigerian context. Rather, subjective 
elements like: corruption,  ethnic, cultural, religious and social and 
political affinities hugely influence perceptions and understanding 
of media messages among citizens with occasional fall out on safety 
of the nation. Individuals, irrespective of educational attainment or 
social standing, commonly interpret media messages based on 
ethnic or perceived religious inclination instead of the authenticity, 
quality or even veracity of the reports. That remains a challenge for 
the media in the task of packaging and disseminating messages. 

Without citing the cases of Rwanda and those of other nations, hate 
and dangerous speech in the mass media can be hazardous in a 
polarised society because of reach, perception and potentiality of 
provoking reactions almost instantaneously from segments in the 
society ( as they heighten tension, build fear, mistrust and subvert 
peace) . In the words of Rawlings of Ghana: “When people within 
the same country frame and define one another in the manner 
intended to set them up for violent attack, then they are setting 
themselves up for a major disaster.” 
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NATURE OF HATE SPEECH IN NIGERIA

Hate speech occurs commonly across and between individuals and 
groups in Nigeria. Often, hate speeches that threaten the country's 
collective unity are expressed in one or more ways as identified 
below.

Online bullying: this is a very common occurrence where 
individuals, in most cases use anonymous identities to 
spread invectives and hateful messages against individuals 
and groups with little chance of being directly identified. 
The internet has offered limitless opportunities for 
individuals to spread dangerous messages. In fact, the 
internet have provided cheap and wide online spaces for 
waging of different ethnic, religious, regional, class and 
political wars  that vent the tensions generated by the 
contradictions and stresses in the Nigerian system. 
Naturally, these wars impinge on the cohesion of the nation.

Derogatory inferences by non-native speakers on the 
dignity of other linguistic groups because of their ethnic, 
linguistic, cultural or religious affiliations: there are 
numerous stereotypes, ethnocentric feelings and many 
other negative sentiments against the 'other' in the country. 
Naturally,  a country consisting of more than four hundred 
ethnic groups of different sizes, philosophies, orientations, 
goals and relational frameworks would generate tensions, 
negative feelings and in some cases, confrontational 
relations manifested in numerous contestations. The 
Nigerian public space is replete with examples. Pluralists 
argue that Nigeria's unity has generated avenues of conflict 
over resources, wealth, income and opportunities for 
success among individuals and groups. The struggle, 
according to Lyman (1988) is, “not only that individuals are 
striving after generally accepted goals, but also, and more 
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significantly, of whole groups seeking to locate themselves 
in advantageous or strategic positions in the competitive 
social order”. As a consequence, groups demonize each 
other, spread incorrect information about one another and 
exchange tirades against each other. Thus, the abundance of 
hateful comments against other ethnic groups, religions, 
opposition and the country

Incidents of ethnic intolerance: In a mix where “diverse 
people” meet as a result of social and geographical contacts, a 
culture shock is produced. Usually, that is not the problem; 
rather, the challenge arises when there is the politicization or 
poor mediation of the mix which lead to violent shocks that 
explode into social conflicts with devastating consequences. 
Little wonder that the country is increasingly witnessing 
explosion of violent conflicts of different colorations at very 
frequent intervals. Indeed, no part of the country is 
exempted from such ethnic, tribal and religious threats 
worsened by deep poverty, frustrating living conditions, 
violent crimes and extreme terror.

CHALLENGES

One can easily summarise some of the challenges that lead to or 
exacerbate the promotion of hate and dangerous speech in the 
conventional media and probably the social media, too. Some of 
these are:

i. Selective reporting and the promotion of prejudicial 
stereotypes about groups and individuals based on stereotypes, 
incomplete facts, mischief and ignorance

ii. Many media professionals have poor pictures of the 
complexities of our composition. Matters are ethnicised, 
regionalized, religionised or politicized to the detriment of the 
collective good

v
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iii. Weak research capacities among media professionals have 
manifested deficits of knowledge, shallow reporting and 
episodic attitudes in news coverage and programme production

iv. Common tendency of reporting inter-group conflicts out of 
their fundamental sociological, economic, political and other 
contexts.  Media promote statements of politicians, ethnic 
champions, religious zealots and other interested parties 
without being critical or independently inquiring about specific 
social conflicts

v. Generalized statements not supported by facts and figures on 
very sensitive national integrative issues

vi. Provincialisation and localisation of education which deprives 
young people the opportunity of mixing and learning from and 
with people from different parts of the country

vii. Commercialisation of the public media makes access into the 
public media difficult thereby forcing alternative voices to the 
borderless and cheap social media

viii.Ownership influence

ix. Societal malpractices like corruption, violent crimes and others 
affect the behaviour of the media and manifest in the social 
media

x. Media professionals acting as judges or advocates for hidden 
interests ( tribal, failed politicians, religious groups, etc)

xi. Logistics and internal pressures

xii. Jettisoning of the broadcasting code and the professional code 
of ethics
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CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS

The process of nation building, national integration/unity and 
development involves cognitive, affective, policy and physical 
actions at all levels. There are several sources, at different levels, 
consciously or not, that are engaged in multiple actions that subvert 
integration, sense of belonging and demonize and ostracize citizens 
resulting in negative actions. The mass media in Nigeria have 
played mixed roles at different times in Nigeria's integrative 
process. The social media is hugely used to distribute hate and 
dangerous speech and disseminate fake news that demonize 
citizens which lead to disruptive behaviours that subvert unity, 
promote conflict and undermine development. Unfortunately, the 
conventional media is also getting deeply involved which add 
credibility to  hate/offensive/dangerous speech by increasing 
confidence of wrong doers and justify hateful tendencies. Such 
unethical behaviours provokes and misdirects society with severe 
consequences on individual and national systems. Thus, few of the 
steps that can be taken to address the situation are to:

i. Promote media literacy among young people

ii. License more national broadcast networks and community 
radio stations:  The country requires additional network  and 
community radio stations with plural ownerships and diverse 
outlooks

iii. Increase investments in multimedia services

iv. Encourage government media organs to sustain online 
visibility 

v. Encourage active and positive debates and exchange visits 
across the nation (in education, public service, etc)

vi. Institute the teaching of history, diversity and multicultural 
issues among young people
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vii. Promote alternative narratives to challenge stereotypes and 
other ideas that question the fundamentals of out unity.
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Introduction:

oday, countering hate and dangerous speech has become a 
vital activity worldwide. It is therefore important to Tunderstand the nature and dimension of hate speech 

against the female gender (on- or offline) to properly and 
adequately respond to it. There is no doubt that hate speech against 
women takes a different form which also has unique effects on the 
victims. Gender-based hate speech sometimes, has double effects 
on the victims as they are targeted because of their sex in 
combination with other forms of victimisation like religion, 
nationality or race. This form of hate speech is the expression of the 
deep-seated discrimination against the female gender which has 
been in existence over a long period of time.  At least 1 out of 4 
women around the world had at a point experienced or been 
victimized with at least one or more form(s) of gender-based hate 
speech on- or offline (European Union Agency for Fundamental 
Rights FRA, 2017). Nigerian women are not alien to hate speech. 
Some studies conducted by CITAD have shown that women in 
Nigeria, including actresses politicians, students, journalists and 
even housewives have been targeted with hate speech including 
misogyny or sexism. This dimension of hate speech calls for specific 
measures and approaches in tackling and combating it. 

UNDERSTANDING AND 
RESPONDING TO GENDER 

DIMENSION OF HATE SPEECH
By Maryam Ado Haruna

Chapter Five



Unfortunately, hate speech against the female gender is 
underreported and therefore preventive measures have failed to 
address the gendered hate speech due to its uniqueness. This 
chapter therefore digs into the concept of gender-based hate speech 
on- and offline, its effects and the need to respond to it with the 
hope that the chapter informs, raises awareness, and provides a 
deeper understanding for the needs to tackle this challenge. It is 
important to note for the sake of this chapter that gender based 
violence is hate speech.

WHAT IS HATE SPEECH?

Before we look at the gender dimension of hate speech, let's take a 
look at the holistic concept of hate speech in general for a better 
understanding. The interwoven connection that exist between hate 
and free speech has made hate speech a difficult or rather complex 
term to define. Hate speech is controversial and relative; what could 
be a hate speech to a particular individual(s) or group might not be 
to another. Thus, there is no universally accepted definition of hate 
speech in international human rights law. “Hate speech lies in a 
complex nexus with freedom of expression, individual, group and 
minority rights, as well as concepts of dignity, liberty and equality. 
Its definition is often contested” (UNESCO, 2015, p.10).  The 
report by UNESCO further stated that in national and 
international legislation, hate speech refers to expressions that 
contain incitement to harm especially when they are  
discriminatory,  hostile or call for violence based upon the target's 
being identified with a certain social or demographic group. “Put 
simply, 'hate speech' is any expression of discriminatory hate 
towards people: it does not necessarily entail a particular 
consequence. This lowest common denominator definition 
captures a very broad range of expression, including lawful 
expression” (Article 19, 2015, p.6).
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According to HateBase, a web-based application that collects 
instances of hate speech online worldwide, the majority of cases of 
hate speech target individuals based on ethnicity and nationality, but 
incitements to hatred focusing on religion and class have also been 
on the rise.In its effort to identify speech acts that are hatful in 
nature and to make it easier to properly monitor and counter it, 
CITAD also came up with an operational definition of hate speech 
where it defines it contextually as: 

Any speech act that is aimed at inciting the audience to 
denigrate against other people on the basis of ethnicity, 
religion, gender, geography and any other social conceived 
parameter with the purpose of marginalizing them or placing 
them at some disadvantage that is contrary to the provisions of 
the UNDHR as well as the international covenants of the 
rights of people. This does not include the peculiar joking 
relations that exists in some communities, practiced between 
two or more ethnic/linguistic groups that historically been 
used as a conflict resolution mechanism (CITAD Policy Brief 
on Hate Speech).

Similarly, many proposed definitions of 'hate speech' have been 
formulated in response to specific and perniciously discriminatory 
social phenomena or incidents. Definitions have also been adapted 
over time to address new situations, and to accommodate shifts in 
language, shifting understandings of equality, and the harms of 
discrimination, or developments in technology (Article 19, 2015).

Thus, hate speech may include any speech or expression that 
advocates, threatens, or encourages violent acts. For some, however, 
the concept extends also to expressions that foster a climate of 
prejudice and intolerance on the assumption that this may fuel 
targeted discrimination, hostility and violent attacks (UNESCO, 
2015). Because there is no universally accepted definition for hate 
speech, it is sometimes difficult to judge what's just an offensive 
comment and what is hate speech. But basically a nasty comment 
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about an individual isn't hate speech, unless it targets that person as a 
member of a particular group. Nevertheless, some (varying) 
standards have been set to identify a label as hate speech by 
International and regional human rights. Hate speech could be 
identified from the degree of focus given to the content and tone of 
expression; the harm caused (direct harm or have the potentiality of 
harmful consequence; causes emotional response in the target and 
negatively affecting societal attitudes, by stirring up hatred; 
misogyny against the target (Article 19, 2015). 

GENDER-BASED HATE SPEECH

Gender-based hate speech is one that targets any identity group that 
have unequal opportunities or are perceived, (either by certain 
groups of people or generally), to be inferior to other identity 
groups such as women, people with special needs (PWDs) and the 
lesbians, gay, transgender, bi-sexual among others (LGBTs). This 
chapter focuses on hate speech against the female gender, which 
involves women and girls and therefore, any form of hate speech 
that targets either a female individual (who could be identified to 
represent a particular group), a group of females or the entire female 
gender. Gender-based hate speech is a form of violence against 
women and girls that targets them because of their gender. Thus, 
hate speech against women and girls could be described as a 
thematic hateful expression that focuses on women and girls which 
could cause severe injury to the reputation of the victims among 
other effects. Put simply, it is a form of 'hate speech' that targets 
women because of who they are. 

Describing gender-based violence, Heise, Ellsberg and 
Gottmoeller, (2002), in their study explained that it includes a host 
of harmful behavior that are directed at women and girls because of 
their sex. Same description applies to gender hate speech which has 
the same effect, more or less on the female victims. The gender 
dimension of hate speech therefore could be deduced to be the 
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expression of the deep seated discrimination against the female 
gender which has been in existence over a long period of time. It 
denies women their rights to equality and non-discrimination 
which was guaranteed by United Nation Declaration of Human 
Right (UNDHR, 1964). 

In a report titled, “Challenges to Women's Human Rights in the EU 
(2017),” women and girls regularly face discrimination, hate speech 
and violence simply because they are women or girls. This as a 
result violates their rights to dignity and integrity, as well as their 
right to equality and non–discrimination.The International human 
rights law guarantees equality and non-discrimination for all people 
including women. Therefore, any distinction, exclusion, 
restriction or preference against a person based on a protected 
characteristic recognised under international human rights law 
which has the purpose or effect of nullifying or impairing the 
recognition, enjoyment or exercise, on an equal footing, of human 
rights and fundamental freedoms in the political, economic, social, 
cultural or any other field of public life against a group of women 
would be defined as a hate speech against the female gender.

One of the most harmful forms of hate speech against women is the 
sexist hate speech which has become rampant in Europe and 
women are disproportionally targeted (Council of Europe, 2017). 
Sexist hate speech takes place online and offline and in all forms of 
social interaction: at school, in the family, in social circles, in the 
public space, at work, via emails, websites and (social) media. 
Although it has taken a new dimension through the Internet, the 
root causes of sexist hate speech preceded the technology and are 
fundamentally linked to the persistent unequal power relations 
between women and men. Sexist hate speech is a form of violence 
against women and girls that perpetuates and exacerbates gender 
inequality (Council of Europe, 2017).FRA (2017), Sexist hate 
speech preserves, reproduces and exacerbates gender inequality. 
Women in position of power especially younger women or women 
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from minority ethnic groups are often the target of sexist comments 
and jokes that serves to deligitimise their power and influence. 

It is important to understand that hate speech expressions can be 
carried out online or offline. Although the online hate speech was 

st popularized in the 21 century with the internet becoming widely 
available its effects has done more harm. This can be affirmed with 
the rate at which information or messages can circulate and reach 
large number of people within the shortest period of time. Hateful 
messages that are disseminated online are increasingly common 
and have elicited unprecedented attention to develop adequate 
responses.

GENDER-BASED HATE SPEECH ONLINE

The increasing reach of the internet, the rapid spread of mobile 
information, and the widespread use of social media, coupled with 
the existing pandemic of violence against women and girls, has led 
to the emergence of gender-based violence online (GBVO) as a 
growing global problem with potentially significant economic and 
societal consequences (European Institute for Gender Equality, 
2017). GBVO encompasses not only hateful expression online 
against women, but all acts of violence, harassment, intimidations 
etc, and therefore, with the rampart development in Information 
and Communication Technology (ICT), the prevalence of hate 
speech which is an expression of violence against women has 
become more widespread. It is very common to find on social 
media platforms such as Facebook, Twitter, WhatsApp, Instagram 
etc., offensive and discriminatory terms against the female gender. 
According to UNESCO (2015), while hate speech online is not 
intrinsically different from similar expressions found offline, there 
are peculiar challenges unique to online content and its regulation. 
Those challenges related to its permanence, itinerancy, anonymity 
and cross-jurisdictional character are among the most complex to 
address: Hate speech online can be itinerant.
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Online violence against women takes various forms of abuse and 
includes, but not limited to, online misogyny, text-based abuse (e.g. 
on social media platforms such as Twitter or Facebook), upskirting, 
image-based sexual abuse (also referred to as 'revenge 
pornography'), rape pornography, and cyber-harassment (Peterson, 
& Denseley, undated). There are form all expression of that could 
be considered as hate speech against women online. 

The rise of online abuse against women not only undermines 
the ideal of an open, all-inclusive and participatory Internet 
but also demonstrates the pervasiveness of gender 
inequalities experienced by women in the online 
environments. The silencing effects of online misogyny and 
its negative impact on women's free and equal participation in 
the public sphere are not to be underestimated. Alarmingly, a 
UK-based 2016 Girl Guiding Girls' Attitudes Survey shows 
that 49% of girls aged 11-16 and 44% of young women aged 
17-21 do not feel free to express their views online.1 
Furthermore, the study confirmed that 50% of girls and 
young women aged 11-21 think that sexism is worse online 
than offline, with a further 23% of respondents having had 
threatening things said about them on social media (Peterson 
& Denseley, undated).

Although hate speech tends to be more prevalent on social media, it 
is mostly shaped by occurrence of events in day to day activities.  
Thus a recent happening especially when a woman or a girl is 
involved, has the potentiality of generating lots of offensive and 
inflammatory speech against a woman/girl, group of women or the 
entire female gender. This can be proven for instance, with the 
incident of Maryam Sanda who was alleged to have kill her husband 
Bilyaminu, the issue trended online for a long time and generated a 
lot of condemnation against not only Maryam Sanda, but the entire 
female gender on Twitter and Facebook. This was similar to the case 
of Rahama Sadau, a popular Kannywood actress when she was 
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perceived to have acted immodestly, the entire female actresses of 
Kannywood were targeted with offensive terms on social media. 

Addressing hate speech online remains challenging due to the 
nature of the internet: UNESCO (2015) explained that: 

Even when content is removed, it may find expression 
elsewhere, possibly on the same platform under a different 
name or on different online spaces. If a website is shut down, 
it can quickly reopen using a web-hosting service with less 
stringent regulations or via the reallocation to a country with 
laws imposing higher threshold for hate speech. The itinerant 
nature of hate speech also means that poorly formulated 
thoughts that would have not found public expression and 
support in the past may now land on spaces where they can be 
visible to large audiences (p.10).

Countering GBV is necessary in tackling both on- and offline 
gender-based hate speech. Because GBV is a bigger umbrella that 
encompasses act and expression of violence against women, 
combating GBV therefore become paramount.

IS HATE SPEECH AGAINST WOMEN ADEQUATELY 
REPORTED?

According to Broad Band Commission for Digital Development 
(2015), women of the Global South also experience various acts of 
cyber VAWG, but these are usually less well-publicized. In the case 
of Northern Nigeria, CITAD conducted some researches on online 
violence against women. The findings proved that rarely does 
violence against women online, including hate speech against 
women, is reported.  In most cases, incidents of hate speech against 
women are not given much prominence even by the media. Series 
of insults and threats directed against women both online and 
offline are barely reported and even when reported, it is done from 
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another angle and not from gender perspective as opined by Weston 
(2012). Weston gave an instance of two French women who had 
apparently offended other passengers in the same bus simply by 
singing songs in their native language. Two men were filmed 
shouting at the women to 'Speak English or die', but also making 
references to one of the women as 'cunt', 'fat fucking bitch', and 
threatening to 'cut the bitch's tits off'. Weston added that the media 
coverage of the bus incident focused on the racist nature of the 
attack and the fact that the women were targeted because they were 
French and had been singing French songs. The use of derogatory 
terms associated only with women, such as 'cunt' and 'bitch', was 
overlooked.  It seems that gendered epithets are dismissed as rowdy 
protests or robust criticism, rather than being recognised as sex 
discrimination or gender hatred. This same 'gender blindness' is 
evident in the lack of legal recognition given to the harm caused by 
gendered hate speech. The 'harm principle', that is, the concept that 
only conduct that causes harm should be prohibited, underpins 
Common Law. Although speech is ostensibly just a collection of 
words, it can cause psychological harm, and can also directly or 
indirectly cause physical harm through the incitement or 
encouragement of violent acts. 

Another instance is that of Nigerian Facebook user, Lucky Eze, who 
wrote  a comment on a Facebook group 'Sahara Reporters,' “these 
Islamic terrorists and using women as sex slaves, I wonder where they 
learnt from,”and accompanied it with a bloody photo and a woman 
tied in ropes. This hate speech was perceived and reported as hate 
speech targeting religion, ignoring the gender aspect of it.

In CITAD's report titled “Traders of Hate in Search of Votes: Tracking 
Dangerous Speech in Nigeria's 2015 Election Campaign,” only 7% of the 
hate speakers were women and 7% speech items captured were 
found to have suggest discrimination against women and girls in 
2015. This, according to the report may be due to the dominance of 
the male  gender in social media usage. However, hate speech 

137 | Understanding And Responding To Gender Dimension Of Hate Speech



against women is under reported. Some studies conducted by 
CITAD in 2017 and 2018 exposed several acts of online hate speech 
targeting women and girls.

“I will rape you until you bleed from your ass and beg for 
mercy.” 

The above statement was a comment by a 24-year old engineer on 
the profile picture of a woman on Facebook he had never met. His 
graphic threat of brutal sexual violence sparked outrage on social 
media leading to his arrest in Kolkata, apparently followed the 
deletion of an emoticon that he had earlier posted on the woman's 
profile picture (Miharia, 2017, in Mandal and Chattopadhyay). 
Mandal and Chattopadhyay observed that although the young 
engeneer was arrested and prosecuted, the arrest of perpetrators of 
technology-mediated gender based violence against woman is very 
rare. Technology-mediated gender based violence seems to have 
become an almost inevitable part of many women's experience 
online. The authors,  (Heise, Ellsberg, Gottmoeller, 2002) have a 
similar opinion with the above assertion by Mandal and 
Chattopadhyay as they opined that the same acts that would be 
punished if directed at a male employer, a neighbour, or an 
acquaintance often go unchallenged when men direct them at 
women. Another example is from the discussion paper titled, 
“Cyber Violence against Women and Girls: A Worldwide Wake-Up Call,” 
which explained that an actress was targeted with hate speech 
against her personality online. (Broadband Commission for Digital 
Development, 2015). 

At an international level, references to online violence against 
women have been scarce and formulated in generic terms, without 
giving due recognition to the seriousness, scale and everyday impact 
of online abuse of women (Šimonović, 2017). 
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EFFECTS OF GENDER BASED HATE SPEECH

Naturally, violence against women has a profound effect on their 
health. It saps their energy, compromises their physical health, and 
erodes their self-esteem. In addition to causing injury, violence 
increases women's long-term risk of a number of other health 
problems, including chronic pain, physical disability, drug and 
alcohol abuse and depression (Heise, Ellsberg, Gottmoeller, 2002).

Hate speech against women and girls has a tremendous effects on its 
victims. The online version of it, which is a modern phenomenon, 
does even more harm due to its permanence, anonymity and 
limitless nature. It has severe social and economic implications for 
women and girls. Threats of rape and death online pose a lot of fear 
and stress on the women. It can also have adverse impact on the 
exercise of free speech and other human rights of women and girls. 
Cases of suicide or attempts have been recorded as a result of 
gendered based hate speech. In Northern Nigeria where CITAD 
(in 2017) conducted some researches, online hate speech was found 
to have destroyed at least 10 planned or actual marriages. The 
findings also showed that hate speech against women and girls has 
made many women to change their patterns of behaviour to avoid 
victimisation, such as self-censorship in their use of social media.

Hate speech against women and girls also has indirect impact on the 
girls. Since hate speech against them discriminates and deprives 
them of their pride and self-esteem, most of the victims do not want 
to associate themselves or engage in matters of public interest 
because they are afraid of being stigmatized. It has also made some 
women abandon their careers. Online hate speech has also deprived 
women and girls of numerous benefits they could have gotten from 
the internet.
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RESPONDING TO GENDER BASED HATE SPEECH

In responding to gender-based hate speech, it is accepted that 
people cannot be denied the rights to express their views and 
opinions. Nonetheless, there are certain expressions that must be 
prohibitedbecause of the harm they cause. According to Article 19, 
2015 'Hate speech' that must be prohibited in international criminal 
law and Article 20 of the ICCPR requires States to prohibit certain 
severe forms of “hate speech,” including through criminal, civil, 
and administrative measures. Any statement that is advocating 
discrimination or hatred, constituting incitement to hostility, 
discrimination or violence must be restricted according to Article 
20(2) of the ICCPR. Some responses include: 

i. Responses by Social Media Platforms

Facebook, Twitter and Google, Instagram and even WhatsApp each 
has its own features that allow for the expression of hate and 
discrimination against women and girls, each also has specific 
definition of hate speech and their approaches to dealing with it are 
evolving. 

1. Facebook's rules forbid bullying, harassment and 
threatening language against women or girls and has a 
provision for reporting. The website, “Women, Action & 
the Media” expressed the view that many of the images on 
the platform passed Facebook moderation, that is, they were 
reported as violating Facebook standards, and Facebook 
declined to take them down. Some of them came down later 
when media stories highlighted specific pages. Some of 
them are still live on Facebook.

2. Twitter bans speech that could incite terrorism, or violence 
against people “on the basis of race, ethnicity, national 
origin, religion, sexual orientation, gender, gender identity, 
age, or disability. Just like in the case of Facebook, a lot of 
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offensive expressions against women and girls were able to 
pass Twitter moderation.

3. WhatsApp also has a way in which a user can report an abuse. 
In essence, these social media platforms have a way of 
reporting speech or other expressions perceived to be hatred 
in nature. This has not stopped the circulation of hate 
speech against women on WhatsApp, especially sexist hate 
speech.

ii. Interventions by CITAD

The efforts made by CITAD in ending hate speech against women 
and girls is significant. It includes:  

This category (gender) is included in CITAD's hate speech 
monitoring website and reports monthly indentified hate 
speech against women. 

Research, including surveys and Focused-Group 
Discussions (FGDs) have been conducted to understand 
the nature and dimensions of gender-based violence online, 
which is a bigger umbrella that encompasses hate speech 
against them. 

Radio sensitization programmes on the negative effect of 
hate speech and gender violence against women on the 
internet. 

Social media campaigns including Twitter, WhatsApp and 
Facebook were also adopted to counter gender-based hate 
speech in Nigeria. 

CITAD also made a submission on its concerns for gender-
based hate speech and violence online to the Universal 
Periodic Review (UPR) and also participated in the 
international conference titled, Internet Governance Forum” in 

v

v

v

v

v
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2018, with the hope of developing strategies to counter 
GBVO. 

RECOMMENDATIONS

Preventing gender-based violence is paramount in gender based 
hate speech prevention. In order to end gender hate speech, 
stopping GBV from happening in the first place is a key priority to 
ending gender based hate speech on- and offline. Given that GBV is 
based on gender norms and gender-based power inequalities, GBV 
prevention strategies according to SIDA are intrinsically linked to 
efforts to increase gender equality more generally. Hence, rather 
than disconnecting and treating GBV as a separate and isolated 
problem, it has to be situated in the context of gender inequalities. 
SIDA (2015) recommended the following:

A shift in focus from seeing women, (and other groups 
exposed to gender-based violence), as victims to seeing 
them as survivors, actors and agents of change with a strong 
focus on women and girls' empowerment and agency.

Efforts to increase women's political participation and 
influence in contexts of peace, conflicts and other 
humanitarian crisis. Women have rights to participate on 
equal terms with men in political bodies at all levels of the 
society, including in peace processes. In many countries 
women's political representation is very low, and women are 
often excluded from formal peace negotiations. This has 
devastating consequences for the possibility to reach a 
sustainable development, peace and human security.

Efforts to increase women's economic empowerment that 
enhance women's bargaining power and ability to leave 
abusive relationships. This includes strengthening women's 
entrepreneurship and employment opportunities, 

v

v

v
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improving women's access to land and property rights, 
promoting equal sharing of unpaid care work between 
women and men and encouraging universal access to 
quality education. While such efforts can contribute to 
increased violence against women in the short term due to 
gender ideals linking masculinity to the provider role, 
increasing women's economic empowerment is still crucial 
for longer term prevention of GBV. Women's economic 
empowerment interventions which also address gender 
norms and reach couples and communities can reduce such 
risks (SIDA, 2015). 

Conclusion 

Freedom of expression is key to the development, dignity and 
fulfilment of every person. People gain confidence and 
understanding of their surroundings including the wider world by 
exchanging ideas and information freely with others. When you 
have the liberty to express your opinion freely without any fear of 
oppression, harassment or threats, it gives you a sense of security 
and respect. This however, does not give room for hate speech 
perpetrators to hide under the umbrella of free speech in the name 
of expressing an opinion or a belief. No one has the right to behave 
in a way that is hateful and derogatory towards others. Everyone, 
including women, has the right to be protected from discrimination 
and threats and expressions inciting hatred. This called for a global 
reactions to hate speech. The extent to which women and girls 
experience sexual harassment stress the urgent need to tackle 
socially, culturally and structurally entrenched gender inequalities. 
Gender discrimination is a global challenge. Women in all part of 
the world experience some forms of gender discrimination in one 
form or the other, on- offline. Many organisations/institutions have 
put various efforts to tackle and combat hate speech. Unfortunately, 
the holistic approach could not properly counter gender hate 
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speech. This therefore, calls for specific measures in countering 
gender based hate speech in Nigeria and worldwide.  
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1.1 Introduction

 cardinal feature of democracy is the issue of elections, 
which is the universally accepted process through which Aindividuals are chosen to represent a community in a larger 

entity either at Federal, state or Local government level. In Nigeria, 
elections are usually characterised by fierce competition, which 
gives room for the usage of various apparatus for campaign 
including the social media. This is for the dissemination of their 
political messages, woo electorates and support groups towards the 
actualization of their goals (Madueke, Nwosu, Ogbonnaya, & 
Anumadu, (2017), Kušen, & Strembeck, (2017).

The social media is considered to be among the channels that have 
short term influences on political behaviour in terms of modifying 
the political orientation of individuals, social groups and political 
outcomes. In the contemporary world, it has become a major factor 
in terms of political dynamics as when it promotes the use of hate 
speech in can have very serious negative consequences on a 
country's political development. 

Justifying the rationale for this study can be done from the context 
of the fact that Politicians' usage of twitter to mobilize support 
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during electioneering period is related to their determination to 
achieve their objective of access to power. They are ready to use all 
tools that could convince people even if it requires manipulating 
sentiments. To affect the political situation, they seek to address 
people's understanding of the political situation, social problems, 
their interests and attitudes, all of which can provide pathways for 
generating popular support. This can be seen within the context of 
usage of twitter by Barack Obama during the 2008 presidential 
election. The former president of the United States of America, 
Donald Trump, was also a massive user of twitter which was he 
preferred mode of communication to his supporters. 

In Kaduna State, the build-up to the 2019 general election 
witnessed an intensified usage of twitter as an avenue for effective 
communication with voters. It became a forum for intense 
discussion of substantive developmental issues and lively political 
debates. It was also used in attacking political opponents, often 
using hate speech. The use of hate speech on twitter by politicians is 
worrisome because of its danger of derailing Nigeria's nascent 
democracy. The situation was sufficiently bad to force President 
Muhammadu Buhari to express his concern over the growing 
amount of hate speech in use, “especially in the social media”. He 
said it had “crossed our national red lines by daring to question our 
collective existence as a nation.” While the Vice President, Yemi 
Osinbajo, also decried the growing amount of inflammatory speech 
in the social media, describing it as “a species of terrorism” and 
citing the negative implication in places like the Nazi Germany, the 
Holocaust, and the Rwandan genocide (Bukarti, (2017).

The above clearly indicates that hate speech has been thick in the air 
in Nigeria's social media space (Ugbechie, 2017). For example, in 
the 2015 election campaigns, especially at the national level, hate 
speech was massively used by the two major political parties, 
Peoples Democratic Party (PDP) and All Progressive Congress 
(APC). Both parties were relentless in their harsh use of hate speech 
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their campaigns, including the profiling of candidates and trying to 
provoke different ethno-religious groups against each party's 
candidate (Rasaq,Udende, Ibrahim&Oba (2017). Other political 
parties were also involved in the usage of hate speech but not in the 
magnitude of the major political parties.

The above usage of the social media, especially twitter, for political 
discourses gained more acceptance because it is less expensive, 
flexible, accessible, affordable, interactive and open to all. It focuses 
on social networking thereby allowing users to express themselves, 
interact with friends, share personal information, as well as publish 
their own views on the internet. Twitter has indeed been playing a 
dominant role in political mobilization, participation and 
electioneering campaigns in both developed and developing 
countries across all continents. In Nigeria, the research conducted 
by  Okoro, & Santas, (2017) indicate that voter's choice of political 
candidates in the 2011 and 2015 presidential election was 
influenced by political communication on social media.

The issue is, has hate speech been only perpetuated by opponents of 
the various political parties or does it cut across board? Can the 
study on hate speech be satisfactorily if it is only centred on the 
tweets sentiment or must it be done within the context of the speech 
and geo-locations? To what extent can the hate speech have 
implications on the 2019 elections in the state considering the 
volatile nature of the state during elections? These and other 
research questions form the thrust of this study which is focused on 
the tweeting habits of two political gladiators – the Governor of 
Kaduna State, Nasiru Ahmed El-Rufai and the Senator 
representing Kaduna central senatorial district, Senator Shehu Sani, 
both of whom are members of the ruling political party – All 
Peoples' Congress (APC).  

This study seeks to interrogate the extent to which Governor 
Nasiru El-Rufai of Kaduna State and the Kaduna Central Senator, 
Shehu Sani's tweeting habits are just elements of free speech but not 
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hate speech and the implication of such tweets for the forthcoming 
general election, considering the volatile nature of the Kaduna state 
during any form of crises. This paper is based on the following 
research assumptions; that the tweets of Governor Nasiru Ahmed 
El-Rufai and Senator Shehu Sani using the twitter space do not 
contain hate speech and therefore do not pose any serious security 
implications on the 2019 elections in Kaduna State. In this study, 
tweeting habits include sending a new tweet, replying to a tweet, 
liking another user's tweet, and retweeting an existing message.

1.2 Literature Review

In any electoral process, there are identifiable influencers and 
stakeholders, who in carrying out their statutory or self-
apportioned roles in the electoral process, act as stakeholders who 
use new media technologies to support their political operations. In 
the context of this study, such influencers and stakeholders uses 
their twitter handles to influence and set the agenda for their 
political goals and targets. Though in some instances such tweets 
may contain hate speech targeted to certain individuals and groups. 
The influencers used twitter, a Web 2.0 micro blogging site that 
allows for short messages of not more than 280 characters to tweet 
their messages, retweet other people's tweets, likes tweets, list 
tweets, indicating their favourite tweets, send direct messages 
(DM), use of hashtag '#', follow others and generate their own 
followers. Thus the twitter arena provides space for the expression 
of political views, messages, information, approving and 
disapproving political action of political opponents. This gives 
room for the expression of hate speech to achieve or attain certain 
political goals.

The United Nations Committee on the Elimination of Racial 
Discrimination (2013) explains hate speech to include all 
dissemination of discriminatory ideas based on race or hatred by 
whatever means. While Neisser (1994) sees hate speech as all 
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communications (whether verbal, written, symbolic) that insults a 
racial, ethnic and political group being discriminated against, 
whether by suggesting that they are inferior in some respect or by 
indicating that they are despised or not welcome for any other 
reason. Kayambazinthu and Moyo (2002) conclude that hate 
speech are wars waged on others by means of words intended to 
foster a climate of prejudice, intolerance, discrimination, hostility 
and violent attacks.

The European Network against Racism (ENAR) (2014) provides a 
more simplified way of understanding hate speech. It provides the 
following five categories of understanding hateful speech, namely 
(1) speech that attacks the dignity of groups or individuals, (2) 
speech that manifests explicit incitement to hatred, prejudice or 
discrimination, (3) implicit incitement to hatred, prejudice or 
discrimination, (4) derogatory, demeaning or insulting language 
and (5) attempt to incite groups or individuals against one another. 

Despite the above, the conceptualization of hate speech as 
dangerous speech is also regard as relevant in the context of this 
study using Benesch (2013) criteria under which 'hate speech' 
becomes 'dangerous' and hence harmful to society. According to the 
author, 'When an act of speech has a reasonable chance of catalyzing 
or amplifying violence by one group against another, given the 
circumstances in which it was made or disseminated, it is 
Dangerous Speech'. The criterion that is identified is the extent to 
which such affect the degree of dangerousness of any given speech 
act:

(a) The speaker, who is much more likely to commit successful 
incitement if he or she has some form of pre-existing influence 
or authority over an audience.

(b) The audience, the more fearful it is, the more vulnerable it is to 
incitement.
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(c) The speech act itself, by way of the use of certain rhetorical 
devices, such as the 'accusation in a mirror' strategy; persuading 
the audience that they are going to be attacked.

(d) The social and historical context.

(e)  The mode of dissemination.

The import of the above is that most hate speech (dangerous 
speech) act would be the one in which these five variables are 
maximized by the author of the tweet. This is also adopted in 
gauging the hate speech of the political gladiators of this study. It is 
important to note that in Nigeria, the 2010 Electoral Act (as 
amended) in section 95 criminalizes the use of certain language or 
expressions during electioneering campaign which are tainted with 
abusive language directly or indirectly likely to injure religious, 
ethnic, tribal or sectional feelings. These also include such 
expressions likely to provoke violent reaction or emotions during or 
in aftermath of various forms of political campaigns.

Apart from the Electoral Act, the Political Party Code of Conduct 
(2013) especially Paragraph 7 of the instrument contains provisions 
that prohibit foul or abusive language and expressions of hate by 
political parties in Nigeria. Furthermore, the Cybercrime 
(Prohibition, Prevention etc) Act 2015, specifically section 26(1) of 
the Act makes it an offence to threaten or insult a person or group of 
persons through a computer system or network “for the reason that 
they belong to group distinguished by race, colour, descent, 
national, or ethnic origin, as well as, religion”.

The theoretical frame work of this study is anchored on the uses and 
gratifications theory postulated by Katz, Blumler, and Gurevitch 
(1974) based on its basic assumption that has bearing on twitter 
usage. The theory is based on the assumptions of how people use 
the twitter (media) to reward their own needs. Second, the theory 
should help researchers understand an audience member's media 
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behaviour. Finally, the theory should identify functions or 
consequences as a result of needs, motives and behaviour. 

Uses and gratifications theory is an appropriate theory for this study 
as the two-way nature of Twitter requires a person to actively 
choose the medium it wants as well as to decide how it will use that 
medium. This enables a user to connect and interact with other 
people on social networking sites. Furthermore, the individual has 
the ability to choose how involved he or she wants to be with the 
medium as well as how it will best serve him or her. Thus, this study 
focused on the political gladiators' tweets to ascertain its implication 
on the 2019 elections in Kaduna State. 

1.3 Methodology

This study uses qualitative content analysis, which requires a 
systematic and gradual process of examination of textual data in 
order to result in identification and the formation of the categories. 
The population of the study comprises of the tweets and retweet of 
El-Rufai and Shehu Sani that were collected within the period of 
July 2018 and August 2018.  The study employed the use of 
pragmatics which is the investigation into that aspect of meaning 
which is derived not from the formal properties of words, but from 
the way in which utterances are used and how they relate to the 
context in which they are uttered. This is basing analysis on inferred 
content of tweets entails looking for meanings that depends not just 
on the grammar or the lexicon, but on the context in which the 
message occurs.

According to Sperber and Wilson (1995), the hearer or reader can 
pick out the most relevant pragmatic message when given the exact 
situation, what is known about the speaker or writer, and what has 
already been said or written. Pragmatic messages depend on 
background information as part of the context—that is, what the 
speaker or writer and hearer or reader knows about the society 
involved and what has happened in the past. The big data collected 

153 | Hate Speech, Twitter And 2019 Election: Analysis Of Tweeting Habits Of Selected ...



was subjected to thematic content analysis using Atlas.ti 8, (Archive 
for Technology, the Life World and Everyday Language, the 
extension “ti” stands for “text interpretation.”), computer-aided 
qualitative data analysis software (CAQDAS). 

After collecting a layer of data, which is the tweets, Atlas.ti 8 was 
used for facilitating the analysis. Using the panoply of coding 
functions available in Atlas.ti 8 the first layer of data was coded. 
Using the linking and related functions, nodes were imported to 
create categories of concepts for eventually looking at a logical 
pattern that could explain the nature of the various tweets and other 
related literature. The research questions for this study include: 
RQ1: What are the tweeting habits of the subjects of this study?  
RQ2: To what extent are the tweeting habits of the subjects of this 
study hinge on hate speech? RQ3: To what extent do such the 
tweeting habits of the subjects of this study have bearing on 2019 
election in Kaduna State?

The analysis begins with understanding that the statuses of the 
twitter account of the political gladiators are active. The accounts 
indicate the following information: 

Senator Shehu SaniVerified account@ShehuSani- 

(a) SENATOR, Federal Republic of Nigeria & Civil Rights 
Activist. A Pan African. A dedicated fighter for Justice & 
Freedom. (Kaduna Central District).

(b) Nasir Ahmad El-RufaiVerified account@elrufai - 
Governor of Kaduna State. Member of the All Progressives 
Congress Board of Trustees. Tweets are my views not those 
of the APC
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Other details of their account can be seen in Table 1: Twitter 
Account Details.

Table 1: Twitter account details

Source: Researchers Computation, 2018

In attempting to answer RQ1: What are the tweeting habits of the subjects 
of this study? To answer the RQ1 we first determined the most 
highlighted word by obtaining the frequencies of words through a 
word cloud using the Atlasti.8.  The word cloud of Senator Shehu 
Sani's tweets can be seen.

Figure 1: Word Cloud of Senator Shehu Sani

From the word cloud, the tweeting habits of Senator Shehu 
Sanicentre on the following: Politics, Security, Governance, Youth 
Employment, Judiciary, Fundamental Human Rights, Education, 
Environment, Democracy, Legislative Issues, Labour Issues, 
Economy, Herdsmen & Farmers Conflicts, IDPs, Accountability, 
Civil society, Victims, Religion, Culture, Political Campaign, 
Foreign Policy, Loans,  International Crime Court etc.

Nasir Ahmad El-Rufai
Verified account@elrufai 

S/N Senator Shehu Sani 
Verified account@ShehuSani

Joined February 2010 Joined February 2009

Tweets, current page. 12.5K Tweets, current page. 48.2K

Following 1,692 Following 825

Followers 530K Followers 1.39M

Likes 3,564 Likes 508

Lists 1 Nil

1

2

3

4

5
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Figure 1: Word Cloud ofSenator Shehu Sani

Source: Atlas ti. 8

We also determined the most highlighted word by obtaining the 
frequencies of words through a word cloud using the Atlasti.8. The 
word cloud of Nasir El-Rufai's tweets can be seen in Figure 1b: 
Word Cloud of Nasir El-Rufai. From the word cloud, the tweeting 
habits of Nasir El-Rufaicentre on the following: Politics, Security, 
Governance, Youth Employment, Judiciary, Fundamental Human 
Rights, Education, Environment, Democracy, Labour Issues, 
Economy, Herdsmen & Farmers Conflicts, Politicians,  

Figure 1b: Word Cloud of Nasir El-Rufai. 

 Source: Atlas. Ti 8
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Sentiment Analysis Stage

In attempting to answer RQ2: To what extent are the tweeting habits of 
the subjects of this study hinge on hate speech? The sentiment analysis 
using sentistrength was conducted, which deals with polarity 
measurement, sentiment and emotional classification. We clustered 
the entire corpus and employed the lexicon-based sentiment 
classification to measure polarity. The sentiment scoring function 
was used to get the overall sentiment scores of the corpus and to 
determine the difference between the numbers of positively and 
negatively assigned word. A random review of polarity score is 
presented in Figure.1. 

A tweet has an overall positive sentiment if score > 0,
A tweet has an overall negative sentiment if score is < 0

The total score for the corpus is visualized and evaluated with 
simple descriptive statistics as can be seen below Figure 1. 
Sentisentiment Analysis of Tweets

Source: Researchers Computation, 2018

 

1
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Table 1a Sample of Emotion Rationale of Senator Shehu Sani
S/N Postive Negative Tweets

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

1

2

1

2

1

1

3

3

2

-5

-4

-4

-4

-4

-4

-1

-1

-1

Everything should be done to bring the perpetrators of that heinous 
act to book.
If you are truly a politician of the people and with your people you 
should not have any fear
Fear of direct primaries is fear of the people
African leaders have proven unable to sanction one of their own in 
cases of state violence.
All security agencies and the general public must rise up against 
these atrocious.
There is no potent weapon to fight corruption than the rule
No tears enough to mourn the frequency of deaths resulting from 
the killings
Great Eagles we love you always.

Why is it that hard for us to respect and love each other.

To secure the lives of the elites the road was fully renovated and 
enough funds were released.



Source: Researchers Computation, 2018

Figure 1: Sentisentiment analysis of tweets 

Source: Researchers Computation, 2018

Sample Tweets Results

Following shows the sample output of the program for the 'hate 
speech' as a query based on the tweets from Twitter indicate the 
following for Senator Shehu Sani: 

Positive tweets percentage: 23.6%
Negative tweets percentage: 76.4 %
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And when they fly away the part of you that knows it was a sin to 
lock them up does rejoice.

1

Table 1b Sample of Emotion Rationale of Nasiru El-Rufai
S/N Postive Negative Tweets

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

1

1

1

1

3

1

4

4

1

-5

-4

-4

-4

-4

-3

-2

-2

-1

Never assume yours is more draining heavy or excruciating than 
another person's.
May all those suffering from it find succor and healing .

Hate will never win The earlier we realize that the better.

There is a culture of hate in this country.  

Let us respect each other abide by the law do our duty 
to uphold harmony and firmly reject division and violence.

They can try but they will fail.

Young people in leadership positions and making a difference.

Better to have big classes taught by excellent teachers than smaller 
ones taught by mediocre.



It indicates the following for Nasiru El Rufai: 

Positive tweets percentage: 24.8%

Negative tweets percentage: 75.2 %

In answer the third research question which state that RQ3: To what 
extent do such the tweeting habits of the subjects of this study have bearing on 
2019 election in Kaduna State? A look at From Table 1a & b together 
with Figure 1 indicate the diverse nature of thetwo subjects of this 
study, which clearly show that though some of the tweets are hate 
speech but they were not directed against any individual or group or 
tribe.

1.5 Discussion and Findings

Gauging the hate speech in this study, it could be clearly seen that 
the political gladiators have some form of pre-existing influence or 
authority over the twitter space. One is a serving governor of a 
Kaduna state that is considered as a micro Nigeria. The other is a 
serving senator of the Federal Republic of Nigeria representing 
Kaduna central senatorial district of Kaduna state. These shows the 
number of following and followers together with their likes for 
some tweets indicate both of them have a large audience within the 
twitter space as has been seen above Table 1: Twitter account details. 
These large audiences are definitely vulnerable to incitement based 
on the tweets of their principals especially considering the diverse 
areas, social and historic context they tweet on.

This is in spite of the fact that the social and historical context of the 
tweet together with its nature of dissemination also determines how 
portent a tweet is either as a hate speech or otherwise. In the 
analysis, we found a clear pattern which shows the tweets of the 
politicians are similar with little variation. This could be related to 
the distinct offices occupied by the politicians as the role and 
responsibility of their offices determine to a large extent their 
tweeting habits.
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From Table 1a & b together with Figure 1 shows clearly that both 
politicians' tweets contain elements of hate speech which are both 
negative and positive. These confirm the findings from the work of 
Kušen, & Strembeck, (2017) which reported on similar findings for 
twitter. The findings indicate that some of the tweets of Governor 
Nasiru El-Rufai of Kaduna State and the Kaduna Central Senator 
Shehu Sani's are more than just elements of free speech as there are 
elements of hate speeches as such within the twitter space though 
the difference between the two in terms of both  negative and 
positive sentiment.

Inspite of the fact that their tweets contain hate speech, when 
looked at within the diverse areas, social and historical context of 
the tweets as seen in Table 1a & b its implication on 2019 election in 
the Kaduna State is limited. These more so that both of them are 
from the same political party- All Progressive Congress (APC). The 
fortune of the party in winning election in the state is the ultimate 
goal of the political gladiators. 

Though in other media other than twitter, the political gladiators 
employ hate speech to the extent that they were rebuked by 
Traditional rulers, other politicians, civil society groups etc. For 
instance, the Christian Association of Nigeria, Moro'a Chiefdom 
chapter of Kaura Local Government Area of Kaduna State says hate 
speeches by religious and political office holders are aggravating the 
crisis in southern Kaduna. And he described hate speeches as virus 
that continued to threaten the peace in the southern part of the state 
and the country at large (NAN,2017).

The Islamic Leaders also cautioned politicians and top government 
functionaries in Kaduna State of promoting hate speeches and 
describing their utterances as unfortunate and can be termed as 
political terrorism which they claimed is against the teachings of 
Islam and contrary to the provisions of Nigeria's constitution 
(Akhaine, 2018).
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1.6 Conclusion

Hate speech generally violates the free speech principle of 
constitutive democracy and political campaign by destroying the 
value of an individual or group thereby building a false 
consciousness which induces political violence. When the above 
occurs, it therefore creates a good political ambience for any 
deepening democracy like Nigeria. Though the above was not 
clearly established in this study based on the analysis of the various 
tweets but the engagement of hate speech is seen within the twitter 
space.

1.7 Recommendations

The study therefore recommends that to check hate speech, there 
should be the application of various criminal provisions already in 
place, such as laws against treason, the incitement of public 
disturbance, defamation, and the desecration of religious objects 
and the provisions of the 2011 Terrorism (Prevention) Act and its 
2013 amendment that deal with hate speech. Also, the politicians 
involved in hate speech should be called to order especially by Civil 
Society's Organisation as their political parties have failed to do so 
before the relative peace presently enjoyed in Kaduna state is put in 
jeopardy.

More research efforts on ways of monitoring hate speech online 
and methods to distinguish among different typologies of speech 
acts must be encourage by various stakeholders thereby developing 
early warning systems. Furthermore, there has to be coordinated 
actions by the academia, members of the civil society seeking to 
create national and international coalitions to address emergent 
threats connecting online hate speech and its aftermath violence 
offline. More initiatives have to be put in place to encourage social 
networking platforms and Internet Service Providers to play a more 
robust role in actively responding to hate speech online.
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Introduction 

igeria is one of the most diverse countries, with over 500 
ethnic groups, a mixed of adherents of Christianity, NIslam and traditional religions and a vast geographical 

peculiarity that shapes variegated cultural presence. Although these 
diversities could be strengths, in Nigeria, they have tended to 
generate a fractious politics with an unhealthy competition, 
generating conflicts which are often violent. Perhaps the most 
spectacular of these conflicts was the 3-year old civil war that was 
fought between 1967-1970 in which thousands of people were 
killed. However, there have been many communal conflicts in 
virtually all parts of the country. Of recent two most serious have 
been the Boko Haram insurgency in the northeast part of the 
country and the farmer-herdsmen conflicts that has engulfed both 
north west and north central parts of the country.

Many of these violent conflicts in Nigeria were triggered either 
directly by hate speech or exacerbated by it. This is particularly so in 
the context of election related violence. For example, When Isioma 
Daniel then of ThisDay wrote her story about the beauty contest 
which led to arson and burning, she was definitely not expecting 
such reaction, nor was she desirous of it. But clearly the story had 
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offended the sensibilities of Muslims who felt provoked by it to 
commit arson. This led to massive rioting in Kaduna and Kano 
resulting in the burning of property. As we progressed towards the 
2015 general election, we realized that the increasing deployment of 
hate speech could lead to violence and so decided to engage in 
countering it in order to neutralize its potentials to catalyze 
violence. This reading of the situation was further confirmed by the 
advisory issued by the National Human Rights Commission of 
Nigeria (2015). We also came to the realization however, that 
countering can only be effective if we have clear understanding of 
the sources of hate speech, the type of hate prevalent and the 
channels through which hate speech was propagated. 
Consideration of these led us to mount a hate speech monitoring 
platform, enabling us to monitor and analyze hate speech in the 
social media in Nigeria

CONCEPTUALIZING HATE SPEECH IN THE NIGERIAN 
CONTEXT

Although hate speech has a long history in the fractious politics of 
Nigeria, it was only with the 2015 general elections that there a 
heighten awareness that hate speech had the potential to ignite 
violence and result in violent elections. This was what made the 
campaign for violence free elections to consider hate speech as a key 
element that needed to be tamed. Given the recency of the insertion 
of hate speech in our conflict dynamic situation analysis, it is not 
surprising however that this concern with hate speech has not seen a 
definitional response to it. Instead, people loosely use the term to 
define different things in the country.

This has led to the misuse of the term with possible consequences 
that could be negative for the efforts to curb hate speech.  First, it is 
possible that given the loose use of the concept to find it difficult to 
mount effective strategies for curbing hate speech as it would mean 
spreading over virtually every genre of offensive speech. Secondly, 
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because hate speech is seen as negative, there is the tendency for 
people who are intolerant of every form of criticism to conflate 
criticism with hate speech and to therefore shot it out as such. A 
possible negative consequence of this is to move the country to a 
culture of intolerance of criticism. Third is that because the 
dividing line between free speech and hate speech is very thin, an 
unwholesome clampdown on hate speech may in fact extend to 
clampdown on all forms of offensive speech that can lead to the 
derogation of the right to freedom of speech and information. As 
consequence of both the second and third misuses, government 
itself may define hate speech to be criticism against itself or its 
leading officials. It can then use this to seek to shut out political 
opposition criticism of the regime.

This situation has not been helped by the fact that we do not have a 
legal or even an official definition of hate speech. Our laws do not 
speak of hate speech but “inflammatory”, inciting” and “pejorative” 
speeches.  These terms are clearly not firm analytical categories and 
can lead to arbitrariness and relativism. In fact, a number of people 
tend to confuse hate speech with libel for which there are clear laws. 

This lack of rigorous conceptual clarity of hate speech is not 
peculiar to Nigeria only. Even in countries where there are hate 
speech laws, definition of hate speech is problematic. The concept 
of hate speech has no universally accepted or standard definition. It 
is universally accepted that hate speech centres around ridiculing, 
denigration, disparagement and vilifications of a group of people on 
the basis of their membership of the group. It is thus in a category of 
what is often referred as offensive speech. Why then distinguishes 
hate speech from offensive? There are two reasons for this. First, is 
that “offensiveness” is often relative, meaning that what is offensive 
to one person or even a group man not necessary be offensive for 
another. Offensive is thus relative. As a relative concept, it is 
therefore difficult to concretize and monitor.  But beyond this 
conceptual difficulty, there is the fact that our interest is not so 
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much about the “offenviness” of the speech act. Rather, we are 
concerned with the capacity of the speech act to generate or catalyze 
violence. A key element in this is that the speech act must target 
groups rather than individuals. Hate speech is thus defines from the 
perspective of groups. 

The “hate speech” itself has been a subject of long academic debate, 
with scholars like Benesch (2014) arguing that from the stand point 
of prevention of mass atrocities, the term is conceptually weak, and 
not amenable to precise monitoring. She argues that in fact, not all 
hate speech is capable of catalyzing violence. For this reason 
therefore, she proposes the term “dangerous speech” as that 
segment of hate speech that has the propensity to catalyze violence. 
Saleem, Dillon, Benesch and Ruths (2017), on the other hand draw 
attention to an ambiguity in the “hate” of the hate speech, that this 
can be relative: what and whose hatred is being considered?

We can consider the continuum of offensive speech as in the 
pyramid. At the base is offensive speech, which tends to be more 
prevalent in society. Adapting Benesch (2014a) classification, we 
then have what can be considered as “hate speech” which is any 
speech act that denigrates other people as a group. Offensive speech 
is that which is directed at individuals. The distinction is important 
because while we cannot criminalize all offensive speech, since the 
“offensiveness” of a given speech act is situational, whereas 
mobilizing groups to condone or perpetrate violence is not 
situational or contingent upon we take segment of it that has clear 
ability to deliberately expose some of the people to harmful 
disadvantage. On top of the “hate speech”, is what Benesch refers as 
“dangerous” speech. This is the speech that actually has the 
potential to catalyze violence.

As we adapted the Benesch schema and what we are monitoring is 
in keeping with her terminology of dangerous speech, we would 
prefer to retain the use of hate speech, given that public discourse in 
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the country uses hate speech than dangerous. For us therefore the 
terminology use is pragmatic, to allow us delineate the speech genre 
of hate speech we are monitoring. 

Following from this, we have in our attempt to conceptualize, admit 
to the following caveats:

1. The five key attributes that Susan Benesch identified do not 
have to all co-occur before an item could qualify for hate 
speech. Rumour and fake news in particular do not need a 
powerful speaker for them to catalyze into violence 

2. That a libel can be said by powerful speaker, thus having at 
least one element of the five, this is not hate speech and is 
discounted. 

3. While conscious of the danger of using hate speech to 
silence criticism against government , we recognize that 
certain criticisms against government are framed by hate 
speech and entered this as such 

We then operationalize hate speech in our context to be:

1. Insults people for their religion

2. Abuses people for their ethnic or linguistic affiliation

3. Expresses contempt against people because of their place of 
origin

4. Disparages or intimidates women or girls because of their 
gender

5. Condones discriminatory assertions against people living 
with disability

6. Abuses or desecrates symbols of cultural or religious 
practices
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7. Denigrates or otherwise ridicules traditional or cultural 
institutions of other people

8. Denigrates or otherwise ridicules traditional or cultural 
institutions of other people

THE MONITORING PLATFORM

Building on the experience of iHub Kenya's Umati project(Umati, 
2013), CITAD mounted a modified version to monitor and counter 
hate speech during the electioneering campaign in 2015 and later 
added additional features to monitor the post-election period. This 
was a manual system in which human monitors with hate speech 
source lists to surf the social media looking for hate speech items 
associated with the any item on the source list that qualify for hate 
speech. The criteria for identifying hate speech was drawn from the 
Benesh schema in which a given a speech item is subjected to a 
series of analysis along five key namely:

A powerful speaker with a high degree of influence over the 
audience

An audience that has grievances and fear that the speaker can 
cultivate

A speech act that is clearly understood as a call to violence

A social or historical context that is propitious for violence, 
for any of a variety of reasons, including longstanding 
competition between groups for resources, lack of efforts to 
solve grievances, or previous episodes of violence

A means of dissemination that is influential in itself, for 
example because it is the sole or primary source of news for 
the relevant audience

v

v

v

v

v

CONTEXT AND CONTENT IN HATE SPEECH DISCOURSE IN NIGERIA | 170



The system CITAD used based on source list has its drawback in 
that hate speech makers (people or organizations) that are outside 
the source list would only be captured accidently. In this, therefore 
it potentially leaves out hate speech by a large spectrum of possible 
hate speech makers. The second draw back was that the system was 
not “intelligent” in the sense that it cannot tell whether a particular 
item was hate speech or not and hence human monitors have to 
undertake the analysis and make the decision.

In the second year. CITAD deployed a slightly modified version of 
the system that i-Hub used in Kenya for the Umati Hate speech 
project This required the used of human monitors to browse 
through the social media using a generated hate speech lexicon and 
source list of suspected hate speech profiles and platforms.  In the 
post-election period, we modified this deploying a semi-automated 
system (based on lexicon) and manual system (based on source list).  
It also allowed for crowd-sourcing of reporting by the public but 
which is then tested to see if reported items met the criteria for hate 
speech.

In 2017, the methodology was farther refined with modifications 
on the coding sheet. The coding sheet allowed us to classify 
captured hate speech items according to a number of attributes such 
as the gender of the speech, the means of dissemination, the 
language of communication, the specific categories of hate speech, 
etc.  This methodology remained the same for the 2018. 

More recently, functionality was added to deal with the propagation 
of fake images in the context of new conflicts which have 
implications for the 2019 general elections.
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THE RESULTS 

Consistently in the years of monitoring, the gender of the hate 
speech makers is predominantly masculine. It ranges from 76% in 
2015 to over 86% in 2016 (See table 1). On the other hand, the 
gender of the target is largely mixed, targeting both male and 
female. Only a few of the items specially targeted one gender or the 
other. 

Table 1: Gender of Hate Speakers 

Source: CITAD Hate Speech Monitoring Data 

Table 2: Gender of Target

Source: CITAD Hate Speech Monitoring Data 

With respect to language of dissemination, English has no less than 
90% for the four years (Table 3). There are just a few entries in 

Year Male Female Unknown 

2015 76.0 7.0 17.0

2016 81.0 2.0 17.0

 

 

2017 86.3 2.7 10.9

2018 80.0 3.0 17.0

 

 

Year Male Female Unknown 

2015

2016 21.0 0.0 79.0

2017 6.4 3.5 90.7

2018 10.0 1.0 89.0
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Hausa and Yoruba as well as Pidgin English. While this does not say 
that hate speech is predominantly in English in the country, it only 
makes statement about hate speech in the social media in that 
predominantly, users of social media in Nigeria prefer to express 
themselves in English language than in their first languages. 

Table 3: language of dissemination 

Source: CITAD Hate Speech Monitoring Data 

Facebook has been consistently the dominated channel of 
dissemination of hate speech in the social media in Nigeria from 
our monitoring. This is followed by online publications and 
bloggers, it is to be noted that the comment section of the online 
publications are the major source of hate speech. 

Table 4: Medium of Dissemination 

Source: CITAD Hate Speech Monitoring Data 

Year English Hausa Yoruba Others 

2015 92.9 2.54 0.15 3.34

2016 97.8 0.0 0.0 5.4

2017 97.0 1.0 1.0 1.0

2018 91.0 1.0 0.0 8.0

 

 

Year Facebook  Online 
Publications  
and Bloggers

Twitter Others 

2015 66.0 14.0 10.0 20.0

2016 59.0 40.0 1.0 0.0

2017 70.0 27.0 0.6 1.2

2018 51.0 2.0 1.0 46.0
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In terms of the composition, for the three years (2016-2018) that we 
were monitoring all types of hate speech, the two dominant types 
have been religious-based and ethnicity hate speech. Together they 
accounted for more than 70% in the three years. For 2015, our focus 
was election related hate speech and the data does not lend itself for 
comparison with the subsequent years. While for 2016 and 2018, 
religious-based hate speech was the majority, in 2017, ethnicity was 
the majority (see Table 5). This was probably not unconnected with 
the intensification of the Biafran agitation in that year.

Table 5: Composition (%) of hate speech 

Source: CITAD Hate Speech Monitoring Data 

We also found that there is connection between offline events and 
the speech online. For instance, during the 2015 campaign, we 
mapped out these concerns (CITAD, 2016). We also observed that 
when many stakeholders joined the campaign for peaceful elections 
in that period, culminating in the signing of the peace accord we saw 
that hate speech gradually decreased until well after the election. 
Both the 2016 and 2017 results (CITAD, 2017) shown some 
relationship between hate speech online and the conflicts between 
government and Islamic Movement of Nigeria and between the 
Biafran Separatist Movement and the Government. 

Year Religion Ethicality Others

2016 45 33 22

2017 31 42 25

2018 43 35 22
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2017
 

22.0 8.0
 

70.0
2018 23.0 24.0 53.0

Year  Extremely Barely 
Inflammatory 

Moderate 

2016 21.9 16.2 61 .9
 

Year Compare 
group of
people with
animals 

 

Suggest that
the audience 
faces a serious 
threat or
violence from
another group 

Suggest that
some people 
are spoiling
the integrity
of a group

Others 

2015 15.5 38.2 40.9 5.5

2017 22.0 15.0 29.0 34.0

2018 19.0 21.0 49.0 11.0

 

2016 13.0 0.0 14.1 72.9
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Table 6: Degree of Inflammation  

Source: CITAD Hate Speech Monitoring Data 

For all the years, we saw that the degree of inflammation is 
predominately moderate at the average of 61%.  When read along 
the fact that there have been responses and reaction to these and the 
fact that there were appreciable on number of calls to action 
directing audience to kill the target, it indicates a volatile situation. 

There is no discernable pattern with respect to what hate speech 
says of its targets. For the election campaign year of 2015, we have 
that the majority were suggesting that some people were spoiling 
the integrity of their group. In the context of a fierce competition for 
votes, this was understandable.  For 2016 and 2017, none of the key 
categories was dominant. However, in 2018, we are back to the same 
people spoiling their integrity. Interestingly, it is also a year defined 
by the campaign for the 2019 general elections.

Table 7: Hate Speech Says about its Target 

Source: CITAD Hate Speech Monitoring Data 



The propensity of hate speech to incite violence can be assessed on a 
proxy basis by looking at its capacity to provoke response online. As 
table 8 shows, for all the years, majority of the items had attracted 
reaction. In fact, for the year 2018, this was almost 70%. Although 
we found that majority are moderately inflammable, yet they tend 
to attract reaction.  Another engagement of audience/target with 
hate speech online is comment. We enquired as to these items were 
themselves response to earlier statements and found for the three-
year period, on average about 78% were comments to earlier posts 
or statements.  It is possible that the statements themselves might 
not necessarily be hate speech, indicating a high degree of 
intolerance of opposing views  

Table 8 Did any one react to the speech item?  

Table 9: Was the statement a response to another post or comment?  

Source: CITAD Hate Speech Monitoring Data 

The susceptibility of the audience to either carry out the call to 
action embedded in the hate speech is dependence on the influence 
the speaker has on them. We found for the three years, majority of 

Year  Yes  No Not  Sure 

2015  

2016  42.2 26.5 32.3 

2017
 

43.0
 

57.0
 

2018
 

70.0
 

30.0
 

Year  Yes  No 

2016 82.4 15.1 2.6

2017  85.0  15.0  

2018 72.0 28.0

 

 

 

 

Not Sure 
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the speakers are not influential.  This is shown in table 10. Not 
surprising that the key usual suspects of politicians, journalists, 
religious leaders are not the major hate speakers as shown in the 
table 11 instead, the most noticeable category is “Identifiable” 
which are ordinary users of social media, with followed by 
Anonymous. It is possible many influential speakers could have 
fallen into the Anonymous to hide their identities. In which case 
that these influentials have a certain contribution in the making hate 
speech online, although their influence is then not directly brought 
to bear on how the audience react to the message.  

Table 10: Is the speaker Influence?  

Source: CITAD Hate Speech Monitoring Data 

Table 11: Category of Speakers    

Source: CITAD Hate Speech Monitoring Data 

Year  Yes  No 

2015

2016 22.1 48.7 29.2

2017 19.0 81.0

2018 38.0 62.0

Year 

Anonymous 

Identifiable 

Journalist 

Politician 

A celebrity 

Community 

Leader
Religious 

Leaders

 

 

Not Sure 

2016 2017 2018

24.4 32.0 33.0

65.6 62.0 63.0

2.0 2.0

2.0 4.0

2.0 0.0

 
1.0 1.0

2.0 2.0
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Table 12 presents the data with respect to target of hate speech. 
Consistently, it is seen that Muslims and Christians are two most 
prominent. These are followed by other ethnic categories. 

Table 12: Target of Hate Speech   

Source: CITAD Hate Speech Monitoring Data

Year 2016 2017 2018

Politicians 0.0 2.0 5.0

Govt Officials 0.0 2.0 1.0

Muslims 
 

28.8 26.0 30.0

Christians 

 

18.6 8.0 8.0

Nomads 

 

0.0 8.0 7.0

Hausa_Fulani 9.7 18.0 17.0

Igbos 7.1 11.0 13.0

Yorubas 0.0 11.0 5.0

Northerners 4.3 9.0 10.0

Southerners 0.0 3.0 4.0

Others 4.1 3.0 0.0
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Of particular interest in anticipating the gravity of hate speech is the 
call to action that is embedded in the message. This call to action is 
what the speech invites the audience to execute or carry out against 
the target of the speech on average. Over the years, the largest share 
of call to action goes to discrimination against women which seems 
to decrease from 2015 to 2018. On the other hands, joining violent 
movement seems to be on the increase. As noted in CITAD (2018a: 
3), discrimination against women tends to spike during 
electioneering campaign.  

Table 13: Call to Action  

Source: CITAD Hate Speech Monitoring Data

Generally, hate speech tends to use coded language to communicate 
its message to the audience. This is to enable it hide the message 
from the targets that may belong to a different community. This 

To loot 6.0 0.0 2.0 2.0

Others 36.0 23.07 9.0 10.0

Year 2015 2016 2017 2018

Join a
particular 
sect of group 

 0.0 0.0 38.0 26.0

Unleash 
terror 

 

9.3

 

8.0

 

12.0

Discriminate 
against 
women or
girls 

42.0 56.1 29.0 25.0

Join violent
movement 

3.0
 

1.7
 

7.0
 

9.0

Forcefully 
evict 

10.0 6.7

 

1.0

 

2.0

To kill 1.0 0.0 6.0 4.0
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however is not the case for hate speech in the social media in 
Nigeria. We found that on average more than 96% of the messages 
did not use coded language. 

THE LESSONS 

We have a better understanding of the nature of hate speech. We 
know that religion and ethnicity seem to be the major feeds to the 
generation of hate speech. As documented in the lexicon report 
(Peace Tech Lab, 2017), many of the hate speech items that people 
found tend to offend religious sensibilities or to demean other 
ethnic groups. 

We have clearer understanding of its channels of propagation. Hate 
speech is prominently spread using Facebook. This has to do with 
the fact that of all the social media, Facebook has the largest users in 

16
the country, with over 20.59 million users by 2018.  It also has to do 
with the fact unlike twitter in which there was a limit to the number 
of characters a person could post, Facebook allows hate speech to 
engage in load as much insult as possible in a message.

We have an understanding of the typical profile of those who engage 
in hate speech. The speaker is a male, relatively educated and 
communicates in English. We also found that the speech is bold as 
to not communicate in coded language, meaning that Nigeria do 
not feel any constrain in deploying hate speech. That fact that many 
of the hate speech items were reactions to earlier items which 
themselves might not have qualify for hate speech indicates the high 
of intolerance of opposing views in the country. 

In observing the flow of hate speech over the years, we are able to 
identify key moments that generated hate speech from which we 
are able to identify key triggers and drivers of hate speech. These 

16https://www.statista.com/statistics/972927/number-of-facebook-users-nigeria/
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include (CITAD, 2017a: 4-5).

1. Increasing impoverishment of the people

2. Opacity in government 

3. Perceived marginalization 

4. Elites contestation for positions 

5. Shield against corruption 

6. Inability of government to resolve communal conflicts 

7. An unhealthy attitude to elections 

What the above shown is that much of the hate speech in the 
country are attributable to the action or in action of government. 

WHAT ARE THE USES OF THE RESULTS

Apart from using the result to shape the type of content and 
channels to use in countering hate speech, the result has a number 
of value. 

The results serve as input to an early warning system- using 
the historical analysis, when hate speech which had been 
used before and led to violence occur again, it means we 
must take immediate actions to preempt the possibility of 
violence 

They allow us to develop more effective strategies for 
countering hate speech in the country

They allow us to understand better the drivers and triggers 
of hate speech in society. This can be seen through an 
analysis of the flow of hate speech and events of offline 

v

v

v
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They are being used to raise awareness and to drive advocacy 
for government to develop appropriate responses to drivers 
of hate speech and for citizens to not only not engaged in 
hate speech but also not be provoked by it 

There is increasing awareness in the country about the 
dangers of hate speech 

Results were fed to law enforcement agencies as much as 
possible and in some instances they have used it to preempt 
crisis 

A number of agencies have now responded to address issues 
of hate speech. For example, the National Broadcasting 
Commission has as result undertaken a review of the 
Broadcasting Code to incorporate provisions on hate 
speech. Similarly, the National Orientation Agency has 
rolled out a national campaign against hate speech.

There are now a number of bills in the national assembly 
aimed at curbing hate speech. Some of these bills are rightly 
opposed for the fact that they seem to have a motive of 
controlling the social media rather than dealing with hate 
speech. 

There is more a multiplicity of voices working against hate 
speech unlike when we started with ours as a lone voice 

THE CHALLENGES 

Monitoring hate speech over these years has not been easy. It 
presented us with a number of challenges. These challenges can be 
broadly classified into four categories. These are technology, 
cultural, linguistic and the dynamics of slangs production. 
Although research is ongoing about algorithm based monitoring, 
we have been using a simple keyword based system. This has three 
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major drawbacks. The first is that it limited by our knowledge of 
what keywords we thought were used for hate speech. As language 
is dynamic and hate speech often deployed coded-language, it is 
obviously that we have not been monitoring the whole spectrum of 
hate speech. Invariably we only monitored those which we were 
familiar with. The second aspect is that as we married automation 
with keywords, the search returned incredible amount of numbers 
of suspect hate speech. Since keywords without context are 
meaningless, human monitors had to interrogate these returns to 
interpret the context and assess whether given items returned as 
suspect hate speech qualified as hate speech or not.  The numbers 
are often too staggering that sometimes our monitors had to adapt a 
pragmatic approach that finds an easy way to disqualify some items. 
The third aspect concerns certain specific platforms which are more 
private than public. This is the case with WhatsApp in which unless 
you belong to a group, you will not be able to see the conversations 
or read the contents. This meant that we were unable to monitor 
WhatsApp throughout the period. For hate speech coming from 
these, we had to rely on crowd sourcing in which people forward 
such to our platform or to our monitors. 

The second broad category of challenges is cultural and linguistic 
sensibility and knowledge of the monitors. This is particularly so 
where hate speech was in local languages. However, for the 
Nigerian case, local language presence, especially in twitter and 
Facebook were small compared to English. But certain idioms, 
expressions, slangs are specific to cultural groups and communities 
as our monitoring teams were not composed of reflection of the full 
spectrum of the ethno-cultural endowment of Nigeria, we would 
be missed items that should qualify as hate speech because we could 
not deconstruct the message and context. 

Third category related to the dissemination of voice and picture. 
The social media provides channels for the dissemination of 
graphics, pictorial, audio and video contents. These were not 
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amenable to tracking using our simple keywords system which is 
focused on text. Although we did capture a number of video and 
audio contents as hate speech, these were more accidental and not 
from the capacity of our monitoring platform. Added to these were 
graphics, symbols and other non-textual communication on social 
media that could embed hate speech. In this sense, we have left out 
important genre of hate speech unmonitored.

Finally, there is the emergence of fakes and fake images as major 
components of hate speech. When we commenced monitoring in 
2014, although we recognize that certain rumor could qualify as 
hate speech, we were not focused in including rumor as specific 
category for our monitoring, consequently as fake news assumed a 
frightening dimension in the last two years, we were challenged to 
find ways for monitoring. But fake news like rumors is not 
amenable to keyword search.  While we did fact checking when we 
suspect items to be fake news, we were not monitoring fake news.  
We could verify images to see whether these were fake images or not 
(Yaú and Hamza, 2017). 

THE WAY FORWARD 

Learning from these past four years, CITAD intends to refine the 
process of hate speech monitoring to make it more effective by 
addressing many of the areas of concern raised here. 

A key evolution of the monitoring system is the development of 
algorithm based monitoring platform. This will expand the scope of 
monitoring and also free human monitors from the tedious tasks of 
assessing and making decisions on suspected hate speech items.  
However, this will take time and require resources. While CITAD 
will be happy to leverage the outcome of both existing and coming 
research on this, it will not in the foreseeable future engage in large 
scale work in this direction.
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In the short run therefore, CITAD will take the opportunity of the 
fact that there are now many organizations and individuals 
interested in hate speech monitoring to develop a national network 
of hate speech monitors which will allow upscaling of the 
monitoring while at the same time address the issues of cultural and 
linguistic sensibilities and contexts. The network will also allow us 
to monitor hate speech on WhatsApp by leveraging the fact that 
individual monitors belong to several WhatsApp groups thus are 
able to track conversations in these groups they belong. 

CITAD will continue to monitor fake news and rumours as they 
relate to hate speech. However, it will keep hate speech monitoring 
and fake news verification different as the two fundamentally 
require different set ups. CITAD will also continue to monitor 
video and audio contents online for hate speech, though using 
different set ups from that used for monitoring text-based hate 
speech. 
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Introduction 

he Center for Information Technology and Development 
(CITAD), a nongovernmental organization that is Tcommitted to the usage of Information and 

Communication Technologies (ICTs) for development, good 
governance and peace has for the past four years been very attentive 
to the issues of Hate and Dangerous Speech in Nigeria. Having 
been deeply involved in monitoring and countering Hate and 
Dangerous Speech on social and conventional media, CITAD was 
formerly supported by the Nigeria Stability and Reconciliation 
Programme (NSRP), a DFID funded programme on the project 
“Hate and Dangerous Speech Monitoring”, as well  as by 
MacArthur Foundation through iHub Research, Kenya, the 
organization is now supported by MacArthur Foundation on the 
much broader project entitled Curbing Hate Speech in Nigeria. 
The project's overall objective is to address Hate Speech (online and 
offline), raise awareness on it and canvass the support of 
stakeholders at different levels with a view to curtailing its effects on 
peaceful coexistence and diversity of Nigeria. The project has 
various components dealing with peculiar issues but this chapter 
will focus on countering measures. 

THE EFFORTS AT COUNTERING 
HATE AND DANGEROUS SPEECH

By Hamza Ibrahim

Chapter Eight



Efforts have been made to counter hate speech in various forms 
from the beginning of the project to this time, therefore, this section 
will try to explore these initiatives and possibly highlight their 
significance to addressing hate speech and promoting tolerance and 
peaceful coexistence of Nigerians regardless of their tribes, 
religions, political affiliations, values, etc. If online conversation is 
anything to go by, Nigerians have been polarized along different 
elements-religion, region, ethnicity, political affiliation, etc, and 
their tolerance level has drastically reduced. Many Nigerians use all 
sorts of hateful and dangerous utterances to demean, dehumanize, 
insult or discriminate against people they consider different from 
them.  There has been debate on the institutional mechanisms to 
address hate speech in Nigeria, while some believe that 
constitutional provisions and media regulatory frameworks if 
applicable are enough to deal with hate and dangerous speech, 
others maintained that the provisions in such documents are vague 
on the issue of hate and dangerous speech. It was observed by Isola, 
(2018) that: 

Although there is no Nigerian law that expressly prohibits 
hate speech, the Criminal Code has provisions related to libel, 
slander, blasphemy, perjury, and similar offenses. Section 95 
of the Nigerian Electoral Act of 2010 prohibits acts that 
constitute hate speech during election campaigns but falls 
short of explicitly labeling them as such. On the political 
front, registered political parties have signed a code of 
conduct stating that no party or candidate may distribute 
inflammatory statements, but the code is voluntary and does 
not prescribe sanctions. The Advertising Practitioners 
Council of Nigeria (APCON) Act and the National 
Broadcasting Commission (NBC) Code contain provisions 
that forbid hate messages in the media, and section 26 of the 
2015 Cyber Crime Act prohibits the publication of racist and 
xenophobic materials (2018).
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HATE AND DANGEROUS SPEECH

Hate speech has been widely debated and scrutinized in both 
political and academic circles, but a universally agreed definition of 
hate speech does not exist (Stakic, 2011). Scholars and researchers 
have different perspectives of the term depending on the dimension 
they look at it from. Many scholars seem to agree that hate speech 
expresses, advocates, encourages, promotes or incites hatred of a 
group of individuals distinguished by a particular feature or set of 
features (Hernández, 2011; Townsend, 2014; Traum, 2014). It is a 
term that is used to refer to verbal conduct – and other symbolic, 
communicative action – which wilfully “expresses intense 
antipathy towards some group or towards an individual on the basis 
of membership in some group” (Simpson, 2013). Giving another 
view of the term, Ezeibe (2015) affirms that “Hate speech is any 
speech, gesture, conduct, writing or display which could incite 
people to violence or prejudicial action. Essentially, such speech rob 
others of their dignity”. Hate speech is further defined as speech 
that inflicts emotional damage and contains inflammatory 
comments meant to incite other individuals to cause severe social 
dislocation and damage (Becker, Byers & Jipson, 2000). According 
to the Council of Europe's Community of Ministers, hate speech 
covers all forms of expressions which spread, incite promote or 
justify racial hatred, xenophobia and other forms of hatred based on 
intolerance. Hate speech is that utterance that is designed to 
promote hatred on the basis of race, religion, ethnicity or national 
origin (Rosenfeld, 2003).

In nearly the last three decades, no country in Africa has arguably 
suffered the wrath of hate speech like Rwanda. The country has 
remained the major reference point any time a discourse arises on 
hate speech. That is largely due to the volume of loss of lives and 
properties recorded within a short period in that country. At the 
time of the Rwandan genocide social media usage in Africa wasn't as 
common as it is today, therefore, the main medium through which 
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has speech was propagated was conventional media, and radio was 
the focal point.  

In the 1980s and before, divisions in terms of ethnicity were 
not given a lot of prominence and the mass media such as 
newspapers and radio broadcasts, never mentioned tribal 
affiliation (Hirsch, 2013). But this trend shifted in the 1990s. 
The communities that used to live in relatively peaceful 
environments turned against each other. There arose 
discrimination on the basis of tribe, religion, and sexual 
orientation. This has led to hate speech which continues to 
spread (Murray, 2011).

With proliferation of print, broadcast and new media platforms, 
hate speech has become rampant on especially the social media 
platforms. Broadband penetration has facilitated the usage of 
mobile devices by people to access the internet. In the name of 
freedom of expression, many social media users abuse the platforms 
by dumping speeches that distance people from peaceful and 
mutual coexistence, this is evident when ones looks at posts on 
religious, tribal, regional and political groups on especially 
Facebook. Fasakin, Oyero, Oyesomi and Okorie ( 2017) note that: 

The 2015 general elections in Nigeria, like other elections, 
have come and gone but the different events and issues 
surrounding the elections cannot be ignored by analysts, 
observers and scholars. The campaign period of the elections 
saw many hate speeches being used by politicians in the 
country. Most of these derogatory speeches and advertorials 
were used by the members of the two leading political parties 
in the country – People's Democratic Party (PDP) and All 
People's Congress (APC).

Electioneering fuels hate speech, as struggle for different elective 
posts gets more competetive, politicians devise every available 
means to canvas support of the electorate, in doing so, they engage 

CONTEXT AND CONTENT IN HATE SPEECH DISCOURSE IN NIGERIA | 190



in trading hate speech, usually along religious and tribal angles. 
Many of such speech acts in audio, video and written form have 
been witnessed in the build-up to the 2015 elections in Nigeria. 
The Oba of Lagos's utterance that Igbos either vote for the aspirant 
Akinwumi Ambode of the All Progressives Congress (APC) or 
would be thrown in the lagoon was a classical example. 

The media recorded numerous acts of hate speech being sent across 
them by the enthusiasts of these two political parties in the country. 
Segun (2015) noted that 'Hate and divisive speeches dominate 
political rallies as the elections heat up a political space already 
notorious for its violence. Voting will take place February 14 across 
the country. Hate and divisive speeches take on more frightening 
dimensions online via social media, notably Facebook, Twitter and 
YouTube by cashing in on the fault-lines: religion and ethnicity'. 
Beyond doubt, the election was keenly contested and it was the first 
general election that will unseat an incumbent president in Nigeria.

Like the 2015 general elections in Nigeria, the 2019 elections are no 
different from the previous in terms of exchange of hateful and 
dangerous utterances amongst politicians. While hate speech was 
noticed during campaigns in 2015 elections, the 2019 elections 
began witnessing hateful and dangerous speech months before the 
electioneering begin. Governor Nasir El-rufai of Kaduna state's 
dangerous speech in May 2018 against the three senators 
representing the state was an example.  Ukwueze and Uche (2015) 
also reported that,

Prior to the 2015 General Elections in Nigeria, many political 
watchers, local and international observers and of course the 
entire citizenry were concerned about the spate of hate 
speeches that characterized the political campaign messages 
and adverts of the two main political parties. As a result of this, 
there was palpable fear that the Nigeria state was on the edge 
of a precipice. This worrisome trend brought to the fore the 
suing for peace by both the local and international 
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community. This culminated in the signing of a peace deal 
popularly referred to as the Abuja Peace Accord.

As Benesch (2012) noted, examining the speaker, the speech act, 
audience, mode of transmission and socio-historical context of a 
speech act help in ruling whether a speech is dangerous or not. She 
observed that: 

The guidelines are designed to identify a subset of hate 
speech, which I have termed Dangerous Speech. Hate speech 
is variously defined in law and in common parlance, but is 
generally understood to mean speech that denigrates people 
on the basis of their membership in a group, such as an ethnic 
or religious group. This category of speech is too broad for 
successful early warning of mass atrocities, for two related 
reasons. First, hate speech is common in many societies, 
unfortunately, including those at minimal risk of genocide. 
Second, some hate speech does not appreciably increase the 
risk of mass violence, although it may cause serious emotional 
and psychological damage (2012).

THE CONCEPT OF COUNTERING

The concept of countering from the perspective of Hate and 
Dangerous Speech Monitoring Unit of the Center for Information 
Technology and Development (CITAD) refers to the outlined 
approaches geared towards addressing or relaxing the effects, 
consequences or repercussions of certain speech acts that are 
considered hateful, dangerous or call to action on a particular group 
of people living within a specified location or of particular identity. 
Countering can be reactive or proactive, depending on the situation 
as it can be seen in the discussion of the approaches. The objective 
of countering initiative is to discourage use of hate and dangerous 
speech and draw attention of the user and the public on the need to 
stop both. Ruben, Sharma, and Welsh, 2013 & Benesch, 2014 cited 
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in Benesch and Maynard (2016) maintained that: 

Efforts to counter dangerous speech and dangerous ideology, 
like other preventive effects, can be conducted at either the 
long-term 'systemic' level, aiming to strengthen obstacles to 
violence in contexts with a general risk of mass violence, or 
through more short-term targeted interventions, in response 
to escalating risks of immediate outbreaks of atrocities. 
Existing work in the former category includes the programs 
of Radio La Benevolencija in West and Central Africa to 
inoculate audiences against inflammatory and hateful speech, 
and the reconciliation and peace-building projects of 
organizations like Search for Common Ground and 
Fondation Hirondelle. Past efforts in the latter category 
include the extensive saturation of Kenyan society with pro-
peace messages in anticipation of the 2013 elections.

From the experience of CITAD's monitoring of hate and dangerous 
speech, we know they are made by political figures, prominent 
personalities, traditional leaders, religious leaders, people in 
authority, young people, etc. And the speech acts have different 
targets and media through which they are disseminated, e.g social 
media platforms-Facebook, Twitter, WhatsApp, Instagram, 
conventional media-radio, television, newspaper.  Pálmadóttir and 
Kalenikova (n.d) note:

Legislation and policies on dissemination of hate speech and 
incitement to hate crime also vary between countries. Other 
measures are therefore also needed to make progress in the 
battle against hate speech. Those measures should include 
private companies, especially Internet service providers and 
companies providing material for dissemination on the 
Internet. They should adopt and follow ethical guidelines and 
cooperate to seek measures to prevent harmful use of the 
Internet. It is important that all stakeholders have a clear and 
precise role in combating hate speech and increased 
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awareness raising and education on the Internet as well as in 
other spheres of society would lead to increased tolerance and 
acceptance of diversity.

WHY COUNTERING MATTERS

Ignoring hate speech without a positive counter measure fuels 
other hateful and even more dangerous speech acts, which by 
extension promote lasting hatred, uncertainty and sometimes result 
in immediate conflict. Therefore, when hateful or dangerous 
speech acts are uttered by whosesoever and in whatever medium or 
form they ought to be instantly countered to manage and stop 
further reactions and actions. There are a number of reasons why 
countering matters. Firstly, it sends a message to the hate speaker 
that their action is uncalled for and condemnable. That appeals to 
their conscience. Secondly, it tells the public the negativity of the 
speech act and the need to be against it also. Thirdly, it succours and 
supports the target audience by standing for them, and that by 
extension prevents any unwanted action from them. Fourthly, it 
challenges communities, authorities and different stakeholders to 
take necessary actions to address hate and dangerous speech. 

COUNTERING HATE AND DANGEROUS SPEECH 
STRATEGIES 

The countering measures are tailored to suit both online and offline 
space depending on the peculiar situation at a time. When hate or 
dangerous speech is made especially by a prominent personality in 
Nigeria, CITAD normally counters it through addressing the press 
or issuance of press statement on the issue to publicly cast 
condemnation, demand for withdrawal from the maker or 
signatories as the case may be, and to generally respond to all the 
concerns raised in order to get the targeted party or parties neglect 
the urge to react negatively. There are two categories of press 
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briefings in the context of the countering efforts of CITAD - topical 
and monthly press briefings. Topical press briefing is usually done 
immediately a hateful, dangerous or call to action speech is noticed, 
be it on social or conventional media-radio, television or 
newspaper. The idea is to quickly address the possible harm of 
provocation and possible violent reaction from the people targeted. 
In the build-up to the 2015 general elections in Lagos, there was a 
statement credited to the Oba of Lagos, that  Igbos either vote for 
“All Progressives Congress” or be thrown into the lagoon. Another 
case in 2015 was when  a sitting governor referred to the opposition 
in his State as “cockroaches” and urged his supporters to crush 
them. There were also instances of influential religious leaders 
engaging hateful speech. The issue of “quit notice” came up in June 
2017 when it was served on Igbos to locate back to their states before 

st  October 1 2017. The foregoing and others were the circumstances 
where CITAD had to quickly address the press in a bid to counter 
those anti-peace scenarios. 

The second type of press briefing is “monthly”, here,  updates on 
hate and dangerous speech monitoring from the online platforms-
Facebook, Twitter, YouTube, Websites of newspapers and their 
comments sections, Blogspots and the conventional newspapers 
with the countering messages on the sensitive speeches recorded 
usually over the previous month are shared with press. Broadcast, 
print and the new media handlers are normally invited for coverage 
and details are shared with them. Unlike the “topical press briefing” 
which quickly counters specific hate and dangerous speech acts on 
the spot, the “monthly press briefing” reviews, analyses and grades 
the speech acts on the level of their likelihood of catalyzing into 
violence and counter them on a generic basis with a view to 
targeting large of number of hate speakers. 

In considering methods for preventing or countering 
dangerous speech, it is helpful to keep in mind the three 
essential ingredients for communication: a speaker, a speech 
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act, and an audience that is receptive to the message. 
Punishment and censorship focus on the first two 
ingredients, as do some non-restrictive approaches – for 
example, persuading speakers and the media to voluntarily 
limit the dangerousness of the speech they produce. Other 
methods focus instead on the third ingredient – the audience 
– by working to make an audience less susceptible or receptive 
to dangerous speech. (Source)

As a countering measure, “moral sanction” is employed to 
reinforce the other countering strategies such as press conferences, 
conventional and online campaigns to make the countering more 
effective. Moral sanction is a countering strategy that galvanizes 
traditional and religious leaders, leaders and members of civil 
society groups, community-based organizations, opinion and 
respected personalities in the society, media, etc to either 
collectively or separately condemn vehemently instances of hate 
and dangerous speech. Apart from condemning them, the bodies 
demand certain actions from the hate and dangerous speech 
makers, e.g withdrawal, apology and commitment to promoting 
peace building initiatives. This is done to categorically cast the 
society's disapproval of hate and dangerous speech because of their 
negative effects on societal peace. Moral sanction is employed to 
give societies sense of belonging and to make them assume the role 
they can play in averting crisis and maintaining peace. Moral 
sanction has been proven to be helpful because it has made some 
hate speakers to either dissociate themselves or claim being 
misquoted or out context. 

Technology-Based Sanction is equally a way of both countering 
and addressing hate and dangerous speech especially online. Apart 
from documenting the speech online, CITAD's trained monitors 
and counterers respond to hate and dangerous speech acts 
immediately they come across them, they deploy polite and private 
approach where that seems workable, here they engage the hate and 
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dangerous speakers in a conversation in order to convince them of 
the negative effects of their actions. Where they succeed in getting 
the speakers accept the negative impact of their actions, they 
document in their reporting file as “graduates”, the people they are 
able to convert through countering, from being hate speakers to 
becoming either “peace advocates” or just “non-hate speech 
makers”. That approach has also been effective as many known 
hate and dangerous speakers put under surveillance no longer 
engage in the act. 

The second countering strategy employed by the counterers is 
“open countering”, here, the hate and dangerous speakers are 
challenged publicly, in most cases on their timeline, wall, channel, 
or wherever they made the speech-Facebook, Twitter, YouTube, 
web pages, etc. Depending on the form the speech act was made-
text, audio, video, graphic design, etc, the counterers choose the 
appropriate mode of response in order to properly counter the 
speech. However, this is regarded as an extended approach under 
this measure, that is, where the first layer fails to work, this is 
deployed to ensure that those making comments, liking, sharing, 
retweeting, or quoting are not left with only a “negative dose” 
(hate or dangerous speech), but a “positive dose” (countering 
message) is applied. 

The third layer under “Technology-Based Sanction” is 
leveraging the reporting tools as provide by the social media 
platforms. By guidelines of conduct on all the social media 
platforms, certain acts are prohibited, and hate speech is one of 
them. Therefore, being trained on detecting hate and dangerous 
speeches, the monitors and counterers report these speech acts to 
the managers of especially Facebook and Twitter to make them 
take action, the action is usually removal of the speech acts once the 
platforms verify and establish the acts to be hate or dangerous 
speech. Influence, prominence and number followers of social 
media users determine the level of engagements under their posts 
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or tweets, therefore, hate and dangerous speeches coming from 
these sorts of people are likely to generate further hate and 
dangerous speeches from numerous other people, but promptly 
reporting them is a way to save further polarization of people along 
ethnic, religious, political, regional, and racial dimensions, courtesy 
of the speeches. Nigeria is ranking first in Africa in terms of 
engaging in hate speech on Facebook, and sadly it is the country 
with the lowest level of reporting efforts, meaning that the highest 
percentage of hate speech on Facebook in Africa comes from 
Nigeria while it's Facebook users are the least in reporting instances 
of hate speech on the platform. CITAD's monthly monitoring 
statistics have for the past three years indicated Facebook to be the 
favourable reservoir of hate and dangerous speeches. The July 2018 
press conference text by CITAD states that: 

st st  Between July 1  and 31 2018, our monitors have captured, 
analyzed and documented a total number of one hundred and 
eighty (180) hate speeches targeting different religions, 
tribes, regions, etc. The speeches were made on websites, 
blogspots, Facebook pages and groups as well as Twitter. 95% 
of the hate speeches were made in English while 5% were 
made in other local languages such as Hausa, Igbo, Yoruba, 
etc. Nine three (93) hate speeches were recorded on 
Facebook, seventy six (76) on websites, online newspapers 
and blogspots, and eleven (11) on Twitter. Our monitoring 
has established that one hundred and ten (110) hate speeches 
were made by male while seventy (70) by female. 

And the concern has always been that most users of the platform in 
Nigeria are either not aware of the reporting tools or do not care to 
use them, the surveys usually conducted during town hall 
meetings, sensitization lectures, trainings, campus outreaches, etc, 
are testimony to that. It is partly the reason CITAD began holding 
trainings for young people at community and tertiary institutions 
on the dangers of hate and dangerous speech, how they can counter 
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them and use the reporting tools on Facebook, Twitter, and 
YouTube to draw the attention of the platforms when hate and 
dangerous speeches are made. 

Sometimes hate and dangerous speech are seen on conventional 
newspapers, four newspapers, namely: Daily Trust, The Sun, 
Tribune and Vanguard were selected by the “Curbing Hate and 
Dangerous Speech in Nigeria” project of the Center for 
Information Technology and Development and everyday these 
papers get studied on a daily basis to see if hate or dangerous speech 
appears. From experience, hate speech is mostly found in opinion 
columns, features, advertorials and sometimes in news stories. 
Therefore, to counter it, rejoinders are normally sent to the editors 
who in most cases ignore receiving the rejoinders. Of the all the 
concerns and rejoinders the counterers send to the papers, only one 
rejoinder got published in 2017, and it was published by the Daily 
Trust Newspaper. As part of the countering in newspapers, the 
counterers periodically send articles for publication apart from the 
weekly column that appears in a newspaper called “Leadership 
Hausa”. Countering is done in English alongside the three major 
Nigerian languages-Hausa, Igbo, Yoruba and other languages. 

The #No2HateSpeech #TsaftataccenFuruci Countering 
and Campaign Hashtags 

Right from inception, the project adopted two online countering 
and advocacy umbrellas, they are: #No2HateSpeech and 
#TsaftataccenFuruci. They are interchangeably used as 
countering and advocacy phrases on Facebook and Twitter by the 
project team, associates and several peace campaigners, advocates, 
promoters, etc. Using the hashtags, online engagements such as 
tweet chats and conferences are held periodically to counter hate 
and dangerous speech. The chats and conferences normally feature 
influencial speakers from the civil society, academia, religious 
bodies, institutions, media, political parties, youth and women 
groups, etc. To reinforce the countering measures and promote 
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peace, a Facebook page was created “Peace Now!” which propagates 
and strengthens peace efforts and initiatives. Quiz is organized on 
monthly basis for young people on peace, prizes are awarded to 
winners on monthly basis to encourage debate around peace, 
tolerance and mutual coexistence while underscoring hate and 
dangerous speech the #TsaftataccenFuruci, a Hausa phrase which 
stands for a safe speech.  

Recommendations

To effectively counter hate and dangerous speech, there has to be a 
sustained commitment from a variety of stakeholders-civil society 
organizations, religious and ethnic organizations and their leaders, 
media organizations, awareness creation agencies such as the 
National Orientation Agency, youth and women groups, students 
associations in especially tertiary institutions. Government at all 
levels should be interested and supportive of peace-promotion 
efforts and partake in building the capacity of community 
associations and forums on conflict prevention and peace advocacy. 
Web pages of especially conventional and online newspapers as well 
as their handles and pages/groups on different social media 
platforms can play a vital role in countering hate and dangerous 
speech particularly when their managers take interest in not 
allowing hateful and dangerous contents which spark hatred, 
exacerbate tension and create uncertainty. Youth, who form 
substantial percentage of Nigerian population on social media 
platforms should be engaged in series of trainings/couching to get 
them realize and cherish the value of peace, national unity, tolerance 
and measures of preventing.    

Conclusion 

The earlier a country like Nigeria realizes the extent of danger hate 
and dangerous speech poses to her as a nation of different ethnic and 
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religious groups the better. From the foregoing discourse, it can be 
inferred that efforts at countering hate and dangerous speech 
should be strengthened to accommodate other areas to make it 
more functional. The experiences of countries such as Rwanda and 
Kenya ought to serve as lessons for diverse countries like Nigeria. 
Election period is a serious moment and in most cases gives the 
ground upon which hate and dangerous speech flourish, therefore, 
bearing in mind that, the 2019 election is Nigeria is just few months 
away, state and non state actors must devise measures to ensure that 
hate and dangerous is not condoned before, during and after the 
election.  
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1.0 INTRODUCTION

The run up to the 2015 general elections in Nigeria was 
characterized by the flagrant use of inflammatory, virulent, 
denigrating, and derogatory hate speech by political actors and their 

17
supporters.   These dangerous speech acts not only flayed ethnic, 
tribal and religious sentiments and negative stereotyping; it also 
presented a heated political atmosphere that prompted stakeholders 
around the world to predict that the 2015 general elections may lead 

18to the end of Nigeria.

Just as in some countries across the globe, the use of dangerous and 
hate speech has become one of the central focus of political 
campaigns and rallies in Nigeria used by politicians to attack, 
devalue, demean, insult and ridicule perceived opponents of 
political parties and aspirants. These verbal and virulent attacks have 
the tendencies of inciting electoral violence and may lead to loss of 
lives and destruction of properties. For instance, between 

*Executive Secretary, National Human Rights Commission of Nigeria
17For instance, see “Nigeria's Rights Commission Mobilizes Citizens against Hate Speech” 
available at http://www.premiumtimesng.com/2015/01/2015-elections-nigerias-

thrights.html#axzz3QJIsVR7j. <accessed on 20  August, 2018>.  In one of the most 
notable cases, a State Governor reportedly described the opposition as “cockroaches”, 
inviting his supporters to “crush” or “kill” them. 
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December 2014 and 2015 campaign season in Nigeria, the National 
Human Rights Commission received and documented reports of 
over 60 incidents of hate speech and election-related violence from 
22 states across the 6 geo-political zones of Nigeria, resulting in 58 

19
deaths and many more injuries.

The use of hate and dangerous speech is not only associated and 
common in the realm of politics, it has also stealthily crept into the 

20
preaching in our churches  and mosques as well as the day to day 
interactions and relations of Nigerians. Hardly will you read the 
discourse of persons on national issues in the social media without 
coming across the use of hate speech and this depicts the frightening 
and evolving trend of hate speeches in Nigeria. 

Given the frequent use of hate speech in Nigeria, the devastating 
impact it can have on national unity and security as well as its human 
rights implications, it has become increasingly necessary to convene 
a  national dialogue on the dangers of hate speech and the need for 
implementation of concerted efforts to curb or arrest the trend. The 
seriousness of the issue was emphasized by the Vice President of the 
Federal Republic of Nigeria, Prof. Yemi Osinbajo, SAN who stated 

21thus: 

Federal Government has today drawn the line on hate 
speech. Hate speech is a specie of terrorism. The 
Terrorism Prevention Act 2011 as amended defines 
terrorism as an act which is deliberately done with 
malice which may seriously harm a country or is 
intended or can be reasonably be regarded as having 

19NHRC Pre-Election Report and Advisory on Violence in Nigeria's 2015 General 
Elections at page 6. Issued on 13 February, 2015
20See Article with caption: Christian Leaders like Oyedepo, Apostle Suleiman Promote 
Hate Speech- JNI published  in Bellanaija.com on 22/1/2018 available on https:// 
www.bellanaija.com/.../christian-leaders-like-oyedepo-apostle-suleman-promoting-
hate-speech-jni/. <accessed on 20th August, 2018>
21https://www.vanguardngr.com/2017/08/breaking-osinbajo-draws-line-hate-speech-
says-will-treated-terrorism. <accessed on 20th August, 2018>
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been done to seriously intimidate a population. Silence 
in such situations can only be seen as an endorsement. 
Hate speech and the promotion of the same through 
history from Nazi Germany and the extermination of 
Jews to the Rwandan genocide succeeded in achieving 
their barbarous ends by the silence of influential 
voices. The silence of leaders at this time in our country 
will be a grave disservice to our country, its peace and 
its future.

In recognition of the dangers of hate speech, the Commission in 
collaboration with the McArthur Foundation, carried out a 
sensitization and Public Hearing Project on hate speech and 
electoral violence during the 2015 general elections. In this paper 
therefore, I shall be detailing the efforts of the Commission in 
prosecuting hate speech by politicians during the 2015 general 
elections, the legal framework for the prosecution of hate speech as 
well as the challenges in prosecuting complaints on hate speeches 
and electoral violence in Nigeria. 

2.0 UNDERSTANDING HATE SPEECH

There is no universally accepted definition of the term 'hate speech'. 
Hence, in an attempt to understand and give a working definition of 
hate speech, reference will be made to commentaries of United 
Nation's treaty bodies and committees, interpretative decisions of 
courts and legislation.   The UN Committee on the Elimination of 

22Racial Discrimination  defined hate speech to include:

a) All dissemination of ideas based on racial or ethnic 
superiority or hatred, by whatever means

22United Nations Committee on the Elimination of Racial Discrimination, General 
Recommendation No. 35 on “Combating Racist Hate Speech”  available at 
https://www.ohchr.org/Documents/Issues/Racism/IWG/Session15/CERD_GR35.docx. <accessed 
on 20th August, 2018>
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(b) Incitement to hatred, contempt or discrimination against 
members of a group on grounds of their race, colour, 
descent, or national or ethnic origin;

© Threats or incitement toviolence against persons or groups 
on the grounds in (b) above; 

(d) Expression of insults, ridicule or slander of persons or 
groups or justification of hatred, contempt or 
discrimination on the grounds in (b) above, when it clearly 
amounts to incitement to hatred or discrimination;

(e) Participation in organizations and activities which promote 
and incite racial discrimination

Also, in the case of Prosecutor v. Ferdinand Nahimana, Jean-Bosco 
23

Barayagwiza and Hassan Ngeze,  the International Criminal 
Court for Rwanda (ICTR) considered hate speech as any speech 
constituting ethnic hatred and which results from the stereotyping 
of ethnicity combined with its denigration.  

In Nigeria, there is no specific Law or Act of the National Assembly 
dealing with hate speech. However, there is a Hate Speech Bill 
before the National Assembly seeking to criminalize hate speech. 

24 
The Bill provides that “a person who uses, publishes, presents, 
produces, plays, provides, distributes and/or directs the 
performance of any material, written and/or visual, which is 
threatening, abusive or insulting or involves the use of threatening, 
abusive or insulting words or behaviour, commits an offence, if 
such person intends thereby to stir up ethnic hatred, or having 
regard to all the circumstances, ethnic hatred is likely to be stirred 

23Case No. ICTR -99-52-T available at http://www.refworld.org/cases,ICTR, 
404468bc2.html. <accessed on 20th August, 2018>
24Punch Newspaper Editorial: That Outrageous Hate Speech Bill. Published March 19, 
2018 and available at <https://punchng.com/that-outrageous-hate-speech-bill/>  
accessed on 01/8/2018
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up against any person or person from such an ethnic group in 
Nigeria.”

Despite the definition and interpretation of hate speech, opinions 
are divided in Nigeria as to whether to regulate, criminalize or 
prosecute cases of hate speech. This creates the avenue and 
tendency to construe hate speech as free speech given the 

25
constitutional provision of freedom of expression and thought.  
Thus, any attempt to criminalize, regulate or prosecute cases of hate 
speech is usually viewed as an attempt to trample, violate or 

26suppress freedom of expression and the right to hold opinions.

Irrespective of ones view on the matter, it is pertinent to state that 
the Organization of Security and Co-operation in Europe (OSCE) 
has noted that legal responses to hate speech need to be carefully 
balanced with the fundamental right to freedom of expression and 

27
opinion  and as such, any speech that publicly incites hatred 
towards a group on account of race, gender, religion, ethnicity, sex, 
etc tends to insult, denigrate or incite violence towards a group 
should be considered as hate speech, criminalized and persons 
involved made to face prosecution.   

The above view is supported by the decision of the ICTR in the case 
of Prosecutor v. Ferdinand Nahimana, Jean-Bosco Barayagwiza and 
Hassan Ngeze (supra)where the tribunal held thathate speech is not 
protected speech under international law and that governments 
have an obligation under the International Covenant on Civil and 
Political Rights to prohibit any advocacy of national, racial or 

25See section 39 of the 1999 Constitution of the Federal Republic of Nigeria (as amended) 
26Sahara Reporters On Line News Media: Hate Speech Law will be used against Free 
Speech, Senator Shehu Sani warns. Published March 3, 2018 and available at 
http://saharareporters.com/2018/03/09/hate-speech-law-will-be-used-against-free-
speech-sen-shehu-sani-warns accessed on 25/8/2018
27Prosecuting Hate Crimes, a Practical Guide. Published by OSCE Office for Democratic 
Institutions and Human Rights (ODIHR), Warsaw, Poland, 2014. Available at 
www.osce.org/odihr accessed on 26/8/2018
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religious hatred that constitutes incitement to discrimination, 
hostility or violence. 

3.0 LEGAL FRAMEWORK FOR THE PROSECUTION 
OF HATE SPEECH IN NIGERIA

As noted earlier, there is no specific Law or Act of the National 
Assembly dealing with hate speech in Nigeria. The introduction of 
the Hate Speech Bill at the National Assembly seeking to regulate 
and criminalize hate speech has raised a lot of controversy amongst 
the populace. Some Opinion Leaders, Scholars and Legal 
Practitioners have argued that Nigeria has ample provisions in 
existing laws to tackle the menace of hate speech and that the Bill 
seeking to regulate hate speech is entirely unnecessary and 

28
superfluous.  In an Article published in Premium Times,  Falana 
stated thus: 

Before further energies and resources are dissipated by 
the government on the enactment of a new hate speech 
law, it is pertinent to point out that the country has 
enough laws to deal with the menace. What is however 
lacking is the political will to arrest and prosecute 
those who contravene the provisions of the relevant 
laws.

The writer agrees with the opinion of Falana and other persons who 
have pointed out that there are existing legislation dealing with 
snippets of hate speech, however, a robust legislation specifically 
regulating and criminalizing hate speech in Nigeria will not be out 
of place; provided it is in tandem with acceptable human rights 
standards and provides effective legislative mechanism for dealing 
and prosecuting cases of hate speech in Nigeria. 

28Femi Falana, Senior Advocate of Nigeria (SAN): 'Nigeria has enough Laws to curb Hate 
Speech' available at https://opinion.premiumtimesng.com/2017/09/02/nigeria-has-
enough-laws-to-curb-hate-speech-by-femi-falana/ accessed on 25/8/2018

CONTEXT AND CONTENT IN HATE SPEECH DISCOURSE IN NIGERIA | 210



In any case, the following international and domestic legal 
frameworks for prosecuting hate speech will be considered: 

INTERNATIONAL FRAMEWORK

a. The International Convention on the Elimination of All 
Forms of Racial Discrimination

Nigeria is a party to and has ratified the International Convention 
on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination. Article 4 
of the International Convention on the Elimination of Racial 
Discrimination (CERD) provides that “all dissemination of ideas 
on racial superiority or hatred, incitement to racial discrimination, 
as well as acts of violence or incitement to such acts against any race 
or group of persons of another colour or ethnic origin, and the 
provision of any assistance to racist activities, including the 
financing thereof is an offence punishable by law.”

The CERD also declares illegal and prohibits propaganda activities 
which promote and incite racial discrimination. It further prohibits 
national and local public authorities and institutions from inciting 
racial discrimination.

In its Comments regarding Article 4, the CERD Committee 
emphasized on the need for states to take appropriate measures to 
investigate and prosecute every threat of racial violence and any 
dissemination of ideas of caste superiority and inferiority or which 
attempt to justify violence, hatred or discrimination against 

29persons, communities or group.  This places enormous 

29See: Yilmaz-Dogan v. The Netherlands, CERD Report, 1988, GAOR A/43/18, Annex IV, 
para. 6.6. See also: Patrick Thornberry 'Forms of Hate Speech and the Convention on the 
Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination (ICERD)', Conference room paper 11, 
Expert seminar on the links between articles 19 and 20 of the International Covenant on 
Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR): Freedom of expression and advocacy of religious 
hatred that constitutes incitement to discrimination, hostility or violence, (2-3 October 
2008, Geneva), available at http://www.ohchr.org/EN/Issues/FreedomOpinion/ 
Articles19-20/2008Seminar/Pages/ExpertPapers.aspx (last accessed August 2012).
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responsibility on states to develop and implement mechanisms for 
investigating and prosecuting cases of hate speech and 
unfortunately, not much is currently being done in Nigeria to curb 
the frequency of hate speech. 

b. The International Convention on Civil and Political 
Rights

Nigeria is also a party to and has ratified the International 
Convention on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR). Article 20(2) of 
the ICCPR provides that any advocacy of national, racial or 
religious hatred that constitutes incitement to discrimination, 
hostility or violence shall be prohibited by law.  This provision has 
been described as being “among the strongest condemnations of 

30hate speech in international human rights instruments.

An interpretation of Article 20 of the ICCPR shows that it places an 
obligation on States  to take appropriate legislative steps to curb the 
menace of hate speech by not just passing laws prohibiting or 
criminalizing hate speech but to also show that concerted efforts are 
being made to implement the laws. The Human Rights Committee 
in its comments noted that effective compliance with the provisions 
of Article 20 of the ICCPR  requires states to pass legislation 
making it clear that hate speech are contrary to public policy and to 

31provide for an appropriate sanction in cases of violation.

The above position of the Human Rights Committee re-enforces 
the position of this paper that although there are provisions in some 
laws prohibiting hate speech in Nigeria, a law specifically dealing 
with hate speech in Nigeria and providing an effective mechanism 
for the investigation and prosecution of persons found culpable will 
not be out of place.  
30Eric Heinze, Viewpoint Absolutism and Hate Speech, 69.4 The Modern Law Review, 
2006, p. 544.  
31UN Doc. CCPR/C/GC/11, Human Rights Committee, General Comment 11 on 
Article 20 of the ICCPR, Prohibition of propaganda for war and inciting national, racial or 
religious hatred, adopted at the nineteenth session on 29/7/83, para. 1.  
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DOMESTIC FRAMEWORK

a. Electoral Act, 2010 (as amended)

Section 95 of the Electoral Act 2010 (as amended) provides that no 
political campaign or slogan shall be tainted with abusive language 
directly or indirectly to injure religious, ethnic, tribal or sectional 
feelings. Accordingly, abusive, intemperate, slanderous or base 
language or insinuations or innuendoes designed or likely to 
provoke violent reaction or emotions shall not be employed or used 
in political campaigns. A political party or person who contravenes 
the provision of this section is guilty of an offence and shall be liable 
on conviction- in the case of an individual, to a maximum fine of 
N1,000,000 or imprisonment for the term of 12 months; and  in the 
case of a political party, to a fine of N2,000,000 in the first instance, 
and N1,000,000 for any subsequent offence.

Also, Section 93 of the Act prohibits the usage of places designated 
for religious worship for political rallies, campaigns and processions 
or in order to promote, propagate or attack political parties, 
candidates or their programmes or ideologies.  

Despite the above provisions of the Electoral Act, it is pertinent to 
note that no one has been arrested, investigated and prosecuted for 
contravening these provisions in Nigeria.  

b. Criminal and Penal Codes

The Criminal Code applies in the Southern States of Nigeria while 
the Penal Code applies in the Northern part of Nigeria. Sections 59, 
204, 373-381 of the Criminal Code as well as Sections 391 – 400, 
417 - 418 of the Penal Code criminalizes offences such as criminal 
defamation, inciting statements, breach of the peace, criminal 
intimidation, publication of statement, rumour or report which 
may disturb public peace, false publication etc. These offences 
contain elements of hate speech and persons who are found 
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culpable for these offences are subject upon convictions to terms of 
imprisonment or fine or both. 

c. Cyber Crime (Prohibition, Prevention ETC) Act, 2015

Section 24 of the Cyber Crime Act provides that any person who 
knowingly or intentionally sends a message or other matter by 
means of computer systems or network that he knows to be false, 
for the purpose of causing annoyance, inconvenience, danger, 
obstruction, insult, injury, criminal intimidation, enmity, hatred, ill 
will or needless anxiety to another or causes such a message to be 
sent commits an offence punishable under the Act.

Section 26 went further to criminalize xenophobic or racist 
statement or material which threatens persons for the reason that 
they belong to a group distinguished by race, colour, descent, 
national or ethnic origin or religion

4.0 EFFORTS AT PROSECUTING HATE SPEECH IN 
NIGERIA

Nigeria is a member of many international organizations and has 
signed and ratified major human rights treaties. Each instrument 
imposes legal obligations on Nigeria to respect, protect and 

32
implement the human rights standards contained therein.  For 
instance, Article 1 of the African Charter on Human and Peoples' 
Rights imposes an obligation on Nigerian Government to adopt 
measures to give effect of the rights, duties and freedoms enshrined 
in the Charter. This includes the investigation and determination of 
violations of human rights as to assuage the victims as well as to 
adopt measures that will lead to the prosecution of the persons who 
are culpable for violating these rights.  

32Asbjørn Eide, 'Economic, Social and Cultural Rights as Human Rights' : A Textbook, 2nd 
rev. ed.,  See also Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights: 
National Human Rights Institutions, History, Principles, Roles and Responsibilities. 
Professional Training Series No. 4 (Rev. 1) at page 127
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Additionally, Article 20(2) of the ICCPR enjoins states including 
Nigeria to adopt measures to prohibit hate speech targeted at a 
national, racial or religious groups. Nigeria has complied with this 
obligation through the prohibition of hate speech in the Electoral 
Act as well as in other legislation mentioned above. The Hate 
Speech Bill which specifically seeks to prohibit, criminalize and 
regulate hate speech was introduced in the National Assembly and 
is still undergoing legislative process.

Despite passing some legislations which prohibit and criminalize 
hate speech, we are yet to see any meaningful effort in Nigeria 
aimed at prosecuting cases of hate speech in-spite of the frequency 
of its usage in the country. The seeming lack of interest to prosecute 
cases of hate speech in Nigeria has been attributed to lack of political 
will (as political actors who benefit from such hate speech are 
unwilling to apply the law), immunity of elected officials (such as 
the President and Governors), lack of requisite technical and 
human capacity of law enforcement agents, lack of timely 
investigations, lack of clear and systematic procedure for dealing 
with cases of hate speech, etc. 

5.0 FACTORS TO BE CONSIDERED IN EFFORTS TO 
INVESTIGATE AND PROSECUTE HATE 
SPEECH IN NIGERIA

Any effort geared towards investigating and prosecuting cases of 
hate speech must take into cognizance the following factors:

1. Proof of the elements of the crime as enshrined in the extant 
laws and human rights instruments dealing with hate speech in 
Nigeria. In this respect, the following questions must be 
considered:    

a. whether the speech or statement provoked or incited 
resentment towards a group based on ethnicity, religion, 
political party, sex, gender, etc
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b. whether the statement did or was likely to have led to 
violence

c. whether the environment in which the statement was made 
was such that incitement to violence was the intent of the 

33statement.

2. Proof of identity of the person or persons responsible for 
making the hate statements. In this case, who made the 
statement and against whom was the statement directed are 
crucial. Any video or radio recording as well as newspaper 
reports or articles will be relevant. 

Credibility of the evidence, both oral and documentary is 
considered. How credible, reliable and potent is the evidence to be 
relied upon by the prosecution? Does the evidence cover the 
essential elements of hate speech, the context in which the 
statement was uttered, the profile of the people who are the targets 
of the alleged hate speech, the publicity and potential impact of the 
speech, the intention or likely consequence of the speech?

1. The investigation and prosecution must anticipate and diffuse 
possible defence strategies from the offender. Any defence that 
may be relied upon by the alleged offender must be considered 
to ascertain its veracity.

6.0 CHALLENGES IN PROSECUTING HATE 
SPEECH IN NIGERIA

Prosecuting hate speech in Nigeria is not a stroll in the park as there 
are challenges that hamper effective prosecution if at all law 
enforcement agencies decide to prosecute. Therefore, it is 

33See the Judgment of the ICTR in Prosecutor v. Ferdinand Nahimana, Jean-Bosco 
Barayagwiza and Hassan Ngeze (supra). See also Police Training Manual on Enforcing the 
Law on Hate Speech by National Cohesion & Integration Commission of Kenya  2011 pg 
63  
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important to have a grasp of these challenges with a view to finding 
ways of surmounting them. Some of the challenges which are not 
exhaustive are:

a. Lack of awareness and understanding of the legal 
framework

Some of the perpetrators of hate speech and agencies saddled with 
the responsibility of investigating and prosecuting cases of hate 
speech in Nigeria do not know or understand the legal framework 
in which such cases should be prosecuted. They do not know that 
hate speech is a crime that should be investigated and prosecuted or 
the law to apply when such cases are investigated. This disturbing 
lack of awareness and understanding was brought to the fore by 

34
Falana,  who stated thus: 

In enacting the Cyber Crime (Prohibition, Prevention 
ETC) Act, 2015, the National Assembly took 
cognizance of the public concern over the use of social 
media to promote bigotry and hatred in the society. 
Hence, the law has far reaching provisions to prohibit 
any form of cyber-squatting and prevent anti-social 
individuals and groups from subjecting the Nigerian 
people to racist and xenophobic attacks in any part of 
the country.  It is sad to note that many public officers 
who have been threatening to deal ruthlessly with the 
excesses of social media operators have not 
familiarized themselves with the provisions of the 
2-year old law

It, therefore, follows that not until law enforcements agencies are 
aware and familiarize themselves with the legal framework for 
investigating and prosecuting hate speech, little will be achieved in 

34See Femi Falana op cit
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terms of investigating and prosecuting cases of hate speech in 
Nigeria. 

b. Lack of will power

As noted in the Commission's Pre-Election Advisory on Hate 
Speech and Electoral Violence, lack of political will by political 
actors and security agencies is one of the major factors militating 
against the investigation and prosecution of cases of hate speech. 
This problem is further accentuated by issues of immunity from 
prosecution of some elected officials such as the President, 
Governors, and their deputies coupled with the fact that in some 
cases, they are the beneficiaries of hate speech and electoral 
violence; and as such they become reluctant to investigate and 
prosecute the cases. 

c. Lack of capacity

For there to be effective investigation and prosecution of cases of 
hate speech, the law enforcement agencies and their officials must 
have the requisite skills, knowledge and expertise to identify the 
elements of hate speech and be able to apply them in line with the 
law. The lack of adequate training and capacity building for law 
enforcement and prosecuting agencies is therefore a major 
challenge that needs urgent redress. Issues on hate speech are 
evolving in Nigeria and the law enforcement agencies must have 
the capacity to move along with the trend if any meaningful 
progress is to be recorded in investigation and prosecution of cases 
of hate speech 

d. Negligence/dereliction of duty and administrative 
bottlenecks

Dereliction of duty and administrative bottlenecks are part of the 
problems afflicting the investigation and prosecution of cases of 
hate speech in Nigeria. When complaints are filed with law 
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enforcement agencies on allegation of hate speech and electoral 
violence, some of the complaints do not receive the necessary 
attention or they are lost within the administrative chain of the law 
enforcement agencies.  Part of the reasons for this is the lack of 
capacity, knowledge and will-power to ensure full investigation of 
these complaints leading to prosecution.

In some cases, the complainants who have filed the complaints 
abandon them mid-way and do not follow through with the law 
enforcement agencies even when they are invited by the Police to 
provide further evidence or make statements. This, therefore, 
hampers the investigation and possible prosecution of the cases.

7.0 NATIONAL HUMAN RIGHTS COMMISSION 
AND HATE SPEECH

In the midst of inaction on the part of the law enforcement agencies, 
the electoral body, the Attorneys General of the Federation and 
States, the Commission which is saddled with the responsibility of 
protecting and promoting human rights in Nigeria has nevertheless 
taken the bull by the horn in collaboration with McArthur 
Foundation, to draw awareness to the need to ensure accountability 
through investigations leading to prosecution of persons found to 
have used hate speech. 

Part of the efforts of the Commission in raising awareness and 
advocating for prosecution of persons culpable for hate speech 
include the following;

a. Publication of Pre-Election Report and Advisory on 
Violence in Nigeria's 2015 General Elections issued in 
February, 2015 with sub-heads dedicated to hate speech

b. Collation, documentation and monitoring of use of hate 
speech during the 2015 general election

c. Receiving and investigation of complaints on the use of hate 

219 | Efforts At Prosecuting Hate Speech By Politicians During The 2015 General ...



speech by political actors and their supporters during the 
2015 general election.

d. Sensitization programmes and conduct of public hearings 
on cases of hate speech and electoral violence before, during 
and after the 2015 general election. 

e. Continuous advocacy in collaboration with civil society 
organizations for the prosecution of persons alleged to have 
engaged in hate speech.

With respect to the public hearings to investigate complaints on hate 
speech and electoral violence during the 2015 elections in Nigeria, 
the Commission conducted sittings in the 6 Geo-political Zones of 
Nigeria (Jos - North Central; Gombe - North East; Uyo - South 
South, Lagos - South West, Kaduna - North West and Enugu - 
South East) where a total of 62 complaints were considered, with 
the highest number of 38 complaints coming from the South South 
region alone. The reports of these Public Hearings is being collated 
and would be made public as soon as possible.

In view of the elaborate efforts of the Commission to ensure that 
persons culpable for hate speech are prosecuted, it is pertinent to 
note that the Commission by virtue of its Act does not have 
prosecuting powers over the aspect of hate speech which 
constitutes criminal offence under the law. Hence, its Public 
Hearings on hate speech and electoral violence have been limited 
only to investigation of issues of human rights or hate speech or 
election violence as disclosed by the complaints and testimonies of 
witnesses. This is carried out through oral/written evidence and 
hearings that ensure fair hearing. However, deserving cases for 
prosecution are to be referred to the Hon Attorneys General of the 
Federation and States respectively for prosecution in line with 
section 5(p) of the NHRC Act (as amended). The Commission on 
its part will maintain a register of persons indicted for hate speech 
and election violence. 
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Furthermore, the cohort of McArthur support on hate speech 
(NHRC, Savanna Center and CITAD) has been collaborating in 
sustaining the activities against hate speech in Nigeria. The 
successful outcome of the 2015 general election resulting in the 
peaceful change of government without outbreak of violence is a 
testimony to the successful advocacy, sensitization and awareness 
strategies deployed by the Commission and other stakeholders 
during and after the 2015 general elections.

Through the sensitization and awareness creation activities of the 
Commission and other stakeholders, hate speech has become a 
household name which everyone in Nigeria today watches out for 
both in the social media and public statements in the public media. 
The consciousness about hate speech has not been restricted to 
elections but also dominated the public space during the recent 
clamor for restructuring of the country. The question has therefore 
become, what is hate speech? Can we rally round a common 
understanding of hate speech to guide media practitioners and 
members of the public making statements in both the social media 
and public media spaces? The cohort of McArthur support on hate 
speech have agreed on a common definition of hate speech. 
Elections are around the corner once more and very soon 
campaigns will be over the political space. The Commission is 
working with the Savanna Centre, the Centre for Information 
Technology and Development to forge a common understanding of 
hate speech to guide the advocacy and sensitization of stakeholders 
during the 2019 general elections

8. CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS

The devastating impact of hate speech as witnessed in countries like 
Rwanda and Kenya cannot be over emphasized and as we build up 
towards the 2019 general elections in Nigeria, all hands need to be 
on deck to continue to raise awareness on the dangers of hate speech 
and to find ways of curbing same. As for the challenges of 
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investigating and prosecuting hate speech in Nigeria as discussed 
above, it is recommended as follows: 

a. Law enforcements agencies should familiarize themselves 
with the legal framework for investigating and prosecuting 
hate speech currently existing in Nigeria.

b. Governments at all levels must muster the will power and be 
made to understand that they have a responsibility 
irrespective of political affiliations to ensure that cases of 
hate speech are properly investigated and prosecuted, and 
the culprits held accountable for their actions.

c. Capacity building training for law enforcement agencies on 
investigating and prosecuting hate speech be conducted on 
regular basis as to enhance their basic knowledge and 
professional competence in dealing with hate speech.

d. Complainants of hate speech should diligently follow up of 
their cases with the law enforcement agencies to ensure 
effective investigation and prosecution of hate speech 
related cases.

e. CSOs and other concerned Nigerians should diligently 
monitor political campaigns and rallies as to document and 
report cases of use of hate speech. 

f. The Commission calls on the Government to establish an 
Election Offences Commission/Tribunal which will solely 
devote its energies to investigation and prosecution of hate 
speeches and other election related offences like election 
violence and the like.
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Introduction:

he world's ever-changing culture of communication, 
driven by the imperial influence of internet firms and Tsocial networks, not only boosts users to build personal 

echo-chambers at the cost of data pluralism, it has also threadbare 
the market models that used to nourish the media.

Media practitioners are not overly optimistic about their future, but 
although there may be more rumour, speculation, fake-news, hate 
speech and misinformation as the information market moves 
online, there is a growing movement to strengthen the craft of 
journalism and media.

Indeed, in every part of the world, the media is committed to the 
values of accuracy, humanity and transparency.  Although the work 
of the media is commendable, however, connecting with audiences 
and public trust will only return when people have confidence that 
the powerful institutions, governments, state actors and corporate 
powers, are accountable and listening to their concerns. The media 
at its best can do this job, but not without fresh support.  However, 
the proliferation of fake, inciteful and hate speech in the media, all 
in the race of who breaks what first, has taken away the human face 
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of due diligence and ethical reportage. The media is now caught in-
between ethical values and the quest to make the “Breaking News”.

Former UN Secretary-General, Ban Ki-moon, warned that a rise in 
hate speech and ethnic incitement is likely to spark mass atrocities 
in the countries, which have been ravaged by war since 2013. In 
2014, rebels used a radio station in Bentiu, South Sudan to call on 
men from one community to sexually attack women from another.

Hate speech has been repeatedly used as a weapon of violence 
meant to compel silence. The Media has contributed to hate speech 
which is characterised by stereotyping. The media in Africa are 
viewed almost entirely as commercial entities, as opposed to 
services that contribute to the public good. Therefore, financial 
objectives, regulation and professionalism are under threat. While 
editorial and financial independence continue to determine good 
journalism, the media has demonstrated appreciable level of 
professionalism. The emergence of digital media has caused panic 
as various traditional media houses now see it as a competitor, thus 
bringing ethics in the sector to disrepute.

Freedom of expression comes with great responsibility. To whom 
much is given, much is expected. Thus, the media must draw the 
line on what should and should not be said in public or printed. The 
lack of responsible journalism, especially when it fuels hate speech 
and propaganda, has been a major contributor to uproar across 
nations.  Though hate speech in the media tends to take cultural, 
political, economic and social dimensions, most times, it is 
politically motivated. History has proven that elections across the 
African continent are fertile grounds for hate speech and conflict 
(Nakitare 2016).
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DEFINITION OF CONCEPTS

What is hate speech?

The definition of hate speech has been a bone of contention 
between and amongst scholars both in the development sector and 
also within the public realm, thus there is no consensus yet on what 
hate speech is or what constitutes hate. As a result of this difficulty 
in agreeing to an acceptable universal definition of hate speech, 
approaches to acts of hate speech vary as to where emphasis must be 
laid. According to UNESCO, “Hate speech lies in the complex 
nexus between freedom of expression, individual, group and 
minority rights as well as concepts of liberty and equality” (Iginio et 
el 2015) The centrality of this definition is the admittance of an 
intersection between fundamental freedom of expression and 
fundamental principles of human dignity and equality, both of 
which are covered by many national laws and international human 
rights laws. Nigeria's 1999 constitution (as amended) provides in 
section 39, that “every person shall be entitled to freedom of 
expression, including freedom to hold opinions and to receive and 
impact ideas and information without interference”. Similarly, 
article 19 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights as well as 
of the International Convention on Civil and Political Rights, 
article 9 of the African (Banjul) Charter on Human and Peoples 
Rights, as well as article 13 of the American Convention on Human 
Rights, and article 10 of the European Convention on Human 
Rights, all focus on freedom of expression and vigorously advocate 
for it, hence the convergence in what constitutes the body of laws 
that now protect the human rights of all.

In the context of the aforementioned national and international 
conventions referred to, Dr. Jonathan Ishaku, while contributing to 
a Savannah Centre's program in Jos in 2017, posited that “the 
expressions that foster prejudice, intolerance and discrimination of 
certain social or demographic groups are regarded as hate speeches, 
as long as when expressed verbally, in text, images or gestures, 
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derogates and lowers the esteem of the target group”.9. The 
Council of Europe's Committee of Ministers, which offers one of 
the most popular and globally accepted definitions of hate speech, 
admitted that: “All forms of expressions which spread, incite, 
promote or justify racial hatred, xenophobia, anti-Semitism or 
other forms of hatred based on intolerance, including intolerance 
expressed by aggressive nationalism and ethnocentrism, 
discrimination and hostility towards minorities, migrants and 
people of immigrant origin”, should be considered as hate-
oriented. Similarly, one of the global leading New Media platforms, 
YouTube, describes Hate Speech as: “content that promotes 
violence or hatred against individuals or groups based on certain 
attributes, such as: race or ethnic origin, religion, disability, gender, 
age, veteran status, or sexual orientation/gender identity”.

While hate speech is generally viewed in relation to a 
distinguishable group, in terms of acts that are directed at ethnic, 
racial and religious groups, Governments across the world often 
include comments considered as disparaging to their policies, and 
acts by public office holders as hate speech. According to Dr. Iginio 
Gargliadone, a Research Fellow in New Media and Human Rights 
at Oxford University, who agreed in an article on “countering 
online hate speech” published in 2015, that “in common parlance 
however, definitions of hate speech tend to be broader, sometimes 
even extending to encompass words that are insulting to those in 
power or derogatory of individuals who are particularly visible”. 

Freedom of Speech on the other hand simply connotes that an 
individual or groups is/are free to articulate opinions or project ideas 
without fear of retaliation or censorship. But what happens when 
such an unfettered freedom is based on lies, untruths, and 
defamation or insultive of others or even instigates or incites 
ourselves? Nonetheless, freedom of speech is not  absolute and 
limitations to its functionality must be observed if individuals or 
groups or societies are not to be set against themselves. What this 
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means is that freedom has its limits as one's freedom is quite often 
circumscribed by another's. 

Hate Speech is not free speech, hence the need for laws that protect 
the dignity of all without discriminations. Nigeria is no exception. 
Freedom of expression is not freedom of the press or users of the 
social media to destroy other fundamental rights of individuals, like 
the right to family life and privacy or the national interest of the 
nation at large. Whilst the press and the users of the social media go 
about expressing themselves freely, they must be cautious and 
exercise great restraint not to abuse or violate the rights of other 
citizens or the law of the land. In Nigeria, some of these laws which 
tend to limit the freedom of expression are: the Constitution; the 
Official Secrets Act; the Law of Sedition as provided in the Criminal 
Code Act; Defamation Law; Law of Contempt; Obscene and 
Harmful Publications Laws; Copyright Law; Advertising Law and 
all other laws making specific provisions regulating the freedom of 
expression. Hate speech is any expression that maligns a perceptible 
group a race, religion, or sexuality.  In recent times, even free speech 
advocates agree that hate speech requires special handling

DEFINITION OF MEDIA 

The Media is the main means of mass communication which 
encompasses broadcasting, publishing, and the Internet regarded 
collectively.  However, the media in recent times has been caught in 
the web of words where questions have been raised about ethics of 
journalism (Ethics in News).  With the introduction of the New 
Mass Media, journalists today have been awakened by the seeming 
rise in hate, dangerous and inciting speech most especially through 
the various media platforms, specifically the internet where ethics 
and professionalism of journalism and ethics surrounding news 
report reportage.  According to Pavlik & McIntosh, (2004) Mass 
Media is communication that is directed to a large group, or groups 
of people in a short time.
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Although, the menaces of “Fake News” and “Hate Speech” are as 
old as humanity itself. The current threats they pose to the global 
community can be traced to the last one decade, which again, 
unfortunately got amplified to an alarming proportion during the 
last America's Presidential election, where most America's media 
houses were not only divided across political party lines but injected 
personal sentiments and prejudices in the discharge of their 
professional duties. For example, some schools of thought 
postulated that the US President, Donald Trump's election and his 
administrations' conduct generally since he became President, have 
been characterized by disdain for the mainstream media due to 
what they described as media “post-truth reporting and fake news 
dissemination”, a culture in which emotion and personal beliefs are 
used to influence or shape public opinion instead of objective facts 
and investigative journalism.

It is on record that the media are rife with hate speech. Today, one of 
the growing movements in the media all over the world is the 
propagation of hate speech. In Nigeria today, in spite of the benefits 
that comes with the media especially the social media on one hand, 
on the other hand, it is now being used as a tool to promote 
ethnicity, religion and thus, fueling crises and triggering 
abhorrence. These practices have now grown to become a 
cankerworm that is refusing to go, thereby creating pathways for 
disintegration of the Nigerian state.

The introduction of the concept of New Media which involves all 
social media platforms (Facebook, Instagram, Twitter, whats-App, 
Snap-Chat e.t.c.) has brought to limelight the concept of citizen 
journalism; where everyone with an electronic device has become a 
personal reporter and a news room. The introduction of the new 
media and citizen journalist has further made the fight against hate 
speech more difficult to win. The new media has established 
platforms that are easy to adapt and spread hate speech under the 
auspices of anonymity. 
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DANGERS OF HATE SPEECH

Essentially, because hate speech usually arises out of the misuse of 
Freedom of Speech, which largely stereo-types individuals, groups 
and tribes, religions etc, disastrous consequences are often the 
results. The Rwandan experience in 1994 was a national and African 
continental tragedy that pricked the conscience of the world. The 
media executives and practitioners in that country, all took turns to 
get their nation on its knees with the brutal murder of over 800,000 
Tutsis and moderate Hutus as well as massive destruction of 
infrastructure as a result of a radio message that provoked the 
genocide that almost consumed Rwanda as a country. Cote d'Ivoire 
and Kenya are two other countries in recent history whose 
fraudulent conducts of elections led to chaos, massive killings and 
destructions of infrastructure on accounts of hate speech and fake 
news by the media. 

We are also living witnesses of what happened during our 2015 
elections in Nigeria. Describing it with such eloquence, a veteran 
broadcaster, Eugenia Abu, stated that “The 2015 election and the 
media management of that election remain a huge burden for all of 
us on how not to cover campaigns in an electioneering year.” All 
that was needed to push Nigeria over the cliff was for either of the 
two front-line Presidential candidates to make out-of place 
comments and our highly combustible situation would have been 
up in flames. Our gratitude must go to former President Goodluck 
Jonathan and President Muhammadu Buhari for their exemplary 
show of restraints, especially candidate Buhari, who was the 
epicenter of the political and media demonization. Also, the Asaba 
Massacre of Sunday November 5, 2017 broadcast was a classical 
hateful resentment and anger intended to play many ethnic groups 
against each other. If the Nigeria Broadcasting Corporation (NBC) 
did not rise to the occasion by stopping the programme, needless 
harm would have been visited on our people.
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RIGHTING THE SPEECH TOWARDS 2019 ELECTIONS AND 
BEYOND

There is no doubt that huge stereo-typing have dominated 
Nigeria's political and media space since 2014 and have continued 
its astronomical rise. There is a fundamental problem with our 
national ethos which is simply not connecting, providing fertile 
grounds for the spread of hate speech and inciteful conducts. The 
run-off to the 2019 elections must be handled with extreme care 
with national cohesion, unity and security in mind. This is more so 
that the hidden hands in the propagation of hate speech amongst the 
political class, appears to be in disarray. Suddenly, the political space 
does not seem to be sufficient to cater for the interests of multitudes 
of candidates aspiring for various political offices in our land, hence 
the inevitable implosion within the existing two dominant parties. 
The struggle for self-actualization of their political ambitions by 
individuals or groups would turn worse in the months to come if 
care is not taken. The media, as usual, will be the platform to display 
these deadly contests. Going by our past experiences in 2015, we 
have reasons to be genuinely concerned.

The media space which will be the center of these contests must rise 
to the occasion in managing these contests in the supreme interest 
of Nigeria. The media must demonstrate absolute patriotism, deep 
sense of responsibility and commitment to ensure the safety and 
survival of our country. The media must understand and propagate 
the necessity of not promoting any individual or group above the 
nation. This underscores the urgent need for the reformation of the 
media regulatory agencies with provisions for appropriate, timely 
and effective sanctions that can deter perpetrators of hate Speech.

Indeed, the Federal Ministry of Information, through its National 
Orientation Agency as well as the Ministry of Interior, must up-
scale their enlightenment engagements across Nigeria to provide 
timely and factual information on developments in the country as 
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well as sensitize the citizenry on the need for the safety and survival 
of Nigeria. Traditional rulers, inter-faith organisations and 
community leaders must also be involved. Civil Society 
Organizations must intensify their advocacy outreaches to sensitize 
and engage consistently to lower the political tension.

The Independent National Electoral Commission (INEC) should 
review the Electoral Act to permit for the insertion of provisions for 
sanctions into the Act and Electoral by-laws that can disqualify 
candidates and political parties whose national Executives or state 
chapters engage in blatant hate speech or inciteful conducts. INEC 
and the Police must enhance their collaboration to ensure prompt 
prosecution of offenders and this would indeed be made easier if 
the hate speech bill can be passed into law soonest.

ETHICAL RE-ORIENTATION AND REVOLUTION

 It is important that as a nation, we must realize that Hate Speech 
exists in our country and that it is dangerous for the safety and 
survival of Nigeria polity. Therefore, there is a role for all critical 
stakeholders such as front-line Politicians, Media Practitioners, 
Civil Society Groups, Faith-Based Groups and Academia in the 
ethical reorientation and revolution.  More so, Hate speech has 
progressively heated our polity in many occasions, and every 
effort(s) must be made to address the menace with the following 
variables and recommendations in mind:

a) The primary purveyors of hate speech are the political and 
religious leaders as well as elites who have continued to 
overlook the national safety and survival of our nation as 
against their individual and or group interest;

b) The primary purveyors of hate speech heavily use the media 
and fund them directly or indirectly, including financing 
some social media practitioners;
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c) The NBC must elaborately review its regulatory measures 
to curve the drift and reduce the dangers of hate speech in 
our country;

d) The NUJ needs to imbibe the lesson from the NBC and 
settle their legal tussles to, hopefully permit the meeting of 
the minds with the Newspapers Proprietors Association to 
enable the two bodies set up a National Press Organization 
to self-regulate their practice and conduct in the overall 
interest of the nation;

e) The necessity for a national law as an Act of Parliament to 
ensure vigorous enforcement with provisions for deterrent 
sanctions;

f) The necessity for vigorous enlightenment campaigns by 
Federal Ministry of Information and Culture, National 
Orientation Agency (NOA), Ministry of Interior and 
indeed the Nigeria Police, on the dangers of hate speech and 
consequences to violators. Examples must be set through 
prompt prosecutions;

g) The necessity for CSOs, INEC and Political Parties to 
establish robust collaborations on the dangers of hate 
speech and agree to a code of conduct that may permit 
disqualifications of candidates or parties found guilty;

h) Broad enlightenment and engagements with the Traditional 
rulers, Religious leaders, Community leaders as outreach 
focal points for sustained campaigns to contain hate speech 
in our country through workshops on a regular basis;

Finally, we call for the institution of a regime of sanctions in the 
media industry (A Bill on Hate and Inciteful Speech), such as will 
promote integrity, sense of justice, national interest and discourage 
the acts of propagating hate speech in our society, where the hope of 

CONTEXT AND CONTENT IN HATE SPEECH DISCOURSE IN NIGERIA | 232



the common Nigerian is built on equity, justice, tolerance and 
peaceful coexistence.  Hate Speech is Not Free Speech.

As part of its contribution towards the prevention and prohibition 
of hate speech in Nigeria, the Savannah Centre has drafted a bill for 
an Act of the National Assembly as summarized hereunder:

PREAMBLE

A disturbing number of recent uprisings and violence in Nigeria 
have been credited to active inciting content in the speeches of 
individuals and groups, communicated through the many means of 
communication available to citizens. Ordinarily, there are 
constitutional and other related structural legislations that are 
geared towards reducing the politics of acrimony in the country. 
However, the form that our national interaction has taken in recent 
times has left so much to be desired. Desperation in the quest for 
power, both tangible and intangible, has led to a trending of hate 
speeches, inciting comments as a means to an end.  This form of 
hate is now so much in practice that it has now found elevation to a 
norm and a form of political campaign strategy. It is also being 
viewed as tool for the age-old, divide and rule tactics. 

The state of affairs described above has thrown up the question, 
“where lies the limits to freedom of speech as provided in section 39 
of the Constitution of the Federal Republic of Nigerian 1999(As 
Amended)”

As such, serious checks and balances should be evolved to ensure 
the sustained reduction of ethnic politics so as to improve, the 
consolidation of democracy and promote the idea behind the 
preamble of the 1999 Constitution of the Federal Republic of 
Nigeria. Part of the checks to curb this incessant menace is the 
enactment of the Act for the prohibition and prevention of hate 
speech and inciting comments in 2018.
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Below is the highlight of some key sections which has been 
captured in the draft bill for the act to curb the menace of hate 
speech in Nigeria:

1. Section2 and 3 define the offence of hate speech, details 
how persons, groups of persons or organisations can 
commit the offence of hate speech. Section 4 particularly 
prescribes conviction to a fine of N5,000,000 (five million 
naira) and a minimum of three months imprisonment.

2. With the Right to freedom of expression and the press in 
mind, Section 7 creates for exceptions the speech that is to 
be construed as an offence by the Bill.

3. In Section 8 and 9, the arrest of an offender is deemed to be 
valid, with or without warrant and prescribe the 
punishment to be given to any person convicted under the 
proposed Act.

4. Under Section 11, a concurrent jurisdiction was created for 
the Federal and State High Court to try the offence of Hate 
Speech. Section 12, 13 and 14 lay out what is deemed to be 
admissible in evidence during the course of prosecution 
under the contemplated bill.  

5. Section 16 gives the power of prosecution for criminal 
cases to the Attorney General of Federation or the Attorneys 
General of the States as the case may be and the Nigerian 
Police Force. 

6. For purposes of anti-hate speech campaign, Section 17 and 
18 make it a duty of the government and other agencies as 
mentioned therein, to sensitize the populace.  

7. Section 19, 20 and 21 give the AGF or AGS power to make 
regulations for the proper administration and execution of 
this bill as the case may require.
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8. It is important to note that in Section 20 (1) (Which is the 
interpretation section), that unless the context indicates 
otherwise, “Association” includes Political parties, pressure 
groups, civil societies, NGO's and the like. It is recognition 
of the fact that they are usually the biggest peddlers and 
beneficiaries of hate speech. 

Under the same section, “Hate speech” and “Inciting 
Comment” as captured in Section 3(1) of the Act has been 
described as any inflammatory rhetoric made on social media or 
published in traditional media (print) not capable of causing 
violence or genocide.

Complete version of the draft bill can be accessed directly 
from the Savannah Centre for Diplomacy, Democracy and 
Development (SCDDD). 
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Reading comments on Nigerian news on the Internet sites frequented 
by Nigerians, you would think the constituent groups are engaged in a 
war of attrition.  Nothing is sacred any more. Vileness has become the 
standard of elocution (Dare, 2017:48). 

Introduction

he Senate of the Federal Republic of Nigeria in March 
2018, made public a law in the works. According to a report Tin the Premium Times of March 2, 2018, “a bill prescribing 

death by hanging for any person found guilty of any form of hate 
speech that results in the death of another person has received the 
first reading at the Senate.”

To ensure its effectiveness, the bill seeks the establishment of an 
Independent National Commission for Hate Speeches. The 
proposed commission would enforce hate speech laws. Its other 
provisions are that for harassment on grounds of ethnicity or race, 
the offender shall be sentenced to “not less than a five-year jail term 
or a fine of not less than N10 million or both.” It further proposes 
that “a person who uses, publishes, presents, produces, plays, 
provides, distributes and/or directs the performance of any 
material, written and/or visual, which is threatening, abusive or 
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insulting or involves the use of threatening, abusive or insulting 
words or behaviour” commits an offence.  

What is clear in this age of media abundance with its ubiquity and 
ease of access is the ease of transmission of messages possibly more 
intensely with multi-mediality dynamism and great speed of 
delivery, faster than conventional mass media organs have ever done 
together.  The all-pervading presence of internet is rather 
unmistakable. When it is, therefore, used to relay unpleasant 
information, it may be hard to ignore.

Indeed, more than any period or era, certain calibrated statements 
concerning the media and their output are now deserving of more 
than ordinary attention.  First is the oft-repeated assertion that a 
medium is as important as the message it transmits. The idea is 
based on Mcluhan's assertion that “changes in communication 
technology inevitably produce profound changes in both culture 
and social order” (Baran and Davis 2000:285). This applies heavily 
on the near magical believability of any piece of information 
channelled by any organ of mass medium until some 
demystification began to play out following some degeneracy 
deriving from the overbearing influence of owners and even some 
managers. The underlying philosophy of the concerned news or 
media organisation is not any less impactful as the human factors 
(McQuail, 2010).

But it really was difficult to begin to fault media-transmitted 
information before, say, the inception of the social media platforms 
with the social media's ease of use, manipulability and all. Scholars 
and professionals have variously attempted to define news but not 
without the consensus on certain key words.  These researchers opt 
for the concept as referring to the timely and factual account of an 
event reported by a professional and published in a credible news 
medium.  Among numerous sources of news, of course, are 
pronouncements such as may include announcements and 
reactions or comments by individuals and institutions.  In other 
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words, a fundamental requirement for a piece of pronouncement to 
get used by any conventional medium as news is attribution for 
reason of credibility.  But this gate-keeping for news proper hardly 
applies to the proliferating platforms on the internet.  The concept 
of gatekeeping as conceptualised by social psychologist Kurt Lewin 
refers to gatekeepers “as individuals or groups of persons who 
govern the travels of news items in the communication 
channel”(Bitner 1996: 11). In contemporary times and especially 
with regard to information shared through internet-enabled 
devices, the gatekeepers have virtually disappeared, giving reign to 
ungoverned cyberspaces.

Incidentally, the disturbing guard lowering in relation to the quality 
of information disseminated to the world is hardly limited to the 
internet based information channels alone.  This, therefore, gives 
ample room to hate speech to fly around freely.  

CONTEMPORARY MEDIA AND THE LOOSE CANNON OF 
HATE SPEECH

Consider this: Sometime in 2000 a phenomenon was pioneered.  It 
is called media interactivity now otherwise called user-generated-
content movement. Behind that historic landmark is a South 
Korean website called OhmyNews. At inception, it had 727 citizen 
reporters contributing content.  According to founder, OhYeon-
oh, their citizen reporters work not only in Korea but also from 100 
other countries. According to the founder, that development 
signaled the gradual realization of the website's motto 'Every citizen 
is a reporter'.  Some observers noted that it was out of this new social 
order that citizen-generated content springs and perhaps represents 
an even greater challenge for tradition-bound newsrooms than 
continuous news or multiplatform publishing (Kim and Atton, 
2005). Underlying all of these is the digital technology which has 
become indispensable to all news media around the world with all 
such dimensions as immediacy and multimediality as much as 
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challenges too (Castells 2000; Oso and Akanni, 2018).

What appears to be the strongest credibility test for the mass media 
in Nigeria in the recent time is the recent alleged controversial 
rationalisation of the recent killing of innocent Nigerian citizens of 
Berom stock in  Jos, a north central Nigerian city.  The capital of 
Plateau State of Nigeria has been under intense and fierce pressure 
of ethno-religious conflict for no fewer than ten years, even if 
intermittently.  The media, suspected to be guilty of exacerbating 
the conflict situation, have always reported the resultant tragedies 
with little or nothing to offer on early warning signals and post 
conflict situations. Worse still is the reign of impunity which fuels 
reprisal attacks (Jimoh, 2015).

Like the unpredictable flash of a lightning, a justification for the 
killing of some 100 people in Jos banged out in the media.  A cattle 
breeders' association, Miyyeti Allah, allegedly described it as 
retaliatory arguing that that the killers must have carried out some 
revenge. The group allegedly further stated that "Fulani herdsmen 
have lost about 300 cows in the last few weeks - 94 cows were 
rustled by armed Berom youths in Fan village, another 36 cows 
were killed by Berom youths. In addition to that, 174 cattle were 
rustled” the association's chieftain Danladi Umar was alleged to 
have said.”  Tension rippled through the nation across religious and 
ethnic divides following this claim in the media. But no sooner had 
the media published with countless retransmission by countless 
blogs and social media channels, than disclaimer followed from the 
acclaimed source, Miyyeti Allah, which disowned the statement.  
Premium Times, the source of the story for many, promised to 
investigate its source and promptly followed with an apology and 
instant sack for the concerned reporter who, apparently, indulged in 
sheer armchair reporting without slightest verification.  

Commendable as what appeared to be Premium Times' timely 
apology and perhaps subsequent sack of the concerned reporter 
may be, the incident clearly signaled the inception of 
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unprecedented era of free dispensation of the loose cannons of hate 
speech, no matter how bad, to fuel further tension, unfortunately 
with the strong backing of technology bourgeoning with 
overbearing influence by the day. It is like a whirlwind, considering 
some dimensions of its inception signaling a rather challenging 
future. 

According to Bell and Owen (2017) such is the impact of social 
media technology that publishers are as hapless as ordinary citizens 
in the face of social media which have come to practically annex the 
traditional domain of the conventional media smacking of ethical 
lining. Relying on algorithms to sort and target content, the new 
sources of information have little or no reckoning for thorough 
journalistic efforts such as investigative journalism delivers.  Yet 
they relentlessly strive to disseminate information to targets that do 
not seem to know how or why it reaches them, how data collected 
about them is used, or how their online behavior is being 
manipulated.  

The uncertainty or confusion of the information consumers 
notwithstanding, they resort to what Whibey (2014) categorized 
into three engagement patterns.  The first is the media activation or 
onward streaming of media contents from larger platforms to 
individuals across online and conventional platforms of radio, 
television, print genre and all.  Next is the viral involving person to 
person spread through shared networks. Third is the hybrid 
combining aspects of the two above.

The result of all the above according to Omidyar Network and 
Democracy Fund (2017) is a six-point manifestation including  
Intolerance, exclusion and hate speech.  This is because various 
policies and features of the social media platforms can amplify hate 
speech, terrorist appeals, and racial and sexual harassment.  Indeed, 
these social environments can deter those targeted by hate speech 
from engaging in the conversation.

241 | A Critical Trans-genre Examination Of Hate Speech In Nigerian Media



The rest five manifestations are conflation of popularity with 
legitimacy; political manipulation, micro-targeting and behaviour 
change, spread of false or misleading information as well as echo 
chambers, polarisation and hyper-partisanship otherwise referred 
to as “retribalization” of society by Tracey (1998).  Hodkinson 
(2011:189) also explains: …Rather than encouraging people to 
share content with or engage with diverse groups of others as part of 
broad publics, the ability to choose exactly what or who to engage 
which seems more likely  to result in pursuit of particular interests 
and association with narrower groupings.

Agreeing with Hodkinson (2011) and other scholars cited earlier, 
Media Foundation for West Africa, MFWA (2014), further notes 
that the frequent use of unethical and unprofessional language in 
the media can be particularly harmful at periods of national 
excitements such as during elections.   MFWA (ibid: 2) recalls:

The 2008 elections in Ghana were particularly remarkable for 
the great number of personality attacks in political discussion 
programmes on radio stations in the country…MFWA found 
an average of 12 indecent expressions from political party 
representatives per programme.  Similarly, politically-related 
indecent expressions averaged three per each major news 
bulletin of the radio stations…

For MFWA, hate speech is only one of some 12 variants or 
categories of indecent expressions it identifies in its study titled 
Watching the Watchdog: Spotlighting Indecent Election Campaign Language 
on Radio. It defines it as “insults which are said against a group of 
people based on their ethnicity, religion or party affiliation to 
degrade and or offend them and hold them out to public scorn and 
hatred”.  The MFWA definition presents a shorter form of that of 
the United Nations Committee on the Elimination of Racial 
Discrimination (2013:4) which states that hate speech includes: 

(a) all dissemination of ideas based on racial or ethnic 
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superiority or hatred, by whatever means; (b) incitement to 
hatred, contempt or discrimination against members of a 
group on grounds of their race, colour, descent, or national 
or ethnic origin; (c) threats or incitement to violence against 
persons or groups on the grounds in (b) above; (d) 
expression of insults, ridicule or slander of persons or 
groups or justification of hatred, contempt or 
discrimination on the grounds in (b) above, when it clearly 
amounts to incitement to hatred or discrimination; (e) 
participation in organizations and activities which promote 
and incite racial discrimination.

Other categories of indecent expressions established by the MFWA 
study are Insult, Prejudice and bigotry; Inflammatory expressions; 
Incitement, Expletives as well as tribal slurs and stereotyping.  The 
rest are Provocative remarks, Unsubstantiated allegations; Gender 
specific insults; Divisive expressions and Innuendo.

In line with the UN committee quoted above, Nigeria's 
Independent National Electoral Commission, (INEC) warns that 
“no aspirant, candidate or political party shall use hate speech or 
images, or project ideas that are discriminatory on the grounds of 
birth, sex religion or ethnic origin during campaigns, meetings, 
rallies or processions.”  This may not be unconnected with the 
perceived and even real tendency of politicians to inject hate into 
their messages coupled with the seeming readiness or inefficiency 
of some media establishments too.  Centre for Information 
Technology and Development (CITAD) notes in a 2017 
publication: 

…hate speech appears in commentary by readers, letters to 
editors, opinion articles and in news…They can also be 
embedded in cartoons.  On rare occasions, they can be carried 
in adverts as famous death wish advert by Gov. Fayose in the 
run up to the 2015 general elections.  For the broadcast media, 
they can be found in different components of broadcast such 
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as news and reports, commentaries, musical performance and 
drama… 

(CITAD, 2017:4)

CURTAILMENT INITIATIVES AGAINST HATE SPEECH 

It has never been a case of absolute purity for the media in relation to 
general performance including indecent expressions of which hate 
speech is a strand. Hence, relevant professionals, scholars and other 
stakeholders have demonstrated moving concerns resulting in 
ethical postulations. 

Thakurta (2012) identifies three ethical theories relevant to the 
media, namely, consequentialism, utilitarianism and deontology. 
Consequentialism applies to a situation in which an action is based 
on its consequence.  In other words, actions or series of actions bear 
no value but can only be appraised on account of their 
consequences.  This theory disregards any related process or means 
underlying actions but focuses only on the outcome of an action.  In 
this context emerge two perspectives: ethical egoism and ethical 
altruism. The former implies that actions that may benefit the agent 
of the action may be said to be ethical.  This may not work for the 
operations of neither media establishments nor individual 
journalists.  On the other hand, ethical altruism implies that actions 
that suit others can be said to be good.  This will readily make 
audiences identify with media establishments and or individual 
journalists as the case may be.

Utilitarianism tends to align with the ethical altruism track of the 
consequentialist variant of ethics.  Here, an action should have 
positive consequences for a large number of people.  However, a 
major issue that has been raised with regards to this is the fate of the 
minority in relation to that of the majority.  Also, because attitudes, 
goals and practices change over time, parameters for defining 

CONTEXT AND CONTENT IN HATE SPEECH DISCOURSE IN NIGERIA | 244



happiness may not remain same at all times.  Deriving from this 
scenario is the possibility that for many years after a particular event 
or action, some predicted outcome or consequence may not 
manifest and may, in the long run, turn out to be harmful rather 
than beneficial on account of  changing social standards.  This 
utilitarian approach is supportive of cautious conduct in the course 
of taking professional decisions.  This applies readily to decision-
making in the newsrooms given the enduring effect that actions 
carried out there may register on the heterogeneous audiences in 
the society.

The third ethical theory, deontology, centres on a person's duty as a 
means to determine appropriate action.  This relies heavily on what 
has come to be better reckoned with as goodwill.  It is believed that 
actions motivated by goodwill have been largely conditioned by the 
respect for moral law as well as sense of duty.  

As is the case with their counterparts in the other parts of the world, 
Nigerian media players have always been enjoined to ensure that 
their practice is in line with global best standards. These researchers 
also believe that such is as envisioned by the ideals of the theories 
outlined above.  In full support of this are all the relevant 
organizations including Nigerian Press Organisation, NPO, as well 
as the National Broadcasting Commission, (NBC) and the 
Nigerian Press Council, (NPC), which is a regulatory body.  NPO 
is a three-member umbrella body comprising Nigerian Guild of 
Editors, (NGE), Newspaper Proprietors Association of Nigeria, 
(NPAN) as well as the Nigeria Union of Journalists, NUJ .  In what 
has been referred to as the Ilorin Declaration of 1998, the Code of 
Ethics for Nigerian Journalists in its preamble states:

Journalism entails a high degree of public trust. To earn and 
maintain this trust, it is morally imperative for every 
journalist and every news medium to observe the highest 
professional and ethical standards. In the exercise of these 
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duties, a journalist should always have a healthy regard for the 
public interest. 

Truth is the cornerstone of journalism and every journalist 
should strive diligently to ascertain the truth of every event. 

Conscious of the responsibilities and duties of journalists as 
purveyors of information, we, Nigerian journalists, give to 
ourselves this Code of Ethics. It is the duty of every journalist 
to observe its provisions. 

(http://www.unesco.org/fileadmin/MULTIMEDIA/HQ/CI/
WPFD2009/pdf/Nigeria%20code_of_ethics.pdf).

The 15-point Code of Ethics addresses, from the perspective of duty 
to the society or what could otherwise pass for utilitarianism, issues 
of editorial independence, accuracy and fairness, privacy, 
plagiarism, privilege/non-disclosure and decency.  The rest issues 
focused are discrimination, reward and gratification; violence, 
children and minors; public interest; social responsibility, 
plagiarism, copyright, press freedom and responsibility as well as 
access to information.

The highpoint of the Code of Ethics in this context are the second and 
sixth items.  Item 2 states:

 ACCURACY AND FAIRNESS 

I. The Public has a right to know. Factual accurate, balanced 
and fair reporting is the ultimate objective of good 
journalism and the basis of earning public trust and 
confidence.

ii.  A journalist should refrain from publishing inaccurate and 
misleading information. Where such information has been 
inadvertently published, prompt correction should be 
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made. A journalist must hold the right of reply as a cardinal 
rule of practice.  

iii. In the course of his duties, a journalist should strive to 
separate facts from conjecture and comment.

Complementing the above is item 6 thus:

DISCRIMINATION 

A journalist should refrain from making pejorative reference to a 
person's ethnic group, religion, sex, or to any physical or mental 
illness or handicap.

Interestingly, Nigeria has continuously aspired to fulfill possible 
international standards over time even if haphazardly.  This has 
helped to directly or indirectly give a strong boost to the media's 
ambition to surmount part of its ethical dilemma.  The compliance 
or otherwise to the lofty provisions of the Code of Ethics by the media 
professionals is however a different matter altogether   

The sixth edition of the Nigerian Broadcasting Code also provides a 
robust entity of advisory against hate speech even if not so directly.  
While reckoning strongly with the broadcasting of political and 
religious messages as likely sources of what may be hate speech and 
the likes, it is equally alive to the capacity of user generated contents 
to be inflammatory.  This is evident in the repetition of the 
reference to this on both pages 48 and 63 with the latter being more 
explicit stating that:

In the deployment of User Generated Content, a Broadcaster 
shall be mindful of materials that may embarrass individuals 
or organisations or cause disaffection, incite to panic or rift in 
the society… Materials from user generated sources shall 
meet all provisions of the Code. .. A roadcasters shall ensure 
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that materials sent in by user generated sources are clearly 
labelled.

(NBC, 2016: 63)

SO MUCH GROUND TO COVER

From the lack of suitable sanctions to increasing dynamism of the 
communication technology, serious challenges mount for the 
management of hate speech across all genres of media. First is the 
rather hesitant posturing of ethical postulations on media practice 
as well as relevant laws and regulations on the concept of hate 
speech.  It is therefore not surprising that it does not enjoy proper 
reckoning in the training curricula of media professionals.  
Bloggers and other affiliates of the media are left to subscribe to 
intuition on this.

Secondly, unlike regulatory agencies for some other services or 
sectors, regulatory agencies like the NBC and NPC have limited 
autonomy and limited powers to wield on the players in their 
respective sector. For instance, whereas the Nigerian 
Communication Commission, NCC, has the power to licence and 
sanction telecommunication companies, NBC can only 
recommend applications for approval.  Yet, the fate of NBC still 
even looks uncertain with what appears to be the needless 
autonomy it currently enjoys. Today, the Federal Communication 
Commission, FCC, and the Office of Communication, Of Comm, 
regulate both broadcasting and telecommunication in the US and 
UK respectively.   

RECOMMENDATIONS

There are as much responsibilities to bear by the media industry, the 
academia and the government as much as there are for civil society 
organisations.  Media industry players need to be more alive to the 
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core professional requirement of gatekeeping and the need to be 
trendy in line with UNESCO's repeated proclamations.  One of 
such is the imperative of paying special attention to conflict-
sensitive reporting such that issues of hate speech and related 
matters can be adequately addressed.  

Flowing from above is the need for the mass communication and 
journalism training institutions to give due space for conflict-
sensitive reporting in their curricula.  This will enable them pay 
meticulous attention to such details as hate speech.  Indeed, the 
academia and industry players can work together to provide on the 
job training as well as possible work manual and allied services as 
may be consensually deemed beneficial.Government also needs to 
update relevant laws in relation to the functions of relevant agencies 
and industry players.  It equally needs to genuinely democratize and 
professionalise the board appointment into the relevant agencies 
such that petty sentiments do not get to override national interests 
in decision making.
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Introduction

ince independence, Nigerians have been battling with issues 
of identity and diversity. Various governments have put forth Sdeliberate policies geared towards integration and unification 

of this diverse people who are divided along religious, ethnic and 
regional lines. With over 250 ethnic nationalities (The Centenary 
Diary, 2014), two major religions – Islam and Christianity, Nigeria 
is a clear example of a multi-cultural, lingual, religious society. Poor 
management of political power and resources utilization and 
uneven distribution of wealth by the political class has created a 
deep division where each group feels marginalized by the other 
(Esman, 2004; Danaan, 2017). These undermine peaceful co-
existence and leads to mutual suspicious and violent conflicts in 
several parts of the country. Of recent, we have seen how region, 
religion and ethnicity further continued to divide our people with 
fundamentalists giving more voice to rewrite our history (Pate, 
2017). Unfortunately, the media is at the centre of this ugly 
development. 

Also, there has been increased concerns about the spread of hate 
speech in Nigeria, this is due, mainly to the way journalists serve as 
conveyor belts in the promotion and spread of hate speech. The 

INFUSING CONCERNS 
FOR HATE SPEECH IN 

JOURNALISM TRAINING
By Kabiru Danladi

Chapter Twelve 



Nigerian press was intended to serve as a "watchdog", monitoring 
activities of the government, just like its counterparts in other 
liberal countries such as the United Kingdom or the United States. 
However, it has challenges in fulfilling this role due to the demands 
of the various competing special interest groups. The large number 
of different voices created something of a marketplace of ideas 
although some of the ideas resulted in violence. This gave rise to so 
many issues. Further, the country is battling with so many conflicts, 
from the scourge of boko haram in the north east, herders vs 
farmers clash in north central region, the IPOB in north east, 
remnants of Niger Delta militants and armed banditry and cattle 
rustlers in the north west. 

More attention is now paid to what purpose journalism should 
serve in a multicultural society like ours. Media scholars (Pate, 
2017; Takwa, 2017) started questioning the nature of training 
received by practicing journalists from mass communication 
departments and journalism institutes. Ideas on how to address this 
problem from its root started coming up with suggestions to infuse 
concerns for hate speech in the training of journalism in our 
institutes and departments of mass communication. Questions like 
to what extent, and how, should media trainers in Nigeria play an 
active role in the integration of Nigeria with its diverse population? 
How can journalists' lecturers use the power of knowledge 
(through training media workers) to curb hate and related speeches 
in volatile country like Nigeria? Does the training to-be-journalists 
receive in our mass communication departments reflect the 
diversity of our society? How can we have journalists that can 
understand the danger of reckless reporting in conflictual and 
polarized nation?

These questions and similar ones were raised and became the 
central theme of several workshops and seminars at various fora. 
Recently, a workshop organized by Centre for Information 
Technology and Development with support from the McArthur 
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Foundation organized a workshop on “Media Stakeholders 
Workshop on Hate Speech and the Media in Nigeria” to discuss this 
new challenge. Media experts, academics and members of the Civil 
Society raised several issues that resonated in debates concerning 
the use of media in spreading and promoting hate speech as the 
country approach the 2019 elections. 

This chapter formed part of the issues discussed during the 
workshop and the ideas generated from the debates and issues 
raised serve as a guide in coming up with a suggestion that I feel can 
help tackle or reduce the spread of hate speech in the country's mass 
media industry. This, according to some experts calls for the need to 
understand hate speech from the level of training, hence the title of 
the chapter “Infusing concerns for hate speech in journalism 
training” becomes imperative.

HATE SPEECH IN NIGERIA AND THE ROLE OF 
JOURNALISTS

Politics and media are interrelated and intermingled. The media 
sets the agenda for public discourse. On the other hand, a politician 
wants his messages to reach a large audience. Each needs the other 
because, political messages attract audiences and media cash in on 
the size of its audience to get more revenue through adverts 
(Pardun, 2014). Politicians and other extremists' groups use the 
media to spread hate speech capable of fueling crises for their own 
political benefits. Therefore, the need for training journalists who 
can understand our country's diversity, political and cultural 
differences cannot be overemphasized.  

The Nigerian journalist is faced with many challenges. Harsh 
working conditions often characterized by lack of regular payment 
of salaries, unprofessional and capital-city journalists, who 
according to Takwa (2017) hang around hotels and conference 
centres and report only that part of their world they live in. This 
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made journalism practice a dangerous and difficult venture in a 
complex environment like ours. As a casual victim of prejudices and 
manipulations by crude politicians with dangerous motives, the 
Nigerian journalist becomes a tool used by politicians to promote 
hate speech. This is largely due to ignorance and lack of appreciation 
of other people's cultures, traditions and beliefs. The promotion of 
stereotypes and hate speech by these journalists becomes a culture. 

Although the philosophy of journalism training is to produce 
journalists that can imbibe the principles of fairness, transparency, 
courage and inclussiveness, the pattern is streamlined to follow the 
Western journalism model. The model pays attention to teaching of 
journalism based on the combined skills and knowledge of writing 
news and reporting. It pays little or no attention to our political, 
social, cultural and historical context. At the end of the training, we 
produce journalists that can report or analyse news following that 
model. In the absence of any philosophical orientation, their news 
judgement ends up being guided by their religious, regional and 
ethnic sentiments which they grow to learn outside the school 
environment. Their own understanding of our present security 
challenges – farmer/herders clash, Boko Haram, armed banditry, 
which ordinarily should be seen as criminal activities, are now 
redefined and framed to further divide an already volatile country. 

This calls for the need for a critical review of the way journalists are 
trained so that journalism trainers and the trainees can be guided 
from the beginning to rid the industry of hate and dangerous 
speech. As Ochillo (1996) rightly observed; there is a linkage 
between the way media professionals perform and the training 
orientation that they might have undertaken. He opined that their 
positions and status is also directly linked to their past training 
background. 

CONTEXT AND CONTENT IN HATE SPEECH DISCOURSE IN NIGERIA | 256



JOURNALISM TRAINING AND MULTI-CULTURALISM

One of the fundamental principles of teacher and student 
relationship is to make the classroom atmosphere a questioning, 
discussion, and inquiry based one, giving students the opportunity 
to interact. In a multi-cultural society like Nigeria, journalism 
educators, must, as a matter of necessity, rethink the assumption 
that the news market is basically mono-cultural. With our diversity, 
the teachers and teaching of mass communication have to go 
beyond the Western model news values approach. The in house 
training of academics in our universities must be transformed. 
Courses that address our multi-culturality and diversity have to be 
introduced in all levels of the training to teach students not only 
journalism skills, but how to be responsible, fair and not to be used 
to promote hatred and stereotyping. Understanding laws related to 
freedom of speech, liberalism and responsibility in journalism 
practice and what constitute hate speech is important for students of 
mass communication or journalism. This will give them a deeper 
understanding of the importance of becoming a well-informed 
journalist that can perform his duty, after becoming a practicing 
journalist, within the ambit of established laws.

While in most new democracies, media law and culture supportive 
of free speech are work in progress, in Nigeria, the media industry 
has been recognized in the country's Constitution and its duty is 
clearly spelled out. The 1979 constitution of the Federal 
Republic,Section 22, categorically states that “The press, radio and 
television and other agencies of mass media shall at all times be free 
to uphold the fundamental objective contained in this chapter and 
uphold the responsibility and accountability of the Government to 
the people”. Also section 39(1) of the Constitution as amended 
(2011) guarantees freedom of expression as a fundamental human 
right. Because of its importance and relevance, Nigeria has 
expressly provided for the protection of freedom of expression and 
see it as extension of personal liberty and democracy. 

257 | Infusing Concerns For Hate Speech In Journalism Training



However, the right to freedom of expression, like most other rights, 
is not absolute. While freedom of expression is necessary for the 
survival of democracy, it becomes unacceptable when it becomes 
dangerous to the freedom of the country. Like most nations, 
Nigeria also faces difficulties in balancing between the right of free 
speech and speech that is inimical to national harmony, unity and 
peace (OHCHR, 2011). There are recognized restrictions and 
exceptions to this right; one of which is to be found in laws 
bothering on sedition, defamation, libel and blasphemy. Others, 
like Section 45 of the Constitution of the Federal Republic 1999 (as 
amended) stated thus:

 “...(a) in the interest of defence, public safety, public order, 
public morality or public health; or (b) for the purpose of 
protecting the rights and freedom of other persons.”

The laws seek to protect persons' or groups' reputation from 
unjustified attack either by the written or spoken word. Laws on 
hate speech in Nigeria are very clear and have been described as any 
speech, gesture or conduct, writing, or display which is forbidden 
because it may incite violence or prejudicial action against or by a 
protected individual or group, or because it disparages or 
intimidates a protected individual or group (Ukwueze and Uche, 
2015). The obligation is also contained in Article 20 of the 
International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR), 
which Nigeria has ratified (by accession 1993). The provision of 
Article 20 specifically requires member states to enact laws to 
prohibit hate speech (Leo, Gaer, & Cassidy, 2011; Callamard, 2008: 
8-9): “any advocacy of national, racial or religious hatred that 
constitutes incitement to discrimination, hostility or violence shall 
be prohibited by law”. The Code of Principles of the International 
Federation of Journalists, as revised in 1986 also include the 
following article:

"The journalist shall be aware of the danger of discrimination 
being furthered by the media and shall do the utmost to avoid 
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facilitating such discrimination based on, among other 
things, race, sex, sexual orientation, language, religion, 
political or other opinions, and national or social origins."

And the Nigerian Union of Journalists Code of Ethics is very clear 
about discrimination, which is the root cause of hate speech. The 
Code clearly stated that; “A journalist should refrain from making 
pejorative reference to a person's ethnic group, religion, sex or to 
any physical or mental illness or handicap”. The fragmentation of 
our media along religious, regional and ethnic lines has remained a 
challenge and reasons for the promotion of hate speech and 
discrimination of other groups (Kurawa, 2006; Jacob, 2009; & 
Salawu, 2011).

To meet these ethical aspirations, trainee journalists must be aware 
of these laws and ethical guidelines. They should understand also 
that ignorance and a lack of appreciation of different cultures, 
traditions and beliefs within the media leads to stereotypes which 
reinforce hate and dangerous speech. Understanding the diversity 
and multiculturalism of the country will help them become 
conscious of the impact of their words and or images released for 
public consumption, given the prevailing context of the deeply-
rooted suspicion, fear and anxieties of different communities that 
exist within our society.

The confluence of these factors—law, journalistic practice, and 
cultural predilection—can go a long way in determining the balance 
of "freedom" and "responsibility" in not only their understanding of 
how to operate but it can also change the whole media system into a 
conflict sensitive media system. 

A WAY FORWARD

Our realities define who we are and we are all products of our 
education and upbringing. Journalists are also social beings, 
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influenced by what they witness in the society, the values enshrined 
in their families, the group they belong to, their culture and the type 
of training they were given.In a volatile country like ours, instead of 
advocating for freedom of expression, we should rather promote 
responsible speech that show respect for the diversity of our people. 
Societies survive when progressive ideas are promoted over 
negative ones and as we mentioned earlier, at the centre of this 
debate is the mass media. They serve as a mirror of our society. 
Scholars of journalism and multiculturalism (Deuze, 2001, 2004; 
Stockwell & Scott, 2001) are of the opinion that the knowledge of 
journalists about other cultures and ethnicities, issues of 
representation (i.e. pluriformity, diversity) and the perceived 
responsibilities of journalists in a democratic and multicultural 
society helps a lot in addressing hate speech. 

Though there are no special course(s) devoted to addressing the 
issue of hate speech in journalism training in most Nigerian 
universities, the subject of hate speech is covered mostly under 
topics within courses that teach Mass Communication Law and 
Ethics and discussed under laws of sedition and libel. 

However, looking at the condition of service and the history of 
journalism practice, it is suggested that an in-house training of 
practicing journalists be conducted regularly. It could be facilitated 
by Civil Society Organisations (CSOs). This is because such 
training is more effective when conducted by people who have both 
an understanding and a commitment to the issue. We do not want a 
situation as that described byBeckett & Kyrke-Smith (2007) where 
workshops are seen by most participants as tokenistic and are a 
culture of paying per diems only. If this continues, at the end of the 
day, the journalists do not get what is required to equip them with 
the tools and professionalism to address the issue of hate speech. 

Therefore, addressing the hate speech phenomenon demands 
coming up with new ideas and ways that are practicable and 
realistic. Instead of focusing only on practicing journalists, the 
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attention should focus on young and upcoming journalists now 
undergoing training in various institutions and departments of 
journalism in Nigeria. In particular, the training should cover areas 
that 

i. Promote inclusiveness in coverage of events and issues

ii. Highlight the positive role of journalism in creating a 
culture of tolerance

iii. Equip them with the tools that can help them counter hate 
and dangerous speech

iv. Special courses on intercultural education should be 
inculcated in journalism courses from level one to the final 
year.

v. Setting new standards that can help trainee journalists learn 
how to report issues as they are without bias or prejudice
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Introduction

n this chapter we explore the role played by the mass media 
regulators in their response to the preponderance of hate Ispeech, in particular the response of established regulatory 

agencies and their powers to deal with hate speech. How do the 
mass media regulatory bodies deal with hate speech in a public 
sphere in which citizens may debate issues in a democratic forum? 
The question frequently asked by the public is whether there are 
enough laws by regulators to deal with the issue of hate speech? 
Why haven't regulators been able to curb the growing incidences of 
hate speech within the Nigerian media space? Have regulators been 
responding appropriately to the growing incidences of hate speech? 
Do media regulators apply the appropriate sanctions on mediums 
that promote hate and dangerous speech?

DEFINITION OF HATE SPEECH:

Traditionally, the definition of hate speech had tended to include 
any form of expression deemed offensive to any racial, religious, 
ethnic or national group. In the 1980s, the definition was broadened 
to include gender, age, sexual preference, marital status, physical 
capacity and other categories. Human Rights Watch on the other 
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hand defines hate speech as “any form of expression regarded as 
offensive to racial, ethnic, and religious groups and other discrete 
minorities and to women.” (Haupt, 2005)

At the Centre for Information Technology and Development 
(CITAD).the definition of Hate speech is seen as:-

Insult of people for their religion,

Abuses of people for their ethnic or linguistic affiliation.

Contempt because of their place of origin 

Disparage or intimidation of women or girls because of their 
gender

Discrimination against people living with disability

Desecrate or abuse of symbols of cultural or religious 
practices

Denigrate or ridicule traditional or cultural institutions of 
other people.

Deliberate spread of falsehood or rumour that demeans, 
demonise , maligns, or otherwise ostracises other people on 
the basis of religion, ethnicity, gender or place of origin for 
the accident of one form of disability or the other. 

The Susan Benesch schema in which five elements of hate speech 
are identified and also reviewed but it will appear that the schema is 
not as comprehensive as the 8 categories identified and utilized to 
analyse hate and dangerous speech. However, the Benesch schema 
is accommodated within the 8 categories of Hate and Dangerous 
Speech.Hate speech directed at racial, ethnic or religious groups is a 
particularly pernicious form of speech manifestations which causes 
emotional as well as psychological distress and in extreme cases 
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incites violence against members of the racial, ethnic or religious 
groups at which it is targeted.

From every indication, it will appear that incidences of hate speech 
have been around from the 1920s and early 1930s in the US where it 
was simply known as “race hate” and in Germany. By 1940s it was 
generally called group libel. Specific groups in each of these 
countries have been the target of discrimination, In the case of 
Germany after the Holocaust a heightened sensitivity prevailed 
when speech that has the potential to harm Jews as a group is 
discussed. In the case of the United States, the history of slavery and 
racial segregation led to non white groups, especially blacks desiring 
protection against harmful speech.

FREEDOM OF EXPRESSION AND HATE SPEECH

The 1999 Constitution of the Federal Republic of Nigeria under 
the Fundamental Objectives and Directive Principles of State 
Policy set out in Chapter two under the Social Objectives in Section 
22, states that: The press, radio, television and other agencies of the 
mass media shall at all times be free to uphold the fundamental 
objectives contained in this Chapter and uphold the responsibility 
of the Government to the people. Similarly, Section 39 of the same 
Constitution under the Right to Freedom of Expression and the 
Press under subsection (1) states: Every person shall be entitled to 
freedom of expression including freedom to hold opinions and to 
receive and impart ideas and information without interference. 
While subsection (2) further states that: Without prejudice to the 
generality of subsection (1) of this section, every person shall be 
entitled to own, establish and operate any medium for the 
dissemination of information, ideas and opinions: Provided that no 
person , other than the Government of the Federation or of a state or 
any other person or body authorized by the President on the 
fulfillment of conditions laid down by an Act of the National 
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Assembly, shall own, establish or operate a television or wireless 
broadcasting station for any purpose whatsoever.

The Constitution embodies a commitment to the principle that 
debate on public issues should be uninhibited, robust and wide 
open. Whilst the philosophical ideal maybe that political discourse 
should be based only upon objective facts, noble ideas and 
temperate beliefs, in reality, rationality often gives way to “ 
passionate and sometimes irrational and highly charged 
interchange”(Haut, 2005).

The fact is that politics in Nigeria since inception has been 
chartacterised by resorting to carefully manipulating and 
instrumentalising ethnic, religious and regional identities. The 
appeal to narrow local sentiments, primordial ethnic sentiments 
and narrow provincialism remain the main hallmark of Nigerian 
politics. Indeed, Nigeria has a history of very divisive and feisty 
politics which has often given rise to hate and dangerous speech. 
Such speech if not regulated it is feared has a tendency to tear the 
fabric of the corporate existence and unity of the country. 

Although, critics to the regulation of hate speech tend to adopt the 
logic of Freedom of Expression or Article 19 jurisprudence 
selectively to argue that the proscription of hate speech is a threat to 
freedom of speech. Such arguments are derived from the libertarian 
ethos. In summarizing the arguments in favor of regulating racist 
speech, for instance Friedrich Ku¨bler emphasizes the conflict 
between equal protection and liberty.

While racist speech advocates discrimination, the act of making choices based 
on personal bias is a part of self-determination; so too, is the contribution to the 
“social definition of others.”Hate speech, however, has the potential to inflict 
emotional pain and distress, intimidation, and fear. These resulting feelings 
may be dismissed as simply part of free expression and open discourse, but 
Ku¨bler suggests that there are, in fact, good reasons to approach the issue in a 
more subtle and discerning way. The painful and intimidating effect of racial 
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insults is likely to increase with repetition and is particularly strong for those 
who have previously been the victims of racially motivated persecution or 
violence.58 The effects of silencing the minority, thereby excluding it from 
public discourse, and the link to physical violence both underscore the necessity 
of imposing limits on racist speech in order to curb the articulation of racial 
hatred.59 There are, in sum, a number of good reasons to be concerned about 
the effects of hate speech, and a defensible argument for some kind of regulation 
in the area of hate speech emerges from the opinions voiced on this side of the 
debate( Claudia Haute 2005 ).

The 1947 report of the Commission on Freedom of the Press also 
known as the Hutchins Commission Report stands as a landmark in 
the history of press criticism. The report written by Robert 
Maynard Hutchins and a dozen other preeminent intellectuals of 
the day, A Free and Responsible Press offers an astute, literate, and 
impassioned indictment of the mass media. The report calls on the 
press to improve itself in the name of morality, democracy, and self-
preservation. Although the report was rejected by journalists, it is 
often cited in intellectual circles as a document that justifies the call 
to regulate the conduct and practice of journalism more especially, 
as freedom is not seen as being absolute. Freedom of speech goes 
with Social Responsibility.

In recent times, economic crises, and the complexities of politics 
within the country have thrown up new challenges to the unity and 
social cohesion of Nigeria. Divisive discourse that have taken over 
the airwaves and particularly, rumours and fake news calculated to 
cause confusion and unleash conflicts are a daily dose in the social 
media but found to be prevalent in both print and broadcast media. 
Howbeit, hate speech in the social media has been found to be more 
easily propagated, faster and cheaply too.  While hate speech in the 
traditional media tends to more easily catalyze into violence than 
the social media.
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THE DANGERS OF HATE SPEECH

The growing incidence of hate speech in the media has led many to 
wonder whether there are not enough laws regulating the media 
against hate speech and if there are, what has the regulatory bodies 
been doing to curb this growing incidence? Top officials of the 
federal government and the various state governments in Nigeria 
have continued to express concern over the growing wave of hate 
speech in the country. For example, to curb the menace, a new law is 
being proposed which will categorize hate speech as 'terrorism'. At 
one of the meetings of the National Economic Council, it was 
agreed by the federal and state governments that a special court be 
established for the arrest and prosecution of purveyors of hate 
speech. While there are arguments to the effect that there may be no 
need for more laws to deal with instances of hate speech as the 
statute books and regulatory bodies have more than enough laws to 
tackle this growing instances, perhaps what is needed is the political 
will on the part of regulators to deal with it. Yet, others have argued 
that even if there are existing laws to deal with the problem, they are 
too weak and inadequate. Moreover, the laws require strengthening 
for them to be effective. But before examining the laws and 
provisions that exist to tackle the issue of hate speech, it is 
worthwhile to know what regulatory bodies or agencies exist to deal 
with this issue and how have they dealt with it within the existing 
laws. 

NIGERIAN MEDIA REGULATORY AGENCIES

In Nigeria there are media regulatory frameworks established with 
laws regulating the media. For instance, the print media is subject to 
the supervisory role of the Nigerian Press Council (NPC) which is 
established by law to regulate journalism practice in the country. 
The NPC's mandate stipulates inter alia for it to “Enquire into 
complaints about the Press and the conduct of any person or 
organization towards the press and “Monitor the activities of the 
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press with the view to ensuring compliance with the Code of 
Professional and Ethical Conduct of the Nigerian Union of 
Journalists. The Code of Ethics in section 6 provides that “A 
journalist should refrain from making pejorative reference to a 
person's ethnic group, religion, sex, or to any physical or mental 
illness or handicap.” The National Assembly is currently reviewing 
the Nigerian Press Council Laws which seems to be generating a lot 
of misgivings on the part of journalists.

Under the existing statute books, hate speech comes under 
seditious act. Section 50 (1) of the Criminal Code and Section 50 (2) 
defines a seditious publication as an intention:

a) To bring into hatred or contempt or to excite disaffection 
against the person of the Head of the Federal Government, 
the Governor of a State or the government  or Constitution 
of Nigeria, or a state as by law established or against the 
administration of justice in Nigeria or

b) To excite Nigerians to attempt to procure the alteration, 
otherwise than by means, or any other matter in Nigeria as 
by law established; or

c) To raise discontent or disaffection among the inhabitants of 
Nigeria or

d) To promote feelings or ill-will and hostility between 
different classes of the population of Nigeria.

However, to ensure that public officers do not use the 
machinery of the state to silence their opponents or cover up 
corrupt practices and shield themselves from public scrutiny 
the provisions of the Criminal Code on seditious publications 
were declared illegal and unconstitutional by the Court of 
Appeal in the case of Arthur Nwankwo V the State (1985) 4 
N.C.L.R. 228. Furthermore, the Justices of the Court 
unanimously advised public officers who feel aggrieved by any 
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publication to sue for libel in a civil court in view of the freedom 
of expression guaranteed by the Constitution. Those against the 
retention of the law of sedition in our statute books argue that it 
denies people their fundamental human rights of free 
expression and vitiates the right to criticize government and 
denies the people their right to self determination.

Thus, apart from the right of public officers and private citizens 
to seek redress in the law courts to protect their reputation by 
suing media organizations and individuals who defame them 
the penal laws in the country have taken care of the mischief 
which may be caused by reckless publications. In particular, 
offences which include criminal defamation, inciting 
statements, breach of the peace, criminal intimidation, 
publication of statement, rumour or report which may disturb 
public peace, false publication etc attract penalties by 
imprisonment or payment of fines. See sections 59-60, 373-381 
of the Criminal Code (applicable in the southern states) and 
sections 391-40, 417-418 of the Penal Code (applicable in the 
northern states)

The broadcast media on the other hand has tended to be regulated 
by the Nigerian Broadcasting Commission which has developed 
the Nigerian Broadcasting Code.Under the Nigerian broadcasting 
Code, which is derived from the provisions of the Constitution, 
broadcasting and freedom of expression are seen as intrinsically 
linked. In other words, the right to freedom of expression is seen 
however, as not being mutually exclusive to the right to 
broadcasting. In fact, the broadcaster shall exercise as much 
freedom as possible in programming without breaching societal 
values.

The broadcasting code which has been undergoing periodic 
reviews and currently in its 6th edition, has provisions against hate 
speech however, the provisions are not explicitly stated and directed 
specifically against hate speech.  The new reviewed edition is being 
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strengthened to deal with the growing incidences of hate speech in 
the broadcast media. The broadcasting Code which stipulates the 
regulations and procedures for professional broadcasting in Nigeria 
is derived from the provision of section 2 (1)(h) of the National 
Broadcasting Commission Act Cap N11 Laws of the Federation of 
Nigeria 2004 (Act No 38 of 1992 and Act No.55 of 199) In the 
Broadcasting Code it is specifically stated that the cardinal 
responsibility of broadcasting to inform, educate, and entertain 
shall not be at the expense of national interest, unity and cohesion of 
Nigeria's diverse social, cultural, economic, political and religious 
configurations. “Therefore, no broadcasting shall encourage or 
incite to crime, lead to public disorder, be repugnant to public 
feeling or contain an offensive reference to any person alive or dead, 
or generally, be disrespectful to human dignity.” The concern to 
deal with the issue of hate and other forms of dangerous speech has 
been expressed more with the broadcast medium. The Nigerian 
media environment is today dominated by radio and television. 
Nigerians listen primarily to F.M. stations about 93.6 per cent. Yet 
almost 90 per cent of the hate speech broadcast on the airwaves 
comes from the broadcast stations.

A recent Gallup Poll of the Broadcasting Board of Governance 
research report found that 60% of Nigerians get their news from the 
radio and 53% from TV. These findings suggest the importance of 
the broadcast media as an important source of information. It is 
therefore for all practical purposes the main source and purveyor of 
hate and dangerous speech for most people.

However, NBC operatives have often highlighted the challenges 
faced in regulating the over 400 broadcast stations in the country, 
especially the challenges derived in recent times from the use of 
social media. According to them, some naïve and inexperienced 
broadcasters lazily allow the use of these platforms and disseminate 
unpleasant information through their respective media. Yet as the 
NBC's Director of Research, Mujitaba Sadahas noted, that perhaps 
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NBC would have been alive to some of the issues raised in respect 
of the use of the broadcast media to propagate hate speech if the 
broadcast' audiences had been forthcoming with complaints. It is 
observed on the part of the NBC that in addition to their oversight 
function, the audiences of broadcasting needed to do more on their 
part by being proactive at least in reporting such cases of hate and 
unpleasant speech which they may come across. For instance, all of 
the fulfilling interventions credited to UK's Ofcom today were 
derived from the complaints of the audiences.  On the contrary in 
Nigeria however, radio listeners and television viewers hardly do 
that, at least formally as needed to trigger action on NBC's part. 
Chapter 13 subsection 13.5 of the current NBC Code provides that 
under Public Right to Complain about Broadcast Content. 13.5.1 
states: Pursuant to the provision of section 2(1) (d) (g) (h) (i) and (i) 
of the NBC Act and in keeping with the need for the public to have a 
say on how the business of broadcasting is conducted; a broadcast 
station shall: (a) broadcast at intervals, a standard announcement, 
giving its audience the opportunity to complain about the content 
of broadcasting; 

REGULATING THE SOCIAL MEDIA- THE CYBER CRIME 
LAW

There is an observed steady increase in the number of people using 
the social media. According to the Pew Research Center, social 
media use has also increased in emerging markets. In 2015-16, 
roughly four-in-ten adults across the emerging nations surveyed 
including Nigeria said they used social networking sites. As of 2017, 
53% use social media. When it comes to social media use, people in 
emerging and developing markets are fast approaching levels seen 
in more advanced economies. Over the same period, social media 
use has been generally level in many of the advanced economies 
surveyed.  The social media, in media and communication studies 
is a key term that has come to be characterized by platforms such as, 
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Facebook, Twitter, YouTube, WhatsApp Wikipedia, LinkedIn, Word 
press, BlogSpot, Wejbo, Printerest, Foursquare and Tumbir.  Social 
media, of course, is a double-edged sword:  it can be used for good 
as well as for ill, when for instance it is used to propagate hate 
speech. The question is: will the good uses outweigh the bad?  

The reasons for the increasing engagement of citizens in the social 
media include the following: 

1.  There is no viable regulation of the media and so the content 
doesn't have to be true.

 2. The impact of the social media cannot be stopped or undone, 
even in court.

3. The social media is everywhere it transcends traditional 
geographic, demographic and economic boundaries.

4. The social media content is amplified through the “viral effect”- 
It is emotional as well as functional.

5.  It is user generated content which is often triggered by an 
emotional reaction (Nick Smith, et al 2011: p.5).

These characteristics of the social media are what make dealing with 
them a challenge. The government must now contend with the fact 
that unlike the traditional media which it could regulate and there 
are rules of engagement, it is not so with the social media. In 
enacting the Cyber Crime (Prohibition, Prevention ETC) Act, 
2015 the National Assembly took cognizance of the public concern 
over the use of social media to promote bigotry and hatred in the 
society. Hence, the law has provisions to prohibit any form of cyber 
squatting and prevent anti social individuals and groups from 
subjecting the Nigerian people to racist and xenophobic attacks in 
any part of the country. 

For instance, Sections 24 and 26 of the Act which provide as follows: 
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“24. (1) Any person who knowingly or intentionally sends a 
message or other matter by means of computer systems or network 
that- (a) is grossly offensive, pornographic or of an indecent, 
obscene or menacing character or causes any such message or 
matter to be so sent; or (b) he knows to be false, for the purpose of 
causing annoyance, inconvenience danger, obstruction, insult, 
injury, criminal intimidation, enmity, hatred, ill will or needless 
anxiety to another or causes such a message to be sent: commits an 
offence under this Act and shall be liable on conviction to a fine of 
not more than N7,000,000.00 or imprisonment for a term of not 
more than 3 years or to both such fine and imprisonment. (2) Any 
person who knowingly or intentionally transmits or causes the 
transmission of any communication through a computer system or 
network – (a) to bully, threaten or harass another person, where 
such communication places another person in fear of death, 
violence or bodily harm or to another person; (b) containing any 
threat to kidnap any person or any threat to harm the person of 
another, any demand or request for a ransom for the release of any 
kidnapped person, to extort from any person, firm, association or 
corporation, any money or other thing of value; or (c) containing 
any threat to harm the property or reputation of the addressee or of 
another or the reputation of a deceased person or any threat to 
accuse the addressee or any other person of a crime, to extort from 
any person, firm, association, or corporation, any money or other 
thing of value: commits an offence under this Act and shall be liable 
on conviction. (i) in the case of paragraphs (a) and (b) of this 
subsection to imprisonment for a term of 10 years and/or a 
minimum fine of N25,000,000.00; and (ii) in the case of paragraph 
(c) and (d) of this subsection, to imprisonment for a term of five 
years and/or a minimum fine of N15,000,000.00. (3) A court 
sentencing or otherwise dealing with a person convicted of an 
offence under subsections (1) and (2) may also make an order, 
which may, for the purpose of protecting the victim or victims of the 
offence, or any other person mentioned in the order, from further 
conduct which- (a) amounts to harassment; or (b) will cause fear of 
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violence, death or bodily harm; prohibit the defendant from doing 
anything described/specified in the order. (4) A defendant who does 
anything which he is prohibited from doing by an order under this 
section, commits an offence and shall be liable on conviction to a 
fine of not more than N10,000,000.00 or imprisonment for a term 
of not more than three years or to both such fine and imprisonment. 
(5) The order made under subsection (3) of this section may have 
effect for a specified period or until further order and the defendant 
or any other Person mentioned in the order may apply to the court 
which made the order for it to be varied or discharged by a further 
order. (6) Notwithstanding the powers of the court under 
subsections (3) and (5), the court may make an interim order for the 
protection of victim(s) from further exposure to the alleged 
offences. Racist and xenophobic offences (1) Any person who with 
intent– (a) distributes or otherwise makes available, any racist or 
xenophobic material to the public through a computer system or 
network; (b) threatens through a computer system or network – (i) 
persons for the reason that they belong to a group distinguished by 
race, colour, descent, national or ethnic origin, as well as, religion, if 
used as a pretext for any of these factors; or (ii) a group of persons 
which is distinguished by any of these characteristics; (c) insults 
publicly through a computer system or network– (i) persons for the 
reason that they belong to a group distinguished by race, colour, 
descent or national or ethnic origin, as well as religion, if used as a 
pretext for any of these factors; or (ii) a group of persons which is 
distinguished by any of these characteristics; or (d) distributes or 
otherwise makes available, through a computer system or network, 
to the public, material which denies or approves or justifies acts 
constituting genocide or crimes against humanity, Commits an 
offence and shall be liable on conviction to imprisonment for a term 
of not more than 5 years or to a fine of not more than 
N10,000,000.00 or both such fine and imprisonment. (2) For the 
purpose of subsection (1) of this section, the term “Crime against 
humanity” includes any of the following acts committed as part of a 
widespread or systematic attack directed against any civilian 
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population, with knowledge of the attack: murders, extermination, 
enslavement, deportation or forcible transfer of population, 
imprisonment, torture, rape, sexual slavery, enforced prostitution, 
forced pregnancy, enforced sterilization or any other form of sexual 
violence of comparable gravity, persecution against an identifiable 
group on political, racial, national, ethnic, cultural, religious or 
gender grounds, enforced disappearance of persons, the crime of 
apartheid, other inhumane acts of similar character intentionally 
causing great suffering or serious bodily or mental injury. 
“Genocide” means any of the following acts committed with intent 
to destroy in whole or in part, a national, ethnic, racial or religious 
group as such: Killing members of the group, deliberately inflicting 
on the group conditions of life calculated to bring about its physical 
destruction in whole or in part; Imposing measures intended to 
prevent births within the group; Forcibly transferring children of 
the group to another group. “racist or xenophobic material” means 
any written or printed material, any image or any other 
representation of ideas or theories, which advocates, promotes or 
incites hatred, discrimination or violence, against any individual 
group of individuals, based on race, color, descent or national or 
ethnic origin, as well as religion if used as a pretext for any of these 
factors.”

However, Section 47 (1) of the Cybercrimes (Prohibition, 
Prevention ETC) Act provides that All law enforcement agencies 
shall have power to prosecute offences under this Act while section 
58 thereof defines law enforcement agencies to include “any agency 
for the time being responsible for the implementation and 
enforcement of the provisions of this Act.”  And shall collaborate 
with the Office of the National Security Adviser, initiate, develop or 
organize training programmes nationally or internationally for 
officers charged with the responsibility for the prohibition, 
prevention, detection, investigation and prosecution of 
cybercrimes. The law enforcement agencies may also include, the 
Police, the Economic and Financial Crimes Commission (EFCC) 
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There is no specific agency charged with the enforcement of this 
law and so far there is no record as to whether any person has been 
fined or convicted under this law. But given the highly fluid nature 
of the social media, convicting offenders or persons engaged with 
hate speech would require effective policing of the cyberspace.

Other than the regulatory agencies outlined above, the 
Independent National Electoral Commission (INEC) also has 
some regulatory laws governing hate speech and other intemperate 
language in electoral campaigns. Under section 95 of the Electoral 
Act 2010 as amended it is provided that no political campaign or 
slogan shall be tainted with abusive language directly or indirectly 
likely to injure religious, ethnic, tribal or sectional feelings. 
Accordingly, abusive, intemperate, slanderous or base language or 
insinuations or innuendoes designed or likely to provoke violent 
reaction or emotions shall not be employed or used in political 
campaigns. A political party or persons who contravene the 
provision of this section is guilty of an offence and shall be liable on 
conviction- (a) in the case of an individual, to a maximum fine of 
N1, 000,000 or imprisonment for the term of 12 months; and in the 
case of a political party, to a fine of N2, 000,000 in the first instance, 
and N1, 000,000 for any subsequent offence.

NBC SANCTIONS AGAINST HATE SPEECH 

The criticism of the Nigerian media regulatory bodies has been that 
they have not done enough to curb these growing incidences of hate 
speech and if they have taken the necessary actions, the sanctions 
have proved to be ineffective and the actions too little, too late. The 
arguments for the strengthening of the laws are that they have 
proven to be ineffective to deal with the growing instances of hate 
speech often manifested in the media. In spite of the number of 
provisions and regulations that could guide the stations and serve as 
deterrence, the stations seem to repeat the offences over and over 
again. From every indication they are unremorseful and may even 
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be mocking the regulatory bodies. While the NBC for instance does 
invoke the sanctions necessary for some of the offences, in some of 
the cases it uses moral suasion to caution the stations and may 
appear reluctant to wield the stick. One of the main reasons 
attributed to why the regulatory guide lines appear not to work is 
because the sanctions are in themselves weak. Most of the fines set 
up as  sanctions to the infractions are too low and may have been 
prescribed as fines many decades ago and had not been reviewed  to 
be commensurate with the change in times. 

Chapter 14 of the current NBC Code provides Sanctions to be 
applied in the case of a breach of its code. Under 14 Authority to 
Impose Sanctions 14.0.1 for instance, states that The Commission 
shall impose sanctions for any breach arising from monitoring and 
all complaints received on the content or conduct of a broadcast 
station. 

Section 2(1) n and 21 of the NBC Act CAP N11, laws of the 
Federation of Nigeria, 2004 respectively provide that:

Sections 2(1) (n)

''The Commission shall have the responsibility of:

determining and applying sanctions including revocation of licenses of 
defaulting stations which do not operate in accordance with the 
broadcast code and in the public interest”; 

and   21 “Any station which contravenes the provisions of the Nigerian 
Broadcasting Code or any other order of the commission shall be liable 
to the sanctions prescribed in The Code” 

Classes of Sanction:

The following classes of sanction shall apply for breaches 
committed by any broadcast station.
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14.1.2. Class A

14.1.2.1 The sanctions for class A are:

a. immediate suspension of broadcast services pending the 
provision of detail of breaches complained of, and the right of 
reply by the broadcaster;

b. suspension of license, and immediate shut down/ seal up of 
transmitter; 

c. revocation of license, seizure and forfeiture of transmitting 
equipment.

14.1.4 Class B

14.1.4.1 The Sanctions for Class B are:

a. Written warning to remedy/ rectify a breach within a reasonable 
time frame, failing which a fine shall be imposed.

b. Failure to comply with the provision of “a” above attracts a 
reduction of the daily broadcast hours for a given period. The 
re-commencement of full broadcast hours shall be subject to a 
heavy fine for public and commercial broadcasters and a light 
fine for community broadcasters

c. Further failure to comply with the provisions of “a” and “b” 
above leads to suspension of broadcast license for a given period 
with a re-commencement fee of a severe fine for public and 
commercial broadcast stations and a light fine for community 
broadcast stations.

14.1.5 Class C

14.1.5.1 The Sanctions for Class C are:

a. A written Admonition or Warning, depending on the severity of 
the breach, for a remedy within a reasonable time.
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b. Failure to comply with the provisions of “a” above leads to a 
light fine.

c. A further failure to comply with the provisions of “a” and “b” 
above, will automatically graduate to Class B sanction

14.1.6 In the case of community broadcast station, a light fine shall 
be imposed for breach of the provisions of the Guidelines and other 
Regulations.

14.3 Fines

14.3.1 The following provisions on fines as stated below shall apply 
in respect of a breach committed by a broadcast station and may be 
applicable in the various classes of sanction

a. Light …………………N50,000 to N499,999'

b.  Heavy……………………… N500, to N1, 999,999

c. Severe …………………………..N2, 000,000 and above

The general criticism about the existing sanctions and the stipulated 
fines under the various categories is that they are too weak even in 
the case of what it considers as a severe fine needed to be reviewed 
upwards.

A review of some of the breaches in which the NBC has applied the 
sanctions in the case of hate speech is worthwhile.

The table below contains fake news / hate speech and the action 
taken by NBC
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The NBC's action has tended to oscillate from an outright action of 
complete shutdown  of the stations  as is the case with EKTV and 
BSES FM, Ado Ekiti to subjecting the stations to a stipulated fine of 
not more than N500,000 (half a million Naira).

A report from  the Kano Zonal office of The National Broadcasting 
Commission made to its Headquarters indicated that the broadcast 
station WAZOBIA FM in its programme  “Sandar Girma” aired on 

th
5  February, 2013 between 10.00 to 10.30 pm contained inciting 
comments on the campaign against Polio vaccine. Among some of 
the inciting remarks made by the presenter of the programme was 
that in order for District Heads to accept the vaccines to be 
administered on the children of the poor, they were bribed by 
previous government with a Prado Jeep each. The presenter also 
said the vaccines were infidel drops that there were no evidence that 
the vaccines were administered on children of the rich and that the 
leaders receive stipends from western donor countries in order to 
succumb to the campaign to administer the polio vaccines. The 
presenter claims to know the vaccine very well.  While this incident 
was reported and the Zonal office claimed to have contacted the 
stations head, there was no evidence that any action to sanction the 
station was taken. However, the following day after the programme 

thwas aired, on the 6  February, 2013 the Deputy Governor of Kano 
State came to the NBC Zonal Office to lay a complaint and to 
request that a repeat edition of the same programme be stopped. 

In the build up to the 2019 elections for instance, the NBC has said 
it will sanction stations that do not comply with its Code. Its 
Director General Modibbo Kawu has disclosed that it will sanction 
Ondo State Television Service for broadcasting hate speech against 
Governor Ayodele Fayose the outgoing Governor of Ekiti State 
during the recent Governorship election in the state. He said the 
Commission will be neutral and apolitical in the discharge of its 
statutory duties including enforcing the National Broadcasting 
Code.  NBC had discovered that in the last governorship election in 
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Ekiti State, the Ondo State Television Service in the neighbouring   
Ondo State was broadcasting hate speech.

“We do not pick and choose which station to sanction. We monitor 
all radio and TV broadcast stations in the country and when you 
flout the code, you are going to be sanctioned. On a quarterly basis, 
we will bring out the list of those we had sanctioned and the reasons 
and post it on our website and distribute to media houses,” 
Modibbo Kawu said.

The NBC had studied the contents of live broadcast of political 
rallies and discovered that politicians from the ruling party and the 
opposition were guilty of hate speech. Politicians tend to say 
anything on air, they demonise the opponents, and they profile 
them and say the most horrendous things. NBC was going to hold 
broadcast stations liable for such infractions against the broadcast 
code. The Director General of the NBC said that the NBC was 
sensitizing its licensees to their responsibilities to the nation and the 
need to respect regulatory code.

Conclusion

The Nigerian Constitution guarantees the right to Free Expression 
like most written constitutions in the world but such rights do not 
justify the use of the media to propagate hate speech. The media 
regulators have a duty to protect individuals and groups from 
targeted hate speech.

The major conclusion to be drawn from this review of the response 
of media regulators to hate speech is that there is a preponderance of 
hate and dangerous speech in the country. While there may be calls 
to enact more laws to deal with the growing incidences of hate 
speech in both the traditional and social media, there may be no 
need to enact such laws as there are in existence enough laws to deal 
with hate speech.  What the regulators need to do is to strengthen 
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the existing laws and in some cases make specific 
recommendations. Although the National Assembly has enacted 
the Cybercrimes law to which it hopes will deal with hate speech in 
the social media, there is no agency directly responsible for the 
enforcement of such laws which makes it difficult to implement 
rather, it expects the different arms of the security agencies to be 
responsible for giving effect to the laws. The Office of the National 
Security Adviser does not have the capacity and wherewithal to deal 
with cases of cybercrimes even though some of them may be 
bordering on national security issues. In the case of the press the 
Nigerian Press Council will need to get its act together, it is hoped 
that the new amended Council laws by the National Assembly will 
have specific provisions to deal with the growing instances of hate 
speech in the press. While in the case of the regulation of the 
broadcast media against hate speech, the new Broadcasting Code, it 
is hoped, will have provisions made in addition to specific 
recommendations that are designed to strengthen the existing code 
and make NBC' more effective in its capacity to deal with hate 
speech.

One of the main highlight of the observations made with regards to 
the NBC's ability to deal with the offences of hate speech has to do 
with the issue of the stipulated fines that is regarded as too low and 
should be revised upwards, to make the fine stiffer. The media 
regulators must above all develop the political will to regulate and 
sanction media organizations that flout its Code.

Finally, with the 2019 elections approaching, there will be more 
incidences of hate speech manifesting in the various media, the 
respective media regulatory agencies will have to be more alive to 
their responsibilities. Individuals, groups and civil society 
organizations will have to be more watchful and be vigilant in 
reporting cases of hate speech.

CONTEXT AND CONTENT IN HATE SPEECH DISCOURSE IN NIGERIA | 294



References 

Bates, Stephen (1995) Realigning Journalism with Democracy: 
The Hutchins Commission, Its Times and Ours The Annenberg 
Washington Program in Communications Policy Studies of 
Northwestern University. The Willard Office Building 1455 
Pennsylvania Avenue, N.W., Suite 200 Washington, D.C. 20004-
1008

CYBERCRIMES (Prohibition, Prevention Etc) ACT, 2015 
National Assembly, Abuja

Haupt, Claudia E. (2005) REGULATING HATE SPEECH — 
DAMNED IF YOU DO AND DAMNED IF YOU DON'T: 
LESSONS LEARNED FROM COMPARING THE GERMAN 
AND U.S. APPROACHES Boston University International Law 
Journal Vol. 23: 299

thNews Agency of Nigeria Report in The News Digest August 24 , 
2018 NBC sanctions Ondo TV for anti Fayose broadcast.

Nick Smith and Robert Wollan with Catherine Zhou (2011) The 
Social Media Management Handbook. John Wiley & Sons Inc. 
Hoboken, New Jersey

Nigerian Broadcasting Code (Fifth edition) (2012) A publication of 
National Broadcasting Commission, Planet Press Ltd

Nigerian Press Council Code

Olanrewaju, Ayo (2012) The Law and the Media in Nigeria, 
Published by Media Foundation for West Africa Legon, Accra 
Ghana

Pew Research Center, June, 2018, “Social Media Use Continues To 
Rise in Developing Countries, but Plateaus Across Developed 
Ones” www.pewresearch.org

295 | The Response Of Media Regulators To Hate Speech In Nigeria



Samuel Walker, (1994) Hate Speech: The History of An American 
Controversy 8 University of Nebraska Press

The Constitution of the Federal Republic of Nigeria (1999) Federal 
Government Printing Press, Lagos

The Media and Hate Speech in Nigeria: A Policy Brief A 
publication of Centre for Information Technology and 
Development (CITAD) December, 2017

CONTEXT AND CONTENT IN HATE SPEECH DISCOURSE IN NIGERIA | 296



ISBN 978-978-975-620-9

MacArthur 
Foundation

POLITICS/GOVERNANCE 

(CITAD)
The Centre for Information Technology and Development CITAD 
(www.citad.org) is a capacity building civil society organization whose 
activities cover research, advocacy, training and publicity in all ICTs. 
Its vision is a knowledge-based democratic society free of hunger while 
its mission is using ICTs to empower citizens for a just and knowledge 
based society that is anchored on sustainable and balanced 
development

• Main Office:
3rd Floor, NSITF Building, No.1A, Social Insurance Road, Behind 
Trade Fair Complex, Zaria Road, Kano. P.O. Box 10210, Kano, Nigeria.  
GSM: 0800-68078282, 080-54362931, 070-33427467

 • E-mail: info@citad.org,
• Website: www.citad.org,

• Abuja Office: 
No 8. Accra Street, Wuse Zone 5.
GSM: +234-8068078282, +234-8053579012

• Bauchi Office: 
NUJ Secretariat, Opposite Reinsurance House, Ahmadu Bello Way, 
Bauchi State.

•Jigawa Office:
 Flat B, Aduwa House, Behind Old Market, Aminu Kano Way, Dutse, 

Jigawa State.  GSM: +234-80-68078282

• Azare Office: 
Central Office Building, Emir’s Drive, Opposite Emir’s Palace, Azare, 
Bauchi State.

Jama’are Office:
Jama’are Local Government Secretariat, Bauchi State
GSM: 234-7055527766

Itas Office:
Itas Local Government Secretariat, Bauchi State
GSM: 234-7055527766

The Centre for Information Technology and Development 


	Page 1
	Page 2
	Page 3
	Page 4
	Page 5
	Page 6
	Page 7
	Page 8
	Page 9
	Page 10
	Page 11
	Page 12
	Page 13
	Page 14
	Page 15
	Page 16
	Page 17
	Page 18
	Page 19
	Page 20
	Page 21
	Page 22
	Page 23
	Page 24
	Page 25
	Page 26
	Page 27
	Page 28
	Page 29
	Page 30
	Page 31
	Page 32
	Page 33
	Page 34
	Page 35
	Page 36
	Page 37
	Page 38
	Page 39
	Page 40
	Page 41
	Page 42
	Page 43
	Page 44
	Page 45
	Page 46
	Page 47
	Page 48
	Page 49
	Page 50
	Page 51
	Page 52
	Page 53
	Page 54
	Page 55
	Page 56
	Page 57
	Page 58
	Page 59
	Page 60
	Page 61
	Page 62
	Page 63
	Page 64
	Page 65
	Page 66
	Page 67
	Page 68
	Page 69
	Page 70
	Page 71
	Page 72
	Page 73
	Page 74
	Page 75
	Page 76
	Page 77
	Page 78
	Page 79
	Page 80
	Page 81
	Page 82
	Page 83
	Page 84
	Page 85
	Page 86
	Page 87
	Page 88
	Page 89
	Page 90
	Page 91
	Page 92
	Page 93
	Page 94
	Page 95
	Page 96
	Page 97
	Page 98
	Page 99
	Page 100
	Page 101
	Page 102
	Page 103
	Page 104
	Page 105
	Page 106
	Page 107
	Page 108
	Page 109
	Page 110
	Page 111
	Page 112
	Page 113
	Page 114
	Page 115
	Page 116
	Page 117
	Page 118
	Page 119
	Page 120
	Page 121
	Page 122
	Page 123
	Page 124
	Page 125
	Page 126
	Page 127
	Page 128
	Page 129
	Page 130
	Page 131
	Page 132
	Page 133
	Page 134
	Page 135
	Page 136
	Page 137
	Page 138
	Page 139
	Page 140
	Page 141
	Page 142
	Page 143
	Page 144
	Page 145
	Page 146
	Page 147
	Page 148
	Page 149
	Page 150
	Page 151
	Page 152
	Page 153
	Page 154
	Page 155
	Page 156
	Page 157
	Page 158
	Page 159
	Page 160
	Page 161
	Page 162
	Page 163
	Page 164
	Page 165
	Page 166
	Page 167
	Page 168
	Page 169
	Page 170
	Page 171
	Page 172
	Page 173
	Page 174
	Page 175
	Page 176
	Page 177
	Page 178
	Page 179
	Page 180
	Page 181
	Page 182
	Page 183
	Page 184
	Page 185
	Page 186
	Page 187
	Page 188
	Page 189
	Page 190
	Page 191
	Page 192
	Page 193
	Page 194
	Page 195
	Page 196
	Page 197
	Page 198
	Page 199
	Page 200
	Page 201
	Page 202
	Page 203
	Page 204
	Page 205
	Page 206
	Page 207
	Page 208
	Page 209
	Page 210
	Page 211
	Page 212
	Page 213
	Page 214
	Page 215
	Page 216
	Page 217
	Page 218
	Page 219
	Page 220
	Page 221
	Page 222
	Page 223
	Page 224
	Page 225
	Page 226
	Page 227
	Page 228
	Page 229
	Page 230
	Page 231
	Page 232
	Page 233
	Page 234
	Page 235
	Page 236
	Page 237
	Page 238
	Page 239
	Page 240
	Page 241
	Page 242
	Page 243
	Page 244
	Page 245
	Page 246
	Page 247
	Page 248
	Page 249
	Page 250
	Page 251
	Page 252
	Page 253
	Page 254
	Page 255
	Page 256
	Page 257
	Page 258
	Page 259
	Page 260
	Page 261
	Page 262
	Page 263
	Page 264
	Page 265
	Page 266
	Page 267
	Page 268
	Page 269
	Page 270
	Page 271
	Page 272
	Page 273
	Page 274
	Page 275
	Page 276
	Page 277
	Page 278
	Page 279
	Page 280
	Page 281
	Page 282
	Page 283
	Page 284
	Page 285
	Page 286
	Page 287
	Page 288
	Page 289
	Page 290
	Page 291
	Page 292
	Page 293
	Page 294
	Page 295
	Page 296
	Page 297
	Page 298
	Page 299
	Page 300
	Page 301
	Page 302
	Page 303
	Page 304
	Page 305
	Page 306
	Page 307
	Page 308
	Page 309
	Page 310
	Page 311
	Page 312
	Page 313
	Page 314
	Page 315
	Page 316
	Page 317
	Page 318

