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ABSTRACT
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New Media and Social Movements
How the Indigenous People of Biafra Movement Has Used the Internet to 

Mobilise for an Independent Biafran State.
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This study has examined the implications of the internet for the IPOB 

movement, focusing on the extent to which it has empowered the movement to 

engage in collective action mobilisation, enhance identity construction, framing 

and discourses for an independent Biafran state against multiple forms of state 

repressions. The thesis adopted a flexible approach that incorporated three-

level analysis including a macro-level analysis, which looked at the socio-

political and institutional environment; a meso-level, which examined the 

organisational infrastructure; and a micro-level exploring how the social 

movement made sense of their reality. The thesis addresses the debate 

between technology and society, and between the agency and political 

opportunity structures in Nigeria. It discussed the radical and agnostic 

democratic potential of the internet for African social movements and the 

dialectic between Biafra activism and the socio-political rootedness of Nigerian 

democracy. This approach allowed for providing analogies and new 

perspectives from the research and interpreting implications of human action. 

The thesis has found inconsistent, sometimes contradicting, data on the 

implication of internet technology for the IPOB movement. While there is some 

clear and robust evidence suggesting that new media technology has enhanced 

the movement's capabilities to organise, coordinate and mobilise for Biafran 

cause on many levels. The study reveals some severe limitations in the 

appropriation of internet technology in IPOB’s collective action objectives. The 

implication of the findings is discussed. 
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Chapter one: Mapping the field of Query.

1. The Indigenous People of Biafra Movement and the repertoire of 
collective action mobilisation in the Internet Age.

On October 14, 2015, news circulated about the arrest of the leader of 

Indigenous People of Biafra (IPOB) movement and Director of Radio Biafra 

broadcasting from London in a hotel in Nigeria. In a Tweet (see Figure 1.1) 

Radio Biafra confirmed the arrest, alluding that the Nigerian Department for 

Security Services (DSS) had denied having their leader in custody.  The IPOB 

is a secessionist movement, which seeks to break away from Nigeria and form 

an independent Biafran nation. This plan is not new. On May 30, 1967, Igbo1 

leaders declared a Biafran state, which led to a brutal civil war that ended on 

January 15, 1970 (Onuoha 2018). 

Figure 1. 1  A Tweet breaking the news of the IPOB leader’s arrest. 
Source: Radio Biafra Twitter page

In 1999, following the return of democracy, a lawyer, Raph Uwazurike 

founded the Movement for the Actualisation of Sovereign State of Biafra 

(MASSOB) based on principle of “non-violence” and “non-exodus” (Okonta 

2014: 361) to champion a new wave of Biafra secession movement.  The 

Nigerian government brutalised MASSOB members and incarcerated 

Uwazurike, who also faced insurrection from within for his non-violence 

1 The Igbo people are an ethnic group native to the present-day south-central and soutneastern Nigeria. 
They are one of the three major ethnic group in Nigeria and constitute most of the constituency seeking 
for an independent state of Biafra.
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standing (Offodile 2016). A crisis of ideological methodology arose, and two of 

Uwazurike’s radical members, Nnamdi Kanu and Benjamin Onwuka founded 

separate organisations, namely IPOB and Biafra Zionist Movement (BZM) 

respectively.

The IPOB is currently the most prominent organisation in the line of 

movements taking up the Biafran cause; its formation was decided mainly by 

those in the diaspora (Idachaba 2018). Like MASSOB, the IPOB claimed to be 

non-violence and was driven by the passion for freedom and on the general 

principle of universal equity. However, unlike the MASSOB leader, the IPOB 

leader’s verbal violence and hate rhetoric is common knowledge. The 

movement wants the Nigerian government to organise a referendum in the style 

of the UK "Brexit" referendum, to determine whether the people of Biafra still 

want to remain in the union of One-Nigeria. Before the incarceration of Kanu, he 

used his Radio Biafra FM transmissions from London to repudiate in strong 

words the alleged lop-sidedness of Nigeria’s socio-political structures, double 

standards, and lawlessness. His arrest, therefore, renewed pro-Biafra 

consciousness among the ethnic Igbos, culminating in widespread protest 

movements within Nigeria and many countries of the world, including the UK, 

US, France, Italy, Germany, and Malaysia and many African countries (see 

Figure 1.2 & Figure 1.3). 

The IPOB in the message posted on its website claimed the refusal of the 

DSS to make the arrest public was ill-intended, perhaps, to “kidnap and kill” the 

Director, thanks to the internet (Tochukwu 2015). A political analyst, Okereke 

Chukwunonyelu, argued that Kanu, previously a little-known figure whose social 

media following outweighed actual support on the ground, was made a hero by 

his arrest, describing it as a mistake. Not only that it “increased his popularity 

and made him more visible but has consciously awakened the people to the 

issues that brought about the Biafran-Nigerian civil war which has remained 

unresolved” (Okereke Chukwunonyelu, personal communication, November 30, 

2015).

Through digital media activities of the movement actors, Biafra became a 

metaphor for discussing national leadership failure and a symbol of a collective 

aspiration to restructure Nigeria into a representative democracy. The 

movement appropriated internet tools to expose heavy-handedness of the 

military as well as articulate frames of injustice over time. Activists used Internet 
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platforms and tools such as websites, Facebook, Twitter, WhatsApp, and Radio 

Biafra technology, for mobilisation and mass educating its constituents on the 

promise of Biafra. Scholars have argued that the internet and social media 

provide a valid form of activist media, wherein activists counterbalance the 

dynamic of mainstream media reporting, which, in their view, disregards the 

broader context of protest Movements (Wall 2003; Atton 2004; Lievrouw 2011). 

The last time the internet galvanised such massive support was in 2012 when 

Nigerian youths used social media tools to mobilise a protest following the 

removal of fuel subsidy by the government of former President Goodluck 

Jonathan. The IPOB protests, described in some quarters as a “Biafran spring”, 

likened to Arab spring, changed not only the tempo and tenor of political 

debates in Nigeria but also exposed the policies and programmes of the 

government considered to exclude the southeast region. The movement also 

exposed the weaknesses of the APC led government and the bigotry of 

President Buhari. 

Figure 1. 2 IPOB protests in photos. Source: www.biafratimes.co
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Figure 1. 3 IPOB women in a peaceful protest. Sources: 
www.biafraherald.co

The IPOB protests galvanised the attention of national and international 

community using the web and social media platforms such as Facebook, 

Twitter, WhatsApp, and YouTube in these historical events. A member of the 

UK Parliament, Angela Rayner, under whose constituency Kanu lives in 

London, also joined the IPOB protest in solidarity (Figure 1.4).

Figure 1. 4 Tweet from Angela Rayner MP announcing her decision to join 
the IPOB protest. Source: Radio Biafra Twitter handle
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Amnesty International reported that the Nigerian security forces embarked on a 

chilling campaign of extrajudicial executions and violence resulting in the deaths 

of at least 150 peaceful pro-Biafran protesters (AmnestyInternational 2016b). 

Such reports, according to the IPOB movement actors, awakened other 

international media such as BBC, CNN, and Al-Jazeera, among others. 

Moreover, it raised public awareness of the movement in the international public 

sphere. 

This thesis is an attempt to investigate the extent to which the internet 

enhances IPOB movement’s capacity to advance oppositional narratives 

regarding Biafra as well as advance pro-Biafran discourses in the Nigerian 

public sphere. Underpinning this query is the argument by social movement 

theorists that the development of collective action and claims are contingent 

upon the repertoire of contention available for any group at a historical moment 

(McAdam et al. 2003; Tarrow 2011; Della Porta 2013).  Tarrow, for instance, 

explains that people do not just act contentiously; they must be “backed by well-

structured social networks and galvanised by cultural resonant, action-oriented 

symbols to be able to sustain interaction with the opponent” (2011:6). More 

importantly, the repertoire available for social movements are dynamic since 

they vary from “places to places and time to time”. Ultimately, when people 

make collective claims, they innovate within limits set by repertoire already 

established for their place, time, and pair (McAdam et al. 2003: 14). For social 

movements, the organisational forms and values they take up reflect the kind of 

society where they take place (Castells 2007). Not only does the development 

of media technologies, along with collective action tactics such as sit-ins, 

strikes, and civil disobedience, transform claim production and communications, 

it also expands the limits of claims themselves and what they can achieve. 

Castells (2015: 6), for instance, describes the internet as spaces of autonomy 

where the “fearful” of the world overcome their anxiety and unite to fight against 

the power structure. This overcoming, he argues, comes from losing a sense of 

solitude that in turns leads into the production of a “transformative” power 

relations that in turn, give rise to “mass self-communication” – the use of the 

internet and wireless networks as platforms of digital communication. 

In Nigeria, the rise of social networking sites has opened the gate for 

individuals or collective engagements in the national discourse, providing the 

platform for people to publish information held secret by public officials and 
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espouse more significant opportunity for people to act together in favour of 

perceived value system. Such transformative power systems, as Castells 

argues, is giving rise to the formation of social movement organisations that 

seek a ‘battle over the minds’ in the global communication process. Thus, the 

internet provides a horizontal network of interactive communication’ that offers 

an excellent platform for social movements and rebellious individuals to build 

their autonomy and confront the institutions of the society in their terms and 

around their project in ways ‘difficult to control by government or corporation’ 

(Castells 2015: 7).

This thesis does not make claims for a deterministic view of technology, 

nor does it promote a reifying view of it. On the contrary, the study makes a 

case for the social embeddedness of the internet as technology and social 

practice (Moussa 2011). While the thesis recognises the implications of the new 

technology's potential for social and political change, it views the internet as a 

mean to an end and not an end itself. In other words, it does not view the 

internet as an independent variable, nor does it establish a mono-causal link 

between technology and its social context.  However, as Moussa (2011) 

argued, studying the use of new technologies for socio-political mobilisation 

could involve some degree of reification as a necessary analytical procedure.

1.2. Rationale

The focus of the thesis is to explore the dynamics of new media usage in the 

context of the IPOB movement, mainly how it has used the internet to mobilise 

for an independent Biafran nation. Although Nigeria is a democratic state, it is 

still a work in progress. Nigeria’s democracy is still fledgeling in the sense that 

the basic tenets of democracy including genuine, real, and concrete observance 

and respect for the rule of law, human rights laws, and improvement in the 

standard of living of the people are still minimal. A lack of political vision of the 

country means that some section of the country will continue to demand equal 

representation and fair play. Conflicts –triggered by political competition and 

communal, ethnic, religious or resource allocation rivalries – pose persistent 

threats to democracy. Many government institutions do not adequately engage 

citizens in ways that encourage self-development and, therefore, cannot carry 

out their mandates. These vices have also affected public communications; 
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making marginalised voices increasingly suppressed in the public sphere. The 

traditional media has become a tool in the hands of the political class as an 

arbiter of taste in society, thereby increasing the decline of public opinion 

communication in society. The civil society, the traditional media either is 

compromised or lacks both the capacity and resources to engage government 

and advocate for change effectively.  Numerous obstacles, chief among them, 

limited access to public media and public resources, vulnerability to state 

repression, manipulation of the judiciary and corruption hamper civil society’s 

capacity to bring a desired changed in society. 

The second central issues explored by the thesis is the problematic role of 

the internet in social change and the extent to which the diffusion of new media 

in general and the appropriation of various online tools in collective action can 

foster deliberative democracy in the context of the IPOB movement. 

Commentators have indicated that the internet and social media have in-built 

potential to open the gates of public opinion and counter-hegemonic public 

sphere that can empower ordinary peoples’ capacity to hold their leaders 

accountable and demand for social and political change. A notable feature of 

public engagements with the internet is its use by a wide range of activists and 

groups engaging in social and political protests (Van Laer and Van Aelst 2010; 

Tufekci and Wilson 2012). One crucial benefits of the internet for social 

movements is the blurring of the boundary of participation and visibility, which 

reveal the internet’s values of inclusiveness and direct mobilisation (Kavada 

2015). Other studies have also focused on the capability or otherwise of the 

internet and social media in building movement’s collective identity and whether 

such identities have a causal or transformative effect (Boulianne 2015; Treré 

2015). 

In the context of mobilising dissent against government excessiveness and 

overcoming the barrier of public opinion in Nigeria, the restrictions in other 

media (for example, traditional broadcast and print media) ‘stifles individual 

opinion’ in the Nigerian public sphere, thereby making the internet a much more 

popular communication platform (Kombol 2014: 102). Such opportunities 

underlie the democratic shift of the locus of power in resistance politics from 

adult-driven interest groups to highly diverse, uncoordinated individual youths 

who express their dissent increasingly freely and effectively in the country 

(Iwilade 2013). For example, the 2012 Fuel Subsidy Protest in Nigeria raised a 
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particular interest within the media and academia on the democratic potential of 

the internet for political and social change in Nigeria. 

Notwithstanding these preliminary observations on the diffusion and use of 

internet in Nigeria for political contestation, these pieces of evidence do not 

constitute sufficient and robust proof of the impact of the medium on SMOs 

capacity to frame collective action discourses and sustained identity 

construction in Nigeria. Moreover, in the context of social movements in Nigeria, 

especially the Biafran movements, available scholarships mainly focused on the 

causality of movement formation (Onuoha 2014; Okeke 2016; Olomojobi 2016; 

Thompson et al. 2016; Johnson and Olaniyan 2017b).  Not much research 

focused on the role of digital media in the communication and mobilisation of 

pro-Biafran movements in Nigeria. Apart from research examining the online 

discourse structure of the IPOB movement (Chiluwa 2012; Chiluwa 2018), no 

study (that we know of) has attempted to investigate the extent to which the 

IPOB movement effectively used the new media tools in its communication and 

mobilisation for an independent state of Biafra. The significance of the internet, 

mainly, social media lies not so much in the impact of the medium on people 

and society as in what people can do with it, insofar as it offers a more flexible, 

non-hierarchical, and affordable form of communication at the grassroots level 

of usage and production. The preliminary observation on the potential of the 

medium in facilitating resistance in the context of Nigeria remains highly 

hypothetical and needs to be corroborated by systematic examination and 

analysis. To understand how ordinary citizens fuelled by grievances and a 

desire for change come together using both online and offline contentious 

collective actions in the context of the IPOB movement will contribute to the 

growing research on the implication of the internet for social movement 

mobilisation in Africa and across the world. 

1.3. Research Statements and Questions
Donatella Della-Porta and Mario Diani, critical social movement theorists, have 

summarised the key questions arising from the interplay between computer-

mediated communication and social movement analysis. Some of these 

questions relevant to this thesis are as follows:

 How do forms of individual participation change?
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 How do individual and organisations connect to exchange/pool resources 

and information?

 How do the geographical boundaries of the network change, along with 

the underlying idea of public space? (Diani 2000: 387)

 How are social problems identified as potential objects of collective 

actions?

 How does it become possible to mobilise and face the risks and cost of 

protest activity?

 What are the roles of identities and symbols, emotion, organisation, and 

networks in explaining the start and persistence of collective action?

(Della Porta and Diani 2009: 5-6)

Using Della Porta and Diani as a guide, this current thesis strives to examine 

the following primary question: What are the implications of new and electronic 

technology for IPOB movement in Nigeria, and for communicating social 

problems, engaging in contentious collective actions against multiple forms of 

injustices, and for achieving transnational public identity?  This question 

compresses several other vital questions covering the main issues the thesis is 

attempting to tackle:

1. How can we conceptualise the political role of the internet and its 

appropriation by the IPOB movement?

2. To what extent is the internet’s potentials appropriated for collective 

action?

3. To what extent is the appropriation of the internet’s potential as a 

technology and medium mediated through and shaped by the 

organisational structure of the IPOB Movement? 

4. To what extent is the internet a deliberative platform for Biafra restoration 

campaign? Can we evaluate the variations in diagnostic and prognostic 

framing of the social problem as the potential object of Biafra secession? 

5. Finally, to what extent is the potential of the internet for Biafran 

mobilisation mediated through and shaped by the political and cultural 

dynamics of the Nigerian state?

This list of questions establishes the parameters with which to examine the 

core questions in the thesis. One of these parameters is the choice to focus on 



10

social movement theories to understand the extent social inequalities can fuel 

protest movement in Africa. As theorists (Della Porta and Diani 2009; Tarrow 

2011) identified, one distinct feature of social movements is their capacity as a 

form of contentious and oppositional collective action aimed at social, political 

and cultural change. As a relevant concept of this thesis, such characteristics, in 

the context of Nigeria, allows us to assess the role of the internet as a tool by 

which IPOB activists not only direct attention to issues requiring change but also 

mobilised a shared collective identity and objective. Second, many scholars 

have paid much attention to why a group of individuals decide to mobilise in the 

umbrella of a social movement, emphasising that grievances alone are not 

enough to create movements. Thus, a combination of such underlying motives 

with social networks as the basis for movement recruitment and the path to 

popular mobilisation is one way of popularising political contention (Diani and 

McAdam 2003). Studying the IPOB movement in the perspective of social 

movement theory enables us to appreciate the social-political and cultural 

rootedness of the movement that implicate on the general stability of Nigeria as 

an entity. Finally, by exploring the role of grievances and technology as the 

motive for the participation in the IPOB movement, we will better understand the 

social embeddedness of technology as a negotiating tool for social and political 

change in Nigeria. 

1.4. Contribution to Communication Studies and Research

Despite the plethora of literature dealing with the impact of the internet and 

social media in social, political, and cultural change, in general, and in social 

movement mobilisation in particular, research on the issue within the context of 

developing countries has received little attention, so far. The bulk of literature 

either has focused on the role of the medium in fostering direct democracy in 

Western and established democracies or with its use by transnational social 

movement in various struggles against global capitalism.  Furthermore, the 

existing literature on the developing world has mainly focused on Information 

and Communication Technologies (ICTs) from the perspective of transformative 

and development impacts, favouring discussion around ICT-for-Development 

discourse (Avgerou 2010), on the role of ICT in enhancing e-governance with 

little focus on the bottom-up appropriation of these technologies by grassroots 
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and social movements. As a result, apart from highly publicised Zapatista 

Movement against the Mexican government in the 1990s (Garrido and Halavais 

2003; Russell 2005), scant evidence abounds on the use of the internet by a 

social or oppositional group in the developing world. The Egyptian and Tunisian 

revolutions are mass protests since they have no definite organisational 

structures. Such gap constitutes a significant obstacle to a better understanding 

of the impact of the internet on social and political struggles in many regions of 

Africa. By focusing on the IPOB movement in Nigeria, the thesis contributes to 

addressing this lacuna and to paving the way for further studies in the context of 

the developing world and Nigeria in particular.

Moreover, by studying the role of the internet as a socially embedded 

medium, the thesis strives to locate and appreciate the complex role of 

structures, agency, technology and the multi-layered interconnection between 

them. In doing so, the thesis transcends the existing dichotomisations between 

the utopian and dystopian perspectives on technology by appreciating the 

dynamics involving social actors and media, on one hand and technology and 

socio-political structure on the other. The thesis combines different theoretical 

perspectives (namely social movement theory, alternative media theory, radical 

and agonistic democracy theory as well as the theory of ethnicity) and research 

methods, creatively, to understand the relationship between new media, internet 

and the social world of its context and users. As Castells et al. (2009: 246) 

argue, “technology does not determine society; it is society and understood in 

social terms as a social practice”. In other words, the uses of wireless 

communication are fundamentally shaped and modified by people, and 

organisation, based on their interest, values, and projects.

As a result, the thesis also contributes to research efforts that strive to 

conceptualise the political role of the internet through social movement theory. 

Specifically, this current study strived to contribute to understanding the role of 

new media in advancing ethnic nationalism in the context of Nigeria. As will be 

discussed in detail below, despite the vast literature on social movement’s use 

of the internet, not much has benefited from social movement theory itself to 

analyse and understand this role (Stein 2011; Moussa 2013). Specifically, while 

many researchers have focused on the use of the internet by, and implications 

of the medium for, social movements, they rarely drew on social movement 

theory itself to interpret the multiple connections between new communication 
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technologies and these movements.   Thus, one of the analytical methodologies 

employed by thesis study – namely, framing analysis – is guided by and 

grounded in this theory. Although framing analysis has been extensively 

employed in political communication, it has rarely been applied to the study of 

the internet.  

One key advantage of applying social movement theory to the study of 

the internet is that it allows for understanding and appreciating how various 

technical aspect of the internet, such as interactivity and networking, contribute 

to different levels of mobilisation while also highlighting the role of socio-

economic, cultural, and political structures in determining the outcome of 

collective action.  It also helps in interpreting the process of collective identity 

construction as an act of mobilisation and the contribution of the internet to it; 

while appreciating individual digital interaction with the internet as acts of micro-

mobilisation. 

Furthermore, by applying alternative media theory, the thesis strives to 

bring an understanding of how the dearth of public communication in Nigeria 

has stimulated the use of the internet as a viable alternative and its implication 

for the survival of democracy in Nigeria. It also recognises the role of pirate 

radio as meso macro and micro-mobilisation tool of the IPOB movement. 

Meanwhile, the thesis strives to make a significant contribution to the literature 

on collective action mobilisation within the context of Nigeria. Such studies are 

extremely rare or non-existent. Interestingly, too, the contribution of the thesis 

goes beyond communication studies to include other disciplines, mainly 

sociology, political science, and cultural studies.

1.5. Organisation and Chapter Breakdown

This thesis has eight chapters, three of which focused on empirical data 

analysis. The chapter follows a movement from theory to practice, and 

application thereby transiting from the general to the specific to situate the 

analysis in broader historical, social, and political contexts of Nigeria. Thus, in 

addition to the current chapter, chapter two presents a review of the literature 

and covers some of the most critical work and issues related to the research 

topic. The first part of the chapter addresses the concept of ethnicity and ethnic 

mobilisation in relations to various interpretations of social movement theorists, 
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their origins and significant theoretical paradigms that have challenged them. 

The second part provides seminal scholarly works on the use of the internet in 

social movement mobilisation. 

Chapter three deals with the role of the media in the political journey of 

Nigeria and the emergence of internet technology. The first part of the chapter 

traces the media development from the Indigenous Communication System 

through the nationalist era in Nigeria. It also presents a brief overview of socio-

economic structures and some key related facts summarising the significant 

challenges of Nigeria’s democracy. Besides, the chapter assesses the condition 

of fundamental freedom in the country, especially the freedom of expression 

and the role of media ownership in subverting or undermining effective public 

opinion communication in Nigeria. The second part of the chapter provides an 

overview of the development of digital media infrastructures and its deployment 

for social and political activism. It also points out the main problems facing the 

diffusion of technologies, especially relating to the existing dialectic between 

political communication in the media and geo-ethnic interest.

Chapter four presents the theoretical framework and methodological 

approach used in the study. The first part presents the main theoretical models 

employed: social movement and radical democratic theories, alternative media 

theory and Community Informatics (CI). The chapter also reviewed scholarly 

work on theories of network society and diasporic studies in relations to social 

movements’ formations in developing societies. The second part of the chapter 

explains the methodological approach, which is composed of three methods: 

content analysis, interview analysis and analysis of questionnaire data. This 

chapter only presents an overview of these methods since the four empirical 

chapters have a detailed discussion of the methods.  

Chapter five focused on the content and structure of the three websites 

covered by this study, namely Biafran Telegraph, Biafran Times, and Biafran 

Herald, and drew on two analytical methods – namely, feature and framing 

analysis.  The chapter examined the extent to which the IPOB movement 

appropriated the potential of the internet for collective action by focusing on the 

following web functions: (a) enhancing internal cohesion and identity 

construction within the movements; (b) providing updated information, (c) 

building participatory communication structures and interaction (d) enhancing 

interlinking capacity as well as maximising their ability to mobilise actual or 
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potential constituents. In addition to the structures above the framing analysis 

focused on IPOB’s capacity to use the websites to develop and deliver the 

ideas, symbols and interpretations that play central roles in processes and 

outcomes of collective action. In doing so, the chapter assesses the extent to 

which the studied websites contribute to the radical and agnostic public sphere, 

specifically through the communication of three key collective action frames: 

injustice, identity, and agency. Furthermore, focusing on alternative or 

oppositional narratives involving Biafran war and secessionist issues, the 

chapter drew on the internet potential to convey the three core tasks of 

diagnostic, prognostic, and motivational framing.   

Chapter six presents interview analysis and discusses data generated from 

the interviews conducted with IPOB activists, among others. By adopting the in-

depth interview method, the chapter focused on the socio, cultural and political 

drivers of the movement and the various levels of interconnectedness between 

the internet technology and other levels of communications that impacts on the 

movement’s public identity and collective action mobilisation. While 

complementing and corroborating many findings in the previous chapters, this 

chapter underlines many communication practices and forms through which 

new and electronic media has empowered the IPOB movement’s capacity to 

mobilise collective action. In so doing, it emphasises the interrelatedness and 

complementariness of the internet and various forms of communication, as well 

as the contributions of individual networks and diasporic influence in the IPOB 

movement.

Chapter seven presents data from questionnaire analysis and examines the 

digital media activities of the IPOB movement’s protestors as a mode of 

participation in collective action. In so doing, the chapter assesses the extent to 

which those mobilised to IPOB offline protests engage in a range of digital 

media activities that contribute to the visibility and public identity of the 

movement within and beyond Nigeria’s public sphere, while also highlighting the 

role of unmediated communication in movement visibility. It investigates time 

spent on the internet and the extent of engagement in frontline activism and 

support provision.

Finally, chapter eight presents a summary of the main findings and the 

conclusions of the study and discusses how the main research questions have 

been answered. The chapter also discusses the significance of the research 
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findings and their contribution to communication studies and the sub-field 

dealing with the political use and application of new and electronic media. The 

chapter also points out the limitations of the study and how it can be built on 

further studies.
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Chapter Two: Review of Literature

2. Ethnic nationalism, social movement, and the Internet

Introduction
This chapter focused on three principal themes that inform the current thesis, 

namely the politics of ethnicity, social movement, and technology. Of concern to 

this chapter is how ethnic ideologies develop into a social movement that 

becomes a vital tool for civil society or serves as a precursor for political 

legitimacy in the context of Nigeria’s federal system. In this way, the chapter 

attempts to review the literature on circumstances under which ethnic 

grievances can constitute an essential mechanism for the mobilisation of social 

movements. The review also focused on the role of the internet as a socially 

embedded artefact of advancing ideological-based repertoire at global, regional, 

and national levels.  Accordingly, the first part of the chapter addresses 

numerous theoretical interpretations of the concept of ethnicity and their 

connection with the formation of social movements within the context of 

developing nations and Nigeria in particular.

The second part provides an overview of seminal scholarly works that 

have dealt with the political and democratic role of the internet, either in 

established democracies or in the authoritarian and developing countries. It 

draws on various theoretical interpretations to shed light on the political 

implications of the internet for social movement mobilisation. This part also 

highlights the dialectic between user-generated racism/ideological bias and the 

ideological sympathies in the case of the IPOB movement. This approach is 

necessary to address the type of questions this study will raise throughout 

subsequent chapters.  

2.1. Ethnic nationality: a conceptual definition
The word ethnicity came from the ancient Greek ethnos, which refers to a 

people or a nation with a degree of coherent socio-cultural identity, the 

collectivism of life and shared experience (Cashmore 2004; Jenkins 2008). 

While ethnicity is constitutive of common ancestry and shared past, “common 

blood” could be either real or putative. Max Weber argues that subjective belief 

in ethnicity is so vital for propagation of group formation; “conversely, it does not 
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matter whether or not an objective blood relation exists” (Hutchinson and Smith 

1996: 35). 

Ethnicity is also synonymous for religious affiliation insofar as “such 

religious group have a strong sense of identity, based on culture, belief, and a 

shared history of discrimination” (Harff 2018: 3) or as “a cultural-linguistic 

community” including an indigenously defined language (Onwubu 1975).  The 

collapse of the communist regimes in which the idea of ethnicity brought the 

notion of ethnic cleansing in the former Yugoslavia and the influx of migrants 

from the post-colonial societies to Europe increased ethnic consciousness 

across culturally diverse social democracies of Europe and North America and 

the global world. Scholars of ethnicity have pointed to language, religion, and 

physical appearance as an important marker of ethnic identity. 

The ethnic group often have a sense of a nation, especially in a 

multinational state where several nations are recognised. Although, they may 

lack the sense of self-governing entity; “if an ethnic group (ethnie) wishes to rule 

itself it needs to start calling itself a nation, as a French-Canadians have 

demonstrated” (Fenton 2010: 52). A nation presupposes “a named population 

sharing a historic territory, common myths and historical memories, a mass 

public culture, a common economy and common legal rights and duties for its 

members” (Smith 1999 cited in Muro 2015: 186). Muro argues that although not 

every ethnic group of the past became a nation, some dominant ‘ethnic cores’ 

(such as Prussia, England and Castille) consolidated their power over 

subordinate ethnic groups and became central pillars of nations. As such, 

‘ethnic groups can be seen as precursors of nations because they articulate a 

pre-modern form of collective sentiment and provide the cultural foundations of 

national political identities (Muro 2015: 187). 

2.2. Understanding the theory of Identity
2.2.1. Primordialism

In the sub-field of ethnicity and nationalism, primordialism becomes one of the 

oldest traditions of inquiry. To capture social ties in different kinds of societies, 

the primordialists are scholars who believe that identity is an essential factor for 

the basic functioning of human society; a factor for contextualising “the nature 

and quality of social obligation” in a society (Fenton 2010: 74). Primordialism 

argues that individuals need to have a relatively clear conception of the self and 
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that both ethnic groups and nations are useful in providing strong cultural bonds 

between individuals. For them, humans require identity that is tightly connected 

to the human need for order more generally (Muro 2015). As such, in a multi-

ethnic nation, the emergence of ethnic or national movements is understood as 

a natural expression of deeply rooted identities (Geertz 1996; Smith 1999). 

Geertz appears to argue that deep-rooted primordial identities interfere with the 

flourishing of civil order in a multi-ethnic, multi-linguistic society, an example in 

which we can assess many African countries. Thus, people in such a society, 

find it difficult or risky to “subordinate this specific or familiar identification in 

favour of a generalised commitment to an overarching and somewhat alien civil 

order” (Geertz 1996: 41).

 Consequently, what makes ideal social behaviour or welfare distribution 

criteria in such a society may remain an object of contestation. A question of 

legitimacy between institutionalised structures – a set of routinised exchange 

alliances between actors and the corresponding social cleavage structure – can 

be more or less legitimate in the eyes of different segments of the population, 

“based on a comparison between this institutionalised structure and ideal image 

of what categories should be salient” (Wimmer 2012: 13). The question of ‘who 

be what’ and ‘who gets what’ becomes subject to a widespread consensus that 

existing rules of exchange are fair, plausible, and mostly justifiable. Hence, the 

new states are abnormally susceptible to disaffection based on primordial 

attachments (Geertz 1996:41). Therefore, for an ethnic group to get involved in 

political conflict or form ethnic movements lies in the political setting, time, 

place, and the type of civil code operated in a country. 

In all instances, two underlying factors have become common. First, 

people become more sharply aware of their shared identity following attacks 

from other ethnic groups, the appeals of their leaders, or “the dramatic 

examples of political action undertaken by similar groups elsewhere” (Harff 

2018). Second, people become increasingly resentful about their unequal status 

in comparison with other ethnic groups. The “sense of resentment is usually an 

outcome of inequalities and people’s belief that they have been unjustly denied 

rights and opportunities” (Ibid 35). In analysing the IPOB movement, a sense of 

primordial attachment may have reinforced the increasing disquiet and sense of 

resignation among the Igbo ethnic group of Nigeria. A shared sense of 
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marginalisation appeared to provide a fertile ground for mobilising support for 

pro-Biafra ideologies. 

Observers have argued that contemporary ethnonational movements 

that challenge the authorities of a state are a consequence of an extensive 

historical process including colonial rule. The colonisation of Africa established 

hierarchies and rivalries among ethnic groups where none previously existed. 

Thus, as contended by Harff (2018), by concatenating diverse ethnic 

nationalities, who had lived peacefully in the past and favouring specific group 

above other groups, the colonialists promoted stratification or segmentation of 

colonised people along ethnic lines that subsisted for many generations and 

provided the fuel for contemporary political movements. The primordialists 

assumes that individuals have fixed, singular identities which is set above 

everything else and which serve as a core to the formation of collective identity 

in times of conflict. This assumption has seemed acceptable even among 

researchers and theorists of democratic stability, ethnicity, voter behaviours, 

civil war, state formation, state collapse, among others (Chandra 2012). Thus, 

congruities of blood, speech, and customs have an indescribable, and at times 

overpowering, coerciveness in and of themselves in ways that act as a 

“mutually supporting scaffolds upon which national identity is constructed” (Bell 

2003: 67). This type of argument characterises the discourses of many ethnic 

nationalist movements in order to catalyse ethnic-national rebirth, to mobilise 

and energise the emotions of people by invoking historical memories of 

existence, political struggle for equality and justices as well as memories of 

outrage and hope.

However, various scholars have highlighted the limitations of 

primordialism in the sense that it holds an essentialist position that is unable to 

explain variation. For instance, if identity is so deeply rooted, why does 

mobilisation rise and fall at different times? Why do antagonistic identities lead 

to state collapse and civil war in some countries but not others? (Muro 2015).

Furthermore, ethnic identity conflict may not be a product of old hostility. Often, 

there is a quick politicisation of ethnic identities. As such, elites may resort to 

‘primordial’ or ‘ancient roots’ of hostility to mobilise supporters, as 

instrumentalists have argued.

2.2.2. Instrumentalism
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Instrumentalist schools challenge the primordial assumption of ethnicity as a 

‘given’, fixed and singular. Instead, “ethnic identities are seen to be renewed, 

modified and remade in each generation” (Eller and Coughlan 1993: 188). As 

such, ethnicity can be socially activated and invested with meaning (Yeros 

2016). In this view, ethnicity is a political phenomenon in that “culture does not 

contribute directly to the formation of ethnic identities; rather, ethnic platforms 

use selected customs as emblems to legitimise ethnic claims in the public 

domain’ (Tilley 1997: 507). According to Tilley, mass identification with ethnic 

labels represents only the success of such ethnic projects. Accordingly, the 

primordialists were unable to see the possibility of invoking selectively retrieved 

episodes of apparently ancient hatred by knowledge elites, ignoring the many 

instances of cooperation and coexistence, in order to promote a view of 

collective interest (Brown and Langer 2010). 

 In what has been referred to as the “glue theory” of tribalism, many 

writers have suggested that the divisive ethnic nature of African states was a 

creation of the colonial powers who acted as “glue” in sticking together some 

diverse “tribal”, and practically unrelated culture, within the framework of new, 

artificially established, centralised states (Cohen 1996). Once the glue was 

removed as the colonial powers withdrew, each packaged state began to 

disintegrate and to fall into its original parts. Although this “gluing” together may 

have established a great deal of social integration and interactions between the 

constituent tribal groups, the privilege that underlie some local chiefs and 

colonial ‘strongmen’ during this period, making it possible for some tribal group 

to develop some vital interest of their own while other ethnic group became 

seemingly underprivileged.  As explained by Cohen, the problem of maintaining 

this privilege became acute between ethnic groups at the departure of the 

colonies. Considering some vital political positions of power that may be lost by 

the privileged tribes, “the privileged were concerned about losing power and 

had to mobilise the forces of their tribal men while the underprivileged aligned 

themselves to gain power” (Ibid 83).

This research supports the above observation to a great extent. As will 

explain below, ethnic entrepreneurs in Nigeria have deployed ethnic features 

primarily as “a we-feeling” (Adams et al. 2010: 1823). In this sense, as Tilly 

(1997) argues, individuals are utility-maximising actors who deploy ethnic 

features as a cost-effective means of achieving political goals.  Here, 
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entrepreneur signals a kind of commence: ‘a commence of identity, through 

which ethnic mythologies, raw cultural elements and fluid identities are 

processed into concrete definitions, that align with the political exigencies of 

time, space and setting, and “sold” in the political market-place as “identity” to 

which economic and political interests can be ascribed (Tilley 1997: 507 

emphasis added). 

Instrumentalists have been criticised, however, for seeing ethnicity 

primarily as a politicised concept without clearly explaining why ethnic or 

nationalist message resonates among the people. Some critics argue that 

instrumentalists’ view of ethnicity fails to recognise the importance of ethnic 

bonds and ethnic antipathies for many people. Again, the rational accounts give 

too much credence to elites’ ability to manipulate members of their groups at 

will (Chandra 2012: 359). Muro (2015) argues for unexplained rationality in the 

involvement of the masses in elites’ manoeuvring. In his argument, if it is 

acceptable that political entrepreneurs mobilise the masses by deploying 

invented myths and traditions, why do the masses come along? Is it that 

instrumental rationality is a feature only found at an elite level but not at the 

level of the masses? “If we come to share the assumption that individuals have 

fixed preferences, are goal-oriented, and act intentionally, would it not be logical 

to expect more free-riding individual?” (p. 189). He concludes that a rationalist 

approach appears to provide a little insight into why conflicts take an ethnic or 

national dimension. Again, the instrumentalists are not able to explain why 

utility-maximising individuals would join movements that are likely to be costly, 

particularly in the early stages of mobilisation when risks are high, and the 

tipping point has not been reached. Thus, the context in which people commit to 

dying for their ethnic groups and the nation is left unexamined. 

 

2.2.3. Constructivism 

The constructivist’s point of departure is that ethnic identity is not a cultural 

given; instead, it is the product of a social process. Constructivism combines the 

position of primordialism and instrumentalism to explain variations of ethnic 

boundaries across social context. It claims that ethnic consciousness is the 

product of an evolving modern epoch that is made and remade rather than 

taken for granted. The choice of ethnicity depends on circumstances rather than 

ascribed through birth, making it a more nuanced theoretical argument for 
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explaining collective identities often associated with ethnonational social 

movements. Many scholars have argued in favour of the constructed nature of 

national identities, and suggest that the configuration of institutional political 

power, to a large extent, determines how ethnic identities provides incentives 

for actors to pursue certain kinds of political strategies (Wimmer et al. 2009; 

Muro 2015). In this case, ethnicity matters to the extent that the nation-state 

itself relies on ethnonational principles of political legitimacy: ‘the state is ruled 

in the name of an ethnically defined people and rulers should, therefore, care 

for their people’ (Wimmer et al. 2009: 321).

 This argument appreciates the fact that neither primordial attributes 

alone nor essentialist categories are basis through which collective identities 

can be formed. People have multiple identities (e.g., family, work, leisure ethnic, 

religious, political, national, or even sexual orientation) that are differentially 

imbued into a social struggle or invoked based on “their relative salience and 

their situational pervasiveness” (Snow 2001). The salience accounts for the 

relative importance of identity with other identities, while pervasiveness refers to 

the situational relevance or reach of any identity and the corresponding degree 

to which it organises social life, including collective action (Ibid). In other words, 

constructivism recognises that the logic, values, and meanings, which accrue to 

customs, are interrelated and mutually informative and, that such 

knowledge/value systems are continually reshaped as groups react to changing 

social conditions in order to engineer products that resonate with the masses. 

For social movements in Africa, every level of group identity, including 

ethnic, religious, and national identity, is in a constant process of construction. 

Like Nigeria, many African countries are confronted with the challenges and 

complexities of ethnic-religious chauvinism. In Ethiopia and Eritrea, for instance, 

regionalism, ethnicity, and religious identities determine political certainty. 

Observers have indicated that the fluidity of identities in Eritrea worked against 

different attempts by political parties and social movements to achieve the 

independence of Eritrea until a coalition of different identities saw the 

emergence of what was later to become a united front, the Eritrean People’s 

Liberation Front (EPLF). Initially, the Muslim-dominated Eritrean Liberation 

Front (ELF) which started the struggle for Eritrean independence cast the 

Eritrean struggle as an Arab/Muslim struggle for self-determination in its few 

years of existence (Bariagaber 1998; Hirt and Saleh Mohammad 2018). This 
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development opened a fresh attempt at a liberal re-definition of Eritrea where 

social solidarity based on the shared dehumanising experience of all Eritreans 

under external rules including Italy and Ethiopia and the shared cultural 

characteristics increased the support based of the EPLF from both Muslim and 

Christians alike and “made the construction of Eritrea national identity much 

easier” (Bariagaber 1998: 1065). 

One of the clear advantages of constructivism is that it provides a hint for 

thinking about the way identities are formed and how it can change. 

Constructivists explain the process by which products of social engineering 

such as speech codes, cultural practices, ecological adaption, and political 

ideologies become cobbled into a consciousness of shared identity and are 

reproduced every day by informal institutions (private or public). For example, 

the point is not to argue the rootedness of ethnic machination in Nigerian 

politics among the Igbo, Hausa-Fulani, and Yoruba ethnic group but to identify 

the mechanism whereby these identities can present themselves as natural and 

inevitable features of the collective claim. Whereas the IPOB movement is an 

organic product of an ethnic consciousness based on the commonality of 

culture, value system and historical genealogy, the group’s oppositional framing 

through diagnostic, prognostic, and motivational communication that connect 

the material condition of people beyond her constituency have situated it in the 

constructivists’ point of view. In other words, a shared social condition of 

outrage is a fertile seedbed for the generation of collective identities and 

participation in the social movement. 

While the IPOB movement has employed the symbolic resources 

suggested by the primordial (i.e., the intensity and persistence of ethnic political 

action) and instrumentalist (stressing the importance of group material and 

political interest) perspectives, we argue that constructivists approach link them 

together by showing how ethnic interest is defined and how the salience of 

ethnic identities changes over time. When all these conditions are present, 

ethnic groups are more likely to mobilise (Harff 2018). A perception of 

ethnopolitical inequality, insecurity and lack of legitimacy often drives the 

mobilisation and interaction of elites and masses. Thus, the resonance of ethnic 

message depends not only on the severity of shared outrage but also the ability 

of activists “to broadcast their political message on a wavelength that 
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sympathisers are turning in to”, as followers participate in the process of 

constructing ethnic and national communities (Muro 2015).

2.3. Ethnic nationalism and Liberation Movements in Africa
The instrumentalisation of ethnoreligious identities as the primary means 

of mobilisation has become an inescapable fact of political life across Africa 

(Agbiboa 2012; Jenkins 2012; Halabo 2019). Many African countries are a 

loose collection of people, nations, or nationalities. Thus, language, a body of 

historical mythology or cultural symbols, mainly distinguish each unit and not 

with the state or with the unifying philosophy of such country. The implication is 

the tendency of ethnic entrepreneurs exploiting the bottom-up process of 

identification for political manoeuvring. Jenkins (2012), for example, explored 

how the bottom-up processes of identification and violence interacted with 

incitement from above in the 2007 post-election violence in Kenya. He 

concludes that Kenya’s election violence can be understood as a bottom-up 

performance of narratives of ethnic territorial exclusion operating alongside 

more direct elite involvement, organisation, and incitement. His fundamental 

point of the argument is that geospatial imaginaries, which characterise socio-

political life and consciousness in Kenya, have helped to construct and maintain 

oppositional identities through the narrative of ethnic others as immigrants and 

guest. This arrangement appears to sabotage all efforts at galvanising national 

identities. This observation is correct across other African societies and appears 

impregnable as ethnic groups struggle to assert political authority within their 

culturally bounded enclave, advancing cultural traits and symbolic resources 

that promote internal cohesion and differences from others. In Nigeria, such a 

flagrant bottom-up display of ethnic chauvinism reinforces political elites’ 

struggles to usurp power and have continued to constrain the ability to realise 

the ideal democratic ethos (Ojie 2016).

  Although the idea of a federation in many African countries was to 

manage the diversities and reduce potential challenges of multiculturalism 

(Smith 2007; Suberu 2009; Abbink 2011), the “entrenched ethnic 

territorialisation”, as well as the reinforcing manipulation of “immigrant 

metaphor” by political elites, means that ethnic violence and persistent 

centrifugal inclinations will continue to be strong possibilities in African 

democracies (Jenkins 2012: 596).  In the same vein, Dickovick (2014) argues 
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that the elitist, top-down political structures including fiscal centralism, party 

dominance, among others, of these countries have constituted an interlocking 

web of centralisation that contradicts many assumptions about African federal 

politics. This centralisation structure subterraneously reinforces competitive 

politics among ethnoreligious entrepreneurs, so that groups with more 

significant numerical strengths dominate the body of politics to the disadvantage 

of the minority groups. Such sectarianism “distort and thoroughly truncate the 

democratic values of justice and equity” (Ojie 2016: 548) that “ethnicity 

functions as a liberationist ideology, providing aggrieved groups a pedestal for 

seeking redress and state reconfiguration” (Osaghae 2004: 229). Consequently, 

the African continent is rift with internecine political movements, many of which 

promotes the language of secession as a rallying cry of negotiation. 

In Ethiopia, the literature suggests that ethnically based historical 

injustices and inequalities triggered the subjugated peoples to revitalise their 

ethnic identity and to articulate ethnic-based political movements against the 

ruling Amhara elites. Initiated by the Ethiopian Student Movement (ESM), a 

coalition of ethnic- regional movements led by the Tigray People’s Liberation 

Front (TPLF) fought against the over-centralised assimilationist Amhara-

dominated regime to allow for a “revolutionary democracy” under the umbrella 

of the Ethiopian People’s Revolutionary Democratic Front (EPRDF) (Abbay 

2004; Hagmann and Abbink 2011; Halabo 2019). According to Abbay (2004), 

the absolutist policy of the Derg regime created a homogenising idea of 

Ethiopian society privileged on the Amharic language at the expense of other 

Ethiopian languages, thereby favouring a state policy of “intense 

Amharanisation” and created what scholars called “a prison-house of nations” 

(p. 595). Secondly, by promoting an exclusionist version of Ethiopian history, 

subordinated ethnic-regional elites reacted by seeking their history with their 

heroes and villains (Abbay 2004; Halabo 2019).

Consequently, the declining democratic quality of equity and justice, with 

concomitant differences in living standards in the country continued to nurture 

centrifugal inclinations, which in turn prepared the ethnonational landscape for 

conflict (Abbay 2004; Abbink 2006; Halabo 2019). By its continued policy of 

violence and inherent discriminatory economic, cultural, and political institution, 

the Derg regime provoked the disgruntled Trigayan elites who formed TPLF to 

invoke Trigayan ethnic nationalism as a means of mobilising the people for an 
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ethnic nationalist insurgency between 1975 and 1991. Upon dislodging the Derg 

from the saddle of power, the TPLF dominated EPRDF adopted an 

accommodative policy of ethnic-based federal system with a constitutional right 

to ethnic self-determination up to secession to address the problem of 

nationalism; preferring a negotiated secession for Eritrea and devolved power to 

the various ethnic communities in the rest of Ethiopia (Abbay 2004; Halabo 

2019). 

Recently, an ethnic Sidama – led by different Liberation Movements 

including Sidama Liberation Movement (SLM), Sidama People’s Liberation 

Front (SPLF), Sidama Liberation Front (SLF) – voted overwhelmingly to form 

their self-governing region in a referendum vote in which about 99.7% turned 

out (Paravicini 2019). Like Ethiopia, Nigeria came into independence in 1960 as 

a centrifugal union of three large ethnic regions in what looked like a 

concatenation of multicultural federation (Suberu 2009; Ojie 2016). The British 

colonial administration in Nigeria institutionalised three central ethnic-based 

regions in general and the oversized northern region (the base of Hausa-Fulani 

ethnic group) in particular. This system fuelled ethnic majority chauvinism, 

minority insecurity and inter-regional polarisation that results in several conflicts 

leading to the attempted secession of the Igbo ethnic Biafra in the Eastern 

region between 1967-1970 (Suberu 2009; Attah 2013).  At independence, the 

political atmosphere in Nigeria was already polarised around geo-ethnic 

interest, with political parties and voting patterns significantly reflecting 

ethnonational divisions (Ojie 2016). The failure of leadership and the crises of 

state and governance have created messiah in ethnoreligious elites that 

ethnonational liberation movements have continued to reverberate. 

At some point in Nigerian history, many ethnic-regional or minority 

groups have nurtured the idea of secession. The premier of the Northern 

Nigeria, Sir Ahmadu Bello had described Amalgamation as “the mistake of 

1914” (Akomolafe 2016).  In 1953 the northern elites were the first to threaten 

secession should Nigeria become independence in 1956 due to perceived 

disadvantage. Also, in 1965, Isaac Boro declared the Delta Peoples Republic in 

his quest to protest his oil rich Ijaw. Since then, the threat of secession has 

become an essential element of the political bargain in Nigeria’s federalism 

(Njoku 2002b; Tamuno 2008). The problem with Nigeria is that the construction 

of national identity has been couched in falsehood by successive leaders. The 
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inclination to dominate the political space by ethnic entrepreneurs had become 

a significant setback for addressing the “National question” leading to a 

politicisation of identity.  Unlike the EPRDF in Ethiopia, Onuoha (2012) argues 

that the inability of successive Nigerian leaders to address the “national 

questions” opened a mosaic of ethnoreligious militia groups who served as 

liberationist for their ethnic people upon the return to democracy in 1999. In 

particular, the “Igbo question” has become a significant object of debate in the 

Nigerian political union since the Biafran war. 

The Igbo ethnic group, through its various radical civil society 

organisations, have continued to champion Igbo ethnic nationalism, re-enacting 

the spirit of Biafra within Nigerian public sphere. Since the emergence of the 

Movement for the Actualisation of the Sovereign State of Biafra (MASSOB), 

many neo-Biafran movements have emerged with the Indigenous People of 

Biafra (IPOB) movement currently leading the struggle for Biafran 

independence. 

African historians have argued that colonial partitioning of ethnicity and 

or creation of artificial states provide a strong incentive for secessionist 

ambitions across Africa. According to Eyoh (2007), differential patterns of 

incorporation of ethnonational communities into state and economy provoke 

groups to challenge intercommunal inequalities in the distribution of political, 

economic, and symbolic power. In the post-colonial Cameroon, for instance, the 

author recounted that the defeat of Germany in the first world war led to the 

division of the territory into three leagues of nations: The Southern and Northern 

Cameroons (administered by British) and Eastern Cameroon (administered by 

France). East Cameroon had independence in 1960 – with the appellation of La 

Republique du Cameroun. The UN stipulation suggested that the independence 

of Northern and Southern Cameroons was contingent upon the choice to either 

join Nigeria or East Cameroon. While the north elected to join Nigeria, southern 

Cameroonians voted overwhelmingly, in February 1961 plebiscite, for 

reunification with La Republique du Cameroun and the subsequent creation of a 

two-state federation as West and East Cameroon, respectively. According to All 

Anglophone Conference of 1993, the hope was that the union would establish a 

loose federation that respects the bicultural society in which the distinct heritage 

of each of the partners to the union would flourish (Anyefru 2008). Observers 

argue that the abrupt revocation of the terms of this union by former president 
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Ahidjo – who introduced a unitary state known as the United Republic of 

Cameroon - and the subsequent reversion to the appellation of La Republique 

du Cameroun by President Paul Biya, as well as apparent domination, 

perceived exclusion and marginalisation of the anglophones, triggered the idea 

of secessionism among the anglophone elites (Eyoh 2007; Anyefru 2008; 

Dicklitch 2011; Okereke 2018). 

Initiated by the Southern Cameroons National Council (SCNC), a 

combination of pro-independence forces and groups including the Ambazonian 

Military Force (AMF), the Southern Cameroons Defence Force (SCDF) has 

taken up the spotlight of secession for the anglophone, offering a glimmer of 

cohesive, organised Ambazonian fighting force (Dicklitch 2011; Browne 2019b). 

In Kenya, the Mombasa Republican Council (MRC) – a secessionist 

group – is the leading group for the independence of Kenya’s Indian Ocean 

Coast (Mwakugu 2005; Chonghaile 2012). The MRC accuses the government 

of marginalising the indigenous ethnic groups living along the coast, which is 

also the centre of tourism. The speakers for the group invoked earlier debates 

on colonial treaties and the autonomy of the coast and change or blur details of 

these historical events to legitimate their argument (Willis and Gona 2012). 

These retellings are both a source of power and the plasticity of claims to 

historical knowledge that shapes secessionist arguments in a region marked by 

different voices and patronage, as well as a shared sense of marginalisation. 

The same strategy of the invocation of historical events characterises the 

secessionist narratives of the Metabeland in Zimbabwe led by the Mthwakazi 

Liberation Front (MLF) (Ndlovu-Gatsheni 2013; Ndlovu 2019). This recollection 

is anchored on politics of identity and reframed in ways that make sense of the 

underlying state of regional political marginalisation, ethnonational frustration, 

and resentments of domination.   

Clifford Geertz identified two powerful motives that characterise ethnic, 

nationalistic revolution and the obstacle therein. These include (1) the desire to 

be recognised as responsible agents whose wishes, acts, hopes, and opinions 

matter, and (2) the desire to build an efficient, dynamic modern state (Geertz 

1996: 40). He calls the first motive “notice oriented”, and the second as 

“practical orientated”. The notice-oriented motive seeks to exert public 

recognition of ethnic identity in the society as people with essence and worth, 

while the practically oriented motive demand for progress, for a rising standard 
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of living, more effective political order, a greater social justice in such a society 

(Geertz 1996: 41). Against the backdrop of the institutionalisation of 

ethnoreligious divides in Africa by colonial administrators, the revolutionary 

ambition of most African secessionist movements is both notice-oriented and 

practical-oriented. Sometimes, advocates of secessionism construct identities, 

not along ethnic faultlines, but along shared sense of marginalisation with the 

other. Geertz appears to argue in favour of the fact that citizenship has become 

more and more negotiable in a genuinely modern state in terms of personal 

significance. Therefore, the demand to exist and have a name is primarily fired 

by the humiliating sense of exclusion from important centres of power in world 

society.  Consequently, the tension arising from this type of pressures takes a 

severe and chronic form in the new states of Africa because of the impending 

effect of people’s sense of self as bound up in the actualities of blood, race, 

language, locality, religion, or tradition. Besides, the steadily “accelerating 

importance of the sovereign state as a positive instrument for the realisation of 

collective aims” is also a factor (Geertz 1996: 41). 

2.4. The role of Diasporas in African Social Movements
Scholars of civil war and secessionism have used different concepts to 

explain the involvement of migrants to their homeland politics. From “long-

distance nationalism” to “transnational activism”, the notion of “diasporanism” 

has provided a framework within which to assess the experience of exiled and 

culturally alienated and the characteristics shared by people living outside their 

country of origin particularly in the context of homeland politics and 

development. According to Adamson (2013), diasporas consist of population 

and actors unique in their external and internal presence. In other words, they 

exist “outside the state … but inside the people (p.63). Traditionally, the 

application of the diaspora community to ethnic groups associated with the fate 

of the Jewish people, then to those displaced for religious and political reasons, 

such as Armenians and Palestinians, leading to a historical questioning of the 

lack of its application to the African community “despite the common experience 

of a dramatic uprooting accompanied by geographical dispersion” (Fabre and 

Benesch 2004: xiv).

Implicitly, a shared sense of collective memory, kinship and solidarity 

stimulate a liberationist ideology among the diaspora community that shapes 

political movements and development in their homeland. A study from Koinova 



30

(2013) suggests conditions and mechanisms through which diaspora 

mobilisation becomes radical or moderate, strong, or weak and developed four 

types of diaspora mobilisation including radical/strong, radical/weak, 

moderate/strong, and moderate/weak. She argues that periods of high violence 

in the homeland are more likely to induce radical diaspora mobilization, while 

periods of low-level violence led to moderate behaviour, all of which are often 

fired by transnational linkages of leading secessionist elites.

In the context of the struggle for Biafran Independence, the secessionist 

aspirations of various pro-Biafra groups are designed and strengthened by 

members in the diaspora. The emergence of the IPOB was decided mainly by 

those in diaspora against the backdrop of internal crises in MASSOB, as most 

of her pioneer leaders were based abroad (Idachaba and Nneli 2018). It is 

argued that funds from Igbos in the diaspora were used to establish the 

movement and its chief tool of engagement, Radio Biafra. Social movements 

also invoke diaspora support when the state react to a non-violent protest with 

repression, leading to the human right violation or when moderate elites start 

losing credibility that they can achieve the secessionist goal (Koinova 2010; 

Idachaba and Nneli 2018; Okereke 2018).  In Cameroon, for example, the 

arrest and detention of leaders of the Cameroon Anglophone Civil Society 

Consortium (CACSC) and subsequent proscription of the organisation invoked 

a spiral of radicalisation within the Anglophone diaspora who took over the 

leadership of the organisation and changed the initial quest for the restoration of 

two-state federation with the demand for a separate state of Ambazonia 

(Okereke 2018). A common threat prompts a typical response from diaspora 

circle as formerly inactive diaspora members can become mobilised. In Kosovo, 

a study by Koinova (2010) suggests the transformative effect of the state-

sponsored massacre of an entire extended family of a KLA commander as it 

motivated tacit support in the diaspora. In Eritrea, Hirt and Saleh Mohammad 

(2018) analysed the role played by exiled Eritreans in contributing to the 

success of EPLF. The EPLF established itself as a transnational organisation 

and gained legitimacy by organising exiled Eritreans into a mass organisation 

whose member supported the struggle back home by making donations and by 

attending festivals and cultural events (Hirt and Saleh Mohammad 2018: 235). 

Relatedly, the IPOB movement attracted more sympathy both home and, in the 
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diaspora, following the brutal response of the Nigerian state against peaceful 

supporters.

The state can also use the diaspora community to deflate anti-regime 

information, create a hegemonic social construct in which youths feel part of a 

national movement that defies the constant threat to their homeland (Hirt 2014). 

Contemporary secessionist movements in Africa are primarily promoted by 

diaspora members who now compare their host-country with their homeland in 

terms of respect to human rights, the rule of law and general terms of 

governance and democratic structures. As diaspora reflect the ideological, 

ethnic, and religious model of the homeland – what has come to be a 

witnessing of the globalisation of domestic politics – and as inequalities 

continue to thrive in African democracies, their influences in homeland conflict 

will only be imagined.

 2.5. Ethnic Identities and the rise of ethnopolitical movements in Nigeria
One of the legacies of colonialism in Nigeria is the enthronement of 

ethnoreligious identities – a kind that undermines national identity and opposes 

national interest. Nigeria as a nation is a concatenation of several nationalities, 

and therefore, even before the colonial rule, ethnic identities have become an 

essential factor for defining the scope and tenor of socio-political intercourse 

(Osimen et al. 2013).  While academic and anecdotal arguments seem to 

suggest that ethnic diversity is a positive indicator of conflict, Wimmer and 

Cederman (2009) show that this is not entirely true. They demonstrate that 

highly diverse societies are not more conflict-prone. Instead, societies or states 

rooted in an inevitable ethnopolitical institutionalisation is more likely to 

experience violent conflicts. First, they recognised that the modern state is not 

an ethnically neutral actor or a mere arena for political competition, but “a 

central object of and participant in an ethnopolitical power struggle” (Wimmer et 

al. 2009: 317). In this view, a nation-state is assumed to be governed in the 

name of the people, providing incentives to align political loyalties along ethnic 

divides. To gain legitimacy, therefore, political elites in the control of executive-

level state powers will, more likely, favour co-ethnics when deciding with whom 

to ally and to whom to distribute public goods (Ibid). The major departure of this 

argument is that where ethnicity is institutionalised, it is not the diversity that 

breeds conflict. Instead, it is a configuration of ethnic inequalities and injustice in 
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the system of state politics that breeds mistrust among ethnics. Where this 

exclusion is apparent, the tendencies to reset it always take primordial paths.  

This argument resonates with this study in the analysis of ethnicity in Nigeria.

Eke (2004) insisted that the persistence of local identities and ethnicity in 

Africa is rooted in a lack of individual trust in the state by which individuals have 

continued to align with their kin as more states are created. Thus, “the bonds of 

mistrust between states and the individuals in Africa are replaced with the 

bonds of moral sentiments binding individuals who share a common ethnicity” 

(Ekeh 2004: 36). 

In Nigeria, the categorisation of ethnic groups into mainly three dominant 

groups - Igbo, Hausa-Fulani, and Yoruba - not only served as a potent means of 

disagreement among leaders of these three groups but also highlighted a point 

of concern from minority elements who feared domination, marginalisation, and 

suppression from the three major ethnic groups. Second, the founding fathers 

could not champion a Nigeria national identity that could bring cohesion and 

unity of purpose.  In 1952, the late Prime Minister of Nigeria, Alhaji Abubakar 

Tafawa Belewa was reported to have said in a speech to the northern House of 

Assembly, Kaduna, that:

‘The Southern people who are swarming into this region daily in 

large numbers are intruders. We do not want them, and they are 

not welcome here in the North. Since the amalgamation in 1914, 

the British Government has been trying to make Nigeria into one 

country, but the Nigerian people are different in every way, 

including religion, custom, language and aspiration. The fact that 

we are all Africans might have misguided the British Government. 

We here in the north, take it that ‘Nigeria unity’ is not for us.’ 

(Akomolafe 2016: 94)

This lack of shared ideology and belief in the Nigerian state has 

subsisted in the social, political, and economic machination of the country to 

date. Thus, ethnic pluralism may not entirely be the condition for ethnic 

conflicts. Instead, enough condition is that ethnicity is mobilised and 

manipulated in pursuance of personal and group interests. This argument 

intersects with situational theory, which sees ethnicity as a rational 
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behaviour adopted consciously, functionally to bring about change when it is 

invoked. In this sense, ethnicity becomes a tool to fight socio-political and 

economic exclusion (Bijukumar 2014). As such, exclusion linked to social 

identities, resource allocations and power relations become vital 

mechanisms through which ethnic movements and extremist activities are 

acceptable. The idea of social exclusion in this context is the denial of 

access to opportunities, public goods, public offices and institutions and self-

respect of ethnic members in the public sphere of such a society. 

Unfortunately, the literature on social movement has paid little 

attention to the study of ethnic identity politics and its connectedness to the 

new indices of pro-independent movements across the world. Research on 

identity and protest emphasised the violent or rebellious element. However, 

it paid less attention to ethnic and national movements, in particular, “the 

borderland between contentious and routine politics” (Tarrow 2012) or the 

signification of primordial, situational and constructivist ontology to social 

movement mobilisations. While some scholarly work has begun to fill this 

gap, it can be argued that research on ethnic-nationalist conflict and social 

movements have remained regrettably separate in ways that limit the 

understanding of the political rootedness of ethnic identity politics in the 

repertoire of social movements (Muro 2015). To put our discussion in 

context, a brief overview of some select ethnonationalism organisations or 

movements in Nigeria will guide our understanding of the primordial, 

instrumental, and constructive character of ethnic national movements in 

Nigeria.  

2.5.1. The Oodua People’s Congress 

The Oodua People’s Congress (OPC) is a Yoruba socio-cultural group (one of 

the main three ethnic groups in Nigeria) founded on the premise of primordial 

cultural linearity of the Yoruba people, particularly against the backdrop of the 

annulment of the June 12 Presidential election won by late Chief Moshood 

Abiola (Ikelegbe 2005; Guichaoua 2009). The OPC, which was founded in 1994 

by Fredrick Fasehun, challenged the state through the character of ‘moral 

ethnicity’ and political tribalism. According to Berman, “moral ethnicity” 

describes the invention of ethnicity that emerge “through internal struggles over 
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the moral economy and political legitimacy tied to the definition of the ethnic 

community”.  “Political tribalism”, on the other hand, describes “the external 

conflicts over differential access to resources of modernity and economic 

accumulation” (Berman 1998: 305).  Observers have indicated that the 

precarious lawlessness and grassroots political manoeuvring institutionalised 

political impunity that provides incentives for self-help, moral ethnicity, political 

tribalism, and ethnic-based civil authority (Berman 1998; Osaghae 1999; 

Ikelegbe 2001). The OPC championed self-determination and autonomy for the 

Yoruba people based on deep-rooted ethnic-based political grievances, 

“following frustrated promises of democratic transition and fierce repression” of 

the military administration (Guichaoua 2009: 526). Empirical findings suggest 

that the OPC movement enjoyed the legitimacy of the Yoruba nation, with 

massive grassroots acceptance.  Like the IPOB, social factors such as poverty, 

lack of education or unemployment (variables mostly applicable to the 

organisation of such grassroots enlistment) did not influence the movement. 

Instead, members were relatively well educated, mostly in employment (earning 

an average of USD27 at that period) and mostly married (Guichaoua 2007) but 

were influenced by common ethnic ideologies of emancipation and survival. 

Unlike the IPOB, the OPC carried arms and used violent means to pursue its 

agitation.

2.5.2. The Arewa Consultative Forum 

The Arewa Consultative Forum (ACF) is an umbrella organisation for the 

Hausa-Fulani ethnic group, which emerged as a countervailing force to the 

resurgence of ethnic-regional groupings in the south (Olayode 2010).  The 

primary interest of ACF, as suggested by Olayode, was to revive the idea of a 

‘monolithic north’ championed by the defunct Northern People’s Congress 

(NPC) under the leadership of Ahmedu Bello. A critical element of coercion 

used by this group, which distinguish them from the Igbo and to a lesser extent 

the Yoruba, is the diffusion of Islamic faith and “a tradition of large-scale rule 

through centralised authoritarian states” (Olayode 2010: 13). By basing the 

organisation on a religious foundation of Islam, the ACF commands some level 

of compulsion on the part of the ethnic masses, producing a pattern of 

clientelism that inhibits opposition, even from within the regular members of the 

ruling echelon. 
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The ACF’s main objective is to foster and strengthen the foundation of 

the northern unity in the context of “one Nigeria” and have severally opposed 

the clamour for national restructuring, secession, resource control or true 

federalism which forms the basis of ethnic-regional nationalism in the south 

(Inyang 2017). Olayode insists that this opposition has some connection with 

the potential of losing out its structural dominance, which has been the basis of 

political hegemony since independence. In the spirit of this stance, a coalition of 

the northern youth forum, under the aegis of Arewa Youth Consultative Forum 

(AYCF) on June 6, 2017, issued a three-month ultimatum to Igbos residing in 

the nineteen northern states to relocate from the region or face forceful ejection 

(Sabiu 2017). 

2.5.3. The Niger-Delta Movements

As part of the struggle for recognition, fairness and equity, the Niger-Delta 

region has had different groups seeking self-determination and autonomy at 

one point or resource control at the other. The socioeconomic crises arising 

from prolonged misrule, institutional neglect by both government and oil 

companies, as well as the sharpening nexus between regional, ethnic, and 

religious cleavages in the country and minority sub-nationalism revived 

rebellious pro-Niger Delta consciousness among the youth of the region 

(Ikelegbe 2001; Osaghae 2008; Courson 2011). 

Historically, the earliest post-independence act of resistance in the Niger-

Delta was in 1966, when Adaka Boro and his 59-man Niger-Delta volunteer 

service (NDVS) declared “The Niger Delta Republic, distinct and separate from 

Nigeria” (Courson 2011: 25). This declaration was a reaction to what they 

perceive as social neglect, ethnic chauvinism, political marginalisation, and 

economic deprivation of the region. Later, other organisations such as the 

Movement for the Survival of Ogoni People (MOSOP) came on board to 

permanently wrest their ecology from Shell and force the Nigerian state to 

accept their right to control their land and the proceeds from there (Obi 1997). 

Today we have the Movement for Emancipation of the Niger Delta (MEND), the 

Niger Delta Avengers (NDA) and other militia group fighting for the liberation of 

Niger Delta from the shackles of socio-economic and political destitution. The 

militia style of these movements has not only led to more global attention being 

focused in the situation of the region but also suggestive of the idea of 
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conscripting one of their sons as Nigeria’s Vice President in the 2007 elections, 

wherefrom he later became the substantive Nigerian president. Their struggles 

have also favoured the region in terms of the thirteen per cent derivation of oil 

revenues. 

Our point of interest here is not to give a detailed review of these 

movements since it is not the focus of this study. However, it is essential to note 

that social movements based on ethnic ideologies and identities have always 

characterised the Nigerian state. 

2.5.4. The Ohanaeze Ndigbo and the rise of Neo-Biafra Movements

Since the end of the Nigerian-Biafran war in 1970, the “Igbo question” has 

continued to be a significant element of Nigeria’s political discourse. Among the 

Igbo ethnic group, the palpable feeling of disquiet, alienation, and victimisation 

has continued to resonate since the end of the war and have produced two 

significant phases: the classic, petty-bourgeois first generational Igbo nation 

nationalism and the radical grassroots second generational Igbo nationalism 

(Onuoha 2014; Nwangwu 2018). Scholars suggest the objectionable 

implementation of post-war resettlement and peace-building initiatives, as well 

as the apparent progressive anti-Igbo, polices since 1970 account for this. 

Duruji (2009) noted that the end of war signalled the genesis of deliberate 

social, political, and economic policies aimed at reducing the capacity of Ndi 

Igbo to challenge the dominance of the Nigerian state. The bifurcation of the 

former eastern region to exclude the oil-producing areas was among the first 

calculated economic asphyxiation and subtle political attempt to dominate the 

Igbo ethnic group. Accordingly, the horror of the war and the concomitant socio-

political and economic, as well as bureaucratic disempowerment of the Igbo 

continued to grow latent secessionist ideology at the hearts of many 

generations of Igbos (Duruji 2012a; Onuoha 2014; Nwangwu 2018).  

The Ohaneze-Ndigbo was among the first generation elite-led Igbo 

nation nationalism, created in 1976 to champion a collective ill-will against, and 

promoting the self-determination thesis within, the Nigerian federation (Olayode 

2010). Other organisations included the Aka-Ikenga, Alaigbo Development 

Foundation (ADF), South East Movement (SEM), Ndi-Igbo Liberation Forum 

(NLF), Igbo Question Movement (IQM) among others (Nwangwu 2018). 
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Ohanaeze means community, the people, and their leaders. The Igbo 

operate a republican system of government whereby the leader (Eze) is a mere 

messenger of the people (Oha) to do their bidding as his potentials would allow. 

However, the central authority remains with the gathering of the people 

(Assembly). Ohanaeze, therefore, “symbolises a leadership directed by the 

people” – a perfect example of the modern-day democracy (Ibid 11). In this 

context, the creation of Ohanaeze-Ndigbo, among others, was to serve as a 

unifying point of reference for all the Igbo people, both home and in the 

diaspora, in providing collective leadership in matters affecting the interest, 

solidarity and general welfare of Ndigbo in the context of the Nigerian state. As 

a non-partisan, non-sectarian organisation, Ohanaeze has committed itself to 

“the principle of freedom, equality, justice, free enterprise and the struggle to 

preserve the corporate existence of the Igbo” imbued in mutual prosperity, 

mutual coexistence, and submissiveness to the will of God (Ibid 12).

The legitimacy of the Ohanaeze-Ndigbo as a socio-cultural organisation 

began to whittle-down when the partisan political vision of members began to 

usurp the collective aspiration of Ndigbo. This development started when 

Ohanaeze aligned with Hausa-Fulani led National Party of Nigeria, which saw 

the emergence of Dr Alex Ekwueme as vice-president against the Nnamdi 

Azikiwe-led Nigeria People’s Party (Nwangwu 2018). Olayode (2010) claimed 

that the capacity to make a strong central voice represented by Ohanaeze, in 

the context of the trumpeted political vision of the Ndigbo, is thwarted by a 

compromising lack of political structure needed to sanction dissident members 

who put personal and party interest above the collective vision of the Igbo. 

Unlike Afenifere and the Arewa, Ohanaeze does not have the moral charters 

that empower it to sanction its members; politicians are at liberty to accept or 

reject its moral proposition. 

Ohanaeze was accused of representing and promoting the interest of 

petit bourgeois such as the South-East governors, members of National 

Assembly (NASS), professionals, Igbo intelligentsia, Igbo business moguls, 

royal fathers, and clergy. Their tendency for mainstream-inclusivity subtly 

alienates them from the popular wishes and aspiration of the Igbo grassroots 

population.  Consequently, the lumpen Igbo grassroots exploited the widening 

democratic space since 29th May 1999 to openly express their discontents, 

invoking the ideology of radical ethnonationalism secessionist inclination. 
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2.5.4.1 The IPOB and other Radical Pro-Biafran Organisations
The Indigenous People of Biafra (IPOB) is currently the most vibrate neo-

Biafran movements in the second generational Igbo nationalism phase. This 

phase is championed mainly by the masses which dominate the various youth-

led Igbo nationalists organisations dating back to 1999 when Raph Uwazurike 

established the Movement for the Actualisation of the Sovereign State of Biafra 

(MASSOB) (Okonta 2014; Nwangwu 2018). Couched in the Gandhian principle 

of pacifism and non-violent strategy, MASSOB adopted the strategy of civil 

disobedience to promote peaceful and orderly “disengagement” of the Igbo 

nation from Nigerian project into an alternative political and administrative 

arrangement. Since the resuscitation of the “ghost of Biafra” by MASSOB, 

several neo-Biafran movements, some of which are a splinter group from 

MASSOB, have emerged. These include the Biafra Youth Congress (BYC), 

MASSOB International, Biafra Liberation Council (BLC), Biafra Zionist 

Movement (BZM), IPOB, Biafra Independent Movement (BIM), and Coalition of 

Biafra Liberation Group (COBLIG) (Onuoha 2018). Collectively, these groups 

have re-enacted Biafra identity and debate within the Igbo community and in 

mainstream political discourse in Nigeria; something that was considered a 

taboo before their formations. 

The IPOB and BZM were founded by younger elements within MASSOB 

who alleged that the MASSOB leader, Uwazurike, has compromised the 

struggle on the altar of personal enrichment and mismanagement of group fund. 

They perceived his enduring pacifism in the face of unwarranted and iron-fisted 

brutality of the Nigerian state as cowardice.  These two groups represent the 

organised expression of a more militant pro-Biafran tendency that has emerged 

among a younger generation which believed the gradualist engagement of 

Uwazurike with Nigerian state has failed (SBM 2017). 

On March 8, 2014, the BZM seized Enugu State government house for 

four hours, hoisted flags and banners of the Republic of Biafra until security 

forces repelled them (Adibe 2014). The leader of the group, Benjamin Onwuka 

– a London trained lawyer – declared: 

“what we did on the 8th is to confirm the independence of the 

Republic of Biafra which we successfully did. The reason we did it 

was to show Biafran people that the hope for Biafra is still alive 
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and nothing shall quench the aspiration of the Biafran people to be 

independent” (cited in Adibe 2014).

On June 5, the group attempted to seize the Enugu State Broadcasting Service 

and television station to formally declare the defunct Republic of Biafra before 

they were arrested (Ibid). 

A British Nigerian, Nnamdi Kanu, started the IPOB. Kanu, who was 

marginally known within the Nigerian public sphere, started to make headlines 

in Nigeria after he solicited for arms at the World Igbo Congress held in Los 

Angeles in 2015. At the conference, he told his audience “we need guns, and 

we need bullets”; he has also threatened “if they fail to give us Biafra, Somalia 

will look like a paradise” (Egbejule and Anyadike 2016). The popularity of Kanu 

and IPOB scaled up after he was arrested on October 14, 2015 and 

incarcerated for almost two years. The protests that followed for his release and 

the brutality of Nigerian security agency not only compounded the pervasive 

sense of alienation within the Igbo community but appears to have drawn more 

people into the ranks of IPOB. 

The IPOB prided itself as the original owners of communities and 

inhabitants of Biafrafaland and aimed to restore Biafra along pre-colonial lines. 

The group has asked the Nigerian state to organise a referendum to determine 

Biafran union with Nigeria. Although the group maintained a non-violence 

approach through its peaceful street protest and sit-ins, their intolerance to 

opposing discussion about Biafra and their vitriolic and provocative 

communication approach in the argument for Biafra can be considered verbal 

violence, which is counterproductive for the realisation of Biafra. Unlike BZM, 

which seeks a restoration of Biafra in coup-like approach, the IPOB’s radical 

approach is in its communicative action; the group’s message is not only 

inflammatory but can be offensive to attract support from other ethnic groups 

who are also victims of inglorious lousy leadership in Nigeria. However, the 

popularity of Kanu’s radio programme suggests groundswell support for Biafra, 

which is fuelled by the pervasive local sense of alienation and marginalisation. 

Nevertheless, despite a common interest to restore Biafra amongst neo-

Biafra groups, their differences in ideas and concept of Biafra tend to place 

them at the cross purpose and leads to uncoordinated efforts and actions. For 

example, the BZM once asked Biafra supporters to ignore IPOB’s sit-at-home 

order in 2018 and gather at the Enugu State government House for the 
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declaration and hoisting of the Biafra flag (Njoku et al. 2018).  Similarly, the ex-

MASSOB leader, Uwazurike, was reported to have described Kanu as a 

fraudulent individual whose interest was to destroy the agenda of MASSOB 

(Anan 2017), as the IPOB also took a swipe on the ex-MASSOB leader who is 

now the leader of Biafra Independence Movement (BIM), describing him as a 

failure to Biafra project (Uzuaro 2019). While the IPOB insists people sit at 

home on May 30 as the authentic and official date for Biafra celebration, 

Uwazurike’s BIM/MASSOB ordered celebrant to come out and celebrate 

(Onwuchekwa 2017). This cross purpose and factionalised concept of Biafra 

has resulted in some observers describing Biafra as a “nation divided against 

itself” (Chiluwa 2018). 

2.6. The political role of the Internet and Implications for social 
movements

2.6.1. Contextualising the political role of the Internet

The political role of the internet is recognised as one of its most robust and most 

essential characteristics since the mid-1990s. In the social mainstream 

discussion, the political role of the internet has dominated scholarly debates. 

From debates about its impact on elections to concerns about privacy and 

surveillance; from debates about participation and the new repertoire of 

collective action open to citizens to becoming the alternative channel of 

journalism, the internet has evolved from a collaborative tool for scientists to 

become a fundamental part of political communication (Chadwick and Howard 

2009). One crucial defining feature of the internet that sets it apart from other 

media is its decentralising architecture that not only defies diverse types of 

institutional and societal control but also allows forms of communication that 

transcend geographic boundaries (Ben Moussa 2011). In his review of the role 

of the internet in public opinion formation, Savigny (2002: 5) argues that the 

internet offers the potential to revolutionise political communication and the 

nature of public opinion expression and formation. In that sense, the medium 

and the message is free to allow and to democratise opinion formation through 

interactivity. Gibson and Ward (2000), while reviewing the significant 

implications of the internet on political communication, argue that the internet 
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changes the nature of communication in five crucial ways compared with the 

traditional media:

1. Volume – far more substantial quantities of information can be sent 

compared with previous modes of media communication.

2. Speed – compression of data and more space for communication 

decrease the amount of time it takes to send a message

3. Format – the style of the message sent is changed as the combination of 

print and electronic communication allow information to be sent in audio, 

video, and text form.

4. Direction – the possibilities for two-way and truly interactive or 

synchronous communication are greatly expanded on the web, given the 

more significant space and the speed for information transformation. 

Besides, the horizontal or lateral communication between groups and 

individuals is also dramatically enhanced due to the immediacy of 

hypertext linkage between sites.

5. Individual control – given opening of control over the direction in the 

sending and receiving of messages, power is decentralised to the 

individual consumer who has the choice of what to view, and also 

perhaps more significantly, what to publish (Gibson and Ward 2000: 304)

Existing literature suggests that there is a sharp divide between technological 

optimists and pessimist. The optimists put greater hope on the ability of the 

internet to bolster a faltering democratic system whereby the primacy of the 

traditional media and political actors as formers of public opinion is challenged. 

Commentators argue that the internet has transformed and enhanced 

traditional campaign culture, empowering the citizen to initiate their campaigns 

without the traditional media gatekeeping (Davis et al. 2009; Gibson 2015). 

Gibson, for instance, argues that the internet has re-engineered political 

processes such that a new grassroots-based mode of “citizen-initiated 

campaigning” is challenging the dominant professionalised model of campaign 

management (Gibson 2015: 183). Significantly, the advent of social media 

platforms, such as Twitter, Facebook, YouTube, and blog, has further reinforced 

a fresh wave of technological optimism (Loader and Mercea 2011). Some 

prominent commentators (such as Benkler 2006 and Jenkins 2006) have all 
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argued for the inherent democratic capacities of communication technologies in 

the contemporary age. Their main argument is that networked media has the 

potential to re-configure communicative power relations, by providing the 

capacities for ordinary people to challenge the monopolistic control of media 

production and dissemination by more influential stakeholders in                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                        

a democratic society.  Extant research has suggested a positive impact of social 

media in facilitating democratic change and social mobilisation, as citizens have 

the power to individually monitor the affairs and actions of governments and 

corporate interest (Howard et al. 2011; Shirky 2011; Breuer et al. 2015). The 

point of convergence in these arguments is access to information and 

communication potential of the internet as an essential aspect of a truly 

democratic society (Haider 2009). 

However, other scholars have claimed that the internet may rather be 

reinforcing existing power relation as it not only exacerbates inequality of 

access to communication, but also can serve as democratic and authoritarian 

public sphere (Best and Wade 2009; Min 2010). Best and Wade argue that 

while the internet usage in the contemporary world promotes democratic 

processes, it is not consistent across the world as some regions do not enjoy a 

positive internet/democracy correlation. Similarly, Norris and Curtice (2008: 11) 

insist that the internet has only reinforced “politics as usual” in that the use of 

the internet as a mechanism to develop new participatory forms of interaction 

with parties and candidates or to widen the circle of those who are politically 

active, has failed to meet early optimistic prediction. Furthermore, Fisher and 

Boekkooi (2010: 204) provide evidence to suggest that the internet is more 

likely to promote “networked individualism” than as a tool for mobilising 

collective action and civic participation. In collective action mobilisation, their 

research suggests that the internet is more likely to mobilise isolated individuals 

who are less connected to a broader circle of people with whom they engage in 

a social movement activity. Their fundamental point of the argument is that 

those mobilised through mediated forms of communication also tended to come 

to the event alone as opposed to those mobilised through interpersonal 

communication and social ties. Thus, the potential of the internet in social 

mobilisation can better be discussed from social ties. Even when the internet 

promotes deliberative democracy, “it may be easy to speak on the internet but 

difficult to be heard” (Van Dijk 2012: 51). Therefore, a celebratory account of the 
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internet in the democratic process risks the chance of promoting technological 

utopianism advanced by the earlier experiment in digital democracy (Loader 

and Mercea 2011). 

For Bohman (2004: 135), the fundamental error of technological optimism 

and pessimism in the debate on the political role of the internet and technology-

mediated communication in a global democracy is the flaws of conceptual 

clarity. He argues that it is first necessary to look more closely at the 

requirements of publicity and how the internet might fulfil them to avoid leaping 

from innovative possibilities to unwarranted optimism about the internet’s 

contribution to global democracy. Reviewing the qualification of the internet as a 

public sphere, he contends that the sheer potential of the internet to become a 

public sphere is insufficient to establish democracy for two reasons. First, the 

“mediated many-to-many communication may increase interactivity without 

preserving the essential features of dialogue, such as responsive uptake”. 

Second, “the internet may be embedded in institutions that do not help in 

transforming its communicative space into the public sphere”.

Importantly, the primary political functions characterising new media 

technologies and the internet in the literature are summarised as follows: the 

capacity to provide a higher quantity of information, retrieval, and exchange to, 

and between, citizens and political actors; enhancing political debate, 

deliberation, and community formation; providing capacities for participation, 

mobilisation and political organisation within a democratic society. Mapping 

these functions on existing political usage of the internet, Chadwick (2006: 83) 

identifies four primary categories, namely e-democracy, e-mobilisation, e-

campaigning, and e-government. E-democracy refers to a variety of internet 

uses that might be “enhancing community cohesion, political deliberation, and 

participation”. E-mobilisation refers to the use of the internet “by interest groups 

and social movement for political recruitment, organising, and campaigning” (p 

114). E-campaigning is used to describe the “impact of the internet on parties 

and electoral campaigning”. Finally, e-government refers to how new 

technologies, the internet mediates through service delivery, constituency 

mobilisation and governance. 

The work of Dahlberg and Siapera (2007: 4-11) also informs theorization 

of the political role of the internet in this study. The authors identified three 

models of democracy, namely “liberal e-democracy”, “agonistic radical 
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democracy” and “autonomist models”. The liberal context of internet democracy 

is the most popular in the literature. The internet is thought to foster the depth 

and breadth of democracy and extends understandings and practices of political 

equality, liberty, and community. Whereas the pessimists conclude that a 

deeply entrenched hierarchical power relations exist on the internet, the radical 

democrats believe the internet provides an opportunity for marginalised groups 

to develop counter-discourses (including practices and cultures) that can 

challenge and resist domination (Ibid: 6). This radical view of the internet 

provides a practical analytical framework that accommodates the definition of 

political functions of the internet as framed in this study. 

2.6.2. Contextualising the democratic role of the Internet in Africa

The advent of the internet in Africa was welcomed with emancipatory 

utopianism. The democratic potential of the internet and its potential capabilities 

to decentralise information and communication that expands the horizon of an 

individual’s ability to evaluate political developments in the continent and the 

counter-hegemonic capabilities of citizen journalism are among the crucial 

features of the medium for Africa (Moyo 2011; Akinfemisoye 2013; Bailard 

2014). Africa has a unique democratic character, by which the accoutrements of 

democracy, including good governance, observance to the rule of law, and 

promotion of human rights appears to be deteriorating. As such the value of 

new media technologies – the internet and mobile telephony – lies in “providing 

multimedia platforms that allow greater democratic participation, inclusion and 

expression” (Banda et al. 2009: 2). Early writers on the emancipatory potential 

of electronic communication, proposed that by contributing to free speech (the 

lack of which is deeply entrenched in African society) and providing free flow of 

information, electronic communication exhibits the potential of empowering 

African citizens concerning the state, with beneficial effects of liberalisation and 

democratization initiatives (Ott and Rosser 2000). In the context of what 

Diamond (2015) refers to as “liberation technology”, – defined as “any form of 

information and communication technology that can expand political, social, and 

economic freedom” (Diamond 2015: 15), scholars argue for the increasing 

political awareness and participation of African citizens in the socio-political and 

economic event. The internet not only provides the capacity for African citizens 
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to scrutinise government for transparency and accountability but also in 

mobilising protest and exposing wrongdoing.

The events in Tunisia and Egypt have become a wake-up call for citizen 

upheavals in the African continent.  Since these revolutions, research has 

focused on the complexity of using new media – internet and social media – to 

mobilise political change (Howard and Hussain 2011; Khamis and Vaughn 

2011; Tufekci and Wilson 2012). First, the internet has enabled “cyberactivism”, 

which triggers street activism. Second, it has “encouraged civic engagement”, 

through aiding the mobilisation and organisation of protests and other forms of 

political expression. Third, it has “promoted a new form of citizen journalism”, 

which provides a platform for ordinary citizens to express themselves and 

document their version of reality (Khamis and Vaughn 2011).  

Cyberactivism denotes the act of using the internet to advance a political 

cause that is difficult to advance offline. Such activism involves “intellectually 

and emotionally compelling digital artefacts that tell stories of injustice, interpret 

the history and advocate for the political outcome” (Howard 2011:145 cited in 

Khamis and Vaughn 2011: 5). Through such activism, ethnic identities are 

increasingly springing up online that are also embedded in the political culture 

of injustice and domination in African public sphere. The internet has provided 

the capacity for civic engagement by increasing the political sensitivity of 

citizens to their countries and enabling them to participate in events that bring 

social change through citizen-based reporting. 

In this context of citizen journalism, the internet presents a new phase of 

political engagement and liberalisation in Africa. People can disseminate and 

share their tribulations in ways that could otherwise be impossible in an era 

when mainstream media are the only arbiter of ‘truth’. Reviewing the political 

use of the internet in Zimbabwe, Moyo suggests that the internet has become 

the “fifth estate” and serves as a “counter-hegemonic” space for subaltern 

ideological resistance (Moyo 2011: 751). In the same vein, Bohler-Muller and 

Van der Merwe (2011) argue that the internet reinforces the capacity to bring 

about political and social change in the African continent, adding that “the use 

thereof enhances opportunities for political participation and opens spaces for 

active citizenship” (p.1). The authors liked the internet with the ancient 

marketplace or townhall public space in African tradition, whereby common 

grievances are shared, arguing that social media provides the public space for 
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social interaction, information sharing, and fast and easy communication in 

Africa that tends to renegotiate power and authority in the political realm. 

Significantly, the internet has re-enacted hybrid identities that are embedded in 

local youth culture in Africa. Thus, African youths are now acutely exposed to 

globalised discourses of development and democracy and at the same time “in 

touch with the local dimension of exclusion and disempowerment” (Iwilade 

2013: 1058). 

In Nigerian politics, one fundamental value of new media – internet and 

social media – is the tendencies to shift the democratic locus of power in 

resistance politics from adult-driven interest groups to highly diverse, 

uncoordinated, and incongruent individual youths who express their dissent 

increasingly freely and effectively in the country. The January 2012 fuel subsidy 

protests in Nigeria, for example, mark the test of the political role of the internet 

in Nigeria’s politics. The protests were an initial compelling illustration of the 

political role of the internet in empowering citizens to challenge dominant 

discourses of state power and to protest perceived injustice in Nigeria. The 

simultaneity of information dissemination and sharing on social media such as 

Facebook and Twitter and the graphic live streaming of the event redefines the 

contour of political resistance and protest in Nigerian democracy. The new 

reverberation of pro-Biafra agitation on the internet sets new debate on the 

political role of the internet in anti-government mobilisation in Nigeria. 

 However, while the power of new media technology to revolutionise 

African democracy is highly plausible in the literature, scholars have also 

argued for the disruptive features of the internet in African political space (Okoro 

and Nwafor 2013; Bailard 2014; Olabamiji 2014; Ogola 2017b). Ogola (2017b), 

for instance, points to the emasculating effects of “celebratory narratives” of 

new technologies in Africa, arguing for the ubiquity of new media technologies 

in incubating some important alternative questions including “the capacity to 

exclude, neuter or appropriate popular voices”, as well as its “disruptive” 

capabilities in African politics. Such disruption, he contends, creates critical 

pockets of “indiscipline”, which variously challenge and confront power, often 

from the margins. Similarly, Okoro and Nwafor (2013) and Olabamiji (2014) 

show that, although the influence of new media in enhancing political 

awareness and participation in Nigeria are overwhelming, they present a new 

way of maligning, intimidating, rumour spreading and inciting messages which 
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contribute to an outbreak of conflict that brings tension in the country’s political 

space. 

Furthermore, Bailard (2014: 1) argues that acting politically, including the 

extreme cases of protest and revolutions, are the product of individual minds. 

Therefore, “the use of internet meaningfully alters not only the quantity and 

range of information but also the criteria through which individuals evaluate their 

government – shaping their evaluations and satisfaction accordingly”. He shows 

that internet use has a contingent effect on satisfaction with the quality of 

democratic practices in one’s nation: Whereas internet use will increase 

satisfaction in advanced democracies, it will depress satisfaction in nations with 

weak democratic practices. He argues that both technological optimists and 

sceptics likely have some excellent points about new technology in that the 

political role of the internet is a complex, context-dependent process that in 

some instances will prove to be a “double-edged sword” for democracy and 

democratisation (Ibid:4). 

2.7. Social movement, democracy, and Protest movements on the 
Internet
Despite the vast literature on the implications of the internet for politics, not 

much has focused on social movement theory.  Early research on social 

movements focused on the Zapatista in the Chiapas region of Mexico and the 

anti-globalisation movement, which served a first initial example of the promise 

of internet-enabled technologies for social movement (Earl et al. 2014). On 

January 1, 1994, an army of about three thousand indigenous peasants united 

under the banner of Ejercito Zapatista de Liberacion Nacional (EZLN) took up 

arms and occupied seven towns in Chiapas (Garrido and Halavais 2003). The 

urgent need to revolt against extreme poverty that had prevented social and 

economic development of the indigenous communities in Mexico provoked the 

uprising. What makes the Zapatista movement unique was its model of 

participatory efforts towards social change through extensive use of the internet 

as a tool for global mobilisation (Garrido and Halavais 2003; Russell 2005). 

Russell (2005) argued that the Zapatista movement generated a network of 

identity that was not locked into the cyberspace…because while some people 

who followed the conflict online travelled to Mexico during the first days of the 

uprising to help shield the Zapatistas against the advancing Mexican military, 



48

some groups outside of Mexico either held fundraising or organised awareness 

campaigns that publicised the conflicts across the world.  

The Arab Spring also provided another remarkable case for examining 

the role of the internet in the construction of collective identities. Although 

communication scholars have studied some aspects of internet use, there is a 

limited application of social movement theory such that broaden the concept to 

include their communicative dimensions, with regards to the use of media 

technologies.  The theorisation of the precise role of communication and 

communicative practices in the context of social movements’ mobilisation, 

identity construction, their “sustainability or the development and spread of 

contentious politics” are particularly inadequate (Cammaerts 2015: 2). 

Scholars interested in the political role of the internet for social 

movements have presented a complex scenario of the type of information 

environment available for social movements generally. Whether one explores 

the potential fragmentation of media audiences (Webster and Ksiazek 2012), 

the rise of social media as an information source (Newman et al. 2012; 

Westerman et al. 2014; Shearer and Gottfried 2017; Mansour 2018), the risk of 

ideological polarisation and selective exposure on social media (Bakshy et al. 

2015; Spohr 2017), the problem of ‘overcommunication, miscommunication and 

communicative overload’ (Nielsen 2009: 267), or the potency of computer 

agencies to filter information available to internet users for politically disposed 

gains (Tufekci 2015), there is no disputing the point that important questions 

about communication practices within social movements have proliferated.  Earl 

and Garrett (2017) contend that progress has been incremental and ad hoc, 

and “has not diffused to the wider study of social movements despite potential 

payoffs” (p. 479). In that sense, there is a lack of theorization of media as a set 

of social processes that intersect with mobilisations movements (Mattoni 2017). 

By and large, social movement literature has failed to consider the role of media 

and communication in the life of social movement, and “at best offers thin 

descriptions of the actual communication practices of movements” (Stein 2009: 

751), much less in Africa. Investigating the communicative mechanism of social 

movements provides the opportunity to understand the intersection between 

mediated and non-mediated communication in mobilisation strategies of social 

movements. 
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As important actors in democratic societies, social movements have used 

various tactics to bring about social changes, influencing public opinion, popular 

discourses, and government policies (Staggenborg 2015). Such an effort is 

rooted in grassroots mobilisation (seeking support from local and national 

actors), collaborative networking (seeking support from civil society 

organisations and group organisations) and internationalisation (seeking 

support from international actors). As such, communication channels serve as a 

site of public advocacy around social and political issues, which markets, and 

states actors are more reticent to address (Stein 2009). While the 

communication process is integral to the success of social movements (Della 

Porta and Mosca 2005; Boykoff 2006; Akser 2015; Stoddart et al. 2015), 

research suggests that activists face not only the dilemma of communicating 

through the mainstream media but also the likelihood of receiving negative 

coverage (Boykoff 2006; Evans 2016). The “mainstream media often 

systematically distort, negatively cast or ignore social movement’s viewpoints” 

or employ message frames that tactically undermine or weaken the public 

perception of a movement’s legitimacy (Stein 2009: 750). Such negative 

coverage only emphasises the violent and sensational elements of the 

movement rather than the fundamental issues and grievances that are primary 

to the movement’s agenda. 

In the case of the pro-Biafra movement, much Nigerian mainstream news 

media employed straight news tactics to weaken the public perception of the 

IPOB movement, ignoring the interpretative and investigative approach to the 

issue (Amenaghawon 2017; Chime-Nganya et al. 2017).  Amenaghawon (2017: 

1) examined press coverage of the IPOB movement in two Nigerian 

newspapers and found that members of the movement were framed as 

“agitators”, “saboteurs”, “separatists” and minimally as “marginalised”, 

“neglected” or “disadvantaged”. Similarly, Chime-Nganya et al. (2017: 2) 

examined the framing of IPOB/army clash in South-East Nigeria in four 

newspapers. They found that the newspapers employed different kinds of 

frames in their coverage, of which “Biafra agitators” and “Biafra group” frames 

were predominant. The authors argue that such framing tends to exacerbate 

conflict, as there is a profound feeling of neglect and media conspiracy to 

undermine the conditions that make the struggle acceptable among the people 

of southeast Nigeria.
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Given the crucial resources of mainstream news coverage for social 

movements, the dialectic relationship between the mainstream news outlets and 

social movements underscores the need for movements to employ alternative 

modes of communication. Even with the alternative mode of communications, 

mainstream journalists appear to be sceptical citing movement’s websites (Jha 

2008). Consequently, communication scholars have suggested that the internet 

can serve as an essential resource for movement communication, “providing 

movements with communication opportunities not available in the mainstream 

media or alternative forms of movement media” (Stein 2009: 751). Apart from 

the efficient, low cost, direct communication features of the internet, the medium 

also has the potential of influencing broader media coverage. At the core of 

significant findings of communication scholars on ICTs and social activism are 

the potency of the internet to facilitate speedy provisions and transfer of 

information, even if it might sometimes lead to the spread of misinformation 

(Earl et al. 2014).

Moreover, the internet could serve as a critical alternative platform for 

activists to bypass the mainstream media gatekeepers and communicate 

directly with the target audience and the public. A model of citizen journalism 

practice by which movement activists and supporters become producers and 

active is one of the critical affordances of the internet for social movements. 

Fuchs argues for the counter-information and counter-hegemonic opportunities, 

which the internet offers for social movements, suggesting that the internet as 

an alternative model of media production must be critical spaces for overcoming 

powerful monopolies in the public information and communication environment 

(Fuchs 2010). 

Scholars have also documented the communicative role of social media 

in social movements’ organisation, mobilisation, and frame distribution, 

particularly in terms of networks of association and their roles in mobilising, 

organising and escalation of emotions (Bennett and Segerberg 2012; Snow 

2012; Bennett et al. 2014).  In this sense, the attitude and information shared 

across the social network can hugely influence public opinion. Communication 

researchers suggest that social media and the internet ‘s various technologies 

can play essential roles in facilitating the internal and external functioning of 

social movements. The internal or inward roles include the organisation, 

coordination, internal debate, and decision making. In contrast, external or 
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outward roles relate to “mobilisation, recruitment, attack strategies and the 

creation of alternative or independent channels of communication that 

contribute to a vibrant public sphere” (Cammaerts 2015: 4). These are powerful 

tactical approaches to influencing public opinion in the public sphere. Research 

has found that the communication and communicative practices on the internet 

and social media diffuse offline in ways that enhance social movement’s ability 

to garner attention from local, national, and international actors (Harlow 2012; 

Tufekci 2013). 

Nevertheless, while networked technologies can present an essential 

opportunity for movements to disseminate their messages with reduced cost, 

often through user-generated content, relying entirely on internet platforms is 

not without risks. First, the barrier of uneven distribution of access remains 

strong and implicates social movements’ mobilisation. Second, user-generated 

content can be misleading and contradicts a movements’ ideological stance.  

Third, activists’ reliance on the internet (and social media) as a means of 

reaching the public can sometimes limit free speech rights given that social 

media agencies have in some cases shut down activists and movement 

accounts (Earl 2012). The IPOB movement has reported closure of its 

Facebook account and that of its leader. Earl contends that Facebook – which 

has over 750 million members – “is a private space that can, and has, 

deactivated protest-related pages” (p. 599). 

Moreover, the need for social movements to communicate beyond echo-

chambers and online micro-audience to accommodate the digitally marginalised 

and digital sceptic individuals suggest the need for “media practices” by which 

activists adopt and use diverse “media ecologies” (Treré 2012; Poell 2014; 

Mattoni 2017) that accommodate diverse dimensions of movement 

communications.

 Mattoni (2017: 497) explains that media ecologies and media practices 

approach recognise the existence of multiple forms of media technologies, 

channels and contents with which movement mobilisation interactions take 

roots, arguing that “the emergence of newer media technologies is not 

automatic dislodgement of older media technologies”. Instead, it creates a 

mixed technological structure that not only accommodates older channels of 

communication but also expands the frontier of communication channels 

activists might refer to when mobilising. 
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Furthermore, Poell (2014) explores the social media ecology of the 2010 

Toronto G20 protests and shows that a combination of social media channels 

brings about an acceleration of activists' communication and greatly enhances 

its visual character. However, his study found that as activists continue to rely 

on and embrace corporate social media, they not only “lose control over the 

data they collectively produce” but also “the architectures of the spaces through 

which they communicate” (p.716).

It is the position of this study that examining the IPOB’s media practices 

and media ecology will provide a better understanding of the dimensions of 

communication through which the movement was able to organise, motivate 

and mobilise people to collective action. 

 

2.8. The implications of the Internet for the IPOB movements
The IPOB movement has lived mainly on social media platforms including 

Facebook, Twitter and YouTube and have used online chats such as WhatsApp 

and websites to propagate its message to the public who, in turn, sometimes, 

reconstruct these messages to suit their ideological views. A critical value of the 

internet for the IPOB mobilisation is the ability to magnify grievances in ways 

that attract sympathy, media attention as well as secure grassroots 

involvement. Chiluwa (2018: 374) shows that IPOB activists applied a 

“discursive strategy of exaggeration”, that not only radicalised supporters but 

also appealed emotionally to the public, especially those who already align in 

that view. Similarly, Orbunde (2017: 63)’s master’s thesis, which examined the 

role of social networking sites in Biafra struggle with a focus on Twitter, found a 

strong correlation between players’ activities in the Twitter network and the 

overall agenda of the movement, suggesting a growing propensity for these 

handles to enforce connections with leading international figures. This ease of 

attracting attention and gaining awareness is particularly one of the exciting 

features of social media for the IPOB movement, especially concerning lowering 

the cost of collective action mobilisation. However, Orbunde noted that 

information shared within the #Biafra twitter network “displayed high signs of 

incoherence in content and portrays an unhealthy appetite for fake news and 

misinformation”. 
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2.8.1. The transmission of Radical Ethnonationalist user-generated racism.

As argued before, ethnicity and ethnic nationalism are the ‘live-wire’ of 

African politics in general and Nigeria in particular. Ethnic competition and 

promotion of ethnic-nationalist ideas have intensified among the internet 

generations in Nigerian society. While internet technologies and platforms 

reinvigorate communicative democracy by recovering the rights of debate for 

social groups that have been deprived of access to the existing media, it is 

crucial to critically analyse how this newfound communicative democracy can 

provide incentives for ethnic-nationalist hatred and radicalism to spread. 

Observers have argued that the culture of tribal politics, which is strong in 

Nigeria, has meant that the internet is essentially an alternative platform for a 

hybrid mix of ethnic-nationalist competition, and vitriolic expressions of hatred 

towards specific individuals or group based on their race, ethnicity, or religion.  

In fact, [ethnic] nationalism prospers on the wings of the major dislocations and 

disruptions brought about by globalisation (Conversi 2012). Scholars have 

pointed to the rising user-generated racism, cyberbullying, ethnic hate speeches 

and stereotyping on the internet and social media (Mwende 2013; Guo and 

Harlow 2014; Rohlfing and Sonnenberg 2016; Lingam and Aripin 2017). In 

particular, the conversation about an independent state of Biafra online has 

tended to deepen ethnic-nationalist polarisation and user-generated racism in 

Nigeria’s public sphere. 

In this context, user-generated racism embodies any communication on 

the internet either created or redelivered by the user, which makes use of 

stereotypes, abuse, violent expressions of hatred and has the potential to cause 

conflict. Guo and Harlow show that social media such as YouTube provides 

spaces for ordinary people to amplify their prejudices – “especially considering 

the incentive that such videos can usually attract a high number of views” (Guo 

and Harlow 2014: 297); thus, questioning the critical nature of the internet as 

alternative spaces for social change. In this sense, the internet as a holistic 

environment can amplify prejudices, hatred and violent expressions in ways that 

capture offline realities.

During pro-Biafran campaigns, there have been alarming cases of hate 

speeches and stereotyping involving both IPOB activists and dissents from 

other ethnic groups. While the Biafra campaigners use unguided and 

inflammatory languages to refer to people of another ethnic group, they are in 
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turn profiled in the same manner. In several instances, overzealous anti-Biafran 

elements have shared or made posts on social media that become the object of 

reference in the IPOB’s collective action frame. The result of this is the viral flow 

of user-generated racism, ethnic threat and virulent discourses that further 

engender ethnic polarisation in Nigeria. Significantly, IPOB activists have 

strategically shared anti-Biafran comments as mobilising repertoire; appealing 

to the adherent of Biafra and supporting their claims of injustice, Islamisation, 

ethnic cleansing, and marginalisation. 

For example, Figure 2.1. shows a supposed army officer who was 

enlisted for the Operation Python Dance II exercise that was initiated by the 

Nigerian government to quell pro-Biafra protests. The poster claims he would 

“kill and conquer” … “the blood of the IPOB activists will flow” and thanking the 

army hierarchies for enlisting him in the exercise. While this post may be real or 

fake, the implication is that it went viral and people took it seriously. When it 

eventually emerged that many IPOB activists were killed rumours continued to 

filter on social media to the effect that the Operation Python Dance II was a 

designed attempt to exterminate the Igbo and suppress Christianity in Nigeria.

Figure 2. 1 An example of user-generated racism. Source: Biafra social 
media comrades' Facebook page

This kind of emotion appealing rhetoric continues to diffuse offline into local 

communication culture in ways that, arguably, may have mobilised many youths 

into the ranks of the IPOB movement. Observers note that hate speeches are 

now pervasive even among the diasporic and educated Nigerians on social 

media, online newspaper comments, blogs and numerous online news and 

feature aggregator sites. This content creates a vicious cycle as audiences 

convene around it, and by acting as an alternative source of information, the 

internet tends to provide an incentive to neutralise positive information.  This 
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development is no different in other African countries. In Kenya, the internet, 

and social media such as Twitter and Facebook have promoted a “networked 

ethnic war”, especially during elections as ethnic nationals contest and 

disparage each other online in an attempt to market their preferred political 

candidates (Mwende 2013). 

Furthermore, user-generated racism can also be applied in analysing the 

conflicting ideological identities of IPOB activists. By constructing their identity 

around Judaism, some IPOB activists have made controversial, perhaps 

blasphemous, online posts or shared views, which are antithetical to the 

mainstream Christian ideology that holds currency within the Igbo community or 

Christian community in Nigeria and beyond.  According to Nnamdi Kanu and 

other pro-Biafra leaders before him, the Igbos are descendants of the Jews – 

from one of the forgotten tribes of Israel (Chiluwa 2018), which makes them 

frame their identity as Judeo-Christian Biafrans. Although a report of a DNA test 

has confirmed to the contrary (Ameh 2017), by consistently projecting their 

struggle in Jewish Christian ideology, IPOB activists sometimes promote 

counter-ideological discourses that not only contradict their secessionist 

programme but also invite resentments from supposedly Biafrans who are 

predominantly Christians and not Judaist. Figure 2.2. shows how an IPOB 

activist compared their leader, Kanu, with Jesus Christ in an online post. This 

practice demobilises support for the movement a great deal, as observers 

started to question the main objective of the movement. In conformity with Guo 

and Harlow’s finding, this post is always hugely commented on – more than 

2500 at the time of the study commented on it; liked by more than 763 and 

shared by more than 3200 people. 
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Figure 2. 2 Example of user-generated counter-ideology that can affect 
mobilisation and legitimacy. Source: Facebook.com

As Chiluwa (2018: 18) argues, “their ideological imprints mark discourses of 

conflicts and protests” and the (so-called) oppressed groups espouse their 

ideologies as the basis for dissent. Arguably, one can say that, in many ways, 

the internet has not only reinforced existing ideological differences offline but 

also deepened it in ways that tend to contribute to ethnic closure and rise of 

self-segregated communities. Research focusing on discursive contradiction is 

somewhat limited in social movement literature, as available scholarships are 

largely theoretical (Dahlberg 2007a)

Conclusions
This chapter has provided an overview of the principal theoretical perspectives 

dealing with the notions of ethnicity in Africa, its role in movements formation 

and the implication of the internet.  Among the critical issues raised in the 

literature and are of concern to the current thesis are: (1) the formation of social 

movements in Africa and its connectedness to centrifugal forces and diasporic 

influences; (2) the political role of the internet and its implications for sustaining 

social movements’ project in African. In particular, the chapter raised the issue 

of user-generated racism as one of the internet’s many woes for social 

movements legitimacy in a multinational, multiethnic society, raising the 

question of the implications of user-generated counter-ideology to social 

movements ideological consistency in online discourses, at least in the case of 

the IPOB.
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Despite the development of a vast literature on social movements on the 

one hand and the political use of the internet on the other, studies attempting to 

bring this two complex field of enquiries together has remained limited in 

quantity and scope, much less in Africa and Nigeria in particular. In the context 

of the IPOB movements, the limited attention paid to this critical issue is even 

more alarming.
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Chapter Three: Media and Politics in Nigeria

3. The Sociological History of Media and political activism in Nigeria

Introduction

“Nigerian journalism was thus created by anti-colonial protest, baptised in 

the waters of nationalist propaganda, and matured in [geo-ethnic] party 

politics. The separation of politics and journalism has remained incomplete, 

and the dual allegiance of journalists to professional and political goals has 

created conflicts whose resolution in daily practice underpins much of 

contemporary Nigerian journalism” (Golding and Elliott)2

The above quote offers us the opportunity of thinking about the role of the 

media in Nigeria’s political history.  An overview of the historical background of 

media and politics in Nigeria provides the locus for understanding the role of the 

media in the political process and social activism in Nigeria. In many political 

systems across Africa, the institutions of the media are a crucial democratic 

engine, and especially vertiginous social monitor, political mobiliser, democratic 

stabiliser, dogmatic social crusader, endogenic human right court, and a 

sustainable watchdog against public malfeasance. These functions (arguably) 

were more evident during the struggles for self-rule and subsequent crusading 

efforts against the military dictatorship that later give ways for democratic 

politics. Although these accolades may not be particularly apparent in some 

cases (given the contemporary posture of Nigerian media), the point is that the 

Nigerian press, largely, shaped early democratic principles in Nigeria. The mass 

media functioned as social, political interventionism (Skjerdal 2012). The value 

of the press, especially in West Africa, is highly inestimable because it is 

through it that prevalent and dissent voices are heard and known. No matter 

how a government controls the press, “feeble and ineffectual” as it often is, the 

press is the “only means there is for restraining or checking abuses” (Bamiduro 

1982: 108). The press and to some extent, the broadcast media, served as a 

sustained instrument of public mobilization and uncompromising advocate of 

administrative, political reforms as well as an influential critic of the colonial 

2 Golding, P. & Elliott, P (1979). Making the News. London: Longmans. p.31
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order. In recognition of the above, the institutions of government as well as 

private organisations have tended to control the mass media to be able to 

determine certain administrative actions or inactions. Government institution 

enacted laws that tended to channel the media along with their interest, and the 

scope of proprietorial influences on the media continues to widen.  

In a state like Nigeria (with over 250 languages and cultures), the mass 

media has been used as proxies in the battle between rival political groups and 

subsequent deepening of ethnic chauvinism, promoting hate speeches, 

enthroning suspicion rather than trust and contributing to public cynicism and 

democratic decay (Bamiduro 1982; Ojo 2013).  Between 1960 and 1966, the 

mass media served the regional political interest of their owners. The media 

were “communally organised and represented the dominant organised 

structures of inter-ethnic competition for power and authority in society” 

(Bamiduro 1982: 109). This situation somewhat tilted media concentration 

towards identified areas of ownership interest rather than public interest, 

thereby serving a fragmented watchdogism – a sentimental investigative 

approach – the tendency of promoting issue with vested ownership interest. 

Thus, the proliferation of the internet and social media technologies is thought 

to provide latent opportunity for generous political participation and activism.

This Chapter is an attempt to trace how the press has influenced politics 

in the historical past, the development of Nigerian politics and the relationship 

between the mass media, media ownership and political parties. The chapter 

will highlight the role that the colonial policy of regionalism played in the type of 

media practices and political communications that emerged in Nigeria. The 

Chapter also draws on the literature to explore the impacts of new media 

technologies in facilitating social and political activism in contemporary Nigeria. 

3.1. Indigenous African Communication systems and the Press

The history of journalism and indeed, mass communication is a consequence of 

the development of human society. Individuals and societies have needed 

communication to be able to co-exist and form communities. Africa has had a 

unique means of communication that was appealing (and still appeal) to 

members of the community. This unique means of communications is quite 

cohesive and involved a combination of social conventions blended into 
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communication mode across all aspect of rural Africa (Wefwafwa 2014). It is 

often referred to as Traditional African Communication System (TACS) or 

simply Indigenous Communication Systems (ICS). TACS or ICS is a time-

honoured, authoritative, definitive, traditional, and integrative channel of 

communication rooted in the norms and culture of the people. It is represented 

by a diffusion network of age groups, open markets, village criers, oral tradition, 

among others (Asemah 2011).  

Before colonialism, the ICS served the socio-political structures of (the 

later to become) Nigeria at the level of ethnic groups (Oduko 1987). The towns 

and villages had traditional rulers, supported by a body of chiefs who 

represented various interests in society. Some common forms of indigenous 

media are oral literature, the marketplace, festivals, and gong-men (or town 

criers). Important political events are communicated in the marketplace, during 

festivals or village assemblies, with gong men or town criers travelling around 

the community announcing important events and relaying communications. 

Apart from other communication networks of the pre-colonial life, these 

channels of ICS have been incredibly significant in grassroots mobilisations and 

participation to development initiatives within the rural communities. Asemah 

(2011) argues that the channels reflect African societies and are used to mirror 

(and still mirror) the traditional government of the rural public.  The channels 

reflect the social, cultural, and political realities of the rural people; it is 

somewhat participatory, adaptable, acceptable and recognisable by the people, 

and characterised by simplicity of technology and directedness of information 

(Asemah 2011). 

Today, many African nations still utilise the crucial elements of ICS for 

political awareness and mobilisation. After the Nigeria independence of 1960, 

the creation of states resulted in the establishment of more newspapers, radio, 

and television stations. Consequently, politicians and political parties used ICS, 

along with radio announcements, to summon people for campaign rallies 

(Oduko 1987). Today, the shift to modern communication technology in Africa 

has a significant connection to ICS, as viral information diffusion akin to the 

internet reflect the character of traditional communication channels depending 

on the seriousness of the event.

Furthermore, before the British colonialists captured different territories 

that later become Nigeria, the traditional rulers and chiefs used ICS channels as 
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platforms for resisting British inversion. The rulers were afraid that the inversion 

of western culture could balkanise the people, alter the existing commonality 

and allegiance of the people, and perhaps annihilate their traditional norms and 

tradition. This early struggle for cultural restitution –to retain their tamed, 

definitive, and authoritative cultural hegemony – may be considered the first 

form of nationalism. According to Cooper (1994), the African resistance to 

European settlement ratified the integrity of pre-colonial polities and structures 

and had a considerable connection to the modern mass nationalism that later 

challenged colonialism. 

3.2. The Early Press in Nigeria: 1859-1920.

The establishment of printing presses in Calabar in 1846 and Abeokuta in 1854 

by the Presbyterian Church and the Christian Mission Society (CMS) 

respectively (Mudhai 2011) set in motion the gradual introduction of the modern 

communication system in a rigidly smothered Indigenous Communication 

environment of pre-colonial Nigeria. The printing presses not only engineered 

massive production and circulations of Christian religious pamphlets, tracks, 

and posters but stimulated civilizations of the “native” colonies.  The pamphlets 

or posters were “ostensibly an extension of the pulpit” and a vehicle for driving 

the native into the civilised world of Christianity (Oso 2012: 11). The emphasis 

which the British humanitarians placed upon pamphlets and newspaper 

communications and propaganda mostly elevated the printing press into a vital 

engine of missionary enterprise (Omu 1978).  

Some African historians believe the missionaries’ voyage to Africa was 

the first wave of conquest, perhaps, as a ground tacking effort for the imposition 

of a European style of rule, familiarising Africans with the language and tradition 

of their future rulers (Gifford 2012). Education was considered an especially 

important tool for syncretising Africans with European belief and to achieve 

more converts to Christianity. Scholarships abroad, provision of pipe born 

water, and free health care was a good incentive for conversion. The 

missionaries were interested in building schools than churches because people 

enrolled in school asked to be baptised (Gallego and Woodberry 2010). 

In Nigeria, it was not an initial plan of the colonial authority to educate the 

natives. However, the impacts of schools and other forms of education on the 
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activities of Christian missionaries made Christian missionaries much more 

involved in colonial education policy. The involvement of Christian missionaries 

in education was resisted in the northern part of the country that is dominated 

by Muslim and tends to be one of the reasons it was not easy for the British 

colonisers to penetrate the region. Instead, they adopted an indirect rule 

system.  Kperogi (2011: 73-4) argues that this reality of early resistance of 

missionary education stoutly accounted for the “wide disparity in educational 

attainment between the north and the south, for the unequal media presence in 

the two regions, and the difference in the tone and tenor of nationalist agitations 

between the elites of the regions”. 

3.2.1. The Iwe Irohin (1859-1867)

The first recorded newspaper in pre-colonial Nigeria was Iwe Irohin Fun 

Awon Ara Egba ati Yoruba (literally meaning the paper of the news for the Egba 

people and Yoruba). Rev. Henry Townsend of the Christian Missionary Society 

(CMS) established the newspaper on December 3, 1859. The newspaper 

appeared fortnightly in Yoruba but became bilingual, with the introduction of 

English supplement – the Early Dawn – in March 1860. According to Rev 

Townsend, the establishment of the newspaper was predicated on the need “to 

get the people to read, i.e., to beget the habit of seeking for information by 

reading” (Adaja 2002; Oso 2012: 11-12). Although the newspaper was more of 

a Christian mouthpiece when compared to a modern concept of newspaper, it 

nevertheless performed a newspaper’s traditional function of informing and 

educating (Oduntan, 2005, pp.299-301 cited in Adesoji and Hahn 2011: 182). It 

significantly set the model for modern communications in Nigeria. Uche (1989), 

asserts that by the establishment of Iwe Irohin, Rev. Townsend became the first 

person to introduce modern means in the process of mass communication 

which gradually led the way in replacing the African Indigenous Communication 

technologies such as talking drums and village troubadours as means of 

communication (Uche 1989: 93). 

The first use of the media for social activism was exemplified by Rev. 

Townsend when he used his Iwe Irohin to criticise slave trade in Africa – what 

he called “illegitimate commerce” (Oso 2012); suggesting there could be a more 

lucrative area of businesses that do not involve the exchange of human beings. 

This stance was also a strategy to put the newspaper on the philosophy of 
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morality and respect for human dignity, as a way of not only proselytising the 

natives but also getting the few literate Africans - some of whom are returnee 

slaves - to embrace Christianity. Before the establishment of Iwe Irohin, 

Abeokuta had a massive settlement of freed West African slaves who traced 

back to southwestern Nigeria in search of their lineage after the British 

resettlement program of “the West African nation of Sierra Leone in which 

Freetown was found” (Kperogi 2011: 87). It is these returnees, in the word of 

Kperogi, who “worked to invest, systematise, and popularise Roman 

orthography for the Yoruba language and they spread literacy both in Yoruba 

and English” (Ibid). The newspaper at the time served several purposes for the 

people: a medium for information about the community and the colonial 

leadership; a medium for socio-cultural intercourse; a motivating instrument of 

learning (education) and a semi marketplace of commercial advertisement. Rev 

Townsend used his paper to pressurise the colonial government to leave up to 

the responsibility to the people. Iwe Irohin was significant in the sense that it 

sets the footprint of the high political profile that the press later assumed in the 

country. According to Omu, their example gave inspiration to African people 

who inherited the idea of the newspaper and came to employ it as a chief 

weapon by which they were to exercise their power of participation in the 

government of their land (cited in Oso et al. 2011: 3).

3.2.2. The Anglo African (1863-65)

The Anglo African was the second newspaper in Nigeria, founded by Robert 

Campbell in 1863 and situated in Lagos, Southwestern Nigeria. As a 

professional printer, Campbell was not only motivated by his printing 

experience, but the impressions gained from Iwe Irohin as a remarkable 

instrument for the promotion of literacy and general enlightenment (Aliede 

2003).  Other motivating factors that led to the establishment of Anglo African 

were the growing level of literacy in Lagos, the political happenstances in and 

around Lagos Colony and of course, the increasing number of Europeans, 

colonialists, and businessmen in Lagos Colony (Aliede 2003; Kperogi 2011; 

Oso et al. 2011). Anglo African was resisted by the colonial administration who 

feared possible complicity with Iwe Irohin to add more pressure to the tensed 

political situation within the colony.  According to Aliede, the Governor of the 

time, Henry Freeman, criticised the idea and sought permission from London to 
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either impose taxation on any paper published in the colony (to cripple it 

financially) or to allow the government to establish its paper. This request was 

not approved, and the Anglo African hit the newsstand on June 6, 1863 – a 

period when there was already a rift between the Lagos colony and Egbas.  

The Anglo Africa was reputed for its public interest journalism. However, 

its opposition to Iwe Irohin in the Lagos – Egba controversy earned it 

government support through advertisement (Aliede 2003). Its political neutrality 

at a time the readership preferred political reportage was the greatest undoing 

of the paper, as it soon became unpopular, leading to the demise after two 

years.

3.3. The Nationalist Press

The nationalist era marks the beginning of the use of the press as an instrument 

of political agitation. The period had a new generation of newspapers with a 

new approach to journalism in their quest to create opportunities for greater 

democratic participation. A flurry of newspapers emerged in the early 1900s, but 

not many of them survived.  One of the early successful and influential 

newspapers of this period was The Lagos Weekly Record, which had a forty-

year life span, from 1890-1930. The Lagos Daily News founded in 1925 by 

Herbert Macaulay was also a principal Nigerian nationalist organ of the period, 

which not only attacked British colonial administration but was a political 

springboard and organ of Macaulay’s Nigeria National Democratic Party 

(NNDP)(Aliede 2003; Okafor and Malizu 2013).

3.3.1. The West African Pilot: 1937-1947 

The birth of The West African Pilot on November 22, 1937 brought innovation, 

professionalism, and creativity to the practice of journalism in pre-independent 

Nigeria. It marked the beginning of modern journalism, attracting and training 

the best and bright young Nigerians, many of whom were later to become 

prominent journalists and politicians (Oso 2012). Dr Nnamdi Azikiwe, who was 

the proprietor, studied in America and practised journalism before he returned 

to Ghana, where he also worked for three years as a journalist. The 

amalgamation of the Northern and Southern protectorates in 1914 triggered 

more nationalistic consciousness and Zik (as he was known), having known 
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international laws and Bill of Rights, was beginning to understand the power of 

the media in mobilising national consciousness that would foster the movement 

for Nigeria independence (Uche 1989). 

Zik quickly established the first media conglomerate, capturing cities that 

were politically and economically viable; downplaying the vitality of other people 

in the newspaper production at the time. Zik’s drive to put an end to colonial rule 

in Nigeria was remarkable, and other nationalists regarded his papers as “fire-

eating and aggressive nationalist paper of highest order” (Uche 1989; Oso 

2012: 23). Zik predicated his nationalist advocacy on the spirit of “One Nigeria”, 

which was why he was described as the father of nationalism. His newspapers 

had a national spread, taking cognisance of the need for mutual cohesion and 

recognising the importance of sensitizing all regions to be able to achieve self-

governance. 

For example, Zik established The West African Pilot in Lagos (South-

West Nigeria).  He founded The Eastern Nigerian Guardian in 1940 and 

situated it in Port Harcourt (South-South Nigeria); The Nigeria Spokesman in 

1943 and situated it in Onitsha (South-East Nigeria). Moreover, he founded The 

Southern Nigeria Defender in1943 and situated it in Warri (South-Southern 

Nigeria); Northern Advocate, established in1949 was in Jos (North-Central 

Nigeria). Others include The Daily Comet, which was bought in 1945 and 

converted as a daily newspaper in 1949 in Kano (North West Nigeria); The 

Eastern Nigeria Sentinel was established in1955 and located in Enugu 

(Southeast Nigeria); and The Nigeria monitor situated in Uyo (South-South 

Nigeria). Zik’s interest was borne out of the need to sensitise all the nooks and 

crannies of Nigerian’s socio-political environment about the need for self-

governance. 

Until the introduction of federal systems that provided for regional 

government towards the 1940s, Zik’s central idea of establishing a media 

conglomerate was to have a Pan-national newspaper that awakened political 

consciousness in all the region of the nation as a vehicle for political unification. 

With the Pilot situated in Lagos as headquarters and with branches under 

different names, Zik thus became the father of modern journalism in Nigeria 

(Uche 1989: 95). Zik’s media conglomerate was significant for its aggressive 

and sensational approach adopted from America’s style of “yellow journalism”. 

Yellow journalism is a style of news reporting based on twisted facts, 



66

exaggeration, sensationalism, fake source, eye-catching headlines, or anything 

that is treated unethically or unprofessionally3. It was an essential strategy at 

the time to get the attention of readers and get them thinking towards nationalist 

interest – akin to today’s fake news. This approach endeared Zik to many young 

Nigerians who were later to form a radical and militant association called the 

“Zikist Movement”. It was a period when few literate natives had considerable 

influence on the illiterate majority, especially on matters of common concern. 

The admirers of Nnamdi Azikiwe (Zik), through Zikist Movement, not only crave 

to deify and immortalize him (Coleman, 1986, p.297 cited in Ubaku 2014: 63) 

but also demanded reform through radical action against the colonial 

administration. Such radical actions included “strike organisations, boycotts, 

and sheer violence” (Eluwa, et al, 1988, p.241 cited in Ubaku 2014). 

The movement spearheaded publication and circulation of some 

seditious pamphlets among its members. The movement also heralded violent 

actions in major cities of Southern Nigeria, encouraging workers to indulge in 

civil disobedience (such as refusing to pay tax) as a necessary corollary for 

expressing dissatisfaction against discrimination in salary and working 

conditions of white and black workers as well as discrimination in social 

intercourse. The activities of the Zikist Movement inspired many anti-

government riots at the time. For example, there was a coordinated riot in Aba, 

Port Harcourt, Onitsha, and Calabar in November 1949 following the incident in 

Enugu where police shot down peaceful and unarmed striking miners (Ubaku 

2014). 

Zik’s newspaper group influenced national politics because of the 

remarkable period in which they were established. Aliede summaries it in the 

following words:

‘The advent of Zik in the industry was eventful due to the 

situation on the ground at the time. The Lagos Weekly Records 

demised in 1937; Daily News’ influence was waning; The Comet 

was pre-occupied with “Afganistanism”, while adequate funding 

3 Yellow Journalism is traced to 1890s, where it was used to describe the signature styles and method 
used by two New York newspaper giants Joseph Pulitzer (The New York world) and William Randolph 
Hearst (New York Journal). These newspapers, competing against each other for sales, included fake 
stories, twisted facts, sensationalism, colour comics, and eye-catching headlines to get people to buy 
more papers. Accessed from www.columbiajournalism.wordpress.com.
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of some other [news]papers was becoming problematic. There 

existed a vacuum in the Nigerian journalism industry seriously 

requiring a paper to crystallize and analyse the ever-increasing 

nationalist event of the country’ (Aliede 2003: 21).

The West African Pilot introduced a new style of journalism and was known for 

radicalism, nationalistic editorials and propagation of political ideas and beliefs. 

Both friends and foes affirm that these features were instrumental in widening 

circulation and national acceptance of Zik’s papers. According to Aliede, the 

paper’s combative and provocative journalism was its primary source of fame. 

Some commentators argue that Zik’s journalism styles were witnesses to a bold 

and imaginative mind. His journalistic artillery not only bombarded the 

colonialists but also persistently kept them uneasy and uncomfortable.

Moreover, the unpalatable experiences gathered from this radicalism 

informed subsequent constitutional reforms by the colonial government. Though 

discomfited by the unrelenting attack by the nationalists' press, the colonial 

authority chose to take the line of least resistance given its public pretences to 

democracy, the rule of law, and civilizing the natives (Kperogi 2011). The 

government’s first strategy was to fund private newspaper publication and 

mobilise such papers to support government policies and programmes, 

withdrawal of advertising patronage to any nationalist paper considered 

pejorative, and later, the establishment of draconian press laws. Not all these 

daunted the spirit of proprietors; instead, it encouraged them to be more 

confrontational. However, the constitutional reforms of the colonial 

administration that introduced regionalism and Federalism cause not only the 

emergence of ethnic or regional political parties but also introduced mass media 

systems based on party politics, proprietorial control, class struggle and ethnic 

chauvinism. The nationalists diverted their attentions to regional contestation 

and the struggle for who controls the centre took centre-stage.

3.4. Media ownership, regionalism, and geo-ethnic politics at Nigerian 
Independence

At independence, the press was not only highly politicised but also regional and 

ethnic in orientation and readership. The media attitude changed from 

encouraging nationalism or establishing national identity to reforming tribal, 
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sectional, and ethnic loyalties (Oso 2012). The media proprietors who used their 

media to fight colonialism became political leaders of their region, thereby 

having the press that only exacerbated divisive, regional, and ethnic dichotomy 

in the struggle for national leadership. The press in the North, East, and West 

would only articulate their ethnic interests. In the three regions – the Western, 

Eastern and Northern – each had a political party with a royal mouth organ in 

the form of a newspaper. The Action Group (AG) in the Western region had The 

Nigerian Tribune and The Daily service; in the Eastern region, the National 

Council for Nigerian Citizens (NCNC) had Zik’s chain of newspapers (e.g., The 

West African Pilot, The Comet, Defender, and Outlook) to project the views of 

the region. In the north, the NPC had the Daily Mail as its mouthpiece, and it 

never aspires beyond the coverage of local northern politics as well as the 

coverage of the NPC politics and government activities (Oso et al. 2011). 

An important hallmark of the regional press era was the shift of 

newspaper ownership from private hands to regional governments (Kperogi 

2011). Press development soon became viable instruments for politicians to 

either support the activities of the major political parties or champion their 

private interest (for example, The Daily Telegraph was formed by Dr K.O 

Mbadiwe soon after he left NCNC to establish the Democratic Party of Nigeria). 

Many party-affiliated newspapers did not survive the crises that the nation 

witnessed in the 1960s and early 1970s. Critics believe the political instability 

resulting from military coups and countercoups as well as the civil war that 

erupted in 1967 was primarily reinforced by the press, which was already 

projecting regional political interest at the time. 

3.4.1. Government ownership of the media

In the disguise of protecting the nation against unapologetic ethnocentric 

media ideologies at the time, political elites hoped that government ownership 

of mass media would serve as veritable means of endearing the government to 

the heart of the people. Hence, government ventured into media ownership to 

bring the administration nearer to the people and transmit the country ‘s diverse 

cultural heritage from generation to generation. As was the case across Africa, 

governments ownership of the media would allow them to “invent the truth or 

delegitimise it when it is perceived as threatening the status quo” (Ogola 

2017a), thereby creating a fractured media template that is subjective and 

sensational across Africa. 
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To achieve this objective, the Federal government, as well as regional 

governments, established government press examples being Morning Post and 

Sunday Post in 1961. The Western Regional government came up with the 

Daily Sketch, Daily Express, Nigerian Tribune and Irohin Yoruba, while the 

Eastern Region adopted Eastern Observer, Nigerian Spokesman, Eastern 

Sentinel and Nigerian Outlook. The Northern region founded Nigerian Citizen 

and Gaskiya Tafi Kwabo (Aliede 2003). These newspapers served the socio-

political and economic interest of those in power as had been the case before 

independence. The situation got worst during and after the federal elections of 

1964 when the seeds of mutual distrust, running battles and unending 

confrontations between regional media and the national media, on the one 

hand. Between different regional media and political party newspapers, all 

showed remarkable examples of overzealousness and irresponsible 

partisanship and recklessness (Olayiwola 1991).   

The media war and unconventional approach to national issues 

overheated the political system, thereby giving the military the advantage to 

strike on January 15, 1966 and lasted until 1979. According to Oso et al. (2011), 

the mistrust within the military, particularly between the east and north was 

reflected in press coverage as well.  The military, on take-over of power, 

decided to invoke some repressive laws such as the Official Secret Arts of 

1962, the Newspaper (Amendment) Acts of 1964, and Section 52 of the 

Criminal Codes (Aliede 2003). The military government also acquired the New 

Nigerian Newspaper and the Daily Times by 60% as well as alleged physical 

assaults on journalists to gag the press and keep them loyal to government 

policies. Nevertheless, the press continued to demonstrate their resilience and 

dissatisfaction to military adventurism into the country’s political system.

  One implication of the direction of media in Nigeria is that it has become 

somewhat challenging to use the press to mobilise citizens on a Pan-Nigerian 

platform for political and democratic struggle. Nigerian media may have 

demonstrated its robustness in pursuing and setting agenda in Nigeria’s 

chequered political history, but, as Nwozor (2014) argued, the domineering 

narrow interest of political elites has tended to eclipse its general utilitarian 

value that poses a question of whether it set agenda for the elite or the masses.  

Apart from the commercial interests that drive ownership of the media houses, 

its use as a negotiating chip in inter-elite power game direct proprietors towards 
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sensationalism and superficiality. According to Oso et al. (2011: 12), “the 

perception of ethnicity as an underlying factor in news coverage and production 

vitiates the effectiveness of the Nigerian press as an organ of the public 

sphere”. 

This problem has further deepened with the emergence of the internet 

and social networking sites such as Facebook, Twitter, YouTube. The most 

important innovations that have come along are the internet, and the growing 

level of education among Nigerian mass media audiences are changing the 

landscape of news production and dissemination. As Nigerians are getting 

involved in news production and dissemination through the internet, it appears 

that the most privileged individuals or interest group also take advantage of it to 

stimulate social change, perhaps based on political, ethnic, or tribal sentiments.  

Ogola (2018a) argues that new media platforms have emboldened and midwife 

bullies, ethnic jingoists, and nationalist radicals who are posing a threat to social 

cohesion. 

3.5. The Internet and the rise of socio-political activism in Nigeria

The proliferation of internet technologies ushered in a new dimension of political 

activism in Nigeria. From collective action against unpopular government policy 

to NGOs and ethnic group protest, the internet has become a new platform for 

civil society mobilising in the Nigerian public sphere. The continued neglect of 

public interest news, the partisan portrayal of news and the increasing “elitist” 

posture of the traditional media have created a fertile bed for citizen media to 

blossom in the Nigerian society. Commentators have argued that the nature of 

the information environment, where the mainstream media pursue the interest 

of the ruling class, presents the public with insatiable willingness to acquire, 

read, listen, or watch anything at their disposal.  As such, the internet appears 

to have served this purpose as it stimulates people’s capacity to sort out 

information they desire and disseminate their version of the truth. This scenario 

evoked the concepts of participatory journalism (Domingo et al. 2008; Singer et 

al. 2011), we media (Bowman and Willis 2003), grassroots journalism (Gillmor 

2008), citizen journalism or voluntary Journalism. Scholars have found citizen 

journalism much more acceptable in describing the communication 

opportunities in which the internet provides to the formally passive audience 
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who had depended solely on mainstream media version of the truth to make 

sense of the world around them. 

The internet has redefined the processes of information dissemination, 

increasing the volume, and expanding the frontier, of information that people 

consume. The days when political elites and institutions of government and 

media exerted enormous control of information that get to the public are gone. 

According to Gillmor (2008), it is no longer a time when traditional media treated 

the news as a lecture; it is a time when the audience is joining the process of 

journalism and helping to create a massive conversation.  Apart from the 

propensity of the internet to increase the level of information available to the 

public and its freedom for more people to engage in public discussion, the 

medium also provides capacities for citizens to change the course of history 

(Aborisade et al. 2013). 

It is significant to note that the advent of new technologies and the 

internet has, no doubt, revolutionised the process of political communication 

and expanded the frontier of political participation in Nigeria, as in other parts of 

the world. The fact that information is power has enabled the internet to 

empower Nigerian citizens to participate actively in the process of governance. 

With the feature of “tagging” on social media, the internet is empowering African 

citizens to confront their leaders directly (Ogola 2018a), notwithstanding 

location or economic status. Thus, the internet and social media are the 

liberation network for African mass audience (ODEYEMI and MOSUNMOLA 

2015). However, the extent to which people utilise, receive, and comply with 

internet messages also suggests the potential of the internet in causing socio-

political disruption in Africa. For example, during the Ebola crises in 2014, a 

message emanating through social media broadcast advised Nigerians to bath 

with and drink salt as immunity against Ebola, which received massive 

compliance among Nigerians (Suntai and Targema 2017). This gave impetus to 

the importance of the internet and social media as a platform for political 

interaction and communication while also suggesting the potential of social 

media as veritable avenues for rumours and propaganda. 

3.5.1. ‘Checkmating’ public officials.

The political history and the political situations that characterised early press 

development in Nigeria stimulate the adoption of the internet as an escape 
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route for both media practitioners and citizens. The first record of “internet-

enabled” journalism was in 1999 when the News Magazine – a leading Nigerian 

weekly – brought down Alhaji Salusi Buhari from his position as the Speaker of 

Nigeria’s House of Representative on allegations of certificate forgery and 

perjury (Dare 2011). According to Dare, “the combinations of traditional 

investigative journalistic tools with searches on the internet and email 

communications”, the magazine investigated Speaker’s claims about his age, 

schools attended and businesses and published a factual account that exposed 

him as a liar. Dare argued that the sheer power of the new media and “the 

potential it held as a tool for social change empowering the individual” (Dare 

2011: 8) was made evident to journalists and many Nigerians by the possibility 

of abruptly ending the tenure of a significant citizen like Salusi Buhari. 

The second record was when an act of a citizen’s investigative inquiries 

threw some public officials into a quagmire and caused policy reversal. Kperogi 

(2011) recounts how an act of citizen journalism hampered a proposed ‘capacity 

building’ training for Nigeria’s thirty-six state governors at Harvard University. 

The then Chairman of Nigeria’s Governor Forum, Bukola Saraki of Kwara State, 

announced through his press secretary that the forum had signed a Memoranda 

of Understanding with Harvard University on the provision of academic support 

for the governors on capacity building, best practices, and good governance. 

This news outraged Nigerians as many criticised it on the basis that it is an 

excellent opportunity for governors to waste public resources on the cover of 

capacity training. Many conventional newspapers criticised it, but, as has been 

the case, the governors soon manipulated some media organisations, including 

online media, to justify the programme. However, a citizen investigation about 

the so-called MOU between Harvard University and the Nigerian Governor’s 

Forum changed the conversation. According to Kperogi, a Canada-based 

Nigerian, Majek Adega conducted a personal investigation and emailed the 

Harvard school for clarification – a decision that later exposed the real situation. 

The director of the school, Robert Rothberg denied signing the agreement to 

train the Governors and further stated:

The MOU was meant to be the first step in the exploration of a possible 

training program and as a means of signifying the intent on both sides to 

work together to craft such a program. Neither that document nor even 
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the possibility of developing a joint forum – Harvard Kennedy School 

training project had yet been brought before the Kennedy School for 

consideration or approval, so it was premature for an announcement to 

have been made in Nigeria (Kperogi 2011: 186).

Mr Adega shared his findings with online citizen media, and the following day; it 

became front-page news in most Nigerian mainstream media. His findings killed 

the decision perpetually and raised questions about the decline of mainstream 

media’s investigative efforts.  Kperogi wondered that despite a whirlwind of 

criticism, the traditional media could not employ its investigative instinct to probe 

more about the purported “capacity training” until an untrained citizen journalist 

conducted a random act of inquiry. 

Today, mobile technology has increased the level of engagement on the 

internet and social media interactivity. Reports suggest that Nigeria’s internet 

users had hit 104 million as in August 2018, with the majority of users utilising 

mobile internet subscriptions (PremiumTimes 2018). This indicates a growing 

awareness of internet interactivity and the potent use of social media among the 

growing population of users. As the mass media tries to wield its agenda-setting 

powers, the audience has found solace in the interactivity of the internet through 

Social Networking Sites to not only engender diversified view of national issues 

but provide platforms which enable them set agenda for the mass media 

practitioners. The internet has provided the spaces for free information, and it is 

on this premise that citizen journalism is embraced as a viable alternative for 

value restitution – a situation which leverages the potential for citizens to ask 

‘why’ in matters that affect them without being ‘stopped’ at the ’gate’ of the 

information environment.  Mobile phones incredibly facilitate a greater 

understanding of this objective and have been reasonably useful in providing 

ground-breaking news or stories neglected or technically inaccessible by 

conventional media.

 

3.5.2. Anti-Subsidy Protest

The first notable incidence of internet facilitated social mobilisation in Nigeria 

was the 2012 anti-subsidy protest. On January 1, 2012, the Federal government 

of Nigeria announced the removal of oil subsidy, which necessitated an upward 

review of the pump price of Premium Motor Spirit (PMS) from N65 to N141 
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(eqv. of 0.18 – 0.39 USD – over 100% increments). The announcement 

generated many controversies that led to strike actions, demonstrations, and 

violence by Nigerian citizens. Supported by the Nigerian Labour Congress and 

Trade Union Congress, the citizen accused the government of ineptitude, 

corruption, and insensitivity. 

The controversy witnessed the emergence of “#OccupyNigeria” 

Movement, and as a character of Nigerian government over time, the security 

operatives applied disproportionate use of force against the demonstrating 

public, killing, and injuring them in the process. Expectedly, social media played 

vibrant roles in providing the capacity to organise, escalate and disseminate 

information in the course of the protest in ways that could not have been 

possible with the traditional mass media alone (Iwilade 2013). Happening at a 

time when the use of smartphones was witnessing a significant increase, blogs, 

Facebook, Twitter, YouTube, WhatsApp, 2go and Blackberry messenger 

facilitated and stimulated discussions on issues that go beyond fuel subsidy 

removal to include broader issues of corruption and accountability in the 

governance of the country (Hari 2014). Studies had shown that digital platforms 

such as Twitter, Facebook, and YouTube – as networked communication 

spaces (Thorson et al. 2013) – are a significant avenue for protest movements 

and social mobilisation (Herman 2014; Bonilla and Rosa 2015). The subsidy 

protest, which lasted for five days, galvanised trade union, labour unions, and 

opposition groups in the most prominent example of citizen journalism, with the 

internet and social media serving as significant sources of dissent content 

against the government. Protesters created Facebook pages such as 

“Nationwide Anti-Subsidy Removal”, “Occupy Naija”, and Twitter hashtags such 

as #OccupyNaija, #AntiSubsidyProtests among others and mobilised thousands 

of participants across the nation, recording and uploading videos of the protest 

on YouTube. Soon, the Nigerian government was beginning to understand the 

powers of social media in engendering civic disorder and the potential to mar or 

promote national stability that her officials were using their Facebook and 

Twitter handles to explain reasons behind the subsidy removal and what the 

public stood to gain by the decision. 

3.5.3. The #BringBackOurGirls Campaign
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The #BringBackOurGirls Campaign presents another example of the use of the 

internet for social mobilisation and activism. On 14 April 2014, Boko Haram 

(BH) – an Islamic terrorist group in Nigeria – kidnapped about 300 girls at a 

government school in Chibok in Borno state, northeast of Nigeria. After about a 

week or two that the girls were kidnapped, (with mainstream media silence) it 

took the act of citizen journalism by a former Nigerian government official and 

World Bank Vice President, Dr Oby Ezekwesili (Figure 3.1), for people to know 

more about what has happened. At lunch honouring the Nigerian city of Port 

Harcourt in April 2014, Dr Ezekwesili spoke for the crowd in demanding the 

release of the schoolgirls, saying “bring back the girls” (Ries 2014). Ries reports 

that two men in attendance (Ibrahim Abdullahi and Kayode Akintemi) tweeted 

her remarks and included the hashtags #BringBackOurGirls and 

#BringBackOurDaughters. Soon these hashtags became trendy on Twitter and 

became the rallying chatter around the kidnapped schoolgirls. Dr Ezekwesili 

also led a group of protesters to Abuja, demanding that the Nigerian military 

“bring back our girls” (Chiluwa and Ifukor 2015: 263).  

Figure 3.  1 Tweet that heralded international attention to the kidnapped 
Chibok schoolgirls in 2014. Source: Twitter handle of Oby Ezekwesili

Significantly, The BBOG campaigners raised awareness in ways that not only 

for the release of the girls but also girls’ child education. Not only that 

campaigners took to street protests, but the infiltration of online spaces also 

spur support from highly respectable opinion leaders and influential politicians 

across the world including the former US First Lady, Michelle Obama, former 

UK Prime Minister, David Cameron and former US Secretary of State, Hillary 
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Clinton. Carter Olson (2016) argued that cyber-communities have the potential 

to set agenda for mainstream media sources around issues that are life-

changing for women and girls around the world. Thus, the #BringBackOurGirls 

movement on social media was able to galvanise and synthesise online and 

offline communities into a united movement. 

Although the #BringBackOurGirls campaign has been criticised as one of 

a kind of “clicktivism” and “slacktivism”, (Endong 2019), it presents a famous 

example of how the internet is expanding the capacities of civil societies and 

political activism in Nigeria. Social media campaigns and activisms can be 

fruitful if they are followed up by practical offline actions (Chiluwa and Ifukor 

2015). 

For the IPOB movement, the internet provided the capacity to bridge 

online and offline activism. With Nigerians in diaspora increasingly creating 

online media as a robust synthesis of the conventional homeland media, the 

voice of the marginalised Biafran activists is increasingly amplified. 

Conclusion

This chapter has provided an overview of the historical influence of the Nigerian 

mass media on the Nigerian political process. It traced the trajectory of media 

and politics in Nigeria and the political climate of the mass media that still exist 

today. The chapter traced the media, from indigenous communication to the 

modern, as an instrument of socio-political and cultural protest in Nigeria. 

Among the critical issues raised in the chapter is the link between the media 

and the expansion of geo-ethnic politics in Nigeria. The review shows that the 

Nigerian media were older than Nigeria itself and were instrumental for various 

political reform movements that aimed at propagating self-determination 

consciousness.

 Furthermore, while the Nigerian media initially championed Pan-Nigerian 

journalism at the point of nationalist movements, the policies of colonial 

administration, which provided for regionalism caused it to be highly political as 

in approach at independence; making the press to fail in its social responsibility 

function as an organ of unification. 

The chapter also presented an overview of the role of the internet in 

advancing civil society mobilisation in Nigerian. The chapter highlights some 
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instances in which the internet empowered the citizen to participate in 

governance by getting involved in the critical watchdog of their leaders. By 

enabling the coordination and organisation of collective action against the 

Nigerian government, the internet has contributed to empowering the Nigerian 

masses for social and political change and provided the capacities for civil 

society organisations to flourish in the Nigerian public sphere with little 

dependence on the mainstream media. 

However, while the diffusion of technology has changed political 

communications and expanded political participation in Nigeria, the tone and 

tenor of political communications appear to toe the geo-ethnic political style of 

the post-independence press. In the context of the IPOB movement, this current 

thesis aims to contribute to understanding this development, by not only 

examining their communication practices on the internet but also paving the 

way for more research.
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Chapter Four: Theory and Methods

4. Multidisciplinarity and triangulation: Taking an All-inclusive Approach
     

Introduction 
Studying the implications of the internet for collective action mobilisation in the 

case of the IPOB movement in Nigeria raises several essential questions about 

the role of new media technology in political resistance and the conception of 

this role in the context of developing countries such as Nigeria. Previous 

research has raised some critical questions, which might be relevant to this 

study. For example, “how can we conceptualise the political role of the internet 

in the light of its ongoing dichotomous conceptualisation between utopian and 

dystopian stances, and between technological and social determinism?” (Ben 

Moussa 2011: 97). Secondly, we also need to ask to what extent can social 

movement theory help us understand collective action mobilisation for ethnic-

based nationalist movements within the context of the Nigerian public sphere? 

What differences has the internet made to collective mobilisation? Third, to what 

extent is the internet a crucial resource for advancing democracy and a platform 

for a critical public sphere? How can framing theory help us understand the 

dialectic between social movements’ ideological stance and user-generated 

counter-ideology that advances or affects social movement success? Finally, 

how can we assess the impacts of the internet on social movement, on the one 

hand, and the internet’s contribution to social and political change, on the other? 

The above questions mean that this current thesis deals with complex 

and interrelated issues spanning multiple fields of inquiry that include political 

communication, alternative media studies, sociology, psychology, and history, 

among others. This connection, therefore, suggests the use of a 

multidisciplinary approach that can explain the complexity of the phenomenon 

studied and take into consideration numerous elements and variables 

surrounding it.  This is necessary to approach the study from multiple angles 

that help generate quality insights into it. 

4.1. The Theoretical Framework
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4.1.1.  Studying social movement in the context of Africa

Some African theorists argue that the popular character of existing social 

movement theories emanates from the realities and history of western societies. 

As such, scholars have faced the dilemma of understanding the extent to which 

social movement theories can be applied to a different context, especially those 

of developing countries.  Ellis and Van Kessel (2009: 1), for instance, asked 

whether to situate social movements on the African continent as a global 

phenomenon or to deal with social phenomena peculiar to Africa. For them, 

they are “unsure of the degree to which the theoretical work that has been done 

on social movements, in general, could be suitable for the study of African 

society”. Thus, their work made attempts not to insist on the existing definition 

of social movement drawn from the literature, which is mostly based on studies 

of Europe, North America and Latin America but also thinks about the possibility 

that some social movements in Africa could take a different form that needs 

accommodating in the comparative analysis of social movements. 

Moreover, Shigetomi (2009: 9) argues that the study of social 

movements in developing countries should pay extra attention to the “objective 

and environmental conditions” under which collective action takes place. He 

argues that social movements in developing countries emerge as a response to 

effects of existential threats to personal security facing ordinary people including 

poverty, violence, the suppression of rights and freedom, and deprivation of 

resources. Given that the means to express these grievances through collective 

action are constrained by environmental factors, such as “resource limitations, 

oppressive political systems, and social control within the local community” 

there is a need to search for an approach that considers environmental 

variables in the analytical frameworks of social movements.  

These environmental variables include “resource endowment and 

institutions” for accessing resources, the situation of political actors and political 

institutions, “social embeddedness of actors who develop identity”, and the 

broader historical and social context within which collective action framing is 

manufactured and distributed (p 10). With these in mind, there is a close 

relationship between social movements and factors of development in 

developing countries. In this sense, social movements have become 

transformative channels for raising new issues, influencing the orientation of the 

political class and tasking governments to development (Escobar 2018).
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Consequently, contemporary social movements – in Africa as elsewhere 

– will make more sense against the backdrop of the historical and social-

political condition under which they emerge. Taking this historical 

macrostructure of social movement in Africa, Larmer (2010) distinguishes four 

historical transitional periods of social movement struggles in Africa including 

nationalism and liberation struggles between the 1950s and 1960s; suspension 

and incorporation from 1960 to 1975; economic crises and structural adjustment 

from 1975 to 1989, and pro-democracy movement from 1990 to 2010.  

Today, the advancement in economic modernisation and political 

liberalisation have tended to provide more significant incentives for identity 

politics and movement struggles to fester in the African continent such that 

challenges an objective analysis of social movement claims. In Nigeria – as 

elsewhere – citizens have taken advantage of digital technologies to mobilise 

identity and collective action, to raise important issues, and to task government 

towards social and political change. Social movement struggles are an essential 

process of challenging the impunity associated with political leadership in Africa. 

However, the use of the internet can fragment social struggles.

Consequently, social movements in Africa have tended to be highly 

influenced by factors such as political interest, ethnic sentiments or even 

external (western) factors such as Western actors, characters, and 

methodologies. Some scholars argue that by depending on foreign donors, 

some of these movements only serve to make government in Africa to respect 

the tenets of democracy and functional governance concomitant with 

international best practices. Unfortunately, social movements scholars implicitly 

use macro-micro arguments as a heuristic device, with less detailed explanation 

specifying the various complex transitions in the micro-macro models that 

instigate social movements collective action (Opp 2009). Additionally, the lack 

of empirical studies dealing with the macro, meso and micro factors of African 

social movements and its connectedness with western theories of social 

movement has continued to limit the comparative analysis that will reflect the 

peculiarity of the kind of movements in Africa in the social movement literature.
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4.1.2. Social movement theory 

The previous discussion suggests the need to reflect the dominant theorisation 

of social movements in the reality of developing countries. Social movement 

theorists have described social movements as one of the numerous forms of 

collective action. From the perspective of the structural paradigms, namely, 

political opportunity and resources mobilisation theories, we focus on the role of 

socio-cultural, economic, and political structures in Nigeria in shaping the IPOB 

movement’s appropriation of the internet and collective action mobilisation 

generally. 

Also, the research will draw from the perspective of New Social 

Movement (NSM) theory to examine the use of the internet and alternative 

media platforms by the IPOB movement as a critical counter-hegemonic and 

interpretative platform for challenging Nigerian state agencies and institutions 

and emphasize on how new technologies foster the dissemination of collective 

action frames. Commentators using the NSM paradigm have highlighted the 

dynamics of contentious politics and the central role of collective identity, 

symbols and values in collective action mobilisation, also emphasising the 

dialectic between collective actions and its relations to grievances, resources, 

cultural frames and political struggle (Tarrow 2011).  Significantly, pursuing the 

process of collective action requires a meaningful strategic relationship between 

movements and the media (Gamson and Wolfsfeld 1993), upon which the 

media activism model is based. 

The paradigm of “informationalism” and “network society”, which, 

according to Castells, emphasises the enormous import of information and its 

movement to the mobilisation of collective action and social movement 

practices generally, can also be relevant in understanding collective action 

mobilisation in the context of the IPOB movement. Castells argues that 

“Informationalism is based on the technology of knowledge and information”, 

which allows for the emergence of “historically new forms of social interaction, 

social control, and social change” (Castells 2011: 18). In this sense, the 

technology of knowledge in the informational age is changing the context of 

mobilisation and identity construction. Hence theorists are inundated with 

analysis focusing on diverse mechanisms and processes of change that 

globalisation involves; stressing the need to investigate activist perceptions of 

globalisation processes, what change they perceive, and whether these are 
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framed as threats or as opportunities for mobilisation. For example, one of the 

questions raised is to what extent identities, ideologies, strategies, or mobilising 

structures can be transferred to other contexts, pinpointing the diffusion 

mechanism of information and tactics as well as the cultural dimensions of 

social movements tactics and how it can spread (Roggeband and Klandermans 

2017). Between theorists emphasising political contention and conflicts as the 

basis of social movements and those stressing the role of cultural identity and 

transformation, an important distinction and synthesis are established to 

understand collective action in the context of developing countries. Here, a 

social movement leads both political and cultural struggles against multiple 

forms of injustices – namely, resource redistribution inequalities, repressive 

rules, and ethnic and gender discrimination. This thesis will attempt to expatiate 

the relevance of some prominent social movement theories developed against 

the backdrop of the rise of social movements in Europe and the US, with 

emphasis on how it applies to the study of the IPOB movement in Nigeria.

4.1.3. Relative deprivation theory (RD)

Relative Deprivation theory is a social psychological concept, which postulates 

a subjective state that shapes emotions, cognitions, and the formation of 

various collective phenomena such as social movements.  According to the 

proponents of RDT, people are motivated to collective behaviour when they feel 

that they are deprived access to services, goods, or resources often in 

comparison with others who also have a stake in accessing such services, 

goods, or resources. In this sense, RDT emphasises that a shared grievance 

and generalised belief about the causes and the possible mean of reducing 

grievances are an essential precondition for the emergence of collective action 

and social movements (Smith et al. 2012; Sen and Avci 2016; Zald 2017).

 Earlier writers such as Runciman (1966) proposed a distinction between 

egoistic RD and fraternal RD. Egoistic RD is a personal discontent that occurs 

when an individual compares his or her situation to that of others (individual RD 

or IRD). Fraternal RD is a more social discontent that occurs when an individual 

compares the situation of his or her social group to that of out-group (group RD 

or GRD). These two conditions are essential for facilitating the involvement of 

people in collective action and social movement. Whether an individual or in the 
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group, the salient preposition of RD is that people participate in a protest to 

express their grievances based on perceived injustice or relative deprivation. 

Scholars of social movements faced an empirical dilemma on the effect of 

grievances on movement participation and proposed that the question is not so 

much whether people who engage in protest are aggrieved, but whether 

aggrieved people engage in protest. A wide range of studies in social 

psychology and cultural studies suggest that those who participate in protest 

movements are not the most deprived in the absolute sense. Instead, a feeling 

of Group Relative Deprivation (GRD) is what promotes support for political 

protest (Guimond and Dubé-Simard 1983; Smith et al. 2012). For example, 

Pettigrew furnished systematic evidence to suggest that “fraternalistic” RD was 

a much more reliable predictor of black unrest in the 1960s than egoistic RD; 

and that the most considerable reluctance to support black political candidates 

and the most negative images of black candidates were found among whites 

who were fraternal, not egoistically, deprived” (Walker and Pettigrew 1984: 

303). In that sense, people will experience GRD “if the intergroup situation is 

perceived as illegitimate and unlikely to improve without collective challenge” 

(Smith et al. 2012: 204). 

However, Ted Gurr, who is a prominent theorist of RD, argues that the 

development of discontent, the politicisation of that discontent and its 

application towards achieving a collective goal (Black 1972) is rooted in 

individualistic terms, upon which political violence is manifest. He argues for the 

egoistic, rather than “fraternalistic”, RD. For Gurr, RD is “a perceived 

discrepancy between men’s value expectations and their value capabilities” 

(Ibid: 36). “Value expectation” denotes the condition of life to which individuals 

believe they are rightfully entitled; and “value capabilities” denotes a perceived 

condition of life they think they can attain. In this sense, Gurr believes that 

“fraternalistic” forms of RD involving reference group comparisons are a case of 

egoistic RD. Meanwhile, later research, such as Guimond and Dubé-Simard 

(1983), has revealed fraternal RD as a more potent element for people’s 

involvement in collective behaviour.

While RD has been criticised for failing to account for why in some cases 

deprivation fails to ignite the birth of a social movement, RD is particularly useful 

for studying social movements in developing countries and in studying the IPOB 

movement following the overwhelming language of socio-political deprivation 
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characterising the movement communication and action repertoire. 

Interviewees in this study suggest an overwhelming feeling of injustice and 

marginalisation among Biafrans, demonstrating that the IPOB movement is an 

attempt to challenge socioeconomic and political conditions, which have 

historical and cultural longevity in the annals of Nigeria’s political history. 

According to Gurr, societal conditions that increase the average of expectation 

without increasing the abilities to attain these expectations ultimately increase 

the severity of discontent. In this sense, the higher a group’s relative 

disadvantage (e.g., political, and economic disadvantage, discriminatory 

treatment and injustices based on race, ethnicity, or religion) the higher the 

sense of grievance and, consequently, the higher the potential for collection 

action mobilisation. 

The political structure of Nigeria is ultimately divisive and lop-sided. First, the 

South-eastern region (the constituency of the IPOB Movement) has only five 

states, as against the average of six states in other ethnic regions. Such 

discrepancy provides the incentive for people to believe that the distribution of 

national resources will be to their disadvantage. Second, the region has not only 

been unable to produce a President of Nigeria but has been subjugated in other 

areas of political and bureaucratic policies. Third, the federal government 

created harsh economic policies that put their members out of business, 

thereby creating unemployment and making people susceptible to criminal 

behaviour (Mamah et al. 2016). Gurr argues that the relevance of relative 

deprivation to the disposition of collective action is to the extent that many 

people feel discontented about the same things (Gurr 2015). He contends that 

discontent, frustration, or grievance caused by unjust deprivation or differential 

treatment; in return, increase the likelihood of ethnic mobilisation in various 

forms. Once there is collective frustration arising from collective feelings of 

deprivation, people’s involvement in a collective action must be based upon the 

availability of normative and utilitarian justification for such behaviour among 

members of a collectivity (Gurr 2015). 

Such utilitarian justification, in the case of the IPOB movement, can be seen 

in their normative repertoire of contention drawn from the historical, ideological, 

and cultural context and based on the recognition that collective support for an 

independent Biafra will bring about socio-political change for Biafran people. 

Their “Biafra or Death” philosophy is a regeneration of a firm conviction to the 
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legitimacy of pro-Biafra struggles. One activist noted that with the Biafra 

movement “our eyes opened to the reality of Nigeria’s great sins against our 

people and Biafra’s imminent freedom...suddenly, we stopped being afraid to 

die, we stopped being afraid to talk, we stopped being afraid to demand 

freedom”4. A deep sense of marginalisation continues to exist in the Eastern 

region of Nigeria, which may not be on the actual material condition of life in the 

region but about the people’s perception of these conditions and their 

expectations from the Nigerian state. 

This theory has been supported by recent studies examining social 

movements and secessionists attitudes in Turkey’s Kurds (Sarigil and Fazlioglu 

2014; Sarigil and Karakoc 2016). Scholars have also applied RD in a different 

context of political mobilisation including the decision to vote for Scottish 

separatist movement (Abrams and Grant 2012); and the revolutions in the 

Middle East and North Africa (Farooq et al. 2017). Such events have suggested 

that people’s belief for socio-political change, especially once it becomes 

explicitly articulated and shared, “may be necessary for people to channel their 

sense of identification with their group frustration about its situation into 

coordinated political action” (Abrams and Grant 2012: 687). 

Despite the fruitfulness of this theory for studying developing countries, 

deprivation is not the only condition for the emergence of a social movement. 

As McCarthy and Zald have argued, there are structural conditions that facilitate 

the expression of grievances for which the cost of mobilisation or participation is 

overtly overlooked by the RDTs (Zald 2017: 11). In other words, for a social 

movement to be born, deprivation needs to be present along with other factors, 

including material and non-material resources (Sen and Avci 2016).

4.1.4. Resource mobilisation theory

The main interest of this study is the extent to which new media technologies 

such as the internet and social media are veritable resources for social 

movement mobilisation in the context of Nigeria and the IPOB movement. 

Resource mobilisation theory (RMT) focused on the balance of cost and 

benefits that provides incentives for people to be motivated to get involved in a 

social struggle (Leach and Scoones 2007). According to McCarthy and Zald, 

4 Tari Nemi is member of IPOB, revolutionary writer and a teacher, June 20th, 2018.
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RMT “examines the variety of resources that must be mobilised, the linkages of 

social movements to other groups, the dependence of movements upon 

external support for success, and the tactics used by authorities to control or 

incorporate movements’ (Zald 2017: 16). In this perspective, the emphasis is on 

the evaluation of costs, rewards, and incentives, influenced by the presence of 

resources – in particular by the organisation and the strategic interactions 

necessary for a social movement to emerge (Della Porta and Diani 2009). Early 

proponents of RMT show that a strong organisational base is a sine qua non for 

a collective protest to emerge. This thesis argues that such an organisational 

base is a consequence of overwhelming feelings of deprivation arising from the 

exchange of a mixed record of individual and group deprivations. RMT, 

therefore, evaluates not only the presence of tensions and structural conflicts 

but also “the conditions which enable discontent to be transformed into 

mobilisation” (Ibid: 15). 

Movement resources are potentially anything that a social movement 

organisation needs to mobilise and deploy in pursuit of its goals (Flynn 2011). 

Such resources can be material and non-material. Fuchs articulates material 

resources to include “money, organisations, manpower, technology, means of 

communication, and mass media”. Non-material resources include “legitimacy, 

loyalty, social relationships, networks, personal connections, public attention, 

authority, moral commitment, and solidarity” (Fuchs 2006: 106). From the 

“social movements of the poor”, Cress and Snow (1996: 1094) further specified 

resources relative to mobilisation outcome – drawing on the “resource-type and 

resource-use strategies” to note specific uses or functions of resources 

mobilised by homeless SMOs in the United States.  The authors grouped the 

resource type into four categories, namely: 

 Moral - emphasising the internal validation and support that external 

endorsements provide for the SMO, 

 Material (mundane items that are typically subsumed under the category 

of money),

 Informational resources (built on the concept of Know-how – 

emphasising the strategic, technical and referral knowledge economy 

relevant to operation and organisation of SMOs collective action), and 
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 Human resources – emphasising the role of audience, leaders, and 

cadre, that is, those who have relatively more time to devote to the 

movement, people possessed of professional know-how regarding the 

movement issues, those armed with capabilities to promote movement’s 

messages to the public, and those who have access to power centres) 

(Cress and Snow 1996: 1095). 

Later, Diani and McAdam (2003) presented the social network model – 

emphasising social ties, the networks which can assist in recruitment, the 

linkages of people who provide support and the opportunities to do so on a 

sustained basis.  Gamson (1995) also argues for the unique resources gained 

from media coverage and discourses for meaning construction and framing in 

the mobilisation process.

Since different factors motivate social movements’ formation, RMT has been 

criticised for its language of economistic materialism; for viewing social 

movements mostly on the instrumental human selfishness that aimed at 

maximisation of personal benefits, ignoring “how ideology, commitment and 

values and, in particular, solidarity might motivate and draw together movement 

participants” (Leach and Scoones 2007: 276). Second. It was challenging to 

distinguish social movements framed in resource mobilisation from an interest 

group. Third, the theory not only focused on professional movements, 

particularly in the American context but also ignored the many grassroots 

movements emerging in different parts of the world at that period (Ibid).

   

4.1.5. Political opportunities structure (POS)

The concept of political opportunities was considered to have offered responds 

to the criticism of RMT by recognising the importance of resources needed to 

engage in collective action, its cultural dimensions, and the importance of 

politics (McAdam et al. 2004; Tarrow 2011). This concept is used in two 

different ways. The first concerns the emergence of movements and, 

specifically, the timing of the emergence; “movements emerge at the moments 

when political regimes are opening up, and new opportunities for change are 

consequently appearing” (Crossley 2002: 120). The second focused in the way 

in which different politics afford different opportunity structures and therefore, 

different types of protest and movement emergence. From the first 

perspectives, Crossley argues that grievances may be harboured for decades 
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before other conditions that allow it to be transformed into conflict fall in place. 

Political process approach emphasises the role of the political and institutional 

context in the success and failure of social movement mobilisation. Tarrow 

(2011) draws on the balance between political opportunities and political threat 

to explain how contentious politics emerge.  According to him, “contentious 

politics emerges in response to changes in political opportunities and threats 

when participants perceive and respond to a variety of incentives including 

material and ideological, partisan and group-based, long-standing and episodic” 

(Tarrow 2011: 1). Tarrow contends that by building on opportunities provided by 

political culture, and using a known repertoire of action, “people with limited 

resources can act together contentiously”. Additionally, when people’s actions 

are based on dense social networks and active connective structures and 

“draws on legitimate, action-orientated cultural frames, they can sustain these 

actions even in contact with powerful opponents” (Ibid). 

Nevertheless, some people have argued that modern societies are dynamic 

sites of opportunities, which movements can explore. As societies are highly 

differentiated, limiting the focus to specifically political opportunities may limit 

the recognition of the existence of multiple forms of opportunities by which 

movements can emerge. Crossley (2002: 123) argues for an expansive debate 

beyond the state to incorporate other structures. For him, the media is an 

important site of opportunities for a social movement insofar as “the media 

offers publicity, good and bad, and everything that goes with it”. In this respect, 

the media generates opportunities for movements. He explains that opportunity 

is a relational property; “a function of the fit between the resources of agents 

and the state of the social space in question” (p.124). In that sense, openings in 

the media (such as the internet) are crucial opportunities for social movements.

 In this current study of the IPOB movement, we draw on the scholarly 

approaches of relative deprivation, resource mobilisation and political and 

media opportunities paradigm to examine the role of ideology, grievances, 

socio-political culture and informational resources in the mobilisation, diffusion, 

and propagation of pro-Biafran cause in Nigeria’s public sphere.   Such an 

approach allows us to examine the complementarity between ideologies, 

political opportunity structure and media resources in shaping the studied case. 

Specifically, it will allow us to appreciate the historical culture of ethnic 

nationalism in Nigeria’s political system, the democratic spaces provided by 
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digital communication technology and their implications for promoting political 

change in Nigeria. It will also help us to understand better the type of social 

movements that characterise Africa and how new media resources are 

transforming the ability of people with claims to champion it contentiously. Our 

central hypothesis in this review is that digital technology is a valuable resource 

that provided the enormous opportunity for the IPOB to become the face of neo-

Biafranism but also a vast resource for mobilising transnational support for 

Biafra. 

4.2. Social movements, the Internet and political change.

The extent to which the internet can empower social movements, in the case of 

the IPOB movement to effect dominant social orders in Nigeria, is one of the 

critical dimensions of this study.  As some theorists have argued, the capacity of 

social movements to affect policy change is contingent upon the dominant 

political opportunity structure, for which a social movement can make marginal 

differences or fail. Della Porta and Diani (2009) identify two main ways through 

which social movements can influence public policy: 1) social movements can 

change policy and decisions on specific issues, and 2) they can affect how the 

political system as whole functions. Going by the new social movement 

approach, which proposes that social movements are critical channels of 

society that aims at social emancipation and structural transformation of society 

(Fuchs 2006), scholarly inquiries have been directed in understanding the role 

of the internet on the ability of social movements to bring about change within 

societies.

 Since societies flow in the dynamism of people in it, social movements 

become critical currents in the cause of this flow. In this era of a networked 

society, the capacities of the internet to cause social and political transformation 

has been documented by scholars (Howard et al. 2011; Shirky 2011; Howard 

and Parks 2012; Lee 2015). Lee (2015), for instance, shows that internet-

enabled technologies have provided capacities for social identity formation and 

the rise of “citizen self-mobilisation” (p.308); providing the needed interactive 

relationships between social movements and its constituents and promoting an 

“autonomous communicative capacity” (Castells 2015: 223). 
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As social media proliferate, the capacities for social movements to expand 

their action repertoire such that could overthrow autocratic regimes are 

enhanced (Earl and Kimport 2011). Earl and Kimport presented three cases to 

illustrate how social movements can use the internet to leverage the cost of 

mobilisation and the repressive tendencies of government authorities. These 

include e-mobilisation, e-tactics, and e-movements. E-mobilisation emphasises 

information-sharing mechanism that allows for offline protest action to 

disseminate online and vice-versa.  E-tactics focuses on the action that 

expands the frontier of social movements’ repertoire to institutionalised 

authorities, which can include both off-and online components. Such action 

includes petition writing, signing, and sharing. In E-movements, “organisation of 

and participation in the movement occurs entirely online” (Earl and Kimport 

2011: 12).  Although explicitly focused on the use of the web, the authors 

provide examples of how the internet may be enhancing new aspects of 

“repertoire of contention”, which according to Charles Tilly, comprises a “whole 

set of means a group has for making claims of different types on different 

individuals” (Della Porta 2013).  

Much academic research has suggested that social movements utilise digital 

media ecologies to mobilise participation to collective actions and socio-political 

change (Howard and Hussain 2011; Joseph 2012; Morell 2012; Treré 2012), 

with new technologies enabling citizens to shape the public agenda and state 

political preferences (Esarey and Xiao 2011). The internet enables social 

movements to mobilise frustrated citizens in ways that provide transportable 

strategies of action. Howard and Hussain (2011: 41) argue that widespread 

frustration in Tunisia and Egypt had not been translated into action until the 

proliferation of cell phones and internet technologies. The authors suggest that 

such proliferation help unite disparate grievances in a common agenda, turning 

localised patches of discontent into a “structured movement with a collective 

consciousness about both shared plights and opportunity for action” (Howard 

and Hussain 2011: 41). The cascades of the so-called “Facebook revolutions”, 

“Twitter revolutions” across Arab nations provided a framework for citizens in 

other developing countries to realise the social resources embedded on the 

internet for collective behaviour. Anyone in the vicinity of events with audacity 

and a camera can document brutality and spread it on the internet (Joseph 

2012). 
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4.3. Radical democracy and the agonistic public sphere
The concept of the radical and agonistic public sphere helps us explain the 

dialectic in online communications in Nigeria’s public sphere. Specifically, the 

concept sheds light on the use of media and the internet by the IPOB 

movement in its struggle with state and other anti-Biafra elements in Nigeria, by 

helping us explain the bitter, caustic, vituperative and unequivocal discourses, 

which characterise political communications in Nigeria’s public sphere. Given 

that ethnic exigencies are facts of politics in Nigeria, it is customary to observe a 

dialectic between critical interrogation of the forces of socio-economic and 

political harshness witnessed by the vast majority of Nigerians and ideological 

configurations mapped through ethnic and political in-group interest rather than 

on national interest.  

Contrary to the model of deliberative democracy, which emphasises 

strong links between democracy and liberalism – based on the inclusive 

normative consensus or “communicative rationalism”, the radical or agonistic 

perspective views politics as intrinsically conflictual and non-consensual, 

placing differences and contestation at the heart of the democratic system 

(Mouffe 2000; Dahlberg 2007b).  The proponents of deliberative democratic 

theory propose that attainment of legitimacy and rationality in public deliberation 

are preconditions for collective decision-making processes in a polity. In this 

argument, the process of collective deliberation is an outcome of rational and 

fair interaction among free and equal individuals. Mouffe (2000) contends that 

such a democratic society which realises rational consensus is nearly 

impossible since the consensus is a partial result of hegemony, a stabilisation of 

meaning aided by cultural domination and exclusion. She argues: 

“by privileging rationality, both deliberative and aggregative 

perspectives leave aside a central element, which is the crucial 

role of passions and emotions in securing allegiance to 

democratic values……. Such a model of democratic politics is 

virtually unable to acknowledge the dimension of antagonism the 

pluralism of values entails and its ineradicable character” (Mouffe 

2000: 13).
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She argues that society is redolent with the agonistic public sphere of 

contestation where hegemonic political projects are confronted and where the 

real “liberal democratic tolerance”, which allows for a model of “legitimate 

opponent” as a necessary and ineradicable process of political identity, takes 

root (Mouffe 2000: 15). In this approach, Mouffe emphasises that power, 

antagonism, and adversarial relationship are necessary ingredients of 

democracy – a situation where the goal of democracy is to transform 

“antagonism” into “agonism”, enmity into an adversary, fighting into a critical 

engagement. Whereas antagonism is the struggle between enemies, agonism 

is a struggle between adversaries. In essence, “the prime task of democratic 

politics is not to eliminate passions from the sphere of the public…... but to 

mobilise those passions towards democratic designs” (Ibid: 16). 

Furthermore, Dahlberg (2007b) considers the fragmentation into like-

minded groups that contribute to the plurality of counter-discourses beneficial to 

democracy. He stresses that counter-discourses emerges in response to 

exclusion and “constituted by the circulation, deliberation, and articulation of 

issues, identities, positions, which have been excluded from, and thus stand in 

opposition to, dominant discourses. In this perspective, the public sphere 

changes towards a “radical democratic understanding, in that it expands the 

space for the effective participation in politics of different and marginal voices 

while accounting for power and inter-subjectivity” (p.837). The radicalness of 

agonistic pluralism lies in its aim to recognise differences and to ascribe rights, 

to reach out to as many friends as possible while retaining the necessary 

contestation and sheer struggle of politics (Hands 2007).

 

4.3.1 The contribution of the Internet to radical democracy

Various commentators have argued that the internet’s contribution to 

democratic politics is mainly in the promotion of the agonistic public sphere 

(Kellner 1999; Dahlberg 2007b; Dahlberg and Siapera 2007; Bennett and 

Pfetsch 2018). The agonistic public sphere model considers the internet’s 

capacity to account for the democratic role of politics associated with excluded 

voices.  Here, the emphasis is not much on personal deliberations with 

differently positioned others. Instead, “the focus is on the formation of counter-

discourses online and the extent and effects of inter-discursive contestation” 
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(Dahlberg 2007b: 839). Emphasises is placed on the democratic role of 

contestations from a mainstream public sphere which the internet supports.

Agonistic public sphere theorists conceive the internet as a site of 

political struggle and conflict, a contested terrain (Kahn and Kellner 2007). In 

this way, the internet is considered as providing vital platforms through which 

groups and individuals excluded from the mainstream media and politics can 

disseminate ideas not present within the usual spectrum of political discussion 

and participate in dialogue usually closed off to oppositional ideas and group.  

However, Bennett and Pfetsch argue for the disruptive effect of such agonistic 

public sphere in democratic politics, stressing that the dispersion and 

cacophony of public voices have disrupted communication across differences 

(Bennett and Pfetsch 2018). Meanwhile, agonists believe that essential issues 

arise from such radical voices in ways that bring new reforms to a democratic 

society. Dahlberg used the term discourse to expand on the agonistic 

understanding of the internet as a site of political struggle. This is because 

online political or discursive struggle takes place along multiple axes, of which 

agonists are particularly interested in one dimension of this struggle online: 

between dominant and marginalised discourses (Dahlberg 2007a). Dominant 

discourses represent those discourses, which have achieved, and “attempt to 

maintain authoritative or hegemonic status in any particular social formation”, 

and “is defined [by agonists] in a negative relationship to the discourses that 

they subordinate” (p. 134).  

As a site of discursive struggle, agonists perceive the internet as 

reproducing dominant discourses, on the one hand, and supporting those 

voices associated with marginalised discourses in a radically democratic way, 

on the other hand. From the agonist literature, Dahlberg identified three inter-

related things through which the internet supports agonistic democratic politics. 

First, the internet supports marginalised voices to “develop their own 

deliberative spaces that draw upon and strengthen marginalised discourses” 

(Dahlberg 2007a: 134). Second, the internet helps in “linking up with other 

excluded voices in developing representatives, strategically (facilitating) 

effective counter-discourses”. Third, the internet contributes to subsequent 

“contestation of meanings and practices dominating mainstream public sphere” 

(Ibid). As a cheap, non-hierarchical, and interactive communication medium, the 
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internet has allowed antagonistic politics to mushroom, as diverse groups can 

voice a dissentious opinion online.

In the context of the IPOB movement’s use of new technology, the 

internet provides communication spaces (including websites, blogs, radio 

broadcast, social media sites) for both the members of the group and those in 

opposition to it to develop counter-publics discourses dominating the public 

sphere. Such counter-discourses generate public opinion in ways that also 

generate valorised attention to pro-Biafra issues. Although, some scholars, such 

as (Sunstein 2014; Sunstein 2018), have argued that the internet presents a 

problematic discourse of ethics in the public sphere, by not only facilitating 

speculative bubbles but providing a “free-riding” opportunity for the public to 

bypass more nuanced and moderate expressions of opinion in the mass media. 

The “enclaves” created on the internet by the IPOB movement have enabled 

important issues to diffuse into the Nigerian public sphere in ways that not only 

promotes discussion around Biafra and insurgencies but also about the general 

social, economic, and political conditions of the Nigerian people. Downey and 

Fenton (2003) argue that the transnational enclaves supported by the internet 

promote the value of democracy insofar as these enclaves can influence mass 

media coverage and lead to “formation of public opinion beyond the radical 

ghetto” (p.190). The fundamental communication structures characterising the 

IPOB movement’s various channels (arguably) mobilised mainstream media 

debate and the formation of opinion around the need to restructure Nigeria’s 

political system. In the perspective of agonistic democratic politics, 

notwithstanding the radical nature of discourses around Biafran independence, 

the reactionary effects of these discourses within the Nigerian public sphere 

have had a transformative effect on public governance in Nigeria’s democracy. 

Politicians and civic groups take cues in the debate in the public sphere, 

generating solutions to some of the issues making the rounds. As agonistic 

theorists advocate, the interactivity and reach of the internet assist the politically 

diverse and geographically dispersed counter-publics network and develop 

articulations of collective identities and discourses, leading to the formation of 

more robust and more oppositional discourse (Dahlberg 2007a; Kahn and 

Kellner 2007).
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4.3.2. The Internet as an alternative media and community 
informatics

Closely related to the radical democratic perspective, the political and 

democratic character of the internet has also been extensively approached in 

alternative media theory (Atton 2002; Bennett 2003; Couldry and Curran 2003; 

Atton 2004; Bailey et al. 2007). Alternative media theory offers a useful 

conceptual framework for understanding the IPOB and their communication 

practices. Commentators have observed that social movements and the media 

are in an “interactive system” so that each side in the media-movement 

transaction is dependent on the other but not equally so. As such, social 

movements make use of mainstream media in their action for the strategic 

purposes of “mobilisation, validation of claims and enlargement of the scope of 

conflict” (Gamson and Wolfsfeld 1993: 116). However, because of the 

asymmetric relationship between movements and mainstream media, there is 

always “a tension in using a hegemonic system for oppositional purposes which 

poses continuing challenges to critical movements” (Carroll and Ratner 1999: 

2). Consequently, social movements have either created their media or “relied 

on alternative media for a non-hegemonic perspective” (Harlow and Harp 2013: 

27).

The use of alternative media is considered useful for challenging the 

counter-hegemonic practices and influences of the mainstream media (Atton 

2002; Atton 2004) or promoting community informatics (Bailey et al. 2007). As 

community informatics, alternative media empower community members by 

“signifying that their voices are important enough to be broadcast”, and to 

strengthen their internal identity, manifest this identity to the outside world, and 

thus enable social change and development (Bailey et al. 2007: 14-15). For 

Fuchs, such “alternative media should not only be understood as alternative 

media practices but also, as critical media that question dominative society” 

(Fuchs 2010: 174). The democratic nature of alternative media for social 

movements makes it home for radical content production that privilege 

information, which add values or favour the “protagonist” as against the 

“antagonist” in ways that evoke sympathies from bystanders (Chan 2017). They 

are citizen-based, privileging real citizen participation and their active 

involvement in democratic politics.  
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Citing O’Sullivan, Atton (2002) pinpoints the significant aims of 

alternative media: (1) it seeks social change; 2) it seeks to involve people 

(citizen, not elites) in their processes and (3) is committed to innovation in form 

and content (Atton 2002: 15 - 16).  In this perspective, Atton replicated Traber’s 

notion of alternative media where:

‘The aim is to change towards a more equitable social, cultural 

and economic whole in which the individual is not reduced to an 

object (of the media or the political powers) but can find fulfilment 

as a total human being’ (Atton 2002: 16 citing Traber, 1985)

Traber divided alternative media into two: advocacy media and grassroots 

media whereas the alternative advocacy media introduces alternative social 

actors such as the poor, the oppressed, the marginalised and indeed ordinary 

people as principal subjects of news and features.  The grassroots media 

represent the best form of alternative media in that they are produced by the 

same people whose concerns they represent, from a position of engagement 

and direct participation (Atton 2002). 

Commentators have generally considered the internet as an alternative 

site for social movements’ activism (Atton 2003; Bennett 2003; Atton 2004; 

Harlow and Harp 2013; Castells 2015). The internet presents an alternative for 

“channels of resistance” to be created by activists’, by enabling the 

development of “semi-autonomous communication infrastructures that shape 

activists’ repertoire of action” (Coopman 2011: 169). Harlow and Harp examined 

how activists in the United States and Latin America view activism concerning 

mainstream and alternative media, particularly online media. Result suggests 

that “activists were positive about the role of the internet as an alternative public 

sphere for staying informed and for waging activism” (Harlow and Harp 2013: 

26). Similarly, in Hong Kong, pro-democracy movements have used the internet 

as alternative media resources that encourage civil society activism (Yung and 

Leung 2014), facilitating and enlarging “active online counter-public” (Leung and 

Lee 2014: 340)

Castells (2015) explores the potential of the internet as an alternative 

media platform and suggests that the internet facilitates a virtual community that 

enables a network of people to share collective outrage and hope, the result of 

which raw responses are turned into movements of political importance. Citing 
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Tunisian insurrection and Egyptian revolution as an example, Castells 

maintained that the internet provided a space of autonomy that connects both 

off and online activities of the movements and its occupation of urban spaces 

upon which the uprisings were based (Castells 2015: 108). 

In the same way, this thesis argues that the internet provided a place-

based autonomy for the IPOB activists to organise, mobilise, validate, and 

publish evidence of state-sponsored killings and crackdowns of their members. 

This opportunity makes it difficult for the Nigerian government to cover 

incidences of human right abuse on the activists. Whereas social movements 

create channels of resistance on the internet and use alternative media as a 

radio broadcast, the internet not only serves as a point of convergence but also 

supports a radical dispersal of activists’ communication, narratives and frames 

in ways that have connections with the social, cultural, and political dimensions 

on/offline. Atton notes that by the strategic reliance on ordinary people by social 

movements, the internet presents an effective alternative for social movements 

to develop a dialogic praxis that “sought a radical internationalisation” through 

available technology (Atton 2003: 6). 

4.3.3. Networked societies and diaspora nationalism

Social movement scholars have highlighted the role of social networks in the 

formation of social movements. In the context of Castells’ network society and 

social movements’ network as developed by Mario Diani and Doug McAdam, 

we draw attention to the dynamic role of Biafra nationalists in diaspora in the 

organisation and mobilisation of the IPOB movement. Such theorising helps 

provide the connection between patches of local grievances and individuals in 

the diaspora, who ultimately provide the technical, financial, and knowledge-

based resources for the IPOB movement.  The internet has created a virtual 

community for pro-Biafra activists; providing cultural proximity between activists 

who reside in Nigeria and those in the diaspora. 

Diaspora nationalist activism has been found to significantly contribute to 

homegrown conflict, with the dynamics in their original territory driving the 

overall radicalisation or moderation of conflicts (Paul 2000; Baser and Swain 

2010; Adamson 2013; Koinova 2013). Adamson and Demetriou (2007: 497) 

defines diaspora nationalism as social collectivism that exists across state 

borders and has succeeded over time to do the following. (1) “sustain a 
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collective national, cultural or religious identity through a sense of internal 

cohesion and sustained ties with the real or imagined homeland, and (2) display 

an ability to address the collective interests of members of the social collectives 

through a developed internal organisational framework and transnational lines” 

(p. 497). Accordingly, the advancement of communication technology is 

providing significant incentives for “non-state political entrepreneurs and state 

elites to use diasporic practices of identity formation as a means of generating 

economic and political support [in ways that shape social movement 

mobilisation” (Ibid: 489).  Thus, ethnic codes such as ideology, traits, cultural 

practice, religion, language, solidarity among others, provide the most useful 

symbols of diasporic mobilisation, often based on the overwhelming perception 

of ethnic marginalisation or the need for recognition in the society (Sökefeld 

2006; Koinova 2013). Adamson (2013) maintains that with the rise of the 

network society, diasporic ties quickly become connected with homegrown 

social movements in ways that “shift the scales of transnational contention” with 

ample opportunities for exchange of knowledge, ideas, material resources, 

expertise and other elements that shape movement’s contentious action.  

Tarrow (2011: 7) emphasised the role of diasporic solidarity when he argues 

that movement entrepreneurs can “tap into and expand deep-rooted feelings of 

solidarity and identity” by using elements such as nationalism, ethnicity, and 

religion as a mechanism for mobilising and stimulating consensus across social 

ties. Thus, the internet provides the capacity for the ethnic diasporic network to 

connect ideologically closer to political issues in their hometown. 

Both empirical and conceptual theorising demonstrates that the network 

of social ties and cultural affinities provides the bonds of solidarity out of which a 

movement could grow. A great deal of empirical work, mainly in the context of 

the civil rights movement in the US, suggested that social movements grow out 

of “pre-existing networks, communities and organisations, and that movement 

formation will be more common among tightly networked groups than in a 

situation of high social [cultural] atomisation” (Crossley 2002: 93). Castells 

(2015) has argued that the network becomes multimodal in the sense that the 

internet allows new networks to emerge as social movements strategic framing 

continue to resonate with the people across borders. 
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4.3.4. The Internet as a framing resource

It is one of the aspects of this study to examine how grievances are interpreted 

and the role that the internet plays in the dispersal of various interpretations. 

The concept of framing within the social movements’ literature is an exploration 

of how social movement organisations mobilise support.  Social movements 

must attempt to link their frames with those of their potential constituents (frame 

alignment) if they are to secure the support and other resources in those 

constituents (Snow et al. 1986). Social movement scholars conceptualise 

framing as meaning construction. Frames, therefore, are defined as “schemata 

of interpretation” that are “intended to mobilise potential adherents and 

constituents, to garner bystander support, and to demobilise antagonists” 

(Benford and Snow 2000: 614). It is also a persuasive device used to fix 

meanings, organise experience, alert others that their interests and possibly 

their identities are at stake, and propose solutions to ongoing problems 

(Adamson 2013: 69). 

 Benford and Snow argued that both relative deprivation and resource 

mobilisation perspectives had ignored the framing issue, by assuming that 

grievances have automatic snowballing or “magnetic-like” effect between 

intensely felt grievances and susceptibility to movement participation (in the 

case of RD) or assume that the mobilising grievances are “ubiquitous and 

constant” in the case of resource mobilisation perspectives (Snow et al. 1986). 

The authors argue that both perspectives neglect the fact that grievances or 

discontent are subject to differential interpretation, and the fact that “variations 

in their interpretation across individual, social movement organisations and time 

can affect whether and how they are acted upon” (Ibid: 465). 

Scholars have argued for the pivotal role of the media as framing resources 

for SMs (Gamson 1995; Gamson 2004; Koopmans 2004). Gamson (1995), for 

instance, suggests that media discourses provide framing resources to 

movement activist by signposting useful “maps of the entry” that allows for the 

construction of meaning and diffusion of collective action frames. For 

Koopmans, the media can provide three salient discursive opportunities for 

social movements including 1) visibility (the extent to which the mass media 

cover a message); 2) resonance (the extent to which others – allies, opponents, 

authorities – react to a message), and 3) legitimacy (the degree to which such 
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reactions are supportive) (Koopmans 2004: 367). These three mechanisms can 

affect the diffusion chances of contentions messages. 

While traditional media framing has received much attention, the role that 

the internet plays in amplifying frames for SMs has not received adequate 

theorising. The internet is distinctive in its ability to converge both the 

professional and amateur reporters in the construction of news, including the 

capacities for ordinary people to participate in frame building. In China, Tang 

and Huhe (2014) found that subjects exposed to alternative online framing were 

more likely to undermine government policy and rate government much more 

negatively. The internet provides veritable resources for social movements to 

produce and diffuse latent sentiments and schemas into sharper belief by 

providing the capacity for SMs to articulate, interpret, recommend, and chronicle 

user-generated frames in ways that provide emotional resources for 

participation in collective action. The results of the frames are emotion 

generation. Therefore, with the internet, social movements can link individual 

emotions with the beliefs that give meaning and direction to the feelings stirred 

by political opportunity structure, including how authorities react to social 

movements’ action. In the case of the IPOB movement, the internet enables 

activists to disseminate frames useful for mobilising emotional support to their 

activism while also supporting counter-framing from those in opposition to it. 

4.4. Methodology: Triangulation of methodology

Introduction
The choice of triangulation, defined as the use of more than one method to 

“examine the same dimension of a research problem” (Hesse-Biber 2010: 3), is 

based on various considerations including the objective of the research, the 

research questions, and the social phenomenon investigated, in addition to the 

theoretical perspectives underpinning the research. Since the research deals 

with digital media as a mobilisation resource for social movements, it will 

attempt to highlight the complex and multi-layered interconnectedness between 

technological appropriation and socioeconomic, cultural, and political processes 

within which collective action mobilisation takes place. A mixed methodological 

approach will be applied since it allows for “various levels of articulation 

between the internet, both as technology and practice, and the socio-political 
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dimension within which it is embedded” (Ben Moussa 2011: 115). According to 

Williams et al. (1988), “new media researchers should consider alternative 

methods or even multiple methods, and to attempt a triangulation of methods” 

(cited in Jones 1998: xiii). Norris (2001) proposes that internet research needs 

to integrate research findings from numerous disciplines and recommending the 

use of a triangulation of methods because “no single methodology can hope to 

capture the rich complexities of life on the internet” (cited in Ben Moussa 2011: 

115). Furthermore, combining methodologies in the investigation of internet 

communications constitute a practical solution, since triangulation can not only 

allow for a “convergence of the data collected by all methods in a study to 

enhance the credibility of the research findings” but also “fortifies and enrich a 

study conclusion” (Hesse-Biber 2010: 3-4). 

4.4.1. Situating the Research withing the phases of the IPOB Activism

This study asked practical questions relating to the influence of new 

communication technology in the IPOB movement and considers variables of 

theoretical interest – in this case, the appropriation of the internet for 

political/social mobilisation – from literature.

The theoretical periods include periods of intense solidarity and radical 

activism and period of latency and low activism. The IPOB emerged as a 

leading movement amongst Biafra identity groups after the arrest of its leader, 

Kanu, on 14th October 2015. It then became well-established as a significant 

player in Biafra (mostly Igbo) nationalism through its effective use of alternative 

media – such radio Biafra – and the internet such as websites and blogs; social 

media such as Facebook, Twitter, YouTube, WhatsApp to mobilise for the 

release of its leader but also restoration of Biafra. In September 2017, the group 

was proscribed and declared a terrorist organisation. This proscription whittled-

down the ability of the organisation to organise rallies, and subtly changed 

group tactics. This thesis account for the phases between the arrest of the IPOB 

leader and his release and utilises both qualitative and quantitative approaches 

using primary and secondary data to seeks increased analytical understanding 

of the communicative strategy of the movements within these periods. 

The qualitative method allows the researcher to probe into the context-

based dynamics of the movement’s resistance channels online, including 
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mechanisms that motivate activists. The quantitative method, on the other hand, 

allows the researcher to investigate the general picture of the internet use 

including feature and frame analysis as well as extents of individual involvement 

in the promotion of pro-Biafra content on the internet. Both methods allow for a 

better understanding of how IPOB activists appropriated the resource of the 

internet, in combination with socioeconomic, cultural, and political resources, to 

mobilise collective action. It also helps investigate the interplay between the top-

down and bottom-up approach of communication characterising the 

organisation. 

The primary data involve web analysis, interviews, and survey. These 

methods are complemented and synthesized with the use of secondary data, 

including newspaper reports, television programmes, elite opinions, and 

archival materials. 

4.4.2. Exploring the web: feature and frame analysis

A variety of methodologies, including network ethnography, focus groups, 

textual and network analysis, among others, have been used to analyse several 

dimensions of the internet across many disciplines. Schneider and Foot (2004) 

identified three main methodological approaches that have been employed in 

web-related research, namely: 1) discursive or rhetorical analyses, 2) structural 

or feature analysis, and 3) socio-cultural analysis.  The discursive or rhetorical 

analysis deals mainly with the content of a website that contributes to a better 

understanding of communicative phenomena on the web (Schneider and Foot 

2004: 116). The structure or feature analysis focuses on the structure of a 

website, including features found on the pages within the websites. In contrast, 

the sociocultural analysis focuses on “cross-site action on the web” and the 

“study of the hyperlinked context(s) and situatedness of websites” (p.117). The 

authors proposed a “web sphere” analytical approach – a multi-method 

approach that enables analysis of communicative actions and relationships 

between web producers and users over time (p.118). Despite the use of diverse 

methods, content analysis-based tools remain the most widely used in political 

communication because they can generate less subjective results about 

specific characteristics of the internet as technology and political medium (Stein 

2009). Secondly, it can be useful for discovering and gaining insights into 

“users’ preferences and behaviours as well as into the complex social and 
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communicational trends and patterns generated by users” (Kim and Kuljis 2010: 

369). 

One of the principal objectives of this thesis is to examine the extent to 

which the websites of the IPOB movement provide communication resources 

that enhance the production, articulation, interpretation, and diffusion of 

collective action frames. Specifically, the thesis tries to reveal the discursive or 

rhetorical dimensions of the IPOB activists’ communication and highlight how 

the internet serves as a new tool for communicating grievances. Such a task 

necessitates paying close attention to both the textual content, including 

linguistic and non-linguistic data as well as structural dimensions of IPOB 

websites based on both qualitative and quantitative content analysis.  

Frame analysis, as conceptualised by Erving Goffman, focused on the 

conversational conventions that mark the application of and changes in 

interpretative frames. His approach stressed that “the close analysis of naturally 

occurring speech (in this case, activists’-generated news content on the web) is 

the best way to study framing activities” (Johnston 2002: 64). Thus, frame 

analysis aims to focus on evidence of what people say or do, that is, embodied 

in social movements’ channels of communication. Discourse or rhetorical 

analysis, under which frames are embedded, pay attention to the cognitive 

mechanisms by which grievances are interpreted. Whereas the structural or 

feature analysis will allow for a systematic examination of the potential of 

websites as a medium of communication, without overlooking non-quantifiable 

elements, such as designs and page efficiencies. Frame analysis allows for 

close examination of the extent to which websites are used to communicate 

alternative and oppositional interpretations, discourses, and symbols and to 

assess the extent to which the IPOB movement appropriate web-based 

platforms for collective action mobilisation. 

This analysis focused on the period of high solidarity and activism (from 

October 2015 – April 2017) because of the quality of communication 

interchanged that characterised the period.

4.4.3.  In-depth Interviewing 

As a complementary approach to understanding the human experience 

dimension of the internet use, the research also employed interview method to 

gain more in-depth information and knowledge about the extent to which the 
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internet constitutes a prominent resource for the IPOB movement. In-depth 

interviewing is “a fundamental tool for generating empirical knowledge by asking 

people to talk about certain themes” (Della Porta 2014: 14). In-depth interview 

methods allow “scholars access to a broader segment of social movement 

participants than are represented in documents and propaganda produced by 

movement leaders” (Blee 2013). It is a methodology that is appropriate for the 

type of investigation in which the researcher has to “discover what is usually 

hidden from ordinary view or reflection or to penetrate to a more reflective 

understanding about the nature of that experience” (Johnson 2002: 107). 

Moreover, in-depth interviewing “brings human agency to the centre of 

movement analysis” (Blee and Taylor 2002: 96), while allowing the researcher 

to examine how messages of social movements diffuse and received by actual 

and potential constituents, including the construction of individual and collective 

identities, the attraction of followers and how members’ commitment fluctuate 

over time. In social movement studies, in-depth interviewing is especially 

important given the relative scarcity of systematic collections of documents or 

reliable databases. Thus, it is appropriate for understanding the “motives, 

beliefs, and attitudes, as well as the identities and emotions of movement 

activists” (Della Porta 2014: 14). 

4.4.4. Survey method: Distribution of the questionnaire.

Individual participation in the IPOB movement and the role that digital 

technologies have played in terms of motivation, active involvements, and 

promotion of pro-Biafran materials is one of the focuses of this thesis. Survey 

techniques allow the researcher to examine the extent to which digital media 

facilitated frontline activism and support provision of IPOB participants.  Survey 

research “aims primarily for tapping into the subjective feelings of the public” in 

order to produce quantifiable statistics about some characteristics of the target 

audience (Fowler Jr 2013: 2). In social movement studies, survey methods have 

been used to capture the degree of overlap between ideological themes of 

movements and the individual beliefs, especially in addressing the question of 

individual involvements in collective action (Andretta and Della Porta 2014).  

This approach is pertinent to the purpose of the present study. Here, the 

focus is on the level of individual involvement using digital communication 
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technologies. In social movement studies, the first step, when considering a 

survey technique, is the unit of analysis: whether individuals or organisations 

(Klandermans and Smith 2002). Once that choice is made, the next 

consideration is whether “the individuals of interest are the general public, 

participants in movement events, leaders of movement organisations or targets 

of movement efforts” (Ibid:14). For this study, our unit of analysis are 

participants in movement events. The reason for this choice is to examine 

participants’ digital media activities and evaluate the primary source of 

mobilisation between the internet and the movement’s alternative media (e.g., 

Radio Biafra). Such an approach will also allow the study to contribute to the 

literature on the extent the internet offers opportunities for the diffusion and 

reception of movement’s message, and for promoting movement ideas. 

Conclusion
This chapter has highlighted the importance of mixed methods in the present 

study, as triangulation of methods allows for a more in-depth, multi-dimensional 

insight into the complex social and political issues that this study is addressing. 

The chapter also provided some theoretical underpinning of the study, arguing 

for how the IPOB movement meets the context of existing social movement 

theory.  The chapter also underpinned the study in alternative media and radical 

democratic theories, highlighting the political role of the internet in the 

mobilisation efforts of the IPOB movement. In particular, the chapter attempted 

to explore the extent to which digital communication technology has enhanced 

the capacity of the IPOB movement to mobilise counter-hegemonic discourses 

that challenge various aspects of political, social, and cultural injustices of its 

constituents. The study draws upon insights from relative deprivation, resource 

mobilisation and political process research. It highlights the effectiveness of 

media opportunity, such as created by the internet, in stimulating participation in 

democratic politics. Equally, the insights from diaspora research allow the 

chapter to highlight the complementary relationship between network society 

and diasporic influence in social movements’ mobilisation and activism.
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Chapter Five: IPOB Websites Analysis

5. The Potential of the Web for mobilising IPOB Movement: Usages and 
Limitations

Introduction
This chapter attempts to analyse the features of the IPOB movement’s websites 

and examines the extent to which they appropriated the web to frame pro-Biafra 

ideology. The web and more specifically, websites extend the interactional 

model of communication and provide participants with equal access to 

communication space. Importantly, increased participation of individual web 

users in contributing content is one of the defining characteristics of “web 2.0” 

(O'reilly 2009). Therefore, the web presents expansive opportunities for a social 

movement to harness the collective intelligence of its supporters to mobilise 

social and political change. By achieving high visibility of content, websites 

become essential spaces for social movement publicity or “publicness”, which is 

a cornerstone of the public sphere in the Habermasian interpretation (Ben 

Moussa 2011). Similarly, commentators have argued that the web not only 

provides a “dialogic praxis” and an initial eye-catching public identity of a group 

but also provides the lens through which group’s cause can be viewed and 

understood (Kent et al. 2003).  The hypertext feature of the web enables 

participants to access different types of information from different components 

of the movement’s digital channel of communications. Moreover, by supporting 

far more abundant data, both textual and non-textual, the web allows for the 

exchange and sharing of information at a low cost and can potentially enable 

social movements to reduce communication cost considerably.  

Furthermore, websites provide the possibility for search and retrieval of 

archived information, thereby enhancing the continuity of collective action and 

discourses as well as help reduce group’s cost and time associated with storing 

and accessing crucial mobilising information. 

According to a DataReportoral released by Hootsuit5 Nigeria has about 

169.2 million mobile connections as of January 2020: about 85.49 million using 

the internet (a penetration rate of 42%). The report also shows a social media 

penetration rate of 13%, accounting for 27.00 million social media users. 

5  Accessed March 2020 on https://datareportal.com/reports/digital-2020-nigeria



107

Despite this increase, the number of those who use political websites generally 

remain extremely low. According to Alexia Traffic Rank, none of the most visited 

websites in Nigeria belongs to a political organisation or civil society. 

Meanwhile, among the studied websites, www.biafratimes.co is ranked 

2348467. There are several reasons for this. One: the affordances of computers 

or internet connection is low. Two: political organisation is generally contingent 

on political circumstances and exigencies and therefore composed of small 

constituencies. Importantly too, most internet users in Nigeria are ‘millennials’ 

who are less politicised; their use of the internet is mainly for social interaction, 

networking, and entertainment. Among the first six most-used social media 

platforms, according to the Hootsuit reports above, is WhatsApp (first on the 

list), Facebook, YouTube, Instagram, FB Messenger, and Twitter. 

Although there is a suggestion that internet access brings political 

efficacy, knowledge, and participation (Kenski and Stroud 2006), collective 

action has always been a machination of a few elite groups rather than the 

majority. 

This chapter analyses three websites of the IPOB movement including 

www.biafratimes.co, www.biafraherald.co and www.biafratelegraph.co. Apart 

from being the main purveyor of pro-Biafran news, the reason for choosing the 

websites was their increasing contribution and influence on the political 

behaviour of adherents of Biafra. These websites were the hub for pro-Biafran 

discourse and served as alternative sites of oppositional debate regarding 

Biafran independence. Some activists interviewed as part of this study 

described the three websites as an “aggressive fire burning the Nigerian 

government”. The websites “are purely dedicated to the amateur Biafran 

journalists who use them to disseminate information the Nigerian government 

would not like the public to know” (Onyebuchi, Chief editor, IPOB Family 

Writers’ Press)6. 

The chapter is divided into two sections. The first section will analyse the 

feature of the websites. As these websites principally address the actual or 

potential supporters of Biafra, their main contribution and value are not in 

competition with typical websites such as mainstream media websites, but in 

6 Interview conducted on March 28, 2017.
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creating an alternative public sphere that challenges the hegemonic influence 

over communication frameworks and discourses. 

The second part is the frame analysis which is the main subject of this 

chapter. The idea is to focus on the symbolic dimensions of the websites that 

enhance the IPOB’s mobilisation efforts. Although this research is on a single 

case study, it aims to examine the impact of the internet on the capacity of 

SMOs to coordinate action, enhance the organisational structure and promote 

collective identity formation at transnational level.  Accordingly, the chapter 

argues that the IPOB websites represent a special alternative media that uses a 

radical communication approaches for delivering pro-Biafra messages. 

The chapter focuses on four main objectives: (1) to examine the extent to 

which the movement websites’ designs allows for usability and ease-of-use by 

the intended users; (2) examine the extent to which the movement’s websites 

are used to convey oppositional interpretations and discourses that captures the 

essential essence of its struggles for Biafran independence; (3) to find out the 

most salient framing processes in the websites; (4) to examine the impact of the 

movement’s framing processes in the overall mobilisation efforts for Biafra 

independence. (5) empirically analyse how patterns of communication practices 

on the web contribute to building a radical deliberative public sphere for Biafran 

independence.  

5.1. Feature Analysis

Based on the above objectives, this section will focus only on objective 

one and attempt to tackle the following questions: (1) to what extent did the 

interface design elements on the IPOB websites promote “usability” or “ease-of-

use” of the websites?  (2) to what extent did these elements contribute to 

construct Biafra identity and mobilise collective action? 

A typical website is designed with a simple purpose of information provision. 

For social movements, the goal orientations, the available resources, and 

organisational perception of opportunities of the internet combine to bear upon 

the design and appropriation of websites. In his analysis of the Dutch Women’s 

Movement online, Edwards (2004) distinguished some communicative 

functions, which describe how the internet can be used: (1) information 

dissemination and information retrieval; (2) recruitment; (3) mobilisation; (4) 

soliciting opinions, opinion polling; (5) discussion; (6) facilitating contacts 



109

between the organisation’s members; (7) service, and (9) networking, 

communication, and coordination with other organisations (p. 164). At the core 

of every organisation, including social movements, is the use of websites to 

supplement offline efforts; to provide information to their members and the wider 

public. Similarly, Stein (2009: 757) offers a typology that highlights the functions 

most salient to social movement communication. The typology classifies 

communication according to whether it: (1) provides information; (2) assists 

action and mobilisation; (3) promotes interaction and dialogue; make literal 

linkages; (4) serves as an outlet for creative expression; and (5) promotes 

fundraising and resource generation. Furthermore, Ben Moussa (2011) 

assesses his studied websites based on their potential to (1) provide updated 

information; (2) enhance internal cohesion and collective identity within 

movements and SMOs; (3) enhance their capacity to link to other movements 

and organisations at the national, regional, and international levels; (4) 

maximise the ability to mobilise actual potential constituents; and (5) build 

participatory communication structures and interactions (p. 124). 

Building upon the literature, this section analyses the IPOB movement’s 

websites, under five main categorisation including language, user-friendliness, 

information on movement, “updatedness” and interactivity. These categories 

cover the ease-of-use, which is the focus of this section. 

5.1.1. Language

Preliminary observation shows that the three websites publish in the English 

language. However, as figure 5.1 shows, there is a Google embedded language 

selection link, which provides users with the choice to select different 

languages, including the Igbo language spoken by the majority of Biafran 

constituencies. The identity of any collective group is culturally embedded in 

their commonality of language. The majority of Biafran supporters are ethnic 

Igbo and considers the Igbo language as a national Biafran language. The Igbo 

language is one of the three major languages spoken in the plural linguistic 

Nigeria, alongside Hausa and Yoruba languages. However, the Igbo language 

is the most endangered among the three languages. Observers have noted a 

negative attitude to the language, as many Igbo parents living in Nigeria and 

diaspora prefer English language (Igboanusi 2006; ASONYE 2013). The effect 

of war and the entrepreneurial spirit of the Igbo population account for this 
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negative attitude. The studied websites also did not explicitly use the Igbo 

language in its communication delivery. Language is a significant cultural 

marker for any aspiring nations or nationality. The use of English language as a 

central communication tool on the websites is not surprising: the IPOB 

movement claim to cut across another ethnic group and languages, and the use 

of English language serves to unify potential and actual adherents of Biafra and 

to reach sympathisers across the globe. 

Figure 5. 1 Homepage of Biafra Times website. Source: 
www.thebiafratimes.co

5.1.2. User-friendliness

A user-friendly designed website is vital in attracting and retaining users’ 

attention. In the context of social movement organisations, a well-designed 

website provides many possibilities to maintain a direct relationship with actual 

or potential members, including building up support for its cause and frames.  

The concept of usability and user experience is rooted in the need to 
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understand the interaction between a site and its users (Weare and Lin 2000). 

Usability evaluation takes accounts of the purpose of the websites, the target of 

the site, the modality for accessing the site as well as the user’s language skill 

(Shawgi and Noureldien 2015). Many studies have concluded that websites 

surface appearances and usability are a fundamental factor for users’ 

perception of a website’s credibility. Thus, user-friendliness broadly 

encompasses the aspect of web designs that include “presentation, its 

navigational features and its functionality or usefulness to visitors” (Cappel and 

Huang 2007: 117). Also, some aspect of web design has a direct bearing on the 

process of collective action mobilisation and identity construction, such as the 

use of culturally laden symbols such as colours, and other visual clues that 

appeal to shared culture, ideology, and history. 

To assess the user-friendliness of the studied websites, three categories 

that consider and reflect on the user’s experience of the websites were used, 

including consistency, navigation and culturability. These categories cover the 

most crucial aspect of web usability and design, as discussed in the literature. 

First, consistency of design and layout of a website is essential because it 

shows the overall outlook of the websites and means that users will spend less 

time trying to use the websites and more time engaging with content (Lacey no 

date). A consistent layout frees up users’ attention “so that they focus on the 

important elements of the websites, such as the content and call to actions” 

(Nahai 2012: 73). 
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Figure 5. 2 Homepage of the Biafra Telegraph website. 

A consistent design can be achieved by ensuring that user interface 

elements (such as logo, site navigation, page content, font style and sizes) 

remain, and appear in, the same place throughout the website. 

Second, the “navigation” accounts for the interactive acts that the websites 

encourage users to carry out. This process ranges from a simple clicking of 

links and button to a more complex interaction of filling inquiry field, commenting 

on an article, purchasing items, or creating a profile, among others (Engholm 

and Klastrup 2010). Optimal navigation on a website is made easy using menu 

bars, navigation bars, backlinks, clear icons and graphics or text-based aids to 

help users situate themselves, and a ― return home symbol, among other 

features (Ben Moussa 2011).  In the context of social movements, individual 

user’s intention on a website determines the extent to which he/she execute 

actions enabled by the functions built in the design. Distinctive navigation 

designs are observable on the websites studied. First, the websites use a “news 

ticker” (sometimes called a “crawler” or slide) - a primarily horizontal, text-based 

animation of important headlines (see Figure 5.1). 
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Figure 5. 3 Homepage of the Biafra Herald website. 

This ticker has an interlinking feature that allows users to navigate to the 

story being profiled. All three websites have this feature. This animation has the 

combined effect of drawing the eye in, directing attention to the call to action 

and emotional frames of the movement. 

Another important navigating feature is the menu bar that allows uses to 

navigate through different platforms of the IPOB, including the platform for 

Radio Biafra live broadcast and Biafra television. All the studied websites have 

a menu bar for Radio Biafra live broadcasts as well as all the navigation bars for 

every IPOB platform. This is designed so that actual or potential supporters 

encounter undiluted information that helps in identity construction. On the 

homepages, a user can navigate through the Facebook and Twitter messages 

and even send a direct message to the websites’ administrators in those 

platforms without leaving the homepage. It is also possible to navigate and 

select a language of choice or purchase Biafran magazines using the online 

payment method (Figure 5.4). The ability of the web to galvanise cross-linked 

data from many sources is an essential element of collective action itself. 

Shumate and Lipp (2008) assert that “the creation of hyperlink network has 

implications for the scope of social issue discourse online (p. 179), as it 
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enhances the visibility of the social movements’ frames, goal, and actions. In 

the same vein, Weare and Lin (2000) argues that hyperlinks “confound the 

definition of message context by revolutionising how users access information” 

(p. 283).

Finally, “culturability” refers to the connection between culture and usability 

in web design; usability must account for the cultural preferences and biases 

that allows the targeted audience to “feel at home” while on the website (Barber 

and Badre 1998: 1-2). A website can use cultural markers which are interface 

design elements and features, such as colours, spatial organisations, icons, and 

metaphors, that are “prevalent, and possibly preferred, within a particular 

cultural group” to achieve culturability in the context of social movements, (Ibid). 

As an essential focus of this analysis, features were coded on a scale from 

1-3, with (1) corresponding to low; (2) to medium, and (3) to high. The scores 

were further coded on a scale from 1 to 3 to provide an overall result on the 

websites’ user-friendliness. Analysis indicates that Biafra times scored high in 

all the category while the other two websites scored from high to medium (Table 

5.1)

Superficially, the websites have variations in its atonement of colours and 

cultural symbols. For example, the Biafran Times has “the rising sun” as its 

main icon (Figure 5.1). The icon is atoned in colours and positioned for easy 

visualisation.  The rising sun with its rays signifies “the greatness that is going to 

spring out of Biafra, which represents the unstoppable power of the shining sun” 

(Eze 2016). The Biafra Telegraph has a symbol of an eagle (Figure 5.2), which 

“stands for the pride and self-esteem” of the Biafran people (Ibid). The Biafra 

Herald has a symbol of justice (Figure 5.3), which ultimately considers the 

principle of justice and equality by which the struggle for Biafra takes roots. 

However, these symbols are in black and white for both Biafra Telegraph and 

Biafra Herald, thus, have a medium score for symbols. 
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Figure 5. 4 Different navigational dynamics of the website. Source: 
www.thebiafratimes.co

Another significant symbol of identity construction and collective action that 

is common on the three websites is the use of the picture of their leader, 

Nnamdi Kanu, which serves as a unifying symbol of loyalty for IPOB supporters. 

Social movement theorists have emphasised the critical role that movements’ 

leaders play in the development and success of collective action.  Morris and 

Staggenborg (2004) emphasised the strategic role of social movement leader 

as “they inspire commitment, mobilise resources, create and recognise 

opportunities, devise strategies, frame demands, and influence outcomes” (p. 

171). In the same vein, Melucci (1996) indicates that “the penetration of a 

movements in society, the loyalty and involvement of its members, and the 

consensus of different social groups all depend upon the leaders' actions” (p. 

332). All the studied websites also featured the picture of the Biafran warlord, 

General Emeka Odumewu Ojukwu as a hero of Biafra (See Figure 5.3). 

According to Hoftede et al. (2010), “symbols, heroes, rituals and values cover 

the total concept of the manifestation of culture” (p. 7). All the websites featured 

the Biafra flag extensively in their reports, with Biafran Times and Biafra Herald 

sharing similar interface design elements different from the Biafran Telegraph. 

The Biafran Telegraph appears more traditional in outlook, with some moderate 

bias to Nigerian issue generally.

Overall, the websites scored lower for “culturability” in relation to other 

usability features discussed in this section. This indicates that despite progress 

in web design, awareness about the importance of customising the web 
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medium to accommodate target users’ cultural biases and expectation is still not 

sufficient.

Table 5. 1 User-friendliness
Websites Con Nav cul Score Code

Biafra Times 3 3 3 9 3

Biafra Herald 3 3 2 8 3

Biafra Telegraph 3 3 2 8 3

Note: Consistency (Con); navigation (Nav); culturability (Cul); Code1 = 

low (1-3); code 2 = medium (4-6); code 3 = high (7-9).

5.1.3. Information on the movement

Commentators have pointed out that the development and resonance of 

collective action frame depend on a combination of factors – chief among them, 

the success of a group in defining its objectives and articulating its collective 

identity and how these elements demarcate the group in society (Melucci 1996; 

Della Porta and Diani 2006). The ability of a group to articulate its objectives 

clearly and “who we are” or “about us” on its websites can be crucial in 

mobilising potential adherents and sympathisers and can help influence 

bystanders’ sense of connection to the group. In doing so, a movement can 

effectively build identity and enhance the understanding of the vision and 

mission of the group among actual constituents and observers. 

For this analysis, the web features providing information on the IPOB 

websites was examined by verifying the presence (or absence) of a navigation 

menu or folder on the homepage that describes purpose or “who we are” of the 

IPOB movement. The analysis involved noting the availability of the following 

categories: the objective of the IPOB, its structures (including information about 

key leaders within it) history, principle, and ideology. Assessment involved 

coding it as no information = 0, little information = 1, sufficient information =2, or 

extensive information =3.

Results show that none of the three websites made provision for information 

on what IPOB movement represents; the “about us” or “who we are” navigation 

bar conspicuously absent in the three websites. Thus, information about basic 

leadership structure, history, principle, and ideology are not articulated in an 
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easily accessible manner. This shows that the IPOB movement did not utilize 

the internet’s full potential for its identity construction, which left many to wonder 

the explicit mission of the group. 

5.1.4. “Updatedness”

Regarding the “updatedness” of the websites, the analysis examined the 

extent to which information is published daily, and measured the frequency 

using three codes: daily updating, weekly updating, and longer-than-weekly 

updating. The data were further coded on the scale from (1) to (4), with (1) 

corresponding to “very low”, (2) to “low”, (3) to “medium”, and (4) to “high” to 

harmonise the result. The result shows that all the three websites scored 

medium, as new articles were added many times within a week but not daily. 

This result implies understanding the challenges that movement activists may 

face in the process of digital activism, especially as the affordances of internet 

subscription cost can cause a barrier to full utilisation of internet potential (see 

chapter 7).

5.1.5. Interactivity

Interactivity is a crucial element of collective action and for studying the uses 

and effects of new media technology (Chung 2007). Many definition and 

conceptualisation have been made regarding computer-mediated 

communication (CMC) in terms of interactivity. Larsson (2012) summarised 

different conceptualisation of interactivity in the literature into three main views: 

“functional, perceived and process” (p. 198). Functional views, often based on 

content analysis, mostly defines “interactivity-as-product” (Stromer-Galley 2004: 

391), that is, the presence or absence of specific features afforded by the 

medium-user to technology interaction. However, merely adding more features 

does not automatically increase the level of perceived interactivity; it must be 

confounded with “navigability”, that is, the degree of hyperlinking structures 

afforded by the interface (Sundar 2004: 387). The process view focuses mostly 

on discourse and reciprocity between the participants in the communication 

context (Chung 2007; Larsson 2012). Such a line of inquiry asks: “Who is 

talking and what are they talking about? Is there reciprocity between sender and 

receiver, or does the receiver fail to respond? How are roles, power, identity, 

ritual, and other contextual factors negotiated? Is information exchanged and 

conflict managed; if so, how?” (Stromer-Galley 2004: 392) From a social 

movement perspective, internet interactivity has been discussed in terms of 
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contributing to what social movement theorists’ term “micromobilisation” – that 

is, “the collaborative work individuals do on behalf of a social movement or 

social movement organization to muster, ready, coordinate, use, and reproduce 

material resources, labour, and ideas for collective action” (Hunt and Benford 

2004: 438). In the same vein, Snow et al. (1986) used micromobilisation to refer 

to “the various interactive and communicative process that affect frame 

alignment” or “the linkage of individual and SMO interpretative orientation, 

goals, activities and ideology” (p.464). 

Based on the conceptualisations above, the study’s analytical vision is on 

discourse interactive, that is, those features that provide reciprocal discourse 

interchange. Thus, the analysis focused on two types of interactivities: user-to-

content interactivity and user-to-user-interactivity, which I called “discursive 

interactivity”. Interactivity features were coded as (1) if they are allowed by the 

website, or (0) if they are absent (Table 5.2). Features were considered as 

present only when their links were active; broken features were disregarded to 

provide valid results. 

The result shows the presence of the opportunity to comment on articles on 

all three websites. However, for the Biafran Times websites, comments are 

restricted to “blog members” (see Figure 5.5).  The analysis shows that website 

administrators did not reply to comments in most of the articles. Secondly, all 

the studied websites did not provide the opportunity for users to contribute to 

agenda or email questions, which can be an effective way of getting reflexive 

remarks from constituents. There is no synchronous discuss interface or 

discuss board as well. However, the websites provided for an article to be 

shared on Facebook and Twitter. All the websites provided for user-to-system 

interactivity. Commentators have argued that control and reciprocal 

communications are two main variables in interactivity since the degree of 

interactivity is determined by the degree of control, exchange of roles and 

mutual discourse that participants have in a communication process (Stromer-

Galley 2004). Stomer-Galley referred to Rafaeli’s definition of interactivity 

(1988) as “an expression of the extent that, in a given series of communication 

exchanges, any third (or later) transmission (or message) is related to the 

degree to which previous exchanges referred to even earlier transmission” 

(p.392). In this conceptualisation, most features such as all user-to-system and 

some user-to-user interactivity can be labelled as quasi-interactive. However, 
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Stomer-Galley argues that such conceptualisation undermines social and 

individual-level effects. 

Table 5. 2 Discourse interactivity features on three IPOB websites.
Features                                                              Availability

User-to-content interactivity
Comment on article                                                   1

Submit/contribute agenda item                                 0

Email us with questions                                            0

Inquiry lines                                                              1

Direct message to Facebook                                   1

View on Twitter                                                        1

User-to-user-interaction
Synchronous discuss interface                                0

Discuss or chat board                                              0

Share article via email                                             0

Share article via Facebook                                      1

Share article via Twitter                                           1

User-to-system interactivity
Audio/video material                                                1

Search field                                                             1

Sale of Biafra magazine                                          1

Popular post                                                            1

Blog Archive                                                            1

New or old post navigation                                      1

Download content                                                    1

While user-to-system features give users some control over communication, 

particularly by allowing them to customise the way they receive and consume 

content, these features limit users’ control over content production itself. Some 

three reasons may account for why organisations control user-to- document 

features on the website including lack of resources to respond to users, fear of 
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losing control of discourse, and fear of losing “strategic ambiguity” (Warnick and 

Heineman 2007).

Figure 5. 5 Restriction of user comments on Biafra Times websites

Norris (2003)’s study of European political party websites found that they 

function more as a vehicle for top-down provision of information than for bottom-

up interactive communication, even if they provide more interactivity than 

traditional media. These studies are consistent with this current study, 

notwithstanding that they are based on political party and not social 

movements. 

Despite the usefulness of feature analysis, its focus on the structural 

aspects is one of its limitations, as it does not shed light on the content of the 

websites. The content of the websites will be analysed using frame analysis in 

the next section to address this limitation.   

Section Two
5.2 Framing collective action: the communicative practices of the IPOB 
movement on the web.

Despite the long history of the literature dealing with collective action through 

the lens of social movement theory, the study dealing with the social 

movement’s collective frames and framing analysis on the internet is still 

marginal. This lacuna is even more glaring, as existing scholarships on the use 

of the internet by the social movement have not examined the content of the 
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websites in much details (see, for instance, Van Aelst and Walgrave 2004; Stein 

2009).

Social movements scholars have maintained that movements’ framing 

efforts are an essential foundation of collective action, since actors must 

produce “claims that bear on someone else’s interest” and seems empirically 

accurate with the people they are trying to mobilise (Williams 2004; Tarrow and 

Tilly 2007; Jasper and Polletta 2018).   Williams (2004), for instance, argues 

that framing studies allow for better understanding of the internal dimensions of 

movement culture since they focus on the symbolic aspect of meaning-making 

that “articulate grievances, generate consensus on the importance and forms of 

collective action to be pursued, and present rationales for their actions and 

propose solutions to adherents, bystanders, and antagonist” (p. 93). 

Additionally, “frames perform a transformative function in the sense of altering 

the meaning of objects of attention and their relationships to the actors, as in 

…the transformation of routine grievances or misfortune into injustices or 

mobilising grievances in the context of collective action” (Snow 2004: 384). 

Framing analysis has one other crucial contribution – namely, the 

capacity to demonstrate how individuals become involved in collective action, 

thus highlighting the interplay between agency and structure in the development 

of social movement (Della Porta and Diani 2006; Moussa 2013). Significantly 

too, focusing on the interplay between movement's symbolic framing processes 

and the use of the alternative media allow for better understanding the 

dynamics between identity formation, community building and frames diffusion 

processes. Thus, drawing on social movement theory, framing and alternative 

media, this section seeks to answer the following key questions: 

1. What are the most salient frames on the studied websites?

2. To what extent are these websites used to convey the movement’s core 

oppositional and alternative frames?

3. How can we understand the contribution of this framing process to 

overall mobilisation efforts of the IPOB movement?

4. How can we understand the contribution of the studied websites in 

building agnostic discourses around Biafra?
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5.2.1 Methodology 
5.2.1.1. Sampling.

This chapter analysed three leading news websites of the IPOB movement, 

including the Biafra Times, the Biafra Herald, and the Biafra Telegraph. The 

population of the study is all article published by the websites between October 

2015, when the IPOB leader, Nnamdi Kanu was arrested, and April 2017, when 

he was released – a period of 20 months.  The reason is that this period 

recorded massive grassroots protests within Biafra territory for the release of 

Kanu and constituted the beginning of new political crises and confrontations 

between Nigerian security and Biafran campaigners that saw more activist 

arrested, killed, and incarcerated. The analysis is punctuated by periods of 

massive solidarity, elites support and media hype and period of subtle decline in 

support, elite’s withdrawal, and government proscription. The period was 

marked by active and radical communication interchange that saw to the 

transnational visibility and re-enactment of the ghost of Biafra in recent times. 

Thus, the chapter, while dealing with the role of websites in political mobilisation 

generally, focuses on framing and mobilisation strategies and tactics used by 

the movement during this period, especially those that can help shed light on 

the appropriation of the internet’s potential for collective action.

5.2.1.2 Sampling Units

 One of the common problems facing research on the internet is how to define 

the boundaries of the units of investigation. Unlike traditional media, content 

exists in a non-linear way via hyperlinks to other textual and non-textual on the 

same page or website or external site. This issue has raised questions about 

“what constitutes a web page, what constitute a website, and how these 

elements combine to form identifiable message (Weare and Lin 2000: 281). For 

this study, the homepage constituted the units of analysis, as it is the first point 

of entry in a website, possessing many central and organisational elements of 

web design that are “attention-grabbing” (Ibid). For the communication-based 

analysis, the “archive page” of the websites were sampled and analysed, as it 

provided access to all previously published articles according to months and 

years of publication. Next, a sample of 15 items per month was randomly 

selected to manage the overwhelming textual items published on the websites. 

Finally, 300 items per news source – a total of 900 items were coded and 

analysed. 
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5.2.1.3 Coding 

To examine the extent to which the studied websites are used to communicate 

critical collective action frames, we first coded and categorised the textual items 

according to issues they raised, while also focusing on the radicalism or 

otherwise of the communication content in terms of their value for mobilising 

social change. Following Saldaña (2015), which explains various coding 

methods, we further adapted the following coding methods: Descriptive Coding 

(to note the topic written about); In vivo Coding (to note the specific qualitative 

evaluative feature of text); Narrative Coding (to note stories and how they are 

retold in the text); Evaluation Coding (to reflect on the nature and content of the 

inquiry); and ‘Theming data’ (to capture the meaning of an aspect of data using 

phrase or sentence)(Adu 2016).  Next, we sorted the codes based on their 

relationship and frequencies and synthesised them according to their 

representative frames.

5.3. The theoretical and empirical backdrop of social movements 
communication: between alternative media and framing analysis

The rise of protest movements and the contributions of digital media have 

inspired both academic and public attention to the dynamic relationships 

between social movements and their medium of communication. Commentators 

have described social movements as critical platforms by which to raise 

strategic social and political issues, which the market and states have elected to 

keep secret (Stein 2009). Hence, the communication process is integral to their 

success (Atton 2004; Evans 2016). Research has shown that communicating 

through the mainstream media has become especially dialectic (Boykoff 2006; 

Boykoff 2013), as the mainstream media focus on undesirable actions that 

affect a movement’s legitimacy in the public sphere. Boykoff (2013) identified 

five causal mechanisms by which the transactional interaction between state 

and mass media can “animate the process of social movement demobilisation” 

(p.5). One such mechanism is the “resignification process” by which mass 

media coverage can change the underlying beliefs that make up the discourses 

and frames used by movement actors thereby shaping which set of beliefs are 

salient and “altering the meaning of actors’ interest that generally affects the 

power of a particular discourse or frame” (Boykoff 2013: 5). Movements can 

only get adequate mainstream media coverage if they employ dramatic or 
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disruptive tactics, however, undesirable (Evans 2016), because journalists have 

privileged “tactics” more than a movement’s goals (Boyle et al. 2012).

Consequently, communication scholars have suggested that the internet 

constitutes a crucial alternative resource for social movement’s communication 

(Atton 2004; Lievrouw 2011), providing communication opportunities not 

available in the mainstream media or alternative form of movements’ media 

(Castells 2015) and creating “emancipatory communication practices” that 

challenge dominant powers in the communication and media field (Akser 2015: 

2). Social movements can rely in no small measure on networked 

communication technologies to organise and disseminate alternative 

information that supports their objectives (Conover et al. 2013). Not only that, 

but social movement can also bypass mainstream gatekeeping and 

communicate directly with their constituents and the broader public. However, 

the cost of doing so is also possibly reduced (Kelly Garrett 2006). Moreover, the 

internet can facilitate the transnational character of movements, by “effectively 

and rapidly diffusing communication and mobilisation efforts” across borders 

(Van Laer and Van Aelst 2010: 1146). With the proliferation of social media, 

social movements are much more obligated to produce issue-based content 

with which to meet increasing public expectations to access information from 

movement’s sources (Harlow 2012) or to provide conflict early warning signals 

to government. 

While contemporary research has mostly focused on the role of social 

media as an alternative platform for communicating social activism (Enjolras et 

al. 2013; Sandoval-Almazan and Gil-Garcia 2014; Gerbaudo 2018), scholars 

have failed to represent much clearly the importance of websites in the 

contemporary social activism. In other words, social movement literature still 

offers thin descriptions of the actual communication practices of movements’ 

websites, even when this is still of interest to those who theorise the political 

value of the internet as a communication resource (Stein 2009). Few available 

studies have been “incremental and ad-hoc” (Earl and Garrett 2017: 479), with 

an analytical toolbox that “does not include systematic theorising of the 

communicative side of social unrest” on the web (Mattoni 2017: 495).

 Furthermore, social movement literature has not offered much 

description of how contemporary social movements in Africa are using websites 

as communication resources, much less Nigeria. Websites are sophisticated 
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platforms that go beyond text in their appeals, incorporating other technologies 

and software applications such as video, audio, images, graphics, and instant 

chat that favour horizontal and participatory communication and dissemination 

of information. Social movements’ websites can provide capacity for activists 

and bystanders to search and retrieve archived information, which can enhance 

the continuity of collective action and discourses in the increasingly visual digital 

public sphere. It is of interest to understand the news-creation practices and 

analyses of the IPOB movement and the extent such practices work to sustain 

oppositional culture or limit movements’ success in the broader public sphere.

5.3.1. The Web as an alternative media

The Independent Media Centres (IMC), otherwise known as Indymedia, in the 

early 2000s, heralded a new type of media activism that sparked academic 

interest in alternative media as well as the internet as a platform for radical 

politics. Proponents of Indymedia claim that they provide an alternative to the 

agendas, politics, economics, reporting practices, and ethics of mainstream 

news organisations, and are thus the direct descendants of “alternative” or 

“radical” news media (Lievrouw 2006: 5). In the literature, the definition of 

alternative forms of media is characterised by different interpretations. Some 

scholars prefer to employ different labels, such as “critical media” (Fuchs 2010), 

“radical media” (Downing 2000), “activist new media” (Lievrouw 2011), or 

“citizen media” (Rodriguez 2000). Whichever label depends on the locus of 

study and the emphasis a scholar wants to promote but also denote a strong 

relationship between alternative media and activism. In other words, alternative 

media play an essential role in educating activists, promoting an oppositional 

interpretation of events of interest, mobilising constituents, prompting action and 

creating an identity (Rauch 2007). The political motivation behind the 

development of such alternative spaces is to allow activists and supporters to 

express their concerns, show their interest and discuss local and global issues 

relevant to their struggles (Platon and Deuze 2003). With criticisms to it, the 

internet is thought to advance a public sphere of equal deliberation and 

pluralism, thus providing the resources for “counter-public sphere” (Gimmler 

2001; Downey and Fenton 2003; Salazar 2003).  Research has shown that it is 

an only alternative form of media that reports the strengths and legitimacy of 
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social movements, casting a positive light on activists as against the 

mainstream media, whose reports tend to be non-sympathetic (Cissel 2012). 

However, some scholars also argue for the overall impact of the 

internet’s alternative media role, at least in the context of collective action 

mobilisation. Sunstein (2018), for example, argue for the internet’s potential to 

promote “discursive enclave” (p. 84) within which uncritical discourse of like-

minded people will undermine rational deliberation and lead to extremity. In the 

same vein, he argues that the internet’s potential to promotes 

“cyberpolarisation” increases information overload and a cacophony of voices 

that make it challenging to manage collective identity: 

 “if diverse groups are seeing and hearing quite different points of view, 

or focusing on quite different topics, mutual understanding might be 

difficult, and it might be increasingly hard for people to solve problems 

that society faces together” (Sunstein 2018: 67 - 68). 

Meanwhile, how specific arguments attract support is dependent on how 

convincing it is – that is the framing style.  

5.3.2. Framing analysis.

One key observation about the existing literature on social movement is that 

analysis of the textual content of websites has primarily focused on topology of 

information (see Stein 2009). Analysing web content production as information 

undermines the complexity and rootedness of social movements’ collective 

efforts for action on the web. Moussa (2013) argues that “by appreciating the 

link between social movements’ frames and mobilisation, frame analysis 

provides a basis for bridging the gap between the ideational and symbolic 

dimensions of collective action and direct forms of mobilisation” (p 3-4). 

Importantly too, framing analysis provides a suitable framework with which to 

link online communication with offline action and allows for better analysis of 

how the internet’s potential and its technological artefacts contribute to social 

movement’s mobilisation efforts. Despite its currency in social movement 

literature, the conceptualisation of framing analysis as a methodology is not 

clear-cut. Scholars have used a wide range of methodologies including 

discourse analysis, content analysis, ethnographic analysis, survey, and in-

depth interviewing for data gathering and analytical study of collective action 

frame in the media. Some theorists argue for the conceptual blurring between 

framing and discourse analysis (Johnston 1995; Steinberg 1995; Steinberg 
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1998). Steinberg, for instance, argues that framing is composed of “discursive 

repertoire” so that patterns of interaction in the discursive field and socio-historic 

context of meaning production combine to make sense of social movements’ 

efforts on collective action (Steinberg 1995: 59). 

In the same vein, Johnston argues that discourse and frame are 

inextricably linked in that: “it is through intensive discursive analysis that the 

mental structures of social movement participants are best reconstructed – from 

the bottom up, from the text to the fame” (Johnston 1995: 219). In this view, if 

frame analysis helps to penetrate the “black-box” of mental life, discourse 

analysis helps to sum up the “symbolic interchange, of what is being talked and 

written about, of the interrelations of symbols and their systematic occurrence” 

(p. 218). 

Methodological approaches to frame analysis can be broadly divided into 

two categories, namely deductive and inductive. Deductive approaches rely on 

predetermined framing categories such as the one developed by Semetko and 

Valkenburg (2000), who examined the news framing of European politics. Their 

analysis was based on five frames – namely conflict, human interest, economic 

consequences, morality, and responsibility – the frequency of which was 

measured through a series of questions to which the coder had to answer “yes” 

or “no”. A common strategy employed is the use of pre-existing theoretical and 

empirical knowledge upon which the deductive framing analysis is devised. 

However, this strategy “suffers a certain degree of inflexibility and risks missing 

important and newly emerging frames that may not be included in the 

predetermined categories” (Touri and Koteyko 2015: 603). 

Inductive methods, on the other hand, can address this shortcoming 

because it allows for the extraction of more specific frames “through a grounded 

analysis that aims to identify all the possible frames” (Ibid). This approach 

allows the researcher to code the meaning of text according to the pattern it 

presents in the narrative, thereby identifying the linguistic elements and 

structural dimensions that denote the frame, such as the syntax, script, theme, 

and rhetoric. 

Furthermore, some scholars have identified varying forms of 

sophistication and methodological rigours associated with identifying discursive 

cues in a text.  Kitzinger (2007), for example, argues that specific elements of 

the text are a more prominent site of framing analysis, such as “headlines and 
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opening and closing paragraphs” (p.141). She further proposes multiple aspects 

of texts in which key cues making up the frame can be identified, such as image 

used, labels and definitions employed, explanations offered, responsibility 

assigned, the solution proposed, contextualisation and links, historical 

associations invoked [and] emotional appeals” among others (pp.141 -142). 

This study expands on the literature by drawing on key concepts in social 

movement theory to conduct a framing analysis based on inductive strategy. 

The approach allowed us to focus on cues or attributes relevant for 

understanding pro-Biafran identities and collective action efforts of the IPOB 

movement, and how these attributes cluster around organising idea or frame.  

The objective and theoretical premise of this chapter are hinged on two 

interlinking models of collective action frame based on the work of Gamson 

(1992) and Benford and Snow (2000). First, Gamson (1992)’s distinction 

between three principal components of collective action frame - namely, 

injustice, identity, and agency frames - provides a general framework for the 

analysis of data in this chapter. 

Gamson argues that injustice frame is the most crucial element of the 

three collective action frames because of its moral connotation, for it is the 

moral element which produces the emotional “hot cognition” of political 

consciousness. According to him, “this is not merely a cognitive or intellectual 

judgement about what is equitable” … but one that “requires a consciousness of 

motivated human actors who carry some of the onus for bringing about harm 

and suffering” (Gamson 1995: 90). The agency frames refer to the 

“consciousness that it is possible to alter conditions or policies through 

collective action”. It denies the immutability of the societal order and supports 

collective efficacy that bridges both the abstract and concrete targets to tackle 

injustice. In this way, motivated agents are empowered, by “defining them as a 

potential agent of their history” (ibid). Identity frames refer to the process of 

defining this “we”, typically in opposition to “they” who have different interest or 

values. 

This conceptual model is reinforced by Benford and Snow (2000)’s 

breakdown of the core task of framing: “diagnostic framing”, “prognostic 

framing”, and “motivational framing” (pp. 615 - 617). Diagnostic framing deals 

primarily with “problem identification and articulation” (p.615), wherein “injustice 

frame” (i.e., identifying victims and amplifying victimhood with a causal agent) 
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constitute the main component of the framing process. Prognostic framing 

involves “the articulation of a proposed solution to the problem, or at least a 

plan of attack, and the strategies for carrying out the plan” (p.616). Motivational 

frames provide a “call to arms” of sorts, or “rationale for engaging in 

ameliorative action, including the construction of appropriate vocabularies of 

motive” (p.617). 

These two models are well situated in this analysis as it focuses on the 

extent to which the IPOB movement’s use of the internet contributes to the 

development of agnostic public spheres and politics in Nigeria. Indeed, 

discursive mechanism of articulating and elaborating injustice invoke a 

motivation of human agents since the frames accent “the severity of the 

problem, the urgency of taking action now rather than later, the probable 

efficacy of joining others in the cause, the moral propriety of doing so, and the 

enhancement or elevation of one’s status” (Snow et al. 2019: 397). Moreover, 

these models synthesise major interpretations of social movements and 

collective action, as they emphasis equally the role of opposition and 

contestation with that of collective identity formation (Melucci 1996). 

Furthermore, the analysis draws on the concept of “frame resonance” 

that describes how collective action frames can vary in terms of the degree of 

effectiveness and resonance (Benford and Snow 2000: 619). Benford and Snow 

indicate that the credibility of any framing is a function of three factors: frame 

consistency – “the congruence between a SMO’s articulated beliefs, claims, and 

actions”. Inconsistency manifest in two ways: in terms of apparent 

contradictions among beliefs or claims; and in terms of perceived contradictions 

among framings and tactical actions (as between what the SMO says and what 

it does). Other factors include empirical credibility – “apparent fit between the 

framings and event in the world”; and credibility of the frame articulators or 

claims makers -” (pp 620 -621).

Thus, building on the conceptual framework above, the analysis included 

three steps. First, the aggregate data was analysed to determine the extent to 

which the studied websites are used to convey the three main collective action 

frames, namely injustice, identity, and agency. Second, using the inductive 

approach, Benford and Snow (2000)’s framing task of diagnostic, prognostic, 

and motivational framing was used to identify variations in structural attributes 

or “micropropositions” of text – describing the elements of text “that are best 
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recollected” (Klandermans and Goslinga 1996: 322). It helps to organise text 

into themes that communicate what Benford and Snow call the “vocabulary of 

motive”; in this case, the extent to which text mentions “referendum”, which 

appears to be an essential vocabulary of motive for the IPOB movement. Third, 

as part of the process of analysing frame resonance, the study examines frame 

consistency and credibility of frame articulators- focusing on the framing of the 

IPOB leader on the websites.  

5.4 Analysis 
5.4.1. Collective action frames: salience and patterns

To examine the extent to which the studied websites are used to communicate 

critical collective action frames of injustice, identity and agency, a thematic 

analysis was used based on inductive coding approach as explained above. 

Working directly from raw information help us to account for new emerging 

frames instead of confining on pre-existing frames. 

Table 5. 3 Mainframes and their content
Core 
frames

Injustice 
frame

Main themes

Biafran war   

Human Right 

Media & 

western 

conspiracy

Description of themes

News about Biafran war genocide; the history of 

suffering and effects of the war 

News about violence against pro-Biafra activists by 

Nigerian security agencies; the extra-judicial killing of 

activists; unlawful detention of activists and absence 

of the rule of law and fair justice; suppression of 

dissent and violation of freedom of expression and 

assembly; allowing herdsmen terrorism on 

constituency; authoritarian tendencies and 

militarisation of Biafra territory; insecurity of lives and 

property of constituency members. Historical 

victimisation and violence against Biafran people.

Conspiracy of British leaders and government; an 

international conspiracy of silence; a conspiracy of 

Obama’ and Cameron; conspiracies of Nigerian 

mainstream media; inaccurate reporting, and 

coverage of Biafran activities in mainstream media; 
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Agency 
frame

Identity 
frame

Social/political 

injustice

Direct 

mobilisation

Cultural, ethnic, 

religious & 

political 

identification

the hypocrisy of world leaders; a conspiracy of 

Facebook, Google and mobile network providers.

 Exclusion and marginalisation of Biafran people and 

territory; inequitable political and economic 

resources; exploitation of Biafran resources; harsh 

economic policies targeting Biafran businessmen; 

leadership failure; incompetence and abuse of office; 

divide and rule/prejudice in governance; ineffective 

representation of Biafran politicians and 

stakeholders; compromise and corruption in public 

offices. 

Mobilising phone call action to Nigeria senate; Twitter 

action to world leaders; text messages alert to world 

powers; announcement of protest action calendar; 

consciousness-raising and victory claims; Biafra 

evangelism services; sit-at-home campaign; inter-

state rallies; grassroots inauguration of IPOB 

leadership and structures; motivating activists to 

report events around him/her; protest actions and 

updates; alliances and role Niger Delta militants.

Discrimination based on ethnicity; Islamisation 

agenda and ethnic/religious cleansing; the distinction 

between Christian values and Islamic culture, the 

distinction between Biafran values, symbols and 

culture and the rest of the country; emphasising the 

industry of Biafran people and their entrepreneurial 

skills; the potential political structure of Biafran 

government, violation of religious freedom.

The unit of coding was the article or single post as defined by several markers 

that include a distinct hyperlink, a title, and an author or source when available. 

Each of the three collective action frames includes a few themes and sub-

themes that are detailed in table 5.3. It is significant to note that these themes 

were interconnected, as the textual units rarely deal with one issue or themes 
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and thus served multiple frames.  For instance, “injustice” and “identity” frames 

often converge and overlap on identity in majority of the cases across the 

websites. In the same vein, the narrative of human right abuse also 

encapsulates the role of human agency, thereby creating a consciousness 

which does not “merely suggest that something can be done but that “we” can 

do something” (Gamson 1995: 90). This confirms Olesen (2013)’s study of 

Egyptian revolution, which suggested that activists’ transformation of Khaled 

Said from the local/particular incident to injustice symbol creatively and 

strategically universalised the case, linking it with existing injustice frames in 

Egypt and created the symbol that inspired the Egyptian revolution between 

2010-2011. 

Table 5. 4 Mainframes on the websites

                                                                                                                                                                                             

Injustice Frames
                               

                BW              HR           M&Wc       SPI        Total                                  

Website   No     %     No     %     No    %     No     %    No   %

Identit
y               

No   %

 

Agency

No   %

Biafran 

Telegrap

h

19 10.

6

93 52 18 10 49 27.

4

17

9 

60 4

1

13.

3

80 26.

7

Biafran 

Herald

33 17.

7

88 47.

3

26 14 39 21 18

6

62 3

0

10 84 28

Biafran 

Times

22 11.

8

74 39.

6

24 12.

8

67 35.

8

18

7

62.

3

2

7

9 86 28.

7

Total 55

2

61.

3

9

8

10.

9

25

0

27.

8

Note: BW (Biafran war); HR (Human right); M&Wc (Media & Western 

conspiracies); SPI (Social, political injustice)

Thus, the “agency” frames are usually interwoven with the other two frames and 

do not necessarily describe the independent unit. In this study, the agency 
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frames were analysed by paying attention to the use of the internet to 

encourage and sustain direct mobilisation, or what Gamson calls “affirmative 

action”, such as protest, sit-at-home, online petition among others (1995: 98)

This analysis has shown that the studied websites are used to convey 

the three core collective action frames (see Table 5.4). Injustice-oriented frames 

are dominant in the three websites, with human rights issues constituting the 

significant component of these frames, followed by injustices related to social 

and political exclusion and marginalisation. This is followed by the agency 

frames, which suggests the overall use of the internet’s potential to mobilise 

action against identified injustices. As argued earlier, these frames are 

interconnected and are laced with the sense of “we-ness” in opposition to some 

“they” who are the adversaries. For this study, “identity” frames are coded with 

markers such as ethnic, cultural, religious, and political differentiation - that is, if 

the main conclusion of the text denotes apparent ethnic, religious, cultural, or 

political differences. 

5.4.2. Patterns of collective action frames: between injustice, 
identity, and agency

  The results of this study suggest that injustice frames dominate the way the 

IPOB movement interpret and focus its mobilisation efforts. Identity and injustice 

emphasise distinct categories of societal inequalities rooted in the politics of 

signification and distribution. It is challenging to separate injustices frame from 

identity in the discourse of social movements such the IPOB. Activists use 

different interpretative repertoire that embodies, connect, and assigns collective 

meaning to shared experience and victimhood over time and space, invoking 

the memories of the Biafran genocide of the 1960s to the present-day injustices. 

While most of the articles have aimed to expose victims and victimhood and 

other forms of injustices, they have a direct link to shared culture and 

consciousness of Biafran people such that increased the effectiveness and 

resonance of the frame within Biafran society. 

Moreover, publications that touch on diverse issues of shared injustices 

not peculiar to Biafran constituencies also constitute a crucial part of identity 

and agency. For example, injustices caused by Fulani herdsmen terrorism and 

land crabbing mission across Christian dominated areas of the northern region 

intersect with narratives of religious and cultural identities. Thus, the analysis 

indicated an intrinsic connection of the three-core collective action frames, with 
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Biafra symbolising “collective opposition to injustices, inequality and religious 

domination” (Biafra Times 2016). 

5.4.3 Framing the core motive for Biafran independence: the 
diagnostic, prognostic, and motivational dimensions.

Social movement’s collective action typically alternates between the period of 

high visibility and period of latency. The period of visibility constitutes an 

essential period of analyses because they provide rich environments and 

conjectures in which to examine social movements’ communication strategy. 

The arrest of the IPOB leader in December 2015 marked a long period of 

visibility of collective action for the movement, as it marked the beginning of 

high-profile protests that happened across the world. Analysis of these periods 

is essential for understanding the impact of the internet on the movement’s 

activities and causes.

Benford and Snow’s three main tasks of framing (2000) are analysed, 

namely diagnostic, prognostic, and mobilisation framing. In addition to these 

main tasks, the study explores other framing strategies used to increase the 

“frame resonance” that describes the relationship between “discursive field” – 

dynamic terrain in which meaning contests occur (Snow 2013) – and the 

broader culture.  As mentioned earlier, collective action frames offer strategic 

interpretations of issues intending to mobilise people to act. Thus, diagnostic 

framing defines the boundaries of injustice, “telling what is wrong and why” 

(Noakes and Johnston 2005: 5); it also identifies the victims and the parties to 

blame. Analysis of diagnostic framing focused on the symbolic devices specific 

to movement and played an organisational role in it, and the sub-frames derived 

from the master frames. Analysis of the three websites describes various 

components of interpretative schema with which activists used to identify the 

roots of injustices against their ethnic constituency and parties to blame.  

Interpretations centred on various interconnected subframes and summed in 

two basic diagnostic frames: 1914 amalgamation and its link to the Biafran war, 

and the unmitigated/ongoing issues, which have made the struggle for 

secession inevitable decades after the Biafran war (see Figure 5.6 & Figure 

5.7).  The analysis shows that activists converge discourses around anti-Igbo 

pogrom of 1966 and the civil war shortly after, in which an estimated two million 

Biafrans lost their lives.
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5.4.3.1. Frame articulation

Frame articulation involves “the connection and alignment of event and 

experiences so that they can hang together in a relatively unified and 

compelling fashion” (Benford and Snow 2000: 622). The analysis highlights two 

diagnostic materials that correspond to other secessionists issues: the 1914 

amalgamation and the Biafran war. First, there is a higher perception among 

Nigerians (not just the Biafrans) that British amalgamation of 1914 was not in 

the interest of Nigeria or Nigerians but that which served the interest of the 

British administrators (Ojo 2014); the amalgamation created Nigeria but not 

Nigerians and therefore, “insulated a bomb” that later exploded in 1966’s 

Biafran war. The IPOB activists believed that the amalgamation was designed 

to last for 100 years, which has expired in 2014. Their argument focuses on two 

fundamental premises: (1) the faultiness and deceptive motive of the unification, 

and (2) the structured suppression, inequalities, hatred, insecurity, and politics 

of signification resulting from it. Activists argue that the foundation of the 

unification was deceptive, self-serving, and thus, created extreme imbalance 

among the people. In other words, the amalgamation created a structured 

hegemonic influence against Biafrans, who must suffer discrimination and 

hatred to excel in business in the Nigerian state. This sentiment has been 

shared by many observers who argue that Nigeria's unity must be renegotiated 

(Vanguard 2016; Ogundipe 2017).



136

Diagnostic Frame 1

Figure 5. 6 Biafran war frame

Second, activists mobilised historic grievances associated with the Biafran war 

of 1967 and extensively drew on existing memory and emotion of the Biafran 

genocide, with video clips, pictures and links of various articles exposing the 

odious suffering of malnourished (kwashiorkor) victims of the war (see figure 

5.8). The constant reference to the Biafran war aimed to establish the root of 

injustice and focus identity. Okonta (2014) added that the identification of Biafra 

aimed to achieve three objectives: 

“to drive home the point that Igbo grievances have a deep history whose 

apogee was the concatenation of events that exploded in secession and 

civil war in July 1967; to broaden the platform by drawing in the ethnic 

minority groups that had been part of the Eastern Region after 

independence in 1960 and who constituted part of the Republic of Biafra 

along with the Igbo when Lt. Col. Chukwuemeka Odumegwu-Ojukwu, 

military governor of the region, announced the new state in 1967; and to 

signal to the Nigerian authorities that they were in earnest when they 

broke the unofficial ban on the use of the word ‘Biafra’ in political 

discourse after the secessionist attempt was smashed in 1970” (p. 360).
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Analysis of the Biafran war frame highlighted six main diagnostic elements: the 

genocide of the war, with its associated anti-Igbo program leading to the war, 

emphasizing on the causes of the deaths of an estimated two million Biafrans 

mostly children; the involvement of British government; the betrayal of the 

Yoruba elites, especially Obasanjo and Awolowo who were both believed to 

have played critical roles in the injustices against the Igbo during and after the 

war.  Other diagnostic frame related to the failure to genuinely implement the 

3Rs (Reconciliation, Reconstruction and Rehabilitation) policy of Gowon; the 

stifling of Biafran identity by successive governments; the role played by some 

Igbos (described as “sabo” -short for saboteur), and the systematic 

implementation of the exclusionary policy by the Hausa-Fulani oligarchy (see 

Figure 5.6). These injustices are linked to president Buhari’s perceived divisive, 

exclusionary government, a sentiment shared by many stakeholders and 

identity groups, including those from the north (Obasanjo 2018; Ukpong 2020; 

Vanguard 2020). In the same vein, while the activists believed the Biafran war 

was an expression of hatred, envy, and religious domination by the Hausa-

Fulani Islamic north, they attributed their defeat in the war to the British 

government who offered tactics and weapons to the Nigerian side during the 

war. This framing is typical among historians and analyst, including champions 

of other Biafra identity movements such as MASSOB. Okonta (2014) indicated 

that MASSOB leaders regularly recounted the gory events of the Biafran war to 

potential members, attributing their current personal and economic hardship to 

a continuation of the policy of the war and persecution of Ndigbo by the 

Nigerian government since 1966. For example, in the earliest period of 

MASSOB, its deputy leader stated:

“The events of the war are still fresh in our minds, like when you see the 

Kwashiokor pictures. You hear stories of people who were driven out of 

their homes, as refugees. And then you hear stories of mass graves and 

bombs dropped at marketplaces and church buildings. And you also 

remember that people like Chief Awolowo, one of the Nigerian leaders, 

explicitly stated that starvation is a legitimate weapon of war. They 

starved about a million Biafran children to death, and this figure did not 

even include the dead soldiers and slaughtered civilians. Some of us 



138

believe that the war is the second-largest holocaust in human history, 

coming behind that of the Jewish nation” (Okonta 2014: 364).

Benson and Snow argue that the novelty of collective action frame is not so 

much the newness or truthfulness of the ideational elements, but how “they are 

spiced together and articulated”, such that provides a new angle of vision and 

interpretation” (p. 23). Furthermore, the 3Rs frame also illustrates the inability of 

successive government to fully integrate Biafrans into Nigerian project after the 

war leading to what activists described as “crises of survival” – “breaking 

through the shackle of the war to excel”. Some observers have agreed that the 

failure to implement the 3Rs vigorously and successfully by successive Nigerian 

leaders (even Gowon himself) was partly responsible for the establishment of, 

and solidarity giving to, MASSOB and IPOB movements in Biafran 

constituencies (Udeajah 2017). New technology has made it possible for 

activists to remediate symbols of injustice and amplify them in ways that help in 

building a collective identity around Biafra independence. 

5.4.3.2. Frame amplification: the secessionist issue frame

Frame amplification involves “accenting and highlighting some issues, events or 

beliefs, as being more salient than others” (Benford and Snow:623). Analysis 

has demonstrated that amplification of the roots of injustice, such as the Biafran 

war frame, has a greater impact when linked to current injustice. Activists 

effectively linked Biafran war to the situation in the current government of 

Mohammadu Buhari. The large number of multimedia tools permitted by the 

internet contribute to greater amplification of issues and injustices being 

experienced by the movement’s constituents. Compared to frame amplification, 

the websites also drew extensively on non-linguistic tools such as graphics for 

frame amplification. Analysis of amplification focused on the extent textual items 

on the web making use of graphics or functions as hyperlinks from/or to other 

text, article, or media production (see Table 5.5). 
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Diagnostic frames 2

Figure 5. 7 Secessionist issue frame

With graphic pieces of evidence of victims and victimhood such as video, 

pictures, flashing images, caricature, music, and other illustrative performances, 

secessionist issues frames were articulated and diffused into the Biafran 

community and beyond, thereby increasing the consciousness and solidarity to 

Biafra independence struggle.  In framing secessionist issues, we highlighted 

five overarching frames that summarise the reason for the current agitation as 

manifested from the websites. These include perception of second-class 

treatment, insecurity of lives of members, total exclusion from politics, 

incompatible value system and abuse of human rights (see Figure 5.7). In each 

frame are subframes that further identify specific areas of injustice. Note that 

these frames also intertwined and have links from the Biafra war frames in 

Figure 5.6. Activists criticised government responses to Biafran conflict by 

focusing on human interest dimension of the frames. Among the headlines that 

reflect patterns of the human-interest frame are: “EXCLUSIVE: Nigerian soldiers 

storm hospital in Onitsha, abduct corpses and victims of shooting (SEE 

PHOTOS)”; “177 IPOB Members Killed, 240 Others Including Children Die in 

Military Cells in Nigeria – Amnesty International”; “IPOB petition international 

community, demands to probe killing of members” among others. As table 5.5 
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shows, 55.7% of the total text analysed had one amplification features or 

another. Graphics claimed to be on-the-spot (35.7%) constituted the highest 

method of amplification, as 29.5% of items linked from Radio Biafra broadcast 

of the IPOB leader. Other sources of amplification of injustice come from 

YouTube videos, Facebook videos and Biafra war pictures. Extensive use of 

links and graphic evidence of victims generally drew on frames of insecurity and 

human rights abuse, with emphasis on the killings of IPOB members, the Fulani 

herdsmen terrorism, and various incidences of targeted ethnic attacks in 

Nigeria. The virality of these emotional pictures not only increased public 

disillusionment toward the Buhari’s administration but also increased the 

spotlight for evaluating human rights issues in Nigeria. 

Figure 5. 8 Biafra War memory on the Biafra Telegraph website
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Table 5. 5 Frame Amplification

Note: Analysis is based on items with interlinking features and claimed to be on-

the-spot. 

Human interest frames elicit more intense compassion, pity, anger, and 

disgust that help in micromobilisation and bystanders support (Aarøe 2011). 

Thus, the use of graphic evidence of torture or threat (see Figure 5.8 & 5.9), 

contribute not only to “frame alignment process” (Benford and Snow: 624) but 

also to exposing impending harm on their leader. Dissemination and promotion 

of the IPOB leader’s speeches are an essential source of consciousness-raising 

and served to radicalise members. These speeches are “hot cognition” that help 

puts “fire in the belly and iron in the soul of potential Biafra supporters” 

(Gamson et al. 1992: 32). The “Biafra or Death” philosophy served to amplify 

the determination and commitments of the movement in achieving Biafra. 

Furthermore, how Fulani Herdsmen were invading communities and 

killing people and the apparent lethargy in the government’s response to it, also 

elicited compassion to the IPOB framing of ethnic cleansing and Islamisation. 

Activists used the web to show the world that the agitation for Biafra is about 

freedom from the Hausa/Fulani oligarchy that wants to Islamise the whole 

country, using the armed herdsmen to achieve their goal.

Amplification Method Biafran 

Telegraph

Biafran 

Herald

Biafra 

Times 

Total % 

On-the-spot picture 45 60 74 179 35.7

Link from Radio Biafra 45 38 65 148 29.5

Link to YouTube video 13 22 25 60 12

Link to Facebook 

video

15 17 27 59 11.8

Biafra war pictures

 

15 18 22 55 11

Total 133 155 213 501 100 

(55.7)
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Figure 5. 9 Injustice frame and blame attribution on Biafra Times website

Other identity groups such as the Oduduwa Republic and Niger-Delta Avengers 

and many stakeholders in the Christian community, including the Christian 

Association of Nigeria (CAN) have shared in the same view (Eze 2019). 

Meanwhile, the incarceration of the IPOB leader and military brutality of 

unarmed protesters also received extensive amplification in the three websites, 

leading to condemnation by various human rights bodies including Amnesty 

International (AmnestyInternational 2016a; Humanrightswatch 2017). 

5.4.3.3. Prognostic and motivational framing 

Prognostic framing involves the articulation of a proposed solution to the 

problem, or at least a plan of attack, and the strategies for carrying out the plan 

(Benford and Snow 2000: 616). While in theory Benford and Snow describe a 

distinct process of diagnostic, prognostic, and motivational framing - namely, 

identifying injustice, proposing a solution, and motivating constituencies to act –

in practical, these processes are intertwined through multiple framing and 
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discursive tactics. While Biafran war genocide and its associated injustices are 

used by the IPOB to provide a diagnostic or interpretative framework for 

secession, they also served to mobilise adherents to action by tapping into 

unmitigated cases of marginalisation, collective memory, and shared culture. 

Table 5. 6 Prognostic and motivational framing
IPOB Websites  
Biafran 

Telegraph 

 

Biafran 

Herald 

 

Biafran 

Times 

Total / 
(%) 

Petition signing, mass 
tweeting, SMS alert to Int’l 
community& encouraging 
protest participation 

34 34 37 105 / 

(30.5) 

Encouraging a sense of 
purpose (Biafra or death); 
support for IPOB/MNK

25 34 39 98/ 

(28.4) 

Achievements 14 26 13 53 / 

(15.4) 

Referendum 10 6 12 28 (8.1)

Restructuring 14 7 11 32 / (9.3) 

literal linkages 6 14 8 28/ (8.1) 

Total 103 (30%) 121 

(35.1)

120 

(34.9)

344 / 

(100) 

While diagnostic framing linked the victimisation of Biafrans to British 

conspiracy with Hausa-Fulani oligarchy, it not only identifies the roots of the 

injustices but what can be done to address it, such as an independent Biafran 

state. In its prognostic framing, the IPOB movement presented secession as the 

only solution to the problem of Biafrans: it would liberate Biafra from the shackle 

of Islamic colonisation and exploitation and induce better-economic 

development and prosperity that will see Biafra as an economic hub of the 

world. Since future development is an outcome of political exigencies such as a 

referendum, the IPOB movement did not develop a political programme or 

vision that focused on getting the Nigerian government to organise a 
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referendum. As table 5.6 shows, items that were specific about referendum 

were only 8.1%, even below restructuring. This thesis argues that prognostic 

framing remained imprecise in this regard, as multiple prognoses were amplified 

on the web that confuses bystanders’ ability to form a definite opinion about the 

support the movement seeks. Some pro-Biafran advocates and supporter of 

IPOB have also suggested political solution as a prognostic measure (see 

Chapter six). The political solution involves sponsoring members into political 

offices such National Assembly and getting them to champion a review of the 

constitution that will include opportunities for self-determination of regions 

through a referendum. 

Results (see table 5.6) shows that the bulk of motivational framing on the 

studied websites generally focused on encouraging online and offline activities 

such as petition signing, tweeting and SMS alert and protest participation. With 

the philosophy of “Biafra or Death”, the IPOB appeals to individual affinity, 

designed to increase personal efforts amongst followers that their individual 

supports and actions are what is needed to achieve Biafra. It also appeals to 

collective efficacy, as members are made to see their efforts as critical elements 

in more significant collective efforts. For example, they are encouraging civil 

disobedience such as protest, sit-at-home, and “culture jamming” such as 

collective phone-call to stakeholders, collective Tweeting activities, among 

others, with symbols of victimhood and history.  Such practice motivates 

members to action and encourages their sense of purpose and loyalty to the 

IPOB movement and its leader, Kanu. Highlighting actions and achievement of 

the IPOB towards Biafra restoration and literal linkages of other freedom or 

identity groups has a direct mobilisation effect, as it gives hope to adherents 

about potential victory over their adversaries. 

5.5. Discursive Tactics and Trope for constructing collective action 
frames in the studied websites.

A social movement is a field of actors. Thus, the framing process is a 

discursive process of how different actors view political opportunity. Analysis of 

discursive tactics of identifying the problems, proposing a solution, and 

motivating constituencies to action focused on the language, style, or tone of 

communication. The analysis identified five primary discursive strategies in the 

studied website, including tactics of alarmist language, mechanism of 
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vilification, conspiracy theory and propaganda, mechanism of reframing and 

discourse incorporation, and mechanism of victory claims. 

5.5.1. The use of alarmist language

As noted earlier, the technique activists employ to analyse and discuss 

specific issues in the Nigerian public sphere can influence how supporters of 

Biafra perceive those issues or how passive supporters of Biafra can change 

their opinion on Biafra generally.  The use of alarmist language (see also Figure 

5.10 above) and extreme claims was a vital framing tool for communicating 

potential danger, highlighting the abuse of human rights, attributing blames, and 

encouraging actions. Some headlines indicating a potential danger include: 

“Another Plot by Buhari administration to Assassinate Nnamdi Kanu 

Uncovered”; “Security alert: be warned Biafrans, they are here”; “Biafra: 

Nigerian army kidnapping Biafrans and dumping them in an unmarked grave”. 

These messages are accompanied by viral photographs and video that elicit 

shock in the community. According to Gorringe (2010), recounting horror and 

roaring panthers are measures in which activists aim to shock bystanders, 

harden the resolve of members, and maximise outrage. 

The language of alarm is an essential aspect of tactical repertoire and 

can be significant in consciousness-raising. Charles Tilly introduced the concept 

of repertoire to explicate variations in claim-making (Tarrow 2010). In a world of 

“virtual dissidence” (Allam 2014), the repertoire of alarm existed along with 

other traditional contentious performances and work to dramatizes injustice in 

ways that can draw the attention of the media to win the sympathies of more 

influential bystanders who will exert influence on institutional decision-makers 

for change. By describing a threatening situation and suggesting those behind 

it, the IPOB created an aura of danger not only to increase members’ 

commitment and feelings of in-group solidarity but draw the attention of 

powerful transnational institutions able to escalate human rights issues in 

Nigeria. The repertoire of alarm indeed added human-interest dimensions to the 

struggle and appeared instrumental for the attention given to response 

approach of government, and the overall responsibility placed on individual 

members to act. 
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Figure 5. 10 Alarmist tactics of the IPOB on www.biafratimes.co

5.5.2. The mechanism of vilification
One of the most common techniques of IPOB’s communication is the 

vilification of those considered anti-Biafrans. Vilification is a common practice 

among social movements (Benford and Hunt 1992; Eaton 2010). Movement 

actors use vilification to “unify individuals in movements, provides a clear target 

for movement activities, and allows activists to define themselves and their 

positions in opposition to those of their adversaries’ (Eaton 2010: 178 citing 

Vanderford 1989: 166). Vilifications are built upon frames that identify 

antagonist, what Benford and Hunt (1992) describe as “scripting”, by which 

movement actors point to specific events or situation as problematic to their 

cause and attribute blame to some person, group, social institution, or ideas. 

The IPOB activists used their website to vilify identified antagonist by invoking 

caustic labels such as “rapist”, “low-life”, “unintelligent”, “compromised goats”, 

“zoo”, “jihadists”, “conspirators”, “incompetent”, among others. For example, the 

IPOB vilified politicians of Igbo extraction, accusing them of conspiracy, 

cowardice, and insensitivity to the plight of the people. One headline titled “the 

#Biafrakillings and the Criminal Complicity of Igbo Politicians” reads in part: 

‘That hundreds of Biafran sons and daughters were gruesomely killed by 

criminal elements within the Nigerian security agencies is no longer 

news. That the president and Commander-In-Chief fully gave his 

blessings to that devilish operation is beyond doubt. That the Nigerian 

army does not plan on ending the extrajudicial killing of the Indigenous 
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people of Biafra is equally not a subject of debate... [what is news is] … 

that the conspiracy of silence from Igbo politicians is largely to blame for 

the boldness and govt-sponsored impunity with which both state actors 

represented by the army and non-state actors represented by the 

murderous Fulani herdsmen take a turn in decimating Igbo population. 

Our reluctance in calling out these unscrupulous politicians is an 

indictment on our collective resolve as a people who truly desire freedom 

from oppression and state-sponsored genocide’ (Ogbu 2016b).

Identified antagonists are groups such as southeast governors, Ohanaeze-

Ndigbo, and persons who have spoken publicly against the activities of IPOB 

such as Fr Mbaka, and politicians who either defended government’s response 

to the conflict or remained mum in the face of extra-judicial execution of 

members. By this technique, the IPOB claimed the moral high-ground and 

helped adherents clarify their ideological positions by giving them enemies upon 

which to react.

  Significantly, categorisation of the perceived anti-Biafran elements as 

evil, insensitive, immoral, spineless, saboteur or villains serves to “galvanise 

and focus sentiment” (Benford and Hunt 1992: 39), so that the personality of 

Kanu is idolised as a protagonist who has the capability of solving Biafran 

problems by achieving Biafra independence. This technique is common among 

separatist groups in Africa. In Cameroon, Billa Robert (2020) notes that 

Anglophone activists vilified their political elites deemed to have preached anti-

struggle campaign and worked as the enabler to the government's crackdown 

of their people. For the IPOB movements, this technique help defines 

Kanu/IPOB as the embodiment of good – “the negation of all that antagonists 

represent”, as Benford and Hunt put it, and provide the capacity for building 

Biafra ideology within Igbo society. Some pundits have argued for the 

challenges of eliciting inter-ethnic support needed to make a broader sense of 

the power of the people to effect political change if IPOB continues to vilify their 

kin as evil. However, Ryan and Gamson (2006) argue that framing messages in 

ways that resonate with broader culture affects a movement’s ability to build 

power. Instead, framing strategy is valuable for focusing dialogue with targeted 

constituency (p.13). Vilification of groups like Ohanaeze Ndigbo appears to 
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have invoked their spirit of resilience to speak against anti-Igbo policies and 

campaign for political restructuring as alternative vision of democracy in Nigeria. 

This technique seems plausible for African resistance, as vituperations 

appear to help place adversaries in the spotlight of the problem, thereby 

increasing the visibility of a group’s claims. This is no difference in Nigeria: a 

repertoire of disobedient actions tends to attract more attention and reactions, 

as Nigerian governments have the culture of ignoring “conflict early warning 

signs” (Amamkpa and Mbakwe 2016) until the inconsequential situation 

becomes a full-blown conflict. Thus, transgressive expressions may have 

become a tactical repertoire that brought the IPOB movement to public 

knowledge while also, appeared to have prevented the more nuanced 

individuals from participating or identifying with the struggle. The use of 

transgressive communication is not new: the mass media has used a similar 

approach of a demonised transgressive character to increase the visibility of 

their audience's living situation as a way of being responsible to their audiences 

(Bishop 2014). Thus, in the millennial digital communication practices, SMOs 

adopt transgressive reporting to increase the visibility of their claims.

5.5.3. The Mechanism of discourse incorporation and reframing 

Discourse incorporation is used in this context to describe a technique by 

which activists intentionally reinvent discourses from another historical era to 

legitimate collective action or reinforce the frame of adversaries and stimulate 

ideological appeal. On the other hand, reframing refers to “granting a new 

meaning to a situation by placing it in another context and explanatory model” 

(Lukashina 2013: 441). The IPOB used this technique effectively to discuss 

insecurity, inequalities, incompetence, abuse of office and Islamisation agenda 

as master frames; constructing meanings that support why Biafra is the solution 

and why Nigeria is no longer workable.  The prevalence of human right and 

social justice as master frames serves to provide a broader oppositional 

understanding of how Nigeria has become a failed state by tapping on existing 

anger and emotions within the Nigerian public sphere.  Benford (2013b) defines 

a master frame as a generic type of collective action frame that is wider in 

scope and influence” (p.1). The salience of a master frame is its ability to draw 

on injustices beyond a movement’s constituents and create a repertoire of 

interpretations across periods of mobilisation and abeyance to produce 

ideological continuity in a movement (Ibid). 
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Analyses of the websites show that a substantive amount of article 

focused on issues that have consensus values within the Nigerian public 

sphere. For example, issues of incompetence, abuse of power, violation of 

freedom and rights and religious freedom, especially in current Buhari’s 

government constituted higher components of activists’ framing strategy. 

Debates around restructuring on the mainstream media have also focused on 

these master frames. Activists republish news reports or opinion articles from 

mainstream media, which have analysed weaknesses, abuse of office or 

incompetence of President Buhari’s government and reframe it in ways that 

realistically resonant in the target audience. This technique awakened potential 

Biafran supporters and provided the spotlight in which to evaluate President 

Buhari, his party and government. Political events during the period of this 

research have a mobilising effect itself as leaders across political divides were 

beginning to make statements either for the release of Kanu or the 

marginalisation of the IPOB’s constituency. 

One way of discourse incorporation and reframing is making sense of 

daily news published in the Nigerian media and reconstructing them in the 

context of Biafra. Another way is the circulation of articles that invoke the event 

of the past in order to reconnect the emotion of the present. Benford and Snow 

(2000) argue that the credibility of the collective action frame among 

movement’s constituent is an essential factor in frame resonance. In this 

argument, the emphasis is not “whether the diagnostic and prognostic claims 

are factual or valid but whether their empirical referents lend themselves to 

being read as real indicators of diagnostic claims” (Benford and Snow 2000: 

620).  In other words, can Biafran supporters connect IPOB framing with their 

reality? For example, one headline reads: “Biafra: how can we forget when the 

torture is still on?”. The article reads in parts:

‘They called on all grown men in Asaba to gather and shout “One 

Nigeria”, and as they gathered, Murtala Mohammed and his gang of 

Nigeria evil soldiers opened fire on thousands of these civilians, killing 

almost all of them instantly. They inspected the corpses and shot 

seeming survivals in the head at close range. It was very few that made it 

alive. Men were not buried because there were scarce men to do the job. 

Imagine the stench, the smells, and the diseases this caused Asaba 
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people and its environs? Women lost husbands, brothers, uncles, and 

friends. There were not many men to marry the teaming young women 

left in Asaba. The method used in Asaba was quite different from what 

happened in other places like Ikwere. In Ikwere, no one was gathered to 

be executed. They were simply told to deny being Igbo. They rushed out 

in their numbers and started denying being Igbo identity. They felled in 

love with the letter 'R' and started corrupting their languages, names of 

villages and towns with the letter R. [Then] Umuokoro became 

Rumuokoro, and Umuobi became Rumuobi etc. In no distant time, 

almost all the kids growing at that time lost their identities or suffered an 

identity crisis. Many have sacrificed a lot. We cannot forget. We 

remember you all. When we sit at home, it is for all of you. For all, we 

suffered together. Biafra is here; it is certain” (Ohagi 2017).

Some articles simply passed a message in its headline: “if Biafra scares you, 

eliminate issues that make the call for Biafra inevitable” (Nwokoye 2015). Ryan 

and Gamson (2006) argue that the success of reframing is measured by the 

ability to enter the worldview of your adversary, so that through reflection, 

critique, dialogue, and the development of relationships and infrastructure, a 

movement can appeal to people’s sense of agency, and encourage them to 

develop the capacity for collective action in framing contests. Pu and Scanlan 

(2012) add that mobilisation and sustained collective action require 

communication of consistent and precise framing of salience in such a manner 

as to attract public concern and sympathy.

5.5.4. The Use of conspiracy theories and propaganda

 The technique of conspiracy and propaganda aims to identify problems 

as they emerge and whom to blame for it. Conspiracy theories are attempts to 

explain the ultimate causes of significant social and political events and 

circumstance with claims of secret plots by legitimate authorities or institutions 

or powerful actors (Douglas et al. 2019). There is clear evidence of 

conspiracists strategy of communication in the IPOB’s websites in which 

supporters and activists try to make sense of two or more powerful actors 

around them. This strategy helps to radicalise supporters and conscientize 

constituents who now believe that Hausa-Fulani and Yoruba oligarchy are 

problems of Igbos. For Biafra adherents, the British government is perpetually 



151

seen as anti-Biafra, with underlying narratives of their involvements during the 

Biafran war. 

Furthermore, this method defined the oppositional identity of Biafra 

politicians who are generally referred to as “Sabo” – short for Saboteur. The 

implication of this technique is the tendency to spread hate in a society that will 

potentially seek diplomatic ties with other nations when they become 

independent. With the internet, the visibility of IPOB interpretations of policies 

and its conspiratory values to Igbos are overwhelming.  Some of the headlines 

shows media conspiracy:

i. “Biafra: Mark Zuckerberg sponsored by Buhari to thwart Biafra 

restoration” (Ogbu 2016a). 

ii. “Information from a reliable source has revealed that MTN 

Telecommunication Company has joined an alliance with the Nigerian 

government to track down all phone calls and text messages of IPOB 

members and other genuine Pro-activists working tirelessly for the 

restoration of Biafra” (Alagba 2016). 

iii. “British thirst for financial theft fuels its support for Nigeria’s tyranny 

over Biafra – USA” Politician (Biafra Telegraph, May 2017).

Repetition of these headlines across the websites and other channels of IPOB 

media is a consequence of the growing beliefs among Biafran supporters in the 

conspiracy of powerful actors against Biafra restoration. This is common among 

separatists’ movements. The IPOB believes the British government is working 

with the Nigerian government to stifle opinion about Biafra in the international 

community. They also believe that Facebook has been contracted by the 

Nigerian government to disrupt and stop the spread of Biafran information 

following a report that Facebook deleted movement’s account, with over 

2million followers (Agbodo 2016; Chimerue 2016).  This is consistent with the 

idea that conspiracy beliefs are functional for basic sense-making desires when 

faced with events that threaten the social order (Van Prooijen 2011; Douglas et 

al. 2019). Thus, conspiracy theories can be essential ingredients of democratic 

discourse, as some can raise issues of critical importance that need be 

addressed in society (Moore 2016). Nonetheless, conspiratory ideations are 

“radicalising multiplier” (Bartlett and Miller 2010; Emberland 2020), as they can 

reinforce intergroup polarization via the demonization of "the others" and lead to 
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a feeling of alienation from and hostility towards society. This increases the 

likelihood of individuals to engage in violence. 

5.5.5. Victory claim

There is evidence of propaganda strategy aimed to appeal to individual and 

collective efficacy that efforts are yielding transnational support. This is aimed to 

cement loyalty between Biafran supporters and anti-Biafran elements within the 

Biafran constituency and beyond.  This tactic is common among other Biafran 

identity groups. However, there are firmer beliefs that the IPOB is grabbing the 

attention of powerful actors in the international public sphere and that Biafra is 

imminent. Example of such headlines includes: “Let Biafra Go, Donald Trump 

Sends Strong Message to Buhari”’ (Igbonews 2016); “Biafra: if the people of 

Biafra want the Republic of Biafra, it will be a reality during my administration” – 

Donald Trump (BiafraHerald 2016) (see Figure 5.11). The IPOB is one of the 

groups that organised a solidarity rally for Donald Trump after winning the US 

elections. Their action is in the belief that he would recognise their independent 

movement. 

Figure 5. 11 The use of photoshopped photos. www.thebiafraherald.co

Many discourses on the web tend to give hope to Biafran supporters that 

Trump has offered his support for the restoration of a Biafran state (see Figure 

5.11). While this information is manipulated, it resonates hope in pro-Biafra 

family and cements their loyalty to the charismatic leadership of Nnamdi Kanu. 

This is consistent with what Castells (2013) calls the “practice of spin” - 
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formatting messages to bring about the most exciting biases that resonate with 

supporters. In other words, the internet knits together comments and opinions 

that could sustain a struggle.

5.6. Frame resonance and credibility: Between personality cult and 
discursive field

Further analysis focused on variations in frames resonance and 

credibility, paying attention to ideological consistency and language of 

movement entrepreneurs in the discursive field to understand the contributions 

of the studied websites in building agnostic discourses around Biafra. According 

to Benford and Snow (2000), frame amplification and articulation are discursive 

processes that both involve packaging and repackaging of language. The 

choice of appropriate language structure is a vital process of collective action, 

as it can reinforce or constrain frame credibility and resonance. The concept of 

discursive field refers broadly to the “cultural climate of a movement’s 

messages, mobilising frames, or aspects of them, and whether there is support 

in culture’s prevailing schemas of what is good, appropriate, and desirable” 

(Johnston 2013: 2). Koopmans and Statham (1999) introduced the term 

“discursive opportunity structure” to identify ideas in the broader political culture 

believed to be “sensible”, “realistic” and “legitimate” and whose presence would 

facilitate reception of specific forms of collective action (cited in McCammon 

2013: 1). Because discursive fields are constitutive of varying levels of 

agreement and disagreement regarding the focal event or issue, it is also clear 

that these variations can range from “consensus to heated contestation” (Snow 

2013: 2). Emphasise on culture draws on the dialectic between morality and 

collective action – whether strategies of action are compelling and morally 

acceptable to motivate participation.  Della Porta and Diani (2006) maintain that 

cultural values influence collective action not by providing the ultimate values 

toward which action is oriented, but “by shaping a repertoire or “tool kit” of 

habits, skills, and styles from which actors construct strategies of action” (p.73). 

Frame resonance, therefore, “describes the relationship between a collective 

action frame, the aggrieved community that is the target of mobilising efforts, 

and the broader culture” (Noakes and Johnston 2005: 11). Some movement 

frame resonates with critical elements in the larger discursive field while others 

do not, “because resonant frames tap into the vocabulary, underlying principles, 

and narratives of silent discourses in the broader cultural environment” 
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(McCammon et al. 2007: 732). Movement entrepreneurs ideally like high 

resonance and high legitimacy. 

The internet is a discursive field because it accounts for the democratic 

role associated with excluded voices. Thus, politics is intrinsically conflictual, 

agnostic, and non-consensual, placing differences and contestation at the heart 

of a democratic system (Dahlberg 2007a). Thus, identifying how claim-making 

agents such as movement entrepreneurs employ interpretative symbols in 

collective action efforts is an integral part of frame analysis because “diagnosing 

a problem always entails identifying the actors who are entitled to have opinions 

on it….it is through symbolic conflict that certain actors succeed in being 

recognised as entitle to speak in the name of certain interest and tendencies” 

(Della Porta and Diani 2006: 75). 

The analysis focused on qualities of frames relevant to resonance: the 

credibility of frame entrepreneur – i.e., focus on how IPOB leader frame or is 

framed in the text; frame consistency – “whether the text captures the internal 

consistency of movement’s beliefs, ideology, claims, and actions” in relation to 

other Biafran identity groups (Noakes and Johnston 2005: 15); and “frame 

dispute” – intramovement disagreements regarding diagnosis and prognoses 

(Benford and Snow 2000:626).

5.6.1. Frame entrepreneur and personality cult

This research founds overwhelming frames of personality cult, which 

focused on how activists frame the image of Biafra around their leader, paying 

attention also to distinct communication patterns that run along with ideology, 

morality, organisational and collective action strategy variations in the context of 

the broader culture of Biafran struggles. 

Overall, analysis shows a top-down mechanism in which Biafra is 

constructed from the perspective of Kanu. Analysis paid attention to the 

Linguistic property by coding the presence or absence of insulting or abusive 

words in the text using a scale from 0 (absent) to 3 (high). Result demonstrates 

a pattern between moderate and high use of abusive languages in collective 

action efforts of the IPOB. The results show that Biafran Times websites 

produced the highest abusive properties, with a percentage above 50 (see 

Table 5.7). 
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Table 5. 7 Percentage of abusive property in the studied website
Presence of abusive communicative strategy.IPOB Websites
% Code

Biafran Telegraph

Biafran Herald

Biafran Times

33.3

45

54.7

2

3

3

Note: analysis was against 300 items each. 0 (absence); 1 (low 1>25); 2 

(Moderate >35); 3 (high >50%)

To frame the credibility of their leader, and to demarcate “us” from the 

adversarial “they”, IPOB activists focused mostly on the personality of Kanu, 

who is often described as “supreme”, “divine”, “lion of Biafra”, “messiah”, 

“prophet” and “son of Chukwu-okike abiama (God)”. Personality cult frame is 

traditionally understood as concerted action and texts across media technology, 

aggregated propaganda efforts and other macro communications, which work 

together to ascribe magnetic, reverential, and idealised meaning to a single 

social actor among a more significant population (Cocker and Cronin 2017). 

The frame extolled the adroitness of Kanu and positioned him as a messiah 

who has a mandate from God to restore Biafra. Thus, his followers see his 

proclamations – what they call “gospel of truth” – as supreme and divine. This 

adulation and heroic representation of Kanu hold parallel with Max Weber’s 

concept of “charismatic authority”, defined as a form of “legitimate domination” 

exercised by an individual who is perceived to possess divinely given or 

inspired abilities (Hofmann and Dawson 2014). Weber sees charisma as a 

product of allegiance and support for leaders based on their perceived 

extraordinariness or supernatural quality that enables them to set a vision and 

mission that address situational needs and positively affects the affairs of 

followers. Osaghae (2010b) argues that the emergence of such leaders is 

typical of a developing nation whose material condition of abject poverty, 

deprivation, disempowerment, oppression, exclusion, as well as the interests 

and expectations of followers, invited leaders that possessed the qualities that 

made them hero, saviour, messiah, or liberator and revolutionary. 

Analysis of the websites reveals a believed sense of divinity around Kanu 

that he is often represented as a sacred authority. Headlines such as: “Nnamdi 

Kanu: Biafra Restoration Not Personal Decision But Call From God Almighty -
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Vanguardngr”; “NNAMDI KANU: The Only True Face of Biafra Restoration”; 

“Mazi Nnamdi Kanu: The Prophet Waiting Patiently For His Last Laugh”, are 

some of the examples of the redeemer complex associated with the IPOB 

leader on the three websites. This is one of the dynamics of collective action 

because it is one way a movement can define and communicate the power 

relationship among and within Biafran identity groups. Benford and Hunt 

(1992)’s “dramaturgy” identifies scripting as one of four broad techniques of 

communicating power. Scripting refers “to the development of a set of directions 

that define the scene, identify actors and outline expected behaviour” (p.38). 

The emphasise on the personality of Kanu reflects actors’ conviction of his 

credibility to speak on their behalf. Thus, he is scripted as the embodiment of 

good, the negation of all that is unjust; his views, ideology and character 

scripted as a coordinating behaviour for the potential Biafran nation. This pose 

both opportunity and challenge for the movement. While it can be argued that 

many activists have joined the IPOB on the personal conviction that Kanu 

possess the leadership prowess, presenting himself as messiah has not helped 

in attracting more nuanced support. As Beevor (2017) has argued, promoting 

such a sacred authority empowers the leader by creating a coercing sense of 

dependency among his followers and can also create ideological inconsistency. 

For example, upon Kanu’s release from prison in 2017, pictures went viral 

on social media and published in the studied websites of his followers kneeling 

and bowing before him and kissing his feet. One of his followers posted on his 

Facebook timeline that “Kanu is his God because he created him”7. Such 

framing exacerbated ideological contradictions among the IPOB supporters, 

given that Igbo society are predominantly Christian, and do not characteristically 

bestow power and authority on a single individual. Such frames also attracted 

disbelief from among elite groups and bystanders on the consistency of Biafra 

ideological methodology as promoted by the IPOB movement. The study found 

the framing of Biafrans as Judeo-Christians (ostensibly linking Biafrans with 

Israel’s Jewish culture) as contradictory and distracting.  However, it could be a 

performance strategy aimed to cast the IPOB leader and IPOB movement in the 

light of those who are perceived to have the potential to alter existing power 

7 Naijajists.com (2017) available on https://naijagists.com/nigerian-boy-calls-nnamdi-kanu-god-says-
brave-men-worship/ accessed 12/02/2020.
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arrangements in Nigeria, such as Jewish community across the world. Also, 

casting Kanu as the lion of Biafra aimed to highlight his sacrifices and raise a 

sense of propriety. 

5.6.2. Frame consistency and cultural compatibility

Frame consistency involves the internal consistency of movement 

beliefs, ideologies, claims, and action and whether they “hang together” to 

encourage or discourage collective action participation. Frame inconsistency 

can manifest in two ways: “in terms of apparent contradictions among belief and 

claims; and in terms of perceived contradictions among framings and tactical 

actions (as between what the SMO says, and it does)” (Benford and Snow 

2000:620). Analysis of the data highlights some contradictions among beliefs, 

framing and tactics. First, the use of abusive language in frame diagnosis, 

prognosis and motivational strategy is evident, with Biafran Times websites 

having the highest of such publications (see Table 5.7). The analysis shows that 

activists have employed some disparaging language such as “zoo” and 

“animals” to refer to Nigeria and its inhabitant, respectively. Some of the text 

from the websites are reproduced speeches of the IPOB leader from Radio 

Biafra broadcast to promote “the prophetic divinity” of their leader. In some of 

the speeches, president Buhari is often referred to as “terrorist”, “paedophile” 

and “rapist”, “Hitler” among others.

Similarly, other ethnic groups, especially the Yoruba race, is not left out. 

The Yoruba race is often accused of colluding with Hausa-Fulani to marginalise 

Biafrans and are addressed with various outgroup labels. One video shared on 

Biafra Herald website shows the IPOB leader suggesting that “people who 

attend Pentecostal churches pastored by Yoruba men are “idiots”, “fools”, 

“imbeciles” and worse than “Boko Haram”8. Observers have accused Kanu of 

incitement and ethnic radicalisation.  

Compared with other Biafra identity groups, the IPOB’s ideological 

framing has remained controversial, much of why its message has high 

resonance values among the younger generation of Biafrans. These messages 

receive resonance and dissonance reactions by the third actors in the public 

sphere who end up increasing its visibility and resonance in an effort to reject or 

support the message. 

8 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=M5m_w5Tfybo 
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As Koopman (2004) argues, the internet increase visibilities of resonance 

or dissonance reactions because third actors reproduce the message in its 

original form, by highlighting a snapshot of the aspect of the message in which 

he/she agree or disagree, thereby giving both the message and the messenger 

free publicity. Koopman maintains that highly legitimate messages may have no 

resonance at all because they are uncontroversial, whereas highly illegitimate 

messages may resonate strongly because of its controversial nature. The IPOB 

messages have high visibility within its mobilising targets because of their 

controversial credential that appeals to prospective supporters, thereby a net 

decrease in “legitimacy” – i.e., the degree to which, on average, reactions by 

third actors in the public sphere support or reject an actor or his claims 

(Koopmans 2004: 375). This confirms the existing scholarships, which indicated 

that the internet spreads extreme viewpoints, ethnic radicalisation, and long-

distance nationalism (Conversi 2012; Müller and Schwarz 2019), by enabling a 

“racialised formations of belonging and otherness” (Kuntsman 2010: 301). The 

implication of these explosive denigrating language is their tendencies to 

catalyse ethnic violence in Nigeria, which is why there have been counter 

framing strategies among Biafran identity groups. Ordinarily, movement actors 

who have identified ethnic stereotype and hatred as one of its injustice frames 

ought not to be full of hatred and division themselves. These contradictions 

betray the credibility of collective action frames as espoused by the IPOB 

movement within the wider Nigerian culture. 

It is worthy to note that until 2015, the activities of the IPOB have been 

superficial and reduced to the level of online radio (Radio Biafra) and were 

largely ignored by the government of Goodluck Jonathan. As mentioned before, 

the IPOB message still appeals to many Biafrans (young and old) because the 

Nigerian government has continued to give opportunities for its resonance. 

Commentators have attributed the growing radicality of the IPOB movement to 

the unlawful detention of its leader, Kanu, with its attendant incomprehensible 

judicial rigmarole and executive interferences (Johnson and Olaniyan 2017a). 

These were first considered as injustice and helped to swirl up agitation 

throughout the incarceration to global significance, swallowing its rival, 

MASSOB.

 Moreover, the militarization of the region resulted in many unarmed 

protesters being killed at a time when people from the north head all the 
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security agencies. This makes the use of hot appellations, such as “zoo”, 

“terrorists” to refer to Nigeria and Buhari culturally compatible with Biafran 

adherents. Furthermore, Johnson and Olaniyan (2017b) argue that the lop-

sidedness of appointments that largely ignored the Igbo ethnic group was a 

crucial resonating factor to the brand of framing and activism of the IPOB 

movement. These palpable feeling of disillusionment and discontent about 

Buhari’s government in Biafran territory serve to create what Benford and snow 

(2000) refer to as “empirical credibility” of collective action frame (p.619). – i.e. 

Whether events around mobilising targets lend credence to claims embedded in 

the frames. All the IPOB actors needed to do is to point to the political reality of 

Buhari’s administration to prove the credibility of their frames.

5.6.3. Frame resonance dispute 

Existing scholarships have described the internet as a radicalised public sphere, 

by its capacity to facilitate the development and expansion of counter-

discourses and the contestation between discourses (Dahlberg 2007a; 

Dahlberg 2011; Chan 2018). Social movements are a field of contention 

(Crossley 2013). Thus, interpretation of reality undertakes constant negotiation, 

contradiction, and contestation. The studied websites show a pattern of 

communication that challenge the dominant frames within the broader Biafran 

culture. Many articles published on the websites aim to challenge what the 

IPOB considers “discursive obstruction” – those frames that obstruct movement 

efforts through negative depiction (Shriver et al. 2013: 877). An overwhelming 

majority of the articles focus on interpretative and discursive contestation about 

perceived ideological inconsistencies and differences among and between 

Biafran advocacy groups, on the one hand, and the Ohanaeze Ndigbo – apex 

Igbo socio-cultural organisation, Southeast Governors, anti-Biafran politicians 

on the other.

 Frame dispute refers to differences of opinion or preferences regarding 

claims associated with framing activities that social movement actors faction. 

Benford (2013a) identifies three patterns of frame disputes: those disputes 

about what is wrong and whom to blame (diagnostic frame), disagreement over 

what is to be done (prognoses), and disagreement over how to portray 

grievances and solution (motivational) (p.1).  For example, headlines such as 

“Ohanaeze Ndi-Igbo: Fraudsters, betrayers, and destiny killers”; “BIAFRA: 
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Ralph Uwazuruike is FG’s Masked Witness MASSOB”; “Restructuring? Let 

Biafra referendum decide – IPOB”, are some articles emphasising conflict 

around power, legitimacy and ideological incongruity in the studied websites.  

Amongst the Biafra identity groups, there is a struggle for legitimacy and 

ideological superiority. Although Biafra identity groups are united by one central 

goal: the restoration of Biafra, there is controversy over the ideological 

methodology of each group. The IPOB claims superiority over what and how to 

correct Biafra injustices and continued to challenge its main rival Uwazurika’s 

MASSOB/BIM whom it accuses of undue allegiance to certain political elements 

considered to frustrate Biafra struggles.  Uwazurike’s MASOB, on the other 

hand, has described the IPOB leader as “an internet fraudster”; claiming Kanu 

has little knowledge and maturity on how to attain Biafra and accusing him of 

frustrating non-violence principle for which the struggle initially based (Achonu 

2017). Through press releases, the IPOB publicity secretary addresses 

MASSOB’s former leader in a conspiratory frame that diminishes his credibility 

to champion Biafra in the eyes of the IPOB supporters.  In 2017, MASSOB/BIM 

urged people to participate in Anambra governorship election against the 

IPOB’s no election rhetoric. In 2018, MASSOB/BIM urged the people of the 

southeast region to ignore the sit-at-home order issued by the IPOB to 

commemorate Biafran Heroes and go about their businesses (Okutu 2018). 

Within the IPOB family, itself are disagreements over prognostic and 

motivational strategies. Dr Dozie Ikedife, one of the founding fathers of IPOB, 

criticised Kanu/IPOB’s boorish rhetoric, arguing that Biafra will be achieved by 

dialogue and not through the exchange of hot words. He stated: “I am not in 

support of any other brand of Biafra agitation that would involve physical 

engagements, assault or insults and preaching ethnic hatred” (Sony 2017). This 

statement earned him several articles in the three websites aimed not only at 

reputation damage but also problematising his acclaimed legitimacy to speak 

for Biafra.  Such headlines include: “Biafra: shameless political boot-licker Dozie 

Ikedife, not a Biafran Leader”; “we do not need APC apologists and Buhari 

supporter like Dozie Ikedife to speak for IPOB or Biafra” (BiafranTimes 2016).  

Moreover, between the Igbo intelligentsia, Ohanaeze Ndigbo, and 

Southeast Governors, there is unity around the need for mainstream inclusivity 

through a restructuring that will see to regional self-determination within Nigeria. 

However, the IPOB accuses Ohanaeze Ndigbo, and the Igbo petit-bourgeois of 
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working for the Hausa-Fulani oligarchy, insisting on the outright exit of 

Biafraland from Nigeria through an UN-supervised referendum.  The IPOB 

claims their decision is based on consensus opinion from grassroots. 

These dynamics explain the multiplicity and complexities of interpretative 

labour around Biafra restoration. The internet has paved the way for identity 

divergence and factionalisation, while also facilitating multiple flows of 

discourses that increase issue resonance and Biafra consciousness within 

Biafran constituencies. This confirms Dahlberg’s use of “discursive radicalism” 

and “inter-discursive contestation” (2007a) to further explain the development of 

counter-public as an alternative discursive arena for debate and criticisms that 

strengthen and develop oppositional discourses (pp. 134-135). The studied 

websites represent an alternative arena through which multiple flows of 

discourses regarding Biafra diffuse into Biafran society and beyond. The 

analysis shows a top-down structure of communication, with most of the 

information and discourses mainly provided by the IPOB hierarchies, especially 

from the director, to educate, identify and challenge perceived discursive 

obstructions in the Biafran campaign. The vituperative and boorish approach 

with which Biafran adherents expand these discourses in other channels of 

communication such social media increases the chances to be noticed and 

followed up by mainstream media and bystanders who in turn attempt counter-

discursive contestation.

Chapter Summary
This chapter has generated mixed results about the functions and uses of the 

studied websites. First, section one analysed the features of the websites with a 

focus on “usability” or “user-friendliness”. The analysis demonstrated that the 

design of the studied websites attracts users and facilitate communication. The 

websites design and structure make them a valuable tool for collective action as 

users can move from one platform to another while still on the homepage. The 

involvements and contributions of Biafran activists in the diaspora who have 

extensive experience and knowledge of online communication can partly 

explain this development (see discussion on this in chapter 6). As expected, by 

its capacity to concatenate movement’s discursive spaces online, the internet 

helps focus ideology and radicalism, since ideology is characterised by a 

“system of multiple belief, ideas, values, principles, ethics, goals” (Beck 2013: 1) 

that must be articulated and organised to offer a unified answer to problems of 
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social action. Each website has interlinking features that revolutionised 

information consumption; the automatic radio broadcast forces visitors to listen 

to the “gospel according to Kanu” or “gospel of Biafra”.  These inward-linking 

features enhance internal cohesion and collective identity within the IPOB 

family. 

However, as platforms for information dissemination, the websites failed 

to utilise full potential of the internet in this regard for the two functions used to 

assess this role, namely “information on the movement” and “updatedness”. 

Analysis has shown that all three websites have no “about us” page. This page 

provides the first impression of the movement’s vision and mission that allows 

bystanders, and/or actual or potential supporters to make sense of the 

movement’s ideology or identity. On “updatedness”, while there is evidence the 

websites feature current discourses on Biafra, the world and Nigeria, articles 

are not posted on daily basis and news that are two to three years apart is still 

animated on the homepage. This points to the problem associated with 

websites management. Updating requires concerted and organised efforts, with 

its pressure on material and organisational resources of the movement. 

Moreover, keeping old news in the frontline of the homepage can be a way to 

use the emotion of the past to gain consciousness of the present resources and 

cultivate a sense of urgency needed for collective action. 

Importantly too, the analysis found user-to-site interactivity through links 

and network as explained above, but there is little conversational interactivity.   

Instead, a traditional top-down communication flow akin to political 

communication prevails, as meaningful communication aimed to inform rather 

than allow the development of ideas and quality debate around Biafra. Users or 

visitors can only receive information as shaped by the ideology of prime leader, 

Nnamdi Kanu. Thus, the websites were more of “perception-building tools that 

give the impression of interactivity-as-process while offering interactivity-as-

product” (Jackson and Lilleker 2009: 247).

Second, section two has examined the role of the studied websites in 

conveying collective action frames. It shows that the IPOB movement used the 

studied websites to convey, albeit with significant variations, the three main 

framing tasks of injustice, identity, and agency. Because “the story of movement 

is…the story of their members’ ability to impose certain images of themselves, 

and to counter attempts by dominant groups to denigrate their aspirations to be 
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recognised as different” (Della Porta and Diani 2006: 106), the internet has 

become in this sense one medium among many others that has enhanced the 

capacity of the IPOB movement to tell its story. 

Furthermore, several forms of mobilisation and counter-discursive tactics 

have been identified in the studied websites:

(1) providing relevant information that has consensus values and pinpointing 

problems, identifying victims, and distinguishing between adversaries. 

(2)  Supporting offline collective action by providing information on protests, 

grassroots IPOB family campaigns, Biafra evangelism efforts and 

coordinating various collective action efforts such as Biafra Heroes’ day 

sit-at-home.

(3) Building collective identity and consciousness by always highlighting 

victimhood, analysing current policies of the government, identifying 

incompetence, abuse of power, and pinpointing systematic 

marginalisation and exclusion.

(4) Mobilising alternative support, by drawing on human rights issues in 

Nigeria 

(5) Dramatizing injustice through the mechanism of alarmist language and 

vilification tactics, among others, placing the voice of Kanu as a rallying 

point of inspiration and radicalisation.

(6) Serving as platforms for an online campaign, documenting graphic 

evidence of victimhood and focusing on the idea of secession.

(7) Serving as a hub for native reporting and radical content production

Analysis of the framing of Biafra war and secessionist issues has indicated that 

the three websites contribute, in varying degrees, to the first five forms of 

mobilisation as listed above, and only minimally to online-based actions and a 

focus on referendum. The analysis shows that issues were varied and 

inconsistent, with limiting emphasis on the referendum, which is the focus of the 

movement’s prognostic frame. Instead, significant attention is paid to promoting 

the image of Kanu (frame of “personality cult”), which tend to reinforce a narrow 

view of Biafra. This result corroborates other similar ones confirmed by feature 

analysis and reflects on the limiting ability of movements to appropriate internet 

potential in collective action fully. 

 However, consciousness-raising, and direct action are crucial 

mobilisations conveyed by collective action frames. Through a radicalised 
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notion of otherness and conflicting discourses, injustices and identity frames 

communicated on the studied websites encourage actual and potential 

constituents to participate in street demonstrations and protest, respect 

collective action efforts of the movement such as sit-at-home and be a follower 

of Nnamdi Kanu who is adjudged the only “messiah” for the restoration of 

Biafra. This discursive strategy also helps to radicalise and dramatize problems, 

providing interpretations, symbols, and meaning that not only help connect to a 

common cause, a group, and identity but also help connect to the master frame 

– i.e., other issues beyond movement’s constituency, mapping alternative vision 

of democracy in Nigeria. 

The studied websites are, therefore, used to produce a repertoire that 

aims to raise expectations, arouse feelings, manifest pressures on politicians 

and government and amplify frames that resonate with their prospective or 

actual adherent. Moussa (2013) argued that “without a shared identity, and a 

vision of society and the world, collective action cannot become a socially 

embedded movement capable of sustaining oppositional action over time” (p. 

21). The internet, in this sense, contributes to the survival and ability of social 

movements to effect dominant orders in society, by constructing local and trans-

local identity and bond. 

Finally, analysis has, however, opened a new frontier for evaluating 

discursive dimensions of social movements in the context of Nigeria. Analysis 

has highlighted some provocative linguistic tools used in the process of 

diagnosis and prognoses in the studied websites, which have the potential for 

fanning the flames of hate and thus, problematising the ability of social 

movements to fully connect to societal values, culture and vision as identified 

above. Despite the promises of the internet as a medium that can promote 

dialogical discourse and an agnostic public sphere, the appropriation of the 

medium is shaped primarily by social movement’s need to address the 

expectation of their constituencies. Thus, analysis has shown that 

overwhelming articles authored by the IPOB activists mirror the abusive and 

hate rhetoric of IPOB leader, which can narrow the resonance of collective 

action frames as promoted by the movement. By providing the resources for 

circulation of hatred, the internet promotes a more top-down communication 

culture that focuses collective identity within the essentialist ideology, in the 

context of African social movements. This observation also confirms Kuntsman 
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(2010)’s notion of “web of hate” – the flow of hatred across internet borders that 

create a flexible political and affective spaces (p.308). In this sense, the 

boisterous and unpredictable effect of online circulation can contribute to the 

regime of suspicion that dominate both the minds of Biafrans and the “other” in 

Nigerian society, leading to a more polarised society. This result is partly 

explained by the fact that the IPOB leadership, its media and the organisational 

structure drew on contributions and donations of Biafrans in the diaspora.

The insight gained by analysing the use and limitations of the IPOB 

websites through feature and frame analysis will be further enriched through the 

interview and survey analysis in chapter six and seven, respectively. As argued 

above, the embeddedness of the internet and its mediation through multiple 

social-cultural practices and structures makes the use of in-depth interviewing 

necessary, as it allows for probing into the interconnectedness between 

technology, social actors and their environment that goes beyond text analysis. 

In the same vein, analysis of protesters’ digital media use allows for gaining 

deep insight into the variations and mechanism of internet use that goes beyond 

top-down structures of communication. 
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Chapter Six: In-depth Interview Analysis

6. Understanding the issues, the motivation, and the use of New Media 
Technologies

“If facts are the seeds that later produce knowledge and wisdom, then the 

emotions and the impressions of the senses are the fertile soil in which the 

seeds must grow” - Rachel Carson.

Introduction
This chapter sets the methods for examining why the IPOB movement enjoyed 

enormous supports from Biafra constituencies, the motivation of participants 

and their communication practices in the context of the above quotation. 

Specifically, the chapter attempts to underpin the complex interaction between 

the internet and the social context in which it is deployed, on the one hand, and 

digital media practices of movement actors, on the other. By using in-depth 

interviews and survey analysis, the study adopts a triangulation of results to 

better understand Biafra broadly in the context of Nigerian society, the 

variations in participants’ digital media practices, the many communication 

practices through which the internet has empowered the IPOB movement and 

the extent to which the IPOB remains a bottom-up movement. 

The IPOB is a product of an insurrection from the Movement for the 

Actualisation of Sovereign State of Biafra (MASSOB), which was founded by 

Raph Uwazurike. MASSOB was the first organisation to champion the 

restoration of Biafra following the return of democracy in 1999. As has become 

the norm with Nigerian leaders, MASSOB members were brutalised by the 

government in power with its leader incarcerated between 2005 and 2007 on 

charges of treason (Offodile 2016). Offodile asserts that after a series of 

interventions by Igbo leaders, including Ojukwu, Uwazurike had become 

softened to the chagrin of his followers who had become radicalised; thus 

“found himself facing an insurrection from within” (p.161). Amongst the 

radicalised boys of Uwazurike is Nnamdi Kanu who now lead the Indigenous 

People of Biafra (IPOB) movement and Bar Benjamin Onwuka, who founded 

Biafra Zionist Federation (BZF). Two groups lay claim to IPOB. Kanu leads one 

group and the other group is led by a retired Chief judge of Enugu state, Justice 

Eze Ozibo (OFR). According to an interviewee in this chapter, “both groups 
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used to be one with the same objective of realising Biafra through peaceful 

means until the Kanu group decided to take a more radical approach.”

The Kanu led IPOB movement has emerged a leading movement 

amongst other Biafran identity groups following the arrest of Kanu on October 

14, 2015, in a hotel in Lagos. Before this arrest, Kanu had told his audience: 

“we need guns and we need bullets” at the World Igbo Congress in Los 

Angeles9 and had used his Radio Biafra broadcast to repudiate, in strong terms, 

Nigeria’s lop-sidedness, unlawfulness and incompetence, particularly under 

President Buhari’s government. Kanu has been accused of incitement through 

his Radio Biafra broadcast from London. The arrest of Kanu reverberated a 

whirlwind of protest for his release and for Biafra independence. Through 

effective use of digital communication technology including radio (Radio Biafra), 

the IPOB became well-established as a critical player in Biafra restoration 

campaign, appealing to both grassroots, intelligentsia, and politicians alike who 

not long started demanding for his release. The IPOB movement drew its 

collective action frame from both peculiar and universal injustice, triggering a 

shared sense of outrage. In April 2017, Kanu was released from prison under 

stringent bail conditions10. Part of the conditions required Kanu not to grant 

press interview, address rallies or organise one himself; conditions he never 

kept. Mr Kanu was attending rallies and addressing mammoth crowds, granting 

interviews from the press in his residence, where people travelled far and near 

to see him. At this point, the IPOB was not only better established, but was 

becoming much more influential in the politics of the five eastern states that he 

is well-received across the region11, amidst a no-visit order from some state 

governors12. The crowds that welcome Kanu at these rallies became a threat to 

not only the federal government of Nigeria but the southeast governors. The 

group used the internet effectively to increase the visibility of these solidarities, 

thereby mobilising more support, as they accused the mainstream media of 

bias. Consequently, the southeast Governors' forum, after an emergency 

meeting held with police and army, banned the activities of IPOB in the 

9 Biafra Television (2015) accessed 31/12/2019 on https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4fPQOPEH-0Y 
(10:47 -11:07)
10 Channels Television (2017) accessed 1/1/2019 on  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=FBUNCtQoHxk 
(00-1.34)
11 Blue Biafra (2017) accessed 03/03/2019 on https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bogs-aMfBZY 
12 Ukaegbu (2017) accessed 03/4/2019 on https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CLdgKQuQSMs 



168

southeast (Eze 2017) and subsequently the federal government finalised the 

ban by declaring the group a terrorist organisation. Since then, the movement 

has changed its tactics as Nigerian security stepped up efforts at clamping 

down their members.   

This current chapter examines various levels of articulation between 

technology and social and between political and ethnic and how they shape the 

impact of the internet on the IPOB movement. The chapter corroborates as well 

as complement the findings in the previous chapter and underlines the specific 

issues upon which the IPOB movement is based. It further examines the 

political role of the internet and identifies various forms through which new 

media has empowered the IPOB movement. In particular, the chapter will focus 

on the following questions: 

i. What does IPOB movement represent and what informed its 

resonance within Biafran society?

ii. How can we conceptualise the political role of the internet for IPOB 

movement? 

iii. To what extent does the organisational/ media structure of the IPOB 

movement influence or shape narratives of Biafra in Nigeria public 

sphere? 

iv. To what extent did the internet as a technology and a medium 

advance or impede IPOB’s collective action efforts? 

v. How were participants mobilised; what is their motivation? 

6.1. Methodology
6.1.1. Responsive interviewing: concept and context 

This study uses semi-structured interviewing based on the concept of 

responsive interviewing approach by Rubin and Rubin (2012). Interviews are 

significant in understanding the deeper context of social movement’s issues, 

values, and meanings and of how individual and collective identities are 

constructed, how followers are attracted and how members’ commitment 

fluctuate over time (Blee 2013). this research draws on features of “responsive 

interviewing” as a general guide for the planning, execution, and analysis of the 

interview to understand how the IPOB movement has used new media 

technology in its struggle. 
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Responsive interviewing is a model, which is based on the philosophy of 

interpretative constructivism and assumes that both the researcher and those 

being studied have emotions. Thus, “what people have experienced is true for 

them, and by sharing their experiences, the researcher enters into an interactive 

relationship that put him in the interviewee’s world” (Rubin and Rubin 2012: 7).  

Since such constructivist interpretations take place in cultural and subcultural 

settings, they “provide a strong framework for meaning-making” (Arksey and 

Knight 1999: 3). Responsive interviewing also highlights reciprocity and 

reflexivity as crucial elements that orient researchers’ interview design by 

encouraging continuous probing of, and “adaptation to, new information... if 

necessary, to get greater depth on unanticipated insight” (Rubin and Rubin 

2012: 10). Accordingly, understanding the interviewees and interviewers’ 

reactions, behaviour and expectations should be an integral part of the study 

itself and its finding that not only provide clear information on the circumstances 

in which the interviews were conducted but also contributes to answering the 

research questions.

6.1.1. Sample Universe, Sampling Size, and Sampling Strategy

For the interview technique, the sample universe is all IPOB members 

who currently hold a leadership position towards the cause of Biafra restoration 

whether regional, state, or international coordinators or all Biafran advocates 

who share in the Biafran secession frame.  For this research, interviewees were 

those who work as a journalist for the IPOB or manage/direct a media outfit or 

coordinate IPOB movement activity. Others include those in academia or social 

advocacy whose work, experience, publication, or research distinguish them as 

experts in Biafran history/ debate. 

The sample size was refined from thirty to twenty-two due to the difficulty 

in recruiting participants. Initially, the study targeted IPOB coordinators/ media 

directors and journalists in five countries, namely UK, Malaysia, the US, 

Germany, Italy and Nigeria because of the unique protests, coordination, and 

online activities in those countries. However, due to mutual suspicion arising 

from possible infiltration of security agents in various activities of IPOB, some 

participants declined participation in the interview, leading to a total of twenty-

two interviews being obtained and analysed. Robinson (2014) argues that 

monitoring and being responsive to the practical realities of research is a crucial 
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skill for the qualitative researcher, as collecting in-depth data leads to 

challenges that are never entirely predictable at the outset of a project. 

For selecting participants, the study used a purposive sampling 

technique.  The purposive sampling technique allows the researcher to make 

sense of respondents who have unique, different, or significant perspectives on 

Biafra and would help in answering the research question. The research used 

Facebook, and Twitter links to identify activists who have distinguished 

themselves by their social media communication and discourses on Biafra and 

sent them a message introducing the research. The researcher also attended 

conferences, symposium and events relating to pro-Biafra debates, and 

identified potential participants. Both processes resulted in a snowballing 

sampling technique from which other participants were contacted. Snowballing 

involves asking participants for recommendations of acquaintances who might 

qualify for participation, leading to “referral chain” (Robinson 2014). Interviews 

lasted between forty-five minutes and one hour over a spread of five to seven 

months. 

6.1.2. Survey method

A survey of the IPOB movement’s protestors across six primary Nigerian states 

was undertaken over different occasions of their protest marches between 

January 2016 to July 2017 in the following order:  January 18, 2016 (Aba), 

February 9, 2016 (Enugu), May 30, 2016, (Onitsha), January 20, 2017 (Port 

Harcourt), July 24th, 2017 (Ebonyi), and July 29th, 2017 (Owerri). Due to the 

overwhelming number of participants and the mutual suspicion therein, we 

utilised the services of informants who played a snowballing role by assisting 

our team of interviewers to make a random selection of 20 participants in each 

protest days. Selected respondents were issued with consent forms that 

detailed their rights and privileges and how the data would be used. The form 

also pointed to the anonymity of respondents, as we are aware of their security 

concerns.  While we do not claim that the resulting samples are representatives 

of either the larger population or the protest itself, the sampled participants are 

considered deeply involved in the pro-Biafran struggle. They would better be 

motivated to share protest manifestations and promote pro-Biafran objective 

more than those who are only online. A total of 120 respondents for the six 

states participated in the survey. Respondents were taken individually or in 
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groups to semi-controlled public spaces such as parks, cafés, and recreation 

centres near the protest ground where they filled in a copy of the questionnaire 

to enhance their safety. Completed copies of the questionnaire were received 

on the spot by our team of interviewers. Overall, four participants declined their 

participation after they had been selected, and three questionnaires were found 

to be empty during transcription. The fieldwork received a total sample of 113 

completed questionnaires. Among the 113 respondents, 79.6% are males, while 

20.4% are females; 68.1% had or were pursuing college or university 

undergraduate course; 73.5% were aged between 26 to 35 years; 45.1% had a 

monthly income of over 20000 (the equivalent of 55 USD or £42) naira. 

6.2. Ethical consideration
The researcher assured participants of their anonymity and the fact that the 

study was mainly academic. Before the interviews, the researcher sent each 

participant a copy of the letter detailing what the research is about, the consent 

requirements and how the confidentiality will be maintained. Under no condition 

were any potential respondents pressured to answer any questions. The 

consent form was used to guarantee that all participants understood the 

research procedure and that they willingly undertake to be part of the interview. 

Most respondents agreed to their first names being used for the interview 

analyses, while the survey participants were purely anonymous.  Some 

participants indicated to allow their full names in the study. 

6.3. Data Presentation and Analysing: A Triangulation of methods
Interviews are a selective, interpretative business (Gillham 2005). Thus, the 

interviews were first transcribed from audio records to text. Then, a coding 

process was used to identify common themes and assign categories and 

conceptual premises to the interview data. At this stage, labels assigned to the 

data were vigorously modified as the need arises. The result of the interviews 

was qualitatively presented and analysed based on its theoretical justification to 

the study domain. A triangulation of the survey and interview result informed the 

analysis in both this chapter and the next.

Research Question 1: What does the IPOB movement represent and what 
informed its success?

6.3.1. Relative Deprivation: A self-reflexive motivational factor 
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From the interviews, the IPOB represents a child of necessity, a 

response to oppression, a response to political exclusion and marginalisation, 

an outburst of hopelessness, a struggle for freedom, a cry for help, an agenda 

to restore the ancient nation, a struggle for liberation from Islamic domination, a 

wake-up call for political restructuring, a metaphor for good governance, among 

others. 

These phrases summarise interviewee’s opinion on what the IPOB 

movement stands for. There is a unity among interviewees to the effect that the 

IPOB movement represents a mass action against oppression and political 

exclusion of Igbos in Nigeria; a situation that resonates strongly with ordinary 

people who now wants to challenge the condition.  With the internet and social 

media, the IPOB movement transformed individual frustration into collective 

outrage so that Biafra becomes the only collective hope for protecting collective 

values, freedom, justice, equity, and general development. In effect, the IPOB 

tends to fill in the gap provided by lack of appropriate leadership to champion 

this frustration to the transnational public sphere. 

According to Felix, who is a journalist, and public affairs analyst and a 

Biafra advocate, by October 14, 2015, when the leader of the IPOB was 

arrested, there was already palpable anger and mix-feeling in the southeast 

region over President Buhari’s style of governance. Within the first two months 

of his presidency, “many Igbo politicians and people in business were being 

arrested for inflated political reasons, thereby increasing the perceived anti-Igbo 

status of president Buhari”, he stated. A few weeks after the president was 

sworn in 2015, a journalist asked him how he would deal with Niger Delta, 

bunkering, and inclusive development at an interactive section organised in the 

US. He replied thus: 

“I hope you have a copy of the election. Constituencies that gave me 

97% cannot, in all honesty, be treated, on some issues, with 

constituencies that gave me 5%. I think these are political realities. While 

certainly there will be justice for everybody but the people who voted, 

and made their votes count, they must feel the government has 

appreciated the effort they put in putting the government in place. I think 

this is really fair."13. 

13 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZYUBTU2ZgFY 
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Such a statement generated mix feelings across the country, especially the 

Biafran territory given that Biafrans massively voted the PDP candidate, 

Goodluck Jonathan. Interviewees believes that the agitation for self-

determination was contributed by president Buhari who presented strong 

exclusionary posture for the Igbos nine months after taking power. His 

appointments created a northern perception in the southern constituency that 

the idea of exclusion permeated. Interviewees pointed to this construct and 

argued that Kanu exploited the ignorance of the Nigerian government to 

mobilise support to the Biafran struggle. Felix further explained:

“The IPOB movement is a child of necessity… The best strategy Nnamdi 

Kanu has used in this struggle is that he exploited the ignorance of the 

Nigerian government. Upon the feelings of marginalisation already 

dominant in the consciousness of an average Igbo man, the current 

Nigerian government [further] created an atmosphere of imbalance. You 

see the highest weapon terrorists use against a democratic organisation 

is that they exploit the mistakes of a democratic institution, and they will 

tell the people: look at what you believe. So, Mr Kanu exploited the 

ignorance of the Nigerian government and was delivering a message of 

no words. He exploited the anger in the heart of an average Igbo man. 

He did not need to talk much; he only needs to point to the people and 

say how many of your people are in the security meeting? How many of 

your people are appointed [by this government]? How many 

appointments have been made, how many come from the Igbo land? 

Thus, the media, the internet kept reversing this. For over ten months of 

Buhari’s government, what you will see on the internet is 50 

appointments and only two to the Igbo. This is enough to weep 

sentiments, and people began to queue in’14.

Many commentators within and beyond Southeast Nigeria hold a similar opinion 

as Felix. Describing the level of structural marginalisation of the IPOB’s 

constituency, Jeff, an activist and Director of Biafra Voice International (BVI), 

(representing Justice Eze Ozobu group of the IPOB) compares the level of 

14 Felix Uche Akam is a journalist, a researcher and public affairs commentator. Interview was conducted 
on April 20th, 2017.
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social infrastructure in relations to other regions making up Nigeria. According 

to him:

“We have a seaport that is redundant. We have airports. For example, 

Imo airport was built by communal efforts, it was not a government 

project, and to make it an international airport will help. The people of 

that part of the country must travel to Lagos or Abuja to get to where they 

live. You have seen the [dilapidated] state of Port Harcourt airport. They 

do not even have one now, the runway is there, but the building is 

rubbish, and these young people [are now beginning to] understand 

this… they are saying if that is Lagos, they will be fixed in a short time. If 

that was Abuja, you see Abuja [airport] they started, and very shortly, 

they will finish. Kaduna is an international airport; these are the tenets of 

marginalisation they are talking about. You see the sorry states of federal 

roads in the southeast; these are the issues of marginalisation they are 

talking about. Talk about industries; they do not have one; these are 

issues of marginalisation they are talking about. And the state of our 

other infrastructures is nothing to write home about’15.

Besides, Onyebuchi who is a journalist and the Chief Editor of Family Writers 

Press – an arm of the IPOB media – noted that the people of Eastern Nigeria 

have lived as a conquered people since Nigeria-Biafran war. He explained:

“Since 1966 when we had the last Head of State [in the name of] General 

Aguiyi Ironsi to 2010 when Goodluck Jonathan emerged as the President 

of Nigeria [following] the demise of the then President Umaru Musa 

Yaradua, nobody from Biafran extraction has ever become the 

commander in Chief of Nigeria and none from Igbo ethnic group. From 

1960 to March 2017, when Hon Walter S Onnoghen, GCON, was 

appointed Chief Justice of Nigeria, nobody from Biafra extraction has 

ever become the Chief Justice of Nigeria and none from Igbo ethnic 

group. Since 1960 to 1966 when General Ironsi moved from the Chief of 

army staff to become the Head of state, to 2010 when President 

15 Jephta Okpara is the Director of Biafra Voice International (BVI) – a media platform of the Customary 
Government of IPOB faction led by Justice Eze Ozobu (OFR).  Interview was conducted on April 5th, 2017.
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Jonathan appointed General Azubuike Ihejirika as the Chief of Army 

Staff, no Biafran has ever been appointed to the position of Chief of Army 

Staff. [When it comes] to political appointments, it was the government of 

President Jonathan that respected the Nigeria federal character16 in 

terms of representation of appointments. The emergence of this current 

government under President Mohammadu Buhari reverted to the status 

quo of imbalance, where, today, the entire military Chiefs of Nigeria 

armed forces from Defence, army, air to other paramilitary positions such 

as police, civil defence, custom service, DSS, Immigration, Federal Road 

Safety etc. are headed by the Hausa-Fulani and [some few Yoruba] no 

Biafran. All these made us say we cannot be in a country where we have 

no hope of our children becoming part of the Nigerian project or 

becoming the Nigerian President, so we need our own country”17.

Perspectives above are not only held by the Igbo people but have become a 

common element of injustice frames in many secessionists attempts in Nigeria. 

For instance, Isaac Adaka Boro who first declared the Niger Delta Republic on 

23 February 1966 indicated his motivation thus: “Year after year we are 

clenched in tyrannical chains and led through a dark alley of perpetual political 

and social deprivation” (Agbiboa 2013). In the same vein, the Movement for the 

Survival of Ogoni People (MASOP) through its leader, Saro-Wiwa focused their 

agitation on deprivations, social injustice such as environmental degradation, 

among others (Njoku 2002a). Furthermore, the formation of Oodua People’s 

Congress was in response to the injustice about the annulment of the June 12, 

1993, presidential election in which Moshod Abiola of the Yoruba extraction won 

(Duruji 2012b).  In what he conceptualised as “emancipatory ethnicity”, 

Osaghae (2010a) argues that ethnicity is not altogether negative as it offers a 

weapon for articulating grievances and seeking redress. Deprivation has 

become a vital frame for many movements in Nigeria, as elsewhere, even 

MASSOB was founded on the tripod of emancipatory ethnicity based on 

16 The “federal character” principle, which has been enshrined in Nigeria’s Constitution since 1979, seeks 
to ensure that appointments to public service institutions fairly reflect the linguistic, ethnic, religious, 
and geographic diversity of the country.
17 Onyebuchi Eze is the Chief Editor of the IPOB Family Writers Press. Interview was conducted on March 
28, 2017.
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perceived marginalisation of Ndigbo in Nigeria’s democratic projects, and the 

events of the war, which many Igbos lost their lives.

Table 6. 1 Multiple response analysis - Motivating factors (n = 113)
Responses

N %

% of 

Cases

Mea

n St. D

The killing of IPOB members by 

Nigerian security

73 23.9 64.6 .65 .480

A genuine feeling of marginalisation 

and exclusion of the Igbo

80 26.2 70.8 .81 1.068

Feelings of Islamic domination 26 8.5 23.0 .23 .423

Lack of a cohesive value system in 

Nigeria

67 21.9 59.3 .59 .493

Motivating 

Issuesa

Failure of leadership in Nigeria 59 19.3 52.2 .52 .502

Total

a. Dichotomy group tabulated at value 1.

b. Note: The first percentage column represents 

the click on an individual item, while the 

percentage of cases represents people who 

have clicked on the items. It is more than 100% 

because people have selected more than one 

options

306 100.

0

269.9 N 

113

N113

Furthermore, the survey result of IPOB protestors as part of this study 

shows that genuine feelings of marginalisation and exclusion of the Igbo, killing 

of pro-Biafran protesters and erosion of cohesive value system in Nigeria, which 

are essential topics of the Radio Biafra programmes, are potent motivating 

factors for participants in the sample.  Although responses were polarised 

around different issues, as Table 6.1 shows, not only that, about 71% of the 

respondents claimed to be motivated by that item, the mean (M=.81) and 

standard deviation (SD= 1.088) also shows that genuine feeling of 

marginalisation of the Igbo had a more extensive representation of participant’s 
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motivating factor compared to other items in the question. Interestingly too, 

killing of the IPOB members by the Nigerian security, and lack of a cohesive 

value system in Nigeria was a better motivating factor for participants in the 

sample compared to the failure of leadership in Nigeria. However, there is little 

difference in their standard deviation. These results strongly suggest that 

relative deprivation and violence against IPOB constituencies were a vital 

motivator for pro-Biafran mobilisation. 

6.3.2. Insecurity and violence 

Another overarching theme from the interviews is the theme of insecurity and 

targeted violence.  Interviewees identified different events in Nigerian history in 

which ethnic Igbos have suffered violence with little actions from those in power. 

The killing of IPOB members and the militarisation of the whole southeast also 

elicited emotional support from IPOB constituency and tended to confirm claims 

being promulgated on the internet by the movement. Interviews invoked history 

and memory to relate the current situation with anti-Igbo pogroms since 1945, 

which no one was held accountable. From the perspective of the interviewees, 

the killing being perpetrated by Fulani herdsmen is “a systematic attempt to 

exterminate Christianity, and by implication the Igbo ethnic society”. 

Interviewees maintained that Kanu had predicted the killing before Buhari was 

elected to power, so when this started to happen, he won the aspiration of many 

Biafran supporters who now see him as a prophet. Recounting the events in 

which Igbos have suffered attacks, Onyebuchi noted:

“It is during the time of British colonialism in 1945 that we had Jos riot 

where Biafran people were killed in numbers. After that, there was the 

1953 massacre in Kano where our people were killed in thousands. In 

1957 /1958, there was another Biafran massacre in Bauchi where many 

Biafrans lost their lives. Then, comes the 1966 pogrom, which led to the 

decision to invoke Biafra sovereignty in the first instance. Since then, 

there has been one type of riot, religious crises or other occurring and 

Biafrans have always been at the receiving end: killings and destruction 

of our lives and properties’. The killing of pro-Biafran supporters in this 

current government is a continuation of a systematic plan to wipe Igbos 

from the face of the earth” (interviews conducted on March 28, 2017). 
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The structure of Nigerian pollical landscape makes ethnic chicanery a viable 

instrument of political bargains. As such, there has been the existence of a 

deep-rooted “xenophobic attitude” among major ethnic nations (Igbo, Hausa-

Fulani, and Yoruba) of Nigeria, resulting in ridiculous stereotypical and 

derogatory generalisation among them over time that has sometimes led to 

bloody conflicts including the Nigerian-Biafran war of 1967 to 1970s. One 

interviewee recounted:  

“Any place we lived, we have contributed immensely to the development 

of host communities, creating employment, and building infrastructure. 

Wherever we found ourselves, we try to acculturate and excel. We are 

never afraid to mix and intermarry, learn the local language, and secure 

a good living.  This means we believe in Nigeria. However, the mutual 

suspicion among our compatriot has led to our kins being targeted at any 

slightest provocation; our shops looted or burnt, slaughtered in 

thousands in the north, threaten to be put in ‘a lagoon’ in the west, which 

makes us insecure in another region. So, we need our own country. It is 

unfortunate we are also killed for demanding to be free18.

Social movement scholars have noted that collective action frames offer 

“ways of understanding that imply the need and desirability of some form of 

action” (Gamson 1995: 89). In that sense, the interpretations as above are 

capable of igniting, in the words of Gamson, “righteous anger that puts fire in 

the belly and iron in the soul” (p. 91) of the potential IPOB supporters and 

perhaps many Biafrans if it continues to dominate communication spaces and 

interactive forums in their community. It can motivate people to action by 

defining them as potential agents that can alter conditions through collective 

actions.

6.3.3. Flawed political ideology and Citizenship problem.

Another issue mentioned as a reason for seeking self-determination is the 

problem of citizenship. Charles, an IPOB coordinator, stated: 

18  Onyeozi is an IPOB journalist. Interview conducted on January 10, 2017.
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“the quality of being a Nigerian citizen has come under serious scrutiny 

as every effort of the Igbo to show a sense of belonging to the Nigerian 

project has been returned with absolute cynicism, with obvious political 

attitude suggestive of the fact that a certain ethnic group are conquered, 

people. Thus, Biafra now signifies an active questioning of the basis for 

the continuity of Nigeria as amalgams of dissenting people”19. 

Another IPOB leader, Anayo, stated: “our value differences are irreconcilable. 

Nigeria is a secular country with different culture and values, but our rights as 

Christians are almost non-existent as we are measured by a culture in which 

one could be killed for blasphemy over a very unserious misdemeanour that 

may have happened in faraway countries and those who carried the killing will 

go unpunished”20. He further maintained: “we have taken the responsibility of 

articulating several incidences in which our people have been beheaded in the 

north, and our people are coming with the reality that we do not belong to 

Nigeria”.

The above perspectives confirm the diagnostic analysis in the previous 

chapter. It is important to note that the pluralistic nature of the Nigerian state 

has made Nigeria an entity of composite citizenship. The political structure of 

Nigeria is such that people’s attachment to their primordial ethnic interest 

overshadows any efforts at achieving a holistic Nigerian ideology and 

citizenship. Thus, there is always a division between settlers and indigenes 

within Nigeria’s federal system. When people move out of their location of births 

and upbringing and settle in another city for greener pasture or any reason 

thereto, they take the tag of settlers. Although they pay tax, participate in the 

country’s national events and the development of host communities, they are 

never accorded equal social, economic, and political rights. One interviewee 

noted: “the Igbo ethnic group move and settle in any part of the country, and 

they are always discriminated and prevented from political benefits available to 

indigenes. They are the most vulnerable ethnic group in Nigeria”. In as much as 

this sentiment permeates in the Biafran constituency, it is fair to say that this is 

not peculiar to Igbos; other ethnic group are also classified as settlers in Igbo 

19 Charles is an IPOB coordinator – interview conducted 27th April 2016.
20 Interview was conducted on May 20th, 2017.
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nations and therefore discriminated in many fronts. The underlying issue is that 

there is a lack of effective leadership that provides a unifying ideology that the 

younger generation of Nigerians would have emulated. Hence, the spate of 

hates and mutual suspicion has increased amongst members of major ethnic 

groups in Nigeria. 

6.3.4. Biafra as Metaphor

Another interesting highlight of the interviews is the interpretation of Biafra as a 

metaphor for good governance. Interviewees were shapely divided between 

political restructuring – where all regions will have self-determination within 

Nigeria and secession – where every region exist as an independent country. 

However, there is a sense of unity in the fact that a fair and equitable political 

structure will douse pro-Biafra ideology a great deal. 

Those alluding to Biafra being a metaphor for good governance contend 

that pro-Biafra movements are not an intendment of secession in its real sense 

but a clear opposition to the way things are done in the country. In that sense, 

the IPOB movement brings a sense of unity and a shared commitment to 

challenging the failure of leadership in Nigeria and fostering socio-political 

restructuring that will be fair, equitable, and productive to every region of the 

country. This perspective is favoured by interviewees who belong to a faction of 

the IPOB led by Justice Eze Ozobu. Jeff who is a director of Biafran Voice 

International – a media platform for the Justice Eze Ozubu’s faction of the 

IPOB, stated that his group sees Biafra as “the voice of the voiceless”, “a 

platform to challenge marginalisation”, “a voice for fairness” and “a metaphor for 

good governance” in Nigeria. He stated:

“Biafra is a voice of the oppressed in Nigeria, be them Hausa, Yoruba, 

Fulani or whatever. Because they all are also in the same predicament 

as we are in the East. For us, the pro-Biafra movement is a platform to 

sensitize the people on the need to stand in opposition to what they are 

going through. It is a clamour, a cry for help, a cry for fairness; I will say 

the main objective is to address the issue of marginalisation by invoking 

the spirit of Biafra. That is what my group is up for because I am against 

any form of violence; I am against any form of divisions, but I am up for 

fairness, equity and justice” (interviewed on 5th April 2017).
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Jeff noted that their group is the original IPOB and that Kanu was a member 

until he left to establish his own platform claiming the same name. However, 

“they aim to achieve the same thing, which is political settlement for our 

people”. He claimed that the only difference between his group and the Kanu 

led IPOB is the style of communicating Biafra messages: 

“The difference between IPOB led by Kanu and IPOB led by Justice Eze 

Ozobu, which is the original, is the preaching; the way the words are 

offered to people. Kanu was under it, and he decided for whatever 

reason best known to himself that he needs to move from the platform to 

a different platform. However, both are claiming Indigenous People of 

Biafra; both want the same thing – they want political settlement for our 

people. Our people are asking questions: why they cannot import goods 

and clear them through Port-Harcourt? How come we do not have an 

international airport? How come we do not have a federal character here, 

why do we have to go to Abuja for everything? You know, people are 

becoming knowledgeable. We have young people who are reasonably 

informed to know the difference and know that there is something that is 

not quite adding up. So, they are the ones that are pushing hard for the 

change. So, the difference between the two groups is quite a lot, maybe 

Nnamdi Kanu is very blunt with his messages, and he is rude 

sometimes”.

Jeff’s perspective of the movement further confirms the normative interpretation 

of Biafra conflicts shared by many stakeholders in Nigeria and align with the 

position of Ohanaeze Ndigbo. The latter has been campaigning for a 

restructuring of Nigerian’s political system to grant self-determination to all 

regions legally. Jeff’s perception draws attention to the frustration about non-

inclusivity and integration of the Igbo in the nation-building project. Adibe (2015) 

suggests that Biafra narrative is fundamentally a metaphor for addressing the 

crises of nation-building, which has led to a rapid “de-Nigerianisation” process. 

In this sense, as Jeff has identified, Biafra now becomes a metaphor for 

addressing leadership failures in Nigeria rather than absolute de-link from the 

Nigerian state. 

This argument is supported by another interviewee, Charles, a social 

media influencer and advocate of Biafra. He claims that “one Nigeria philosophy 
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is a clash of irreconcilable civilisations and so the type of restructuring that will 

address the problem is the type that will allow each region to exist on its own 

with its own political economic and security autonomy”. He noted: “the Arewa 

North and the rest of Nigeria has absolutely nothing in common. Not Language. 

Not culture. Not religion. And certainly not the same value system. Not only do 

they not have the same value system, but they both also have a different value 

system that is a world apart and in a constant bloody clash with each other”21. 

 All these interpretations align with other organisations such as the 

Southern and Middle Belt Leaders Forum (SMBLF). They are campaigning for 

restructuring as a robust solution to the problem of Nigeria. SMBLF comprises 

of five ethnic groups including Pan Niger Delta Forum (PABDEF) represented 

by Chief Edwin Clark; Yoruba socio-cultural group, Afenifere, represented by 

Ayo Adebanjo; Igbo socio-cultural group, Ohaneze Ndigbo, represented by 

Chief Nnia Nwodo; and the Middle Belt Forum, represented by Dr Pogu Bitrus, 

and have been campaigning for genuine restructuring since the reverberation of 

the IPOB secessionist campaign.

However, the Kanu led IPOB disagrees completely with restructuring as 

they believe in the principle of “Biafra or Death” – which according to Kanu 

means “they will die fighting for the full independence of Biafra”. This group 

claims that the complexity of modern Nigeria would not guarantee the 

enforcement of such a structure. Felix and Olu are on the same page with Kanu 

group in this regard, arguing that without secession, it will be a matter of 

postponing the response and generation unborn will still have another war to 

fight. Felix noted that “restructuring sounds good in principle, but in practice, it 

would not work because the Hausa-Fulani north would hardly agree to any 

structure not beneficial to them”. In the same vein, Olu contends: 

“People said let us have a confederation, but we had a confederation. 

The first republic was a confederation. We had Regionalism, which was a 

confederation. Awolowo was able to put a television in Western Nigeria, 

and there was no television anywhere else; he put up universal free 

education in Western Nigeria, and there was no universal free education 

21 Charles is a social media influencer and public affairs commentator. Interview was conducted on 
December 5, 2017.
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anywhere else. That was a confederation when the regions could do 

what they want. In Eastern Nigeria, Okpara…was able to set up ECN, he 

was able to set up ECBN, he was able to set up Eastern Nigerian 

stations, he was able to provide jobs for the people and so forth. The 

economy of Eastern Nigeria was doing quite well; that was a 

confederation, but it did not work. Why would it work this time around? It 

failed before. It failed for a reason, and that reason has not changed; it 

failed because the north undermined them”22.

Olu further maintained:

“It is when you have your own country, trying to do the right thing with 

some idea of what to go on; putting in what it is needed to give people 

jobs, which the northerners are not going to do, finding a way to build 

factories, which the northerners are not going to do, finding a way to 

gainfully employ people, which the northerners and their stooge 

governors are not going to do. Only when you have your own makeup 

break place will it be unnecessary for people to go to Logos and walk the 

street with nothing to do or try to find a way to China. When you have 

something like a new republic, it will be clear to people that we must 

succeed, because it is now up to us. We cannot blame the northerners 

anymore, we cannot blame Nigeria anymore, we cannot blame the 

British anymore, and we cannot blame the world. We are now Biafra; we 

are a free republic, there are no blockades, and there is no war. If we fail, 

that is regrettable; and with that in mind, people will then press to get 

things done. But just lazing away in Nigeria, people are going to just take 

their expertise and education and leave.”

From the above perspective, the ideology that drives Biafran struggles and 

support is a passion for freedom. All interviewees indicated that the structure of 

Nigeria stifles the ability of Biafrans to maximise their full potentials. Thus, 

Biafra is seen as the only means of regaining freedom. 

22 Olu Oguibe is a Nigerian Igbo-born American artist and intellectual, a Professor of Art and African 
American Studies at the University of Connecticut, Storrs. Interview was conducted on April 21, 2017 at 
the 6th Annual International Igbo conference at SOAS, University of London, titled: The Igbo legacies of 
Biafra, reflections on the ongoing impact of the Nigerian-Biafra civil war 50 years on, 21-22 April 2017.
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Meanwhile, there is a sharp division on whether the struggle should 

focus on restructuring or secessionism. One thing seems to manifest here, the 

Justice Eze Ozobu faction of IPOB seems to represent elitist interest on the 

matter while the Kanu led group appears to represent the younger generation, 

the ordinary people, and grassroots. Although the reverberation of Kanu led 

IPOB has eclipsed elitist philosophy of Biafran ideology in a way, it tends to 

increase the clamour for political restructuring from amongst the political class 

of all-region including the north. The debate is that the current pro-Biafran 

agitation is a consequence of the failure of leadership in Nigeria, which has 

affected all regions, including the North. Therefore, “we are all Biafrans” 

(Onumah 2016) because people across all regions have a palpable feeling of 

disquiet, disaffection, and complete resignation over leadership failure in 

Nigeria. In this argument, Onumah argues that “Biafra has become a forensic 

tool for auditing the Nigerian state, rather than a geopolitical entity”.  According 

to the Biafran warlord, Emeka Odumegwu Ojukwu, in his post-civil war book 

Because I am involved (1989) – “All over Nigeria, there is Biafra, but that Biafra 

of today is the Biafra of the Nigerians and not the Biafra of the Igbos; the Biafra 

of the mind not the Biafra of the field” (cited in Onumah 2016). Social justice 

was the cornerstone upon which the Biafra war of 1967-1970 revolved. Thus, 

many stakeholders, including Ohanaeze Ndigbo, believe that society should 

treat all its members with impartiality and fairness. Although it is practically 

transparent that the imbalances in Nigeria’s political structure have made it 

impossible to forge a nation out of Nigeria, commentators have argued that 

Biafran agitators seldom hold their own leaders accountable; only blaming the 

centre for all their problems. 

Ultimately, Nigeria needs renegotiation as opposed to “non-negotiable” 

position of president Buhari. There is currently a generalised feeling of 

alienation and dissatisfaction amongst the various constituents of the Nigerian 

federation – a situation that has also deepened mistrust.   For example, among 

the Yorubas are echoes of separatism in different forms – from a direct call for 

the Oduduwa Republic (Oluwasanmi 2017; pmnews 2017b) to a campaign for 

restructuring Nigeria to the constitution of 1963 (pmnews 2017a). In the Niger 

Delta, the demand for the Niger Delta Republic has thickened (Amaize 2019). 

Furthermore, beyond secession and restructuring, some interviewees 

argued that the current constitution of Nigeria does not provide for the self-
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determination of regions or a referendum. As such, a political solution akin to 

Catalonia in Spain is necessary to make the right changes and build more 

resonant Biafran identity. Ben, for instance, maintained: 

“it is high time we took total control of the political activities in the entire 

Igbo land…so that there is no way a pro-one-Nigeria politician should 

ascend to the office of the Governor. A situation whereby we create a 

political party and every politician in the party swear an oath to uphold 

not Nigeria constitution but to the Biafran struggle, it will send a good 

signal for leaders to provide good governance or lose the eastern region. 

For example, in Catalonia, they are not just fighting self-determination on 

the radio; they are also on the ground taking control of political activities 

and seeking political positions. This, for me, is like what Jesus Christ said 

in the scripture: “seek ye the kingdom of God and everything shall be 

added onto you”. If we seek political positions in Biafraland believe me 

every other thing will be added to the struggle”.  

This aspiration has been shared by others in Biafran constituencies who argued 

that political control would better position Biafran independence movements in 

higher power and signification. One of the ambiguities of IPOB movement is 

their inability to consider any possibility for internal differences. By consistently 

asking supporters to not participate in elections, they have betrayed their lack of 

interest in empowering constituents to take over the political influence of Biafran 

territory. As Ben mentioned, Catalonia has struggled for independence for many 

decades and are seemingly triumphant in their approach because those who 

share the same ideology are in positions of authority in their region. Even 

Southern Cameron is more homogenous in their struggle of the Republic of 

Ambazonia than Biafra currently.

Given that the 1999 constitution of Nigeria did not include the provision 

for regional self-determination, it is still unclear how a referendum would even 

be won without first defining the boundaries of Biafra appropriately and 

controlling the politics of the region. In Ethiopia, for instance, the Sidama people 

through the Sidama Liberation Front (SLF) – an ethnic- regional movement – 

won a referendum in 2019 because such law was enshrined in the country’s 

constitution and there is partial control of regional politics. In Ethiopia’s 1995 

constitution, Article 39 asserts that “Every Nation, Nationality and People in 
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Ethiopia has an unconditional right to self- determination, including the right to 

secession,” suggesting that there were constitutionally enshrined ways for that 

composition to change (Matfess 2019).  Although, as many interviewees have 

indicated, the complexity of Nigeria frustrate the process of a political solution; it 

is something that is not impossible. Sociologists have argued that social 

movements, with their capacity for collective articulation, can transform as well 

as create the new and alternative structure of feelings through emotion building 

(Jasper 2011; Eyerman 2015); the IPOB can enact a consensus demand for 

self—determination within federal Nigeria if it strongly considers an approach in 

which to control Biafran territory. This is in line with Eyerman (2011) who argues 

that if a social movement can focus on the issue (s) of collective attention, by 

directing and coordinating actions around these areas of collective concern they 

transform identities and emotions. 

Finally, from the above analysis, it is evident that current agitation for 

Biafra goes beyond the secessionist bid by the people of former eastern 

Nigeria. Unfortunately for many Nigerians, secession is the only narrative they 

know. It tends to imbue suspicion of a sort on any group with the name “Biafra” 

that distract the ability to focus on the bigger picture of building a fair and 

inclusive society through good governance.  No matter the sides of the divides, 

the point remains that Biafra movements draw attention to inequalities and poor 

leadership culture of the Nigerian state. Their emphasis on the master frame 

confirms the need for restructuring, which tend to have more significant 

supports across all divides. By tapping into a common area of deep-rooted 

feelings of solidarity or identity, the IPOB is mobilising consensus that 

strengthens the need to renegotiate Nigeria. 

Research Question 2. How can we conceptualise the political role of the 
internet for IPOB movement?

6.4. The political role of the internet for the IPOB Movement

6.4.1 An economical tool for the diffusion of Biafran message and 
recruitment of supporters

Commentators have argued that social movements require a taxonomy 

of resources from various levels to successfully organise collective action, 
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recruit allies and counter-hegemonic discourses (Cress and Snow 1996; 

McCarthy and Wolfson 1996). In this view, mobilisation becomes a process by 

which a group secures primary control over the resources required for collective 

action. Furthermore, mobilisation of consensus is contingent upon a 

movement’s ability to access recruitment network through which individuals may 

become targets of recruitment attempts (Ward 2016).  With the advancement of 

Information society and Communication Technologies, alternative mobilisation 

structure, often from below, is taking root. ICTs have thus become the 

infrastructure and components that enable people, organisations, or institutions 

to communicate and interact in the digital world. In this study, ICTs 

encompasses both the internet-enabled sphere as well as antiquated 

technologies such as radio and television broadcast, all of which combine to 

provide communication capabilities for the IPOB activists in the digital world. 

The Kanu led IPOB movement has inherited enormous resources that 

enabled it to establish different communication platforms including a radio 

station, a television station, well-maintained news websites, and active social 

media accounts as well as ideological resources for mobilisation. In a society 

where oppositional social movements find it extremely difficult to compete with 

state and mainstream media over information and frames necessary to build 

and sustain collective action, ICTs are providing new possibilities for 

micromobilisation. 

Most interviewees point out that one of the significant contributions of the 

internet to collective action is that it is a cheap and efficient tool for information 

diffusion. Many interviewees indicated that the use of ICT contributed to the 

success of the IPOB’s collective action, as they were able to converge different 

channels of the movement’s communication including radio Biafra on the 

internet (see feature analysis in chapter five). Radio Biafra is the official channel 

of communication for the IPOB movement. Interviewees indicated that Radio 

Biafra broadcast on the internet as well as offer terrestrial broadcast, which 

allows diffusion of the Biafran message from many fronts. When it became 

difficult to organise people to rallies physically, the internet became the 

epicentre for mobilisation, as activists were encouraged to populate the internet 

with Biafra issues. 

One of the interviewees, Onyebuchi noted that the movement stopped to 

rally (except it was necessary) as the killing of their members intensified. 
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Instead, they made fair use of their websites and social media timelines, while 

in alliance with local groups who carried out “Biafra evangelism” work in local 

communities. Another interviewee, Felix stated: 

“In the former times, the IPOB movement would not have gained 

popularity because they would have needed [to obtain] state permission 

to broadcast through their medium; they would have needed newspaper 

[journalists] to call people together. Today everyone is a journalist. 

People create and consume content. Therefore, you can see that IPOB 

could not have done anything without social media, without blogs and 

websites. What the internet and social media have done is to eliminate 

the traditional media as the arbiter of taste, thereby changing the 

principle of ‘filter before publishing’ that block people and determine the 

taste in society. The principle of publishing before filter now allows the 

IPOB activists to populate the public sphere with raw and original 

information that add to make sense of their agitation.”

There is a growing distrust in Nigeria’s traditional media, which makes the free 

and easy to use tools such as social media an essential alternative source of 

sharing information and coordinating action in ways previously available to 

state, institutions, and social organisations. 

6.4.2. The networking role of the internet

The interlinking potential of the internet is often identified as one of the most 

defining features of the medium for mobilisation. Apart from the immediacy and 

reduced cost of communication, the networking feature of the internet is 

significant in its capacity to “promote interaction between branches of 

organisations and movement activists and provides the opportunity to transform 

set of geographically dispersed aggrieved individuals into a densely connected 

aggrieved population” that solves the problem of mobilisation (Diani 2000: 388). 

Observers have suggested that the internet provides connective actions 

wherein activists and supporters instigate shared grievances, form collective 

identities and coordinate protest activities with different degrees of individual 

concerns, knowledge, skills, and commitment (Bennett and Segerberg 2013; 

Castells 2015). In the same vein, the internet links movements’ diverse media 

platforms and unite various target interest by making various channels of 

communication visible to all. The internet-connected mobile phones “has 
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afforded individuals an extraordinary networking power never enjoyed before” 

(Andén-Papadopoulos 2014: 754). I asked interviewees how they value 

different media platforms they use. In the words of Ben:

“The IPOB has used all media platforms, and each has a target 

audience. What I can be specific is that you cannot write any media off. 

For instance, I know the impact the RBL Twitter created at the onset of 

this struggle, and Facebook, too, has been incredible. There are RBL 

websites, they provide articulated information about the struggle, and 

many people go there to source for information. Even the non-Igbo can 

go there to source information. There is one of my Yoruba friends who 

would always access the RBL website any time he wants to write about 

Nigerian history. In that regards, even bloggers…because in IPOB we 

have writer’s forum, and all of them have worked assiduously to 

communicate Biafra message. So, it is like a man with a numerous son; 

there is no way you say the other has worked more than another. You 

give credit to all of them.  But I know Facebook has done tremendously 

well, as I said earlier every medium has its target audience and so will be 

difficult to write any medium off”.

The value of the internet for social movements underly in its depth of targeted 

information. The internet can play a significant role in maintaining the continuity 

of mobilisation and action through cross-network communication and 

interaction. This has immense implications for collective action since it can 

enable a social movement to build alliances that are crucial to the success and 

effectiveness of mobilisation, contestation, and resistance. Interviewees have 

become more sensitive to the potential of the internet in linking Biafran 

supporters across the globe, as they engaged in digital practices useful for 

linking offline collective action with online activism and connecting Biafrans in 

the diaspora. Celestine, for instance, explained the role of the internet in 

coordinating what he calls “the IPOB Family Meeting”:

“The internet has allowed us to tap into the network of dispersed Biafrans 

across the world, which helps the movement to coordinate and monitor 

various IPOB family meetings across the globe. By its 

interconnectedness and synergy, the internet has provided opportunities 

for a coordinated reflection of our activities across all levels of 
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engagements and helping in sharing ideas and tactics. Thus, allowing 

the IPOB highest command under Nnamdi Kanu to effectively coordinate 

a unified participatory programme of analysis where current issues are 

raised and interpreted from a different entry point of participation. It also 

allows contributions and suggestions of members to be articulated and 

amplified in ways that increase the enlargement of the scope of Biafran 

discourse, which has increased the political visibility of the IPOB 

movement as an established Biafra identity group.”23

An additional benefit highlighted in celestine’s perspective is the potential for 

members to join the conversation from many entry points. For example, if the 

IPOB leader broadcast on his Facebook page, people could listen to it through 

multiple tools such as Radio Biafra (RB) Facebook, RB FM, APP, satellite & 

online, among others (see figure 1). It also suggests the role of digital 

technology in sustaining conversation among a different cadre of IPOB 

leadership, which lead to new initiatives or expansion of existing programme or 

events between locations and region. 

For example, Edwin stated: “if activists in a town or city record success in 

certain events or programmes, different coordinating platforms receive and 

disseminate the success story”. This highlights how the internet can open the 

pathways for the exchange of ideas and knowledge among the dispersed 

members of a movement. This also highlights how the internet can provide a 

virtual centre of performative repertoire for a social movement, strengthening 

the connection between activists in the diaspora and those at home. Such a 

strong connection, as the case of the IPOB suggests, may significantly exceed 

the creation of “weak ties” indicated in the existing scholarships (Twenge 2013; 

Hwang and Kim 2015). 

On the contrary, critics have suggested the IPOB leader uses the internet 

as a “lecture” – “as his broadcast is aimed to tell rather than to debate critical 

issues” (Mba 2018, personal communication).  Ultimately, digital technology 

allows the IPOB to build a robust ideological network of committed members 

across the globe that enhances its mobilisation efficiency as well as its lobbying 

and pressuring tactics. 

23 Interview was conducted on May 5, 2017.
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Figure 6. 1 The synergy between digital media platform on Biafra Times 
website

6.4.3. The Organisational role of the internet: collaborative 
support and Biafra diasporic community

Interviewees indicated the internet provided the opportunity of 

collaborative networking with distant “like-minded” others and individuals who 

can offer creative contributions and ideas. Chiagozie explained: “the internet 

allowed the IPOB to overcome obstacles associated with participation such as 

time differences, lack of digital skills, and low-income syndrome of IPOB 

supporters in Nigeria; thus, organising people (home or abroad) who can show 

commitment whichever way possible”. This draws attention to the role of the 

diaspora community in social movements mobilisation. Adamson (2012) 

conceptualises diasporas as “a particular form of transnationalism that emerges 

through the process of strategic social construction, a shared collective identity 

or imagined community” (p.13). Thus, the concept of diaspora and diasporic 

identity has become increasingly significant, as a means of taking advantage of 

the possibilities offered by new communication and transportation technology. 

Idachaba and Nneli (2018) assert that the emergence of the IPOB movement 

was mostly decided abroad, given that most of her pioneer leaders were based 
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abroad. This confirms Ukiwo (2009)’s claim that secessionist groups often 

strengthen their aspirations in the diaspora. Diaspora groups are more likely to 

be radicalised “when there is a grave violation of human rights in the homeland” 

(Koinova 2010: 347), as opportunities in the host country are usually a 

measuring tool for defining justice in the homeland. Interviewees noted that 

apart from broadening the scope of interpretative work, diaspora members have 

invested financial, emotional, and technical expertise in the propagation of 

Biafra. By expanding contention to a larger circle of participants and 

transgressive practices, diaspora group members help to draw the attention of 

transnational stakeholders to collective injustices in their homeland, thus 

facilitate collective action. In Cameroon, for instance, Anyefru (2008) 

demonstrates that as Cameroonian government tried to silence critical voices 

within the country, dispersed Anglophone elites in the diaspora created a 

cybernationalist space for pushing critical views of government and advancing 

Anglophone nationalist agenda. Similarly, the Eritrean in the diaspora actively 

involved in the success of Eritrean People’s Liberation Front during the struggle 

for independence from Ethiopia and have used the internet to galvanise 

transnational public sphere where they produced and debated narrative of 

history, culture, democracy, and identity (Agnew 2005; Bernal 2006). According 

to Bernal (2006), Eritrean diasporas used the web to mobilise demonstrators, 

amassed funds for war, debate the formulation of the constitution and 

influenced the government of Eritrea. 

Most interviewees indicated that digital communication technology had 

opened liminal spaces and connective structures for constituency members in 

the diaspora to “occupy the cyberspace”, expand the scope of participation and 

thus create Biafra cybernationalism. Biafrans in the diaspora has helped the 

IPOB to expand her frontier of the communication platform. Anayo, for instance, 

stated:

“The internet has been wonderful. What we did was to allow people to 

offer any kind of contribution to the struggle; most accredited IPOB online 

platforms are donations from core IPOB members. We also make 

monthly contributions to sustaining the services of RBL, and an individual 

can contribute through the internet without face-to-face engagements. 

Apart from money, the contribution can be by writing articles, engaging in 

a research activity that enriches the struggle, producing artistic images, 
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or if he/she has other skills that help in the struggle, he/she can offer it to 

the people by making such contribution on the different platforms of the 

IPOB. Today, people have made songs, written poems, cartoons, shared 

information or engaged in a historical research exercise or 

newsgathering efforts that expand our knowledge about Nigeria and 

Biafran subjugation, and they circulated over the internet. So, without 

internet and social media, it would have been difficult for the IPOB to 

record such a wonderful milestone”.

As many scholars have indicated, the internet as an alternative communication 

platform has put governments in a position where they are not the sole producer 

of discourse. This opportunity for voluntary contribution makes it difficult for the 

Nigerian government to control the flow of information and encouraged activists 

to be deeply involved.  

The interview results suggest that Biafrans in the diaspora and at home 

have maintained a plethora of websites, blogs and online activities that focused 

on exposing social vices, bureaucratic incompetence and exclusionary policies 

of the Nigerian government and helped in the propagation of Biafran cause. In 

the words of Onyebuchi:

“Biafrans both home and abroad have channelled their skills and 

technical experience towards propagating Biafra under Nnamdi Kanu. 

We have advised our supporters to seek information in any of the IPOB 

accredited websites, blogs, and social media channel for the message of 

“truth” about Biafra. These include homepages of Biafra post, Biafra 

Times, Biafra Telegraph, Biafra Herald, IPOB.org, Radio Biafra. Others 

include Radio Biafra Facebook and Twitter page, Daily Post website, and 

Oriental Times websites”.

Heuristic observation suggests that some of these cyberspaces are more IPOB 

focused; some are only united by the identity of Biafra as a symbol of critical 

voice against Nigerian state failure but also analyse other positive issues 

happening in Nigeria. These online platforms are the most hyperlinked sites in 

the virtual Biafran state, providing articles, maps, emblems, geography, coat of 

arms and comprehensive history of Biafran war and its associated links to the 

current situation of the Biafran people. They offer a wide variety of services and 
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activities to users, including access to informational resources, which are 

invaluable for those engaged in Biafran struggle. Thus, digital technology is 

creating an imagined community of Biafrans, enabling Biafrans in the diaspora 

to sustain an intercontinental network of “conscience communities” (Aunio and 

Staggenborg 2011: 369), “transmovement free spaces”, or indigenous networks 

(constituency members) to sustain collective action (Diani 2000)  

The concept of imagined community, as postulated by Benedict 

Anderson, is based on the idea that in the absence of personal connection 

people can still identify as members of a community by forming mental images 

of what community members are like and then identify with this imagined 

community through discursive practices. In other words, “the members of even 

the smallest nation will never know most of their fellow-members, meet them, or 

even hear of them, yet in the minds of each lives the image of their communion” 

(Anderson 2006: 6). 

In line with this argument, existing scholarships have indicated that the 

internet provides the development of the imagined community (Gruzd et al. 

2011; Grădinaru 2016), providing activists with dynamics of interpretations 

through “neighbourhood of sources” (Gruzd et al. 2011: 1298) and 

“collaborative remembering” (Grădinaru 2016: 240) that directs the route of 

memory and common sense of identification. Because many IPOB activists had 

little or no contact with other members, their sense of community is based upon 

their evaluation of ideological sympathy towards Biafra, stated Anayo. 

6.4.4 The dynamics of the IPOB movement’s online public sphere: 
Between the deliberative public sphere and agnostic pluralism

An often-noted feature of new media technologies is their ability to 

accelerate and geographically extend the diffusion of social movement 

information (Kelly Garrett 2006). In that perspective, given the characteristics of 

the internet-mediated communication model, Oliver & Myer (2003) conceived 

social movements as “diffuse action fields” in which actions affect other actions, 

and the action repertoires of the different actors coevolve through time and 

interaction with each other (Oliver and Myers 2003: 173). Because the internet 

offers many spaces of discourse, scholars have indicated that it advances a 

democratic public sphere (Dahlgren 2005; Kies 2010). This is confirmed by 
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most interviewees who indicated that the spaces of the internet allowed Biafra 

ideology to diffuse from many sources. Jeff, for instance, noted: “the internet is 

a platform that you cannot specifically shut down from one place. If you say we 

cannot communicate on Facebook, we are on Twitter; if you say we cannot 

communicate on Twitter, we are on WhatsApp; if you say we cannot 

communicate on WhatsApp, we are in so many of them, and because of this 

versatility and you do not need many resources to be able to utilise this platform 

or another”. 

The above assertion confirms the unprecedented opportunities enabled 

by the internet for large scale interactions, such as email, wikis, instant 

messaging, forum, blogs, podcast etc. However, the main organisational 

challenge for social movement is seen in “the capacity to address the tension 

between the need for co-ordination, frame articulation and the respect for the 

plurality of organisations and activist’s opinion” in decisional processes of 

rational communication (Della-Porta 2011: 812  emphasis added). Habermas’s 

idea of deliberative democracy is harped on discursive rationality: “any act of 

power must be publicly articulated, explained, and justified within the normative 

framework of the forceless force of the better argument” (Friess and Eilders 

2015: 322  citing Habermas 1975:108). Some interviewees have raised concern 

over the participatory and deliberative vision of the internet in the context of 

IPOB, arguing for the hostile deliberative atmosphere that appears to 

undermine the condition of equality, inclusivity and transparency imbued on the 

internet as a tool for the rational deliberative public sphere. 

Olu, for instance, described the IPOB leader’s media communication as 

especially disturbing, arguing for lack of articulative strategy of action, and 

practicality of prognostic framing. He stated:

“Listening to Kanu is like listening to a ridiculous character; making 

threats when you have nothing to back up, is it going to be that simple 

that you will tear Nigeria down etc. With what? You do not even have a 

bullet, you do not even have an army, and you are going to burn the 

street and tear Nigeria down! Only a stupid idiot will do that. But he is not 

a stupid idiot. Just like Trump, he knows that is the kind of talk people are 

looking for; people are really...I think almost desperately beginning to 

look for a leader. Kanu abuses every alternative suggestion regarding 

Biafra and derides leaders as dogs and animal. He could say that 
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because the Igbo leaders are self-serving cowards; he appeals to people 

because he could say it when nobody else dares to say it. So, when he 

talks crazy, they excuse the craziness and look up to the bravery, to the 

courage to lead”.

Observers have criticised the IPOB for its online and offline verbal war, which 

contradicts the movement’s non-violent stance. The above perspectives confirm 

the finding of the previous chapter on dialogic contradiction and inconsistency 

(see chapter five). Contrary to MASSOB, the incisive, tribalistic and uncivil 

online comments of the IPOB leader has become common knowledge and tend 

to reflect a diversion and discursive contradiction of group vision and goals. 

Some analysts have indicated that the IPOB’s use of labels and abusive tactics 

aims to tackle government and anti-Biafran elements which have also labelled 

Kanu as a “boy” and IPOB a “terrorist” organisation in a battle for public opinion 

and attitude (Chiluwa 2018). This confirms Mouffe’s agnostic pluralism, which 

accounts for the intractable dimension of antagonism associated with power 

and social relations (Mouffe 2000; Dahlberg 2007b). In this sense, an agnostic 

public sphere conceives the internet as a site of political struggles underpinned 

by a “counter-public sphere” and oppositional identity (Dahlberg 2007a: 135). 

This analysis supports the above perspectives in no small degree and argues 

that the internet has presented a diversity of opinion about, and vision of, Biafra 

amongst IPOB activists, on the one hand, the Biafra identity on the other.  

Research question 3. To what extent does the organisational/ media 
structure of the IPOB movement influence or shape narratives of Biafra in 
Nigeria public sphere?

6.5 The organisational structure of the IPOB movement
Like MASSOB, the IPOB movement operates a command-and-control structure, 

which sometimes models the structure of the Nigerian state probably for 

administrative convenience. For example, IPOB recognises the position of state 

coordinators within her hierarchy. This contradicts the vision of the movement 

for a republic based on nationalities and not the geographical 

compartmentalisation of the Nigerian state. The command-and-control structure 
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has encouraged high respect for the IPOB leader – often in a cult-like 

relationship that members seldom question it. Onyebuchi emphasised: 

“The Command-and-Control structure has facilitated the ideological 

sustainability of the movement and means that orders from the highest 

IPOB command are supreme. Once they issue orders, no one does the 

contrary; else you are a saboteur. Nnamdi Kanu, as the highest 

commander, heads the structure, followed by Uche Mefor and then 

followed by Director of States and then the Media and Publicity 

Secretary, all of whom respond to the supreme leader. 

This means a top-down structure that sees the leadership controlling activities, 

including communicative processes, and has ensured that the chain of 

command is tightly knit to take instructions from their direct superiors (see 

Figure 6.2). 

Additionally, at each level of the structure, there are five principal officers, 

a Co-coordinator, a Deputy Co-coordinator, a secretary, a financial secretary, 

and a publicity secretary. Interviewees claim this structure has helped to 

increase the mobilisation efforts of the movement as well as its resonance. The 

organisational structure of the IPOB allowed it to gather enormous resources 

that makes it a key Biafra identity group. Scholars have indicated that the 

internal structuration of a social movement organisation is a crucial part of its 

sustainability and consistency to goals. To implement the more radical goals, 

the style of shared governance allows a movement to manage members’ 

commitment, while “centralisation of structure ensures a relatively advanced 

level of specialised skills among core activists” (McAdam et al. 1996: 155). 
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Figure 6. 2 Organisational charts of the IPOB movement from Interview 
Source: Author’s design

The command-and-control structure of the IPOB bestows absolute power 

on its leader, Nnamdi Kanu, which interviewees believed are necessary to 

maintain consistency of goals, ensuring that principal officers do not 

compromise or are sanctioned when they do. Activists carry out the political 

vision of Kanu without question. 

Some interviewees believe the CnC leadership style of Kanu may have 

bestowed on him a messianic figure that he hardly takes or seek advice or carry 

people along when making decisions. Olu, for instance, described Kanu as a 

dangerous but charismatic leader who jumps popular look: 

“Looking at his approach, he sends a message rather than the meaning. 

Without romanticising him or blowing up his image, you can situate him 

with several dangerous, charismatic characters including Trump, Adolf 

Hitler etc. Because these people are not so much about analysis; they 

are about exaggeration, they are about hyperbolic, they are also about 

personality cult, they care about themselves, and they are about 

adventurism…. Because they are jumping popular look …...except that 

leaders like Kanu will look, but their followers will not look. So, they will 
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leap, and others will leap with them. Because they already looked, they 

know where to land, but others following them do not know what is on the 

other side. So, he is suiting the purpose of reviving personal interest in 

the struggle, pushing questions, hire people, do away with people”.

This top-down approach has caused internal cracks in the leadership of IPOB 

because Kanu’s absolute power means that the chain of leadership can be 

disbanded without notice. In 2017, individual principal officers were suspended 

based on this command-and-control structure. Onyebuchi further explained:

 “The supreme leader, Nnamdi Kanu, has sacrificed everything for the 

restoration of Biafra and have built massive support within Biafra territory 

and beyond. He is focused on riding on this mandate to actualise Biafra; 

so, he left no vacuum for possible sabotage, insubordination, and toxicity 

of absolute power when he established the IPOB leadership hierarchy. 

So, the CnC allows him to checkmate officers’ commitments of time, 

efforts, and consistency of ideology relative to IPOB. The fact that seven 

principal officers were suspended shows that nobody is immune to 

discipline”. 

6.5.1. The IPOB Media structure

The primary tool of the IPOB’s engagement is the media, both electronic (radio) 

and social (websites, blogs, Facebook, Twitter, WhatsApp.). The Radio Biafra 

Facebook account confirms that most people behind the movement are in the 

diaspora (see Figure 6.3). While Radio Biafra, broadcasting from London, is 

vital in promoting the group’s cohesion as members tune in at designated times 

as directed by their leaders, the social media (as mentioned above) has also 

been identified as one of the most potent tools of engaging the public. Radio 

Biafra has a Twitter handle, a website, a Facebook page, and broadcast on the 

IPOB’s organisational and news websites. According to Chinwe, a Biafran 

Television newscaster, “official information comes from Radio Biafra including 

its social media handles and Biafra Television”. Thus, for all IPOB events 

members are encouraged to record videos and pictures and subsequently post 

on social media platforms. Idachaba and Nneli (2018) claim that “the IPOB 

leadership makes an effort to provide free Wi-Fi feed for all members in 

anticipation of a possible shutdown of mobile network on days during which 

they plan to hold a rally or protest” (p.51). The organisational role of the internet 
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is embedded in its structure as a medium through which radio Biafra also 

operates. 

Figure 6. 3 Radio Biafra Facebook page management.

Research Question 4. To what extent did the internet as a technology and 
a medium advance or impede IPOB’s collective action efforts?

6.5.2.  The internet as a technology and medium: hosting Radio 
Biafra online broadcasting

The political role of the internet can also be examined in its capacity to 

serve as a technology and a medium through which diverse technologies of 

communication can function. Radio Biafra broadcasts online and on satellite, 

enabling its message to diffuse across the world. IPOB has used online radio 

broadcast effectively to reach to potential recruit and to diffuse its message 

within Biafra territory.  Amamkpa and Mbakwe (2016) likened the hate 

propaganda of Radio Biafra (RB) to those of Rwandan Radio-television Libre de 

Millie Collines (RTML) which was highly implicit and controversial in the 

genocides of 1994. Though the IPOB is physically non-violent, their use of 

media to incite violence through hate speech has remained undisputed.  RB 
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hosts phone-in programmes with listeners calling to talk about issues affecting 

their region and their desire to break away from Nigeria (BBC 2015). Nigerian 

government accused the station of ethnic incitements and tried unsuccessfully 

to shut down its broadcast (PremiumTimes 2015). At some point, people caught 

listening to the station have been arrested or beaten (Aseshokan and Mahr 

2019). For many Interviewees, the attempt to jam RB broadcast and the arrest 

of Kanu was free publicity to both Radio Biafra and the IPOB. 

Radio Biafra London (RBL) replicated the Radio Biafra of the Nigeria-

Biafra war of 1967-1970 when it served as a propaganda tool for Biafran 

government (Omaka 2017). During the war, the Biafran government used Radio 

Biafra to disseminate a carefully constructed discourse built around the 29 May, 

29 July, 29 September, and October 1966 massacres of the people of Eastern 

Nigeria to promote the cause of the war to Biafran public and to frame the war 

as genocide in the transnational community (Doron 2014; Omaka 2017). 

Similarly, the IPOB movement has used RBL to promote a carefully constructed 

rhetoric built around marginalisation, identity awareness, insecurity, and extra-

judicial killing of members to galvanise support and solidarity for an independent 

Biafran state.

While radio is not a new media, analysis of the in-depth interviews 

pointed to the use of radio broadcast and virtual community network as main 

strategies of appealing to emotions of the IPOB constituency. Interviewees 

noted that the station lived in the new digital media ecosystem that has made it 

a distributor of the Biafran message from the standpoint of IPOB as a group. 

Onyebuchi, for instance, noted: “Radio Biafra is the hub through which Biafrans 

receive messages that diffuse on the internet and social media”. According to 

another interviewee, Chigozie, “there is a Radio Biafra Facebook page with over 

two million followers; there is a radio Biafran Twitter, there is Radio Biafra on 

YouTube, there is Radio Biafra Website. So, if the government stops its satellite 

broadcast, it will not stop the internet broadcast”. Activists sometimes download 

the podcast of their leader’s speech on RBL and record them in cassettes so 

that people could listen to it in the comfort of their house where they are not 

able to access the FM or use the internet, said one interviewee. This 

perspective confirms many commentators’ idea of media convergence (Jenkins 

and Deuze 2008), based on the possibility that “the oldness of media might be 

sought not in the media themselves, but our perception and imagination of 
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technological change” (Natale 2016: 586). The perspective also points to the 

top-down mechanism of IPOB communication networks, since dissemination of 

such hierarchical discourse radicalise members and can turn members into 

“machinery of hate”, which observers argue can damage the goodwill, 

friendship and the sympathy of Igbo neighbours and compatriots (Attoh 2015; 

Ekweremadu 2017). 

6.5.3. Radio Biafra broadcast and mobilisation of participants

Many interviewees spoke on how Radio Biafra has helped mobilise IPOB 

supporters. Frank, for instance, claimed that “RBL is very crucial in the micro-

mobilisation strategy of the IPOB. With RBL, the IPOB movement was 

established as a prominent force of Igbo nationalism amongst other Biafra 

identity groups”. He further stated: “Kanu’s broadcast on RBL made more 

people conscious of the alarming situation in Nigeria and kept issues of 

marginalisation of Igbos more visible in the Biafran constituency, Nigerian public 

sphere and in the hearts of Biafran supporters who now feel they must set 

themselves free”.

Interviewees claim Radio Biafra is received all over the world, with a 

strong signal in Biafran constituencies. On the extent of coverage of the station, 

Onyebuchi stated: 

“Radio Biafra is on FM and short wave. In some part of the Biafran 

region, radio Biafra is on FM 102. Across the world, you can access radio 

Biafra on world receiver short wave. You can access radio on the IPOB’s 

organisational and news websites. For Biafra Television, there are strong 

decoders with a satellite dish, and it can be received anywhere in the 

world. With better and strong decoders, Radio Biafra and television are 

received everywhere in Biafraland”. 

The results of the interviews suggest that people who listen to radio Biafra were 

more likely to be an active supporter of IPOB movement. Some interviewees 

claimed listening to RBL awakened them from the slumber of disbelief, 

describing the station as “a citadel of learning where Biafrans transform their 

mental slavery”. Ifeanyi, an RBL journalist, noted: 

“I am a pro-Biafran journalist, and I am a first-class graduate of Radio Biafra. 

You will agree with me that no school on earth can be compared to the 

Radio Biafra live broadcast by Nnamdi Kanu…. I understand that information 

is knowledge and knowledge is power. We are powerless because we lack 
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information and they freely use it against us, manipulate us and tear us 

apart. What Nnamdi Kanu has done through RBL is to give us knowledge 

and prepare us with the power to stand against our enemies”24. 

Another interviewee, Chinedu, who is an IPOB journalist, claimed that listening 

to Kanu on RBL was the “beginning to the end of his slumber”. He stated: 

“One faithful day I was tuning my P5 handset radio around 7 pm on a 

Sunday, a voice like thunder, commanding vigorously and encouragingly 

was vibrating on megahertz. I said to myself, who could this be? Within a 

minute, Nwa Chineke Nnamdi Kanu said: “This is radio Biafra, we are 

live and direct”. That was the day I got answers to my unending results 

about Biafra. In short, liberation and salvation entered my house that day 

like Zacchaeus in [the book of] Luke 19:9…’25  

Another interviewee, Anayo, also claimed that he started listening to Nnamdi 

Kanu as far back as 2012/2013 wherein his idea of the Nigerian state started to 

change. He stated: “Analysis of events in Nigeria by Kanu exposed the invisible 

and brought the outrage, discrimination and exclusion we suffer closer to our 

understanding”. He further stated: 

“Kanu would discuss cases in which Biafrans are a target, the pogrom, the 

genocide, the political strangulation and other policies aimed at stifling the 

progressive attitude and industriousness of Biafran people in Nigeria. He 

would analyse Nigerian dailies and points out how the Nigerian governments 

have systematically continued to promote anti-Biafran policies. These 

awakened more people to the reality of their suffering”.

For Odinaka, “he opened our eyes to the moral tragedy that is Nigeria. Above 

all, he gave us the courage always to look our enemies in the eye rather than 

shiver in servitude; he woke up the unconscious consciousness in many 

Biafran, now we are consciously awake”26.  

With the convergence associated with digital technologies, RBL operates an 

interactive news website, offers programmes on demand through podcasting 

and live audio streaming as well as downloadable features. Such interactive 

platform serves as a “safe haven” for the amplification of “rebel voices” in the 

face of tightening political control of mainstream media (Leung 2015: 196). 

24 interviewer was conducted on April 15, 2017.
25 Interview was conducted on Dec 15th, 2016.
26 Interview was conducted on May 30th, 2017.
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Radio Biafra operated a Phone-in programme that allows participatory 

communication. Ebuka, a state coordinator of IPOB, confirmed this when he 

noted: 

“During the RBL phone-in programme, callers either contribute to the topic of 

discussion or report what is happening around them. It is always 

encouraging to be heard by others out there about what is going on. The 

interactive section allows the IPOB command to access situations on the 

ground and help in evaluating government programmes wherein Biafrans 

are exposed to issues affecting them. Biafrans love RBL because it provided 

the space of dialogue, enabling us to make sense of our collective problems. 

The chance to get to listen to our leader, Nnamdi Kanu on RBL is by itself a 

motivation. And you can call the programme from your Facebook, 

WhatsApp, or other mobile technology or listen to it from other internet 

communication devices affordable by you.”27

These testimonies point to the complementary role of pirate radio and the 

internet in social movements’ mobilisation. With the combination of internet 

technology and radio broadcast, a movement can create a participatory culture 

that is potentially organic, bottom-up and democratic. 

For instance, the survey approach included questions which asked 

protest participants to select main media channels through which they received 

information motivating them to join the IPOB protest (Table 6.2)

Table 6. 2 Multiple response analysis of protesters' source of information 
(n =113)

Responses

N %

% of 

Cases

     Radio Biafra broadcast 90 42.9 79.6

     Internet platforms (IPOB News 

websites, blogs

34 16.2 30.1

Main Source 

of  

Informationa

     Social Media (e.g., Facebook, 

Twitter, YouTube, 

     WhatsApp)

69 32.9 61.1

27 Interview was conducted on September 8, 2016.
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     Interpersonal communication 17 8.1 15.0

Total

a. Dichotomy group tabulated at value 1. 

b. Note: The first percentage column represents 

the click on an individual item, while the 

percentage of cases represents people who 

have clicked on the items. It is more than 100% 

because people have selected more than one 

options

210 100.0 185.8

Using descriptive statistics, as Table 6.2 shows, Radio Biafra broadcasts (43%) 

and social media (33%) were the most common source of information, with 

nearly 80% of participants claiming that Radio Biafra was their primary source 

of information. About 61% of participants indicated social media such as 

Facebook, Twitter, YouTube, and WhatsApp, while 30% indicated IPOB news 

websites and blogs as sources of news. Although more people claim to have 

received information from Radio Biafra, the fact that Radio Biafra also broadcast 

in different online platforms and can be downloaded to CDs screw the result in 

favour of the internet. Interestingly, 15% of protestors received mobilisation 

information through interpersonal communication. As a movement that is 

considered heavily dependent on mediated communication, it is worth noticing 

that participants received information through unmediated forms of 

communication. This result confirms the crucial role that interpersonal 

communication play in social movement mobilisation and spatial assembly of 

collective actors.  

Commentators argue that listening to talk radio serves emotional, inclusive, 

and instrumental needs of audience members; participants can support and 

legitimize a top-down culture designed to attract endorsement and disapproval 

for political, cultural, and economic powers (Moyo 2013). Talk radio is 

personality-driven, and listeners move through stages of attraction to 

participation (Rubin and Step 2000). The host of talk radio can be a centre of 

attraction, which means he possesses the capacity to change what his listeners 

think about issues. The results presented in this chapter support the above 

assertion to a great extent. 
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Meanwhile, the results above confirm the critical use of radio by the IPOB 

leader in developing narratives that confront challenges with courage, 

resilience, and agency. A successful social movement leader “develops 

narratives that can articulate individual identity, group identity, and the need for 

action: a story of self, a story of us, and a story of now” (Ganz and McKenna 

2018: 191). Thus, because “leadership-as-practice is less about what one 

person thinks or does and more about what people may accomplish together” 

(Raelin 2016: 3) - about what movement leaders do, not what they have – what 

is more challenging for a social movement like IPOB, as some interviewees also 

pointed out, is how Kanu can manage the tension between high motivated 

agency and social and discursive contingencies impacting the leadership 

constellation (Ganz and McKenna 2017). 

Chapter summary 
This chapter confirms many findings of the previous chapter and provides more 

in-depth insight into the dynamics of diagnostic and prognostic frames in Biafra 

restoration campaigns generally. The chapter has deconstructed the idea of 

secession in the context of current Biafra independence movements by arguing 

that Biafra does not mainly indicate a delink from Nigeria as some pundits have 

suggested. Instead, Biafra represents different views aimed at re-enacting 

significant changes and debate in Nigeria’s political and administrative 

structure. Primarily, the internet has undoubtedly contributed considerably to the 

enhancements of the IPOB movement’s capacities at various levels. It has been 

used to save the cost of communication and recruitments, build Biafra 

cybernationalism and solidarity networks, increase organisational structures and 

efficiency, and disseminate alternative information and frames. 

The internet as a technology and medium is often used in synergy with 

diverse media and communication tools. As such the chapter has highlighted 

the role of the internet in hosting Radio Biafra broadcast, which helps 

harmonise the internal cohesion of the IPOB family. Specifically, interviewees 

have indicated that listening to Radio Biafra changed their world view and 

orientation about the struggle. In other words, those who consistently listened to 

Radio Biafra broadcast were more likely to be an active member of the IPOB 

movement and were more likely to be deeply involved in frontline activities and 

support provision. 
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Furthermore, the chapter found a variation in ideological methodology 

amongst interviewees and highlight the potential of the internet in promoting 

ideological contradiction and discursive contestation that may lead to a subtle 

dissonance effect within the Biafran constituency, especially among a more 

nuanced Biafrans. The chapter argues that the IPOB’s use of media tools 

demonstrates a top-down editorial approach that aims to focus ideology and 

increase the supremacy of their leader, Nnamdi Kanu. Such an approach in the 

use of media implicates on activists’ ability to focus on the vision and goals of 

the group, as the ideological background of members shaped Biafra discourse 

online. Because the internet also reinforces the vulnerability of actors to public 

scrutiny, it may have affected the extent the medium is used as a tool to sustain 

mobilisation. 

The insight gained from the interview analysis is further expanded in the 

next chapter by probing into the IPOB protestors’ digital practices. Analysis of 

protesters’ digital media practices allows for gaining more in-depth insight into 

the variations and mechanism of social media use from below as against a top-

down strategy.
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Chapter Seven: Digital media activities of IPOB protestors and the role of 
Social Media

Introduction
This chapter examines the role of social media and various forms of digital 

activities and support-roles of participants in the IPOB movement’s protest. It 

seeks to examine the extent to which participant’s digital practices promoted 

mobilisation for Biafra from below, with emphasis on the use of social media for 

publishing protest manifestations.   According to Lee and Chan (2016), there is 

a relationship between digital media activities and levels of involvement in 

protest movements. Online alternative media facilitates communication 

activities, which in turn lead to “participation leadership” roles by which 

individual citizens can decide to get deeply involved and call upon others to join 

(Lee and Chan 2015; Lee and Chan 2016).  As such, mapping the variations in 

individual digital media activities can further explain how “participants construct 

their way of participation… in movements marked by connective action” (Lee 

and Chan 2016: 5). 

Furthermore, the diversities of digital technologies both in functions and use 

suggests that social movement can employ various media technologies to 

mobilise protest participants (Treré 2012). Few studies have examined the 

relationship between the internet and other forms of alternative media in the 

social movement mobilisation process. While many participants could be 

mobilised through social media, it is argued that some participants are not avid 

users of the internet and could be mobilised through interpersonal 

communication or activists’ media, such as “low-power radio service” (Coopman 

2011; Juris 2012). 

7.1. Digital media activities in protest movements
The digital media environment is changing the dynamics of collective actions 

and social change across many societies. The growth of relatively inexpensive 

digital communication technologies has enabled actors to occupy positions of 

influence beyond traditional intermediaries (such as government and 

mainstream media outlets), resulting in new capabilities for exchanges of 

information and opinions between collective action organisers and interested 

publics (Seo 2019). Bennett et al. (2014) argue that digital media allows 

activists and their supporters to instigate shared grievances, form collective 
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identities, and coordinate protest activities with different degrees of peer-peer 

production, knowledge, skills, and commitment. In many countries of Africa 

such as Nigeria, analysis of the role of digital media in social mobilisation are 

still anecdotal, limiting the knowledge about variations of activists’ digital media 

practices in protest movements. Many studies have reported various 

dimensions through which digital media is enabling individuals to contribute to 

social mobilisation in protest movements. Earl (2010), for instance, argues that 

the internet allows protest planners to amplify their outreach efforts dramatically, 

to mobilise a broader audience more quickly and more cheaply.

 Lee and Chan (2015) show that the internet can provide the capacity for 

social actors to take the role of “a participation leader” by making people around 

them to participate in the activity of a movement (p. 880). This concept, the 

authors argue, does not necessarily mean that people must hold a formal 

position in a movement to exert their influence; it embodies the contribution of 

anyone that can influence other people’s participation decision. Individuals can 

contribute to movements’ mobilisation process by way of reinterpreting 

grievances; re-creating meaning, expressing support roles, involvement, and 

encouraging other people within their digital media network to join. Others can 

do varieties of different types of digital activities including dispelling rumours, 

contributing mobilisation information, and expanding the scale of awareness in 

the digital public sphere (Lee and Chan 2016). 

Castells (2015) noted that the ability of social movement actors to invent 

alternative interest and values, by developing an autonomous network of 

horizontal communication, helps set a new programme of resistance and social 

change. By occupying the medium and creating the message, he argues, 

citizens set out a new programme of their lives with materials of their suffering, 

fears, dreams and hopes that can strengthen public interest and commitment to 

collective action. These unlimited spaces of interaction enabled by the internet 

have created a new communication system – “mass self-communication” 

(Castell 2009: 70) - which has the potential to make possible unlimited diversity 

and autonomous production of a communication flow that can construct 

meaning in the public’s mind.

 Many studies have shown that individual social media activities can provoke 

large-scale protests (Howard and Hussain 2011; Anduiza et al. 2014; 



210

Bohdanova 2014). These studies confirm that activists and protest participants 

can play roles that are more active in mobilisation processes. 

Harlow (2012) examined the use of social media in the Guatemalan Justice 

movement. He found that “users” protest-related and motivational comments, in 

addition to their use of links and other interactive elements of Facebook’, helped 

mobilised participation in offline protest (p.225). Similarly, Lim (2013) showed 

that part of the success of the Tunisian uprising in 2010/11 was the connective 

structure of ‘individuals who sought more personalised paths to contribute to the 

movement through digital media’ (p. 921). In Egypt, a Facebook page: “We Are 

All Khaled Said”28 started by a local Google executive, Wael Ghonim, became 

an analytical tool that mobilised the marginalised voices to urban spaces 

against Mubarak (Howard and Hussain 2011: 38). Moreover, Olesen (2013) 

demonstrates that apart from the horrifying cell phone photograph of Said 

posted on the web by his family, the creative appropriation of Said into existing 

injustice frames in Egypt strategically universalised the case. Moreover, 

Bohdanova’s analysis of the Ukrainian’s Euromaidan Movement (2014) 

concludes that activists’ digital activities were amplified by traditional outlets and 

helped increase the visibility of the movement and promoted its message 

abroad. Thus, social media such as Twitter serves as a “stitching” platform that 

connects and convert different aspects of peer production into a formidable 

organisational network that is utilised across crowd (Bennett et al. 2014).

Although, these studies have provided insights into how digital media 

activities can engender and coordinate large-scale protests, analysis of social 

media content or qualitative interviews with active participants cannot tell how 

many people are using digital media or in what way (Lee and Chan 2016). 

Second, the analysis focused on leaderless protest movements in apparently 

more developed societies with more considerable technological advancement 

and could lead to misjudgement about the significance of digital media activities 

in a social movement with leadership structures such as the IPOB movement. 

Following Lee and Chan (2016), who found that digital media activities are 

integrated into the individualised mode of participation in contemporary 

28 “We are All Khaled” Said was a Facebook page created by a Google Executive, Wael Ghonim in 2011 to 
publicise the death of Khaled Said, a 28-year-old Egyptian man beaten to death by police. The page 
garnered hundreds of thousands of members, becoming an online forum for the discussion of police 
brutality in Egypt. 
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connective actions, this chapter extends the literature in the context of the IPOB 

movement. 

By combining interview data and survey responses of IPOB protest 

participants, this chapter will seek to interpret the result to understand the extent 

in which activists are deeply involved in the IPOB movement and how their 

involvements present Biafra as a struggle from Below. The chapter will attempt 

to focus on the level of involvements of actors in promoting the pro-Biafran 

cause on the internet and their support roles, including their primary motivating 

factor(s) and sources of movement’s information.

In particular, the chapter will attempt to answer the following questions:

1. How did participants conceptualise the political role of the internet in the 

IPOB movement?

2. To what extent did the affordances of the internet and social media help 

participants to be deeply involved in IPOB protests? Can we assess variations 

in participants’ digital media practices? 

3. What is the role of social media in the IPOB movement? To what extent 

did participants’ digital activities involve the use of social media?

4. How did participants’ income relate to their digital media activities and 

participation? What is the constraint (s) of digital activism in the context of the 

IPOB movement? 

7.2. Analysis

How did participants conceptualise the political role of the internet and 
social media in the IPOB movement?

7.2.1 Participatory communication
 Commentators have argued for the role of agency in the development and 

proliferation of collective action. In line with these views, the level of individual 

efforts makes a huge sense in the amounts and type of resources a movement 

can mobilise. That is, “the more efforts activists expend the more resources will 

be mobilised” (McCarthy and Wolfson 1996: 1072). In today’s digital era, the 

internet is a new agent of resource mobilisation for protest participation. 

Interviewees pointed out that the proliferation of internet communication 

technologies, including web communication and social media permitted 
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participatory communication by which activists exerted a counter-power through 

awareness mobilisation capabilities. Edwin noted:

 “Every IPOB member is a potential journalist. That is why the worst 

things happening in the country are first published in IPOB media, from 

which they diffuse to the public. We encouraged members to report 

everything happening before them as they unfold and sometimes support 

members with internet subscription cost”29. 

According to Castells (2015), global information sharing is itself a form of 

resistance. As such, interviewees stated that social media allowed the 

movement to present its propaganda in the face of government and mainstream 

media powers, forcing the mainstream media to reset its agenda and discussing 

Biafra as a matter of national interest. Ben, for instance, noted:

“the IPOB websites and Radio Biafra Facebook and Twitter pages were 

accessible headquarters for seeking or sharing information about Biafran 

restoration; even non-Biafrans seek information from there. Although the 

websites have editorial control, any member who has written something 

positive about the struggle get published”. 

Analysis of frame entrepreneur (see chapter five) confirms that most article 

published on the three websites have been authored by Biafran activists, with a 

bias for Biafra restoration agenda. 

Interviewees identify Facebook and Twitter as the most participatory tool 

for actual and prospective adherents of Biafra. Observers have demonstrated 

how social media are “curators of public discourse” (Gillespie 2010: 347), 

providing discursive and performative affordances (Khazraee and Novak 2018). 

The capability to tap on personalised action frames, alter practices, discourses 

and protest dynamics are some of the defining importance of social media for 

collective action. Such a “sociotechnical process” of activism helps to scale-up 

the materiality and symbolic dimension of collective action frame (Milan 2015b; 

Mundt et al. 2018).  Many interviewees describe social media as an incredibly 

empowering tool for participatory communication and issue visibility. In the 

words of Ben:

29 Edwin is an IPOB coordinator and social critics interview conducted April 25, 2017.
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 “I can tell you specifically that 90 per cent of success recorded so far by 

the RBL was possible due to the impact of social media. I can be specific 

also that social media has mobilised the Igbos. Even those who believed 

in One-Nigeria have started to make sense of the need for Biafra due to 

analysis of events in social media. You know the absence of knowledge 

is the reason why some people support One-Nigeria, but with social 

media now, people get to see the cycle of injustice on Biafrans that they 

have no choice than to lend their voices. For instance, when the Nigerian 

government makes a new political appointment, pro-Biafra activists will 

analyse these appointments in the context of Biafrans and post on social 

media. With the interlinking features of social media, these analyses 

diffuse into the Biafran community for people to assess and make sense 

of how Biafrans are overtly excluded. Soon, people began to appreciate 

the work of the IPOB”.

On whether everyone can post on Radio Biafra Facebook page, Onyebuchi 

further clarified: “RBL Facebook has an administrator who approves post on the 

page. Anybody’s article or opinion get approved to the extent that it has a bias 

for the struggle, communicates primary collective concern, or expose the 

weaknesses of the Nigerian state. Meanwhile, in the comment section, anyone 

can post comments whether positive or negative”. 

The testimonies of Ben and Onyebuchi reflect the limitation of 

participatory media and the universal public sphere. While the internet has the 

potential to sustain the development of genuinely participatory culture – more 

than any other electronic medium – interviewees acknowledge the potential 

disruptive capabilities of open-sourced internet communication.

Furthermore, the survey included eight items asking the respondents to 

report, using a five-point scale (1=strongly disagree; 2= Disagree; 3 = Neutral; 4 

= Agree; 5 = Strongly Agree) their level of agreement to identified political 

impacts of the internet and social media in the IPOB movement. 
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Tables 7. 1 Total Variance Explained
Total Variance Explained                                                                                                                                                                 

Initial Eigenvalues Extraction Sums of Squared 

Loadings

Component 

Total

%          

of 

Variance

Cumulative

%

Total %     of

Variance

Cumulative

%

1 6.718

83.980 83.980 6.718 83.980 83.980

2 .378 4.727 88.707

3

.343 4.290 92.997

4

.201 2.518 95.515

5

.115 1.432 96.947

6 .108 1.356 98.303

7 .073 .913 99.216

8 .063 .784 100.000

      Extraction Method: Principal Component Analysis

First, we applied the principal component analysis to reduce the number of 

variables using SPSS version 24. Table 7.1 shows the analysis retained one 

component solution based on Eigenvalue < 1 rule, with the percentage of 

variance at 83.96%. The analysis shows that one component solution provided 

correlation with each item. Table 7.2 shows the factor loading values of 
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individual item and suggests a strong relationship between each of the items 

and the factor in isolation. 

           Significantly, item Q13d, which hypothesises that the internet makes it 

easier to source information that promotes Biafra loads or correlated the highest 

on the component at .930 than any other items. This is followed by item Q13e, 

which hypotheses that the internet makes it easier to circulate military brutality, 

loading at .926. Other interesting items are Q13c and Q13b, which points to the 

fact that the internet helps increase protests attendance, and funding support, 

loading at .920 and .909, respectively. Although, all items loaded meaningfully 

with the component, item Q13f, which suggests the internet makes it easier to 

verifying information or evidence against the Nigerian government, has the 

lowest loading or correlations with the component. However, since the factor 

loading is relatively high, it shows a substantial contribution to the component.

Overall, the result suggests significant positive knowledge practices 

about the internet’s potential to enhance information sourcing and awareness 

capabilities for the IPOB movement. Here, I borrowed Mattoni’s media 

knowledge practice theory (2013) to suggests that activists’ knowledge of 

internet’s globalisation potentials is a critical element of collective action 

participation. Supportive information-sourcing practices and dissemination of 

graphic evidence of military brutality on Twitter or Facebook trigger a 

conversation that raises consciousness. That consciousness can lead to 

recruitments of participants or action with the added impression that “the world 

is watching”. 

Tables 7. 2 Principal Component Analysis – Component matrix (n = 113)

Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin Measure of Sampling 
Adequacy.

.912

Approx. 
Chi-
Square

1150.004

df 28

Bartlett's Test of 
Sphericity

Sig. .000

Component Matrix
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Component

1

13d. It is easier to 
source information 
that promotes IPOB

.930

13e. It is easier to 
circulate military 
brutality

.926

13c. Internet/Social 
media helps increase 
protest attendance

.920

13b. Internet/social 
media helps increase 
the level of support 
and funding for IPOB

.909

13a. Internet/social 
media helped 
increase the number 
of registered IPOB 
members

.904

13g. It is difficult for 
the Nigerian 
government to 
manipulate evidence 
held against them

.899

13h. It is easier for 
the main issues of 
the movement to 
circulate

.895

13f. It is easier to 
verify information or 
evidence IPOB hold 
against Nigeria

.879

Extraction Method: Principal Component Analysis.

Measured scales for internet impact items were 
from 1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree.

Research question 2. To what extent did the affordances of the internet 
and social media help participants to be deeply involved in IPOB 
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protests? Can we assess variations in participants’ digital media 
practices?

7.2.2. Variations in participants’ digital media practices

7.2.2.1. Participant’s overall everyday internet use.
Pertinent to research question 2, which asked the extent participants engaged 

in a range of movement-related digital activities, the survey first included 

questions seeking to understand how often participants used the internet in their 

everyday activities. We assume that the extent to which participants engaged in 

a range of digital media activities is relatively dependent on their overall 

frequency of internet use in their everyday activities. Considering the 

importance of sustained dissemination of pro-Biafran messages online in the 

visibility of Biafran independence cause, protesters’ widespread internet use in 

the context of the IPOB will suggest the extent they play a unique role in 

contributing to the communicative practices of the IPOB movement. As table 7.3 

shows, 54% of respondents used the internet every day, 17% use the internet 

at least 1-2 times a week, 8% used the internet at least once a month, while 

about 18% do not know.

Tables 7. 3 Frequency of internet usage
Frequenc

y Per cent

Valid 

Percent

Cumulative 

Percent

Everyday 61 54.0 54.0 54.0

At least 1-2 times a 

week

19 16.8 16.8 70.8

At least 2-4 times a 

week

3 2.7 2.7 73.5

At least once a 

month

10 8.8 8.8 82.3

I do not know 20 17.7 17.7 100.0

Valid

Total 113 100.0 100.0

This result suggests that some participants play more active roles in 

grassroots “Biafra evangelism” than on the internet. Thus, the result indicates 

that the internet may not have eliminated the vital role that interpersonal 
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communication plays in movement mobilisation. It is also worthy of note here 

that although there is an increasing rate of internet penetration and usage in 

Nigeria, the cost and accessibility of internet services depends on location and 

mobile network provider. On a general note, mobile data subscription is 

expensive at around 1,000 naira ($3) per GB. While some network operators 

offer lower rates of data subscription, these are not available everywhere in 

Nigeria. On average, an individual will spend about 500 naira ($1.50) to 1000 

naira ($3) per GB on data subscription. According to the Nigerian 

Communication Commission, out of over 26 million Nigerians connected to 

Facebook in 2018, 25 million connected with mobile devices (Umeh 2018). 

Next, we sort to know the extent to which participants’ everyday use of 

the internet translates into positive use for pro-Biafra cause. Significantly, the 

results suggest that 83.2% of the respondents have used the internet to 

promote Biafra independence (Figure 7.1). 

Figure 7. 1 Percentage of respondents who have used the internet and 
social media to promote Biafra independence.

7.2.2.2 Variations in Participants’ digital media use
The survey included nine items asking the respondents to report their 

engagement in a range of movement-related digital activities using a three-point 

scale (1 = No; 2 = Yes but not frequently; 3 = Yes but frequently). Tables 7. 4 

presents the result. It shows that 93% of the respondents had published an on-

the-spot video of police or military brutality, and 61.1% had done so frequently 

(see example in Figure 7.2). Nearly 95% of the respondents had published 
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pictures or videos arising from the protest ground, and 63.7% had done so 

frequently. Nearly 94% had contributed materials that supported the IPOB 

movement, and about 58% had done so frequently. This is consistent with the 

idea that “the internet gives social movements the possibility of spreading 

uncensored messages, and of attempting to influence the mass media” (Della 

Porta and Mosca 2005: 166), by enabling raw facts to get into the public sphere 

before they are filtered (Shirky 2011).

The result suggests an overwhelming culture of sharing protest 

manifestations, including the horrific pictures and videos of military brutality and 

protesters participation experience. Significantly too, the data demonstrate a 

culture of advocacy among protesters as more than half of the respondents 

promoted Biafra independence in one way or the other on the internet. 

Protestors can produce and share their experiences and help in circulating 

information produced by others that supports Biafran independence and 

express personal criticism on the political situation in Nigeria.

Tables 7. 4 Frequency results of Protestors' digital media activities (n = 
113).

%Q7. Do you engage in the following 
movement-related digital activities? No Yes, but 

not 
frequently

Yes, but 
frequentl
y

Publishing IPOB activist victims 10 (8.8) 38 (33.6) 65 (57.5

Publishing on-the-spot videos of 

police/military brutality

8 (7.1) 36 (31.9) 69 (61.1)

Publishing pictures or video for/from protest 

or sit-in

6 (5.3) 35 (31.0) 72 (63.7)

Publishing materials that support the IPOB 

movement

7 (6.2) 40 (35.4) 66 (58.4)

Critiquing the current government in ways 

that offer support to IPOB movement

7 (6.2) 50 (44.2) 56 (49.6)

Responding to anti-Biafran views 13 

(11.5)

53 (46.9) 47 (41.6)

Changing your profile to photos/ videos that 

publicise the movement

21 

(18.6)

32 (28.3) 60 (53.1)
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Refuting rumour or anti-Biafra propaganda 10 (8.8) 47 (41.6) 56 (49.6)

Debating or discussing social/political issues 

affecting Nigerian unity

6 (5.3) 47 (41.6) 60 (53.1)

Nearly 94% of the respondents indicated they had expressed personal 

criticism of the Nigerian government under President Buhari in ways that 

exposed the fundamental trigger of the protest. About the same per cent (94.7) 

had debated with friends online on the social and political issues affecting 

Nigerian unity, and 53.1% had done so frequently. About 89% had responded to 

anti-Biafran views, and nearly 42% had done so frequently. Moreover, nearly 

82% of the respondents had changed their profile pictures with Biafra insignia to 

enhance identity construction, and 53.1% had done so frequently. Another 

essential engagement of protestors was to refute anti-Biafran rumours and 

propaganda. Nearly 92% had refuted anti-Biafran rumours or propaganda, and 

almost 50% had done so frequently (see Tables 7. 4).

Figure 7. 2 One of the IPOB protest pictures that went viral on social 
media.

This result indicates that participants espouse vast knowledge of the 

internet as a means of organising collective action, especially in mobilising 

attention and participation to contentious performance (Gerbaudo 2018).  

Although the act of “homophilous sorting”, by which like-minded individuals 

mostly find and hear from each other in “filter bubbles”, has been analysed as 

potentially weakening democratic participation, these mechanisms, as Tufekci 
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(2013) contends, not only work to increase public attention to a movements’ 

cause but also potentially positive in increasing participation (p.851).  

7.2.2.3. Support provision
Furthermore, we tested the extent to which participants were consistent 

in using the internet to undertake a unique leadership role. First, we included 

questions that asked participants to indicate the extent they canvass support for 

Biafra independence online using a five-point scale (where 1 = always and 5 = 

never). Table 7.5 shows that almost half of the respondents (49%) had Always 

canvassed support for Biafra independence on the internet; about 19% had 

done that Very often, while 23% had done that Sometimes. Only about 11.5% 

did that either rarely or never. The data also shows that about 82.3% of 

respondents are likely to maintain a discussion about Biafran independence 

online (M =2.26, SD = 1.201), which suggest the overall confidence of 

protestors in mobilising collective action online. 

Tables 7. 5 Confidence using the internet to promote Biafra independence.
Case Processing Summary

N

Marginal 

Percentage

Always 55 48.7%

Very Often 19 16.8%

Sometimes 26 23.0%

Rarely 8 7.1%

Q8. What is the extent to 

which you use the Internet 

to canvass support for 

Biafra independence

Never 5 4.4%

Very Likely 42 37.2%

Somewhat Likely 24 21.2%

Likely 27 23.9%

Unlikely 16 14.2%

Q9. How Likely are you to 

maintain a discussion 

about Biafra independence 

online vs in person

Very Unlikely 4 3.5%

Valid 113 100.0%

Missing 0

Total 113
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Figure 7. 3 confidence maintaining discussion online about Biafra 
independence.

While most respondents had no issue discussing Biafra on the internet (rating 

the attribute between ‘1’ and ‘3’), a smaller, but important segment of 

respondents, had little confidence in discussing Biafra online and rated the 

attribute between ‘4’ and ‘5’ (see Figure 7.2). 

Second, the data included questions that asked respondents to select 

their primary support provision. Table 7.6 shows that more than half of the 

respondents (54%) had reported they played vital roles in gathering information 

for the IPOB media channels, and about 47% had produced or shared issue-

based information on the internet, which support the ideology of the IPOB 

movement. About 30% had either a personal blog dedicated to the propagation 

of the Biafran independence cause or a website for the same purpose. 

This result confirms the findings of the previous chapter, which 

emphasised the role of the internet in galvanising a network of Biafra 

cybercommunity by which the talents and skills of dispersed IPOB members are 

harnessed. The result is also consistent with the alternative media literature, 

which points to the enthusiastic role of amateur or native reporters in 

maintaining social movement momentum and mobilisation potentials (Atton 

2003; Lievrouw 2011; Atton 2015).   Existing scholarships indicate that mobile-

based communication technology is promoting citizens’ political discussion with 

others about government and politics in a developing country (Pang 2018). And 
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this discussion often centres in two related but not mutually exclusive modes of 

practice: “witnessing” – when ordinary people document and distribute reports 

and images of events they encounter – and “activism” – the strategic media 

output and contribution of political activists and dissidents whether videos, 

images, or social media participation (Al-Ghazzi 2014), both of which allows 

activists to assert their will, exercise their agency, and empower themselves 

(Khamis & Vaughn, 2011).

Tables 7. 6 Descriptive statistic - Multiple Response Analysis of support 
provision (n = 113)

Responses                   

N % % of cases

I have a personal blog dedicated to 

IPOB movement

18 9.3 15.9

I have a news website dedicated to 

IPOB movement

15 7.7 13.3

I play key roles in gathering 

information for IPOB media channels

61 31.4 54.0

One of IPOB Directors 18 9.3 15.9

No Specific Role for IPOB 25 12.9 22.1

Produce or share issue-based 

information on the Internet in support 

of IPOB

53 27.3 46.9

Support 

rolea

Other 4 2.1 3.5

Total 194 100.0 171.7

a. Dichotomy group tabulated at value 1.

b. Note: The first percentage column represents the click on an individual item, 

while the percentage of cases represents people who have clicked on the items. 

It is more than 100% because people have selected more than one options.

 

The result confirms the preliminary hypothesis that activists who are 

deeply committed to frontline activism and support delivery spend a 

considerable amount of time on the internet seeking or accessing movement-

related information that expands the frontier of public attention to the 

movement. Figure 7.7 shows that more than half of the protesters (62%) 

indicated they spend several hours on the internet a day on frontline digital 
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activism and support delivery; about 22% had done that between 2-4 hours a 

day, while about 13% had never spent time online for movement-related 

information.

Tables 7. 7 Time spent on the internet per day on frontline digital activism.
Q5. How much time do you spend on 

internet per-day on frontline digital 

activism and support delivery N

%

Valid Several hours a 

day

70 61.9

2-4 hours a day 25 22.1

4-6 hours a day 1 .9

More than 6 hours 2 1.8

None 15 13.3

Total 113 100.0

While these figures suggest that a more significant number of participants in the 

sample had a high level of involvement in terms of time spent on the internet for 

frontline delivery of information and support provision, it also points to the 

marginal role that non-internet savvy activists play in grassroots mobilisation. It 

can be inferred that the percentage who never spend time on the internet 

leverage interpersonal communication, namely, grassroots Biafra evangelism 

work, as a means of engaging potential supporters. 

Research Question 3. What is the role of social media, and to what extent 
they serve as a mobilising source of information for participants?

7.2.3 Understanding the role of social media and participants’ 
sources of mobilising Information. 

Pertinent to question three, both the interviews and survey results confirm the 

role of social media, and their implication for the IPOB campaign for a Biafran 

state. Social media provides both external and internal values for social 

movements by creating distributable media products that help in identity 

building and message construction (Thorson et al. 2013). Thus, it helps to 

circumvent mainstream media, which has often offered a distorted coverage of 

protest movement. Different social media are used for the different target 
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audience. Facebook and Twitter are often used in concert with other tools, as 

information posted on these networks diffuse elsewhere. 

 

Figure 7. 4 IPOB Twitter Mobilisation Drive. Source: 
www.thebiafraherald.co

For example, interviewees indicated that IPOB activists use Twitter for engaging 

with public officials, international stakeholders such as those in the UK 

parliament, American parliament, president of the United States, prime 

ministers of UK, Israel, Russia, and other world leaders (see example in Figure 

7.4). In November 2013, Peter Spiegel, the US editor of Financial Times once 

raised the alarm in frustration of activists’ Twitter spamming of his account, with 

activists encouraging supporters to intensify their digital media practices to keep 

the “gospel of Biafra” in the forefront of international agenda (see Figure 7.5). In 

the same vein, interviewees noted that Facebook is used mainly for grassroots 

mobilising and public awareness and for connecting activities of Biafran in the 

diasporas to those in Nigeria. The movement has also used WhatsApp 

extensively to deepen internal cohesion and radicalisation, said some 

interviewees. 

Moreover, YouTube has served the purpose of archiving graphic video of 

group activities and victimisation. Before the arrest of IPOB leader in October 

2015, Radio Biafra Facebook account had less than 20, 000 members but by 

January 2016 it had hit more than 1000000, claimed one interviewee. Today, he 

continued, “the IPOB has recruited over 15 million Biafran youths through Radio 

Biafra and encouraged them to open Facebook and Twitter account through 
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which we reach out to transnational publics. Today they have become powerful 

social media warriors”30.

Figure 7. 5 Peter Spiegel frustrating Tweet on Radio Biafra Twitter page

The observations above highlight the radicalising role of social media for IPOB 

activists and supporters. Social media use for social movements implies that 

their activities can attract the participation of international stakeholders who join 

the conversation.

Furthermore, the survey included questions related to how protest 

participants received mobilising information (see chapter six) and the extent 

their digital media activities involved the use of social media. We asked 

respondents to select the most important social media platform on average for 

delivering pro-Biafran messages. The result shows that participants tended to 

use social media more to interact between the occupied area and the online 

world (Table 7.8). Specifically, 54.0% used social media such as Facebook, 

Twitter, YouTube, and WhatsApp to engage the global community about the 

protest; about 32.3% posted on IPOB news websites. The result shows that 

participants were less likely to report to Radio Biafra (12.8%), and Nigerian 

mainstream media source (.9%) than they do with the internet generally in 

terms of disseminating protest manifestations.  

Meanwhile, Facebook and WhatsApp emerged the most used social 

media platform by participants in the sample for communicating pro-Biafran 

30 Interview conducted on May 20, 2017.
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issues. About 48.4% of the respondents had indicated Facebook; 33% indicated 

WhatsApp, 13.3% indicated Twitter, while YouTube barely registered with 5.3%. 

The above result direct attention to a less focused area of research in social 

movements literature, namely the political impact of WhatsApp in issue-specific 

knowledge and protest participation.

Tables 7. 8 Frequency analysis table for most essential media channel (s) 
(n = 113)
Most essential media channel for delivering 
frontline mobilising information

     %

Radio Biafra 12.8

Nigerian Media (e.g., Vanguard, Channels TV, 

etc.)

.9

Social media (e.g., Facebook, Twitter, YouTube, 

WhatsApp)

54.0

IPOB news web (e.g., Biafra Telegraph, Biafra 

Times etc)

32.3

Most important social media channel for 
activism

Facebook 48.4

Twitter 13.3

YouTube 5.3

WhatsApp 33.0

The interpersonal nature of WhatsApp makes it relatively private and 

controlled environment for political conversation and can especially enhance 

group cohesion and identity construction (Vermeer et al. 2020). Thus, 

WhatsApp discussion has a positive influence on activism and a more nuanced 

effect on conventional participation (Gil de Zúñiga et al. 2019: 1).

Ultimately, social media tend to help social movements achieve the 

prognostic frames embedded in “the world is watching” rhetoric, by enabling 

interactions and participation of the international community in social 
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conversation. Nganji and Cockburn (2020) corroborated this perspective by 

demonstrating that “international diplomats and news media, members of the 

diaspora, and other non-disclosed interests, were seeing and commenting on 

situations” posted on the Anglophone Twitter handles with responses that 

sometimes leads to government change of tactics (p. 283). In the same vein, 

although responses may be slow, the virality of a video31 showing some IPOB 

activists being drowned in mud by the military received a response from both 

the European Union and the US embassy in condemnation (247ureports.com 

2017). This confirms the observation of many commentators that social media 

could play an organisational role by facilitating an informal network of dissents 

and the collectivisation of grievances, actions and datafied emotion of collective 

actors (Hwang and Kim 2015; Milan 2015b; Milan 2015a).  By the assortment of 

messages, “datafied emotion” and graphic images and videos of victimhood; by 

amplifying the “interactive and shared properties” of collective action, social 

media add an extra layer of materiality that becomes the “vehicle of meaning 

work” (Milan 2015a: 890).

Finally, however, personalisation yet collective elements of interaction 

afforded by social media can especially be detrimental to a social movement, as 

individual ideological background and experiences may conflict with 

organisational objective, creating multi-layered and dialectic dimensions in the 

cause of a movement’s struggle (Bennett and Segerberg 2011; Milan 2015b). 

Social media makes activists vulnerable to a critical evaluation, as security 

agents and the public have used the network to evaluate, monitor, trace, or 

arrest activists. Because social media allows for the flow of raw, uncouth, and 

unedited information, activists’ internal operations and discursive flaws receive 

immediate public attention and criticisms. Some interviewees indicated that 

activists’ communication in social media presented unorganised and 

inconsistent visions and goals underpinning Biafran struggles. 

During the second phase of the IPOB struggle, that is, after the release 

of Kanu in April 2017, social media became inundated with pictures, comments 

and videos that focused more on idolising him, with his choice of abusive 

language more visible to bystanders. Soon, pictures of supporters kneeling and 

bowing before him went viral on social media. Next, a certain IPOB member 

31 GQBuzz (2017) https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=r64KBV2XgnQ (00-2.08)
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posted on his Facebook timeline that Mr Kanu is greater than Jesus Christ, 

which also went viral. Although the leadership of IPOB disassociated Mr Kanu 

and the movement from such post, mischief-makers and anti- Biafra elements 

have used social media to propagate counter ideological discourse, causing 

disaffection within the Christian community across the country in ways that 

increased critical evaluations of Kanu/IPOB movement, and appeared to 

reconfigure the support base of the IPOB from amongst Igbo elites. Considering 

that the constituency of the movement is overwhelmingly Christian, these kinds 

of claims are alien to the culture of the people who have a strong belief in Jesus 

Christ. Some videos, which show people claiming healing upon touch by Mr 

Kanu, also circulated at this period. 

Furthermore, the IPOB leader exploited this apparent aspirational 

greatness to make unguided remarks about others, make threats and presented 

an emperor complex that invoked division even amongst his rank and file. Olu 

indicated: “as the aura of authority grew in Kanu, social media provided the tool 

to highlight his charismatic image, which in turn exposed his activities, his 

message, and his flaws to the spotlight of public scrutiny”. In August 2017, a 

video emerged on Facebook, Twitter, YouTube32 and other chat forums 

showing Kanu inspecting an army of young men dressed in uniforms and code-

named Biafra Security Services (BSS). This video and many other viral videos 

of his inter-state rallies invoked counter-discursive comments on social media. It 

also provided evidence for the government’s application to re-arrest Kanu on 

account of breaking his bail conditions (Nnochiri 2017).  While social media 

allowed the dynamics of claims that increased public interest in government 

accountability within Biafran region, the medium reinforced varied issues that 

distract attention to the ideals and broader issues that Biafran struggles set to 

achieve. Coming at a time when Kanu had instructed people to shun November 

2017 elections in Anambra state, it was easy for Biafran politicians to align with 

security services to stop Kanu and IPOB at all cost. As soon as the IPOB was 

proscribed, their activities whittled down, and their tactics were mostly based 

online.  In the words of Celestine, “as soon as videos emerged of our leader 

inspecting BSS online, both politicians of Biafra and the federal government 

became uncomfortable, and the conspiracy to invade our leaders’ home 

32 Nigerianbulletine (2017) available at https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wesQL7ySRzM
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thickened; this is one of the shortcomings of social media in the struggle”33. 

Speaking on the inconsistency of the IPOB programme, Felix further noted:

“At the moment, the theory is not organised. We do not know where we 

are headed; we do not know the theory. It is mixed up in different places, 

even with religion. Sometimes the allegiance is to Israel; sometimes the 

allegiance is to Chukwuokike-Abiama, which is the Igbo God. Sometimes 

the allegiance is something else. The allegiance to Israel is based on the 

alleged study on the genealogy of Igbos which claim that Igbos originate 

from Israel. However, this is also debatable; have we accepted that we 

come from Israel? This is the unorganised theory. It is propaganda. If 

there were a theory, you see a strategy. Even when Kanu was in 

detention, the movement would have followed the theory, but you 

discovered agitations were mainly for his freedom.”

This observation highlights the dynamics and complexities of social 

movements’ communication on social media. First, the IPOB leader, Kanu 

claims he is a Judo-Christian, and so, most of his followers have started to 

convert to the Jewish religion.  Mr Kanu had claimed that Igbos are 

descendants of Hebrew people and have continued to mix Jewish culture with 

Biafra struggle. During the protests and immediately after his release, there was 

a viral video of him carrying out Jewish rituals to his teaming supporters, which 

many considered distracting given the fact that majority of Biafran 

constituencies are orthodox Christians. This may have a political connotation, 

perhaps as a strategy to get the sponsorship of Israel and the Jewish 

community around the world to the struggle; because “sovereignty is inevitably 

constituted through collective recognition of powerful states” (Muro and Woertz 

2018: 22). The implication is that, as members try to replicate the lifestyle of 

their leader, they have started to attack the authority of religious institutions in 

Nigeria, sometimes advising constituents to avoid churches pastored by other 

ethnic groups. They were also condemning some of their rank and files who 

refused to be converted to Jewish culture. These scenarios diverted the real 

ideals and values upon which the struggle was based and tended to create 

33 Interview was conducted on October 20, 2017.
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multiplicity and unorganised ideology that confuses the bystanders stated one 

interviewee.

For example, a legal practitioner and right activist, Ebun-Olu 

Adegboruwa, while acknowledging that the Nigerian government has provoked 

pro-Biafran agitation by their Operation Python Dance II exercise, argues that 

he does not understand in clear terms what Mr Kanu is pushing for. Speaking 

as a guest on Channels TV: Sunrise Daily on the legality of Operation Python 

Dance II (September 14, 2017), Mr Adegboruwa points out:

“I believe that Mr Kanu should sit down and appraise his agitation 

because as I sit here, I do not know what he wants. Prof Ben Nwabueze 

who is the leader of the concerned elders came on national TV and said I 

have interacted with Mr Nnamdi Kanu; he told me if there is restructuring 

in Nigeria, he will drop his agitation. By tomorrow morning, this man will 

wake up and say we want secession. By next tomorrow, he will say “we 

want a referendum”. Another day he will say “there should be no election 

in Anambra”. What I am saying is this; resource control today is a 

product of a struggle. Right from Isaac [Jasper] Adaka Boro, there was a 

Kaiama Declaration. In a document, you could see what the people of 

Niger Delta say they want, up till Saro Wiwa – Movement for the Survival 

of Ogoni People – they set up Ogoni Bill of Rights and detailed what they 

want Nigerians to support them for, and that has led to resource control. 

You cannot just keep turning every day, as you wake, and think that 

people will continue to support you” (Adegboruwa 2017).

Mr Adegboruwa further stated that the kinds of speeches he hears from Mr 

Kanu and his hatred for other tribes, for which social media reinforce, will not 

help the pro-Biafra cause. These testimonies confirm our earlier findings that 

the internet reinforces discursive contradiction and shed lights on the idea of the 

internet as an agnostic public sphere (Dahlberg 2007a; Chan 2018). While the 

architecture of the internet appears to increase what looks like a “consensus” 

around Biafra and Igbo question in Nigeria, the hegemonic discursive practices 

of IPOB activists or its leader, Kanu on the internet promoted the formation of 

counter-discourses and inter-discursive contestation (Dahlberg 2007b) that 

exposed the organisation to the spotlight of public scrutiny. Such contestations 

are possible in Facebook and Twitter due to one vital technological feature that 
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constrains the ability of page administrators to turn off user comments on page 

post (Chan 2018). 

Research question 4. How did participants’ income relate to their digital 
media activities and participation? What is the constraint (s) of digital 
activism in the context of the IPOB movement?

7.2.4 Participants’ income and the constraint (s) of digital activism 
in the context of the IPOB movement.

The survey included an item that asked respondents to identify their average 

monthly income. The result shows that about 45% of the respondents earned 

above 20,000 naira per month (around 55.10USD or £42); about 19% earned 

between 1000 and 5000 naira monthly (eqv. 2.75 and 13.77USD), while 13.2% 

earned between 11,000 and 15,000 naira only (around 30.30 and 41.32USD). 

About 12% earned between 6000 and 10,000 naira (around 16.53 and 

27.55USD), and about 11% earned between 16,000 and 20,000 naira (eqv. 

44.08 and 55.10USD). Meanwhile, only 0.9% earned nothing (Figure 7.4). 

These figures suggest that while many participants lack the basic resources to 

maintain a good standard of living, participants were not necessarily influenced 

by poverty; about 56% of the respondents earned between 16,000 naira and 

above. However, while these figures do not necessarily indicate a good living 

condition, it could be argued that majority of protestors are unemployed and 

depended on family support or self-survival since 68.1% have or pursuing 

university education (68.1%) and about 73.5% aged between 26-35 years of 

age.  Meanwhile, figure 7.7 shows that participants who earned more than 

20,000 (Eqv. 55.10USD) naira monthly were more likely to spend more time 

online canvassing for Biafra/IPOB compared to others. This result points to the 

multiple digital divides and the motivational choices of social actors in Nigeria. It 

helps in assessing the impacts of the internet on social mobilisation, generally in 

society.
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Figure 7. 6 Participants’ monthly income. Source: Researcher’s data 
analysis.

Figure 7. 7 Extent participants use the internet to canvass support—
source researcher’s data analysis.

7.2.4.1 Constraints of digital activism for IPOB participants
 

Tables 7. 9 Multiple response analysis - Barriers to protesters' digital 
activism (n = 113)

Responses

N %

% of 

Cases

Privacy and security (e.g., Misrepresentation 

and surveillance)

132 29.5 57.9

Affordability of the Internet data 153 34.2 67.1

Poor Network quality/coverage 131 29.3 57.5

The barrier 

to using the 

Interneta

Electricity for charging the device 31 6.9 13.6
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Total

a. Dichotomy group tabulated at value 1.

b. Note: The first percentage column represents the click 

on an individual item, while the percentage of cases 

represents people who have clicked on the items. It is 

more than 100% because people have selected more than 

one options

447 100.

0

196.1

The survey included variables that asked respondents to select as many that 

have been a barrier to the use of digital media. Table 7.9 shows that about 67% 

of the respondents identified affordability of internet data as a significant barrier 

to the use of the internet for movement-related activities. About 58% had 

worried about privacy and security, while about the same percentage were 

concerned about poor network qualities and coverage. This result suggests that 

since protesters engaged in different forms of digital activities, it was not without 

concern for the affordability of data. This gap brings to question the economic 

implication of digital media in developing countries for social activism. Physical 

access – i.e., disparities in accessing computers and internet connections – is 

the most observed type of divide in the literature regarding the diffusion of the 

internet worldwide, but more particularly in the developing world.

In Nigeria, multi-level access divides exist in the use of media: from 

access to internet resources to lack of electricity and network quality and the 

device of communication. Between activists are different access and 

motivational divides which impacts on their overall internet activism. Our 

analysis of participants’ income above points to the fact that the motivation to 

use the internet may be linked to psychological, social, cultural, and economic 

needs of an individual participant. In other words, people can have access to 

internet devices but still refuse to use it based on the underlying problems 

associated with a survival strategy. According to “uses and gratification” 

paradigm, people are motivated by a desire to fulfil certain needs so that “rather 

than asking how media use influences users, uses and gratifications 

perspective ask how users’ basic needs influence users’ media choice (Cho et 

al. 2003: 48).  
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Tables 7. 10 Frequency analysis of mode of internet access/main device
Frequency %

Sim data subscription 92 81.4

Wi-Fi 17 15.0

Cyber café 4 3.5

 Total                                                         113 100

Main Device
Smart Phone 93 82.3

Laptop 18 15.9

Tablet 2 1.8

Total 113 100

Analysis of the IPOB movement protestors suggests that nearly 82% of the 

respondents had relied on sim data subscription to be able to access the 

internet and 82% had used a smart mobile device (Table 7.10). This suggests 

that financial implications of subscribing for internet data or purchasing smart 

mobile device can cause multi-level divides amongst participants and may 

significantly affect their capacity to engage in digital media activities much more 

frequently. The marginal percentage of participants who reported to have either 

used the internet rarely or never used the internet to canvass support for 

Biafra/IPOB (see Table 7.5) may have been influenced by internet subscription 

or opportunity cost of investing in internet communication devices.  Effective 

and consistent internet data is the only means through which activists’ access 

and post videos, audios, and text on social media to engage with Biafra activism 

and support provision fully. 

7.3. Discussion: Triangulating the in-depth interview and survey 
results 
The results of both the in-depth interviews and survey analysis complement 

each other. They underscore the central role that new media such as social 

media, blogs, websites, and electronic technology such as radio, have played in 

the mobilisation efforts of the IPOB movement and Biafra identity construction 

generally. The chapters provided more profound insights into the articulation 

between technology and its appropriation by the IPOB movement’s participants. 

Both chapters have highlighted the organisational role of the internet as a 



236

technology and a medium, especially in its capacity to create and reinforce 

various levels of interconnections and amalgams between mediated and 

unmediated communication tools and platforms, and in sharing ideas and skills.

Both the in-depth-interview and survey approach revealed the extent of 

the IPOB protestors’ digital media activities and found that participants who 

used the internet more frequently were more confident in canvassing support for 

Biafra and were involved in the IPOB movement much more deeply: they were 

more likely to contribute mobilising information, and update government 

repressions. They were more likely to be active in both frontline activism and 

support provision. This current chapter suggests that protestors’ digital practices 

focused on several dimensions that are significant indicators of the level of 

involvement from below. The analysis demonstrated that participants were 

spending a considerable amount of time online engaging in movement-related 

activities, which are positively related to the movement’s overall mobilisation 

efforts. Such active digital presence maximises “the contagious power of the 

enthusiastic online crowd”, given that the emotional-laden online post would 

diffuse to help “establish propitious psychological conditions” for protest 

participation from below (Gerbaudo 2016: 254). 

Some of the activities were primarily about showing support, which is a 

unique form of collective action mobilisation. Protestors' engagements in 

newsgathering efforts were the most crucial aspect of amplification and were 

significant in maintaining the movement's momentum, legitimacy, and 

constituency support. This finding confirms the result of the previous chapter, 

which shows that the solidarity network and alliances of the IPOB movement 

served to create Biafra cybernational community. The findings are consistent 

with the idea that digital media and connective actions have empowered protest 

movement (Bennett and Segerberg 2013; Bennett et al. 2014), by diversifying 

activists’ engagement repertoire (Theocharis et al. 2015; Gerbaudo 2016).

An often-emphasised possibility of the internet communication for social 

movement is “the risk of seclusion” in movement’s bubble when their use is not 

accompanied by street work and interaction with those who do not use the 

internet (Gerbaudo 2018: 13). One interesting finding of this study is that the 

internet did not displace unmediated sources of information such as 

interpersonal communication, despite the IPOB movement being heavily 

mediated in its communication. A marginal but essential segment of participants 
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claimed to have received mobilising information through interpersonal 

communication. It is widely believed that the response approach of Nigerian 

security to Biafra conflict contravenes human rights laws. Thus, emotional 

resources garnered from protestors’ publication of victims of military brutality 

from the spot of what Gerbaudo calls “trending places” or “venues of magnetic 

gatherings” (2018:13) were a critical part of the movement dynamics. Used this 

way, activists’ digital media activities can be vital aspects of local and trans-

local collective mobilisation efforts for social movements since actors’ media 

practices go beyond the virtual wall of a movement’s community to connect to 

people who are able to maximise and amplify visibility. 

The internet is usually embedded in the actors’ social practices and 

network, and it is often used in synergy with diverse media and communication 

tools. Analysis of in-depth interviews in the previous chapter has revealed 

strong evidence of top-down communication structures: information trickled 

down from the IPOB hierarchy upon which participants’ discursive practices, 

narratives and ideological sympathy were based. Interviewees who consistently 

listened to Radio Biafra broadcast were more likely to participate in the protest 

and were deeply aligned to the command-and-control structure of the 

movement. However, the survey results in this current chapter suggest a 

relational dimension between top-down flow and bottom-up mobilisation efforts 

of IPOB members.  While the previous chapter confirms that most IPOB 

protestors received mobilising information from Radio Biafra broadcast, this 

chapter suggests that participants used social media, such as Facebook, 

WhatsApp, Twitter, and YouTube, extensively to engage and connect to others, 

hence contributed to spreading movement's frame, raising consciousness, and 

motivating people to action. Protestors’ used Facebook and WhatsApp more 

than Twitter and YouTube. The sparse use of YouTube can be attributed to 

digital divides mediated through economic and social variance. For example, 

more than half of protestors indicated they had a problem of data subscriptions 

and sufficient mobile network coverage since it will need a strong internet signal 

and data to access and post on YouTube. This is one of the reasons the IPOB 

hierarchies sometimes offer free Wi-Fi feeds in anticipation of a shutdown of the 

network during the days they have protests, as the interview analysis 

suggested. 
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Both the survey and in-depth interview results suggest that IPOB 

activists conceptualised the political role of the internet in terms of its “extensity, 

intensity, velocity and impact – generating transnational or interregional flows of 

knowledge-specific information and network of activities” (Della Porta and Diani 

2006: 51). 

Importantly, the results point to the impact of WhatsApp on internal 

cohesion and identity construction. WhatsApp (33%) measured effectively with 

Facebook (48.4%) among the tool protestors used to communicate protest 

manifestations and draws attention to the platform as a less studied digital tool 

in social movement literature. WhatsApp provides a more intimate and 

controlled environment in which users can almost simultaneously gather and 

share news, discuss politics, and mobilize others. This is confirmed by Gil de 

Zúñiga et al. (2019) who found a positive influence of WhatsApp discussion on 

social activism and Vermeer et al. (2020) who demonstrated that WhatsApp 

discussion “evokes stronger positive emotions and feelings, as well as issue-

specific knowledge” necessary for political activism (p.1).

Furthermore, the survey results confirmed the relative deprivation theory 

analysed in in-depth interview chapter. Protestors were generally motivated by 

a collective sense of injustice mediated through political, social, and economic 

deprivation and showed that poverty was not a casual factor for participating in 

IPOB protest. This result confirms Johnson and Olaniyan (2017b), which found 

that the Igbo ethnic group (the majority of the ethnic group seeking Biafra 

independence) are virtually an isolated group subtly denied access to important 

political positions. There is significant evidence to suggest that the current pro-

Biafra conflict was exacerbated by the Buhari government whose policies and 

approach helped internalise Biafra ideological frames within Igbo society.

Finally, as Ben Moussa (2013) noted, the appropriation of the internet in 

the sphere of collective action in the context of the IPOB movement, however, 

remains shaped by multidimensional digital divides mediated through social, 

political, and cultural structures that significantly limit the potential of the 

medium to change existing power relation and in some cased reinforce these 

power relations. Despite the deliberative nature of the internet, ideological 

background, and inconsistencies of Biafran actors in the cause of Biafra 

discursive practices are significantly shaping the extent to which the medium 

can sustain Biafra restoration struggles.  Importantly too, the vulnerability of 
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activists and the access divide reinforce a spiral of silence effect on movement 

constituencies, as well as the division between “haves” and Have not”. Thus, it 

limits the extent the platform can be used as a tool of sustainable mobilisation.
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Chapter Eight: Conclusion

Summary 

The main objective of this thesis has been to examine the implications of 

digital and electronic technology for the IPOB movement, and the extent to 

which it has empowered the movement to engage in collective action 

mobilisation for an independent Biafran state against multiple forms of state 

repressions. To undertake this research, the thesis adopted a flexible approach 

that incorporated three-level analysis including “a macro-level analysis” where it 

looked at the socio-political and institutional environment; “a meso-level” where 

it examined the organisational infrastructure; and “a micro-level” where it 

explored how the social movement made sense of their reality (Espinoza 

Vasquez 2016). All these three levels combine to create a collective action 

framing that guided analysis in this current study. This approach allowed for 

providing analogies and new perspectives from the research but also to 

interpret implications of human action. The thesis has found inconsistent, 

sometimes contradicting, data on the implication of technology for the IPOB 

movement. While there is some clear and robust evidence suggesting that new 

media technology has enhanced the capabilities of the movement to organise, 

coordinate and mobilise for Biafran cause on many levels, the study reveals 

some severe limitations in the appropriation of technology in collective action 

objectives.

Overall, the thesis confirmed the preliminary observation in the 

introductory chapter about the role of the internet in enriching and expanding 

networks of solidarity and collective action repertoire available for building 

Biafra identity and imagined community. The opportunity structure created by 

the gap in mainstream media coverage of public-oriented issues and the loss of 

trust thereto has made the internet-enabled technology a potent tool for social 

mobilisation. By facilitating linkages between dispersed Biafran constituencies 

and the trans-local public sphere, the internet transforms the scope and nature 

of activists’ claims and highlighted greater interest in leadership accountability in 

the Nigerian public sphere. The study highlighted that the internet has provided 

the capacity for the IPOB movement to create, recreate, uncover, preserve, 

maintain, nurture, and evolve, meaning that mobilised actual or potential 
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adherents of Biafra. At the same time, however, data demonstrated that the 

internet could not effectively have a radical impact on political and social 

activism in society because its implication is shaped by, and mediated through, 

the existing power relations and structural limitations characterising Nigerian 

society and Biafra identity groups themselves.  

 Thus, chapter five examined the structural features of the IPOB 

movement’s websites and how the movement used the websites for counter-

hegemonic and framing purposes. First, the chapter underscored many 

significant features shared by the studied websites and focused on categories 

that indicate ease-of-use, including language, user-friendliness, information 

about movement, and “updatedness”. These were analysed in the context of 

their potential to facilitate collective identity and action for the IPOB movement.  

While the analysis suggests that the designs of the websites are good enough 

to attract users and facilitate communication, the websites failed to utilise full 

potential of the internet as platforms for information dissemination for the three 

functions used to assess this role, namely “information on the movement”, 

“updatedness” and “discourse interactivity”. 

Analysis has shown that all the three websites have no “about us” page, 

which limited the ability of people to understand the objectives, ideology, and 

structures of the movement clearly and unambiguously. The analysis also 

indicated an irregular pattern of news publication in which previously published 

articles (sometimes two years apart) are pinned on the homepage as if they 

were current. In the same vein, the chapter suggested that inability of the 

websites to activate discourse interactivity limits the participatory function of the 

internet and the capacity of the IPOB to gain from people’s feedback and 

contributions for improvements.  Second, the chapter examined the use of the 

websites for framing purposes and explored the extent to which the web’s 

potential was exploited to frame primary issues regarding Biafra struggle. The 

analysis shows that the IPOB movement used the studied websites to convey, 

albeit with significant variations, the three main framing tasks of injustice, 

identity, and agency, and emphasized many inconsistencies in the framing 

process. The chapter highlighted the use of websites as both antagonistic and 

agonistic public spheres to disseminate alternative and oppositional frames 

about Biafra. At the same time, the chapter highlighted the lack of 

conversational interactivity and top-down communication strategy by which the 
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websites served as “perception building tools” for personality cult “that give the 

impression of the interactivity-as-a process while offering interactivity-as-a 

product” (Jackson and Lilleker 2009: 247). The contribution of the chapter is 

that it shed light on the role of the web in enhancing group cohesion and issue-

focused knowledge and highlighted how the internet creates opportunities and 

constraints for Biafra independence struggle. 

Drawing on in-depth interview analysis, chapter six complemented the 

findings of the previous chapter in several issues. First, it emphasised the 

impact of a shared sense of deprivation on the IPOB movement’s capacity to 

mobilise. Second, it emphasised and confirmed the previous chapter on the 

extent to which different components of digital communication tools and 

platforms presented opportunities and constraints for the IPOB movement. 

Third, it highlighted the role that Biafrans in the diaspora plays in championing 

the narrative of Biafra and their unique contribution to the IPOB cybernational 

community. The chapter has illuminated critical aspects through which the 

internet has enhanced the capacities of the IPOB movement while emphasising 

the interconnectedness between online practices and Radio Biafra in mobilising 

and disseminating Biafra-focussed information. In doing so, the chapter 

analysed ICTs beyond social media or internet-enabled technologies. Instead, 

besides these technologies show how mediated and unmediated 

communication like radio broadcast played a crucial role in IPOB movement’s 

capacity to mobilise. The chapter shares the finding of the previous chapter by 

confirming a top-down communication strategy and highlighting various levels of 

ideological contradictions and counter-discursive contestations, shaping the use 

of media. One of the critical contributions of the chapter to the thesis is that it 

provided deep insights into the dynamics of IPOB’s media structure and the 

dialectic between the visibility of movement actors and their vulnerability.

Chapter seven examined the extent to which IPOB movement protestors 

have used the internet to engage in various forms of digital media practices for 

pro-Biafra struggles. The chapter highlighted different activities through which 

participants engaged with the internet to diffuse movement information to the 

transnational public sphere. The internet as a technology and medium facilitate 

information-seeking behaviour needed to create collective action frames. 

Besides the dissemination of frames, the internet supports improvisation of new 

organisational forms to link occupied place with outsiders who are beyond the 
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virtual wall of social movement community (Castells 2015; Gerbaudo 2016; 

Gerbaudo 2018). Participants’ internet use revolved around publications of on-

the-spot manifestation of protest activities and its associated military brutality. 

The chapter found that protestors engaged in movement-related internet 

activities much more frequently, have the confidence to speak about Biafra 

online, spent time accessing or promoting pro-Biafra materials online, and were 

much more deeply involved in the action of the IPOB movement. One 

interesting finding of the chapter is that despite the IPOB movement’s heavily 

mediated character, unmediated communication sources played some key roles 

in mobilising participant to protest. The chapter confirms many findings of the 

previous chapters and highlighted the relation between top-down 

communication structure and bottom-up mobilisation efforts. While most 

protestors received mobilising information from Radio Biafra, majority of them 

used social media extensively for delivering protest manifestations. One of the 

vital contributions of the chapter to the thesis is that it highlighted the dynamics 

of the internet use from below and pointed to the role that WhatsApp can play in 

group’s identity construction and issue-specific knowledge flow. 

8.1. Answering the Research Questions: 

8.1.1. The implication of digital media technology in the IPOB 
Movement  

This study was guided by the question: What is the implication of new 

and electronic media for IPOB movement in Nigeria, and for communicating 

social problems, engaging in contentious collective actions against multiple 

forms of injustices, and for achieving transnational public identity? This thesis 

emphasised the social constructivist view of technology to tackle this question, 

based on the idea that “technology, society, and materiality are in continuous 

interaction” (Pinch 2009: 45). Whereas the study highlighted many areas where 

new and electronic media, particularly the internet and social media, and radio, 

have empowered the IPOB movement, it pinpointed three aspects as the most 

precise and most tangible positive effects of media technology for the IPOB 

movement. First, the internet and social media are vital for reducing the cost of 

communication and enhancing coordination and mobilisation efforts of the IPOB 

movement. Scholars have argued that mobilisation represents everything and 

anything that enables a social group to take control of resources needed for 
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collective action including human, material, cultural, moral and media resources 

(Edwards and McCarthy 2004). As such, the inability of a social movement to 

access fund and media opportunities and communicate directly to the public 

can be a significant obstacle to their mobilisation capabilities. This thesis 

demonstrated that the internet, as multiple technologies, provides the capacity 

for the IPOB movement actors to circumvent censorship as well as traditional 

media blackout on issues of Biafra and established a radical public sphere 

where critical discourse and alternative interpretations regarding Biafra and the 

Nigerian state are circulated and shared. 

 Second, the internet plays an increasingly central role in various forms of 

mobilisation that benefits the IPOB movement, by consistently allowing the 

diffusion of material and temporal issues that focus ideology, identify 

adversaries and portend a reawakening behaviour for collection action, 

notwithstanding the period of latency or of visibility. During the period of high 

visible action, (for example when the IPOB leader was arrested and 

incarcerated) including street marches and protest, sit-in, among others, the 

internet is used to coordinate action, mobilise participation and construct a state 

of autonomy (Castells 2015) comprising both the cyberspace and urban space. 

Through online posting of protests manifestations and brutalities, the internet 

demonstrates the capacity of the IPOB movement to act and challenge state 

repression. During the period of latency, for example, after the group was 

designated as a terrorist organisation and subsequently proscribed, the internet 

plays no less role, specifically by keeping activists connected and informed with 

the group’s activities in the diaspora thereby enhancing collective identity. 

Third, the study has found that the internet has significantly enhanced 

the organisational capacity of the IPOB movement, by creating and reinforcing 

networks of solidarity and committed diaspora members who have opened 

restricted communication spaces in the Nigerian public sphere, by managing 

and donating communication platforms through which to circumvent Nigerian 

government’s efforts at silencing Biafran ideology. Also, the study found that the 

IPOB movement used electronic media such as the radio to intersect between 

internet-savvy supporters and grassroots mobilisers who do not have social 

media account, and to structure ideological commitments and cohesion of 

members (see Figure 8.1). This mechanism was possible because the 

materiality of internet-enabled technologies allows Radio Biafra to broadcast 
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online as well as satellite and have Twitter and Facebook accounts that fostered 

a counter-public sphere.  Although analysis of the IPOB websites’ features 

found limited evidence of discourse interactivity, the interlinking features of the 

websites allow for issue scaling through the infiltration of the discussion board 

of other cyberspaces including comment sections of mainstream media 

channels.  These activities have increased public visibility of the movement’s 

dynamics, while also created what Ogola (2018b: 124) refers to as some 

“pockets of indiscipline” that tends to exclude or attack essential debates and 

discussions around Biafra. 

Finally, the thesis found that the internet also enhanced collective identity 

formation through a variety of features and platforms, interactivity, networking of 

various channels of communication and by building and reproducing joint 

action. Commentators have argued that collective identities are “talked into 

existence” (Hunt and Benford 2004: 445). From leaflet to websites, from 

mainstream to “movement media” (Downing 2011), communication 

technologies have historically provided material and symbolic support for a 

movement’s elaboration of “who we are” (Milan 2015a: 888). This study found 

that IPOB websites feature cultural symbols and images that bond group 

identity. Additionally, it found that participants in IPOB protests have 

overwhelmingly used Biafra insignia and symbols as reinforcement of collective 

identification. Gerbaudo (2015) describes protest avatars, digital images as an 

act of collective identification because “they do not only provide protest 

participants with a symbolic rallying point”; they appeal to their “unified 

intentionality” (p.926). IPOB movement has stepped down the stereotype 

associated with Biafra identity by using the internet to reconfigure a recurrent 

process of amplifying the “interactive and shared” properties of collective action, 

and by enhancing meaning negotiation that translates into the practice of 

visibility (Milan 2015b: 6)
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Figure 8. 1 Radio Biafra channels. Source: Radio Biafra Facebook 

However, these positive effects are countered by important shortcomings 

that significantly constrain the capacity of technology alone to alter political and 

social injustice in the context of Nigeria and the IPOB movement. Indeed, the 

thesis has identified three interrelated sets of problems impacting the use of the 

medium in collective action. These include fundamental differentiation and 

inability to fully draw on the internet potentials for identity constructions and 

discourse interaction (see chapter 5), lack of capacity to maintain ideological 

congruity – offering unintended distractive ideology and frames, and the 

existence of multiform digital divides underlying the use of technology for social 

mobilisation. These limitations problematise internet-centred perspective on 

social mobilisation in Africa, as they testify to the social embeddedness of the 

medium and its associated mediation through local and global ambivalence 

peculiar to Biafran constituencies and Nigerian state in general. Indeed, the 

results reveal different patterns that are difficult to reconcile. At the same time, 

at a deeper level, reflect the dynamics associated with diffusion and adoption of 

technology across geographical, cultural, and political boundaries.      
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8.1.2. Collective action frames and the appropriation of the Internet 
The second research question that guided this study stressed the political role 

of the internet and its appropriation for collective action. Although the internet 

has built-in potential and characteristics, this trait does not guarantee successful 

exploitation by collective actors. One of the contributions of this thesis is that it 

pinpointed the multiplicity of ways in which the IPOB has appropriated or failed 

to appropriate the internet’s potential for collective action purposes. For 

instance, the hyperlink features on the studied websites help to focus ideology 

by enhancing members’ capacity to access mobilisation information from 

among various communication tools, while also infiltrating discussion board in 

the cyber community. The same holds for the internet’s key feature, interactivity, 

which allowed the organisation to focus on what matters to it. Secondly, the 

thesis demonstrated that the internet contributed to the amplification of resonant 

issues bearing on two main types of diagnosis: the amalgamation of 1914 and 

Biafra war genocide – with its connectedness to current victims/victimhood of 

protest violence; and secessionist issues based on current leadership failure, 

incompetence, insecurity, inequalities, and ethnic jingoism. 

Although some of these issues are not peculiar to Biafra, the 

customisation of protest narratives online that focused on abuse of human 

rights, as this thesis has emphasised, shows that internet empowerment is 

usually the outcome of an interaction between social actors’ choice and 

practices, and structural process and features. As Melucci (1996) noted, 

“identity work is situated at the crossroads of the private sphere of the individual 

and the collective dimension of action” (p.70).  Activists’ digital practices may 

have worked as a flywheel for engagements and self-expression that makes 

mobilisations attractive to broader, and more diverse, spectrum of individuals 

with Biafran public sphere (though not successfully so).

Regardless of the internet potential, social movements try to exploit it 

selectively to further their goals without losing control over discourse and 

ideological flow. Thus, analysis of the features and functions on the websites 

covered by this study has revealed some implicating variations in the utilisation 

of the internet’s potentials in two connecting, sometimes contradicting ways: 

public identity definition and discourse interactivity features. The result shows a 

competition between control and participation, with evidence leaning towards 

control.  First, while the hyperlink functions of the internet served for linking 
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elements of materiality and symbolic practices of collective action and frames, it 

could not be used effectively to define group’s identity in a more accessible 

way. Specifically, the study found no information about the movement in the 

studied websites, i.e., the “about me” page that should clearly and 

unambiguously define the organisation’s identity – objective, ideology, and 

leadership structure. In a broader sense, the thesis argued that the lack of such 

public identity definition had left bystanders with the choice of defining the IPOB 

from the horizon of the online crowds who have employed confrontational and 

controversial communicative practices in their mobilisation efforts. The “ability of 

a collective actor to distinguish itself from others must be recognised by these 

“others” (Melucci 1996: 73) since collective action orient towards awareness-

raising and rooted in the shared subculture of bystanders and the institutional 

public sphere (Della Porta and Diani 2006). Not constructing collective identity 

in this manner renders the IPOB’s capacity for a coalition and collaborative 

opportunities more difficult. This observation confirms Brooker and Meyer 

(2018), who argued that “cohesion of organisational ideologies and frames are 

an important precursor for coalition work” (p.259). 

In the context of the above argument, the IPOB has not utilised the full 

potential of the internet to define its identity in a way accessible by potential 

allies. This observation was also confirmed by some interviewees who also 

indicated they did not fully understand the group’s agenda. Thus, the IPOB 

identity has been defined by her “linguistic violence, hate speech and verbal 

war” imbued in supporters’ on/offline discourse of outrage (Chiluwa 2018: 373). 

Second, the study found limited provision for discourse interactivity, 

which can, arguably, allow feedback outside the virtual wall of the IPOB 

movement. For example, Biafra Times website only allows team members to 

comment on articles published on it, which confirms the top-down structure of 

communication discussed in the interview chapter.  The thesis argues that web 

interactivity contributes to micromobilisation, as well as enhancement of internal 

cohesion and bonding, rather than to building dialogic communication online.  

The contribution of the internet to collective action cannot be sufficiently 

accounted for without paying attention to various forms of synergy between 

multiple online platforms and usages, and to the convergence between media 

(Moussa 2013). For instance, the thesis shows that different online technologies 

complement one another or compensate for the limitations in the appropriation 
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of specific platforms. Radio Biafra satellite and online broadcast, for example, is 

used to reach out mainly to those who have no access to the internet, and to 

compensate for the various digital divides occasioned by the internet. Radio 

Biafra also appeals directly to converted as interviewees described it as “major 

framing tool” for Biafra restoration campaign; its radicalisation capacity has 

been noted by many observers (see chapter six). Facebook, WhatsApp, Twitter, 

YouTube, are used more for information sharing capabilities. At the same times, 

websites have been used to post more detailed information that is useful to 

users beyond the closed circle of the movement. While participants claimed to 

have been mobilised mainly through radio broadcast, the majority used social 

media to share collective outrage, and advance movement ideology and invite 

others to participate.

Finally, the internet’s potential for collective action is built on a wide 

range of sociotechnical capabilities (Milan 2015b). However, the extent to which 

social movements can activate this potential depends on a variety of factors 

including, organisational structure, ideology, access to resources, political 

opportunity structure, collective action strategies and objectives. While these do 

not entirely determine the impacts of technology, they shape the extent to which 

the internet empower civil society and social mobilisation in Nigeria’s public 

sphere.  

8.2. The embeddedness of the internet and its use

8.2.1. Organisational structure and the use of the Internet

The third research question asked: to what extent is the appropriation of the 

internet’s potential as a medium mediated through and shaped by the 

organisational structure of the IPOB Movement? This question was tackled by 

paying attention to the organisational and internal dynamics of the IPOB 

movement on the use of technology. One of the key findings of this research is 

that the organisational structure of the IPOB movement constituted one major 

factor shaping the use and appropriation of the internet in collective action. For 

instance, the IPOB has a global leadership structure that allows for coordination 

and mobilisation of protests across the world. This structure is marked by a 

formal and informal dynamics that allow for collaborative usage of the internet, 

participatory and horizontal communication flows and structures, radical content 

production underlaid by a dense network of pro-Biafran feelings abroad and 
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substantial voluntary resources and culture. This finding is generally shared by 

other commentators who have also pointed out the significant role of 

organisational structure in shaping the use of the internet by, and its impact on, 

social movements. Van de Donk et al. (2004), for instance, claim that “the 

internet is used particularly by two kinds of movement structures: (a) informal 

networks with a large geographical reach, and (b) big, powerful and more 

centralised social movement organisations” (p.15).  In the same vein, Della 

Porta and Diani (2006) argue that: 

“in some cases, computer-mediated communication simply expands the 

capacity to act of already solid organisations…; in other cases, however, 

it brings together networks of activists with very informal organisational 

structures, if any. In still other cases, specific organisations are created 

that would not exist without the internet” (p. 156)                        

This current study corroborates the above statements to a great extent, but also 

brought more in-depth and nuances to the literature on the subject insofar as it 

underscores the intersection between top-down organisational structure and 

bottom-up participatory model in the use of the internet. The empirical data in 

this study indicated that the IPOB established its presence in all nooks and 

crannies of the world, including local communities, cities, institutions of higher 

learning, among others. By its conventional “IPOB Family meeting” network, the 

movement utilises the internet as an organisational structure.  This research 

argues that the top-down structure of the IPOB movement intertwined perfectly 

with its bottom-up communicative practices that seem to mediate between 

opportunities and action. 

Activists’ digital media practices have contributed to the dynamics of the 

movement, its visibility, coordination, and mobilisation efforts. The high level of 

interconnectedness between the IPOB communication platforms encourages 

the appropriation of internet’s potential by users to access information, to share 

their stories of pains, outrage, and hope and to get deeply involved. These 

contributions allow the “IPOB high command” (a phrase widely used by 

interviewees in this study) to explicate the command-and-control structure of the 

IPOB organisation and to articulate and weave individual narratives into a 

shared idea within which to ground collective action.  This “interactive process 

of constructing meaning” allows for building and reproducing a field of shared 
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actions (Milan 2013: 15  citing Gamson 1992, p xii). As “a space of flow”, 

Castells argues that “new information and communication technologies fit into 

the pattern of flexible production and network organization—permitting the 

simultaneous centralization and decentralization of activities and population 

settlements—because different locations can be reunited in their functioning 

and interaction through the new technological system” (1999: 294). 

While the thesis substantiated in part, Della Porta and Diani (2006) claim 

above; it highlighted different patterns that are peculiar to the Nigerian context. 

On the one hand, the study confirmed how internet technologies play a pivotal 

role in consciousness-raising as a radical weapon for constructing ethnic 

identities generally. On the other, it demonstrated that the internet plays a 

supporting role rather than a central role in collective action insofar as it 

emphasised the role of emotion, political process, and culture in shaping IPOB’s 

collective action mobilisation. The thesis shows that the nature of this role 

cannot be attributed solely to the IPOB movement, as the two authors claim. 

Instead, it shows that the success of the IPOB’s collective action is contingent 

upon many variables including the degree of resignation and disquiet amongst 

movement’s constituencies, the unfolding political events in the Buhari 

administration, the idea of freedom and geopolitics, underlaid by previous 

secessionist attempt, the involvements of Biafrans in diaspora and the degree 

of persecution of movement actors as well as ethnic polarisation in Nigeria. 

These “hidden transcript” (Scott 1990: 222) in collective mobilisation 

efforts of the IPOB movement are essential context with which to assess the 

empowerment of the internet in IPOB movement. Scott maintained that “the 

highly charged atmosphere created by the open declaration of the hidden secret 

– embodying those issues that resonate with people’s life – may produce social 

effects that bear the mark of collective madness” (ibid). Thus, the socio-

technical structure of the internet has allowed for “the shared discourse of this 

hidden transcript to be created and ripened in the nooks and crannies of the 

social order, where subordinate groups can speak more freely” (P.223). 

Additionally, the study emphasized the pivotal role of unmediated 

satellite communication tools such as Radio Biafra broadcast and interpersonal 

communication culture of society. This has profound implications for 

understanding the “effect” of technology on society since this effect is a result of 

the articulation between the inbuilt/inherent potential of technology, its synergy 
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with other media and its mediation through social, political, and cultural 

exigencies of society. 

8.2.2. Deliberative democracy: the limits of digital empowerment

The fourth research question sought to understand the extent the internet 

guarantees deliberative opportunities for Biafra restoration campaign if there are 

variations in diagnostic and prognostic framing of the social problems as a 

potential object of Biafra secession? In this regard, this thesis underscored the 

extent to which the internet’s use in collective action is marked by antagonism 

and agonism that significantly reduces the empowering potential of the internet 

for social movements in Nigeria. Drawing on various interpretations of this 

notion (Benford and Hunt 2003; Wiktorowicz 2004; Zald et al. 2005; Dahlberg 

2007b; Dahlberg 2007a), the thesis emphasised various ways in which the 

internet’s potential reinforce discursive contradiction that can empower 

movement’s target and disempower movement’s ability to influence the 

influential individuals in the society. The internet promotes “counterframing” and 

“intramovement” conflicts that lead to multiplicity of ideology within and among 

claim-making agents.  Groups often diverge in terms of diagnosis, 

prognostication, the best way to mobilise support and identity. For example, 

Wiktorowicz (2004) indicated that the contest to influence the direction of the 

movement’s resources, the proper construction and dissemination of symbols 

and discourses, good alliances among others could create diversity and 

multiplicity of voices that claim to represent the movement. 

This research supports the above perspective and argues that 

maintaining ideological sustainability is one of the many obstacles facing the 

use of the internet in collective identity mobilisation in Nigeria. This development 

can be because of many overlapping factors including the structure of content 

or discursive style of claim-making actors, the nature of political alignment, the 

ethnicity of the target of blame, political environment as well as value orientation 

of actors’ constituency.   

Both the framing analysis of the IPOB websites and the interviewing 

result confirmed this observation by identifying some inconsistent ideological 

framing styles amongst Biafra advocates at the level of content of discourse, the 

strategy of the campaign, ideological methodologies, and the overall discursive 
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style. On the content of discourse, the thesis found an overwhelming instance of 

sensational, relatively abusive narrative style on movement’s websites. The 

choice of words and the overall style of communicating Biafra have impacted on 

the internal dynamics of both IPOB as an organisation and other Biafra identity 

advocacy groups. The culture of using abusive languages by the IPOB 

supporters in both online and offline interaction with varying others and the 

resulting struggle for ideological signification by the opposing actors has raised 

questions on the empowering potential of the internet as a deliberative public 

sphere in the Habermasian perspective. The thesis indicated that activists used 

the instrument of vilification to assert a unique identity of both their organisation 

and their leader over other ideas and advocacies around Biafra restoration, 

drawing sharp ingroup/outgroup distinction and characterising opposing actors 

as overtly misguided.  Activists then constructed their leader as the protagonist 

and, to establish his credibility, they invoked abusive discursive lifestyle, 

imputing negative character as visceral responses that erode the target’s ability 

to assert credibility. By this, the internet has constituted a “social problems 

marketplace” (Benford and Hunt 2003: 155), accommodating a multilayered 

object of contradiction and intra-discursive, counter-rhetorical public sphere that 

tends to divert attention from the movement’s primary goals.   

For instance, the web analysis indicated that activists’ discourses were 

varied and unorganised: from Judeo-Christian ideology to personality cult; from 

the rhetoric of restructuring to referendum and secessionism.  It was not clear if 

the movement was demanding a referendum, promoting restructuring, seeking 

secession, or heralding collective identity against incompetence, abuse of 

power and the general failure of leadership in Nigeria. The thesis also found a 

considerable number of focus on attacking Ohanaeze Ndigbo and those 

described as traitors.  In the same vein, the In-depth interviewing further 

confirmed this observation by revealing some ideological contradictions and 

inconsistencies around the framing of Biafra: interviewees were divided 

between whether Biafra means secession, restructuring or a metaphor for good 

governance, and accountability, fairness, and equality in the Nigerian political 

system. Interviewees disagree on the ideological methodology of Kanu led 

IPOB, challenging his abusive communication lifestyle and his sense of 

anarchism. While Kanu-led group insist on secession, some others advocate for 
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a political solution that sees Biafrans taking control of political governance of its 

region akin to Catalonian’s.

Furthermore, unlike MASSOB/BIM, which was drawn from a rich tradition 

of non-violence, the IPOB has shown a consistent inclination for violence, 

though have not been physically so. Other faction of IPOB known as The 

Rebranded Indigenous People of Biafra (TRIPOD) and the Renegade 

Indigenous People of Biafra (RENIPOB) also emerged, with a contradictory 

position as Kanu-led IPOB. However, they are not as popular and have made 

no public appearance. All these confirm Chiluwa (2018)’s conclusion that Biafra 

has become “a nation divided against itself” (p.357). 

One crucial contribution of the thesis in this regard is deconstructing the 

concept of secession in the context of Biafra, by revealing different narrative 

with which to understand Biafra. The thesis has argued that Biafra has become 

a metaphor for alienation from the Nigerian state – without necessarily implying 

a real desire to separate from the state. Although, there is a strong sense of 

freedom, rooted in the memory of Biafran war, a restructured political system 

that enthrones equality, fairness and justice would deflate agitation for Biafra a 

great deal. 

8.3. To what extent can the political and cultural dynamics of the 
Nigerian state shape the potential of the internet for Biafran 
mobilisation? 

The main research question of this thesis is rooted in a search for two 

interlinked levels of internet’s potential effects. At the first level is the impact of 

the internet on IPOB movement; at the second level, the thesis sought to study 

the implication of this impact on the IPOB’s capacity to produce a social and 

political change in Nigeria. While the first level effect can be verified by 

examining SM’s usage of the internet and activists’ digital media practices, the 

second level effect is more difficult to define.  The thesis has emphasised three 

principal roles the internet can play on political structure and policymaking. On 

the one hand, the internet has played a pivotal role in aggressive and 

subversive forms of collective action, which have affected policy and decision-

making processes. For instance, the IPOB appropriate the internet for direct 

mobilisation process such as street protest, civil disobedience, sit-at-home, 

among others. Activists have shared videos and pictures on the internet in 
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which the army, police and even the Nigerian authority have either admitted 

violence against protesters or set up committees to investigate brutality and 

human rights abuse of security agencies. Some of these graphic videos have 

become the evidence the international human rights and governments have 

relied on to respond and engage with the Nigerian government. However, this 

has had a short-lived effect on Nigerian government as brutal repression of its 

security agencies have continued unabated. 

On the other hand, the internet’s contribution to political change is 

characterised by a transformation that is slow and gradational rather than 

spectacular and rapid. The internet has presented a new means of public 

accountability and checks for Nigerian government; SMs have better 

opportunities to resist state’s double strategy of repression and co-optation, 

keeping their claims alive and vibrant and enhancing collective identities.  

As some commentators have suggested, the internet may not change 

existing power relations since both the SMs, and their opponents use 

technology in similar degree (Van de Donk et al. 2004). This thesis corroborated 

this claim to some extent since empowerment itself is usually the outcome of an 

interaction between individual choices and practices within a social-political and 

cultural environment. The complex nature of Nigeria’s political culture and its 

rootedness in ethnic dynamics makes internet empowerment relatedly short-

term: dominant order can easily bifurcate movement supporters, creating 

cacophony of voices that can disrupt the capacity for a structured and 

consistent programme of articulation among movement actors. This 

ambivalence in the use of mediated communication for identity building 

questions the effect of technology in facilitating the ability of civil societies to 

mobilise political change in Nigeria. 

It is typical of most African governments to respond to protests with 

coercive and brutal measures, which then suppress movements’ supporters. 

Besides, the internet exposes actors’ behaviour to be survey-able and see-able 

by those in power, and the case of the IPOB has become an especially 

important tool for surveillance and repression of members.  The internet 

facilitated both “the visibility and audibility” (Uldam 2018: 116) of movement 

actors and, in turn, exposes social actor’s flaws to more extensive public 

scrutiny. For example, interviewees indicated that the desire to communicate 

what was happening and to promote the charismatic imagery of Kanu on social 
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media amongst Biafran supporters made the IPOB movement vulnerable to the 

scrutiny of security agencies and civil society actors, much of which leads to the 

conspiracy of the powerful actors to disband it. A case in point was the social 

media live-streaming of Kanu’s inauguration of Biafra Security Services (BSS) – 

a supposed army for the Biafran nation. The spiral effect of such monitoring can 

impact on the overall use of the internet for collective action. This confirms 

Stoycheff (2016: 297) who found that “knowing one’s online activities are 

subject to government interception’ foster a chilling effect on the part of the 

activists”. In this way, the internet has provided social and political elites with 

more tools to participate in the public sphere and acquire more material and 

symbolic capital of tackling dissent (Navarria 2019).  

Furthermore, the thesis highlighted several types of access divides at the 

level of internet data subscriptions, device procurement and motivation that 

substantially limit the impact of the technology on movement’s digital practices. 

Even if physical access is bridged, the study revealed there are more enduring 

forms of divides that negatively affect the use of the internet by IPOB 

movement. Reliable power supply and effectiveness of mobile network 

coverage are among the most widespread forms of limitation to the use of the 

internet.

8.4. Implications of the Research Findings
The findings of this study have several important implications and practical 

applications in various areas. Within academia, the study contributes to a small 

body of research dealing with the theorisation and analysis of the implications of 

the internet for political communication and collective action from the 

perspective of alternative media and social movement theories. The study 

underscores the values of such perspectives, as it was able to highlight the 

multiple articulation and interdependency between technology and the social 

and between politics and ethnic ideology in the study of social movements in 

Africa. Such a perspective underscored the multi-causal explanation for the 

implications of the internet for the IPOB movement, by emphasising the role of 

material and symbolic resources of technology, political opportunity structure, 

organisational structure, culture, and identity and framing.  Furthermore, by 

applying social movements theories, the study expanded the notion of 

“mobilisation”, by emphasising how deprivation and geo-ethnic politics are an 

integral part of political mobilisation in Nigerian society and how this shaped the 
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IPOB’s mobilisation efforts.  From the perspectives of social movement theory, 

the thesis emphasised a variety of practices and processes, which contribute to 

micromobilisation at the level of individual activists, to collective identity 

building, and the dynamics associated with the use of the internet for 

communicating Biafra. 

Moreover, the study contributes to understanding political and social 

realities in the Nigerian political system – mainly the issue of ethnicity, the Igbo 

questions, the contribution of Buhari government and the extent to which new 

technology plays an influential role in defining these complexities. Information 

and evidence provided in this study resist the deterministic theorising of new 

technology and support the interactive social argument in the use of technology 

– socio-political reality of users determine the use of technology. They help 

appreciate different conditions under which social movements can be formed. 

These insights are useful for not only social movement researchers but also 

policymakers who are interested in the political transformation of the Nigerian 

state and the use of the internet. While the thesis emphasised the potential of 

the internet in engendering communicative action in the Habermasian context 

and enhanced participatory democracy in Nigerian public sphere, it also 

highlighted the role that ethnic ideologies have played in the Biafran conflict, 

especially the role of Biafran in the diasporas. 

A crucial question that can be asked is why the IPOB leader, Nnamdi 

Kanu, turned to a cult figure among his supporters? Kanu was only detained for 

two and half years but other Biafra identity groups before him (such as Ralph 

Uwazurike and Benjamine Onwuka – Leaders of MASSOB and the Biafran 

Zionist Movement (BZM) respectively were detained for more duration). An 

honest answer to this question points accusing fingers to the government of 

Buhari, who provided the oxygen within which underlying local grievances 

rekindled and ignited the fire that Kanu exploited to mobilise collective action. 

Government's use of violence and extra-judicial measures also elicited 

emotional support within Biafra constituencies that makes it difficult to 

determine the effect of the internet. Snow et al. (2019) have argued that the 

development of collective action frames is facilitated or constrained by the 

cultural and structural elements of the “discursive field” and “discursive 

opportunity structure” in which the evolving frame is embedded. In other words, 

collective action frames “constitute innovative articulations and elaborations of 
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existing ideologies or sets of beliefs and ideas, and thus function as extensions 

of or antidotes to them” (Ibid: 399). The currency of perceived marginalisation 

and the reaction of the government to Biafra conflict reinforced the occupation 

of digital communication media, generating and circulating a remediation 

“affects” of nationalism that were simultaneously “viral and visceral” (Mankekar 

and Carlan 2019: 204). As an identity and ideology, there is an interplay 

between “Biafra of the mind” and “Biafra or death” philosophy in the struggle. 

The currency of beliefs in Buhari’s ethnic bigotry within the Biafran territory is a 

critical factor so that support for the IPOB could be more to ethnic pride than 

any belief of what Kanu or IPOB espoused, especially given the perception that 

while Kanu was put in detention and treated with an iron fist, the Fulani 

herdsmen were treated with kid gloves.

Moreover, hastily designating the IPOB as a terrorist group – when it did 

not meet any single criterion used by terrorism researchers to designate an 

organization as a terrorist group - was viewed as a slight by many Igbos who 

were otherwise equally offended by Kanu’s brand of rhetoric. Adibe (2018), for 

instances, argued that different factors could influence obedience to IPOB sit-at-

home order. Either people have a sense of shared understanding of 

marginalisation or fear of violence from IPOB activists or because it is 

something they already used to do privately (such as staying away from work or 

market on 30th May every year in honour of slain relatives during the Biafran 

war). Mankekar and Carlan describe such nationalism as “affect” – because 

“affects resides in contingency and potentiality” and produce instinctive rather 

than rational communication (i.e., when nationalism is socially mediated and 

become generative of action and agency) (2019: 204). In other words, the 

“affects” that congeal around perceived historical marginalisation and the 

photographic evidence of the extra-judicial killing of unarmed protesters can 

motivate support and encourage the use of the internet. The same can be said 

of Cameroon’s separatist movement, where a sense of exclusion and 

government violent treatment “created huge incentives to constituents to either 

flee the region or join the fight” (Browne 2019a). This study offers the Nigerian 

government valuable reflexive insights into its handling of the Biafran conflict 

and offer suggestions on the need to address local grievances by implementing 

pan-Nigerian policies that address the Igbo question.
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Finally, the main findings of the study are of great value to civil society 

organisations in Africa, Nigeria, and the IPOB movement itself. The thesis offers 

the IPOB movement with reflexive insights into their actions and communication 

practices, and specifically, into their appropriation of the internet in collective 

action mobilisation. In the same vein, the findings also offer suggestions for 

other Biafra Identity groups to improve their collaborative actions, 

communications, and alliance strategies, providing the locus for them to 

articulate a unified objective and strategy for effective ideological consistency in 

the campaign for Biafra. For instances, activists can explore some of the 

options suggested in this study, such as pursuing a political solution to Biafra 

conflict.  Catalonia and Scotland, for instance, have existed as a quasi-

independent country for decades and have enjoyed their political autonomy as a 

nationality due to their stable control of their administrative region. Both have a 

robust administrative structure in place, with separate parliament. In Catalonia, 

social movement actors launched a campaign on self-determination and 

independence. As it infolded, it brought institutional actors and political elites 

together with other civil society actors. Thus, all participants broadened the 

repertoires of action of the campaign and introduced innovative forms of 

organisation (Della Porta and O'Connor 2017: 2). In the same vein, the 

Cameroon separatists’ organisations, although fragmented still, offered more 

unifying ideology and alliances amongst different separatist groups than could 

be seen in Biafra identity groups. For example, Browne (2019a) reported that 

the Ambazonian Military Force (AMF) is the product of an attempted merger 

between several other groups, with its ranks and file claiming multiple alliances: 

“a solder might belong to the AMF and claim membership in other groups such 

as the Red Dragons, or the Southern Cameroons Defence Force at the same 

time. 

The division amongst Biafran campaigners is very unhealthy for any 

meaningful and sustainable political change in Nigeria. A heuristic observation 

of the social media timelines of different Biafra identity groups confirms a 

combative, intolerant, vengeful, and offensive contributions, which arguable 

instantiate a continuous process of internal coercion and contradictions. The 

IPOB can align with other Biafra group to seek a more unifying agenda that will 

be solved by political strategy. In doing so, they will control who is elected to 

public offices and lobby for a constitutional review that will provide for the 
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autonomy of nationalities like Ethiopia.  Importantly too, a programme of unity 

can be championed to negotiate with Niger Delta region and get them queue-in 

the Biafra struggle, as they have refused to be associated with Biafra. Currently, 

the complexity of Biafra campaign and discourses and the associated strategy 

for referendum makes it doubtful that Biafra will be achieved from the IPOB 

movement. 

Despite their preliminary nature, these observations confirm several key 

conclusions advanced by the thesis. Indeed, while this study did not specifically 

focus on social media, it argued that new and electronic communication 

technologies, in general, have significantly expanded social movements in 

Africa and the IPOB movement, as they provide the possibilities to expand the 

horizon of their claims and action. In this way, the thesis brought out the 

significance of other factors, including the synergy between various media and 

online platforms, the role of diasporic and grassroots networks, the 

interconnectedness between amateur reporting and political opportunity 

structures dominant in society, and the intertwinement between deliberative and 

agnostic public sphere. By highlighting various forms and usage of the internet 

by the IPOB movement, the research provided strong evidence about the social 

embeddedness of the internet as well as online activism in general, highlighting 

the vital role that interpersonal network and communication play in online 

activism. 

8.5. Epilogue

This thesis focused on how the IPOB movement appropriated (new) digital and 

electronic media technology to mobilise for an independent Biafra. As with any 

research projects, this present one has its shortcomings, the major one being 

that it focused on a single case study, with not-so-much data on the content of 

social media, mainly Facebook and Twitter and video sharing platforms such as 

YouTube. Facebook and Twitter are the primary communication tool used by 

the IPOB movement and provide a much more expansive public sphere for pro-

Biafran discourses. Techpoint Africa reports that Facebook now has over 

twenty-six million active users in Nigeria (Oludimu 2018), which suggest the 

importance of the platform for studying the IPOB movement. In 2012, Facebook 

was reported to have engendered effective mobilisation of citizens against the 

removal of fuel subsidy, facilitating collective identity, enlarging the scope of 
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arguments and claims as well as providing essential updates to protestors and 

observers (Chiluwa 2015).

However, this limitation did not affect the validity of the findings in this 

research. It is recommended that further research can evaluate the 

communicative practices of the IPOB movement on Facebook and Twitter or 

YouTube.  

Equally, many changes may have occurred on the studied websites after 

data gathering and analysis was completed for this study. Therefore, such 

changes may have affected some findings of the thesis. 

Furthermore, there is no doubt that the internet will continue to grow 

social activism in Nigerian society, and the extent of the access divide will 

continue to wane. The appropriation of digital media technology in collective 

action will continue to gain traction in the Nigerian public sphere as civil 

societies and Nigerian citizens are increasingly realising the potential utility and 

efficiency of the internet as a mobilising tool. However, it is unlikely that the 

medium will change the social and political divisions associated with the 

Nigerian state, in terms of its capacity to unite people under a common front. It 

may just reinforce the existing geo-ethnic interest that has been a challenge to 

Nigeria’s federal system overtime.  While digital technology will always play a 

role in the process of challenging socio-political injustices, which have remained 

endemic in Nigeria’s bureaucratic politics, it may not determine a unifying 

outcome.  
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Appendix A. Oral Consent script

Consent to participate in the Research.

Research Title: New Media and Social Movements: How the Indigenous 
People of Biafra (IPOB) Have Used the Internet to Mobilise for an 
Independent Biafra

Oral script

You are invited to participate in a programme of research being conducted by 

Emmanuel Sunday Nwofe of the School of Media, Design and Technology, the 

University of Bradford, BD7 1DP, UK.

A. Purpose
You have been informed that the purpose of the research is to study the 

extent to which the Internet has empowered the IPOB Movement in 

mobilising for an independent Biafra and that the research is part of the 

requirements for obtaining a PhD degree in media studies at the 

University of Bradford, UK.

B. Procedures
You have understood that you will participate in the project as an 

informant and that the interview may be recorded, and that interview can 

last between one and a half hours.

C. Risks and Benefits

 You have understood that there are no risks involved in this 

interview.

 You have understood that I am not working for any agency or 

government or being sponsored by the Nigerian government and 

that this project is purely an academic project.

D. Conditions for Participation

 You have understood that you are at liberty to withdraw your 

consent and discontinue your participation at any time you wished 

without any negative consequences.

 You have understood that your participation in this study is 

CONFIDENTIAL (that is, the researcher will know, but will not 
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disclose your identity, nor pass it on to any organisation, agency, 

or government).

 You have understood that the data from this study may be 

published.

 You have been provided with my supervisors’ contact details 

should you need further clarification about me and or the project.

 You have understood this agreement and that you freely consent 

and voluntarily agree to participate in the study.
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Appendix B. Interview Guide

1. What does the IPOB Movement represent to you?

2. In what ways have new media technologies empowered the coordination, 

organisation, and mobilisation efforts of the IPOB Movement?

3. To what extent have new technologies, notably, the Internet mobilised 

grassroots participation to the IPOB’s collective actions. Specifically, 

between the Internet and Radio Biafra technology, which is most 

important in terms of focused communication strategy and mobilisation?

4. What risk characterise the use of the Internet in the context of pro-

Biafran independent movement? Do you think the Internet is useful in 

advancing the cause of the movement?

5. What is the role of mainstream media in the IPOB Movement? Do you 

think the Nigerian media affected the structure and visibility of the IPOB 

in the Nigerian public sphere?

6. What elements motivate the IPOB movement, and how has the Internet 

contributed to their escalation?


