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Abstract 

This study explores the use of incivility and language aggression in social media debates on 
Biafra separatist agitation. Using the Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) approach, samples 
purposively generated from 7226 Biafra-themed posts on X were analyzed, highlighting how 
incivility and language aggression shape the Biafra agitation social media discourses. Contrary to 
other studies that situate the use of incivility to the pro-Biafra ingroup alone, this study found 
that the use of dehumanizing metaphors, threats, and aggressive language are mutual strategies 
utilized by both pro-Biafra and anti-Biafra ingroups in advancing their viewpoints. A major 
finding which recurred in the study’s themes is the failure of the proposed post-war 
reconstruction framework, which now serves as a major predictor of conflict and language 
aggression in the discourse of Biafra agitation.  Thus, it is safe to say that the mutual animosities 
present in the debates are driven by historical grudges, ethnic prejudices, and dearth of objective 
truth-telling. The study concludes by advancing civil discourse as the genuine pathway for 
promoting a more inclusive and stable democracy in Nigeria. 

Key words: Incivility, discourse, language aggression, social media, Biafra, civil discourse, 
debates, Nigeria. 
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Introduction 

The persistence of Biafra separatist agitation is one of the many democratic challenges 

recurring in Nigeria political space. This agitation which may be traced back to lack of genuine 

reconstruction since after the civil war of 1967-1970 (Ibeanu, 2016). Accordingly, the Biafra 

separatist groups like the Independent People of Biafra (IPOB) led by Mazi Nnamdi Kanu 

emerged while citing perceived marginalization, prejudiced resource distribution, and unresolved 

historical wrongs as the reasons behind their movement (Nwangwu, 2023. Eleke, 2021). IPOB, 

rose to relevance through effective messaging, especially through pirate radio (Radio Biafra) and 

social media, and through this means galvanized support for its cause both domestically and in 

the diaspora (Shehu, Othman & Osman 2017). The response by the Nigerian government in form 

of unnecessary militarization of the southeast and the debated incarceration of Kanu, has been 

blamed for potentially worsening the present situation (Obasi, 2017). The current study 

demonstrates the complex interconnectedness of historical, political, and social factors that 

continue to threaten Nigeria's democratic health. 

 

Identity Politics as Consequence of Post-War Reconstruction Failure 

 Cramer (2006) aptly diagnosed the cause of post-war agitations when he held that war 

does not end when the guns go silent; in the absence of genuine post-war reconstruction, people 

seek the continuation of war by other means. The Biafra separatist agitation was born out of the 

inability of the Nigerian state to toe the path of genuine post-war reconstruction by objectively 

revisiting the true causes of the war, make amends where necessary, rebuild and reintegrate all 

Accepted Manuscript 
Version of Record at: https://doi.org/10.1177/01634437251314351



3 
 

3 
 

parties into one national fold without prejudice. This was what the three Rs (reconciliation, 

reconstruction, rehabilitation) declared after the war by Gowon’s administration promised, but 

never delivered.  

The imminent consequence of this sad development was the rise of identity politics 

where tribe and religious affiliation became more salient than national cohesion. The lack of 

genuine reconciliation, proper historical clarifications and true political inclusion implies that the 

memories of Biafra remain an emotional rallying point for the Igbo; thus, helping to further the 

narrative of political exclusion by the Nigerian government (Ojukwu, 2009). Added to these, is 

the persisting overall bad leadership system which continues to bedevil Nigeria from 

independence till date. The Igbo tribe thus formed a tribal ingroup which responded positively to 

the idea of self-determination and re-secession as possible better political alternatives.   

 

Social media and Biafra agitation discourses 

 Certain topics in political communication tend to breed uncivil reactions (Szabo et al., 

2021). Self-determination ranks among such hot topics which evokes strong emotional and 

identity bias. In this situation, the motivational reasonings and biases of interaction partners even 

before the debate determine the choice of language and attitude towards the debate (Linssen et 

al., 2013). Debates on Biafra secessionist agitations rank among the most hotly contested debates 

among Nigerians, leaning often on their ethnoreligious, cultural, and political biases. The reason 

for this may be traced to the usual ingroup/outgroup identity contests which characterize both 

online and offline political debates. Rather than utilize the social media as tool for promoting the 

ideals of convergent public sphere where equal consideration and participation is availed to all, 

online political debaters often utilize social media as tools for heated discussion leading to 
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incivility and impoliteness (Papacharissi 2004: 260). This misuse of social media through 

incivility has attracted the attention of scholars (Recuero, 2024; Chen, 2017; Hmielowski, et al. 

2014) who agree that social media are associated more with incivility than other media.  

Chiluwa (2018), notes that in recent times the use of social media for the expressions of 

social and political tensions arising from shared identity and ingroup values has increased in 

many parts of the world. With more users getting access to information through the internet, 

especially the social media, individuals, and groups with grievances against the government and 

other form of authority make use of the social media to have their voices heard and to mobilize 

for protests if necessary. Uncivil posts and comments on social media are thus utilized by these 

aggrieved citizens as pathway for expressions and reinforcement of self-efficacy.  

Furthermore, social media has increasingly become a tool for online activism by militant 

groups, secessionist movements and extremist organizations who seek to promote their agendas 

and mobilize global support for their course as well as win others over or radicalize other 

Internet users to join their movement. Thus, extremists and secessionist groups combine highly 

organized resistance with threats and verbal war in their media and digital campaigns to produce 

a pattern of discourse known as ‘radicalist discourse’ (Chiluwa, 2012) or threat. In their defense, 

these extremists, and secessionists as well as their opponents often apply the thesis of Herbst 

(2010) who opines that incivility to some is a version of political expression. This is to say that 

often people who engage in incivility often do not consider themselves uncivil, rather they see 

themselves as asserting their fundamental right of speech. 

 Understandably, the topic of Biafra is an emotional one which bothers on the country’s 

history 30 months civil war between the Igbo people of the old eastern region and the rest of 

Nigeria. Thus, even in present times, conversations about Biafra are expectedly held in line with 
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identity loyalty. While the identity of one united Nigeria remains popular among the rest of 

Nigerians who are not in support of Biafra, Onuoha (2018) speaks of the Igbo identity away from 

the perceived unholy Nigerian union, transformed by the scars of the civil war lost, reinforced by 

collective feeling of marginalization and which remains at the heart of the recurrence of Biafra 

separatist agitation.  

 

Incivility and language aggression 

While incivility and language aggression are often used synonymously, scholars perceive 

language aggression as a multifaceted and more complex phenomenon which goes beyond 

incivility to include other diverse ways through which unpleasantness in message exchange may 

be described (Dubrovskaya & Yuskaeva, 2022). Theorizing on language-aggression, Montare 

and Boone, (1973) suggests that physical aggression is a resultant effect of poor language skills. 

This was exemplified in research with children, where immaturity in language skills predicted 

high levels of aggression and maturity in language skills returned lower aggressive behavior in 

the children. 

 Incivility in communication could therefore be a form of discourse toxicity which may 

encompass hate speech in some instances and may be explained as violence of language 

(Recuero, 2024; Antoci et al., 2016). They are concepts that cover a wide range of aggressive 

linguistic behaviors with significant impact on interpersonal communications, social dynamics, 

and mental health. Furthermore, scholars agree that incivility and language aggression is an 

antisocial behavior which constitutes threat to democratic stability through the decline of quality 

conversation both interpersonally and mediated (Friess et al., 2020; Papacharissi, 2004). An 

uncivil discourse is antithetical to accord and usually stands in violation of societal norms. This 
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implies that in an uncivil communication a sender and receiver of communication view 

themselves as adversaries prioritizing their views without compromise. Thus, incivility is a 

catalyst of polarization. Chen et al. (2019) however raised an important contrary opinion worth 

mentioning in conceptualizing incivility. They countered two assumptions which most research 

in incivility often make; first is that incivility can be measured, and the other is that incivility is 

bad. To date there are no commonly accepted definitions of what incivility means because what 

is uncivil to one person may not be to another. Again, while incivility can lead to varied negative 

outcomes, it can also lead to beneficial outcomes in certain circumstances like bonding 

(Faulkner, 2009), sparking of political interest (Brooks & Geer, 2007).  

Herbst (2010) elaborated on the controversy of conceptualizing incivility by holding that 

despite the popular scholarly thesis that found incivility incompatible with productive political 

conversations, incivility to some persons remain a form of political expression. While this view 

of incivility may not enjoy popular scholarly endorsement, it remains factual that in 

circumstances of reasoned opinion expression, the use incivility may be explained as a way of 

fostering awareness and understanding between the proponents of opposing views (Rossini, 

2022). Thus, Novotna et al. (2023) submit that the two important determinant factors that 

determine the role incivility plays in conversations include justified opinion expression and the 

target of uncivil comments. A good instance could be Bassem Youssef’s uncivil description of 

President Biden as “Genocide Joe” on Piers Morgan’s Show (Natour, 2024 February 23). While 

the comment can be considered uncivil, Bassem justifies this remark by explaining that his 

reason for referring to the U.S President in such light was because of his role in enabling the 

persisting killings in Gaza. 
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Conceptual Framework and Methodology  

The critical discourse analysis (CDA) suits this research both as a conceptual and 

methodological framework to examine the use of incivility in online debates about Biafra 

separatist agitation. van Dijk (2001) described CDA as a kind of qualitative discourse analysis 

that investigates how social power abuse, dominance, and inequality are enacted, reproduced, 

and resisted through language in social and political contexts. 

Specifically, we used the Discourse-Historical Approach (DHA), developed by Reisigl 

and Wodak (2009) for this current analysis. DHA is an analytical tool under CDA that analyses 

textual and verbal content using a critical approach. The DHA also extends its inquiries on 

intertextual and interdiscursive relationships between utterances, texts, genres, and discourses, 

while factoring in extra-linguistic social/sociological variables, the history of organizations or 

institutions, and situational frames (Chiluwa et al. 2020). Thus, it enables researchers the 

opportunity to study how discourses, genres and texts change in relation to sociopolitical change’ 

(Reisigl and Wodak 2009: 90).  

 

Data for this analysis was collected using textual and video posts and comments on 

Biafra agitation between 2021 to 2024. The data were generated through a free search of 

keywords “Biafra” “Igbos” and “Nnamdi Kanu” on X which returned about 7226 posts. This 

allowed us to have pool of data through which we could observe and detect incivility in the 

debates on Biafra agitation. We purposively excerpted 17 posts and comments which best 

reflected the views of pro-Biafra and anti-Biafra camps for the purpose of demonstrating how 
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incivility is utilized in discourses surrounding Biafra agitation. As was seen throughout the 

analysis, EXP. means “excerpt”.  

 

Analysis and Discussion   

Using related themes, we highlighted incivility and aggressive language markers like 

verbal abuses, threats, insults and hateful comments in the debates about Biafra separatist 

agitation and came up with the following themes. 

 

Incivility, hate and Identity Politics  

 Patterns of incivility noticeable in the analyzed data, point to the fact that ethnicity plays 

a major role in the debaters’ use of uncivil expressions in the discourses about Biafra agitation. 

This aligns with Gagliardone et al. (2014)’s submission that hate speech is context-dependent, 

and thus studies surrounding incivility in communication should be done without losing these 

unique historical and cultural contexts. The prevalence of incivility in online debates about 

Biafra is noticeably premised on the history of post-war resentment between the Igbo and other 

ethnic groups in Nigeria. The inability to implement effective post-war reconstruction plans gave 

rise to the continued ingroup vs outgroup suspicion, distrust and squabbles which characterizes 

inter-ethnic relations as well as discourses on Biafra separatist agitation.  

The IPOB members who identify with the Igbo ingroup are known to constantly use 

uncivil remarks to refer to Hausa-Fulani and Yoruba outgroups in debates pertaining to Biafra. 

Sani (2017) notes that IPOB leader, Nnamdi Kanu is in the habit of using language aggression, 

comprising inciteful comments, verbal attacks and provocative words against the Nigerian 

government in his speeches and comments. And same uncivil treatment is extended to other Igbo 
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persons who dissent from the ideology of identity divide. It is important to note that the pro-

Biafra members of Igbo ethnicity are not alone in the use uncivil remarks in these discourses. 

Some individuals who are of Hausa/Fulani, Yoruba and other ethnic groups also deploy 

denigrating remarks against IPOB members and Igbo people in general. This resentment was 

witnessed again in the 2023 Presidential election which was marred by heightened cases of 

Igbophobia to the extent of disenfranchisement especially in Lagos State.  

The politics of ethnic identity sorting is noticeable in the following posts made by users 

who were pro-Biafra.  

EXP.1: We have never attempted nor sought to discourage Fulani Janjaweed Caliphate 
of the #Zoo from identifying or fraternising with their fellow Fulani of the French Niger 
Republic. Why are they obsessed with causing division between Igbos & their cousins 
from so-called Niger Delta? (X, June 2021). 
 
EXP.2: So, because Nnamdi Kanu is held in detention, any dirty Yoruba bigot will raise 
their eyebrow and dare to call out DSS to arrest any Igbo who speaks their minds??? 
What gives you the temerity to think that the arrest of MNK is a tribal thing and peculiar 
to the Igbo people? Are you guys m@d? (X, June 2024) 

 

 Evidently, from the two excerpts, one can easily deduce that the Igbo ingroup resents 

Hausa/Fulani and Yoruba as outgroup. Aside from using uncivil adjectives to qualify the 

outgroup, the Igbo ingroup implicitly othered the Hausa/Fulani and Yoruba ethnic groups who 

are opposed to their secession ambition. Similarly, the Yoruba, and Hausa/Fulani ingroup 

considers the Igbos as outgroup and treats them as threat to the democratic future of Nigeria. 

This is also evidenced in the excerpt below. 

EXP.3: Igbos are not proud to use their brain to develop their space because they don’t 
have it. Their norms are crime. We must stop this nonsense of one Nigeria. The young 
Yoruba are rejecting the 36 state structure. Sorry Biafra is a fraud folks I have said this 
before. Igbos are criminals, they are crazy. (X, 2019 May) 
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EXP.4: You and your fake group can’t redefine democracy using the IPOB terrorist 
group template. It’s only in Nigeria that lunatics like you can make his way to the 
National Assembly. You have been calling Baba @MBuhari names for keeping the 
terrorist leader Nnamdi Kanu in jail. (X, June 10) 

The implication of this identity politics and ethnic sorting is that it affords the platform 

for incivility to thrive especially on social media with its anonymity features. Just as partisan 

political identities and intergroup factors have been found to predict incivility (Rains et al., 

2017), ethnic polarization is also a conduit for incivility. In the absence of truth-telling and 

reconciliation, any mention of Biafra evokes war memories and climaxes in the use of incivility. 

The dearth of mutual tolerance which results in genuine unity implies that each ethnic group 

advances the reasoning that justifies their biases which are often expressed through incivility. 

While Nnamdi Kanu and his followers who are predominantly Igbos may be guilty of using 

uncivil rhetoric in advancing their case for Biafra (Chiluwa, 2020); the same may be said of Oba 

Akiolu’s threat to drown Igbos in the Lagos lagoon if they do not vote Akinwumi Ambode in 

2015 gubernatorial elections (Ameh, 2015). The same may also be said of former President 

Muhammadu Buhari’s threat to treat Igbo agitators in the language they will understand 

(Akinwotu, 2021).  In a nutshell, the use of language aggression in the Biafra agitation debate is 

not a one-sided trend on the part of the pro-Biafra ingroup but a shared behavior which also 

involved the anti-Biafra ingroup.  

 

Dehumanizing Metaphors and Shaping of Uncivil Rhetoric 

Primarily, metaphors are literary devices that help to unpack complex and abstract issues 

into better understood and memorable concepts (Otieno, Owino, & Attyang, 2016; Thibodeau et 

al., 2017). When metaphors are used repeatedly on an issue, there is a tendency to naturalize that 

which is said, hence their common usage in conceptualizing the world (Flusberg et al, 2018). By 
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its nature, metaphors can be persuasive and thus it influences human perception and emotional 

responses (Rogos-Hebda, 2020). This is why metaphors can also serve as an effective tool for 

misrepresentation and fomenting unnecessary malice against an outgroup. Gonclaves (2022) 

notes that dehumanizing metaphors have been adopted by ingroups to promote hate speech 

against immigrants. The heightened usage of uncivil metaphors leads to desensitization, which is 

a lack of negative response to violence (Abuín-Vences et al., 2022). Having been desensitized, 

individuals tend to get more influenced by the prejudiced messages and display attitudes of 

prejudice more than those not desensitized (Soral, Bilewicz, & Winiewski, 2018). This is made 

more apparent in political discourses, where ingroups see nothing good in the outgroup. Hate 

speech can also lead to an increase in political intolerance (Abuín-Vences et al., 2022) and hate 

crimes (Müller & Schwarz, 2020). 

 Available data reveals that conversations about Biafra agitation between online users 

have generally been charged with dehumanizing metaphors which promote incivility and 

language aggression, and thus furthering the divide between the pro-Biafra and anti-Biafra camp. 

Each ingroup, through their attitude conforms to van Dijk’s (1998) ideological square 

perspective (i.e., maximize my/our good action and minimize their good action). An instance of 

the pro-Biafra dehumanizing metaphors may be seen on posts made by Nnamdi Kanu. 

EXP 5: A Zoo is a Zoo, a Jungle is a Jungle, a Nigeria is a Nigeria. The world MUST 
end this human misery & colonial shame called Nigeria. Even if you won’t do it because 
of your Neo-Colonial tendencies, do it to save innocent lives. Assuming you believe that 
Black Lives Still Matter! (X, June 2021) 
 

 Justifying his reason for describing Nigeria as a metaphorical zoo, Kanu explained that it 

is because violence has become a norm in Nigeria like in the animal kingdom (Ebuzor, 2016), 

and that criminals are not brought to account. However, leaning on the definition of metaphor as 

Accepted Manuscript 
Version of Record at: https://doi.org/10.1177/01634437251314351



12 
 

12 
 

an exchange of meaning from a source domain to a target domain, Chiluwa et al. (2020) faulted 

Kanu’s Zoo metaphor by wondering how the language of a zoo is violence and how animals are 

killed without any consequence. Conversely, there is evidence of incivility in rhetoric of the anti-

Biafra ingroup. For instance, during an interview in June 2021, former President Muhammadu 

Buhari who participated in the civil war as a young soldier described Igbo land as’ “a dot in 

circle’ and threatened to talk to the agitators ‘in the language they understand’. Such 

dehumanizing metaphor from then incumbent leader of the nation suggests an ulterior motive 

especially when actual terrorism led by Boko Haram and Fulani herdsmen, was happening in the 

northern region of the country where the President comes from. Yet the President did not reserve 

such metaphor for the terrorists who share ethnicity and religion with him.  

EXP 7: IPOB is just like a dot in a circle. Even if they want to exit, they will have no 
access to anywhere. And the way they are spread all over the country, having businesses 
and properties, I don’t think IPOB knows what they are talking about. “In any case, we 
say we’ll talk to them in the language that they understand. (X, 2021 June) 

EXP 8: Imagine being Igbo. Your tribe’s name translates to Slave. You lost the Biafra 
war. You lost the presidency. Nnamdi kanu is dying in prison. Your land is a shithole. (X, 
2024 July) 
 
In another post made by a user from the anti-Biafra camp (EXP 8), two metaphors were 

used to describe the Igbos: ‘slave’ and ‘shithole’. The author of the post derided the Igbos for 

losing the civil war and the presidential election (Peter Obi lost and Bola Tinubu won) to a 

Yoruba man in 2023 poll. This may also be related to the fact that no Igbo person has led the 

country since the country’s democratic experience. Ideally, the memory of slavery should evoke 

sober reflection among all Black people around the world as a painful incident in Black history, 

and so should the memory of the Nigerian civil war be to all Nigerians irrespective of ethnic 

background. Unfortunately, these lines are not respected as Igbos are mocked for losing the war 
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thus justifying the observations of Ukaogo (2012) and Albert (2002) about the sustained failure 

of post-war reconstruction policies in Nigeria. 

 

Threat as Strategy of Incivility 

The concept of threat has been studied over the years as a widespread instrument for 

influencing an audience. Threats provokes negative emotion in the mind of the threatened and 

thus it is thought to impact human thoughts, feelings and behavior, thus making it one of the 

most effective means of drawing people’s attention. Thus, in contemporary online and offline 

political discourses, the use of threat has become a common tool of influence to exert control on 

the fearful subject (Furedi 2018). In most cases, the initiator of threat communication usually 

does so not only to cause fear in the mind of the threatened, but also to demonstrate control 

against the receiver of threat communication.  

In recent times in America, threat communication has increasingly become part of 

political discourses especially the worsening polarization. Dick (2016) asked a question on why 

fear-based ads and rhetoric are so effective and got the following as part of the response:                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                         

‘Threat makes people get off their democratic behinds and act. Threat will do the job. Fear 

lowers reason and activates drives; cognitive processing of means and ends gives way to non-

cognitive motivations of survival and group belonging.” 

With regards to the current study, a similar strategy of threat communication was 

detected in the online discourses about Biafra agitation. Perhaps due to the salience of ethnic 

biases, debaters utilize not only dehumanizing metaphors, but verbal and written threats aimed at 

evoking fear in the minds of the threatened as well reinforce ingroup superiority. For instance, in 
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reaction to the recent creation of Livestock Ministry by the Bola Tinubu’s administration (Arise 

News, 2024), a user from the pro-Biafra camp made the following post on X,  

EXP 9: You can create Ministry of terrorists called (ministry of livestock) in Nigeria, not 
in Biafraland. If you create it in any Biafra territory, we will burn it down the next day. 
Do not include Biafra territory in your so-called livestock. The terrorists Fulanis called 
for the creation on June 23rd, 2024, and the terrorists president prioritize it by creating 
the ministry on July 9th, 2024, in less than a month. We will burn everything associated 
with it in Biafraland (X, 2022 July). 
 
The above statement was seemingly inspired by the sustained clashes between Fulani 

cattle herders and local farming communities in Igbo land and several other regions in the 

country (Duke & Agbaji, 2020). Between 2018 to 2019 the Armed Conflict Location & Event 

Data Project (ACLED), recorded that herders have killed nearly 2000 Nigerians. The creation of 

the Livestock Ministry is therefore seen by some individuals and groups as a ploy to pacify the 

herdsmen (Uzoaru, 2024) rather than bring them to book for their acts of terrorism. Another 

instance of threat by the pro-Biafra group was also evidenced in the post on X below in reaction 

to the proposed Nigeria’s strengthening of defense partnership with South Africa. The post read:   

EXP I0: I call on South Africa to stay away from the conflict. My promise to the South 
Africa forces, is that if you join forces with Nigeria terrorist state to fight Biafra, I will 
order the BDF to specifically target your troops and you will never return to South 
Africa. It is a promise! Stay out of this. We will not only bring Nigeria to its knees but 
will destroy the terrorists state beyond repair, Nigeria can never stand after this 
generation of Biafra fighters. (X, 2024 July) 
 

 Evidently, the idea behind the post is to infuse doubt in the mind of the South African 

authorities to refrain from partnering with Nigeria tackling security challenges. The post not only 

threatened the safety of any troop to be sent by South Africa, but also threatens the existence of 

the country, Nigeria. While the ability of such threat to be manifested may be debated, the facts 

remains that this manner of communication does less good to the image of the nation and may 

foreclose possible positive outcomes that may result from such international alliance.  
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 Equally, threats were also present in the posts and comments by users who are of anti-

Biafra divide. For instance, a user from this group threatened to burn down shops owned by Igbo 

people in Lagos as a way of forcing them to leave Lagos. The Igbos are known for commerce all 

round Nigeria and there have been records of suspicious fire outbreaks in different parts of 

Nigeria which mostly affect the Igbos. A threat like this may reinforce the rumors that most fire 

incidences in Nigerian markets are willfully done to harm Igbos. 

EXP 11: We can start by burning up all Ibo shops everywhere in Lagos that will 
accelerate the process of sending them back. (X July 2024) 

  

 Following the outcome of the 2023 Nigeria Presidential election which was marred with 

online and offline incivility as well as violence especially in Lagos State where the Igbos were 

perceived to have sought to interfere with their politics. A journalist and current media aide to 

the President, Mr. Bayo Onanuga wrote:  

EXP 12: Let 2023 be the last time of Igbo interference in Lagos politics. Let there be no 
repeat in 2027. Lagos is like Anambra, Imo, any Nigerian state. It is not No Man’s Land, 
not Federal Capital Territory. It is Yoruba land. Mind your business. (X, March 2023) 

 

 When he was cautioned to refrain from making inciting remarks which could lead to 

serious ethnic rift between the Igbos and Yorubas, he threatened further: 

 

EXP 13: I owe no one apology for ethnic slur against Igbos; they are threats to Yorubas 
(X, March 2023) 

 

 The above comments are anti-democratic as there was no evidence of Igbo interference in 

Lagos politics. No Igbo contested in Lagos elections. What Mr Onanuga considered interference 

was a collective decision of Igbo voters to support a candidate of their choosing. The 

consequences of these threats as uncivil discourse are enormous and detrimental to the collective 
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progress of the country. Today, the ethnic rift between Igbo and Yoruba have increased and will 

continue to belie efforts towards national peace and unity.  Threats are unproductive 

communication in democratic contexts where free-will is the core predictor of choices.  

 

Perspectivization as Discursive Strategy of Incivility Rhetoric 

Perspectivation in discourse analysis refers to the art of viewing a situation or an 

occurrence from a distinct perspective (Reisigl & Wodak 2009). Things happen or are usually 

interpreted and received within a frame or context. Perspectivization can otherwise be seen as 

framing, an important concept and popular theory in communication discipline. To frame is ‘to 

select some aspects of a perceived reality and make them more salient in a communicating text, 

in such a way as to promote a particular problem definition, causal interpretation, moral 

evaluation, and/or treatment recommendation for the item described’ (Entman 1993 p.53). The 

concept of framing features prominently in discourses of social movement where it is considered 

‘an active, processual phenomenon that implies agency and contention at the level of reality 

construction’ (Benford & Snow, 2000 p.614). Through frames which function as action-oriented 

sets of beliefs and meaning, social movement ingroups advance their logic and infer meanings in 

relation to their causes. 

Hart (2023) recalls that framing around social movement is a common approach in 

critical discourse analysis (CDA) which mainly dwells on how activities of social movements are 

invalidated in media discourses depending on the identity divide of the media organization. This 

reporting system is captured in the protest-paradigm, a system of media reporting in which 

mainstream media delegitimizes the activities of social movements by focusing on violent or 

disruptive consequences of protest rather than the message or the wrong it seeks to address. 
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With regards to Biafra agitation, perspectivization has been used by both the promoters 

and those against the idea of Biafra right from the days of the Nigerian civil war. The motive for 

the war was framed differently by both camps to justify their actions and curry sympathy from 

internal and external supporters. The popular slogan on the side of the Gowon-led Federal 

Government which was to keep Nigeria one is a task that must be done (Abdulrahman, 2024), 

implied that Biafra was considered a threat to the sovereignty of Nigeria and to forestall the 

denigration of this sovereignty the war was justified. On the side of Biafra, the motive for the 

war was for self-preservation, this was expressed in their popular slogan of the war which said, 

unless we fight to live, we will stop fighting and die (Omaka, 2018). Thus, the basis for the 

declaration of Biafra was not necessarily to secede for secession’s sake but to prevent the then 

endless pogrom of Igbo citizens.  

Similarly, the renewed agitation for Biafra secession and its opposition are framed in a 

similar manner like during the war. Ibeanu et al. (2016) pointed out that there is a collective 

feeling of victimization which drives the narrative of the agitation. There is a popular frame 

among the Igbo ethnic group that they are deliberately being excluded from the politics of the 

country and unfairly targeted.  

EXP 14: Our people are steadily being marginalized, victimized, kidnapped, gruesomely 
murdered, impoverished and enslaved across the Nigerian contraption. Incidents that 
prompted the Biafran armed resistance in defence of our people and homeland dating 
back between 1945 and 1970 are very much prevalent after over forty years of 
hypocritical unity/federalism.” (Kanu, 2019: 15) 

 

 Evidently, from the above post by the leader of the IPOB, Nnamdi Kanu the perspective 

of marginalization is advanced as justification for the secessionist agitation. The drivers and 

supporters of the agitation thus counters the perspective of agitators as terrorists or 
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insurrectionists. They rather frame their cause as a struggle for political fairness, and security of 

their lives.  

EXP 14: Again #ESN was created out of necessity. As long as Buhari’s regime continues 
to kill and abduct #Biafrans across the (SE)! #ESN will continue to protect Igbo people 
from the brutal attacks of terrorists, bandits and herdsmen…………….I want to make 
this clear: #ESN is not after security agents. #ESN is focused on stopping terrorists who 
are rampaging our communities! The sole duty of the #ESN is to resist the attacks of the 
terrorists, bandits and herdsmen against #Biafran 

 However, the story is different from the anti-Biafra divide, where the agitation is framed 

to be treacherous and an attempt by the agitators to stoke ethnic rancor in the quest to assert their 

relevance. The poplar feeling is that IPOB led by Nnamdi Kanu has declared war on other tribes 

that are not in support of Biafra through his uncivil rhetoric. A record of Nnamdi Kanu’s 

comment during the #ENDSARS protest lends credence to this perspective. 

EXP 15: Ambush them, take their guns and kill them. These are animals, they are not 
human beings. They may be wearing police or army uniforms. They are not human 
beings these are terrorists from Niger. They are terrorists from Gambia, they are Fulani 
terrorists from Chad. They are not human beings, disarm them and kill them. If you allow 
them to scare, you off the street your life is over. I want Lagos airport to be on flames, 
penetrate the airport and set Murtala Muhammed airport on fire then the world will listen. 
You are dealing with animals, Fulani Janjaweeds they do not listen (X, 2020 October). 

There is also an ethnic identity frame which considers Biafra agitation a disservice to an 

ingroup with current political advantage. Amidst the current call to protest bad governance under 

the current Bola Ahmed Tinubu administration (Busari & Alvarado, 2024) some supporters of 

the administration mainly from Yoruba ethnic background perceive the proposed protest 

regardless of its merits to be a subtle idea of Biafra agitators seeking to ruin the Yoruba land. 

EXP 16: Again, because a Yoruba Man is the Head of government, I won't join any 
protest He has a reflection of me, and anything hurl towards him will circle back to me. 
Call me a tribalist, I am a proud one If I see it as protecting Yoruba interest My views, 
my right anybody can hang themselves for that. Any protest about poverty that is not 
across the rural areas where we have the poorest of poor is nothing, but a facade and an 
agenda wrapped in ethnocentrism. 
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 In summary, it is evident that perspectivization or framing is a strategy favored by both 

sides of the divide in advancing their causes and maintaining their convictions in favor or against 

the Biafra agitation. As Entman (1993) proposed framing allows Igbo promoters of Biafra and 

other ethnic groups against the agitation to select some aspects of reality and make them so 

salient while communicating the motives for their positions. Thus, while using perspectivization 

as a strategy, the leaders of these two positions do not necessarily deceive their supporters into 

adopting new beliefs, rather they seek to amplify their already held beliefs, values and 

orientation (Nelson et al.,1997). 

 

Conclusion 

The implication of incivility to the political stability of Nigeria gives cause for serious 

concern since it constitutes threat to democracy. Evidently, political incivility can lead to what 

Herbst (2010) described as rude democracy, an unkind tone and practice of democracy, while in 

contrast, civil political discourse consists of free and respectful exchange of different ideas Coe 

et al. (2014). Incivility overheats the polity and constitutes negative implications for multi-ethnic 

democracy like Nigeria’s. This is because it undermines the principle of unity which makes the 

various ethnic groups tolerate each other as united in diversity. ‘Derogatory and pejorative 

expressions over time can incite violence because of the way they are able to propagate negative 

sentiments against a particular group’ (Chiluwa et al., 2020 p.206). In the absence of civil 

politics, suspicion and bearing grudges sets in, which portends danger to the nation’s democratic 

health. 

 A noteworthy finding of this study is the fact that incivility and language aggression in 

both online and offline discourse of Biafra agitation are shared bad habits of both the promoters 
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of the agitation and those against it. For instance, Chiluwa et al (2020) rightly conclude that the 

promoters of the Biafra agitation employ vigorous use of hate speech in their online Radio and 

TV to disparage the Nigerian government and other ethnic groups. While this is true given the 

many recorded uncivil rhetoric of Nnamdi Kanu and his supporters. However, it will be half 

truth to conclude that this development is not mutual. For instance, this tweet made by then 

President Muhammadu Buhari confirms that the violence of language was mutual between both 

sides. 

 

EXP 17: Many of those misbehaving today are too young to be aware of the destruction 
and loss of lives that occurred during the Nigerian Civil War. Those of us in the fields for 
30 months, who went through the war, will treat them in the language they understand 
(X, 2021, June). 
 

 The subsequent removal of this tweet by Twitter (X) as an abusive post and a violation of 

its community resulted in the ban of Twitter from 5 June 2021 to 13 January 2022. While the 

Nigerian government through its Minister of Information Lai Mohammed, defended the 

President’s position and justified it as a reaction to an ugly development in the country. Pundits 

like Akinwotu (2021) pointed out the uncivil nature of Buhari’s comment thus; ‘the painful 

legacy of the Biafra war runs deep in Nigeria, Those who died are not officially commemorated 

and the claims of atrocities levelled at the military have never been acknowledged. The war is 

not taught in schools and cultural depictions of the conflict are tightly censored’. Again, this 

submission reechoes an important finding made in this study which is the interconnectedness of 

the prevailing uncivil discourses with the failure of post-war reconstruction in Nigeria. Just like 

Akinwotu (2021) observed, sweeping the war memories under the carpet and pretending like it 

never happened is a wrong way to achieve unity. The unwillingness to pursue a pathway of 

truth and genuine healing and the spiral of silence around the civil war has allowed the 
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uninformed to lead the narratives in their ignorance. This only deepens the divide and furthers 

the use of incivility in difficult political discourses like Biafra agitation.  

 It is evident that the sustained incivility present in the online discourse of Biafra agitation 

portends no benefit to any ethnic group in Nigeria, because any form of threat arising from the 

unguarded comments affects everyone irrespective of their ethnic background. Negative 

metaphors and threats exacerbate anarchy which in this case are rooted in unresolved ethnic 

tensions handed over to generations. A genuine post-war reconstruction effort departs from 

negatives frames of outgroups as aggressors, but rather affords a level-playing ground for all to 

speak their truth, seek redress and effect frank reconciliation. 
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