
Edo Polytechnic Journal of Administration and Development Vol.1, No. 1, January, 2020 
 

 221 

The Social Media and the Trajectory of Democratic  

Consolidation in Nigeria: An Exposition 

 
Uabor Elanor 

 

Department of Public Administration,  

School of Business Studies, Edo State Polytechnic, Usen. 

08034559206 

 
Abstract 

One quest that states in Africa and the developing world at large have been 
battling with is the desire to consolidate their democracies. Nigeria has had her 

fair share of this quest as she continues to seek consolidation with very minimal 
success recorded. While consolidating a democracy might seem a herculean task, 

it can become a possibility within the shortest time frame if the right keys are 

applied. This work looks at the experiences, contributions and challenges of the 
social media to the democratic consolidation process in Nigeria. There is no 

doubt the fact that there is a nexus between the social media and democratic 
consolidation in Nigeria. The concern in this narrative is to ascertain the nature 

of relations between the duo, either it be positive or negative. This is the core 

foci of this research activity. The paper draws anchorage from two theories 

which are technological determinism and mobilization theories. The main thrust 

of this research paper is to ascertain the role the social media plays in the 

consolidation or otherwise of Nigeria’s democracy with the objective of 
examining the social media with a view to ascertaining its impacts on 

democratic consolidation in Nigeria. This research adopts a qualitative research 
method with a view to eliciting information from evidence derived from 

secondary sources by retrieving data from books, journal articles, conference 

papers amongst a plethora of others. It has been discovered that the social 
media is a two edged sword which can have either positive or negative impact on 

the nations democracy. The paper revealed that the social media has played a 
very significant role in Nigeria’s democratic experience especially since the 

fourth republic and if properly harnessed it can aid Nigeria attain speedy 

consolidation of her democracy. It however sounds a caveat on the unregulated 
use of the social media.  
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Introduction 

The media over the years have been globally acknowledged as the watchdog of 

the society and their information/monitoring roles considered a sine qua non for 

democracy and good governance (Mohammed & James, 2017). In every area of human 

endeavor, the role of the media is very vital and relevant. The citizenry has a right to 
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relevant public information (Inokoba, 2014) which the mass media is obligated to provide. 

The federal government of Nigeria had without mincing words stated that the role of the 

media as contained in section 22 of the 1999 constitution were as follows…. The Press, 

Radio, Television and other agencies of the mass media shall at all times be free to 

uphold the fundamental objectives and uphold the responsibility and accountability of the 

government to the people (FGN, 1999). 

      It is pertinent to state that in the course of the past two decades, the African 

region has been partly transformed by the winds of democratic change (Diamond, 2010). 

Bratton and Vande Walle (1994), stated that in the late 1980’s and early 1990’s Africa 

experienced the third wave of democratization with 41 out of 47 countries in sub-Saharan 

Africa undergoing significant political reforms including the conduct of her first elections 

in a generation. This represented a milestone as prior to this time; authoritarianism was 

the practice in most African countries while democracy was struggling to find inroads 

into the continent. The wave of democratic optimism’s in the 1990’s associated with the 

global triumph of democracy and capitalism around the world democracy has given way 

to more sober appraisals about the current health of democratic systems in the developing 

world (Rakner, et.al,2007).Apart from being a subject of global concern, the concept 

democracy is particularly sensitive to the current socio-economic and political 

circumstances of nations striving for international identity and developmental posture as 

well as liberality and good governance (Kwasau, 2013). One of the peculiar thing about 

Nigeria is her heterogeneity as Nigeria is pluralistic in terms of ethnic, regional and 

religious identities (Danaan, 2017). At various times in Nigeria’s history, scholarly works 

have been documented on the performance of the mass media especially as it relates to 

the democratic process. See (Nwosu, 2003; Oso and Pate, 2010; Yusuf, 2001).  

In the contemporary international political system, social media platforms have 

become part of the people’s everyday life. Facebook is reported to have more than 800 

million active users (Facebook, 2011) with twitter having more than 200 million 

individuals subscribing to her services (Huffpost Tech, 2011). This large population is 

what can make or mar any democracy. While we make conscious efforts to locate the 

social media in Nigeria’s democratic consolidation agenda, it is necessary that we have 

deep insights into Nigeria’s democratic experience with a view to identifying loopholes 

that can be filled using the social media with a view to attaining democratic consolidation. 

 

Conceptual Definition  

 

Democratic Consolidation: Definitions of democratic consolidation vary from simple 

mechanistic tests such as whether a country has experienced two successive and peaceful 

transfers of power to much deeper conceptions of what democracy ought to entail 

(Randall, & Svasand, 2001).Democratic consolidation simply means the 

institutionalization of democratic norm and value of political institution of which the 

electoral process is a critical part of (Igbokwe-Ibeto, et.al, 2016).Democratic 

consolidation addresses the concern of strengthening or otherwise of political institutions 
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(Ismaila & Othman, 2016). This definition is very useful for Nigeria as majority of her 

institutions have been considered weak. 

 

Social Media: Social media are a group of internet based applications that build on the 

ideological and technological foundations of web 2.0 and that allow the creation and 

exchange of user generated content (Kaplan & Haenlein,2010). Social Media are 

computer mediated tools that allow people to create, share or exchange information, 

career interests, ideas and pictures/videos in virtual and network (Obarisiagbon, et.al, 

2017). The level of interactions fostered and bolstered by the social media has heightened 

in recent times as people have become more connected irrespective of their geographic 

location. This has been made possible by the social media. 

 

Democracy: According to Dreze and Sen (2002), the concept as translated from the 

ancient Greek language means rule by the people. Salih, opined that democracy goes 

beyond the mechanical transfer of political experiences from one society to the other 

instead it is about political participation (Salih,2001). By this he implied that a true 

democracy must have the followership class play a role in electing their political leaders. 

The concept of democracy has become widely accepted the world over with country’s not 

practicing it admonished to embrace it. 

 

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

 

Mobilization Theory  

Drawing anchorage from the mobilization theory, we state that the influence of 

the social media as represented by various online medium is quite huge and significant. 

Aligning with the trend of thought embedded in this theory, Strandberg (2006), stated 

that the internet has the capacity to affect political activity amongst citizens.  Lusoli and 

Ward (2004), lend credence to this theory by stating that it has the ability to inform, 

activate and engage citizens. The social media is more often than not a major tool for 

campaigns and political lobbying by political aspirants who utilize it to mobilize votes for 

themselves and political leaders who use it to rally support from their constituents. It has 

continued to play a centrifugal role in the political system of contemporary times. 

 

Technological determinism theory 

This theory which was propounded in 1964 by Marshall McLuhan a Canadian 

born communication scholar, predicted that the infusion and diffusion of technology in 

the act of communication would significantly determine socio-political, cultural and 

economic changes. It is a theory which opines that the use of the social media as a 

technological tool can determine the turnout of events in the political space. This theory 

which is hinged on the use of technology in communication has received support from 

several other scholars over the years. 
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Nigeria’s Democracy in the Fourth Republic: Unbroken yet Seemingly 

Unconsolidated 

It is important to examine Nigeria’s democracy as it will to a very significant 

extent provide us with a glimpse of the state of affairs as she seeks consolidation. 

Nigeria’s democracy is of a mixed type i;e problems and prospects. The travails of her 

democracy have weakened her and attempted to cripple the process of consolidation. In 

the past 59 years of Nigeria’s independence, she has suffered interruptions of her 

democracy by the military however, on May 29 1999 Nigeria heaved a sigh of relief after 

the military relinquished power to the democratically elected government led by 

Olusegun Obasanjo (Olakunle et.al (2019). After years of military and authoritarian rule, 

great expectations accompanied the resumption of civilian rule in Nigeria in May 1999 

(Abba, et.al, 2015). Unfortunately, these expectations have remained a pipe dream as 

concerted efforts seem not to have been made to consolidate the Nations democracy. 

Nigeria has been under democratic rule since 1999, this represents the longest democratic 

experience for her since she attained political independence. Prior to this, her democracy 

suffered constant interruptions via military coups and counter coups. It is sad to state that 

the Nigerian democratic project has remained trapped in transition despite the prolonged 

period of its unbroken operations and existence (over two decades). In gauging the 

expected from the available, Nigeria has fared very dismally. Schedler (1998) believed 

that the original idea of democratic consolidation connoted an attempt to describe the 

challenges of making her democracy secure, extending their life expectancy beyond the 

short term, ensuring their immunity against the threat of authoritarian repression and 

building dams to prevent eventual reversal waves. While Nigeria has met some of the 

outlined conditions, she has failed woefully in others as despite years of democratic 

experiments and projections for a consolidated democracy Nigeria seems to be at the 

teething stage of her expectation. Nigeria is a clear example of a country at risk of failure, 

with an ensuing major global impact (Okeke, 2019). So many factors have acted as a clog 

in the wheel of Nigeria’s efforts at attaining democratic consolidation as it remains quite 

obvious that the perspectives of Nigeria’s political development have continued to evolve 

e.g it has moved from militarism to incumbency and Godfatherism. Oche posited that in 

other to be regarded as being consolidated, a democracy must develop behavourial, 

attitudinal and constitutional dispositions and qualities that are completely supportive of 

the democratic way of life (Oche, N.D). Taking this viewpoint into focus especially as it 

pertains to Nigeria, there is the need to interrogate the democratic system in Nigeria with 

a view to ascertaining the key causal factors for her failure to achieve democratic 

consolidation. Several factors have contributed to the failure of Nigeria’s democracy to 

achieve consolidation at this point in time. Factors such as the politics of godfatherism, 

incumbency factor, corruption, electoral violence, internal insecurities and disoriented 

information. One of the areas Nigeria’s democracy has failed is in the area of elections. 

Year in year out, elections in Nigeria are marred by irregularities, violence and other 

negative tendencies with each successive year of elections producing unpalatable 

aftermaths. 
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 Elections has constituted a major challenge to democratic consolidation in 

Nigeria’s fourth republic as consolidating Nigerian democracy through the conduct of 

credible elections has remained an albatross (Omilusi, 2016). The Nigeria’s electoral 

experience has traced a parabola, it has oscillated from near success to outright failure 

and confusion culminating in a long era of regime instability occasioned by coups and 

counter coups, civil war, annulment of elections and post-election violence (Innocent, 

et.al, N.D). Beyond the conduct of free and fair elections, there are other indices that 

make for the consolidation of a democracy. At this critical stage in her national history, 

Nigeria ought to have gone beyond the experimentation stage it presently is. The 

Nigerian state must holistically evaluate the prognosis of consolidating her democracy in 

other to prevent a slide into the dark ages. Democratic consolidation goes hand in hand 

with development hence failing to consolidate her democracy will be tantamount to 

choosing to remain in a state of perpetual under-development. 

 

Locating the Social Media in Democratic Consolidation Efforts: Prospects and 

Problems 

If we must situate the social media as an agent of democratic consolidation or 

otherwise, we must outline basic expectations that the social media ought to fulfill in an 

ideal setting. The social media apart from being used as a medium of information 

dissemination plays an all-encompassing role in the democratic chain. While the quest for 

democratic consolidation remains on, it is important to ask this pertinent question which 

is…what is the role of the social media in this process? We must not fail to realize the 

fact that the social media can make or mar a democracy as it is a two edged sword. 

Across the globe, social media platforms have been employed with the objective of 

ensuring governments act right and deliver dividends of good governance to their 

citizenry. In Africa, the social media is credited for the successes recorded in the 

revolutions that took place in Egypt, Morocco, Libya and Tunisia otherwise referred to as 

the Arab spring in 2011. In Sub-Saharan Africa the role of the social media in democratic 

consolidation has been explored see (Muse, 2013; Ghannam, 2011 & Khorram-Manesh, 

2013). Over the last decade, there has been an accelerated use of new media, which has 

ushered in the phenomenon of social media through the popularization of platforms such 

as facebook, twitter, snapchat, instagram and YouTube (Kasenally and Awatar, 2017). It 

will not be out of place to state that the social media is now the hub for interaction 

especially for the youth class. It is a space that should not be taken lightly as it has a very 

significant influence over national and global issues. Friedman (2007), believes that with 

the challenge of time and distance overcome, the world has become a global village. This 

viewpoint by Friedman is a truism in all respects as people interact quicker and faster 

with the social media a development that hitherto seemed impossible. With the 

introduction of mobile telephones and the development of the internet information 

dissemination became easier to achieve. While this is plausible and a positive 

development, it is not without its drawbacks as the social media has constituted a threat to 

the democratic process. The linkage between social media and political participation in 

Nigeria has been the subject of several research endeavours, (see Ojo, 2003; Okoro & 
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Nwafor, 2013; Ette, 2013; Smyth, 2013). The social media otherwise referred to as the 

new media has become an indispensable part of the Nigerian society and is assuming a 

very significant place in her political space. The recent turmoil’s experienced in Nigeria’s 

democracy has suggested the need to interrogate the significance of the social media 

within the nations democratic system. One of the parameters that accounts for a 

consolidated democracy is the level of participation in the political process hence, the 

anatomy of democracy posits political parties and elections as the blood vessels of the 

system’s (Nwagwu, 2016). The social media in contemporary times has and continues to 

play a very central role in the electoral process. The last several years, however, have 

seen an increase in the application of social media in political discourse and activities 

primarily in developed democracies and autocracies (Sternberg, 2014). A report in the 

year 2015 stated explicitly that about 6 percent of the Nigerian population utilize social 

media which is represented by about 11.2 million people (Skyler’s, 2015). This huge 

numerical strength they possess goes a long way to emphasize the strength of this news 

media outlet in determining electoral outcomes and contributing to the stability of a 

democracy. This viewpoint is given credence to by Oyebode (2014) who sees this online 

media outlet as assets to politicians in developed and developing democracies. Social 

media is not just a political platform but a medium for the advancement and consolidation 

of democracies. The 2011 general elections in Nigeria arguably marked a significant 

milestone in the use of social media for political communication in the country. This was 

motivated by president Barrack Obama’s successful use of facebook to win the United 

State elections in 2008 (Faith, 2016). Rawlinson (2008), sees the social media as crucial 

in determining outcomes of elections starting from political recruitment, voter 

mobilization and extending and widening the political support base. While the social 

media has helped in keeping the citizenry informed, she has also been used to misinform 

and misdirect quite a huge number of people especially the youth class who are its major 

subscribers through the spread of fake news otherwise referred to as hate speech. Hate 

speech is an unfortunate phenomenon that manifests in the public sphere and is fast 

threatening the fragile democracy which the country is struggling to consolidate 

(Targema, & Lucas, 2018). Fake news and hate speech are not new to Nigeria’s 

democracy. However, since the internet revolution in recent decades,2015 is seen as the 

year Nigeria finally woke up to the threat of fake news and hate speech fueled by internet 

technologies (Bukar & Ibrahim, 2020). As a result of availability of technologies to 

support new media which comes with a range of unlimited freedom, its users have 

continued to disseminate uncensored content to the public (Suntai & Targema, 2017). 

This uncensored information disseminated through the social media has helped to 

deconsolidate rather than consolidate the nations democracy, it has fanned the embers of 

war in election times and pitched opponents against each other. The advances made 

towards democratic consolidation have been watered down by the indiscriminate and 

unregulated use of the social media. The social media in Nigeria’s democratic 

consolidation drive rather than being a blessing is gradually turning out a curse. 

Irrespective of the drawbacks identified of the social media in this democratic 
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consolidation quest, she remains a very viable instrument of democratic consolidation if 

properly utilized. Hence attempting to discard the social media in Nigeria’s democratic 

consolidation march will be counterproductive as they are entwined but inextricably 

linked. 

 

Concluding Remarks 

It is a necessity to rethink the role of the social media in Nigeria’s democratic 

consolidation efforts as failure to do so will come with very devastating consequences. 

An evaluation of the prognosis of the social media as a tool for democratic consolidation 

reveals very promising outcomes. While we must acknowledge the fact that there are 

obstructions on Nigeria’s path to consolidating her democracy the prospects for achieving 

consolidation are quite high if the needful is done. The challenges to Nigeria’s 

democratic consolidation might seem multifarious and legion but they can be surmounted 

by incorporating the social media as partners in progress. Nigeria should draw useful 

lessons from other continents that have consolidated their democracies by utilizing the 

social media to constructively achieve same. The potency of the social media in ensuring 

democratic consolidation cannot be undermined as it represents a powerful force which if 

deployed in the right direction can serve as a magic wand for the positive re-direction of 

Nigeria’s democracy. The earlier she is utilized for this purpose the better and faster for 

Nigeria’s consolidation. The social media can contribute a great deal to democratic 

consolidation in Nigeria, however, she needs to be properly regulated for her to 

successfully make this contribution as an unregulated social media will not help Nigeria’s 

democracy attain consolidation. This is a necessity as while there is freedom of 

information, it must be within a regulatory framework. The dangers of fake news are 

plenteous; the ministry of information must make conscious efforts to reduce the spread 

of fake news and misinformation. The social media should be used solely for information 

dissemination rather than to spread mis-information or dis-information. 
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