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OBASANJO'S SPEECH AT THE 2019 SYNOD OF THE
CHURCH OF NIGERIA (ANGLICAN COMMUNION),
DELTA STATE, NIGERIA

Sephen Fatonji, Lai Oso & Lade Atofojomo

Introduction

ethnic groups. The diverse ethnic composition, cultural differences, religious diversity

andlinguisticsvarianceshaveoftenled to ethno-religiousconflictsinthenation. Itisnot
uncommon to find violent outbursts by Nigerian public figures, columnists, online forums and
sectarian mediaoutfitsenmeshed in ethno-religious controversies. Falode (2011, p. 1) says*“this
ethno-cultural heterogeneity has made the task of building a viable, functional and cohesive
polity an uphill task for the different administrations that has ruled the country since 1960”.
Mutual suspicion and fear of dominance of one group or class over others remains a constant
feature of the Nigerian polity. Jennifer (2013, p. 1) corroboratesthat “these differences have been
a source of tension beginning from the colonial era under British rule”. The implication of all
theseisthat Nigeriaisgetting moredivided along religiousand ethnic cleavages.

N igeriaisadiverse and multi-cultural country with over 200 million people and over 250

The press have often been implicated in the conflicting rel ationships among the different ethnic,
religiousand political groupsinthe country just asit hasgiven expressionto thesediversitiesand
ensuring cleavages. While duelargely to these conflicting cleavages, Nigeriaenjoysapluralistic
press, it has also served as an instrument of various divergent and parochial individuals and
groups. Inthiscontext, Adigun hasrightly observed that the Nigerian presshas“found it difficult
toriseabovethedivisive personal and political acrimonies of the colonial and post-colonial state
andsociety” (Adigun, 1993, p. 459).
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Though Nigeriais more or less in perpetua conflict situation, ssmmering conflict between the
main ethnic groups and powerful individual s often boil over during periods of elections. During
such periods, various political alliances or “marriages’ are forged while some powerful actors
make all kinds of pronouncements to further their interests. The press as the main organ of the
public sphere becomes the organ of publicizing such pronouncements. The 2019 Presidential
election was no exception. Though there were many groups on the political field, the two main
political parties were the ruling APC and the opposition PDP. Besides these two parties, some
powerful groups, often called socio-cultural organizations notably Afenifere, Arewa
Consultative Forum (ACF), Ohaneze Ndigbo, Ijaw National Congress and individuals like ex-
President Olusegun Obasanjo, Chief Edwin Clark and Rev. Father Kukah werequiteactive.

Between January 2018 and January 2019, Obasanjo issued three “open letters’ to incumbent
President Muhammadu Buhari which were very critical of the administration. The letters
provoked alot of debateinthe country. Just ashispreviouslettersto President Shehu Shagari and
President Goodluck Jonathan, many viewed Obasanj o'sintervention through hislettersasnot just
an attempt at political interference and meddlesomeness but to undermine the legitimacy of the
government.In one of the statements, Obasanjo called to the establishment of a“Third Force” to
contest the 2019 presidential el ection against the APC and the PDP. He later supported one of the
fringe parties to realize this plan. He also tried to bring together the faction of Afenifereled by
Chief Ayo Adebanjo and the Ohananeze Ndigbo to support the PDPcandidate, AtikuAbubakah.
This was seen as a desperate move by Chief Obasanjo to unseat the APC, having torn his PDP
membership card, declared that he was no more a partisan politician and much earlier denounced
Atiku Abubakah asunfit to lead Nigeria. Despite all the scheming, acrimoniesand bitternessthat
attended the 2019 Presidential election, President Buhari won and was returned to power. But
before the swearing-in ceremony on May 29, Chief Obasanjo delivered another controversial
speech on May 18, 2019. Apart from the forum, a religious gathering (synod of the Anglican
Communion), the ethnic and religious aspect of the speech, as usual provoked a lot of
controversy.

In Anthills of the Savannah, Achebe (1988, p. 123) said “it isthe story that outlives the sound of
war-drums and exploits of brave fighters. It is the story, not the others, that saves our progeny
from blundering like blind beggars into the spikes of the cactus fence’. History shows that
dangerous speeches precede warsbut the stories of thewars outlive the speeches, thewarsand the
fighters, thus serving as warning to the living and unborn generations who may want to toe the
path of war.

Using qualitative approach, this chapter examines newspaper framing of former President
Olusegun Obasanjo's keynote address delivered at the Synod of an Anglican Communion in
DeltaStateon May 18, 2019, with thetitle: “Mobilising Nigeria's Human and Natural Resources
for National Development and Stability”.Thischapterexamines if  the speech by Obasanjo
(published on May 18and May 19 2019 by Nigerian Tribune, Daily Trust and The Nation
newspapers)contains hateful or dangerous elements capable of furthering divisiveness,
disaffection and war among the differing religious and ethnic groups in Nigeria, with
implications on Nigerias fragile democracy, with analogies from one of Nigerias foremost
literary icons, ChinuaAchebe. Accordingly, thischapter isguided by two research questions:

1. What framesdid newspapers adopt in the reportage of Obasanjo's speech at the Synod of
the Anglican Communion, DeltaState, Nigeria?

2. What isthepolitical orientation of the reportage of Obasanjo's speech at the Synod of the
Anglican Communion, DeltaState, Nigeria?
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Obasanjo: Themessenger

Whilethis study isinterested in how the press reported the message, it may not be out of placeto
say something about the messenger. General Olusegun Obasanjo came into national limelight
when he received the instrument of surrender from the Biafra Army in 1970 and thus brought an
end to the nation's infamous civil war (1967-1970). He was later appointed Federal
Commissioner for Works by General Gowon. Following the over-throw of Gowon in 1975, he
was appointed Chief-of-Staff, Supreme Headquarters, effectively the second in command to the
Head of State, General Murtala Muhammed. He became the country's Head of State in 1976
following the nation of General Murtala Murtalain the aborted coup led by Col. Dimka.
His handing over power to Alhaji Sheu Shagari as the first Executive President of the Federal
Republic of Nigeriain 1979 boosted Obasanjo's political profile not only in the country but in
Africa and beyond. After relinquishing power, he became very visible and vocal on the global
stage. 1n 1995 hewasjailed by thedictatorial regime of Sanni Abachain aphantom coup plot and
later released by the General Abubakar Abdu Salami's regime after the sudden death of Abacha.
On return to civil rulein 1999, Olusegun Obasanjo was elected President of the country haven
contested under the platform of the People's Democratic Party (PDP). He ruled for eight years,
though there was an aleged plan for a third term. He more or less imposed his successor,
President Yar'aduaand hisdeputy, Goodluck Jonathan.

Just as he did after leaving power in 1979, Chief Obasanjo has loomed very large in Nigerias
political landscape. With his bucolic and controversial personality, he is arguably the most
visible, vocal and controversial former President inthe country. Not only doeshe haveopinionon
all issues, he often expresseshisviewsin very strong and evocative statement which hecircul ates
far and wide through the press. A not too flattering portrait of Chief Obasanjo was recently
painted by another stateman, Degji Fasuan:

Since he emerged hero in the 1966-170 civil war, Gen. Olusegun Obasanjo has
continued to bein the public space, sometimes espousing hisleadership qualities,
many times preaching and displaying hisdemocratic credentials. Thereishardly a
country in all Africawhere the renowned General has not carried the message of
freedom of democracy and good government. To be fair to him, many leadersin
Africa, indeedintheworld havelistened to himand have numbered him asaworld
|eader worthy of emulation....in NigeriaObasanjo has cut amixed figure of atrue
statesman and an opportunist. Here he has entered into controversy over every
conceivable issue, dancing to the right and to the left when it pleased him....the
nation isassailed regularly by OBJ preaching, lecturing and telling Nigerians and
especidly its (sic) rulers how to behave and how not to run an administration
(Fasuan, 2020, p. 18).

Obasanj0'sSpeech

The speech delivered by Dr. Olusegun Obasanjo at the Synod of an Anglican Communion in
Delta State on May 18, 2019 isa 70- paragraph address titled “Mobilising Nigeria's Human and
Natural Resources for National Development and Stability”. In the second paragraph of the
address, Obasanjo commended the Church for its concern for both the spiritual and physical
welfare of its members and Nigerians at large. In his explanation of what development is,
Obasanjo said the welfare and overall advancement of people must be at the center of all
developmental efforts. After definition and explanation of some of the key concepts of thetopic,
Obasanjo delvedinto the mainissuesof the addresswhich include under-devel opment and under-
utilization of Nigeria's natural resources, low human development index, poor state of the
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economy, crime and insecurity as well as corruption . Obasanjo then traced Nigerias
development plans from 1944 and observed that instead of having the fifth development planin
1985, Nigeriaadopted IMF and World Bank motivated Structural Adjustment Programme (SAP)
which led to gross deval uation of nairaand stringent economic measures. Despite all the various
economic plansand policies, Obasanjo said “asat 18 May 2019, (afew monthsto thetargeted and
long anticipated 2020), instead of improvement, the quality of livesof Nigerians has degenerated
even morein al aspects of human development’. Specifically in paragraph 60, Obasanjo raised
allegations of planned 'lslamisation and Fulanisation' of Nigeria (and sub-Saharan Africa)
through Boko Haranvislamic Sates for West Africa (ISS) movements, banditry and herdsmen
attacks. In hisclosing remarks, Obasanjo said Nigeria can overcome its challenges with good
governanceandright leadership.

Sound of War-Drumsand theStory

In chapter nine of Anthillsof the Savannah, Nigeria'siconic novelist, ChinuaAchebefiguratively
describes the importance of freedom of speech as well as the effects of inflammatory and hate
speeches. Ikem, the editor of the Gazette sends areporter to the Presidential Palace as Chris, the
Commissioner of Information had beeninstructed to cover astory-thevisit of the Abazon leaders
to the president. Later, Ikem himself goes to the Presidential palace “in search of personal
enlightenment” on the event. When he arrives, he does not find the crowd, but only six of the
eldersof thevillage, sitting in the courtyard of the Harmony Hotel. Ikemishonored by the elders
asatitled man and given aspecial seat at their table. The elder then launchesinto a speech about
each person’'s place in thisworld and roles being played by Ikem asthe editor of the Gazette who
voiced hisopinion about the corruption in the Republic of Kanga. At the meeting with theAbazon
leaders, one of the men perfectly describes his role by saying that in battle the most important
aspect of it isthe story becauseit iseverlasting. He compares|kem to arooster that belongsto the
neighborsthe sameway hebelongstoitsowner. Thebatleisnot important asthe story that comes
out of it. Excerpts:

The sounding of the battle-drum isimportant; thefiercewaging of thewar itself is
important; and thetelling of the story afterwards-eachisimportant initsown way.
| tell you thereisnot one of them we could do without. But if you ask mewhich of
them takes the eagle-feather | will say boldly: the story.....So why do | say the
story is chief among his fellows?....Because it is only the story can continue
beyond thewar and thewarrior. Itisthe story that outlivesthe sound of war-drums
and the exploits of brave fighters. It is the story, not the others, that saves our
progeny from blundering like blind beggars into the spikes of the cactus fence.
The story is our escort; without it, we are blind. Does the blind man own his
escort?No, neither dowethestory; rather it isthestory that ownsusand directsus.
Itisthething that makesusdifferent from the cattle; it isthe mark on the face that
sets one people apart from their neighbours’ Anthills of the Savvanah by Chinua
Achebe, pages123-124)

What thenistheNigerian Story?

Nigeriaisacomplex multi-ethnic and multi-religioussociety. Itisacolonial creation brought into
being through the 1914 amalgamation of Southern and Northern territories by Lord Lugard.
Sincethentill now thecountry, itsrulersand people havefound it difficult to create anation out of
the various sub-nationalities that were forcefully brought together by British colonialism. The
expression attributed to Chief Obafemi Awolowo (Premier of Western Region) that Nigeriais“a
mere geographical expression” still rings a bell in the consciousness of vast majority of
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Nigerians. Instead of closing, the various primordial fault lines dividing the country are getting
wider and solidifying. Intheface of many challenges, regional disparity, worsening poverty inthe
midst of wealth, corruption, insurgency and banditry and other violent crimes, the Nigerian state
seemsto have becomevery weak and powerless.

The country's elite class, constituted by the colonia regime along ethnic and religiouslines have
often used such primordial divisions and cultural symbols as tools of political recruitment and
mobilization. Thishasled to political uncertainty and instability the country has witnessed since
independence. Thestrugglefor power and hegemony among the contending ethni c based political
parties led to the collapse of the First Republic (1960-1966), the civil war and even the Second
Republic (1979-1983).

It has been difficult for the Nigerian press to rise above these key dividing lines in Nigerian
politics and society. For one thing, the press depends on some of the powerful individuals and
groups for political support and revenue (advertising and readership/audience). Audience
reception and support (e.g newspaper circulation) seems to reflect geo-ethnic and religions
affiliations. So the editorial orientations of media organizations may not be too far from their
proprietorial interests, geographical location and ethno-cultural and religious orientations (Pate
and Oso, 2018).

TheNigerian pressisenmeshed in theintra-€lite ethnic based struggle for supremacy and power.
Inastudy of pressbehavior inthefirst ten yearssincethereturnto civil rulein 1999, Adedayo and
Agbaje concluded that “...it would seem that a newspaper's treatment of an issue was largely
dictated by its ethno-proprietorial leaning. The media and their contributors heeded appeals to
ethnic constituenciesmorethanthenational interest” (Adedayo and Agbaje, 2010, p.116).

The Nigerian story therefore is that once upon a time Nigeria launched into a civil war that
claimed over two million lives, including women and children. The 30 months old civil war (6
July 1967 15 January 1970) was preceded by a configuration of pre-independence and post-
independence crises(Thomas, 2010). Theoriginsof thecivil war could belocated in acomplexity
of factors ranging from military coups d'état of January 15, and July 29, 1966; the regional
election crisisin Western Nigeriain 1965; the Tiv riots of 1964; the Federal Elections of 1964 to
the killing of the Igbos living in Northern Nigeriafrom May to September 1966 (Akpu, 2019).
The structural imbalance of the Nigerian federation and most importantly, the asymmetrical
distribution of power among the various ethnic and geopolitical groupswere other remote causes
of the civil war. The conflict resulted from pdlitical, economic, ethnic, cultural and religious
tensionswhich preceded Britain'sformal decolonization of Nigeria from 1960to 1963.

Almost half a century later, the upshot of the violent Boko-Haram sect is gradually leading the
country into astate of anarchy. Theterm '‘Boko-Haram', loosely translated as ' Western Education
isforbidden' refersto aterrorist sect from the North-east. The group's expression of itsmain goal
as the 'Islamization’ of the Nigerian nation is another expression of ethnic and religious
intolerance that largely pervades social interaction in Nigeria. Thrown into the security
conundrum is the farmer-herdsmen's problem which has led to the death of many Nigerians and
the destruction of villagesand farmlandsin many parts of the country. Debates and discussions of
these problems and others have featured very extreme and dangerous speeches, based on the
identity differencesand construction, group and individual interests.
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Jennifer (2011) assertsthat an interesting fact about hate-speech in Nigeriaisthe absence of a set
of aggressor and victims. She explains that in different frontiers, these roles shift depending on
the part of the country anindividual hailsfrom and residesin. Whilethe Northern manifestations
of intolerance and hate-speech are often accompanied by violent acts, in the South, it is more
subtle. In the South, hate-speech is manifested more in stereotyping and abusive denotation of
mannerisms of other ethnic groups, particularly Northerners. While it can be argued that there
exists stereotypes about every ethnic group, the vitriol and violence that pervades its
manifestations between Northern and Southern Nigeria is unequalled. Ethno-religious
intolerance and hate-speech isso pervasivein Nigeria, that it is sometimes difficult to identify or
classify, especially when it is delivered as a form of comedy routine, in book publications and
sometimeshby themedia.

Hateand danger ousspeech: An overview

Hate speech broadly refers to any speech made to incite the public order or cause disharmony
between the government and its various constituents, usually with potentials of violence and
published or broadcast in the mass media However, the term remains widely contested.
According to UNESCO (2015), multilateral treaties such asthe International Covenant on Civil
and Political Rights (ICCPR) have sought to clarify the concept. Yet, “hate speech continues
largely to be used in everyday discourse asageneric term, mixing concretethreatstoindividuals
and groups security with cases in which people may be ssimply venting their anger against
authority” (UNESCO, 2015, p. 7).

Hate speechisuniversally used to describe any communication that denigratesaparticul ar person
or agroup on the basis of race, color, ethnicity, gender, disability, sexual orientation, nationality,
religion, or other characteristics. It can be in the form of speech, gesture, conduct, writing, or
display. Thelink between arisein hate speech and violenceistherefore easy to make. Ironically,
the mass media have been found to be the highest purveyor of hate messages (ACSPN, 2018).
This portends a challenge to the Nigerian democratic process and the desire for a hitch-free
€l ection and avoidance of post-election violence.

According to Jibrin, Pate, Charmaine, Pereira, Agbanyin and Bagu (2017), although the term
“hate speech” is popularly used to mean all speech acts that incite or condone violence against
others, scholarsinterested in the deployment of speech for violent purposes have found the term
“hate speech” too broad and difficult to be useful in monitoring the phenomenon. For instance,
Saleemet al., (2014) noted that the word might refer to the speaker/author's hatred, or his/her
desire to make the targets of the speech feel hated, or desire to make others hate the target(s), or
the apparent capacity of the speechtoincrease hatred.

Rosenfeld (2012) observed that much comparative research on hate speech, for example, has
focused on the divide that exists between the American and European approaches to regulating
hate speech .While the United States has protection of freedom of expression that stretcheswell
beyond the boundaries of speech that is tolerated in Europe, numerous European countries,
including Germany and France, have adopted instead an approach that not only bans forms of
speech becauseof their likelihood tolead to harm, but al'sofor their intrinsic content.

Other societies have developed unique mechanisms to identify and counter hate speech, which
may variously combine customary law and formal law. In Somalia for example, where poetry
constitutesapopular vehiclefor thedissemination of information and ideas, poetswho areseen as
repeatedly composing poems which community elders consider to be derogatory of individuals

83




Media Freedom, National Interest and Governance

or groups, can be banned from composing new work (Stremlau, 2012). In Nigeria, the National
Broadcasting Commission has a general guideline on political reportage. Article 3.5.2 of the
NBC guideline for example states that: “A media organization shall not publish or air political
adverts; advertorials and sponsored political news that seek to create hatred or incite violence”.
Article 4.3 of the same guideline states that, “A media organization shall reject any material
intended for publication or airing by parties, candidatesand other intereststhat containshateful or
inciting words and messages” while Article 4.4 expectsthat: “ A mediaorganization shall refrain
from publishing or airing abusive editorial comments or opinions that denigrate individuals or
groupson account of disability, race, ethnicity, tribe, gender or belief”.

Centre for Information Technology and Development (CITAD, 2016:17) defined hate speech as
any speech act that isaimed at inciting the audience to denigrate people on the basis of ethnicity,
religion, gender, geography and any other socially conceived parameter with the purpose of
marginalizing them or placing them at some disadvantagethat is contrary to the provisionsof the
universal declaration on human rights as well as the international covenants on rights of the
people.

According to CITAD (2016), the dimensions of hate speech indude insults of people for their
religion, ethnicor linguistic affiliation, contempt against people's place of origin, discrimination
on gender and disability basis, abuses or desecration of symbols of cultura or religious
practices, ridiculing of traditional or cultural institutions of other people and the spread of
falsehood or rumours that demean or malign or ostracize other people on the basis of religion,
ethnicity, gender or place of origin and disability. Jibrin et a (2017) also attempted to distinguish
hate speech from dangerous speech. According to the authors, hate speech can be harmful,
directly or indirectly, or both while dangerous speech has a reasonable chance of catalyzing or
amplifying violence by one group against another, given the circumstancesin whichitismade or
disseminated. A speech act in thiscontext includesany form of expression, includingimagessuch
asdrawingsor photographs, films, etc. Jibrinet a (2017) later submitted that dangerousspeechis
part of hate speech, which is capable of mobilizing people to action. In her opinion, Benesch
(2014) explained that some hate speechesdo not increase therisk of massviolence, although they
may cause serious emotional and psychological damage. Therefore, those concerned with this
specific segment of hate speech that invites or condones violence prefer to use the term
“dangerous speech” or even “hateful speech”. To alarge extent, the two terms seem to be mere
synonymsdescribing the sameor very similar phenomenon.

Benesch (2013) developed a set of guidelines to identify hate or dangerous speech. These
guidelines, according to Jibrin et al (2017) have so far remained the most widely used criteriain
identifying hate speech. The five guidelines include a powerful speaker with a high degree of
influence over the audience; an audience that has grievances and fear that the speaker can
cultivate; aspeech act that isclearly understood asacall to violence; asocial or historical context
that ispropitiousfor violence, for any of avariety of reasons, including long standing competition
between groupsfor resources, lack of effortsto solvegrievances, or previousepisodesof violence
andlastly, ameansof disseminationthat isinfluential initself, for example becauseitisthe soleor
primary source of news for the relevant audience. The schema does not require that all five
elements must be present for the speech act to be classified dangerous. Benesch (2014) also
identified the signs of dangerous speech by studying the patterns of wordings and catal oguing
what she called the hallmarksof dangerous speech. Thesignsincludethefact that the speech must
describe another group as invaders, foreigners, or interlopers; suggest that the other group will
besmirch, pollute, or despoil the audience group; dehumanize its targets, e.g. compare them to
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vermin or insects andthe speaker hasto use 'accusation in amirror' or assert that the target group
posed or posesan existential threat to theaudience.

Historical Manifestationsof Hateand Danger ousSpeechin Nigeria

Hate and dangerous speeches are often made along some key dividesin Nigeria. They include
religion, ethnicity, regionalism, political affiliation, among others. Politicians have often
deployed religion to either mobilize support for or oppose certain candidates. In the process, their
use of language hasincited followersto commit violence against others. The charge of apostasy
declared against ordinary people, who often were not Muslims, for example has resulted in the
killing of many people by mob action.

Political parties are historically organized largely around ethno-cultural associations, which
transform into parties. From the pre-independence period, politicians have deployed ethnicity to
protect their “home” constituencies even as they try to win other constituencies. More so,
discourse within the country tends to polarize the citizens along regional and ethnic lines. The
three major ethnic groups of Hausa, 1gbo and Yoruba tend to dominate other ethnic groups,
thoughthereisageneral perception, particularly inthe South and Middle-belt of an Hausa-Fulani
hegemony. That had fuelled asense of theright of entitlement discoursesfromthedifferent ethnic
groups, which often leadsto separatist agitation, violent militancy and the campaign for resource
control and/or restructuring or truefederalism.

There have a so been several communal-ethno-religious conflictsin several parts of the country,
of whichthefarmer-herdsmen conflict isthe most current and persistent. These conflictswerenot
originally triggered by hate speech but hate speech has since become the keg with which the fuel
for these recurrent conflicts are being ignited. Elsewhere in the country, hate speech has often
featured in mobilization by youth in several communal conflicts such asthe Ummuleri/Aguleri,
Ife/Madakeke, etc.Lastly, Nigerias 30 month civil war did not only lead to loss of lives and
property, it also left bitter memories that remain a key reference point for hate speech in the
country.

Theor etical Framework

Asseveral studies have shown, newsiscreated, “asocial construction of reality”. Schudson has
said “...flesh-and-blood journalists literally compose the storieswe call news. Journalists make
the news just as Carpenters make houses or Scientists make science” (Schudson, 2005, p. 173).
But as the scholar emphasized, journalists “do not produce news out of nothing. They act on
'something' in the world. The 'something' they work on are events, happenings, occurrencesin
the world that impress journalists' interests, their remarkableness, their newsworthiness’ (p.
173).Parked into this view of Schudson is the selective process involved in the production of
news (gate-keeping) and the intra and extra-organizational factors or interests that inform the
selection of 'newsworthy' items. Journalists are no social or cultural eunuchs. They are human
beings sensitive to their socio-political and cultura environment and economic and
organizational constraints under which they work. Journalists do not select or pick just anything
or anybody for the news. Studies have shown that the news is skewed in favour of the elite as
sources (Oso, 2014). Prominence isacardina news value. In the words of Molotch and L ester,
the media do not reflect “ a world out there, but the practices of those having the power to
determinetheexperienceof others’ (Molotchand L ester, 1997, p. 206).
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Therefore, this chapter is anchored on framing and gatekeeping theories. Historically, Entman
(2004) notesthat Water Lippmann was the progenitor of framing theory in 1922. Sincethen, the
theory has received someintellectual debates through the works of Gregory Bateson and Erving
Goffman. Bateson argues that statements do not have intrinsic meanings, but only acquire those
inaframethat is congtituted by context and style (Bateson, 1955). Mediaframing theory is built
on the premise that how an issue is represented in the news always exerts some degree of
influence on how it is understood and interpreted by the audience (Scheufele and Tewksbury,
2007).

Framing theory suggests that news coverage can have effects on how people think about social
issues. Giltin (1980), who introduced the notion of framesin communication, describesframesas
“persistent patterns of cognition, and presentation, of selection, emphasis and exclusion” (p.7).
Mediaframes, in particular, have been defined asthe core or central organizing ideaof the news
package that provides the means for understanding events or as “conceptua tools’ used to
convey, interpret, and eval uateinformation.

Although several interpretations of the concept have been suggested, Entman's definition
remains the most widely used one. Entman (2004, p. 5) defines framing as “selecting and
highlighting some facets of events or issues, and making connections among them so as to
promote a particular interpretation, evaluation, and or solution”. According to Riles, Sangalang,
Hurley and Tewksbury (2014), journalists use of frames facilitate the ease with which a news
consumer can understand more complex issues in highlighting connections with pre-existing
waysof perceiving of eventsor phenomena. When aparticular frameisutilized, itinfluenceshow
people think about a particular issue and what interpretive schemawill become most applicable
(Schuefele & Tewksbury, 2007). When constructing news stories, reporters use ‘common'
explanationsto relateinformation to their audiences. Thetheory arguesthat frames are necessary
to help people understand the world around them, particularly when they do not experience it
firsthand (Scheufele& Tewksbury, 2007).

Using frames does not necessarily imply that reporters are consciously writing biased reports;
instead, reporters use frames as conventions of their profession to help interpret and relay
information. Framestherefore help provide context so that news events can be presented in story
form (Entman, 2004). However, while not intentionally presenting bias information, Scheufele
and Tewksbury, (2007) assert that how an issue is characterized in news reports can have an
influence on how it is understood by audiences. Thus, frames can shape peopl€e's interpretations
of eventsin the world around them. Relating framing theory to this study, the way and manner
journalists report ethno-religious matters may impact the perception of such matters among the
audience. If the audience negatively perceivesthereported story, it may further ignite violenceor
hatred in the nation. Thus, the onus rests on the journalist to apply discretion and wisdom in
reporting conflict relatedissues.

Gatekeeping on the other hand, is the process through which information is filtered for
dissemination, whether for publication, broadcasting, the Internet, or some other mode of
communication. According to Shoemaker, Pamela and Vos (2009, p. 62), gatekeeping is the
"processof culling and crafting countlessbitsof information into thelimited number of messages
that reach people every day, and it is the center of the medias role in modern public life”. The
theory wasfirst instituted by socia psychologist Kurt Lewinin 1943. Gatekeeping occurs at all
levels of the media structure from a reporter deciding which sources are chosen to include in a
story to editors deciding which stories are printed or covered, and includes media outlet owners
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and even advertisers(Barzlai-Nahon, 2009.Gate keeping is a “process of information control
that includes all aspects of message encoding: not just selection but aso withholding;
transmission, shaping, display, repetition and timing of information asit goes from the sender to
the receiver” (Shoemaker, 1997, p.57). Many factors affect the process; personal/individual,
journalistic routine, the organization, the social institution and influential forcesfrom outsidethe
organization (ibid, p.62). Given the tenets of gate-keeping theory, journalists are expected to
identify and eliminateall formsof hate messagesand incitingideasor wordsfromtheir contents.

Method and M aterials

The researchers used qualitative textual analysis to examine newspaper framing of the speech
made by Nigeria's former President Olusegun Obasanjo on May 18" 2019 at a synod of the
Anglican Communionin DeltaState. Nigerian Tribune, Daily Trust and The Nation Newspapers
werepurposively selected for the study. Nigerian Tribunewas sel ected dueto its popularity inthe
South-West where Obasanjo comesfrom. The paper more or less served asthe mouth-piece of the
Ayo Adebanjo led faction of Afenifere which is opposed to APC, champions the agitation for
restricting and supported the PDP during the 2019 el ections. Daily Trust Newspaper was sel ected
for its popularity in the North and its acclaimed objective of serving the Northern interest while
The Nation Newspaper was sel ected based onitspolitical affiliation with one of theleadersof the
ruling All Progressives Congress, BolaTinubu. The purpose of textual analysisisto describethe
content, structure, and functions of the messages contained intexts. Qualitativetextual analysis
may involve consideration of the audience; attention to the visual, written and verbal language
and assessing the text for what it is attempting to do. Critical case analysiswas used to map out
aspects of the speech that align with Benesch's (2013) guidelines of hate and dangerous speech.
Critical case analysisisused in textual analysisto focus on aspects of the text that describesthe
claimsor interpretationsbeing made.

Resultsand discussion

This study was set out to proffer answers to two research questions. The findings are therefore
thematically discussed under theresearch questions.

RQ 1. What frames did newspapers adopt in the reportage of Obasanjo's speech at the Synod of
the Anglican Communion, DeltaState, Nigeria?

Ethno-ReligiousHateFramever susReligiousand Conflict SensitiveFrame

Hate speeches are often made and reported along ethnic and religious divides. Nigerian Tribune
adopted the ethno-religious hate frame in its reportage of Obasanjo's speech being considered
while Daily Trust Newspaper adopted a religious sensitive frame in its reportage of the same
speech. The Nation Newspaper on the other hand adopted a conflict sensitive frame in its
reportage. One of the evidences of thisresult liesin the use of headline by the three newspapers.
Theheadline of Nigerian Tribunereads* Ful anisation, | slamisation Agenda Going Onin Nigeria
Obasanjo” while the headline of Daily Trust reads “Church'll continue to play critical role for
Nigerias growth, devt. -Obasanjo” (Nigerian Tribune and Daily Trust Newspapers, May 18,
2019). The headline of The Nation Newspaper on the other hand reads” | CY M1: Obasanjo: Boko
Haram is for Fulanisation, Islamisation”. The headlines shows that Tribune and The
Nationintended to emphasize the ethnic and religious aspects of the speech. Otherwise, the
editors could have used other non-sensitive aspects of the speech asthe headline. However, The
Nation Newspaper was more cautious and sensitive asit attributed the reported ful anisation and
islamisation agenda to the Boko Haram terrorist sect. The implication is that the use of
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sensationa headline by Nigerian Tribune is capable of engendering hatred between Christians
and M oslemsand between Fulanisand other ethnic groupsin NigeriawhileDaily Trust'sheadline
iscapableof building loveandreligioustol erance between thetwo mgjor religions.

Theleads of the stories al so attest to the use of ethno-religious hate frame and religious sensitive
frame. Thelead of Tribunereads:

Former President Olusegun Obasanjo hasrevealed agrand plot by some elements
to foist aFulani and Islamic agenda on Nigeriaand other West African countries,
just as he called for global action against terrorism and other organised crimes.
Obasanjo, a one-time military Head of State and two-term civilian president
expected to be privy to local and global intelligence on terrorism, said lack of
education and employment for the youths could no longer be advanced as the
reason Boko Haram insurgency still festered.“It is no longer an issue of lack of
education and lack of employment for our youthsin Nigeriawhichitbeganas. Itis
now West African Fulanisation, African | slamisation and global organised crimes
of human trafficking, money laundering, drug trafficking, gun trafficking, illegal
mining and regimechange,” hesaid (Tribune, May 18, 2019.)

The above introduction shows Obasanjo's grievance against the Fulanis and Muslims without
provision of evidencesto substantiate hisclaims.

Daily Trust Newspaper on the other hand adopted a religious sensitive lead in the reportage. It
reads. “Former President Olusegun Obasanjo has said that the Church would continue to play
very critical rolein the overall growth and development of the country”. The Nation Newspaper
however adopted the conflict sensitive frame as it attributed the Fulanisation and Islamisation
agendain Obasanjo's speech to the Boko Haram terrorist sect. Thelead reads: “ Former President
Olusegun Obasanjo on Saturday branded the aim of theterror sect Boko Haram as 'Ful ani sation'
of West Africaand I slamisation of Africa’.

Using the guidelines of hate/dangerous speech identified by Benesch (2013), a number of the
elements of hate/dangerous speech could beidentified. First, there was a powerful speaker inthe
person of the former President Olusegun Obasanjo, who is still regarded as a major political
figure and an elder statesman across Nigeria and the African continent. Perhaps, this may be
attributed to hislong stay in power and contributionsto African unity. Heserved asamilitary ruler
from February 13th 1976 to October 1st 1979 and asademocratically elected president from May
291999to May 292007, all together making 11 years. From July 2004 to January 2006, Obasanjo
also served as the Chairperson of the African Union.If the current democratic erain Nigeriais
sustained, Obasanjo would forever remain Nigeria's Head of State with the longest years of
service. Despite being a widely criticized and controversial former Head of State, Obasanjo
remainsafigureto bereckoned within Nigeria. Hence, aspeech from such aperson may sway the
populace either to theright or wrong direction. Being a Christian may also appeal to his Christian
audience.

Secondly, there was a grievance and fear that Obasanjo was exploiting. One of the popular
narratives and beliefsamong the largely Christian South against the largely Muslim North isthat
any Northern Islamic Head of State may Islamize the entire nation. Perhaps, the fear was
cultivated when former Head of State I brahim Babangidda changed the status of Nigeriafroman
observer to amember of the Organization of Islamic Countries (OIC) in January 1986 against the
wishes of most Christians in Nigeria. The Nigerian Christian Elders Forum (NCEF) and
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Christian Association of Nigeria (CAN) are examples of Christian bodies that often cry against
the possibility of 1slamization of the country. Obasanjo simply took advantage of such fears and
grievancesto preach hislslamization sermon.

The socio-political history of the Fulani Empire in Nigeria cannot be exempted from the fear of
Fulanisation cultivated by other tribesin Nigeria. It iswidely believed among Southerners that
anywhere the Fulanis go, their next agendaisto take over, culminating from their “born to rule”
ideology. The controversial Ruga settlement plan for herdsmen also provided some context for
Obasanjo's speech. A classic example often cited is how the Fulanis annexed llorin, a Yoruba
dominated town and became their Emir (king) till date. Hence the Yorubas believe that the
Fulanis are land or territory grabbers. Obasanjo, being a Yoruba man might have held to such a
belief.

Therewasapowerful and believable channel of communication through which hisstatement was
disseminated. Established in 1949 by Obafemi Awolowo, Nigerian Tribuneisthe oldest private
newspaper inNigeria. Inthecolonial era, the newspaper served asthe mouthpiecefor Awolowo's
western region programmes and also played an important role in defending the interests of the
Yoruba people in a period when different ethnic groups were struggling for power. Hence, the
paper still appealsto many Nigerians. Thismay contributeto thebelievability of thereport.

In addition, the way Obasanjo was described by the reporter indicates areminder of the status of
the speaker and aform of endorsement of hiscredibility. Excerpts:

Obasanjo, a one-time military Head of State and two-term civilian president
expected to be privy to local and global intelligence on terrorism, said lack of
education and employment for the youths could no longer be advanced as the
reason Boko Haraminsurgency still festered (Tribune, May 18, 2019).

The emphasis in the statement above is on the clause “Obasanjo, a one-time military Head of
State and two-term civilian president expected to be privy to local and global intelligence on
terrorism...” In other words, the paper was saying that the person whose speech that was being
reported (Obasanjo) had adequate experience and was expected to have access to both local and
global information on terrorism and the so called Islamization agenda. Such description of the
speaker asahighly credible source hasthe potential of persuading the reader to believethe source
of thehatemessage.

Although there was no clear call to violence in Obasanjo's speech being reported, the speech
contains elements capable of generating hatred between the Fulanis and other ethnic groups in
Nigeria. Such hatred may ignite conflictsamong ethnic groups. Part of thereport reads:

He knocked the Federal Government for allowing the Boko Haram and herdsmen's attacks to
fester by treating the matter with kid gloves, urging President Muhamamdu Buhari to rally local
and global stakeholdersin seeking solution to the fight against terrorism. The former president
tasked Buhari to take theissue of insecurity seriously at all levelsand addressit at once “without
favouritism or cuddling.

The use of the adjective “kid gloves’ and the phrase “without favouritism or cuddling” by
Tribune may imply that President Muhammadu Buhari, being aMuslism and a Fulani man was
perhaps protecting his religion and ethnic group from legal consequences or punishment that
should bemeted out against their involvement interrorism and rel ated of fences.
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Moreover, the use of thewords* | slamization and Fulanization” isnot only capable of generating
hate, it is also capable of inducing fear of Fulanis and Muslims especially from the North. Such
words could further exacerbate the mistrust, division and sentiments in the country. We must
situatethisconcernwithinthehistorical context of ethno-religiousviolencein Nigeria. Examples
include the Jos riot of 1945, Kano riots of 1953, Tiv uprising of 1959-1964, the 1966 ethnic
massacres within the army preceding the civil war in 1967, 1981 Ife-Modakeke crisis, 1982
Maitatsineriotsin Kano and 1982 religiousriotsin Kaduna (Akpu, 2019). Csesof ethnoreligious
conflicts in Nigeria include the 1999 clashes between Oodua People's Congress (OPC) and
Hausa/Fulani traders in Sagamu, Ogun State, the 1999 communal clash between OPC and
Hausa/Fulani traders in Lagos, 2000 Sharia riots in Kaduna, 2000 Yoruba farmers and Fulani
herdsmen in Saki, Oyo State, 2002 conflict in Aguleri and Omuleri areas of Anambra State, 2006
conflict between Quan-pan people of Plateau State and Azaradistrict of Nassarawa Sate among
several others. According toAkpu (2019, p. 415), “despite measures taken to achieve somelevel
of social integration and unity in Nigeria, political, ethnic and religious violence have continued
to linger thereby threatening the very existence of the country..” It wasin such ahorrible context
of violence that a former President of Nigeria, who was once a leading participant of one the
deadliest violence in Nigeria (the civil war) made the speech which was capable of pitching
Christiansagainst Muslimsand Ful anisagainst other tribesasreported by theNigerian Tribune

Criticism ver susCommendation and Neutrality Frames

Nigerian Tribune adopted the criticism frame while Daily Trust Newspaper adopted
commendation frame in the reportage of Obasanjos speech. Tribune reported Obasanjo's
criticismof the Federal Government of Nigerialed by President Muhammadu Buhari over issues
ranging from security, citizens welfare to economic development of the Nation. The fifth
paragraph of Tribunésreport reads:

He knocked the Federal Government for allowing the Boko Haram and
herdsmen's attacks to fester by treating the matter with kid gloves, urging
President Muhamamdu Buhari to rally local and global stakeholders in seeking
solution to the fight against terrorism. He former president tasked Buhari to take
the issue of insecurity seriously at all levels and address it a once “without
favouritism or cuddling.” On the poor state of the economy, Obasanjo advised the
Buhari-led government to wriggle itself out of the temptation of excessive
borrowing and the attendant devaluation trap (Nigerian Tribune, May 18, 2019,

paragraph5).

Daily Trust Newspaper on the other hand used commendation frame by reporting Obasanjo's
commendation of the Church for itsrolein the spiritual and physical development of
Nigerians. It reads:

Theformer president noted that the Churchin Nigeriahas continued to providethe
spiritual growth of the peopleaswell asthe overall physical wellbeing and welfare
of Nigerians. Obasanjo who spoke on thetopic, “Mobilising Nigerias Human and
Natural Resourcesfor Nationa Development and Stability” saidthe Churchhadin
the face of daunting challenges continued mould opinions (Daily Trust
Newspaper, May 18, 2019, paragraph 3).

The Nation Newspaper on its part adopted neutrality frame as it neither reported Obasanjo's
criticismnor praise. Thethird andfourth paragraphsread:
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He urged an immediate and more aggressive approach by the federal government
to deal withthe current challenge of insecurity acrossthe country brought about by
thesect anditsalliesin|SIS. He spoke asastudy emerged on how thelslamic State
WestAfricaProvince (ISWAP), isallegedly trying to form a'jihadist pro-state' in
northernNigeria

The use of both criticism and commendation frames by newspapers may help to entrench
democracy, free speech and feelings of affection if used with fairness but when criticisms or
commendations are motivated by ulterior motives such as political reasons, proprietoria
influence, financia inducement among others, it erodesthe credibility of the medium at thelong
run. Themostideal way of reportingistotry to beasneutral aspossible.

RQ2: What isthepolitical orientation of ther eportageof Obasanjo's speech at theSynod of
theAnglican Communion, DeltaSate, Nigeria?

Sometimes, mediareports are politically motivated. In fact, some mediahouses are built around
the political ideologies of their proprietors. The following themes related to the political
orientation of newspaper reportageof Obasanjo's speech are discussed:

Regional Bias

Nigerian Tribune and Daily Trug Newspapers reflected regional bias in their reportage of
Obasanjo's speech. An assessment of the speech made by Obasanjo at the Synod in Delta State,
Southern Nigeriashowsthat the Former President spoke about several issuesincluding terrorism,
insecurity, the economy, roles of the Church aswell the need for the government and all citizens
including religiousleadersto collectively addresstheissues. However, Nigerian Tribune(located
in the largely Christian South) chose to focus on the ethnic and religious aspects of the speech
(Fulanisation and Islamisation). This is further reflected in the failure of Nigerian Tribune to
mention those accused by the Former President, Olusegun Obasanjo. The introduction reads
“Former President Olusegun Obasanjo has revealed a grand plot by some elements to foist a
Fulani and Islamic agenda on Nigeria...”. The use of the adjective 'some elements' |eaves the
reader wondering who those elements may be. Could they be the ruling or opposition Fulani
elites? Could they be some Northern Islamic fundamentalists or could they just be terrorist
groups? Such description may be a deliberate attempt by the Nigerian Tribune to accuse the
Fulanis or Moslems of trying to impose themselves on the rest of the Country. The Nation
Newspaper, unlike Nigerian Tribune, specifically reported that Obasanjo attributed the
| slami sation and Ful ani sation agendato the Boko Haram terrorist group.

Daily Trust Newspaper (located in the largely Moslem North) on its part was completely silent
about the allegation of Islamisation and Fulanisation as though Obasanjo never said anything
related to that. The exclusion of this aspect of the speech by the newspaper could be seen as a
deliberate political and ideol ogical act. Asalready indicated above, the gate keeping and framing
processin the newsroom involves* selection, withholding and shaping” . Also, the agenda setting
has shown that there is a connection between what the media publish and “the picturesin the
people's heads’ and issues raised in the public discussions and debates. Media representation is
an exercise in symbolic power. Media representations as Orgad once noted are “instruments
upholding the interests of the powerful” (Orgad, 2014, p. 143). According to the scholar, of
interest are:
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....the processes and effects of symbolic exclusion and inclusion; how certain people, places,
social entities, objects, ideas, voices and relations are accorded visibility, authority, normality,
legitimacy and “truthfulness’, while others are rendered invisible, deviant, and/or illegitimate
(Orgad, 2014.p.142).

Theimportant point to note hereand one of the main concernsof thisstudy isthat the power of the
mediato represent and signify through what they publish asnewsisnot aneutral forceasHall has
asserted. Heexplained further:

The signification of eventsis part of what has to be struggled over-and thus the means by which
consent for particular outcomescan beeffectively mobilized (Hall, 1982, p. 70)

Theinvisible, theunknown cannot be named or criticized nor acted upon.

Inthiscase, the Nigerian Tribuneisguilty of sensationalism; The Daily Trust isalso guilty of the
sin of deliberate exclusion and omission. All the newspapersareinvolvedinwhat Hall called “the
politics of signification” (ibid). Gatekeeping, agenda setting and framing are parts of these
political and ideological activitiesin the news making processes. The Nation Newspaper (owned
by amember of theruling All Progressives Congress) reported all aspects of the speech without
being critical of the government. This may be an attempt not to offend the political party of its
owner.

Conclusion

[tisinstructiveto notethat substantial part of the speech was devoted to the historical and current
trgjectory of Nigerias development and the challenges, corruption, low literacy rate,
infrastructural deficit, citizens' alienation and mistrust for government, poor governance and
electionfraud. Surprisingly, theseissueswere neglected in the newsreported. The commendation
of the Church (in the opening two paragraphs) and reference to African Fulanization andAfrican
| slami zation were madein one paragraph (paragraph 62) while devel opmental issueswereraised
inover 60 paragraphs. Yet, the newspapers concentrated only on paragraphs 2 and 62, neglecting
the most important aspects of the speech in other paragraphs. They also excluded the problem of
the country's underdevel opment and its causes and manifestations as comprehensively analyzed
in the speech to satisfy their ethno-religious and political inclinations. Again, the newspapers
excluded the aspect of the speech that concerns the whole country: the problem of
underdevel opment, insecurity, insurgency, corruption among others.Hence, we recommend that
journalistsin Nigeria should rise above ethno-religious and socio-political disorientations and
bewholly committed to the cherished principlesof fairness, truthfulnessand accuracy that guide
journalism profession, with focus on developmental issues and self-distancing from issues that
canfurther disintegratethenation.
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