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Abstract

Social media is a relatively new media that has shaped how people
think, feel, act and how the society operates. It is a forum that brings
people of diverse background to exchange ideas, connect with, relate
to, mobilize for a cause, seek advice and offer guidance. It has however
been misused in several ways by users to create fear, tension, chaos
and anarchy among individuals of a given state. The peace and unity of
Nigeria has severally been threatened especially in recent past as a
result of the misuse of social media by it populace. The paper therefore
tries to examine the various ways social media can be used to enhance
national cohesion and unity in Nigeria. It proposed that the use of
social media can be refocused to achieve political, economic and
religious cohesion and suggested that government should set up a
regulatory body that will help check-mate the post and comments on
social media to reduce spreading of fake information that can create
fear, tension and doubt on the minds of other users which can lead to
national disintegration.
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The advancement in technology has indeed shaped the way individuals respond
to issues and carry out their activities. The production and consumption of media
messages is now dictated by the current and available technology. Little wonder
Marshall Mcluhan in his Technological Determinism Media Theory postulates that the
media technology shapes how people in a society think, feel, act and how the society
operate as they move from one technological age to another. Social media is one of the
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new media that has greatly affect peoples’ thinking, feelings, actions and the entire
operation of the society. It allows people who are connected to the internet to have
unlimited access to information flow that add to their knowledge bank either positively
or negatively. Social media, which comprises of all the social networking sites such as
Facebook, YouTube, Instagram, Twitter, Watsapp and blogs play important role in
transforming peoples’ lifestyle. They have become part and parcel of peoples’ daily
life. It is for this reason that Siddique and Singh, (2016) described it as ‘the many
relatively inexpensive and widely accessible electronic tools that facilitate anyone to
publish and access information, collaborate on a common effort, or build relationship.’

Social media a group of application that employs mobile and web based
technology to create highly interactive platform through which people share, discuss
and modify users generated content (Nkenchor, 2016: 107). In other words, it is a
forum that brings people to exchange ideas, connect with, relate to, mobilise for a
cause, seek advice and offer guidance. It enables individuals with common interest to
collaborate and work together to achieve a common goal, thereby fostering creativity. It
has breakdown communication barriers and created several avenues for people whose
voice ordinarily wouldn’t have been heard to air their views and ideologies as well as
participate fully in discussion of issues that concerns them. Though social media has
immensely benefited the human society generally and Nigeria in particular, it has in
same vain cause lots of damage that is fast destroying the unity and cohesion of the
country. Nigeria is a highly polarized society, segmented along ethnic, sectarian,
ideological and gender lines. National unity is therefore very important to ensure
national cohesion. Unfortunately, Nigerian unity and cohesion are threatened as a result
of the impact of social media. It is fast eroding the Nigerian culture, people no longer
trust each other. It has eroded individuals of their self-discipline and control, ability to
think independently and critically analyse issues and instead made them to gullibly join
any group that post perverse messages that tickle their ear and amuse their senses
without critically evaluating its consequences. In Nigeria today, social media has
continued to gain supremacy in social mobilization. People from different socio-
economic background organize themselves and express their views with little or no
cost. Social media have become a tool for criminals, terrorists and separatists enabling
them to commit illegal acts and hiding their identity. It has created room for malicious
and irresponsible individuals to scam, lie, attack and hurt other people in several ways.
It is used to propagate hatred, anger, and even death. These are threats to the unity and
cohesion of Nigeria. However, social media can also be used as a means to create
solidarity, foster unity and national cohesion. It is therefore pertinent to harness the
benefits of social media which includes bringing people together in peace and harmony
to foster unity and cohesion. Hence this paper is an attempt to refocus peoples’
perceptions of the use of social media towards national unity and cohesion.
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Conceptual clarification
Social Media

Social media is a popular media that recently emerged. It has significantly
changed the degree of flow of information in the media. Anyone who is connected to
the internet and on social media account can communicate to the rest of the rest of the
world. Hence, it is a many to many communication process. According to Holloman
(2012), social media is all about what people do with the technology, the software, the
tools and the channels: sharing pictures and videos, writing product reviews, collecting
content, connecting with old friends, sharing with new friends, collaborating in the
workplace. They use highly accessible and scalable publishing techniques and include
the various online technology tools that enable people to communicate easily via the
internet to share information and resources (Greendhow, cited in Asemah, 2014: 57).
Similarly, Kaplan &Haenlein cited in Asak&Ohiagu (2013) defines social media as ‘a
group of internet-based applications that are built on the ideological and technological
foundations of Web 2.0 which allow the creation of user-generated content.” Describing
social media, Nwammuo in Asemah and Edegoh (2013) opined that social media is a
web and mobile-based technologies which are used to turn communication into
interactive dialogue among individuals, organization, and communities. This informs
why Dow in Asemah (2014) asserted that social media essentially refer to ‘a category
of online media where people are talking, participating, sharing, networking and
bookmarking online.” Healthfield cited in Asemah and Edegoh (2013) observed that
social media are the tools and platforms that people use to publish content and interact
socially online. Nwammuo in Asemah and Edegoh (2013) stated that the concept of
social media therefore, finds its meaning in the ability of users to generate, interpret,
restructure and disseminate content. From the fore going, social media is a highly
interactive medium which provides users a great freedom in producing and reproducing
the content and form of the information during the interaction. It enabled people from
every conner of the world to represent themselves in a particular way and stay
connected in cyberspace. Thus, majority of people use social media to interact and seek
for information. The benefits of social media on human society and the youths
especially can never be over emphasized. For instance, social media has made lots of
youths to be better informed by helping them keep abreast with the happenings around
the globe. It has also made many unemployed youths to be aware of job opportunities
around the world with many of them being gainfully employed. Additionally, social
media has immensely assisted those in the academics. Complex research tasks can be
easily accomplished through social media.
Social media encompasses various types of online platform and applications that allow
users to create unique and dynamic social contents and uses Web 2.0 technologies,
which contrast significantly with the more passive, top-down technologies that
characterized Web 1.0 web pages. The different types of social media include weblogs
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microblog, content communities, podcasts, wikis, social networks and more (Asak
et.al,2013).

Weblogs: This is also known as blog. It is an online informational journals that are
ordered chronologically, frequently updated and intended for public consumption. It
often affords users or readers the opportunity to comment in response to a post.
Examples include squarespace, Bloggers, WordPress and LiveJournal.

Microblog: This is different from the traditional blog. It is a blogging tool that allows
only posting of small digital contents. Users are limited to posting a few lines of text or
uploading individual images and videos. That is, its contents are typically smaller than
articles on traditional blog. Examples are Twitter, Posterous, Tumblr and many more.

Content communities: These allow users to organize, share and comment on different
multimedia contents. Examples are YouTube, Flickr and Scribd.

Wiki: These websites allows large number of people to collaboratively write and
modify contents directly on the Web through the use of hypertext. Materials on Wiki
websites are usually a collaborative work of different author since it allows anyone who
can, to edit, delete or modify it. The most popular Wiki website is the Wikipedia.

Podcasts: These are digital audio or video files which a user can download and listen
to. It is often available for subscription through web syndication to the user's personal
computer or portable media player.

Social networks: social networking websites allow users to build web pages featuring
personal portfolios and interest ( Asak&Ohiagu, 2013: 198). Social networking sites
allow users connect with other users to share media contents. They create enabling
environment for people around the globe to connect with friends and other users to
share and discuss information and news at an incredible speed. Social networking sites
share common feature with some other social media such as microblog and content
communities. Hence, examples of social networking include Facebook, Watsapp,
YouTube, Twitter and more.

Facebook: This is one of the most popular social media that has attracted people of all
ages and works of life. This software was developed by a team of Harvard University
students led by Mark Zukerberg in 2004. To use this social networking site, the user
has to create a personal profile where he or she is expected fill out his demographics,
personality and history. This information can either be made public or private
depending on the individual’s choice, after which he can request for friends, like pages
and share articles with friends. The medium can also be used to share news content.
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This was proven by the University of Missouri citizen journalism research team when
they conducted a research to examine the perceived credibility of news on Facebook.
They discovered that Facebook users judged news content posted by their friends to be
more credible than content posted on the site by traditional news organization.

Twitter: This social media platform is also popular amongst people all over the world.
It was opened in March, 2006 by Jack Dorsey, Biz Stone, Noah Glass and Evan
William in San Francisco, California, United State of America as a free microblogging
service on the internet via which users send videos, images, audio and text updates that
are not more than 140 characters. These contents are called ‘tweets’. Only registered
users are allowed to post a tweet, non-registered users are only allowed to read, view or
listen to the content. Twitter according to Asak et.al. (2013) is ‘a real-time short
messaging service that works on a variety of networks and devices. Twitter users can
broadcast tweets and follow other users' tweets by using several platforms such as
mobile Web, SMS, Web and instant messages, and devices such as cell phones,
computer, or by posting at the Twitter.com website. Unlike, Facebook where users are
allowed to decide whether the personal information should be public or not, the default
setting for Twitter is public, anyone can follow anyone on Twitter handle. To weave
tweets into a conversation thread or connect them to a general topic, members can add
hash tags to a keyword in their post. The hash tag, which acts like a metatag, is
expressed as #keyword (Retrieved from http://whatis.techtarget.com on 3™ November,
2017). Twitter contents are permanent, searchable and are public. Anyone can search
tweets on Twitter, whether they are a member or not.

WhatsApp: This was founded in 2009 by Brian Acton and Jan Koum ex-yahoo
employees. It isa free to download messenger application that uses internet to make
calls, send messages, images, and video at a very low cost. It allows smartphone users
to share media contents for free via the internet. The service of WhatsApp is similar to
text messaging services, but the cost of using it is significantly less than texting.
WhatsApp is popular with teenagers and young adults because of features like group
chatting, voice messaging and location sharing.

YouTube: This was the first large-scale video sharing on the web. It is one of the
most popular video sites on the Web today; it is available in nearly every county and
there is no limit to the amount of video that can be shared on the YouTube. YouTube
allows users to upload contents via hypertext or internet. It was developed by Chad
Hurley, Steve Chan and Jawed Karin in 2005.

National Cohesion and Unity in Nigeria
National cohesion and unity refers to a sense of oneness among citizens of a
country that make them come together to form a nation despite their diversity. It is that
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sense of solidarity that encourages citizens of a nation to invest economically, socially,
politically, and emotionally in the wellbeing of a nation (Abubakar, 2017). Jacob
&Tenue in Ojo (2009) describe it as “a relationship that exists among people within the
same political entity... a state of mind or disposition to be cohesive, to act together, and
to be committed to mutual programmes”. In other words, it is a situation where there is
equality, freedom, democracy, absence of war, peace, social justice and the rule of law
in a country. Its existence enables members of the society to cultivate community
shared values, challenges and opportunities. Hence, it denotes sentiment and
consciousness, which unite people together. Defining national cohesion and unity as a
process, Morrison cited in Onifade and Imhonopi (2013) argued that it is a process by
which members of a social system develop linkages and location so that the boundaries
of the system persist over time and the boundaries of sub-systems become less
consequential in affecting behaviour. In this process members of the social system
develop an escalating sequence of contact, cooperation, consensus and community. It is
a process that produces an omnibus of initiatives put in place by a state, its
representatives or institutions guided by respect for the unique traditions and cultural
backgrounds of ethnicities, sharing the same polity with the goal of harmonising all
interests through a form of dialogue and representation and addressing differences that
may be divisive and conflictual using the instruments of fairness, justice and equity in
the sharing of resources, benefits, opportunities and responsibilities in order to
guarantee stability, longevity and prosperity of the polity as long as the inhabitants
decide to remain within the polity (Onifade & Imhonopi, 2013:76).  Since
independence, Nigerian governments, past and present, have made enormous efforts to
enact and propagate policies and programmes that are geared towards attainment of
national unity and cohesion. Such policies include changing capital cities’ names and
locations, changing national currencies, conscription and national service, establishing
national parties, among others. Unfortunately, these well-intended and unity-oriented
programmes and policies have not yielded much, especially in recent past. Nigeria is a
highly polarized society, segmented along ethnic, sectarian, ideological and gender
lines. Hence, her unity and cohesion is still threatened by embedded socio-cultural,
religious and political dichotomies, a trend that is heightened by the misuse of social
media.

Social media have permeated all sphere of life in Nigeria. People tend to
believe whatever they read, watch or listen to on these platforms. The contents of social
media have made most of Nigerian citizens gullible, they do not care to ask questions
about the source of such information nor able to critically analyse and evaluate them.
Hence, they blindly consume the messages ‘hook, line and sinker’. This is evident in
the recent happenings in the country, the heightened agitation for division of the
country; Biafra in South East, the Oduduwa sovereign state in the West, the agitation of
the AREWA youths in the North and the high level of militancy and youth restiveness
in the Niger Delta. These are resultant effect of unguarded post on the social media by
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individuals who are not professional journalist and whose motive is to cause chaos,
violence and even death which may lead to disintegration of the country. In the political
arena, hate speeches on social media has become the order of the day. It has been used
by politicians as tools for verbally assaulting their opponents, defame the character of
persons who do not share the same political ideology with them which has led to
increased pre and post political violence and political thuggery.

Social media have become a tool for propagandists, they use it to create tension
among citizens of the nation which on several occasions have had severe impacts on
people. For instance, the rumour of “monkey pox vaccination”, lots of people got
injured while some were hospitalized in their quest to bring their wards to safety.
Furthermore, lack of security of the social media make people prey to it especially the
innocent youths. Most time person unknowingly sign with some site filling in their
personal information, the individual remain safe as long as the information is safe and
didn’t fall into the criminals hands. However, once this information gets hacked by the
unwanted strangers, the person may be victim of kidnapping, robbery, rape or even
death. Most people have become so addicted to these networking sites that they lack
concentration and focus from other tasks. This makes them vulnerable to the danger
associated with the use of social media. Most youths have placed so much worth on
what happens in their social media platforms to the extent that they do not mind
compromising certain values to have much “likes” and sweet comments on Facebook,
thousands of “retweets” on Twitter, and thousands of “followers” on the Instagram and
the likes (www.glowminds.com.ng retrieved 4/11/2017). Recently, Nigeria has
recorded some cases of suicide by people who are economically balanced because they
feel there are not loved and cherished by their friends on social media, thus, they start
feeling unwanted and depressed. The thought of leaving this world sets in, then suicide.
The Nigerian society should know the essence of social interaction and harness it to
foster national cohesion and unity.

Refocusing Social Media for National Cohesion and Unity

Social media though beneficial has been misused in recent past by Nigerian
citizens which has caused lots of mayhem in the society. Its misuse has led to several
crimes such as rape, cyber bulling, Fraud, low self- esteem or concept, terrorist attacks,
kidnapping and many more. It has also been misused by members of the different
political, ethnic and religious groups in the country which has severally led to sever
challenges that are capable of causing disunity and disintegration of the nation. There
is therefore the dare need to sensitize the populace on the harmful effect of wrong use
of social media and help them see the need to refocus their idea on the use of social
media to enhance national cohesion and unity.
The social media mostly used by Nigerians are Facebook, YouTube, Twitter and
WhatApp. These social networking sites can be of immense benefit to the unity and
cohesion of members of the society irrespective of their tribe/ethnic group, religion and
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political affiliation. Hence, social media can be refocused to achieve unity and
cohesion in the following areas: political, economy, and religion.

Social Media and Political Cohesion

Social media has gained its ground in Nigeria political arena just like in United
States of America and other parts of the world. It has become a political
communication tool in the hands of Nigerian politicians. This is evident in its usage
during the 2015 general elections and the subsequent re-run elections. Though many
politicians utilize these media, most of them used it in the most uncultured manner and
as a tool for character defamation. These can be seen in the various hate speeches that
went viral during the 2015 general elections which were capable of causing problems
and creating disunity in the country. For instance, a speech by Mr. Fidel Obi,
coordinator of MuhammaduBuhari Volunteer Group in the Fedral Capital Territory
during a sensitization rally in Karu, Abuja on 9" February, 2015. He said that re-
electing Jonathan will be a national disaster. A statement that was intended to incite
fear and hatred for PDP presidential candidate (www.citynews.ng/re-electing),
(www.osundefender.org/why-re-electing...).Similarly, Patience Jonathan made several
derogatory statements that are inciting which were in all the social networking
platform. Speaking during the Peopls’ Democratic Party (PDP) Women’s Presidential
campaign rally in Lokoja, Kogi State. She spoke in Nigerian pigin “... wetin him dey
find again? Him dey drag with him pikin mate. Old man wey no get brain, him brain
don die kpatakpata”. She also stigmatized the northern part of Nigeria as people
“weydey born children throw wey for street...”
(https://www.naij.com/405585.patience...).

Social media is a powerful agent of socialization. It brings people of diverse
political ideologies together, therefore instead of using it to incite negative feelings that
can cause disunity, it can be refocused and gainfully used to national cohesion and
unity by propagating the manifestoes and individual political ideologies and allowing
potential electorates to critically analyse and judge for themselves which political party
to associate with. Each political party should also sensitize their followers on the need
for not using inciting and derogatory statements while posting on social media,
especially when the youths are the intended audience. By so doing, each political party
while favourably compete and canvas for supporters. This will curb the violence,
killing and segregation associated with politics in Nigeria, and invariably promotes
national cohesion and unity.

Social Media and Economic Cohesion

The present state of Nigerian economy is not encouraging especially to the
poor masses, a situation that led to lots of acrimony, anarchy and chaos. Though the
nation is said to have been out of recession, the impact of such development is yet to be
felt. It is for this reason that it is important to refocus the use of social media towards
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the development of Nigerian economy because there is a co-relationship between stable
economy and national cohesion and unity. Globally, social media has become a market
place of ideas and creativity (Danbatta, 2013). Goods and services are advertised and
sold online through social media platforms. For instance, in America and Europe, there
are lots online shops such as Amazons, eBay, Macy’s, Play Asia, Jadopad and many
others. These online shops have broken regional, ethnicity, religion, cultural and
political boundaries and have tremendously boosted the economy of their individual
countries. Use of social media platform in advertising their goods and services
enhanced their popularity. Though, Nigeria has some online shops but only a few are
popularly known, and these are the ones that mostly utilize social media platforms as an
avenue for advertising their products and services. Examples include Jumia, Konga,
Jiji, Slot and OLX.

Utilising social media for economic purposes will provide opportunity for start-
ups to commence businesses on a small scale, develop their entrepreneurial skills and
become employer of labour. It will also curb the menace of poor self-concepts created
by the misuse of social media. Instead of spending their time trying to impress their
friends on social media in order to boost their self-esteems or self-concept, they can
boost their entrepreneurial skill and engage themselves on online businesses that will
generate income for them and the country at large.

Social Media and Religious Cohesion

Social media has played important role in religion. It has created opportunity
for members to connect and interact with each other beyond their regular worship
session. Communicating with people with same religious believes heightens religious
inclusiveness and makes religious activities more interesting.
There are three major religions in Nigeria- African traditional religion, Islam and
Christianity each of which has different ideologies and belief, and each struggling to
dominate the other. The disparity between the religions has always been there since the
creation of the country yet both co-existed. It is however disheartening, the way
members of these religious bodies use social media as tool to caricature and condemn
other religion. For instance, J.K Sheindlin’s controversial book “The People vs.
Muhammad: psychological analysis” went viral through the help of social media.
Similarly, Islams have used the media to further brainwash their members on how
members of other religions are infidel, therefore should not be associated with. It is
therefore needful to refocus the use of social media towards religious cohesion. Leaders
of the various religions should sensitize their members on the need to respect other
religion while commenting or responding to issues on social media. Individual user
should avoid insightful messages that are capable of causing religious crisis, rather they
should critically analyse issues, removing every element of bias before commenting on
Facebook and other social media platforms. This will enhance religious cohesion and
curb religious cleansing in Nigeria.
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Conclusion

Social media is a strong force that brings people of various economic, political
and social backgrounds together. It has allowed people to build relationships, share
ideas, problem and embrace best practices. It has in several ways benefited the human
society and also in some ways caused mayhem which are capable of causing chaos and
national disintegration as a result of its misuse by the users. Nigeria is unique and her
strength lies in the diversity of her people. The main goal of every government since
the creation of the country is to preserve and enhance unity in diversity. These
objectives have been under threats in recent past due wrongful use of social media.

Now is the time to refocus the use of social media to direct people towards
attainment of political, economic and religious cohesion and create awareness in all
spheres of its reach to enhance national cohesion and unity.

Recommendations

To avoid misuse of social media which may cause chaos and national disunity, the
following suggestions are therefore made:

1. Nigeria government should set up a regulatory body that will help check-mate
the post and comments on social media to reduce spreading of fake information that can
create fear, tension and doubt on the minds of other users which can lead to national
disintegration.

2. Such regulatory body should be set up to curb spreading of anti-security
information by the military.

3. The government should consider passing Cyber Crimes Act of 2015 bill into
law.

4. Government should consider shutting down social media during election to

avoid irresponsible use of the media.
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