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Abstract

The advent of digital technologies has made social movements easier than it used to be. Champions and
advocates of people’s rights and wellbeing now have access to more information and can reach wider
audiences to share their ideas. Many African states are however, still under authoritarian rule. Such states
under authoritarianism tend to brand vibrant digital platforms as security threats. It is against this backdrop
that the study set out to critically analyze digitalization and social criticism in Nigeria. Anchored on the
critical theory and technological determinism theory, the study combined qualitative analysis of extant
literature with primary data collected through a 12-point in-depth interview with 36 participants purposively
drawn from Nigeria's six geopolitical zones. Aside, the challenges of using digital platforms for social
criticism which include poor internet penetration, poor power supply, expensive cost of data, intimidation by
government and fake news, findings show that social criticism has had appreciative impact in Nigeria, while
Nigerian government’s response to social criticism is poor and hostile. It is recommended that for positive

development, the government factors the yearnings of the citizens into policy making.
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Introduction

Worldwide, individuals and groups have been
known to stand up against injustices, unfavorable
government policies, harmful cultural practices,
marginalization, and other societal abnormalities.
Such struggles or movements are usually aimed at
changing society’s values and structure in order to
make it a more conducive place for all. According
to Johnston and Gulliver (2022), social criticism and
struggles play a very important role in pressuring
leaders to be more responsible, calling attention to
environmental problems in communities, and
shaping democracy around the world. Adiele (2018)
avers that those who do this play very essential
functions in nation-building because government
policies and social consciousness are greatly shaped
through their informed commentaries. Johnston and
Gulliver (2022) note that the measure of comfort
and freedom enjoyed by people today are the result
of efforts by individuals or groups who fought for
this in the past.

Social struggles are usually initiated by individuals,
or groups when they perceive any wrong with how

society is run. According to MasterClass (2022), this
group of people, often referred to as social critics,
go on to expose issues, propose ways of solving the
perceived abnormality, and call for reforms. For
effectiveness, social critics work with the support
and sympathy of other members of society; they
utilize different platforms to share their ideas with
the public in ways that would attract the attention of
relevant authorities who have the power to bring
about change. Williams and Houghton (2021) aver
that rallies, public speeches, protests, and advocacy
through books, newspapers, and other publications
are some of the ways social critics carried out their
campaigns in the past.

Digitalization has made social criticism, sometimes
referred to as social activism, easier than ever before
in history. Critics now have access to more
information and can reach wider audiences to share
their ideas and thoughts. MasterClass (2022) avers
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that social activists of today use social media
platforms to create awareness about issues. For
instance, internet platforms were used to broadcast
to international audiences the pro-democracy
protests that took place in the middle East and North
Africa in 2010 called “Arab Spring”. Goswami
(2018) posits that hashtag activism is a new and
increasingly popular form of generating support for
a cause and bringing about socio-political change in
society. A few examples of this include #MeToo -
which increases awareness of sexual harassment,
#EndSARS - protests against police brutality and
agitation for good governance in Nigeria,
#BringBackOurGirls - demanding the return of
Chibok girls; and #BlackLivesMatter -which calls
out prejudice against Black communities. Goswami
also opines that the effortlessness of partaking in
hashtag activism which requires users to share, like,
post, or retweet a tweet, makes this form of socio-
political movement very successful and popular
today. Olayoku and Herro (2022) note that the
#ENdSARS protests which began on social media
and eventually culminated in a physical protest
show the ability of youths to plan, organize, execute,
and move the Nigerian Government to act.

Despite the laudable achievements with social
criticism and activism through the aid of digital
technologies, some see these technologies, like
social media, as a tool in the hands of miscreants
who use them to instigate trouble against authorities.
Adiele (2018) laments that as a result of digitization,
criticism in Nigeria has assumed a pathetic
dimension. He opines that instead of analyzing
society’s structures critically and objectively,
people use social media to instigate hatred by one
group of people against another.

Also, Ajisafe, Ojo, and Monyani (2021) note that
African states are principally headed by
authoritarian leaders, with an increasing tendency to
brand social media as a security threat. These
leaders have, at different times, had to regulate the
use of social media in their countries and instituted
shutdowns against the interest of their citizens. An
example is the Nigerian Government’s ban on
Twitter in the country on June 4, 2023. Princewill
and Busari (2021) assert that the Government
accused Twitter of allowing its platform to be used
for activities that were capable of undermining the
country’s corporate existence.

Against the backdrop of such disparity between the
potentials of technology in combination with social
criticism as a tool for advancing society and the
government’s reluctance to embrace such power,
this study set out to do a critical analysis of
digitalization and social criticism in Nigeria.

Objectives

1. evaluate the level of awareness of social
criticism among Nigerians;

2. assess the impact of social criticism in
Nigeria;

3. examine the influence of digitalization on
social criticism in Nigeria; and

4. ascertain the government’s reactions to
social criticism in Nigeria.

Literature Review

Origin and Importance of Social Criticism
According to Giri (1997) social criticism is a part of
human life that begins with an inquiry into the
foundations of our life and awareness about life’s
multi-dimensional roots and dynamics. It appraises
the nature of our present social institutions from the
viewpoint of human dignity and justice with one
objective: moving life from one level of perfection
to a higher level of perfection. City Vision
University (n.d.) posits that social criticism
examines society’s political institutions, norms, and
ways of behaviour to see how they influence social
inequality, oppression, and injustice and work
toward promoting social justice.

While tracing the origin of social criticism may not
be easy and clear-cut, some have argued that social
criticism dates back to the 17" and 18 centuries, the
age of enlightenment, when philosophers, writers,
and intellectuals interrogated traditional ways of
thinking and called for greater national and
individual freedom (CVVU, n.d.). Social criticism has
been used throughout the world to bring about social
and political reforms to make the world a
progressively better place for mankind. According
to the University of Groningen (2012), as far back
as 1850, activists in the United States of America
had leveled severe criticism against a practice in
which politicians allotted positions only to their
supporters. The reformers achieved the passage of a
bill establishing a merit system in government
service only after 30 years of struggle. Industrial
workers had also stood up against injustices in 1869,



leading to the founding of what is today known as
the American Federation of Laboure.

A few great social critics and activists around the
world of historical importance include Martin
Luther King, Jr., whom Lewis and Carson (2023)
aver to have led the civil rights movement in the
United States from the mid-1950s to 1968, leading
to the end of legal segregation of African Americans
in the United States. Nelson Mandela was an activist
for the liberation of blacks in South Africa whose
struggle, according to The Editors of Encyclopedia
(2022), helped to bring an end to the South African
apartheid system of racial segregation in 1990 and
brought about the transition to majority rule.
Subsequently, Nelson Mandela became the first
black president of South Africa between 1994 and
1999. Fela was a Nigerian who used his music to
critique authorities between the late 1960s to late
1970s. The Editors Encyclopedia (2023) notes that
following Fela’s influence by the politics of
Malcolm X, the Black Panthers, and other activists,
his music became more politicized. He advocated
social change through songs like “Zombie,”
“Monkey Banana,” “Beasts of No Nation,” and
“Upside Down.” His songs, which criticized
oppression by Nigeria’s military government,
provoked authorities to routinely raid his club,
searching for reasons to imprison him. Many other
examples of social critics like Martin Luther King
Jr., Nelson Mandela, and Fela, who, through their
contributions, made their world better, abound all
over the world.

Social criticism comes in many forms, including
writing articles or books, using music, protesting,
and using the press. Banerjee (2020) notes that the
Press has always played its role as a watchdog of
democracy and also a critique of governments and
public officials. While news items attempt to
provide objectivity, editorials do heavily critique
government policies and activities and influential
members of society. In his time, a notable social
critic who used the power of the written words in
books and pamphlets as tools for social criticism and
revolution between 1818 and 1883 was the German
philosopher, Karl Marx. Feuer and McLellan (2023)
observe that Marx’s writings, including “The
Communist Manifesto,” the most celebrated
pamphlet in the history of the socialist movement,
and “Das Kapital,” among others, form the

54

foundation of thought and belief referred to today as
Marxism.

Another remarkable activist whose written work
continues to make an impact where social criticism
is concerned is a Nigerian playwright and political
activist, Wole Soyinka. As a recipient of the Nobel
Prize in literature 1986, Soyinka, according to The
Editors of Encyclopaedia (2023), has written several
plays and books in a sarcastic style. In his play “The
Lion and the Jewel” 1963, Soyinka mocks pompous,
Westernized schoolteachers; in “The Trials of
Brother Jero” 1963, he makes a mockery of smart
preachers of new prayer churches who feed fat on
the gullibility of their congregations. Wole
Soyinka’s other plays like “The Strong Breed”
(1963), “The Road” (1965), “Kongi’s Harvest”
(1967), and many others expose his displeasure with
African authoritarian leadership.

Music does not just entertain people, as critics have
continued to use it to express initiative and critique
social norms. Ofuso (2010) opines that activist
musicians write songs for general or specific
purposes and use the words of the songs to correct,
educate, and inform the public on happenings in
society metaphorically or directly. One such person
in Nigeria who extensively utilized music for this
purpose was Fela Anikulapo-Kuti. Ewata (2015)
asserts that Fela used his music to critique political,
economic, and social issues and to educate the
masses of Nigerians and Africa on the shortcomings
in society and against oppressive leaders.

Social protests, which according to Williams and
Houghton (2021), are public demonstrations or
public gatherings to point authority’s attention to
social injustice, are another tool critics utilize to
bring about change and reforms. Protests can be in
the form of demonstrations, strikes, or boycotts and
can be sustained or one-off, revolving around a wide
range of issues, including politics, social issues, and
many more. “Black Lives Matter” and “End SARS”
are two examples of social protests in recent times
that attracted global attention.

Black Lives Matter protest was sparked off in the
US after a black man, George Floyd, was unjustly
murdered by white police officers. Silverstein
(2021) asserts that George Floyd’s murder in May
2020 sparked the largest racial justice protest in the
US since the Civil Rights Movement. The protest
spilled beyond the US; it inspired a global outcry
against racism. Activists across continents and



55

Social & Digital Media Discourse

cultures saw George Floyd’s death as a reflection of
the intolerance and injustice they faced in their
home countries. Ince and Dunivin (2022) note that
“Black Lives Matter” has impacted how people
think about complex issues surrounding race and
opened the door for social change.

Another protest of similar magnitude originating in
Nigeria was the EndSARS protest. Abimbade,
Olayoku, and Herro (2022) recount that the
EndSARS campaign, which began late 2017 and
attained global momentum, was ignited by a tweet
on @AfricaOfficial handle on October 3, 2020. The
tweet alleged a young man had been shot by the
Special Anti-Robbery Squad (SARS), a special unit
of the Nigerian Police Force, and his dead body
dropped off on the road in Ughelli Delta State,
Nigeria. This and many other extrajudicial killings
by the special force unit of the police force
culminated in a country-wide protest that ravaged
the country for two weeks. According to Jones
(2021), tens of thousands of Nigerians took to the
street to protest against police brutality, a
demonstration that became known as the
#ENdSARS. At the end of the demonstration
Amnesty International (2023) asserts that the
Nigerian army and police had reportedly killed 12
peaceful protesters at Lekki and Alausa in Lagos,
and 38 people were alleged to have died across
Nigeria.

Social criticism has many benefits to the society,
including helping people understand one another.
City Vision University (n.d.) opines that social
criticism reflects the perceptions and experiences of
marginalized people such as those of lower
economic classes, and those outside authority
circles, and the ordinary people of society. It helps
us to see the world from the perspective of those
who may not be as privileged as we are. Social
criticism also helps to make the world better.
MasterClass (2022) posits that social criticism
provides a way to challenge harmful and irrelevant
ideas and norms in society with a view to replacing
them with more functional and beneficial ones.
Social criticism aims at exposing people to their
oppression and showing them what to do to achieve
an impartial and equitable society.

Social Criticism in the Digital Age
The ability of social critics to communicate ideas,
get real-time news and information, organize, and

mobilize has been greatly enhanced by digital
technology. Ajisafe, Ojo, and Monyani (2021) opine
that due to the emergence of digitalization in our
contemporary world, social media has become a
powerful channel of expression for political,
economic, social, and business aspects of human
life. Abimbade, et al. (2022) opine that in Nigeria,
as in many other parts of the world, the monopoly of
the media -radio, television, and newspapers- no
longer exist largely due to social media (digital
media). Abimbade et al. (2022) maintain that digital
media has birthed a new type of grassroots public
relations providing people with alternate channels
for news and information and bypassing
government-controlled channels. Facebook,
Instagram, Twitter, Youtube, and Tiktok are
examples of new digital channels.

When George Floyd, a 46-years-old Black
American, was murdered while handcuffed and
pinned to the ground by a white police officer,
Derek Chauvin, Taylor (2021) said that it was the
widely shared video of bystanders’ recording of the
incident that became a driving force for the
widespread protest that followed. In the video, the
police officer is seen using his knee to pin Floyd by
the neck, with Floyd repeatedly saying, “I can’t
breathe.” Without digital technology and social
media, it would have been easy for the authorities to
cover up the atrocity, and it would have been very
difficult to convince and mobilize the public to act.
Taylor (2021) further asserts that a few days after
Floyd’s murder, all four men involved in his arrest
were fired, and the police chief called for the Federal
Bureau of Investigation (F.B.l.) to take over the
investigation because the social media video
account contradicted initial official police report.

To stress the important role of
digitalization in social criticism, Ajisafe, Ojo, and
Monyani  (2021) reason that the Nigerian
#EndSARS# protests were led by youths without a
formal leadership structure but driven by social
media. Similarly, Abimbade, Olayoku, and Herro
(2022) add that public observers argue that the
EndSARS protest was made popular through the
intensive use of Twitter and other social media
platforms. The contribution of digital media to
social criticism and social movements goes beyond
sensitization and mobilization. Ince and Dunivin
(2022) opine that in the digital age, researchers can
quantitatively measure what people are thinking



about by analyzing platforms like Twitter,
Facebook, Google, and Wikipedia and seeing how it
changes over time in response to specific issues or
events.

How Authorities Respond to Social Criticism
Social criticism is meant to critically look at issues
in society and challenge leaders and authorities to
make changes for the benefit of all in society. Adiele
(2018) reasons that criticisms are designed to guide
leaders in areas where improvements are required in
the regular interpretation and implementation of
policies. They are also meant to rouse healthy
conversations that will enlighten members of the
society about their rights and keep leaders awake to
their responsibilities. Most times, however, those in
positions of authority feel threatened by critics, and
their reactions are usually perceived as defensive
and oppressive.

In the wake of George Floyd’s murder
protest in the US, Fisher (2022) posits that the
response of the then president, Donald Trump, and
law enforcement agencies created a multiplier
outrage which ushered in a greater and more diverse
group of people participating in the protest.
President Trump had called the protesters thugs and
issued an ultimatum while suggesting that the
military could use force to suppress protests.
President Trump, according to Fisher (2022), is
quoted to have criticized the mayor of Minneapolis,
saying,

“I can’t stand back and watch this happen to a great
American city, a total lack of leadership. Either the
very weak Radical Left Mayor, Jacob Frey, get his
act together and bring the city under control, or | will
send in the National Guard and get the job done
right.”

The case was not any different in Nigeria as regards
the government's reaction to the EndSARS protest.
According to Abimbade, Olayoku, and Herro
(2022), when the EndSARS campaign initially
began, the Government’s responses were perceived
as ineffective, with several inconclusive
investigations. Eventually, what started out as a
peaceful protest became violent, with the military
opening fire on unarmed civilians at the Lekki toll
gate in Lagos. Protesters in Abuja were tear-gassed
and beaten with batons by the police; media
practitioners who went out to cover the protests also
suffered at the hands of law enforcement agents. The
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government discredited real-time streaming of the
government agent’s high-handedness on social
platforms as misinformation (Abimbade, Olayoku,
& Herro, 2022)

Theoretical Framework

Two theories are reviewed in this section, upon
which the study is anchored. These are the social
critical theory and technological determinism
theory.

Social Critical Theory

Jurgen Habermas and Theodor Adorno formulated
the Social Critical theory in the early twentieth
century at the Frankfurt School in Germany.
According to MasterClass (2022), Jurgen Habermas
and Theodor Adorno, influenced by Karl Marx and
Sigmund Freud, posited that philosophy is meant to
use knowledge to liberate people from oppression,
not merely to acquire knowledge. For this reason,
Social critical theorists play down academic forms
of discourse and focus more on practical social
movements. Crossman (2019) notes that the social
critical theory is greatly inspired by Marx’s theory
of the relationship between economic base and
ideological framework, focusing on how power and
domination work. For the theory to work,
Horkheimer (in Crossman, 2019) posits that the
social critical theory must sufficiently clarify the
issues that exist in society and propose realistic
ways of solving them. Horkheimer also submits that
social critical theory should consider society within
historical contexts and offer criticism that factors
insights from all social sciences.

Since the 1970s, according to MasterClass (2022),
scholars in psychology, cultural studies, social
sciences, law, and philosophy have utilized the
social critical theory to come up with more
streamlined versions of the theory like gender
theory, cultural theory, queer theory, and critical
race theory. Hahn and Paynton (2021) opine that this
development has greatly impacted how critical
theories challenge larger numbers of social power
structures to bring about changes in societies and
cultures worldwide.

The strength of critical theory stems from the fact
that it is very practical and seeks to create real-world
positive changes beyond academic theories. Hahn
and Paynton (2021) add that the theory aims at
empowering those whose worldviews and
ideological outlooks are yet to find equality in social
settings. Furthermore, Jahn (2021) argues that
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critical theories have tremendously impacted public
political discourses, social movements, and
domestic and international law and policies.

Some critics of critical theories say it is narrow and
oppressive as the reasoning and cultures they seek
to expose and change. Ellsworth (in Nichols &
Allen-Brown, 2001) asserts that critical theorists
hold on to their opinion of what is the truth and fail
to see themselves as one of many voices, not
realizing that their campaign to liberate others might
be a form of dominance.

Technological Determinism Theory

Marshall McLuhan in 1964, propounded the theory
of technological determinism. The theory postulates
that as we advance from one technological age to
another, technology impacts how each member of
the society thinks, feels, and behaves and how
society functions as a whole. Asemah (2011) avers
that McLuhan believes that technological inventions
cause cultural changes. According to Jan, Khan,
Naz, Khan, and Khan (2021), McLuhan divided
human cultures into four eras: the tribal age, the
literate age, the print age, and the electronic age. The
tribal period was followed by the literate age, which
gave way to the print age, and the print age gave way
to the era of electronic communications. Today's
technology  transformed  people's lifestyles
according to their respective ages. For instance,
Theory (2022) notes that the discovery of steam
power facilitated the rise of industrial civilization,
and the invention of computers and the internet
ushered in the information era.

According to Christie (2014), as cited by Sibani
(2018), one major factor that leads to cultural
change is invention. People modify existing ways of
life in order to adapt to new technologies. Tang and
Chan (2020) acknowledge that advanced
technologies of communication have been a
powerful tool that can affect and form human
behaviours as well as culture. Gill (2023) notes that
this is evident today by how the internet is changing
society's economy, politics, and culture.
McLuhan’s technological determinism theory is not
without issues. While it shows how technologies
change the course of human history, Gill (2023)
opines that it fails to account for the fact that it is not
technology per se that determines the human future
but human acceptance and use of technology. He
argues that society and individuals have the free will

to deploy technology and determine how it will or
not alter their future.

The fact that critical theory is concerned with
critiquing and changing society in positive ways by
searching beneath the surface of social life and
exposing the suppositions that keep humanity from
a full appreciation of how the world works; and that
technological determinism theory attempts to
explain societal behaviours as they relate to the
technology of the day makes both theories very
relevant to this study.

Methodology

The study combines qualitative analysis of relevant
works of literature along with primary data obtained
from 36 participants in a 12-point in-depth
interviews. Participants were purposively drawn
from the six geopolitical zones of Nigeria and were
made up of business owners, students, civil servants,
journalists, and social workers. The participants
were chosen in accordance with Mason's (2010)
guide for sample size in a qualitative interview,
which he posits should be informed by saturation.
Saturation occurs when adding more participants to
a study leads only to more data without necessarily
adding new information. Hennink and Kaiser (2022)
aver that saturation can be reached in a narrow range
of 9-17 participants. The participants were chosen to
capture an even representation of the six geopolitical
zones.

The interviews were conducted between the 22"
and 25" of March, 2023. Face-face interviews were
conducted with 30 participants, while 6 participants
were  interviewed through  phone  calls.
Transcriptions of the interview recordings formed
the basis for the data examined. Thematic approach
was adopted for the analysis. Patterns of meanings
from the data were group into themes that make
sense in guiding the discussion to a logical
conclusion.
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Presentation and Analysis of Data

The following table provides the socio-demographic details of the respondents.

Table 1
Socio-Demographic Details

Location Frequency %
North Central 6 16.67
North East 6 16.67
North West 6 16.67
South South 6 16.67
South East 6 16.67
South West 6 16.67
TOTAL 36 100
Occupation Frequency %
Business Owners 11 30.55
Students 3 8.33
Civil Servants 7 19.44
Journalists 9 25
Social Workers 6 16.67
TOTAL 36 100
Age Range Frequency %
18-30 12 33.33
31-40 15 41.66
41 -50 6 16.66
51 and above 3 8.33
TOTAL 36 100
Sex Frequency %
Male 17 47.22
Female 19 52.78
TOTAL 36 100

Field Study, 2023

The Socio-Demographic Details in Table 1 above
show that participants in the study were evenly
distributed across the six geopolitical zones of
Nigeria. This ensures that results are representative
of the entire country. Participants were drawn from
a wide range of professions to accommodate the
varied outlook of professionals on issues. The study
covered the age range of people considered adults
and who understand accountability. They are all
active digital platform users, and both male and
female genders were fairly represented in the study.

RO1: Awareness of Social Criticism

All the participants in the interviews showed
appreciation and understanding of social criticism
and its role in the society as a means through which
members of society critically analyze issues that
affect society to bring about positive change. These

include putting positive pressure on those in position
of authority and making them rise to their
responsibilities thereby serving as a voice for the
oppressed and marginalized members of society.
The following are some noteworthy thoughts from
participants:

A process of standing up against things that are
deemed unfair to society. (P-18)

The act of speaking out what is not right in the
society. (P-16)
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Here, participants P-16 and P-18 both see social
criticism as a means for calling attention to unfair
treatment of citizens.

Citizens assessing social issues and publicly react to
them, forcing the government to pay attention to ills
in society. (P-10).

It puts the government in check. (P-28)

Social criticism, according to P-10 and P-28, is a
way of putting government and other authorities in
check from excessive exertion of power.

However, most participants were unsure how to
categorize social criticism as practiced in Nigeria,
but a few could delineate some major types. These
are social criticism through music; social criticism
through print, books, magazines, and newspapers;
social criticism through public lectures and
speeches; and social criticism through protests. A
participant (P-10) puts it this way, “social criticism
can be categorized into textual (published
materials), music, film/movies, social media,
demonstrations, radio, etc.”.

Cases of social criticism in Nigeria that resonated
with participants include the “EndSARS” protest,
the “Bring Back Our Girl” movement, the just
concluded “INEC Presidential Election” criticism,
the “New Currency Introduction” and the date
extension after public outcry, “Boko Haram
Insurgency”, “Fulani Killer Herdsmen,” “Niger
Delta Development issues,” and “Obidient
Revolution.” A participant, however, recounts one
particular case of domestic violence that was widely
publicized through social criticism. According to
him;

I remember the public criticism of the death of a
female gospel artiste who died through domestic
violence at the hand of her husband. (P-2).

P-2’s comment further stresses the fact that
Nigerians are indeed conscious of the phenomenon
of social criticism in as much as they may not be
fully knowledgeable about its classifications.

R02: Impacts of Social Criticism in Nigeria
Participants are unanimous on the fact that social
criticism has had many impacts on Nigerians. They
all agree that Nigerians are becoming more aware
and demanding their rights from those who govern
them. The government, on the other hand, is
constantly being put on its toes to do the right thing
for the overall good of society. While this is good
and desirable, participants regret that after critics
make all the noise and point societal problems to

those in authority, they don’t follow through to
achieve the necessary change. Participants
commented as follows:

Authorities are being challenged to do the right
thing, and people are being moved to act as they
become more aware of societal ills. (P-3).

Even though still nascent, it has paved the way for
major changes in the country. (P-12).

This is an indication of pressure people are
beginning to put on government because of more
citizen awareness and participation in social
criticism.

Social criticism has had positive impacts on our
society, it has been able to sensitize the people and
cause them to take a stand on issues. But it hasn't
been very effective in getting the government to
respond to the people's cry. (P-8).

It has not been too impressive as the government
tends to be insensitive to them. At best, only salutary
palliative actions are taken to change the ills. (P-10)

In as much as citizens’ awareness and participation
in social criticism in Nigeria is positive, government
responses are still far from what people expect.

The researchers went further to enquire about the
challenges of social criticism. To this, out of the 36
participants interviewed, 3 were not sure if social
criticism in Nigeria suffers any challenges. In
addition, 33 participants, however, believe that
social criticism in Nigeria faces a lot of challenges.
Firstly, the social critics suffer insults from those
who disagree with their views of issues; the
government sanctions them, and their lives and
those of their loved ones are threatened. Not
properly handled criticisms have led to
misunderstandings between people that may
degenerate into riots and loss of lives and properties.
RO3: Influence of Digitalization on Social
Criticism in Nigeria

All participants believe that digitalization has given
social criticism in Nigeria a massive boost. They all
agree that digitalization has made it possible for
more people to participate and lend their voices to
issues of common interest and that it is now possible
to reach audiences in any part of the world as a result
of digitalization. They also opine that digitalization
provides some security level as critics can initiate
campaigns from safe locations. This is captured in a
comment by a participant thus,



Digitalization has greatly impacted social criticism
as it has amplified the voice of social critics on a
global scale. (P-8).

Other participants also commented as follows:
Digitalization has removed the limitation of access
to means of expression. (P-10).

Digitalization has helped individuals to speak their
mind from the comfort of their homes. This creates
a sense of anonymity and security. (P-14)

These participants imply that many more people can
make contributions toward positive change in
society with the ability to reach far through
technology while maintaining anonymity and safety
from the brutal hands of the government.
Participants also cautioned that digital platforms are
capable of vyielding negative criticisms like
misleading information and fake news, which in
turn may lead to defamation of character, hatred,
and violence. According to a participant (P-34),
“people hide under the guise of criticism and
instigate hatred which does more harm than good.”
Furthermore, the researchers sought to know
whether or not the participants were involved in
social criticism. Out of 36 participants interviewed,
15 said they were not involved in online social
criticism; 21 participants said they were for different
reasons and in different ways. A participant said:

I am involved because | am not satisfied with the
present government, so | am involved by sharing
and resharing some of the write-ups and videos | see
online. (P-15).

Another participant said:

Yes, | am involved in online social criticism through
poems and short films on select social and political
issues. (P-11).

Additionally, 27 participants said they have been
moved to take various actions through online social
criticism ranging from joining a protest to having a
change of attitude. A few of the participant's
responses are captured as follows:

Yes, | got my PVC and voted for the first time
through the prompting of social criticism. (P-11).

| have by adding my voice and speaking to others to
join the cause (P-18).

Sacial criticism online moved me and I joined in the
EndSARS protest. (P-34).

Participants responses underscore the huge
influence digitalization has had on citizens’
participation or prompted by social criticism to take
action on an issue.
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RO4: Government’s Reaction to Social Criticism
Participants are united in the opinion that the
Nigerian government’s reaction to social criticism is
very poor and unfavorable. They said the
government resists criticism, clamps down on
critics, and shuts down platforms for criticizing the
government. Participants remarked that “They
reject, deny, ignore, and oppose criticism.” (P-3).

In Nigeria, social criticism is not taken well by the
government. They do everything in their power to
shut down criticism, like unlawful arrest and
detention of social critics. (P-8).

Some participants also said they were unaware of
any issue exposed through social criticism that the
government has resolved. A few of the participants,
however, opined that the government has been
reasonable in one particular case, the EndSARS
protest. According to a participant P-1, “EndSARS
criticism and protest got the government to act
reluctantly, by disbanding the SARS unit, even
though they eventually rebranded and recycled the
same people”.

Discussion

This study set out to analyze digitalization and
social criticism in Nigeria through the lens of critical
and technological determinism theories. To achieve
the goal, the following were evaluated: The level of
social criticism awareness among Nigerians; the
impact of social criticism in Nigeria; the influence
of digitalization on social criticism in Nigeria; and
the government’s attitude to social criticism in
Nigeria.

From the results of the research, it is evident that
Nigerians, like other nations of the world, appreciate
and understand the role of social criticism as a
means of standing up against or reacting to
injustices and power imbalance in society. The
overall goal is to create awareness in citizens of their
rights and get those in authority to act and bring
about changes that accord everyone the justice they
deserve. This is consistent with Jurgen Habermas
and Theodor Adorno’s social critical theory’s
argument. According to MasterClass (2022), Jurgen
Habermas and Theodor Adorno argued that in a
society, philosophy is meant to use knowledge to
liberate people from oppression and not merely to
acquire knowledge. Hahn and Paynton (2021)
further aver that developments in social critical
theories have greatly impacted how it challenge



61

Social & Digital Media Discourse

larger numbers of social power structures to bring
about changes in societies and cultures worldwide.
The study revealed that social criticism in Nigeria is
making a great impact on the people. According to
participants, Nigerians are becoming more aware of
their rights and are consciously demanding it from
those in authority. Pressure is also on the authorities
to be more responsive to the needs of the people, all
thanks to social critics.

Moreover, Christie (in Sibani, 2018), referring to
McLuhan’s technological determinism theory,
opines that invention is one major factor that leads
to cultural change. People modify existing ways of
life in order to adapt to new technologies.
Digitalization, especially in the area of
communication, has greatly affected how many
things are done all around the world. Tang and Chan
(2020) assert that advanced technologies of
communication have been a powerful tool that can
affect and form human behaviours as well as culture.
Gill (2023) also notes that this is evident today in
how the internet is changing society's economics,
politics, and culture. The trend is not different in
Nigeria. Participants alluded that digitalization has
given social critics platforms that were never
imagined possible. They said digitalization had
removed the limitation of access to means of
expression and has greatly amplified the voices of
social critics on a global scale. Nigerian critics no
longer have to rely on traditional ways to get heard;
their audience is the whole world.

While, in the light of digitalization, social criticism
is making great inroads into Nigerian society as seen
in recent events like the EndSARS protests, Bring
Back Our Girls movement, and many more, this
research reveals that the Nigerian government has
been very poor in her response and attitude to issues
brought to the fore through this means. According
to participants during interviews, the government is
alleged to reject, deny, ignore, or oppose criticism.
It is also alleged that the government does
everything to shut down platforms for criticism and
carries out unlawful arrests and detention of social
critics. One notable case of social criticism in
Nigeria that the government has been pressured to
look into is the EndSARS protest. Participants of the
interview aver that EndSARS protest got the
government to disband or rebrand the SARS unit of
the police force reluctantly and recycle the same old
people.

Conclusion

Social criticism is a part of human life that examines
society’s political institutions, societal norms, and
ways of conduct to see how they affect social
inequality, oppression, and injustice and work
toward promoting social justice. Social criticism
was traditionally practiced through music, movies,
literary works, and public protest. The advent of
digitalization opened up easier and better platforms
for critics all over the world, giving voice to the
marginalized and oppressed in society. The study
shows that in Nigeria, more and more people are
getting involved and participating in governance
through social criticism. People have been
motivated to participate in protests, register to vote,
and participate in electoral processes.

In spite of the high level of people’s awareness and
willingness to participate in the process of
governance in Nigeria, the study shows that the
response of those in power and positions of
authority towards criticism is poor and oppressive.
Recommendations

For the government of Nigeria and its citizens to
reap the benefit of social criticism in a digital age, it
is recommended that: critics must be objective as
they critique societal issues and not appear to put
citizens against the government or authorities; they
must always emphasize the importance of peaceful
negotiations in demanding a change. The
government on its part should be open to criticism
and see it as a necessity for good governance; it
should always address issues when they arise or
respond with clear reasons why timely actions
cannot be taken. Also, agents of the government
should refrain from arrest and brutalization of social
critics.
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