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ACT . _
ms love fo engage in. political discussions that will allow them to edﬁcate
in places not unlimited only to buses or

seminate information 10 others .
also in news or’ganisation.é'commentsection_s. Hence, the significance of
ty in the online civic participative discourse cannol be

; ized because it is a key element that is central to the proper and
functioning of a democracy which ultimately has implications on voting
and political participation. This study, therefore, examines the quality of
¢ participation in online newspapers in Nigeria by analyzing readers’

s following the Panama . Papers Scandal, reported by. the online
er, Premium Times. Findings from the study showed that the quality of
e participative discourse in online newspapers in Nigerid will be affected

ility or incivility of participants on the online platform.

cti on
2016, an influential online newspaper in Nigeria Premium Times

an article with the headline: #PanamaPapers: Giant Leak of Offshore

1 Records Exposes Global Array of Corruption. The story, which was just

jning of an exposé about the hidden financial dealings of politicians and
ficials around the world including influential Nigerians, detailed how big
21 banks and law firms transact in financial secrecy and create shell
=5 for concealing assets for its special clients. The leaked records, which

a legal firm, Mossack Fonseca, based in Panama but with branches
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spread in about 39 other countries across the globe was the findings
investigation by the International Consortium of Investigative Journalis
German newspaper Suddeutsche Zeitung, and more than 100 other
organizations which included the Premium Times online newspaper bas
Abuja, Nigeria. The Panama Papers scandal, a landmark collaba
investigative report of more than 370 journalists, won the 2016 Inves gz
the Year prize at the Data Journalism Awards in Vienna, Austria. Accordi
report by the Premium Times, the report exposed offshore companies linl
Prime ministers of Iceland, Pakistan, the King of Saudi Arabia, the childre
president of Azerbaijan, the family of Xi Jinping, China's top leader, mows
Jackie Chan, football champ, Lionel Messi amongst many others and &
down some world leaders.

The present study therefore, attempted to examine the quality of aud
participative discourse in online newspapers using as a case study, the P
Times newspaper, by carrying out an analysis of readers' comments follow
reportage of the Panama scandal by the online medium in Nigeria. Studiess
communication process over the years have described communication I
exchange of messages or information between a sender and a receiver.
this study explores the relationship between the stories published by PT as

interactivity among readers who post comments in reaction to the inves 12
report.

Premium Times WwWw.premiumtimesng.com

The Premium Times, an online media outfit which is based in Abuja, Niges
published by Premium Times Services Limited. According to a statement &
website, the medium was founded in mid 2011. The website which, at first gl

instantly invites readers to taste of the news menu of the day is acces
anywhere with an internet connection. The website layout of the PT is desigms
ensure that readers at a glance can quickly capture the information to be coms

under the news headlines. The major stories of the day which usually is orgas
in a kind of tripartite arrangement, occupies the most prominent poss
followed by top stories in the news section arranged in rows in a straight-fors
manner. One can also view special reports and investigations undertaken by
online newspaper as well as features and interviews which are complemes
with pictures matching the content of the different reports. As with many Niga
newspapers which tend to organise news on a geographical/geo-political bas
order to ensure and preserve the relevance of such news stories to parts
audiences, PT also organizes its contents along measures of 'South West"; S
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t' and North West'. The website

t'- North Central’; North E
i contentasreaders canview andclickonlat&stvideosmd
ini articlﬁandPT

pop interviews oni
orials are also highlighted ready to click. The online newspapet also hasonits
:nment; Music and Lifestyle; ATts & Books; Travel and other
moted content. While catering for the informational needs of Nigerians the
provides global news not limited to the African continent,
getting Sports. PT also,

o newspaper also
interviews, Analysis and Datanot for
from time to time-

of Business and Social S

ell as Business 11
inely conducts opinion polison maiters of public interest

has led to increased

concept of interactivity in media S

ests being developed in the work of Jurgen Habermas and his theories of

ic sphere and rational communication which arose from the Frankfurt School

= n of critical theory- In his classic work, The Structural Transformation of
e of the social interaction

Bublic Sphere, Habermas stressed the significanc
g*_century coffechouses and

dinaswellasthe important role played by 1
abermas, 1989)- For him,

sinthe formation of the bourgeois public sphere (H
here where citizens come together to interact and decide
arguments for the

sblic sphere 15 @ SP
through debates anchored on reason and
at a valid political will on issues which were
Fraser (1992);

ymmon affairs
se of constituting and arriving
nation. In the public sphere,
the medium
deliberate about their

_d important t0 the life of 2
is enacted through the through
ursive interaction.”

_d that “political participation i
i, noting that, “It is the space in which citizens
__ affairs, and hence an instituiionalized arena of disc
ting the distinction betweent public space and the public sphere,
(1996:361) as cited in Cassegard (2014), notes {hat, “every encounter
ich actors do not just observe each other but take a second-person attitude,
attributing communicative freedom 10 each other, unfolds in @
ptof interactivity is one of the

stically constituted public space.” The conce
arks of the new media because it focuses on the manner :n which people in
mmunicative process transfer information to 00¢ another, thus allowing for

for membe i

gtive oppommities

embers of the public to interact with one another (Dahlgre

‘Kaye (2013:295) notes that, «politically inclined individ
different types of online media from which t0 gather political information
sgate with like-minded others, influence peers, and debate the issues-- 2 In
i, Silvia (2013:176), also states that readers’ comments in newspaper's
fes constitutc locus for public debate and ideas exchange provided by the
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Nigerian President, Muhammady, Buhari he
uhari made available to the citizenry to prom

interaction with the Citizenry,

People have different reasons for 8oing online an engaging in Posting comme

on online platformg. In this wige (Diakopouloyg & Naaman, 2¢; 1; Mitche]ste

2011) as cited by Leavitt & Peacock (2014:2) in 5 White Paper prepared o,
Nationa] Institute for Civil Discourse submits that-

understanding multiple Perspectives.
Research by Communicatjon scholar:
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mg their campaign into the organic anger against the government that has been

king in Nigeria's social media space for at least 4 years” (Omojuwa, 201 5).

setheless, Ariel & Avidar (2015:21) aver that the, “transmission of information

ot enough to claim for interactivity, but interactivity requires transmission of
srmation to exist.” In other words, “information can be spread without

ducing interactivity.” They further held that, “the type of exchange (non-

sractive, reactive or interactive) determines the level of interactivity of a
form, and the number of exchanges and users on a platform determine its level
sociability” (2015:26). Likewise, Papacharissi (2002) submits that increased
jcipation in the online discourse does not necessarily yield discussions that
purage democratic ideals because of the overt expression of hasty opinions
-ad of well-thought out rational discourse on critical matters of concern.
se7 (2013:34), citing Barber (1998) corroborates this when he submits that
=21 discourse frequently dominates the public sphere the new media provide
i promote. This somewhat aligns with the submissions of Leavitt & Peacock
14:3) when they state that: “online contexts thus have the potential to make
1 discourse harder to achieve.” On the basis of the foregoing, seeking ways to
srove the digital public sphere becomesa justifiable imperative.

sthod

is study examines the quality of audience participative discourse of online
wspapers in Nigeria using as a case study, Premium Times, which first reported
sut the Panama Papers scandal in country. This assessment was done throughan
alysis of readers' comments which were posted on the PT website following the
orts about the landmark leak of offshore financial records. The reports of the
estigation into the leak, which gained substantial journalistic coverage in both
-t and online news media outlets in the country was first reported by Premium
es onApril 3,2016. Premium Times published a total of 51 articles on the issue
at September 30, 2016. However, this study has focused only on five of the
ecles that received the highest number of readers’ comments posted on the
ebsite of the medium. Of the 51 articles published by PT, 29(56.8%) were
aight news items while 22(43.2%) were feature articles. Also, 82.3% of the
~ma scandal coverage by PT pertained to Nigeria and Nigerians while 17.7%
the coverage was concerned with other countries and nationalities. The
adlines of the articles which received the highest number of comments on the
andal and were chosen for the present study are listed below with the bylines of
= reporters indicated as well as the number of comments:

1. Panama Papers: Hidden family assets of Nigeria's Senate President,
Saraki uncovered in tax havens, April4,2016.
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Byline: Emmanuel Mayah and Joshua Olufemi
Comments: 178
9. PanamaPapers: 1 won't resign, Senate President,

April 8, 2016, Byline: Samuel Ogundipe

Bukola Sarali1 says

Comments: 170

3. Panama Papers: ExN
operates sectet companiesin
Byline: Musikilu Mojeed and Ini Ekott

Comments: 166
4. Panama Papers: Documents show hidden offshore assets belong 1
Senate President Saraki; wife, Toyin, amere front, April 8,2016. f

Byline: Premium Times

Comments: 166 :

5.  Panama Papers: General Theophilus Danjuma's offshore companies
secretaccount exposed, April 6,2016

Byline: Musikilu Mojeed and Nicholas Tbekwe

Comments: 146

igeria Senate President, David Mark, illegall

taxhaven,AprilS,2016

1al of 826 comments posted by 266 unique participants wel

Cumulatively, a t0
examined for the study; this amounted to3. 1 comments per poster.
Times uses the Disqus networked community platform t0 suppo

Premium
readers’ comments on its website. To be able to post comuents on the 0
nired to register with name, provide a password and @

' pewspaper, a user is req
hich a link is then sent which is required t0 activate the us

email address to W
~ account. A user nonetheless, could supposedly give a false name, nickname
false personal data in opening the account but musthowever, providea valid emé
address. There was 1o known stated moderation strategic policy adopted by
online news medium t0 regulate or check the quality of online discussions in
posting of comments by readersonthe website.
The following content categories were then devised for the analysis of readel
comments taking mainly into account the research methodology adopted by SiF

(2013).

response (refersto replies to other posts and commert
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accountability and transparency in governance and the declaration of assets
political office holders; the demand for effective governance and stroz
institutions in the country. The next category which was also frequent was
Personal attacks category (232 references) which comprised of threais
individuals, social groups and institutions; calumny, insults, defamation and o
cooperation. It is important to state here that, four of the five articles wit
received the highest number of comments on the Panama leak scandal on the
website had to do with former and serving officials of the Nigerian Sena
specifically relating to Mr David Mark who served as Senate President from 24
t0 2015 and his successor, Dr Bukola Saraki who is the incumbent Sen
President. Both political office holders and the institutions which
represented were constantly attacked and denigrated and their reputation defa
through malicious posting of comments by antagonists who may be difficult
address or prosecute because such readers may have concealed their true identit
(anonymity) in the use of the online platform. While the Nigerian President, !
Muhammadu Buhari, his cabinet members and influential members of the ruli
party, the All Progressives Congress (APC) also got their fair share of the sa
treatment from the online commenters, the media and the medium itself, Prems
Times which first reported on the Panama scandal in Nigeria was also not spare d
some commenters' accused the online medium of pandering to the wishes oft
government of the day and for failing to report the hardship in the land. G
commentator, Kabiru J., tagged it “a conspiracy of silence.” The judicial syste
Labour and other corruption-fighting institutions also had their fair share of f
personal attacks category. Also present in this category were comments wh
contain ethnic and religious slurs and stereotypes posted by readers Southwest!
Southeast, South-South Vs North; Islam Vs Christianity. The import of whie
encourages polarization of the discussion along ethnic and religious fault lines,
well as, across the length and breadth of the country. According to Sil
(2013:186), the persistence of a considerable amount of insults and libel could!
linked to the absence of a pre-moderation by websites that, could avoid ¢
presence of non-polite language and disrespectful behaviours. In his study onne
media and political participation in Nigerian democracy, using an analysis of @
experience from the oil subsidy removal, Azeez (2013:48) wrote that, ma
Nigerians used the new media platforms to make “incoherent, irrational and
statements on the important issue, rather than using the platforms to contribu
meaningfully to the debate on the issue...thereby they purposively limited the
discussions with those that shared their beliefs and ideas, rather than beir
tolerant to opposing arguments that could facilitate informed and rations
accord.” From the present study, and as evident from the Table, it is obvious th
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personal attacks category was one of the most frequently coded categories
ition after the Conversational response class which

ins (2014:3) to define such incivility as «features Of

gsarily disrespectful ton® toward the discussion

» The use of the term «“wailers” Of “wailing

Sciences Vol. 9, No. 1 2

assion that convey an unnece

.. its participants
_rs” coined by Mr Femi Adesina, a SPO
ari 1s 2 social media slang to ref
- those crifics often refer to SupP
mbies” especially in online posts- While commen
. users who share their opinions, findings from this
jcipants in the online discourse Wwere more likely to expres

=5 rather than supportinganidea.
d for comments which offered reasons and arguments
was also 2 considerable amount of comments
gh did not offer reasons 1ot profier arguments for the position taken (56
tended to suggest that some level of
the country and they

orters of

oferences Were recorde
he stance taken, while there

rences). Re aders' comments many atimes
sovernment Was responsible for the problems facing
e effort to justify i -+ion with reasons. 43 references Were recorded
or the expression o ] i aneous to the debate category-
>ussions sometimes diverged from the Panama papers investigative report, 10
s on the ongoing trial of the Senate President, Dr Bukola garaki atthe Code of
uct Tribunal. While some yiew it as an obvious case of witch-hunt, others
that supporters of the former Nigerian President, Goodluck J onathan who
the 2015 presidential clections in the country were still smarting from the
at at the polls hence, the negativism towards the incumbent, Mub: u
ari's fight against corruption whichwas2a major comnerstone that brought him
the highest office of the land. Also, it was observed that supporters of the two
cians pay solidarity t0 their respective political bases and theil ideologies.
ther deviation from the main discOUrs® wasin the line of the interaction which
ered on the alleged extra-judicial killings of the Shiites in the northern part of
joni digenous People of Biafra

country and memb

)B)inthe southeast of Nigeria.
ate over the challenge of €

. bordered on the deb
chPate & Bashit (2012:

= tive governance whi
the threats t0 the democratic process in the country today

are incompetent
structural weaknesses of pub

procedures and regulations
5

____.—

cratic: tendencies,
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of public resources, insensitive and

The Nigerian Journal of

massive stealing
desperate conduct of politicians and the perso
with the fising level of public

of state power coupled
frustration.
ded for critique to others category which cons

56 references were 1ecor
criticism of fellow commenterss while respect for other viewpoints C2¥==
49 references respectively. Avoidance of disagreements was the

£i and sarcasim, had 45 TSl
preciated the investigative powE
1so criticized for the mannet €

online newspapew, the medt
with the name, Omooba Adekunle O

selected for publication. As one user
uts it: “Why is Premium Times SO fixate

P
Buhari as regards forgery and perjury wi
[4

the Saraki's aré being
Omooba A. toesa different line with his post when he noted that;
investigative journalist write-up ever presemed by any N igerian newsp 0

J ever read. Thariks for being 5O thorough with this report. With write-42
why should the proseculors in the country Jack evidence 10 prosecui®

crimes.”

Furthermore, another identi sed theme that was also significant in the an=s
readers' posts Was thatof Morality which was examined first; from the pel
of the call for the resignation of the Senate President, Mr Bukola Sara
position because of the allegations bordering o asset declaration leve
him and morality in terms of the alleged paxﬁsanship and failure of

Muhammadu Buhari to prosecute notable members
Progressives Congress (APC) like
Babatunde imi

Raji Fashola; Rotim! Amaechi amongst

corruption. The Nigerian
s of the opposition- Although

member
enablement of the internet have led to increased particip i

discourse, it can be describe
i ss of special interest groups- As one commentator that goes ™
» alleged, sSOme contributors 10 the online discourse &

identity of “soy0

“pay-per-post” with the support of a certain pohtlcal party whose 102
present researcher has preserved for anonymity sake. Soyo then coné
stating that “readers should save their energy and engage them less !
media because you are not dealing witha free-minded beings but jo0OE
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#¢ your eyes.” Thus, findings from the present study clearly
Te was a deliberate discourtesy or rudeness widely distributed
posted comments on issues which, may not relate directly to
figative report, but rather anc

-rences, religious or ethnic diversity.

in Nigeria can yield fruitful discussions on matters of public
the quality of interaction on such issues will be i
al attacks and uncivil behaviour of Pparticipants on the online

love to engage in political discussions that will allow themto

ead information to others which is not limited only to buses and

=njoins online media organizations in Nigeria to strengthen the

of their websites in order to curb impolite language and
rs exhibited by readers through comments posted on the
Organisation's comment section,
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