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Abstract: This paper examines Language in the Igbo—Yoruba Cyber War:
Rethinking Digital Peacebuilding in Nigeria’s Emerging Digital Agora (2023—
2025). It interrogates how language and linguistic practices within Nigeria’s
online spaces—especially on X (formerly Twitter), Facebook, and TikTok—
transformed from tools of cultural expression into instruments of ethnic
antagonism, ethnic exclusion and identity performance. Through Critical
Discourse Analysis and Digital Peacebuilding theory, the study uncovers how
hashtags, memes, and digital narratives rooted in ethnic identity amplified ethnic
stereotypes, reshaping intergroup relations in the digital public sphere. However,
beyond antagonism, counter-discourses of solidarity also emerged, reflecting
Nigeria’s dynamic capacity for discursive repair. The paper argues that genuine
peacebuilding must extend beyond rhetoric to address the algorithmic
infrastructures that reward divisive content. By reframing Nigeria’s digital
sphere as an evolving agora of contestation and coexistence, this study calls for
an integrated approach that fuses linguistic empathy, algorithmic accountability,
and infrastructural peacebuilding.
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Introduction

Between 2023 and 2025, Nigeria’s cyberspace experienced a
pronounced tension, reflecting and amplifying the country’s long-standing
ethno-linguistic divisions. Traditional social cleavages, particularly between
the Igbo and Yoruba peoples, migrated into online terrains, accelerated by
the immediacy, anonymity, and algorithmic reach of social media platforms.
The general elections of 2023 served as a pivotal moment in this
transformation, as platforms such as X (formerly Twitter), Facebook, and
Instagram became arenas not merely of political mobilisation but of identity
performance, vitriol, and contestation of belonging. In this environment,
the interactions of Igbo and Yoruba netizens increasingly mirrored offline
structural tensions while simultaneously offering novel possibilities for
mediation and peacebuilding in spaces that had once been considered
peripheral to formal politics and public life.:

During the 2023 electoral campaigns, social media was harnessed to
galvanise support, yet it also became a conduit for misinformation, the
amplification of ethnic rivalry, and the entrenchment of societal fault-lines.
Empirical analyses reveal that a substantial proportion of Nigerian users
engaged with political content in ways that reinforced ethnic and regional
loyalties rather than fostering deliberation over policy or governance.2
Observations of online discourse during this period show that ideological
narratives were often dominated by insults, attacks on opponents, hate
speech, falsehoods, and both ethnocentric and religious undertones.3 The
cyberspace thus served as a double-edged platform: while amplifying voice
and visibility, it simultaneously magnified strategies of linguistic exclusion
and identity assertion crystallizing in a cyber war between the Igbo-Yoruba
peoples. The phenomenon described here as “cyber war” refers not to
physical conflict but to a sustained set of online interactions characterised
by linguistic aggression, identity performance, and symbolic domination.
Linguistic aggression in this context encompasses the deployment of insults,
memes, code-switched provocations, and ethnic slurs designed to assert
group superiority or denigrate others. Identity performance, by contrast, is
expressed through the overt adoption and display of ethnic-linguistic
markers, often intertwined with digital behaviours that reinforce in-group

tFoluso M., Adeyinka and Tahir A. Ijaiya, “The Digitalisation of Political Engagement
in Nigeria,” Kashere Journal of Politics and International Relations 2, no. 1 (2024): 285.

2 Etido Aniedi Okon, Dan-Ralph Ohewolam Ojedor, and
Babatunde Oriyomi Owolabi, “The Role of Social Media in the 2023 Nigerian General
Elections: An Analytical Appraisal of Selected Platforms,” American Journal of Arts and
Human Science 4, no. 1 (2025): 34.

3 Solomon Alaba Arowolo and Anthony Ogande, “Evaluating Social Media Influence
on Political Mobilisation in the 2023 Presidential Campaign in Nigeria,” Lapai Journal of
Humanities 15, no. 2 (2024): 160.
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and out-group boundaries. Within the Nigerian online ecosystem, these
dynamics inherit the logic of offline regional and cultural rivalries, yet they
are intensified by the speed, reach, and algorithmic amplification inherent
to digital platforms.4

Against this backdrop, the central question guiding this research
emerges organically: how might Nigeria’s increasingly polarised online
language environment, particularly among Igbo and Yoruba digital publics,
be re-conceptualised as an instrument for peacebuilding? In other words, if
the digital sphere has become a frontline of ethno-linguistic conflict, what
mechanisms could transform it into a site of reconciliation, dialogue, and
the negotiation of a shared national identity? This enquiry is pressing
because the digital realm is no longer marginal to political, social, and
cultural life in Nigeria; it has become an essential arena in which collective
identities are asserted, contested, and reshaped. To address this question,
the study seeks to understand the linguistic strategies that define Igbo—
Yoruba digital interactions between 2023 and 2025, to explore how these
strategies reinforce or transform ethno-linguistic conflict, and to identify
potential pathways through which digital peacebuilding can be pursued
with language at its centre. Ultimately, the online interactions of the Igbo
and Yoruba communities between 2023 and 2025 transcend simple ethnic
rivalry; they illuminate a broader societal challenge: the reconciliation of
plural identities within a shared civic space. If Nigeria’s digital public sphere
has become a“Babel,” the task of digital peacebuilding is to transform its
cacophony into a harmonious chorus, enabling pluralist dialogue to flourish
within the nation’s social and political life. In this sense, understanding the
interplay of language, identity, and digital mediation is a practical
imperative for fostering cohesion in a society increasingly shaped by its
online engagements.5

From Regional Rivalry to Digital Ethno-Nationalism

The layered relationship between the Yoruba and Igbo peoples in
Nigeria must be understood as more than an episodic tension—it is a
continuum shaped by colonial structures, postcolonial contestation and
now digital-age identity performance. The concept of digital
ethno-nationalism helps capture how offline inter-ethnic competition has

4 Goddy U., Osimen and Christianah Ronke Adeyefa, “Social Media and Political
Propaganda: A Double-Edged Sword for Democratic Consolidation in Nigeria,” British
Journal of Multidisciplinary and Advanced Studies 5, no. 4 (2024): 28.

5 Ibid. 29
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migrated into online spaces of linguistic contestation and identity display.¢
The 1914 amalgamation of the Northern and Southern Protectorates by the
British created a political geography in which historically distinct cultural
nations were unified under colonial rule, sowing structural fault-lines for
future inter-group rivalry.” Within this imposed political structure, Yoruba
and Igbo elites rose as dominant southern groups competing for control to
the remains of postcolonial socio-cultural capital.8 Yoruba elites, educated
under the leadership of figures such as Obafemi Awolowo, tended towards
regional autonomy and federalism while Igbo nationalism—embodied by
figures such as Nnamdi Azikiwe—advocated for pan-Nigerian identity
beyond ethnic boundaries.9 This juxtaposition of regionalism and
pan-ethnic nationalism formed a crucible for early post-colonial
ethno-political divisions in Nigeria.z°

The First Republic (1960—1966) accentuated these divisions: electoral
and regional disputes, particularly in the Western Region, reignited
mistrust between Yoruba and Igbo elites rooted in perceptions of “native”
versus “settler” status and ethnic bias in appointments.®* The military coup
of January 1966, widely associated with Igbo officers, and the subsequent
counter-coup that year deepened inter-ethnic suspicion.? The ensuing
Nigerian Civil War (1967—70) inflicted a lasting psychological rift: for many
Igbos, Yoruba-dominated federal forces represented betrayal; for many
Yorubas, the secession and war signalled Igbo exceptionalism and a threat
to national unity.’3 These experiences were internalised in both
communities’ collective memory as what Benedict Anderson might describe
as “imagined antagonisms”—constructed senses of belonging defined in
opposition to the other.4 In the decades following the war, the arena of
conflict shifted from armed confrontation to economic and urban rivalry.
Igbo traders began migrating into Yoruba-dominated urban centres such as
Lagos, Ibadan and Abeokuta, re-igniting fears of dominance and

6 Ugo P. Onumonu and O.G. Odukogbe, “Ethnic Politics and the Nigerian Civil War:
Re-Examining the Yoruba-Igbo Intergroup Relations in Ibadan, 1945-1970,” UZU Journal
of History & International Studies 9, no. 1 (2023): 6.

7 Toyin Falola and Matthew M. Heaton, A History of Nigeria (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2008), 8-9.

8 Ibid. 85-86

9 Onumonu and Odukogbe, “Ethnic Politics...,” 7-8.

10 Falola and Heaton, A History of Nigeria,158.

1 Falola and Heaton, A History of Nigeria,163-165.

12 Falola and Heaton, A History of Nigeria,170-171

13 Falola and Heaton, A History of Nigeria,178-180.

14 Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread
of Nationalism, 3rd ed. (London: Verso, 2006), 145.
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displacement.’5 Yoruba political and economic elites, especially in Lagos,
viewed Igbo commercial success as encroachment, while Igbo
entrepreneurs perceived claims of “indigeneity” as exclusionary and
adversarial.16 These tensions, while resisting overt conflict, persisted
beneath the surface until the advent of social media transformed Nigeria’s
communicative landscape.

With the arrival of platforms such as X (formerly Twitter), Facebook
and TikTok, Nigerians acquired new channels for identity performative
politics as well as mobilisation.””? Between 2023 and 2025, following
Nigeria’s general election cycle, the Yoruba—Igbo rivalry found renewed
expression online: Lagos became a digital metaphor of ownership and
belonging—Yoruba netizens claimed it as ancestral territory, while Igbo
actors framed themselves as modernising architects of the city.'8 Linguistic
weapons formerly confined to political rallies—labels such as “indigene”,
“settler”, “coloniser”, “slave”—re-emerged on social media, demonstrating
how offline rivalry evolves into cyber-ethno-nationalism through language
and identity performance.29 Yet this digital sphere is not entirely corrosive:
it also contains pockets of cross-ethnic collaboration, youth activism, and
shared cultural production.2°c The same algorithmic structures that amplify
polarisation may also enable solidarity, shared identity and digital
citizenship.2! Thus, the Yoruba—Igbo cyber conflict should not be dismissed
as mere social media noise but viewed as a continuation of historical
contestation refracted in digital form—a contested venue where language,
identity and algorithmic logics converge.

Language, identity and cyber conflict

In our digitised era, the tension between the Igbo and Yoruba online
publics demands a detailed theoretical lens—one that regards language not
simply as a vehicle of meaning, but as a terrain of power, identity and
transformation. At the heart of this inquiry lie three interlinked
frameworks: critical discourse analysis (CDA), social identity theory (SIT),

15 T. Forrest, Politics and Economic Development in Nigeria, Boulder: Westview
Press, (1995), 73.

16 Onumonu and Odukogbe, “Ethnic Politics...,” 8-9.

17 Foluso M. Adeyinka and Tahir A. Tjaiya, “The Digitalisation of Political Engagement
in Nigeria,” Kashere Journal of Politics & International Relations 2, no. 1 (2024): 282.

18 Adeyinka and Ijaiya, “The Digitalisation of Political Engagement in Nigeria,” 284-
285

19 Onumonu and Odukogbe, “Ethnic Politics...,” 9.

20 Matthias Francis and Bimbola Oluleye, “Social Media, Digital Peacebuilding and
Youth Participation in Protests: A Focus on Nigeria,” De-Centre: Journal of
Interdisciplinary Studies 1, no. 1 (2025): 4.

21 Francis and Oluleye, “Social Media, Digital Peacebuilding...,” 9
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and the emergent field of digital peacebuilding. Each offers a vital vantage
point for understanding how language and identity function in online
conflict zones—and together they enable us to envision how a cyber-war
might be reframed as a digital peacebuilding opportunity.

CDA foregrounds how texts—and by extension digital posts—both
mirror and reproduce social power relations. Bob Hodge argues that
identity, ideology and interaction are “mutually constitutive” within
discourse, and that recognising the contradictions therein offers both
analytical leverage and normative urgency.22 In online spheres, recent work
demonstrates that social-media platforms permit users to reproduce
stereotypes, shape perceptions and erect in-group/out-group boundaries
through linguistic strategies.23 Against the backdrop of Nigeria’s Igbo—
Yoruba digital exchanges, CDA allows us to decode how tweets, memes and
code-switched posts encode enduring structures of dominance, exclusion
and identity assertion.24 Complementing this, SIT—first advanced by Henri
Tajfel and John Turner—posits that individuals categorise themselves into
social groups, derive self-esteem from that membership and preferentially
compare the in-group to an out-group.2s In virtual communities, this
dynamic is magnified: anonymity, echo-chambers and algorithmic
amplification accelerate in-group favouritism and out-group derogation.26
Within the Yoruba—Igbo online engagements of 2023 to 2025, the linguistic
patterns of mockery, slurs and tribal hashtags became more than rhetorical
skirmishes—they are embodiments of group identity in contest. Language
here is not incidental: it is integral to what SIT predicts—the defence of
identity, hierarchy and belonging in a shifting social field.

Beyond the social-psychological and discursive lies a third emergent
domain: digital peacebuilding. Conflict studies increasingly conceive
conflict not as a discrete event but as an ongoing process of structural,
relational and cultural transformation.2? Accordingly, contemporary

22 Bob Hodge, “Ideology, Identity, Interaction: Contradictions and Challenges for
Critical Discourse Analysis,” Critical Approaches to Discourse Analysis Across
Disciplines 5, no. 2 (2012): 1-18

23 Tbid...5

24 Robert Hodge and Gunther Kress, Language as Ideology, 1st ed. (London:
Routledge, 1993), 5-10

25 HenriTajfel and John Turner, “The Social Identity Theory of Intergroup
Behaviour,” in Psychology of Intergroup Relations, ed. WilliamG. Austin &
Stephen Worchel (Chicago: Nelson-Hall, 2nd ed., 1986), 7-24.

26 John C. Turner, “Social Identification and Psychological Group Formation,” in The
Social Dimension, ed. Ruth J.R. Johnson & Richard W. Hughes (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2010), 25-35.

27 Andreas T. Hirblinger et al., “Digital Peacebuilding: A Framework for Critical—
Reflexive Engagement,” International Studies Perspectives 24, no. 3 (2023): 265-284.
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scholarship argues that digitality—the mediated condition of
communication, networks and platforms—should be treated as an
independent variable affecting peacebuilding outcomes.28 Scholars caution
against treating technology as neutral. Instead they urge us to examine how
digital infrastructures, algorithms and affordances co-produce meaning,
identity and conflict.29 Within this matrix, “digital peacebuilding” may be
defined as the deliberate use of digital tools and strategies to prevent,
resolve or transform conflict and bolster social cohesion in both online and
offline domains.3° The field also warns of the techno-solutionist fallacy:
technology alone cannot yield peace unless rooted in socio-cultural, ethical
and structural understanding.3! Synthesising these strands, this paper
proposes a model of digital peace linguistics—a conceptual innovation in
which language becomes the hinge between conflict and peace in
cyberspace. In this model, CDA provides the tools to map power relations in
Igbo—Yoruba online rhetoric; SIT illuminates the identity stakes that
undergird communicators’ attachments to their groups; and digital
peacebuilding provides the forward-looking orientation towards
transformation. The core argument is that if language can serve as a vehicle
of exclusion and conflict, it can equally become an instrument of
reconciliation and digital cohesion. Thus, tweets, memes and online
exchanges are not merely symptoms of deeper ethno-linguistic rivalry—they
may offer site for intervention, language-based peace education and digital
dialogue.

By situating the Nigerian case within global scholarship on digital
conflict and peace communication, this theoretical framework emphasizes
how multilingual, multicultural societies must navigate not only offline
fractures but their online extensions. In a world where algorithms,
platforms and networked publics shape the possibilities of speech and
identity, this orientation enables us to trace how ethnic rivalry is re-cast into
cyber-ethnic performance—and how that performance may be redirected
towards digital peacebuilding. In this sense, Nigeria is not merely a
particular case but a lens for broader inquiry: how language in global digital
spheres can define, entrench—and also transform—conflict into peace.

28 Tbid...270

29 Tbid., 272-273

30 “Digital Peacebuilding,” Alliance for Peacebuilding Community of Practice,
accessed November 5, 2025, https://www.allianceforpeacebuilding.org/digital-
peacebuilding-cop.

31 Tbid
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Linguistic Anatomy of the Cyber War (2023—-2025)

Language has always been central to Nigerian identity politics, yet
between 2023 and 2025, its role in digital spaces became not only expressive
but also weaponised. In the Yoruba—Igbo cyber conflict, language evolved
from a cultural marker to a battleground for prestige, belonging, and moral
legitimacy. What makes this period distinctive is the scale and intensity with
which linguistic aggression has been mediated by algorithms, meme
cultures, and hashtag activism. In Nigeria’s digital ecosystem, where
millions of users participate daily on X (formerly Twitter), Facebook, and
TikTok, ethnic discourse has taken on new semiotic forms that transcend
speech to encompass images, emojis, and soundbites—all functioning as
extensions of linguistic identity.32

During the 2023 general elections, Nigeria’s cyberspace turned into a
digital coliseum where ethnicity and politics intertwined.33 The candidacy
of Peter Obi, an Igbo politician perceived by many as a symbol of reform,
provoked intense reactions from parts of the Yoruba online community,
particularly among those who identified with the ruling political elite in
Lagos.34 Hashtags such as #LagosIsNotNoMan’sLand and #Obidients
emerged not merely as political slogans but as linguistic symbols of identity
assertion. #LagosIsNotNoMan’sLand became a discursive weapon used to
frame the Yoruba as “indigenous defenders” of territory, while #Obidients
functioned as an identity rallying cry for a pan-ethnic, reformist movement
that Yoruba nationalists read as Igbo expansionism.35 Critical Discourse
Analysis of these exchanges reveals three dominant linguistic patterns:
territorial framing, historical invocation, and moral accusation. Territorial
framing involved redefining geographical belonging through ethnic
metaphors—Yoruba users describing Lagos as their “ancestral inheritance,”
and Igbo users responding with economic claims that they had “built” the
city through commerce and labour.3¢ Historical invocation reactivated old
wounds: online users referenced the Civil War, Awolowo’s policies, and the
events of 1966 as rhetorical ammunition to legitimise distrust.3? Moral

32 A, A. Olorunnisola, and B. L. Martin, eds., Digital Activism and Nigerian Politics
(London: Routledge, 2021), 112—15.

33 Premium Times, “Ethnic Tensions Rise Online after 2023 Presidential Election,”
March 2023

34 E. Akinwotu, “Digital Nationalism and Ethnic Rivalries in Nigeria,” BBC Africa
Analysis, 2025

35 Punch Newspaper, “How Hashtags Became Political Weapons during 2023
Elections,” April 2023.

36 Legit.ng, “Igbos vs Yorubas: Council Lists 5 Historical Reasons for Prolonged Feud,
Proffers Solutions,” January 2024.

37 U. Udiyaundeye, “Yoruba—Igbo Rivalry, 1937—1970,” Indonesian Journal of Social
and Educational Studies 3, no. 2 (2021): 44—59, at 47—48.
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accusation, perhaps the most venomous form, involved portraying the other
group as inherently deceitful, domineering, or ungrateful—discursive
strategies that consolidate in-group virtue while demonising the out-
group.s38

Memes, digital art, and satire also became linguistic instruments of
warfare. In one viral example, a Yoruba meme portrayed an Igbo trader as
a “tenant” attempting to seize his landlord’s home—a digital metaphor for
political encroachment. Conversely, Igbo netizens circulated caricatures
depicting Yoruba politicians as puppets of northern oligarchs, portraying
Yoruba pragmatism as servility.39 These semiotic constructions are not
random; they follow what Fairclough terms “ideological encoding”—where
the micro-level of discourse reproduces macro-level hierarchies of power
and resentment.4© The aggression, while framed as humour or cultural
banter, conceals deep existential anxieties about identity, space, and
recognition. The anonymity of digital platforms further amplifies the
linguistic toxicity. Users operate under pseudonyms that shield them from
accountability, emboldening a form of performative tribalism.4* Within
these anonymous networks, group belonging is reinforced through
linguistic mimicry—shared slang, rhythm, and tone. Phrases like “Dem no
fit rule us” or “We own Lagos” act as shibboleths, signalling membership
and solidarity within digital tribes.42 This phenomenon aligns with social
identity theory, which holds that individuals derive self-esteem from group
membership and tend to valorise linguistic codes that affirm group
superiority.43

However, language in Nigeria’s cyber war is not uniformly destructive.
Amidst the hostility, counter-discourses of peace and solidarity have also
emerged. Influencers, comedians, and inter-ethnic digital activists often
intervene with reconciliatory rhetoric that subverts antagonistic

38 A. Isoje, “Explainer: Why Yorubas and Igbos Are Often at Loggerheads,” Pulse
Nigeria, July 30, 2025.

39 B.O. Martins, “Ethnicity and Online Political Discourse in Nigeria: A Critical
Linguistic Study,” African Journal of Communication Studies 12, no. 1 (2024): 17—309, at
26—-27.

40 B.0O. Martins, “Ethnicity and Online Political Discourse in Nigeria: A Critical
Linguistic Study,” African Journal of Communication Studies 12, no. 1 (2024): 17—309, at
26—-27.

41 B.O. Martins, “Ethnicity and Online Political Discourse in Nigeria: A Critical
Linguistic Study,” African Journal of Communication Studies 12, no. 1 (2024): 17—309, at
26—27

42 BBC Pidgin, “The Meaning of ‘We Own Lagos’ in Nigeria’s Online Political War,”
March 2023

43 H. Tajfel and J. Turner, The Social Identity Theory of Intergroup Behaviour
(Chicago: Nelson-Hall, 1979), 41—43.
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narratives.44 For instance, following the March 2023 gubernatorial election
controversies, hashtags such as #WeAreOneNigeria and #StopTheHate
gained traction as peace campaigns spearheaded by Nigerian youth across
ethnic divides. These peace-oriented interventions demonstrate that digital
conflict is not static; it oscillates between hostility and healing. The same
platforms that host hate speech also host empathy. From a peace
communication perspective, what is remarkable about the 2023-2025
period is the speed with which linguistic hostility escalated and,
paradoxically, how swiftly counter-narratives emerged. This dual
movement illustrates what scholars of digital conflict call “discursive
volatility”—the rapid shifts in tone and frame within online conversations
due to viral amplification and user emotion.45 The Yoruba—Igbo cyber war
thus exemplifies a new digital ethnopolitical struggle: a hybrid of memory,
meme, and identity performance that operates simultaneously as cultural
expression and symbolic violence.4¢ Understanding the linguistic anatomy
of this cyber war requires attention to both context and code. Words such as
“coloniser,” “slave,” “tenant,” and “coward” do not appear in a vacuum; they
are linguistic residues of historical grievance reanimated in real time. The
digital environment has given these old terms new performative energy.47
Yet this also creates opportunity. Peacebuilders, linguists, and policymakers
can engage these same linguistic spaces to construct alternative discourses
of shared citizenship and intercultural respect. As the theory of digital
peacebuilding suggests, conflict transformation in cyberspace begins not
with silencing voices, but by changing the meanings that circulate among
them.48 The Yoruba—Igbo cyber war, when studied through its linguistic
anatomy, is therefore more than an episode of digital hostility—it is a mirror
reflecting Nigeria’s unresolved past, and a potential doorway into a more
dialogic, peaceful future.49

From Antagonism to Civic Dialogue

If Nigeria’s digital public sphere between 2023 and 2025 resembled a
linguistic battlefield, it also contained the seeds of a democratic experiment.
The rise of what Chantal Mouffe calls agonistic pluralism—conflict within

44 Vanguard, “Nigerians Launch #StopTheHate Campaign after Ethnic Clashes in
Lagos,” April 2023

45 B. Mutsvairo and S. Bebawi, Media, Conflict and Peacebuilding in Africa (London:
Routledge, 2019), 78—80.

46 C. Bell, PeaceTech: Digital Transformation to End Wars (London: Palgrave
Macmillan, 2024), 122—24

47 Olorunnisola and Martin, Digital Activism and Nigerian Politics, 210—13.

48 T. Falola, The History of Nigeria (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009),
312—14.

49 Thid
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ethical bounds—offers a compelling interpretive lens for understanding the
Igbo—Yoruba cyber war.5° For Mouffe, the problem with liberal democracies
is not that they are too conflictual but that they attempt to erase legitimate
contestation. Democracy, she insists, requires transforming antagonism—
where opponents view each other as enemies—into agonism, where they
recognise each other as adversaries whose views, though incompatible,
remain legitimate.5* Within Nigeria’s online discourse, linguistic
antagonism often collapses into dehumanisation, but agonistic theory
invites us to reimagine it as a struggle for recognition, one that can
strengthen pluralism if mediated ethically.

In this view, the digital conflict between Igbo and Yoruba users is not
merely toxic speech but a discursive performance of belonging and
exclusion.52 The insults, memes, and identity claims exchanged on X
(formerly Twitter) and Facebook often articulate deep historical grievances
rooted in regional marginalisation, economic rivalry, and political mistrust.
To silence these expressions entirely would risk burying unresolved trauma.
Yet to leave them unchecked breeds polarisation. A digital agonistic
approach thus advocates for managed contestation—platforms and civil
institutions should create spaces where disagreement is not criminalised
but channelled towards civic reasoning and mutual comprehension.53

Mouffe’s framework becomes particularly relevant in understanding
how linguistic aggression online can be reoriented into democratic dialogue.
In agonistic politics, the goal is not consensus but coexistence of
difference.5+ When Igbo users claim “We are the most industrious tribe” and
Yoruba counterparts respond “We built the cities you migrated to,” these
utterances are not only ethnic chauvinism—they are assertions of identity,
merit, and historical memory. The task of peacebuilding, therefore, is not to
sanitise language but to translate antagonistic idioms into civic idioms.55
For instance, digital mediators, influencers, or content creators can reframe
divisive narratives as debates about regional contribution, governance, or
citizenship, allowing citizens to articulate belonging without hostility.

This approach resonates with the linguistic turn in peace communication
studies, which views language not merely as a medium of conflict but as a

50 Chantal Mouffe, Agonistics: Thinking the World Politically (London: Verso, 2013),
p- 7.

51 Ibid., pp. 15—18.

52 Eke, J. & Themere, K. U., “Postcolonial Cyber-Nationalism: Language, Power and
Digital Identity in Nigeria’s Online Public Sphere,” Journal of Language and Politics,
22(4), 2023, pp. 598—620

53 Mouffe, Agonistics, p. 29.

54 . Ibid., p. 25

55 Fairclough, N., Language and Power, 2nd ed. (London: Longman, 2001).
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means of transformation.5® Words, metaphors, and hashtags can either
weaponise identity or democratise it. Digital agonistics thus calls for fostering
what we might term as peaceful dissensus—a recognition that disagreement
itself, when handled through inclusive norms, sustains a vibrant democracy. In
Nigeria’s online ecology, this could manifest in moderated digital debates,
multilingual podcasts, and hashtag campaigns that encourage adversarial but
respectful argument. Rather than banning conflict, such interventions curate
ritualised disagreement, turning hostile speech into civic performance. A
promising illustration happened in 2020 when notable Nigerian digital
influencers have used online platforms to promote ethnic harmony-for
instance, the ‘NoToTribalism’ campaign and the ‘End SARS’ coalition’s cross-
ethnic activism on Twitter, this experiment captures the agonistic spirit:
adversaries remained opposed, but the contest shifted from identity to policy.
Institutionalising this model requires both digital literacy and algorithmic
transparency by the civil society and government.

Most public debate on digital conflict assumes that hostility originates
from user behaviour. Yet research increasingly shows that the architecture
of platforms—their algorithms, design biases, and incentive structures—
amplifies antagonism.57 Algorithms prioritizes engagement over empathy,
boosting emotionally charged and divisive content because it drives clicks.58
In the Nigerian context, during the 2023 elections, posts that invoked ethnic
stereotypes received exponentially higher visibility than calls for unity.59

Hence, peacebuilding will not focus on discourse alone but also on the
infrastructures that amplify it, since algorithms give visibility to content that
invokes ethnic stereotypes or emotionally charged narratives designed to
generate traffic. The architecture of social media platforms—especially the
logic of engagement-driven algorithms—privileges divisive or affect-laden
speech because it sustains the ‘attention economy’ and builds data
circulation.®0 As Zeynep Tufekci argues, platform algorithms tend to reward
outrage and polarization, creating an “attention economy” where hate and
identity-based antagonism gain traction faster than deliberative dialogue.6!
In the Nigerian digital sphere, this amplification effect has been observed

56 Chiluwa, I., & Ifukor, P., “War Against Our Children,” Discourse & Society, 26(3),
2015, pp. 267—296.

57 Gillespie, T., Custodians of the Internet (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2018),
p. 11.

58 O’Neil, C., Weapons of Math Destruction (London: Penguin, 2016), p. 72.

59 Akinwotu, S. & Nwagwu, W., “Algorithmic Amplification and Online Hate Speech,”
Information Development, 39(4), 2023, p. 1238.

60 Tarleton Gillespie, Custodians of the Internet: Platforms, Content Moderation,
and the Hidden Decisions That Shape Social Media (New Haven: Yale University Press,
2018), 71-73

61 Tarleton Gillespie, - (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2018), 7173
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during online ethnic debates between Igbo and Yoruba users, where
emotionally charged hashtags and memes trend more rapidly than
conciliatory discourse.52

A sustainable peacebuilding response, therefore, must address not only
linguistic discourse but also the digital infrastructure that structures visibility,
engagement, and meaning-making. Scholars of digital governance suggest that
algorithmic accountability, transparent content moderation, and digital
literacy are essential to mitigate the reproduction of bias and online violence.¢3
Peacebuilding in this context requires multi-level intervention—policy reforms
targeting platform governance, community-based counter-narratives that
subvert hate speech, and digital education initiatives that equip citizens to
navigate algorithmic manipulation critically.e4 Such an approach recognizes
that technology is not neutral; it is a political and cultural actor shaping how
communities perceive and engage with one another.

Hence, peacebuilding in the digital age must move beyond rhetorical
appeals to harmony and instead engage the technological and economic
infrastructures that determine which ideas gain traction. If algorithms
amplify divisive content because it is emotionally charged and profitable,
then sustainable peacebuilding must intervene both technically and
structurally, not merely discursively.65

First, peacebuilding must involve algorithmic accountability and
ethical design. This entails urging platforms such as X (formerly Twitter),
Facebook, and TikTok to make their recommendation systems more
transparent, particularly within societies with histories of ethnic or religious
tension like Nigeria.®¢ Scholars like Safiya Umoja Noble and Nanjala
Nyabola have shown that algorithmic bias reproduces structural
inequalities, reinforcing both social hierarchies and political polarization.¢7
Addressing these risks demands algorithmic impact assessments—akin to

62 Uchenna Ekwo, “Social Media, Ethnic Identity, and the Crisis of Digital Citizenship
in Nigeria,” African Journalism Studies 42, no. 4 (2021): 33—52.

63 Uchenna Ekwo, “Social Media, Ethnic Identity, and the Crisis of Digital Citizenship
in Nigeria,” African Journalism Studies 42, no. 4 (2021): 33—52.

64 Emmanuel O. Ojo and Peter O. Okebukola, “Digital Literacy and Peacebuilding in
Nigeria: Navigating the Algorithmic Public Sphere,” Journal of Peacebuilding &
Development 17, no. 2 (2022): 205—220.

65 Emmanuel O. Ojo and Peter O. Okebukola, “Digital Literacy and Peacebuilding in
Nigeria: Navigating the Algorithmic Public Sphere,” Journal of Peacebuilding &
Development 17, no. 2 (2022): 205—220.

66 Kate Crawford, Atlas of AI: Power, Politics, and the Planetary Costs of Artificial
Intelligence (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2021), 54—56

67 Safiya Umoja Noble, Algorithms of Oppression: How Search Engines Reinforce
Racism (New York: New York University Press, 2018), 1—10; Nanjala Nyabola, Digital
Democracy, Analogue Politics: How the Internet Era Is Transforming Kenya (London: Zed
Books, 2018), 22—29
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environmental impact assessments—to evaluate how digital systems
influence social cohesion and collective behavior.68

Second, there is a need for digital literacy and narrative intervention.
Communities must be empowered to recognize manipulative or
inflammatory content and to generate counter-narratives that humanize,
rather than essentialize, ethnic and cultural identities.® This form of digital
citizenship shifts peacebuilding from elite diplomacy to participatory
engagement, cultivating online publics that are critical, empathetic, and
creative in their responses to conflict narratives.70

Third, peacebuilding must integrate with platform governance and
data ethics. Civil society organizations, local governments, and academic
institutions could establish regional peace-tech observatories that monitor
hate speech trends, detect coordinated disinformation, and collaborate with
technology firms to refine moderation tools that reflect local cultural
behaviors rather than Western-coded capitalist metrics.”

Conclusion

The pathways to digital peacebuilding in Nigeria’s Igbo—Yoruba
cybersphere rest on the recognition that language is both a battleground and
a bridge. By deploying coordinated educational, technological and policy
strategies, Nigeria can harness its digital public sphere as a site of
reconciliation rather than division. The lessons emerging between 2023 and
2025, if acted upon, may not only calm ethnolinguistic digital conflict at
home but also serve as a template for digital peace in similarly plural
societies worldwide.
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