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Abstract 
This paper takes a cursory look at the mass media and their attendant 
responsibility to the citizens of Nigeria. It points out that through the 
functions of information, interpretation, cultural transmission, 
entertainment, national integration, socio-economic modernisation and 
cultural creativity among many others, the media have creditably discharged 
their obligation to the citizenry. However, it is our contention that such 
roles can be honed and further enhanced through the adoption and 
demonstration of ethically stable behaviour. The paper proposes negotiation, 
social heredity and social linkages as some of the methods that could be 
used by the media in their bid to sensitize the citizenry to their civic 
responsibility to the nation on one hand, and in the discharge of their civic 
responsibility to the citizenry on the other. 

Introduction 
The mass media have increasingly assumed complex roles in the Nigerian society today. No 

one is left in doubt about the onerous burden that rests on them in directing the affairs of the society as 
its proverbial watchdog. One of such tasks is for them to ensure that the citizens of Nigeria discharge 
their obligations to the state on one hand, and for them (media) to also discharge their own 
responsibilities to the nation on the other. This places a dual responsibility on the media, in the first 
place, the media arc to mobilise and sensitize Nigerians to what the constitution and the laws of the 
land require of them. In the second place, the media are to discharge their own responsibility to the 
country as required by the laws of the land. It is the position of this paper that the mass media have been 
effective in the art of calling up the people of Nigeria to what is expected of them through their 
information, interpretation, cultural transmission, entertainment, national integration, socio-economic, 
modernisation, and cultural creativity functions. But, as we know, there are always two sides to a 
coin. Much as the media have tried to uphold this fundamental task, their operations have suffered 
some drawbacks. Unethical behaviour, editorial recklessness and sensationalism are some of the 
factors that have undermined their perfection of this role. In the light of this finding, the paper 
recommends that the efficacy of the media in their civic responsibility role in Nigeria will depend on 
their ability to re-adjust on their present performance. This would entail the process of transforming the 
social perceptions and orientation of media operators. Negotiation, social heredity, and social linkages 
are some of the methods that are suggested for this purpose. 

A Discourse on Concepts 

There are as many definitions of the mass media as there are authors in this field of study. However, 
none of these definitions has been accepted universally as a standard definition. We shall not concern 
ourselves with the nuances of the term. What is important to us here is to attempt to identify certain 
fundamental features that are characteristic of the media. The media are characterised by a large, 
heterogeneous, and anonymous audience. That is to say the media are open to a large undifferentiated 
mass audience, such that the communication context transcends the face-to-face interaction process. 
The use of technological devices to mediate between the audience and the communication source 
bears testimony to this fact. There are also indications that what constitutes the source of information 
is a well ordered and structured organisation or institution, and not a mere individual. It should be noted 
however that individuals collectively come together and come under one corporate entity with a well 
defined authority relationship that regulate and guide their conduct toward the achievement of their 
common goal - information dissemination. Arising from the ongoing analysis, the mass media are 
defined operationally as those organised social institutions that have responsibility for the gathering, 
processing, packaging and dissemination of information in society through the technological device 
of television, radio, film, cinema, newspapers, magazines, books etc. 



According to Hornby (1995:201) "Civics is the study of the rights and responsibilities of 
citizens1'. Civic responsibility thus suggests of the responsibilities and obligations of the citizen to 
(heir country. These responsibilities arc varied and multi-dimensional, and are political, social, 
economic and cultural in orientation. Some of these responsibilities include: registering with the 
authorised electoral body to qualify to vote at elections, actual exercise of franchise by voting 
candidates into political offices, payment of taxes, protection of public properly, ensuring harmonious 
relationship through tolerance e.t.c. inherent in the conception of civic responsibility is the allusion to 
the term-citizen. It is therefore, necessary for us to consider carefully what the term portends. 

Anyaelc (1994) perceives a citizen as: "a person who is a legal member of a country. He 
resides permanently in that country, enjoys full civic and political rights and will be ready to put his 
life at stake in defence of its territory when occasion calls for that". 

Terse as this definition is, it raises a number of questions as to who a citizen is. What does 
legality portend in this context? Is it legality by means of circumstances of birth? Or is it legality by 
means of registration or naturalisation? Again, the question of whether one resides in a country 
permanently or temporarily qualifies him to be a citizen. Another question will be; is it all citizens of 
a country that would lay down their lives in defence of their country? The point here is that there are 
some deficiencies with such a conception of the term citizen. 

According to Longman Dictionary of Contemporary English, a citizen is "someone who lives 
in a particular town, country or state and has rights and responsibilities there". The cardinal point to 
note in this rendition of the citizen is the rights and responsibilities he owes the state. Such rights and 
responsibilities find relevance in the thrust of this discourse as civic responsibility. 

Sections 25 (1), 26 (1) and 27 (1) of the 1999 Constitution of the Federal Republic of Nigeria 
state three ways through which the citizenship of a country may be acquired. Section 25 (1) accords 
citizenship by birth 26 (1) acknowledges citizenship by registration and 27 (1) permits citizenship by 
naturalisation. Irrespective of the nature of the citizenship (birth, registration, naturalisation) a citizen 
acquires certain rights as defined by the Constitution. Nwankwo (1991) categorises these rights into 
economic, political, legal and social rights. Economic right include among other things: right to own 
property, right to pursue any business allowed by law, freedom to work and earn a salary etc. Some of 
the political rights that accrue to (he citizen include: right to vote, right to be voted for, freedom to be 
appointed and to hold any political or public office, right to form political associations or political 
parties as may be directed under the law. Some of the legal rights include: freedom of access to law 
courts, freedom of subjection to torture or other inhumane or degrading treatment; freedom from 
slavery or forced labour, freedom of deprivation of personal liberty except in accordance with the law; 
freedom of expression and investment etc. Among the social rights are: right to education, right to 
association, freedom of religion/conscience, right to life, freedom from discrimination on the basis of 
sex, tribe or religion. 

Anyaele (1994) Nwankwo (1991) and Okoye (1992) share a common view that a citizen owes 
his fatherland the following obligations, duties or responsibilities: 
 

    1  To be law abiding 
2. Loyalty 
3. Defence of country 
4. Payment of one's taxes 
5. Service to the nation 
6. To perform civic responsibilities 
7. Assisting the law enforcement agents in their task of ridding the country of criminals and to 

guarantee peace and order. 
8. Taking care of public property 
9. Respect for National Flag 
10. Respect for National Anthem 
11. Non-interference with another's rights 
12. Honesty 
13. To criticize government constructively 



14. Respect for the Head of State and Constituted Authorities 
15. Avoidance of destructive acts. 

The above is a clear demonstration of the duties and responsibilities the citizen owes his 
fatherland. Having defined the concepts, the onus is on us at this point to see how the media have" 
been instrumental or otherwise in prompting the citizens to keep faith with their obligations to their 
fatherland, in our context, Nigeria. 

Mass Media and Civic Responsibility in Nigeria: An Appraisal 
A cursory look at the Nigerian society shows that the bane of Nigeria today is the citizens 

gross abuse of the moral, social, political and economic obligation they owe their fatherland. The 
situation is further compounded by the disproportionate demand and pressure on the government ta 
safeguard and sustain its own side of the bargain. What the media do is to through the function of 
information, correlation, cultural transmission, entertainment, national integration, socio-economic 
modernization and cultural creativity, not only change the orientations but also to enlighten, empower 
and even challenge the citizen not to shirk their responsibility to their fatherland. The media also 
encourage the citizens to see the process of governance as team work, and prompt them to team up 
with the government in its endeavours so the predetermined goals of national unity, sustained 
economic productivity, justice and fair play among others will ensue. In other words the media 
function as a change agent initiating; as it were a new orientation in the citizens. To the extent of this 
function, it can be argued that the media have pioneered the wave of reformation mentality in the 
citizens towards their civic responsibility. 

As was alluded to in the introduction, the media have a dual function in ensuring civic 
responsibility in Nigeria. The above situation demonstrates the first phase or level of this function 
ensuring that the citizens contribute meaningfully to the all round development of the Nigerian society 
through religious execution of their civic responsibility to the nation. On the other hand, the media 
discharge their own civic responsibility to the nation through strict adherence to certain principles, 
Folarin (1998:5) identifies these principles or functions as: 

1. The surveillance or the information or news function 
2. The correlation/interpretation or editorial/opinion function 
3. The cultural transmission or education function 
4. The entertainment function 

5.      National integration 
6. Socio-economic modernization, and 
7. Cultural creativity. 

According to him information function "involves scouting round the environment to bring 
information lo the people-news of development, danger, threats to national stability and so on". The 
media have been effective in performing this function in Nigeria. Through environmental scanning 
for information the media were able to unravel what would have been inimical to our nascent 
democratic experience. The misdemeanour of Alhaji Salisu Buhari, Chief Evan Enwercm, and to a 
large extent the excesses of President Obasanjo and the National Assembly have been reasonably 
check mated by the media through insistence on their civic responsibility to society. The result was 
that Buhari and Enwercm lost their positions as Speaker and Senate President in the National 
Assembly respectively, and the executive and legislature are now more mindful of their activities. 
The media have also done well in this regard by giving a purposeful direction in mass mobilization 
efforts. Okigbo (1990:49) writing on the sources of political information in a Rural Nigeria 
Community argues, "(he individual voter seems to be drowning in a sea of political information, some 
of which must be structured in order to make sense of the usually highly inflationary election 
information". The argument here is that the media provide the platform for the structuring and 
organisation of such information into coherent meaningful forms. 

Interpretation involves putting events in proper perspective for better comprehension of the 
average mind. The media have done a lot in this direction in Nigeria. Most policies of government 



have been analysed and the implications for the citizen drawn through this function. The ban on 
importation of five year old cars, privatisation of public enterprises, monetisation of the economy, 
deregulation of down stream sector of the petroleum industry etc. have drawn appropriate reactions 
from the media (positive or negative depending on what effects such policies would have on the 
generality of the people). To remain mute or indifferent in the face of these policies would imply 
shirking their civic responsibility to the nation. 

Cultural transmission addresses the need for the media to chronicle or highlight the 
milestones in the nation's civilization. The media have presented a platform for the showcase of such 
cultural artifacts. Art columns in newspapers and magazines and transmission of such events as 
beauty pageants, art exhibition etc on television attest to this fact. 

Entertainment function speaks of an opportunity for media audiences to give vent to their 
feelings-weep, laugh etc, Drama series are presented, where activities of deviants in society are 
lampooned and responsible civic behaviour is elicited and encouraged through characterisation. 

National integration seems to be one of the most challenging aspects of civic responsibility of 
the media to the country. By this function, the media create avenue for the feeling of oneness among 
the different peoples that make up the country. They foster a sense of belonging and patriotism in the 
different ethnic groups and motivate more towards achieving national goals at the expense of tribal 
and sectional goals. A good number of discussion and entertainment programmes on the electronic 
media, and editorials and features columns in the print media have been anchored on this thinking. 

Socio-economic modernisation is one other area of interest for media practitioners in their 
civic responsibility function to the nation. Through this function, the media have encouraged 
manpower development, capacity building and rapid rural development projects. One is not left in 
doubt that most of the communal efforts at development have been triggered by media activities in 
this direction. 

Cultural creativity for our discourse is the last point through which the media exercise civic 
responsibility in the Nigerian society. The media have been vehement in the need for progressive 
cultural development of the various peoples that make up Nigeria. They have been in the forefront of 
campaigns against inhuman and barbaric aspects of our culture; they have created impact through the 
infusion of our cultural practices with a lot of knowledge from developed and civilized societies. This 
factor has been fundamental to the socio-cultural transformation in Nigeria today. 

But, laudable and impressive as media performance in this direction seems to have been, one 
notices with a modicum of concern some Haws that attend their operations. First is the knotty issue of 
unethical behaviour. This manifests in gross misconduct evidenced in brown envelope syndrome, 
editorial recklessness, offensive gate keeping etc. Folarin (1998:82) shares this thought "a mass 
medium in a free-enterprise market has to succeed first as a business or be potentially successful as a 
business in order to succeed as anything else. This often constrains some media and journalists to 
pander to less than high ethical standard". It is rather sad to remark that this unethical behaviour of 
the media compromise their civic responsibility function to the nation. 
Editorial recklessness is the tendency for the media to present a larger than life picture of events 
occurring in society. It is the propensity of the media to blow facts out of context, to tailor and tilt 
facts to the point sympathetic to their cause, which could even incite one part of the society against 
the other. This practice is unhealthy and uncalled for, and positions the media on the brink of a 
precipice, particularly when their civic responsibility role comes to play. 

Sensationalism is the situation where the media trade on trivialities. It is the practice of 
journalism that compromises the substance for the shadow. Weighed against the backdrop of civic 
responsibility, the media are seen as the voice of dissention and as advocates of unprofitable and 
unpopular causes. This obviously is not in national interest and calls for a positive change 
(reformation). 

Arising from the foregoing discussion is an urgent need to re-focus media activities so as to 
make them more beneficial to the citizenry and to cause them to fulfill their civic responsibility to the 
nation. To this end, a number of suggestions are imperative. 

Negotiation is the first strategy that lends itself in this direction. Negotiation is the capacity to 
persuade someone to a particular point of view through the presentation of concrete facts. The media 



could instill a high sense of civic responsibility in the people by subtle persuasion through the 
presentation of virulent facts. The facts are likely to work on the mentality (cognition) of the people 
and to cause a transformation, which would result in positive attitudinal dispositions that could 
compel the much desirable positive behavioural output. 

Social heredity comes handy as the next option in this process. It addresses the need for the 
media to strictly enforce their cultural transmission function. It recommends that the much-cherished 
values of patriotism, justice and fair play, commitment and hard work among many others should be 
extended and amplified by the media so that every generation would naturally grow into it. These 
values could help the people to better appreciate their civic responsibility to their fatherland. 

Social linkages are presented here as the third device through which the civic responsibility 
consciousness and activities of the citizenry can be given a boost. Social linkages refer to the 
situation where the media are to encourage through the agenda setting function, a large-scale 
formation of responsible social organizations that are committed to the accomplishment of lofty goals 
in national interest. There can be no higher commitment of the media to the cause of civic 
responsibility than what is being proposed here. 

Conclusion 
This paper critically appraises the place of the mass media in engendering and sustaining civic 

responsibility in the citizens of Nigeria. It argues (hat through their information, interpretation,  
cultural transmission, entertainment, national integration, socio-economic modernisation, and cultural 
creativity functions, among many others, the media have effectively sensitised the citizenry to their 
civic responsibilities to the Nation (Nigeria). It however observes that although the media have been 
effective in carrying out this role, their operations have nevertheless been plagued with a good 
number of drawbacks. Unethical behaviour, editorial recklessness and sensationalism are some of the 
practices that were identified in this direction. It concludes by suggesting a number of strategies that 
would boost the capacity of the media in (heir bid to enforce civic responsibility in Nigeria. 
Negotiation, social heredity and social linkages are the methods that have been discussed here. 
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