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Reporting Human Experiences in Protest Discourse: A Critical Discourse Analysis of Arise Television Headlines on #EndSARS Protest in Nigeria

Abstract

Media coverage of the recent #EndSARS protest in Nigeria has earned Arise Television National Broadcasting Commission sanctions, living the ordinary Nigerians wondering where the station went wrong in her reportage. Following the need to enquire into the news coverage of the station vis a vis the sanction, this paper carries out a critical discourse analysis of Arise Television headlines on the #EndSARS protest in order to explain how the headlines captured various human experiences during the protest, and what ideological position on the protest was advanced. As data, the paper collected 80 different headlines which were published on Arise Television’s website between Oct. 7th 2020 when the protest started and Oct. 30th, 2020. Using M. A. K. Halliday’s Systemic functional grammar as theoretical model, the work found out that the language of the headlines was used to show different experiences and advance ideological stance in support of victims of police brutality. The paper concludes that the human experiences and ideological position inherent in the language of the headlines are only geared toward sympathising with victims of police brutality and not to incite the Nigerian public against the government of the day. 
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Introduction

Protest is often organised and staged by a group of individuals in order to demand for one thing or the other from a given government or leadership of any establishment or institution. All over the world, protesters are seen to have constitutional rights to engage in peaceful protest and in most developed countries, security personnel are provided for the protesters in order to ensure that the protest is peaceful and not hijacked by hoodlums. The recent #EndSARS protest in Nigeria was organised and staged by many Nigerian Youths, both in Nigeria and Diaspora, in order to call for the disbandment of Special Anti Robbery Squad (SARS) Unit of the Nigerian Police Force, and an end to police brutality in Nigeria. This is because there have been various reports and complaints from individuals and group of different kinds on the human rights abuse perpetrated by some of the officers of SARS and Nigerian Police Force in general. Although the #EndSARS protest was not the first protest against SARS in Nigeria, the recent one that started in Oct. 7th, 2020 took a different dimension that drew the media attention all over the world.


In Nigeria, all media stations of different kinds took it upon themselves to give the protest robust media coverage. The coverage involved live broadcast, television giggles in support for the call to end police brutality, and other advert giggles. While giving the protest news coverage, it was reported by SilverBird Television that some news men were attacked. As if this is not enough, the National Broadcasting Commission (NBC) sanctioned Arise television and some other media stations for the nature of their news coverage of the #EndSARS protest: each station was asked to pay a fine of 3 million Naira for going against the broadcasting code of NBC. This is not the first time NBC will attempt to gag the media in Nigeria via severe sanctions but the present sanction given to Arise Television and other stations like African Independent Television (AIT), and Channels Television has elicited public condemnation and has prompted a reawakening call for the media in Nigeria to be free to practice without fear or favour. Following the need to really ascertain whether Arise Television’s reports of the #EndSARS protest is really ideologically presented in a manner that tends to jeopardise Nigerian government’s relationship with her citizens, and the suitability of using critical discourse analysis to unravel ideological commitment of any discourse, this paper carries out a critical discourse analysis of Arise Television’s headlines in order to explain how it captured various human experiences during the protest and what ideological position was advanced in the headlines.            
Many works have been done on protest discourse by different scholars of different discipline but this present paper contribute to existing literature by attempting to fill existing gap in the available literature. One of the existing literatures is Bailie’s (2013) work that carried out a discourse analysis of global protest. His work examined the way media in America report protest in Tunisia, North America, and Greece between 2010 and 2011. Employing Ernesto Laclau’s and Chantal Mouffe’s theories of discourse analysis, his aim was to show how the media shape messages on protest in a manner “that excludes alternative views and alienates groups inside and outside of Western societies” (Bailie, 2013: p. iii). Although this present paper departs from Bailie’s work in terms of the data being used, it nevertheless agrees with his conclusion that the media have to be vigilant in order to retain her control and importance in information dissemination.

Also available in literature is Begum’s (2015) paper that carried out a critical discourse analysis of protesters’ language in Pakistan. Using non-participant method of data collection alongside personal field notes, Begum’s data covered selective expressions in placards, banners, conversations and slogans which protesters used to speak against the shortage of electricity and gas in Pakistan. Although his aim was to examine the ideological position of the protesters as revealed by their language, and his application of van Dijk’s approach to critical discourse analysis was rather apt, it is nevertheless different from this present paper because while Begum’s focus was on the language of the protesters, the focus of this paper is on Arise Television’s reportage of #EndSARS protest in Nigeria.

Another work is that of Morva (2016).  In it, she carried out a critical discourse analysis of the graffiti which were used to pass humour messages about the Gezi Park Protest in Hong Kong in 2014. She collected 43 different graffiti from different platforms in The Internet as data and employed van Dijk and Normal Fairclough approaches to critical discourse analysis as theoretical framework. Morva (2016: p.19) concludes that “the language of Gezi graffiti shows that the humorous language of the protesters identified and differentiated the actors of the movement, and it did not only help them to cope with the domination and oppression to which they were subjected, but also increased support for development in the desired direction”.  

Wetzstein (2017) is another interesting work in the available literature. Wetzstein was interested in the visual thematic images, represented actors and the different perspectives of the narrative of #Hongkong protest. After analysis, she came to the conclusion that the function of images in the #Hongkong protest is to suggest authenticity and the images of the protest only point to the sudden nature and freshness of the protest. Although this present paper does not agree with her position that social media can be totally dependable in terms of news relating to protest, it nevertheless agrees with her recommendation that “further research should also scrutinize the reinforcement of social capital through visual protest discourses in social media, compare visual representations among non-journalist Twitter accounts and media journalist accounts and give more emphasis to the different roles of different images types in communicating protest movements” (Wetzstein, 2017, p. 32). Branimira (2019) has also carried out a critical discourse analysis of protest signs in Women’s March on Washington in order to show how the linguistic items and devices that were used pass messages to people. Although all the works reviewed so far are related to this present paper mainly because they are research works on protest discourse, the fact that none of the works has examined protest discourse in Nigeria and its reportage in the media, creates a gap which this paper intends to fill.

Theoretical Framework and Methodology
The theoretical framework adopted in this paper is M. A. K. Halliday’s Systemic Functional Grammar (SFG). SFG is a theory that focuses on the function of language. According to Halliday and Matthiessen (2004) language has different functions it can perform according to the communicative needs and intentions of the language users. Legemah (2018) writes that Halliday’s SFG is built around the functions which language is meant to perform in a given context and the choices available to a language user when using a language. SFG recognises three functions which language at any given time can be used to achieve. The functions which Halliday refers to as Metafunctions are ideational, interpersonal and textual functions.

Ideational function of language has to do with how language is used to show different human experiences and how the experiences are logically put together within a text. Some linguistic elements within a clause or a sentence usually help in signposting the ideational function of a language. According to Fontine (2013: 73) “Experiential meaning is expressed in the clause by a configuration of elements which represent the speaker’s experience. These are the processes, participating entities and any accompanying circumstances”. Process is at the centre of experiential analysis of a text because it is the part that captures the experience being shown in a clause and it is always represented by a verbal element. The participants are other elements within the clause that help the process to communicate and depending on the type of process used, the participants could be called Actor or Goal, Senser or Phenomenon, Sayer or verbiage.

The interpersonal metafunction talks about how language is used to interact and show the social connection that exist between language users.  Halliday and Matthiessen (2004) are of the opinion that in using language to interact, language users can either use language to give or demand information. In this regard, Thompson (2014) writes that communication is successful if a listener receives the information given by a speaker and provides the information demanded. Analysis for interpersonal function of a text is often done by looking at the Mood and modality of a text and in this, analysis is often focused on elements like Mood and Residue. The textual function of language according to SFG has to do with how language users use language to create a text. A text in this regard is any piece of language whether spoken or written of whatever lengthen that does form a unified whole and which makes sense to someone who knows the language (Halliday and Hasan, 1976, Halliday and Matthiessen 2004). 

Textual function of language basically looks at a text from two angles: Theme and Rheme. The Theme is the point of departure of the message of a text and it is considered as the part that drives the message, while the Rheme supports the theme by developing it. SFG is adopted as the theoretical framework of this paper because its theoretical provisions help the writer of this paper in analysing the data in line with the set aim and objective of the paper. In using the theory, only experiential and part of textual metafunctions were considered in the data.

The methodology adopted in this paper is a combination of qualitative and quantitative methodology. The qualitative methodology was used because it helps to make the analysis to be open to dynamics associated with data analysis, and it positioned the analysis in such a way that none of its part was prefigured. The quantitative methodology was also used because its analytical tools afford the writer of the paper the tools to use to show some frequency distributions of some relevant items and information in the data. For data, a total of 80 headlines on the #EndSARS protest in Nigeria were downloaded from the official website of Arise Television. They were those posted on the website between Oct. 7th 2020, when the protest started, and the end of October 2020. The headlines were then analysed from the perspective of critical discourse analysis, using the theoretical framework of Halliday’s Systemic Functional Grammar.          

Analysis and Discussion

The data collected is analysed into four different groups based on the personalities involved in the headlines. The groups are: Group A which represents international voices on EndSARS protest, Group B represents celebrities’ voices, Group C represents voices opposed to the All Progressive Congress (APC) led government in Nigeria, while Group D represents editorial voices of Arise Television and her social practice of news reporting. In the data, Group A has 13 headlines representing 16.5%, Group B has 11 headlines which represents 13.75%, Group C has 10 headlines with 12.5%, while Group D has 46 headlines representing 57.5%. Figure 1 shows a column chat representation of the group distribution, while Table 1 gives examples of the headlines according to their groups.

Figure 1: Percentage Representation of Groups in the Data

[image: image1.png]



  Table 1: Headlines Examples According to Group

	S/N
	Group A
	Group B
	Group C
	Group D

	1
	#EndSARS: 10 Nigerians killed by police since beginning of protest, says AI (Oct. 14th, 2020)
	#EndSARS just the beginning, Nigeria needs complete restructuring, says Maverick Activist Charly Boy (Oct. 13th, 2020)
	#EndSARS: Nigeria’s Northern Governors hardly know anything going on in their states, Okey Ikechukwu (Oct. 16th, 2020)
	Again, Arise News crew attacked at #EndSARS protest (Oct. 13th, 2020) 

	2
	Twitter launches Emoji in support of #EndSARS (Oct.16)
	#EndSARS: If our leaders were doing their jobs, these people would not be on the street, Nigerian comedian Basketmouth says (Oct. 16)
	#EndSARS: If Buhari wasn’t president he would have joined the protests, former Senator Sani says (Oct.18, 2020) 
	Nigerian Government approves #EndSARS protests’ demands (Oct. 13th, 2020)

	3
	#EndSARS protests held in Washington D. C., New York, Los Angeles (Oct. 19th, 2020)
	#EndSARS: Napoli’s Osimhen celebrates first Serie A Goal with “End police brutality” shirt (Oct.17th, 2020) 
	#EndSARS protests a manifestation of bad governance, says former presidential candidate Moghalu (Oct. 19th, 2020) 
	#EndSARS: police disperse protests with tears in Abuja, curfew declared in Edo State (Oct. 19th, 2020) 

	4
	#EndSARS: U.S shuts Lagos consulate, warns citizens to avoid protest area (Oct.20th, 2020)
	Tiwa Savage urges Beyonce to lend support to EndSARS movement (Oct.18th, 2020)
	Killing #EndSARS protests reinforces anger, blocks peaceful resolution, Obasanjo tells Buhari (Oct. 21, 2020) 
	#EndSARS: Lagos Imposes 24 hour curfew (Oct. 20th, 2020)

	5
	#EndSARS: U.N, Hallary Clinton, Naomi Campbell condemn shooting of protesters at Lekki Lagos (Oct.20, 2020)
	#EndSARS: Youth will not get off the street until justice is served, says Ace musician Falz (Oct.19, 2020)
	#EndSARS: Evidence does not support Nigeria Army’s denial of Lekki shooting says human right lawyer Falana (Oct.21, 2020)
	#EndSARS: Senate asks Buhari to address Nigerians immediately (Oct. 20th, 2020)


In Figure 1, the fact that Group D (Editorial voice) has a higher percentage suggests that Arise Television made use of more headlines that she created based on her professional training and ethics of journalism. The percentage distributions of Group A, B, and C also shows the level of importance given to International voice, Celebrities, and Opposition to Buhari’s government in crafting news headlines for the #EndSARS protest. But a close examination of the data shows that the language used in the various headlines of the groups points to the different human experiences, discourse functions and ideology captured in the headlines, and the discourse role and social practice of Arise Television as a media organization. 

Human Experiences in the Headlines

Verbal process in the data is used to show external experience in the form of what an individual said concerning the #EndSARS protest. The influencing power of each of the verbal processes identified in the data is tied to the social status of the person who said something and the political effect it can have on the Nigerian public and the world in general. Among the 38 verbal processes identified in the data, Group A headlines has 2, Group B has 7, Group C 9, and Group D has 20. What this shows is that in crafting headlines for the #EndSARS protest, Arise Television used more headlines that were created based on what she thinks the social practice of journalism permit. Table 2 gives examples of headlines with verbal processes. 

Table 2: Verbal Processes in Headlines

	S/N
	Headlines
	Group
	Date

	1
	#EndSARS: Buhari must stop violent crackdown on protesters, says U. S Presidential hopeful Joe Biden
	A
	Oct. 21, 2020

	2
	EndSARS: President Buhari’s speech was for international audience not Nigerians, says Seun Kuti
	B
	Oct. 24, 2020

	3
	#EndSARS protest a manifestation of bad governance says former presidential candidate Moghalu
	C
	Oct. 19, 2020

	4
	Continued #EndSARS protest needless, says Nigerian Senate President
	D
	Oct. 13, 2020


In Table 2, the verbal processes are represented by the verb “says” but each of the verbal processes foregrounds different external human experiences in relation to the #EndSARS protest. The verbal process in example one foregrounds the need for peace to be maintained by Buhari while dealing with the protesters. This is made explicit in the verbiage of the clause, which is “Buhari must stop violent crackdown on protesters”. This verbiage shows that there was some level of violent attack on the protesters. The Sayer in the clause of the headline is also important in explicating the experience projected by the verbal process. The Sayer is former Vice President of the United States of America, Joe Biden, who just became president elect of America. The discourse function of the Sayer, therefore, in relation to the verbal process used is to show to Nigerian government the sympathy being elicited by the #EndSARS protesters from renowned world democratic leaders, and the need to treat them with caution.


In example two in Table 2, the verbal process “says” is used by the Sayer to project the external experience of anger and disappointment at the way President Buhari addressed the #EndSARS protest in his speech. The anger and disappointment are inherent in the verbiage of the clause which is “President Buhari’s speech was for international audience not Nigerians”. Unlike example 2, the verbal process usage in example three explicitly brings to the fore strong criticism of Buhari’s government: a government that has failed in her act of governance. The experiences foregrounded in the verbiage of the processes in example 2 and 3 are therefore expected by the average Nigerian because the Sayer in example 2 is a celebrity who has always condemned the insensitivity of government in Nigeria, while the Sayer in example 3 is a politician and a former presidential candidate who contested against President Buhari. But the experience captured in example 4 is a clear departure from those of examples 1, 2, and 3. This is because the verbal process “says” in example 4 draws attention to the need for the protesters to give peace a chance. This is expected from the Sayer because the Sayer is part of the government of the day in Nigeria, being the President of Senate. The discourse function of using the verbal processes in the examples of Table 2, which Arise Television intends to achieve is to bring to her viewers and readers what different individual have to say on the #EndSARS protest. So, the discourse role of Arise Television vis a vis the social practice of the headlines, is that of a journalist and a media station that has the responsibility of informing the general public.

Material Process and Experiences

Material process in the data captures more experiences than the verbal process. This is because Material process expresses activities of doing, happening, changing and creating (Fontaine, 2013) and these activities foreground different human experiences. Among the 46 Material processes identified in the data, Group A headlines has 10, Group B has 4, Group C 2, while Group D has 30. A close examination of the data shows that while 42 Material processes in the headlines capture the experience of doing something, 4 Material processes capture the experiences of happening. Table 3 gives examples of Material process in the data and the experiences they capture. The processes are highlighted with bold font. 

Table 3: Material Process and Experience

	S/N
	Headline
	Experience
	Group
	Date

	1
	Global concern Trails Nigeria government’s crackdown on EndSARS prosters
	Happening
	A
	Oct.22, 2020

	2
	Nigeria’s stock market loses $297M on Wednesday, losses caused by #EndSARS protests estimated at $1.8bn
	Happening 
	D
	Oct.22, 2020

	3
	Tiwa Savage urges Beyonce to lend support to #EndSARS movement
	Doing 
	B
	Oct. 18, 2020

	4
	#EndSARS: Peterside faults Buhari’s speech…
	Doing 
	C
	Oct. 23, 2020



In example 1 of Table 3, the experience of “something is happening” is inherent in the Material process Trails. As will be seen with other examples, the participants in the clause of the headline like the Goal and the Actor are instrumental in contributing to the happening captured by the Material process. In example 1, “Global concern” is the Actor participant while “Nigeria Government’s crackdown on EndSARS protesters” is the goal. In example 2, the “happening” as inherent in the Material process (loses) is more obvious and easy for a reader to relate with the EndSARS protest because there is an overt show of what the Actor participant in the headline loses. The Actor participant is “Nigeria’s stock market” while “$297M” is the Goal and “on Wednesday is the Circumstance. Unlike example 1, the process (happening) is restated in the second clause of example 2 by the clause “losses caused by #EndSARS protests estimated at $1.8bn”.


For example 3, the Material process, represented by the verb “urges” captures the experience of someone doing something. In the headline, Tiwa Savage who is the Actor participant is the one urging Beyonce to lend support to the #EndSARS movement. Similar analysis goes for example 4 because while the verb “faults” which represents the Material process, captures the act of doing, Peterside who represents the Actor participant is the one doing or carrying out the action of faulting Buhari’s speech which is the Goal. Among the 42 Material processes in the data which capture the experience of doing, a close examination of shows that 24 Material processes of “doing” were used to capture actions in support of the protest, while 18 Material processes of doing were used to condemn the protest. Table 4 shows examples of the Material process of doing in support and in condemnation of the protest.

Table 4: Material Process of Doing in Support and Condemnation of #EndSARS Protest

	S/N
	Headlines
	Process/ Experience
	Class
	Date
	Group

	1
	Mothers join Nigerian #EndSARS protest
	Material/

doing
	Support
	17/10/20
	D

	2
	Twitter launches emoji in support of #EndSARS
	Material/ doing
	Support
	16/10/20
	A

	3
	#EndSARS: Protesters hold candle light processions in Lagos and Abuja for victims of police brutality
	Material/ doing
	Support
	17/10/20
	D

	4
	#EndSARS: Police disperse protesters with tear gas in Abuja, curfew declared in Edo State
	Material/ doing
	Condemnation
	19/10/20
	D

	5
	#EndSARS: Lagos imposes 24 hour curfew
	Material/ doing
	Condemnation
	20/10/20
	D

	6
	Soldiers, Anti-riot police deployed acrossed Nigeria as violence mars #EnsSARS protest in several cities
	Material/ Doing 
	Condemnation
	20/10/20
	D


In Table 4, the Material processes in examples 1, 2, and 3, which are in bold font, support the protest while the Material processes in examples 4, 5, and 6 condemn the protest. For instance the support inherent in example 2 is projected by the word launches and the very fact that Twitter supports the protest by producing Emoji that can help protesters to facilitate communication on Twitter’s social media platform. Unlike the rather overt support inherent in examples 1, 2, and 3, the condemnation in examples 4, 5 and 6 are covert in nature. The processes like disperse, imposes, and deployed in examples 4, 5, and 6 respectively, have a tacit condemnation embedded in them: tacit because it can be easily argued by the participants involved in the headlines (like the police, and Lagos State Government) that they do not mean to condemn the protest. But a closer look at the headlines vis a vis the time the protest took place in Nigeria shows that the act of dispersing the protesters with tear gas has some element of condemnation of their protest actions. 

Ideological Stance in the Headlines

Ideological commitment is one angle in analysis of media discourse that cannot be ignored. This is because the language of media reportage is often ideologically used to either project/support a particular view or condemn a given opinion (Keeble, 2006 and Conboy, 2010). Analysis of the data under study shows that Arise Television’s ideological stance in relation to #EndSARS protest is that of support for the victim of police brutality and the call for the end of police brutality. This ideological commitment is carefully and indirectly projected through the language and structure of the headlines. 

In terms of the structure of the headlines, the headlines are structured in such a way that the phrase #EndSARS serves as the kickers in the headlines. Out of the 80 headlines collected as data, 61 of them have the phrase #EndSARS serving as the kicker of the headlines.  Ordinarily, a reader of the headlines may overlook the structure of the headlines without paying attention to the structural position given to the phrase #EndSARS. The ideological implication of using #EndSARS as kicker is that while it, on the one hand, helps to provoke interest of the readers vis a vis the protest, on the other hand it is used as a way of giving support to the protest. This is because the phrase #EndSARS was the major write up in the banners, placards, posters, and other materials used by the protesters. For Arise Television to use it as kicker in 61 out of 80 headlines during the protest period is deliberately and indirectly employed to reregister the meaning and messages of the phrase, which is a call for the end of police brutality in Nigeria. 

The ideological stance is also advanced through the syntactic structure of the language of the headlines. Apart from the fact that more Material processes of doing in support of the #EndSARS protest were used in the data, as explained in the section of Material Process and Experiences, thematization of linguistic elements is another way in which the ideological position of Arise Television was tacitly advanced. The data shows that many linguistic elements, apart from the phrase #EndSARS, that could suggest Arise Television’s sympathy for victims of police brutality, and her support for the end to police brutality in Nigeria were used as Themes in the headlines. Table 5 shows a thematic analysis of some of the headlines in this regard.

Table 5: Thematic Analysis of some Headlines

	S/N
	Theme
	Rheme
	Date

	1
	Nigeria police Boss
	Reads the riot act, says enough is enough
	25/10/20

	2
	“My heart is broken for Nigeria” Rihanna 
	Says as celebrities react to #EndSARS protester’ attack
	21/10/20

	3
	#EndSARS: Senate  
	Asks Buhari to address Nigerians immediately
	20/10/20


In example 1, 2, and 3 in Table 5, a possible ideological implication of the items in the theme column is that the themes are capable of stirring up emotion in support of the victim of police brutality and the protesters. For example, a reader can easily get angry at the police boss who is reading out riot act to his men and by so doing indirectly tells them to be hard on the protesters. Also, “My heart is broken for Nigeria” which is expressed by the popular musician Rihanna, in example two can garner emotional support for the protesters from lovers of Rihanna who may think that for Rihanna to throw her support behind the protesters, EndSAR protest itself is therefore worth supporting. Similar explanation goes for example 3 in which the Senate is part of the theme of headline. One would want to believe that for the Senate to call upon the president to address the protesters they may be sympathetic to their plight and what they stand for. 

Conclusion

  
This paper has been able to carry out a critical discourse analysis of Arise Television’s headlines on #EndSARS protest in Nigeria using systemic functional grammar as theoretical model. The analysis has revealed some interesting findings. First, Arise Television made use of language and headlines that reflect the social practices of media reportage. This is important because the reflection negates the stand upon which she was sanctioned by National Broadcasting Commission. Second, it was also revealed that the discourse role of Arise Television in relation to the social practice of the headlines is that of a media station that has the responsibility of informing the Nigerian people of happenings in Nigerian society. This role as seen in the data and explained in the analysis was carefully maintained in a manner that befits journalistic practices because the language employed in carrying out the role did not overtly nor covertly incite the public during the #EndSARS protest. Rather verbal and material processes were employed to show different experiences put forth by different people during the protest. 

As a way of achieving balance reportage, the analysis further revealed that some of the material processes were used to capture actions in support and condemnation of the protest. But in all, because no news report is ideologically free, it was found out that Arise Television was able to weave in her ideological stance into her headlines: the stance is that of support for the victim of police brutality and a call for the end to the brutality. Following the above findings, this paper concludes that the human experiences and ideological position inherent in the language of Arise Television headlines on #EndSARS protest in Nigeria are only geared toward sympathising with victims of police brutality and not to incite the Nigerian public against the government of the day. 
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