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Digital Conflict
Narratives in
Northern Nigeria

What Social Media Reveals About Conflict Risk
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About This Report

This report is produced by the Centre for Journalism Innovation and Development
(CJID) as part of the “Countering Disinformation and Empowering Democracy in

Northwestern Nigeria” project, funded by the European Union. A full technical
version with complete methodology, platform analysis, and risk assessment is
available on request. All sources consulted on a rolling basis between December
2025 and February 2026
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Why This Report Matters

Between December 2025 and February 2026,
Northern Nigeria experienced some of its most
intense security pressures in recent memory. U.S.
airstrikes targeted militant positions in Sokoto
on Christmas Day 2025. Two hundred American
military advisors arrived in Bauchi in February
2026. Bandits killed between 38 and 50 people
in Dutse Dan Ajiya village in Zamfara. At least 46
died in coordinated dawn raids across Niger State.
In the first 40 days of 2026 alone, an estimated
1,258 people lost their lives to insecurity across
the North-West and North-Central regions.

Each of these events triggered something beyond
its immediate tragedy: a wave of digital narratives
on Facebook, TikTok, and X (formerly Twitter) that
reframed the violence, assigned blame, stoked
fear, and in some cases, laid the groundwork for
further conflict. This report examines 902 social
media posts collected during this period to map
those narratives — who is spreading them, what
they are saying, and what the risks are if they go
unchallenged.

This is the first in a series of monitoring reports produced by CJID’s Disinformation and Violence

Monitoring Hub, tracking online narratives that could accelerate offline conflict in Northwest
Nigeria.

What the Data Shows

The dominant narratives

The single most common narrative type in the
monitored period was the “Christian Genocide”
frame — 191 posts (21.2% of all monitored
content) characterised violence in Northern
Nigeria as systematic religious persecution
targeting Christians. This was closely followed by
“Imminent Threat” narratives (186 posts, 20.6%),
which spread urgent warnings of impending
violence, often without verification.

Narrative Theme

Christian Genocide Narrative
Imminent Threat of Violence

Religious Provocation & Blasphemy
Panic & Rumour Acceleration

Foreign Influence Narratives

Security Failure & State Abandonment
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Together, these two categories — one assigning
religious blame, the other spreading fear —
accounted for more than 40% of all monitored
content. The top four narrative categories
combined covered over two-thirds (68.8%) of the
entire dataset, indicating that online discourse
was heavily concentrated on existential threat
and identity-based fear rather than on structural
causes or solutions.

Posts % of Total
191 21.2%

186 20.6%

152 16.9%

91 10.1%

85 9.4%

76 8.4%



Retaliation & Revenge Narratives
Ethnic Targeting & Collective Blame
Total

Where the narratives live

X (formerly Twitter) was the dominant platform,
hosting 49.1% of all monitored posts (443 of
902). It was the primary space for politically
charged narratives — foreign influence framing,
state delegitimation, and the Christian Genocide
debate. Facebook accounted for 28.2% (254
posts) and functioned as the main channel for
community-level panic signals, particularly in

59 6.5%
62 6.9%
902 100%

Kebbi and Zamfara, where urgent “yanzu yanzu”
(now now) alerts spread hours before official
military statements. TikTok, with 22.7% of posts
(205 entries), posed the highest engagement risk
despite its lower volume — its video format made
panic and violence rumours faster to absorb and
easier to share.

A key finding: TikTok is not where most narratives start, but it is where they spread fastest. A

rumour that circulates slowly on Facebook can become a viral video on TikTok within hours.

How narratives varied by state

Each of the five focal states developed a distinct

narrative profile shaped by local events:

+ Sokoto led in Foreign Influence (80%) and
Religious Provocation (40%) narratives — a
direct legacy of the Christmas Day airstrikes
and its status as a sensitive spiritual centre.

« Zamfara’s dominant frame in late February
was Ethnic Targeting (60% of mentions),
driven by the Dutse Dan Ajiya massacre where
armed men killed between 38 and 50 people.

+ Niger State recorded the highest volumes of
both Christian Genocide (30%) and Security

Failure (25%) narratives, following dawn raids
that killed at least 46 people in Tunga-Makeri,
Konkoso, and Pissa.

+ Katsina focused on domestic accountability,
with Security Failure narratives peaking at 28%
as residents questioned the state’s response
to persistent banditry.

* Kebbi showed the highest information
volatility, leading in Panic and Rumour signals
(35%), with sharp spikes after Lakurawa
attacks on the Biu community killed 33 people.

Four Narratives Driving the Most Risk

1. The “Christian Genocide” debate
This is the most polarising narrative in the

monitored period. It was amplified significantly
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justifying external

by President Trump’s redesignation of Nigeria as
a “Country of Particular Concern,” which shifted
the discourse from documenting violence to
intervention. International



Christian advocacy groups framed the situation
as systematic religious war. Northern counter-
narratives pushed back, citing the February
19 mosque attack in Maiyama, Kebbi, where
Lakurawa killed 10 Muslim worshippers, as
evidence that the violence is criminal and
indiscriminate rather than religiously motivated.

The danger hereiswhatresearchers call “narrative
reciprocity”: as the Christian Genocide frame
intensifies in Southern Nigerian and international
spaces, Northern audiences increasingly interpret
it as a coordinated Western attempt to destabilise
the Islamic North — deepening suspicion on both
sides.

2. Foreign involvement and the
“Afghanistan Scenario”

The deployment of U.S. military advisors to

Bauchi in February 2026 split online opinion
sharply. One faction celebrated U.S. intelligence
capacity as proof of Nigerian military failure.
Another framed the deployment as a violation
of national sovereignty. A third and growing
narrative, prominent in late February, warned
that deeper U.S. involvement risks turning
Nigeria into a “magnet for regional terrorist
movements” — drawing more radical groups to
fight what they would frame as Western invaders.
This Afghanistan parallel resonated strongly in
communities already sceptical of foreign military
presence.

3. The Lakurawa group and ethnic
blame

The emergence of Lakurawa — described by

security researchers as a crime-terror hybrid that
uses Islamic law to justify extortion and livestock
confiscation — provided a new trigger for
ethnic targeting narratives. Because Lakurawa'’s
membershipincludes Malianand Nigerien Fulanis,
its actions were co-opted online to label entire
nomadic communities as “foreign invaders,” with
Facebook groups calling for Fulanis to be expelled
from parts of Northwestern Nigeria. This is a
significant escalation risk: it transforms a criminal
group into a proxy for ethnic resentment.

4. “"Gwamnati Ta Kasa” the

Government Has Failed

Beneath all the other narratives runs a single

master frame: the state has abandoned its
people. Every major security incident in February
— the massacres, the school closures, the
journalist's arrest, the new Inspector-General of
Police appointment — was absorbed into this
overarching narrative of government failure. This
matters becauseitisthe framethatmakesall other
narratives more believable. When communities
feel unprotected, they become more receptive
to ethnic and religious explanations for their
suffering.

The speed of narrative formation is itself a warning sign. Security incidents in February 2026
were converted into polarising digital narratives within hours — faster than official responses

could reach affected communities. This speed suggests not just organic reaction, but the
existence of pre-existing narrative templates activated by trigger events.
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What This Means for Communities and Civil Society

The narratives documented in this report do
not simply reflect conflict — they actively shape
it. When a massacre is immediately framed
as evidence of “Christian Genocide” before
any verification, that frame influences how
communities respond to the next incident. When
state failure becomes the default interpretation
of every security event, it erodes the trust that
peace processes depend on.

« There are specific things that civil society
actors, community leaders, interfaith
groups, and local journalists can do in this
environment:

Verify before amplifying. The
fastest-spreading content in crisis moments
is rarely the most accurate. Applying basic
verification — checking sources, cross-
referencing with community contacts —
before sharing can slow the spread of panic
narratives.

Counter with specificity, not
generality. Vague calls for peace have limited

Signals To Watch Next

1. Escalation of religious framing
narratives

The “Christian Genocide” narrative already
accounts for over one-fifth of monitored posts and
tends to spike after high-casualty incidents. Watch
for coordinated amplification following attacks
on churches, mosques, or religious gatherings,
especially if external actors or advocacy groups
frame the violence as systematic persecution. A
sustained increase in this narrative could deepen
interfaith distrust and polarize communities
further.
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impact. Counter-narratives work best when
they are as specific as the misinformation —
naming the actual location, the actual victims,
the actual perpetrators where verified, rather
than speaking in broad religious or ethnic
categories.

Use the right platform for the
right message. Factual corrections on X
reach a different audience than community
reassurance on Facebook. Video content
addressing panic rumours on TikTok reaches
a different community still. Communication
strategies need to be platform-aware.

Name the narrative frame, not
just the facts. Audiences are more resilient
to manipulation when they can recognise
that they are being manipulated. Community
leaders and journalists who explain how the
“Afghanistan Scenario” or “Gwamnati Ta Kasa”
frames work — and who benefits from them
— provide inoculation, not just correction.

2. Ethnic targeting linked to

Lakurawa activity

Online narratives linking Lakurawa attacks to
broader Fulani identity may intensify if additional
cross-border raids occur in Zamfara, Kebbi, or
Sokoto. Monitoring for calls to expel nomadic
communities, boycott Fulani-owned businesses,
or retaliatory violence will be critical indicators of
potential communal escalation.

3. Panic signals spreading through
TikTok video chains



While many narratives originate on X or
Facebook, TikTok's short-form video format has
proven to accelerate rumor diffusion rapidly.
Watch for sudden spikes in user-generated video
content claiming “imminent attacks” or showing
unverified footage of violence, particularly in rural
areas where official information is slow to reach
communities.

4. Foreign intervention framing tied
to security operations

Any additional international military cooperation,
airstrikes, or intelligence-sharing announcements

could revive the “Afghanistan Scenario” narrative.
Competing narratives portraying the intervention
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as either necessary assistance or a violation of
sovereignty may amplify distrust in both domestic
authorities and foreign partners.

5. Consolidation of the “Government
Has Failed” narrative

The narrative frame summarized locally as
“Gwamnati Ta Kasa"—the belief that the state
has abandoned its citizens—remains the master
frame into which most security incidents are
interpreted. A rise in narratives combining state
failure with calls for community self-defense
groups or vigilante mobilization would be a
particularly concerning signal.
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