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Abstract 
Culture being the way a group of people in society do their things, the paper 

interrogated the various roles the mass media can play such as agenda setting, 

gate-keeping, and social responisbility in ensuring that the multiplicity of ethnic 

groups in Nigeria are moulded into a cultural whole for the accelerated 

development of the country. Concepts like media, culture and development were 

extensively reviewed in the work. At the end, suggestions were made on how the 

media can be employed in the current democratic dispensation to galvanize and 

mobilize the people for accelerated development of the polity.  
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Introduction  

Historically, the mass media (press or media as it is more commonly called) has been 

associated with three traditional functions: to inform; educate; and entertain the public. 

These functions which are seen as conventional social functions have made the media an 

indispensable tool in the development trajectories of countries the world over. However, 

beyond this conventional role of the media, the entity has come to mean different things 

to different people: while some see it as a tool for enlightenment, for others it is a means of 

communication, and yet for others, it is an instrument of social mobilization. Seen from the 

perspective of the last group the mass media is thus a change agent unobtrusively 

propelling society in an innocuous manner from a given existential state to a preferred 

state of being. This situation has led to an emerging view of the media as a persuasive 

agent. For those who subscribe to this view, the mass media is seen as a very powerful tool 

that can be deployed by groups, institutions or government to persuade and/or influence 

people into acting in a particular direction (Amannah, 2013, p.90). 
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In multi-cultural (or better still, multi-ethnic societies) like Nigeria, with an avalanche of 

palpable centrifugal forces tugging at the very foundation of state hegemony the media 

can be a vanguard of centripetal action galvanizing society to a “cultural core” even in the 

face of our undeniable cultural diversity. 

 

Interestingly, how well the media can achieve this is dependent on three variables: (i) the 

society in which it operates, (which as earlier mentioned is our multi-cultural Nigeria); (ii) 

the audience they want to reach; and (iii) the media itself. We will return to these issues 

obliquely in the course of this paper; nevertheless we may need to sound a caveat here that 

none of these three variables are the same in all societies nor can even remain the same at 

all times in a particular society. 

 

Conceptualization 

i. Mass Media 

According to the Africa Leadership Forum (1999, p.4), the mass media refers to any agency, 

modern or traditional, that operates for the articulation and dissemination of ideas and 

information, generally with intent to influence or control an audience or the institutions 

that constitute legalized power and authority. 

 

Hence from the above, reduced to its barest elements, the mass media refers to the 

collective entity of radio, television, newspapers, periodicals, journals, magazines and 

cinemas. While the first two are seen as broadcast media, the latter (except for cinema) 

are described as print media. However, in recent time, the international network (or 

internet for short) made up of telephone, twitter, Facebook, WhatsApp, Google etc has 

come to be classified also as mass media - although most times they are described as “social 

media”. All together they can, and do, wield a formidable influence on the way of life of a 

people, which in itself is all that culture represents. 

 

ii. Culture 

Though we have perfunctorily defined culture in the preceding paragraph, yet it may 

interest you to note that culture is one concept that has continued to defy a one-for-all 

definition. Consequently, we will not dissipate energy foraging the barrage of definitions 

on the subject, but settle for a few of them in so far as they will let us understand fully the 

concept under review. 

 

According to Ogbondah (2005, p.66), the term culture was derived from the German word, 

Kulture, meaning civilization. By implication, a cultured man is a civilized man; a man who 

is supposed to have been processed and purified for quintessential social living! Returning 
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to the concept, E.B. Tylor (quoted in Ogbondah 2005, p.66) defined culture as “that 

complex whole which includes knowledge, beliefs, arts, morals, law, customs, and any 

other capabilities acquired by man as a member of society”. Ostensibly taking a cue from 

Tylor, Chinoy (1967, p.10) went ahead to define culture “as the totality of what is learned 

by individuals as members of the society”. On the other hand, Barnouw (1963, p.5) defined 

culture as “a way of life of a group of people, the configuration of all the more or less 

stereotyped patterns of learned behaviour which is handed down from one generation to 

the next through means of language and imitation”. The linchpin in this definition is that 

culture is the way of life of a people, hence once we allow centrifugal phenomena like 

ethno-religious dichotomy, religious fundamentalism, aborigine-settler clashes, nepotism, 

tribalism, graft, election robbery, and the rave of the moment, inconclusive elections, to 

ossify among us, then willy-nilly, it becomes our culture. 

 

From our definitions above we can deduce the following Kernels: 

i. Culture is akin to humans, lower animals do not have culture; 

ii. Culture is handed down from one generation to another, hence learned and 

shared; 

iii. Culture includes not just our overt behaviour but also our mental attributes such 

as attitudes, beliefs and value system (collectively known as non-material culture); 

iv. Culture consists of a “configuration” or patterns of values that are consistent 

among  members of a group (Ajagun, 2003, pp. 108-9).  

 

Having come this far, the question now is how can the mass media help develop those 

aspects of our culture that are delectable bearing in mind that we are a culturally diverse 

society and if culture implies the totality of a people’s way of life, then “totality” must 

include counter cultures and sub-cultures (Mezieobi, Mezieobi, & Mezieobi, 2013, p.175). 

The rest of the paper is devoted to answering this question. 

 

The Mass Media and Cultural Development in the Nigerian State 

Nigeria is multi-cultural society with over 300 cultures (Mezieobi & Nzokurum, 2012, p. 

24) and an array of ethnic groups whose figure stands at between 250 (Epelle, 2015, p.173) 

and 389 (Obikeze & Obi, 2006, p.4). Consequently, the media has an enormous role to play 

in harnessing, and projecting these diverse cultures to the populace. At the other extreme 

of the continuum, with a multiplicity of ethnic groups and a population figure estimated 

at 180 million persons Nigeria presents a challenging environment for the media in its 

quest to fulfill her traditional role of informing, educating and entertaining the populace. 

More often than not, as a result of the issues just mentioned, issues bordering on a 

“bewildering array of cultural differences, cultural intolerance... and the glaring inability 
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of the Federal Government of Nigeria and her people to develop a cultural core”, the media 

is constantly faced with a dilemma of whose voice it should listen to during periods of 

conflicting demands and circumstances. As daunting as the above scenario may seem, yet 

the good news is that there is leeway for the media if it does not derail from the major 

objectives of agenda setting, social responsibility and gate-keeping. 

 

The agenda-setting theory, according to McCombs (1972), is hinged on the fact that “not 

only do people acquire factual information about public affairs from the news media, 

readers and viewers also learn how much importance to attach to a topic on the basis of 

the emphasis placed on it in the news” (quoted in Umuerri, 2008, p.8). Agenda-setting is a 

product of Cohen's assertion that the press may not be particularly successful in telling 

people what to think, but it is always successful in streamlining its readers on what to think 

about. Thus, the media does by telling people in a fairly uniform pattern which issue or 

event is the most significant and deserve to be rated highly on the public’s social agenda. 

This is normally achieved through such cues as banner headlines or frontage placement in 

newspapers or first story placements on radio and television. According to Umechukwu 

(2004, pp.56-7), all these are usually complemented with frequency and ample coverage to 

show the significance attached to the issue. 

 

From the above explanations, it is apparent the mass media can set the issue of cultural 

integration and development as a primary national agenda. This it can achieve through 

giving prominence to issues bordering on national unity, courageous acts of individuals, 

honesty, patriotism and other citizenship ethos. Incidentally, where the government, or 

the society itself, does not encourage these virtues; or where the citizens are not well 

educated on their duties and obligations and/or have a warped sense of ethics, then it is 

doubtful if the press can achieve these objectives. Again, all these depend on the primordial 

interest of the owners of the media house. Where the owner of a particular press is the 

government, then the journalists working there must give prominence only to issues 

approved by top political executives not minding whether it is the truth or jaundiced 

official opinion. The same goes for staff of private media houses. Sometimes, because most 

private media owners in Nigeria are politicians and/or have strong political connections 

they institute editorial policies that do not rock the boat. 

 

The mass media in Nigeria can also make our cultural development its primary social 

responsibility. According to scholars who subscribe to this ideal, the media owes it as a 

responsibility to the society to provide a truthful, comprehensive and orderly account of 

events as they occur. This she must present in a meaningful, responsible and responsive 

manner and in a way that not only projects the society’s values but also clarifies them. This 
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is because if the reportage is not truthful or fair to all concerned, then it is likely that society 

will be misled into actions or reactions with tangentially negative consequences. The 

implication of all these is that the journalist needs to be thoroughly professional in the 

discharge of his duties, eschewing propaganda and sensationalism, but outlining different 

sides to the issue(s) to enable the audience reach a balanced judgment/conclusion 

(Umechukwu, 2014, p.56). Needless to say that the more the press engages in this, the 

better for our society as the culture of truth, honesty and fairness will become more 

entrenched in the society. However, the snag here is that just like our analysis above has 

shown, the ability and propensity of the Nigerian press to do this is contingent, again, on 

our three earlier variables: the society in which she operates; the target audience, and the 

media itself. Explanations to these critical issues can be gleaned from our earlier 

discussions. 

 

The Nigerian media as a gate-keeper can also inspire and motivate the development of 

positive aspects of our culture. According to Ekeli (2007, pp.100-2), the media acts as 

society’s gate keeper by ensuring that negative and distasteful news items or information 

does not get into the public domain. According to Ekeli (2007, p.100), even a typical media 

house is replete with staff who serve as gate-keepers: editors, sub-editors, managing 

editors etc. All these officers can add, modify or delete obnoxious items from a story which 

they believe will not be in the public interest. The effect of all these, if well managed, will 

be the imbuing in the mind of the receivers cultural values that are discerning, truthful and 

honest. 

 

Conclusion 

The mass media in Nigeria as we have seen provide information contemporaneously to a 

large group of people. While this context may appear innocuous in other climes in the 

Nigerian context where the audience comes from a heterogeneous background with a pot-

pourri of cultures, it behooves the press not only to inform, educate, entertain and persuade 

in a manner that reflects the culture of the people, but more importantly, in a manner that 

projects those centripetal aspects of our existence and in an order that help achieve those 

goals that would better our stride towards accelerated national development. 
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