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ABSTRACT: 

 

This paper examines the whether Africans are using social media to effectively influence the 

narrative of stories from the African continent that are published by the tradition media 

outlets in the western countries, especially in Europe and North America. 

 

The topic is chosen on the basis of the fact that Africa has almost always suffered skewed 

coverage in the western media, which often tends to portray the continent negatively as 

blighted by war, famine, disease and a sense of hopelessness, and is devoid of positive stories 

worth publishing regularly to international audiences. 

 

The paper defines the new media tools that have become easily available around the world, 

including Africa with regard to some of them. It shows how they led to the increased 

participation of ordinary citizens in influencing the collection, production and distribution of 

news in the traditional outlets. 

 

It further defines the two concepts of social media and citizen journalism, and then delves 

into a broader explanation on how they have influenced the interaction of people from 

different parts of the world and have helped provide more alternative views beyond those 

ordinarily captured by traditional media outlets. 

 

As the power of social media and citizen journalism grows, the traditional media has 

embraced it as an alternative way of sourcing for news and of gauging the feedback from 

audiences of the work that it does. This has created a linkage between the two forms of 

media, which has resulted in them continuously feeding off each other. 

 

Therefore, using data collected from recent developments, the paper seeks to demonstrate the 

role that social media can play in shaping the narrative of the stories that are published by the 

traditional media outlets around the world. 

 

The paper will show that Africa has not been left behind either by the social media revolution 

taking place around the world. It will show the level of Internet penetration in Africa and 

whether there is a critical mass that is using social media. 

 

It will then show examine recent instances in which Africans sought, using social media, to 

influence the narrative of stories about Africa in the western media and assess the level of 

success that was registered. 

 

The paper will demonstrate that even if Africa is yet to reach the levels of Internet penetration 

and social media usage that has been achieved around the world, new media technology users 

on the continent are beginning to effectively influence the African story that is published or 

broadcast by traditional media in the western world.  

 

However, it will also show that while the future looks promising for Africa’s engagement on 

the global stage because of vast potential on the continent that is hitherto untapped, there is a 

risk of the critical voices being drowned out by mass hysteria of unrealistic demands. It will 

also argue that Africa needs to clean its own house first before it can table demands for the 

rest of the world to see it in a different light.  
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INTRODUCTION: 

 

On March 10, a grenade blast in the Kenyan capital Nairobi resulted in the death of six 

people and injuries to another 63. Although there was only one blast in Nairobi and nowhere 

else across the East African country, the global pioneer of 24-hour news television, Cable 

News Network (CNN), broadcast to its global audience a news report with a graphic headline 

titled “Violence in Kenya” (Kimutai 2012). 

 

Since the 2008 post-election violence in Kenya that claimed 1,000 lives and displaced some 

600,000 others from their homes (Shiundu 2012), Kenyans are overly sensitive about the way 

their country is portrayed to the rest of the world. Part of the reason for that edgy attitude is 

the fact that reports of the post-election violence affected the tourism sector, which had been 

the East African biggest economy’s largest foreign exchange earner until it was overtaken by 

agricultural produce in the aftermath of the post-election violence. 

 

Shortly after the broadcast, Kenyans took to the social networking site Twitter and, under the 

hashtags #SomeonetellCNN and #CNNApologise, criticised the American broadcaster for 

what many described as a misleading report that depicted the whole of the entire East African 

country as having been engulfed by some kind of anarchy. A Kenyan using the twitter handle 

@Willem316 tweeted, 

 

It is extremely irresponsible for CNN to paint Kenya as a nation in chaos while we are 

victims of terror. #SomeoneTellCNN 

 

Another Twitter user called Nanjira Sambuli, using the twitter handle @Ninanjira, tweeted, 

 

@Zawadin: #SomeoneTellCNN that Africans watch CNN too & that we will not be 

silent as they misrepresent us. We Will Be Heard! 

 

Many of the Kenyans protesting the coverage demanded an apology. One example is Felix 

Mutua, using the handle @thatwizzle, who tweeted, 

 

#someonetellCNN Thats professional negligence and you should offer official 

apology! @CNN Am angered but your irrational reporting! 

 

With the online pressure growing, the CNN correspondent in Kenya, David McKenzie, 

apologised for the misrepresentation and added that CNN would pull the video that had 

incensed Kenyans off its website (Kabweza, 2012). In two tweets, McKenzie said, 

 
Our reporting last night was accurate, the banner used in the bulletin was not. I 

contacted CNN for future bulletins. Apologies to all. 

 

We are having the offending video pulled. Again, apologies for the mistake. It was 

changed on air, but not online. Now it is. 

 

The successful push by Kenyans for CNN to retract its sensational story is one indicator of 

how the power of social media is providing a platform for Africans to reshape the story about 

their continent that is broadcast around the world. 

 

https://twitter.com/search/%23SomeoneTellCNN
https://twitter.com/Zawadin
https://twitter.com/search/%23SomeoneTellCNN
https://twitter.com/search/%23someonetellCNN
https://twitter.com/CNN
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The latest Internet usage data shows that Internet penetration across Africa, especially Sub-

Saharan Africa, is still very low. Internet penetration across Africa stands at 11.4 per cent, 

which is less than half the world average of 30.2 per cent. Despite the low Internet 

penetration figures, the backlash that CNN received in Kenya, which had the second largest 

amount of Twitter activity on the continent over the last year (Fripp 2012), provides an 

indicator of how Africans are taking to new media technologies and platforms to influence 

coverage of their continent. The question is how effective these platforms have been on a 

wider scale for social media users across Africa.  

 

 

DEFINITION OF NEW MEDIA TECHNOLOGIES AND CITIZEN JOURNALISM 

 

Technology has played an integral part in the transformation of journalism right from the 

time it became a professional undertaking. Starting with the development of the printing press 

in the 14th century, which revolutionised production of written material by introducing 

automated printing, each technology developed after that has either enhanced journalism 

practice or introduced a new media platform (Mathew 1998). These include the telegraph, 

radio, television and now the World Wide Web on the Internet. 

 

In terms of impact on journalism, however, the Internet is arguably the greatest innovation so 

far. The Internet has greatly transformed the production, transmission, content and 

consumption of news (Harrison 2006) by converging the print, radio, television platforms 

into a single multi-media platform. That single platform satisfies the needs of diverse 

audiences at once by providing them with news in many different formats. 

 

In addition, the Internet has broken the traditional media’s monopoly of news by 

decentralising its production and distribution, and reducing the cost of producing news 

(Mathew 1998). Capturing in a succinct way the impact of the Internet on the business of 

news, Mathew (1998) notes, 

 

As far as publishing is concerned, Internet is causing a revolution. It is now within the 

reach of ordinary individuals to publish something. And the reach is worldwide. This 

was a situation unthinkable in the past. Even desk top publishing came nowhere near 

this. Publishing in the past required large investments. Now, all you need to publish 

your material worldwide is a computer and an Internet connection. 

 

Since Mathew made that observation, even more technologies have been produced to 

complement the computer. Today, the Internet can be accessed on a variety of new media 

technologies like ordinary mobile phones, smart phones, laptops and Ipads. Many of these 

new media technologies are not just portable, they are also built with media tools like 

cameras, audio and video recorders, as well as editing facilities, which easily enable any 

ordinary person to capture and package news. 

 

Because of news media technologies, distribution of news is not that expensive either. People 

without professional journalism training or the backing of established media institutions can 

use the Internet to easily distribute information, share their views and influence public 

opinion through social networking sites like Facebook, Twitter and MySpace, picture sharing 

applications like Flickr and Imgur, and video sharing sites such as YouTube. 
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Therefore, the new media technologies that have been developed, and the social networking 

sites that they have made easily accessible around the world, are making public engagement 

with news much more interactive than it ever was. In the words of Gillmor (2006), this has 

led to the transformation of news from a lecture to a conversation or a seminar. 

 

That transformation is what has led to the rise in a journalism phenomenon known as citizen 

journalism. While citizen journalism is not very new to mainstream usage, having been 

introduced as far the 1960s, the availability of new media technology tools and social 

networking sites saw it grow tremendously over the last decade. 

 

The decentralisation of the media through new media technologies and social networking 

sites, which has led to a rise in citizen journalism, therefore means that people without 

professional journalism training can use such tools and the global distribution of the Internet 

to create, augment or fact-check media on their own (Shahid 2012). 

 

Africa is now taking advantage of these tools to reshape the way that stories about the 

continent are being published or broadcast worldwide. As the examples below will show, it 

did not start with the backlash that the international broadcaster CNN suffered from Kenyans 

on Twitter, and neither did it stop there. 

 

AFRICA MAKING ITS VOICE HEARD AROUND THE WORLD 

 

Unlike the United States of America with internationally distributed news outlets like Cable 

News Network (CNN), Voice of America or The New York Times, United Kingdom with the 

British Broadcasting Corporation (BBC) or The Guardian, France with France24, or 

emerging powers like China (Xhinua, CCTV) and Qatar (Al Jazeera), there is no truly global 

news outlet that is based in Africa. 

 

This means that while the majority of the media houses mentioned above subscribe to the 

norm of objectivity and try their utmost to uphold it, they often inadvertently fall victim to a 

westernised narrative of the story of Africa. And yet Africa does not have the capacity to 

shape a narrative of its own story. 

 

Due to that handicap, and the fact that western media outlets do not dedicate sufficient 

resources to comprehensive coverage of Africa, Seay (2012) believes many Africa 

correspondents file stories that fall prey to malicious stereotypes that end up dehumanising 

Africans. Seay (2012) notes, 

 

Western reporting on Africa is often fraught with factual errors, incomplete analysis, 

and stereotyping that would not pass editorial muster in coverage of China, Pakistan, 

France, or Mexico. A journalist who printed blatantly offensive stereotypes about 

German politicians or violated ethical norms regarding protection of child-abuse 

victims in Ohio would at the least be sanctioned and might even lose his or her job. 

When it comes to Africa, however, these problems are tolerated and, in some cases, 

celebrated. 

 

Without traditional media to broadcast its own story to the world, the decentralisation of 

media has provided Africans with the opportunity to influence, to an extent, the coverage that 

Africa receives around the world. 
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After the US charity group Invisible Children released a video on March 5 about the Ugandan 

warlord Joseph Kony, the western media quickly took to the story partly because it had gone 

viral on the social network sites. Many media outlets in the western world initially celebrated 

the 30-minute video as a success (Hoffman 2012), but this was mainly because the judgment 

was being premised on western benchmarks. 

 

By contrast, the responses from Uganda and many of the Africans who knew first-hand about 

the more than two-decade cross-border rebel group led by Joseph Kony, which has also 

affected people in South Sudan, the Democratic Republic of Congo and the Central African 

Republic, were tried to offer perspective. Ugandan journalist Angelo Izama pointed out some 

of the misrepresentations on his website, noting, 

 

To call the campaign a misrepresentation is an understatement. While it draws 

attention to the fact that Kony, indicted for war crimes by the International Criminal 

Court in 2005, is still on the loose, its portrayal of his alleged crimes in Northern 

Uganda are from a bygone era. 

 

After Ugandan and other African voices began to be heard on the issue in the traditional 

media across the world and a considerable number of inaccuracies were pointed out in the 

video, then a more balanced picture began to emerge. Indeed, in a form of tacit 

acknowledgement, Invisible Children later released a second video in which some of the 

misrepresentations from the first video were corrected and the majority of the narrative was 

done by the head of Invisible Children in Uganda and not the US. 

 

One of the remarkable things about the responses to the Kony video was that the western 

media outlets like the BBC, The Guardian, CNN and The New York Times were focussing 

not just on voices from the west or voices of western “experts on Africa”, but largely on 

contributions from ordinary people working and living in Uganda and as close to the war 

experience as possible in an attempt to get “the real story” (Curtis & McCarthy 2012). 

 

Another incident where the global media sought views from Africa after a social media 

backlash involved senior Spanish government officials. Apparently, Spain’s Prime Minister 

Mariano Rajoy sent a text to his finance minister in the midst of negotiations on the terms of 

a bailout for Spain’s banks in which, while urging the minister to negotiate a good deal, also 

took a dig at Uganda (BBC 2012). Rajoy said, “We’re the number four power in Europe. 

Spain is not Uganda”. 

 

Rajoy’s jibe at Uganda drew online criticism, with a number of the protestors saying it was 

evidence of some kind of colonial hangover that western world has over Africa. Once again, 

with the uproar from Ugandans and other Africans reaching fever-pitch online, traditional 

media outlets like the BBC and Al Jazeera took up the subject and involved as many African 

voices as they could in a bid to offer more balanced perspective. The BBC made a 

comparison of the two countries and then asked its online readers to weigh in with their own 

comments while Al Jazeera dedicated part of its interactive discussion programme, The 

Stream, to discussing the subject. 

 

A similarly effective online response to a misrepresentation happened when Korean Air 

released a banner announcing the start of non-stop flights from Korea to Kenya described 

Kenyans as indigenous people full of “primitive energy” (Odula 2012). An example of the 

Tweets responding to Korean Air’s gaffe, from Mary Wanyeri, said, 

http://topics.nytimes.com/top/reference/timestopics/people/k/joseph_kony/index.html
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Korean [Air] talking about primitive energy is disrespect of the highest order, Kenya 

we need an apology 

 

After the banner sparked off a flurry of heated online responses on Twitter and Facebook, the 

Airline pulled down its banner and its management apologised to Kenyans, saying that the 

word “primitive” had been lost in translation from Korean to English (Odula 2012). 

 

ASSESSING THE IMPACT OF AFRICA’S EFFORTS ON SOCIAL MEDIA 

 

Has social media helped Africans to reshape the image of the continent that the traditional 

media projects to the rest of the world?  

 

As the examples described above show, there has been a sprinkling of success stories. 

However, beyond those isolated incidences above, there have also been more enduring 

positive influences as a result of the active involvement of Africans on social media networks 

that likely to see a change for the better in the way that the continent is reported about in the 

western media. These impacts are covered below. 

 

The first success that social media users across Africa have registered is the fact that they are 

now taken seriously by the traditional media houses as a collective voice whose views cannot 

simply be ignored. The accumulation of those isolated incidents in which Africans on social 

media have influenced traditional western media is growing a movement that can only get 

bigger and become a force to reckon with. Describing the trend as a sign of growing 

confidence among Africans to shape their destiny, Jamme (2011) explains, 

 

Africa has never had good PR, but for the first time we are witnessing a paradigm 

shift in narratives about the continent. Why is that?  

One reason is that more transparent, user-generated content is breaking through, with 

websites holding leaders to account. Africans want to engage and tell their own 

stories, and they will not let anyone else write for them or tell them what to do. For 

the first time, Africans have a unique opportunity to do it themselves, something they 

have always been asking for.  

 

If the recent flurry of international media broadcasts that are exclusively dedicated to Africa 

are anything to go by, then it can be said that the repeated efforts of Africans to have their 

voices heard has opened the doors permanently in the western media. For example, the BBC 

has carried out debates across several African countries as part of an effort to have Africans 

speak to the rest of the world about issues dear to them. Similarly, CNN recently added the 

“African Voices” and “Marketplace Africa” programmes to its already established “Inside 

Africa” magazine, Al Jazeera runs a weekly show called “Africa Investigates” while BBC 

introduced two magazine TV shows early this year called “Network Africa” and the “African 

Dream” about successful African entrepreneurs (Hirsch 2012).  

 

Another sign of the changing times due to the empowerment offered by social media to 

Africans is the recent attempt by journalists themselves to refocus the way that the continent 

is reported about. Many western journalists are keen not to be seen to be reinforcing the old 

stereotypes about Africa and are now offering more balanced views. Some of the journalists 

have even written articles castigating lopsided reporting on Africa. Examples include; “How 

Not To Write About Africa” by Laura Seay in Foreign Policy magazine (US) and “The 
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West’s Lazy Reporting on Africa” by Afua Hirsch in The Guardian newspaper (UK). 

Without an appreciation of the changing dynamics, articles of this nature would perhaps not 

be published in the western media. 

 

Part of the reason for the skewed coverage of Africa in the western media is that for a long 

time reporting on the continent was done by the “Foreign Correspondent” who flew in from a 

western capital and did not have an appreciation of the local environment. However, under 

pressure to present more balanced stories that are appreciated first by audiences in Africa, 

many international media outlets are now redressing this anomaly by employing Africans to 

tell their stories. For example, nearly all of Al Jazeera’s current Africa news team hails from 

the continent, the BBC which has always had African correspondents will have Ghanaian 

Komla Dumor as the main anchor for its “Network Africa” TV show while CNN employs 

correspondents like South Africa’s Nkepile Mabuse. 

 

Despite the successes, however, the influence of African voices on social media networking 

sites still remains low due to a number of factors, including limited access to the Internet 

across the continent. With its Internet penetration less than half of the global average and 

more than three times less than the developed world, Africa’s contribution to the global 

conversation on social media is still very low (Fripp 2012), meaning there is still a rather low 

impact globally. 

 

The other danger to Africa losing the opportunity to reshape global attitudes towards the 

continent is the unregulated nature of social networks. While many of the issues that Africans 

on social networking sites have influenced have been legitimate, there is a risk of diluting the 

impact of social media by putting sometimes unwarranted pressure on traditional media 

houses largely due to “mass hysteria” rather than the legitimacy of the issues being raised 

(Madowo 2012). 

 

Debating the legitimacy of the demands by Kenyans for CNN to apologise, Madowo (2012) 

argues that the description of the grenade attack in Kenya actually fitted into the dictionary 

meaning of “violence” and believes the international broadcaster was within its right to use 

the word. Madowo (2012) notes, 

 

What happened at Machakos Bus Station on Saturday [the grenade attack] was 

violence. Why didn’t the thousands of Kenyans on Twitter agitating for CNN to 

apologise bother to look up the dictionary meaning of the word? Because it was a 

popular revolt, and there was no room for divergent voices. 

‘Can’t you see, we are trending worldwide!’ 

 

Similar sentiments were echoed by Kalinaki (2012) when responding to the online attacks on 

Spain’s Prime Minister for his comparison of Spain with Uganda. According to Kalinaki 

(2012), Ugandans, and by extension Africans, need to look in the mirror and first clean up 

their image before demanding that the western media does the same; that there is need to 

shake out of the indifference towards poor governance at home rather than crying out to the 

world to paint a more glossy picture of Africa than it actually is.  

 

As the revolutions in Tunisia, Egypt and Libya showed, social media can be used by ordinary 

people to bring about positive change and to improve governance within their own countries 

which will result in positive coverage from the international media even before Africans take 

to the social networking sites to influence a change of narrative.  
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CONCLUSION: 

 

As demonstrated throughout most of the essay, Africans have used social media to play a 

notable role in reshaping the way the story about the continent is told by traditional media on 

the global stage. The achievements so far have been registered despite the fact that only a 

small number of Africans have access to the Internet, the new media technologies and the 

social networking sites that have made engagement with news more interactive for those who 

are able to use those tools. 

 

For all the achievements against the odds, however, and the promise of even more 

engagement when more Africans are able to access such tools, the essay also demonstrates 

that there is a danger of the initiative getting lost in the hysterical clamour to influence 

everything, including those where there is no legitimate need to make the traditional media 

houses around the world follow what Africans on the social networks feel is the way their 

stories should be told.  

 

Ultimately, Africans will have to first clean up their act at home before they can demand that 

western media houses that are known to serve the interests of their own audience change their 

script. As shown by the 2011 revolutions in Tunisia, Egypt and Libya that led to ousting of 

dictatorial governments and efforts to institute democratic governance, that can also be done 

by ordinary people using social media. 
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