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During Kenya’s December 2007 election dispute, the government closed down all live broadcasting for five days ‘in the interest of public safety and tranquillity’. They achieved neither safety nor tranquillity, because people quickly turned to other means to receive and relay information. SMS messages were the first option and usage was so high that there was a shortage of phone cards in some areas until the government disabled the capacity to send mass SMS messages. People then turned to social networking media. According to researchers Maarit Makinen and Mary Wangu Kuira, ‘Tools like wikis, weblogs, Facebook, Flickr, YouTube, Twitter and “mashups” were increasingly used to organise and share information about the crisis and violence, and to raise funds.’ Access to such media is limited in Kenya, but the impact was still high as many leaders, organisers and activists were able to use these tools.
Social networking media are also transforming the USA presidential election. Early in the campaign, Google and YouTube teamed up with CNN to host a presidential debate. MySpace and YouTube announced this year that they will host online electronic town-hall meetings with the presidential candidates. Democratic Party candidate Barack Obama has used the Internet effectively to raise large amounts of money in small amounts from the public, a counterweight to the establishment clout and heavyweight funding that his primary rival Hilary Clinton enjoyed. More recently, he has set up a special online ‘war room’ to counter those who are using the Internet to spread malicious rumours about him (www.FightTheSmears.com), allowing him to refute false accusations without giving them the status of being the subject of his own speeches. ‘As public access to the Internet has surged past 70% of the US population, the Internet has claimed front-and-centre status in campaign strategies,’ writes Costas Panagopoulos of Fordham University.
New media are not always positive for candidates. Obama ran into trouble with his remarks about Mid-Westerners’ fondness for guns when a citizen journalist recorded it on her cellphone and posted it on a blog. He was unaware of any media presence when he made the remarks, which emerged quickly in the mainstream media.
In Zimbabwe’s first round of 2008 presidential elections, the authorities were persuaded to post the results of each polling station at the station itself. Observers and opposition members were able to photograph each one on their cellphones and share them with their colleagues, which is why they were able to collate the information and assert that Robert Mugabe had lost the vote.
Anyone following the election would have found some of the most useful information on a number of blogs and websites, including one which systematically recorded incidents of violence and intimidation on an interactive map.
Changing the way people convey, receive and use information
Social networking media are not yet a formidable political force, either in the USA or Kenya, but the technology is inspiring important changes in the way people convey, receive and use information and, indeed, in the very way that people relate to each other.
A recent New Yorker article noted that students gathering at the beginning of the academic year at New York University for a particular class had met and come to know a good deal about each other on a Facebook group set up for this purpose. What they found more difficult, the writer observed, was face-to-face interaction: like how to smile and say hello.
Rule one of all new media technology is this: people almost never use it in the expected way, they invariably adapt it to specific needs and usages that the innovators did not even think about. We have to watch how people adjust to the new medium and then respond accordingly. This happened with radio and with cellphones, for example, and now it is occurring with social networking media. This makes prediction a hazardous business. Nevertheless, I want to highlight three elements of the growth in social networking media.
The rise of citizen journalists
The first feature of social networking media is a continuation of what we know from all online media: people are able to participate actively, to contribute, and not just be the recipients of information. They therefore shape the medium and its usage themselves, and everyone can be a content producer. Thus we have the rise of citizen journalists, ordinary people who use their cellphones to record and disseminate news reports.
In South Africa, we saw the powerful effects of this recently when a judge who drove his car into a wall was recorded on a cellphone demonstrating behaviour that seemed to indicate that he had been drinking more than a cup of tea, as he claimed. The truth is that this is just a case of traditional sources being better equipped then before, as they still needed journalists in places like the Sunday Times online to disseminate the material to an audience. But increasingly, with blogs and sites such as YouTube, people are able to connect directly with a global audience with their own content without going through traditional media.
Danny Schechter, an American analyst known as the News Dissector, was recently videoed telling a network television reporter why nobody trusted their coverage of what he called the USA ‘sub-crime scandal’. You guys will never use this interview, he said to them challengingly, and he was right. Someone, though, put it up on YouTube, and the embarrassed network was made to cover it and use some of the footage. It was an intriguing example of home content driving traditional media content.
Control of social media
The second aspect of social media is that no one, not even the activists using it, is able to control it. You can put out information, invite it, share it, nudge it along, send it out into the world, but what happens to it once it is online is beyond anyone’s control. Except, to some extent, the users.
The changing nature of authority
This lack of control leads us to the third and most important aspect: the changing nature of authority in the media.
It was not so long ago (in fact, in South Africa, it was just a few months ago) that we waited for the voice of news authority to come at a certain time in the evening. The main news broadcast was packaged, sorted, chosen, edited and framed with planning, thought and purpose. Decisions were made about what was on air and what was not, who was quoted and what made a story complete and ready to broadcast.
In print, we could identify the voices of authority: generally they were solid, serious papers that had a clear idea of what was important and what we needed to know and gave it with the framing considered appropriate.
These traditional media generally spoke down to us; certainly it was one-way communication. It was never a conversation. Even when there were alternative oppositional voices, these were one-way rather than conversational.
Now we are faced with a constant barrage of conflicting, shared messages which mix information, fact, rumour, innuendo and humour. Having television and Internet news 24/7 means that claims and allegations are posted around the world before they are tested, and before, as Bill Kovach and Tom Rosenstiel of the Campaign for Excellence in Journalism put it, the story is ‘complete’. There is no longer a notion of a story that has all the ends tied up, is balanced, fair and ready to air. There is no longer the same sense of authority and veracity. Facts are asserted rather than proven. They might over time be proven or challenged or knocked down altogether, but that can come long after they are published.
The positive aspect of this is that everyone can have a voice. Freedom of the press is no longer limited to those who own one. Authority can be challenged much more easily than ever before. Information no longer flows as a lecture, top-down, but as a flowing, seamless, endless conversation.
But let’s keep citizen journalism in perspective. What this kind of activity does is supplement the stenographic aspect of journalism – that part of the work, the most tedious part, whereby we simply record the bland facts of daily life (the shipping report, that is) or report from the scene of events, particularly accidents and disasters. What it does not replace is the journalist’s role in selecting, processing, verifying, balancing, presenting and following up. In a world in which there is more and more information, this editorial process is more important than ever.
The future of citizen journalism
Citizen journalism is often seen as a challenge to conventional, professional reporting. In many ways, it is, but in the long run it will be an enhancement. Faced with so much unverified information from such a mix of sources, individuals with limited time and a need to make quick and effective decisions will rely increasingly on those they trust to do the processing that journalists are trained to do. The role of journalists will become even more important, at least those individual journalists and media organisations that are considered reliable and trustworthy.
The reputation of individual journalists becomes increasingly valuable. Increasingly, we look for the names of individuals reporters and writers that we know and trust rather than the institutions they work for. So people are prepared even to pay to receive the work of name journalists, and new media allow us to receive their material individually and quickly, and we care less about who they work for or which media institutions disseminate it for them.
This information is shared in many ways on social networks, and it bounces around horizontally among peers rather than the top-down, one-way process we knew from traditional media. In time, we learn to understand which of these postings and emails to listen to and believe, and how to discern those which matter to us.
Or to know which journalists will do that for us.
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