47

Chapter 4

Kiswahili Video Messaging on

COVID-19 Awareness in Kenya:
The Peaks and Valleys
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ABSTRACT

The first cases of Covid-19 in the world can be traced to 2019. However, in Kenya and a number of
other East African countries, the first cases of the disease were documented in March 2020. As the day
went on, the spread of the virus gained momentum causing panic in the country. Awareness messaging
on Covid-19 led by the government and supported by health agencies became regular on the Kenyan
media, especially on the radio, television, and mainstream newspapers. Messaging was mainly done in
English, Kiswahili, and mother tongue with the earlier enjoying a skewed advantage. A portion of this
messaging was done via video, composed locally and internationally. The objective of the study was
to examine the strategies employed in this video communication to create awareness of Covid-19. The
results demonstrate that in a substantial number of cases, the dissemination was hampered by wanting
grammar, English to Kiswahili translational flaws, and unsuitable animatronics. The chapter contends
that the Kiswahili video messaging mainly failed the test of communicative value.

In 2019, the world experienced the first cases of Covid-19. These were reported in Asian countries, fol-
lowed by countries in Europe. The scourge was dreaded for the fact that it was said to be deadly while
its spread was rapid, yet it did not have a cure. The disease was reported in African countries in early
2020, and for Kenya, the first case was confirmed on March 13, 2020. The pronouncement was received
with ambivalence since many people did not have much information about the disease. Weeks later,
there was a lockdown in the country whereby all public facilities such as schools, churches, mosques,
sporting, wedding and burials involving many people were banned. There was also closure of entertain-
ment places and eateries, while a dusk to dawn curfew was imposed in the country to check the robust
nightlife especially in towns. The government also came up with protocols to observe as a measure to
prevent further infections from the pandemic. Amid all this, the Kenyan government alongside other
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agencies started releasing information on the pandemic especially on how to keep it a bay. This effort
was in line with what many other governments were doing the world over (Ji and Liu 2022, Maarek
2022, Steinbuka 2022). In Kenya, various methods were used to carry out the dissemination. These
included radio and television programmes and adverts, Covid-19 awareness posters, word of mouth and
social media messaging.

However, it is Kenya’s Ministry of Health daily to regular media briefings that became notable and
memorable sites for Covid-19 updates in the country. The briefings were mainly done by the Health
Minister, the Director General in the Ministry and the Cabinet Assistant Secretary of Health. The brief-
ings entailed bringing the public update on the status of coronavirus in the country before the glare of
television and radio channels, in a language of choice by the officials. This is because Kenya is a mul-
tilingual country and therefore there were videos in English, Kiswahili and mother tongue. English and
Kiswabhili are the official languages, while Kiswahili is the national language. This paper concentrated
on Kiswahili video instruction on Covid-19 in three phases: Information on it, preventive measures
and the treatment of those who had contracted the virus. Language alone cannot be used adequately in
transmission of important information and it for this reason that other necessary devices are called into
play as reinforcement (Martin 2014). Among these are semiotic configurations which are packaged in
a variety of ways. However, semiotic signs ought to be used tactfully to remain in sync with the type of
audience that semiology targets are.

Data was collected from Kiswahili video messaging on Covid-19. From a total of 29 videos, 8 videos
were selected for analysis since they were in line with objectives of the study. The video messaging
data was transcribed and coded in view of three themes of Covid-19 awareness campaign. These were;
preventive measures, vaccination and management of the sick. Data was coded as follows: CAVPI would
stand for Covid-19 Awareness Video on Prevention Number 1, while AVCT1 denotes Awareness Video
on Covid-19 Testing Number 1, while CAV V2 represent Covid-19 Awareness Video on Vaccine Number
2. The data used in the paper was not edited for the purpose of language analysis in its natural manner.

AWARENESS ON PREVENTION OF COVID-19

Awareness of Covid-19 prevention was done using audio-visual materials. In CAVP1 there is a Kiswa-
hili dissemination which is delivered in a form of drama. A well-known Kenyan medical doctor who
was common in the media as a regular campaigner against the spread of the coronavirus is holding a
dialogue with children who are seated outside a house. In the excerpt below, D stands for Doctor while
C stands for Child as follows:

D:  Sasa? Mjanua Corona ni nini? Do you know what Corona is?

Cl: Mtu asichukue kitu ambacho kimekuwa kwa mdomo wa mtu mwingine. Let nobody eat anything
that has been another person’s mouth

C2: Usisalimiane kwa mguu. Do not ‘greet’ people by the leg (laughter from Doctor as Child 3 refuses
leg contact from him)

D:  Ni nini nyingine unajua kuhusu Corona? What else do you know about Corona?

C3: Usikule uchafu. Do not ingest dirt.

D:  Ehe .. usikule uchafu? Nini nyingine? Ehe, don’t ingest dirt, what else do you know?

C2: Ukishika mchanga, usinyonye mkono. If you touch the soil, don’t suck the hand [finger]
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