
Case Study | Creating a corpus of African 
digital news 

Dr. Dani Madrid-Morales
Assistant Professor, University of Houston

February 25, 2021



Context
§None of these approaches is superior to other research 

methodologies. These are useful to answer certain types of 
questions, but not others.
§ Computational methods are great for mechanic and repetitive tasks
§ Computational methods can help find patterns and classify documents
§ Computational methods cannot interpret meanings of texts
§ Computational methods are no substitute of any other research method

§Working with digital news content from African sources can be 
difficult with existing tools.
§ There are barely no APIs.
§ There are limited efforts to store this kind of data.
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Limitations of existing archives
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Nexis Uni NewsAPI

GDELT



Algorithmic biases
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Africa Digital News Corpus
§ In 2019 we started a pilot 

project to monitor news 
content on digital news in 
Africa in real time to 
create a live corpus of 
news.

§We built this using R and 
Python.
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https://doi.org/10.18738/T8/UKJZ3E
Open Access
Open Source

https://doi.org/10.18738/T8/UKJZ3E


Process – Step 1: Seed Links
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Create a list of pages 
you want to scrape



Process – Step 2: Retrieve links
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Visit each website and 
extract news links

Link URL

Toma : inauguration d’une statue 
à l’image du premier chef de...

https://www.rtb.bf/2021/02/tom
a-inauguration-dune-statue-a-
limage-du-premier-chef-de-
canton/

Ouahigouya : des producteurs
utilisent le gaz butane pour 
alimenter les...

https://www.rtb.bf/2021/02/oua
higouya-des-producteurs-utilisent-
le-gaz-butane-pour-alimenter-les-
motopompes/

Compte rendu du Conseil des 
Ministres du 29 janvier 2021

https://www.rtb.bf/2021/01/com
pte-rendu-du-conseil-des-
ministres-du-29-janvier-2021/

Compte-rendu du conseil des 
ministres du vendredi 29 janvier
2021

https://www.rtb.bf/2021/01/com
pte-rendu-du-conseil-des-
ministres-du-vendredi-29-janvier-
2021/

https://www.rtb.bf/2021/02/toma-inauguration-dune-statue-a-limage-du-premier-chef-de-canton/
https://www.rtb.bf/2021/02/ouahigouya-des-producteurs-utilisent-le-gaz-butane-pour-alimenter-les-motopompes/
https://www.rtb.bf/2021/01/compte-rendu-du-conseil-des-ministres-du-29-janvier-2021/
https://www.rtb.bf/2021/01/compte-rendu-du-conseil-des-ministres-du-vendredi-29-janvier-2021/


Process – Step 3: Extracting data
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Extract data that is 
relevant for us



What does the code look like
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Step 4: Processing the data (optional)
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§ Use spacy (or udpipe) to 
tokenize (or lemmatize) 
the text and POS (part of 
speech tag)

§We can then remove 
tokens that we don’t 
“need” (stopwords, 
numbers, punctuation…)



Applications
§ This same process can be used to collect content from 

government websites, discussion fora, citizen journalism 
platforms…

§With this type of data…
§ We can answer descriptive questions about content
§ We can answer questions about linguistic patterns
§ We can compare sources across geographic spaces
§ We can trace longitudinal patterns
§ We can triangulate text data with fieldwork

Creating a Corpus of Digital News | Dr. Madrid-Morales | 11 |



Limitations
§ This approach would (in principle) exclude data that is behind 

paywalls (think of Daily Maverick in SA or Nation Media in KE); it is 
internet data heavy.

§ These approaches are heavy on the amount of bandwidth that is 
required (cloud computing as alternative).

§Downtime of websites and other technical problems might limit 
how much data we can collect, so it is important to acknowledge 
biases in our dataset.
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Background
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Increased presence 
of Chinese media in 

Africa

China communicated 
actively about COVID-

19 across Africa

https://www.chinafile.com/china-africa-project/chinas-media-challenges-western-narratives-of-africa


Previous work
§ Interviews with journalists in Kenya and South Africa, and 

observation of newsroom practices.
§ https://doi.org/10.1080/23743670.2019.1627230

§ Focus groups with media users to understand how much Chinese 
news content makes its ways to the news diet of audiences in 
Kenya & South Africa.
§ http://ijoc.org/index.php/ijoc/article/view/7809/2355

§ Analysis of social media use by Chinese diplomats to shape 
narratives about China across African countries.
§ https://hdl.handle.net/10657/6258
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https://doi.org/10.1080/23743670.2019.1627230
http://ijoc.org/index.php/ijoc/article/view/7809/2355
https://hdl.handle.net/10657/6258


Research Questions
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§ RQ1: How often did African digital media discuss COVID-19 and China 
between January and May 2020?

§ RQ2: How much of the reporting on African digital media came from foreign 
sources?

§ RQ3: Were there differences in text reuse between French-speaking and 
English-speaking countries?

§ RQ4: How much of the narrative around COVID-19 by China made it to 
African digital media?



Nexis UniApproach
§ Compiled 500,000 news 

stories from French & English 
language digital sources based 
in Africa & UK, France, US, 
China.

§ Used a combination of 
computational methods (text 
similarity algorithms & 
structural topic modeling)
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NewsAPI

GDELT



Data Gathering Workflow
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Get URLs from 
GDELT database

Create a list of 
relevant sources 
with metadata

Filter the GDELT 
links based on list 

of sources

Visit each URL, 
download source 

code

Merge scraped 
data with metadata

Remove duplicates 
& missing values

Save “clean” text & 
date for each URL 

(and repeat)

Use trafilatura
and goose to 

extract content



Data Gathering
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Filtering links by
relevant URLS

Source: https://blog.gdeltproject.org/gdelt-2-0-our-global-world-in-realtime/

Downoading
GDELT URLs

https://blog.gdeltproject.org/gdelt-2-0-our-global-world-in-realtime/


Scraping Text Data
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Import Python libraries

Extract text and dates 1

Extract text and dates 2



Analysis
§ Approach 1: Use word 

frequencies to compare 
texts and find how 
similar they are

§ Approach 2: Use word 
frequencies (and 
metadata) to classify 
documents into N 
topics.

African digital media, COVID-19 and China  | Dr. Madrid-Morales | 21 |



RQ1: Amount Coverage about China & COVID
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RQ2 & RQ3: Quantifying Text Reuse
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RQ4: Narrative overlap

African digital media, COVID-19 and China  | Dr. Madrid-Morales | 24 |

0.0%

1.0%

2.0%

3.0%

4.0%

5.0%

6.0%

7.0%

8.0%

9.0%

Chinese
Global

Cooperation

Situation in
Wuhan

China is in
Control

Chinese
Medical
Support

China is
Reopening

Chinese media

0.0%

2.0%

4.0%

6.0%

8.0%

10.0%

12.0%

14.0%

16.0%

18.0%

Racism in
China

Situation in
Asia

COVID &
Sports

West Africa
Responses

Airlines &
COVID

Kenyan Media

0.0%

5.0%

10.0%

15.0%

20.0%

25.0%

Racism in
China

China is in
Control

West Africa
Response

Chinese
Medical
Support

Geopolitcs

Gambian media



Next steps
§ There are limitations on the type of questions we can answer 

using this approach
§ Good at classifying documents, not so good at making sense of 

meanings.

§ Complement the results of this approach with 
§ more interviews with journalists to understand the reasons for using/not 

using content;
§ additional survey research to understand decoding of these media texts 

by media consumers.

African digital media, COVID-19 and China  | Dr. Madrid-Morales | 25 |



More information
§ (Some of the) data and the code for this study is available in this 

repository: 
§ https://github.com/danimadrid/africa_china_covid19

§ There’s more details on the process that I describe here in here:
§ https://doi.org/10.1080/23743670.2020.1820885
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https://github.com/danimadrid/africa_china_covid19
https://doi.org/10.1080/23743670.2020.1820885
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