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Abstract  

The rapid proliferation of the mobile phone in Africa has often been celebrated in 

deterministic ways that blindly eschew the stark and intricate realities associated 

with the challenges of the ‘digital divide’. Equally, very little attention has been paid 

to the sophisticated ways in which citizens (in association with mobile phone 

operators and manufacturers) negotiate their way around these challenges. Against 

this backdrop, this essay draws on interviews conducted between 2008 and 2016 to 

explore the experiences of African journalists in their deployment of the mobile 

phone as a journalistic and everyday communication platform. It specifically 

examines the localised challenges faced and the strategies employed to 

circumnavigate them. The findings show that, to remain connected, journalists as 

both professionals and citizens, generally deployed tactics hinged on their individual 

and collective agency as well as the creative innovations of mobile phone operators 

and manufacturers. Collectively, these strategies, as the paper argues, present an 

opportunity to reimagine the notion of the ‘digital divide’ as a multifaceted, 

inherently contextual experience embedded in the interplay between social actors, 

their immediate context of ‘practice’  and the wider social milieu.  
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Introduction 

The appropriation of the mobile phone in Africa is one of the most romanticised 

subjects in digital media scholarship (see Donner, 2007; Miller, 2011). The pervasive 

celebratory tone among scholars has often overshadowed the widespread 
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challenges that confront African citizens in their efforts to effectively deploy the 

technology in professional and everyday contexts. Thus, while there is no doubt that 

the mobile phone has transformed Africa’s communication landscape, its 

appropriation is, however, not without challenges. As Hassan avers, it remains a fact 

that digital technologies in their generality are “not flowing evenly and smoothly […] 

within countries across the world” (2004, p. 165). Research indicates that usage gaps 

still exists even among professionals such as journalists. These gaps are determined 

by a wide range of structural and functional factors associated with the widely 

debated notion of the ‘digital divide’. Writing about new technologies within the 

context of African journalism, one of the early observers, Berger (2005, p. 10) notes 

that usage is “integrated unevenly […] and there are major variations across the 

region in regard to problems of access”. This observation remains true today, and as 

Wasserman (2018) rightly notes, “political economic questions such as unequal 

access to new media technologies: the so-called digital divide” remain prominent in 

the Global South.  

 Equally, African citizens are devising locally contingent strategies, innovations 

and appropriations1 for remaining connected. Collectively, these approaches, as I 

argue in this essay, provide critical insights to our understanding of the notion of the 

digital divide. They challenge the popular conception of the digital divide as simply 

defined by questions of ‘access’ and ‘economic factors’ (Ragnedda, 2019). This 

simplistic understanding obfuscates how citizens of the Global South, Africa in this 

case, are creatively accessing and using digital technologies thanks to context-

dependent practices and strategies. To quote Wasserman again,  

 

Although the obstacles highlighted by the digital divide scholarship are 

important to note, especially when they prompt us to reconsider overly 

celebratory narratives of the liberating power of digital media, the […] 

question of user agency is arguably more important when assessing the 

 
1 ‘Appropriation’ as used here points to the complex intermeshing of old practices, traditions 
and the affordances of new technologies, resulting in a rich blend of locally contingent uses, 
highlighting how technologies acquire different meanings in different social contexts. 
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impact of digital media on societies in the South. (Wasserman 2018, emphasis 

added)  

 

Some of the strategies deployed to access and use digital technologies are rooted in 

the pervasive cultural orientation to interdependence or the notion of Ubuntu, 

which “encapsulates what it means to be human in Africa, particularly that “a person 

is a person through other people” (Mabweazara, 2015, p. 107). This cultural context 

makes it possible for an individual to be connected in order for whole groups and 

communities to benefit (Nyamnjoh, 2004). Nyamnjoh (2004, p. 54) further writes 

about the phenomenon of ‘single-owner-multiple-user’ in West Africa where most 

mobile phone owners serve as “points-of-presence” in their communities by 

enabling others to pay or simply pass through to make calls to relatives.  

Thus, while mobile phone ownership in poor regions of Africa may be lower 

than other regions, if one considers “the amount of people who share mobile phones 

[…], the user rate is likely to be much higher than the subscriber rate” (Miller 2011, 

p. 105). Adam and Wood (1999, p. 310) similarly argue that “social relationships 

between various actors and the creativity of users in dealing with constraints” within 

a variety of African settings are integral to the deployment of digital technologies. 

For these reasons,  

 

a good understanding of the structural limitations of the widespread 

adoption of digital [technologies] in developing societies can direct attention 

to the many creative ways in which such adoption does take place, and, […] 

how those technologies are adapted to suite local contingencies. 

(Wasserman 2018)  

 

 Against this backdrop, this study uses qualitative interviews conducted 

between 2008 and 2016 to explore the experiences of journalists drawn from 

newsrooms in Zambia, Zimbabwe and Uganda in their deployment of the mobile 

phone as a journalistic and everyday communication platform. It specifically 

examines the localised challenges they faced and the strategies they deployed to 

circumnavigate them. While the research was conducted a couple of years back, it 
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retains its relevance in providing insights on the current deployment and 

appropriation of the mobile phone in Africa. The findings show that journalists, as 

both professionals and citizens, drew upon tactics and strategies that are hinged on 

their individual and collective agency as well as the creative innovations of mobile 

phone operators and manufacturers. Collectively, the strategies point to the 

sociological sophistication of the concept of the ‘digital divide’ as a multifaceted, 

socially contingent experience embedded in the interplay between social actors, 

their immediate context of ‘practice’ and the wider social milieu. The findings 

present an opportunity to reimagine the digital divide as inherently contextual and 

demanding of a level of contextual sensitivity that challenges a mostly Western 

perception that continues to gloss over local contingencies and the importance of 

integrating differences and socio-cultural specificities.  

 

Methodological Overview and Research Context  

To gather data for this study qualitative in-depth interviews were conducted 

between 2008 and 2016 with journalists selected from mainstream newsrooms in 

three sub-Saharan African countries, Zambia (The Post2  & The Zambia Daily Mail), 

Uganda (The Monitor & the New Vision) and Zimbabwe (The Sunday Mail, The 

Herald, The Zimbabwe Independent & The Standard). Journalists were the focal point 

for the study primarily because they are widely classified among early adopters and 

trendsetters in technological innovation across Africa (Berger, 2005; Mabweazara et 

al. 2014). Beyond their professional roles, journalists are citizens who are also 

directly implicated in the everyday challenges and experiences faced by ordinary 

people. 

 The above newsrooms were selected for a number of interrelated reasons.  

First, although the three countries’ economies and contemporary socio-historical 

circumstances differ markedly and evolved in diverse ways between 2008 and 2016, 

their mainstream newsrooms have broadly followed comparatively similar new 

 
2 The Post newspaper was shut down just after my fieldwork in 2016 allegedly for failure to 
settle its tax obligations. The data presented in this study, however, still has relevance and 
contemporary resonance with similar experiences at other independent newspapers 
included in the study. 
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technology adoption trends which resonate with the wider contemporary African 

continent outside South Africa and a number of North African countries, whose 

newsrooms have elements of First World digital technology adoption trends (see 

Mabweazara et al. 2014).  In many ways, therefore, the selected newsrooms can 

offer useful insights that are qualitatively generalisable across a range of sub-

Saharan African countries. This, however, is not to downplay differences between 

the countries – far from it. There are several important differences. However, these 

were not germane to the central concerns of this study.3 In any event, an attempt to 

capture the nuances of these differences is practically impossible in the space 

available here. The choice of case studies was also influenced by anticipated ease of 

access to the newsrooms as a result of personal contacts and relationships forged 

prior to the research and during the course of the research. 

A total of 46 journalists were purposively selected across the newsrooms. 

Particular consideration was given to the participants’ various newsroom roles, 

‘beat’ specialty, and work experience. The interviews were conducted using a 

combination of approaches, including Skype and telephone calls as well as face-to-

face in the newsrooms. They were largely open-ended and lasted between thirty 

minutes and one hour. In questioning journalists about the challenges they faced in 

deploying the mobile phone and how they circumnavigated them, every effort was 

made to link individual experiences to broader social circumstances as well as the 

need to capture the underlying implications of the experiences for our 

understanding of the notion of the ‘digital divide’ in Africa. After the fieldwork, 

interviews were transcribed and analysed to extrapolate salient themes as well as 

identify relevant interview extracts for inclusion in the discussion. To protect the 

privacy of participants in the study, they have broadly been anonymised, especially 

in instances where they raise sensitive issues – reference is only made to their 

various newsroom roles and generic job titles. 

In keeping with the general trend across Africa, mobile phone penetration in 

Zambia, Uganda and Zimbabwe has risen dramatically since the turn of the century. 

 
3 The primary aim was not a comparative one although differences that emerged during the 
interviews were flagged for further in-depth analysis. 
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A key driver of the sharp increase in the penetration rate is the growth of entry-level 

devices at affordable prices (including mobile data plans), often from more price-

focused basic brands such as flip phones and feature phones4 and a thriving market 

for second-hand phones (GSMA, 2018; Silver & Johnson, 2018). In Zambia, the 

mobile phone has expanded rapidly in recent years, reaching a penetration rate of 

nearly 75 percent in 2015, up from 67 percent the previous year (Freedom House, 

2016). Similarly, for Zambia’s neighbour, Zimbabwe, the mobile phone has evolved 

from being an elitist status symbol to an indispensable everyday technology accessed 

and used by the wider population (Mabweazara, 2011). Mobile phones are equally at 

the heart of digital transformations in Uganda where they “are not just a 

communication device but also the primary channel for getting online and a vital tool 

to access life-enhancing services” (GSMA, 2018, p. 4). 

Even as mobile phones have become more ubiquitous across the three 

countries, “ownership and usage gaps are particularly pronounced for smartphones” 

(Silver & Johnson, 2018, p. 14). Equally, full-service capability remains largely 

confined to urban areas due to aging or poorly maintained telecommunications 

infrastructure which results in sporadic network connectivity. Data prices and good 

handsets are also beyond the reach of many due to low income levels (GSMA, 2018). 

In addition to all this, low digital literacy skills also impact negatively on the effective 

deployment of the technology (Mabweazara, 2011).  

More generally, these challenges mirror the socio-economic and political 

context of each of the three countries. While Uganda made significant strides 

towards reducing the percentage of households living in poverty between 1992 and 

2013, a resurgence of economic instability in recent years has seen more than a third 

of its citizens living below the international extreme poverty line of US$1.90 a day 

(The World Bank 2020). Poverty has also become increasingly concentrated in rural 

areas.  Zambia on the other hand, achieved middle-income country status in 2011 

after a steady period of economic growth, which, however, only benefitted a small 

segment of the urban population as in the case of Uganda. It ranks among the 

 
4 Feature phones incorporate features such as the ability to access the Internet, store and 
play music but lack the advanced functionality of a smart phone. 
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countries with the highest level of inequality globally and “[a]s of 2015, 58% of 

Zambians earned less than the international poverty line of $1.90 per day (compared 

to 41% across Sub-Saharan Africa)” (The World Bank 2019a). Zimbabwe’s ongoing 

political and economic crisis since the turn of the century confirms some of the worst 

predictions by Afro-pessimists (Brett, 2008). The economy has largely been 

informalized and there is increasing dependence on donor-funding for food imports 

(ibid.). The country is “paying a heavy price for […] political irresponsibility” (Brett, p. 

355), which led to international financial isolation and unprecedented 

macroeconomic challenges and inflationary pressures (The World Bank 2019b).  

Several ‘political’ actions, including an increasingly ruthless use of state 

power to keep the ruling elite in power (Brett 2008) has compound the foregoing 

challenges by creating an “asphyxiating environment” (Mills, 2019, p. 704) for the 

effective deployment of digital technologies. This environment is characterised by 

government censorship, the widespread curtailing of freedom of expression and 

general infringements with citizens’ rights to privacy. Across the three countries, 

mobile phone users are required by law to register their SIM cards by providing 

personal information to mobile network service providers thus making it easy for 

communication to be traceable back to the user (GSMA, 2018).  Several legal 

provisions such as the Electronic Communications and Transaction Act (2009) 

(Zambia), the Interception of Communications Act (2010) (Zimbabwe) and the 

Regulation of Interception of Communication Act (2010) (Uganda) allow the 

governments to enforce the interception of individual communication on digital 

platforms as well as extending broad surveillance powers to government agencies 

and security officers (Freedom House, 2016). This has led to the regular harassment 

and arrests of citizens for their online activities (ibid.). It has also become prevalent 

for governments to order service providers to block access to selected services such 

as WhatsApp and Twitter or complete mobile and Internet shutdowns, especially 

during protests (GSMA, 2018). Some of these impediments directly implicate the 

notion of the ‘digital divide’ discussed briefly in the next section. 

 

The ‘Digital Divide’: Stretching the Conceptual Lens Beyond the Bleeding Obvious 
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The concept of the ‘digital divide’ is highly contested and characterised by 

considerable equivocation among scholars (Ragnedda, 2019). This has prompted 

researchers like Gunkel to contend that the concept is “originally and persistently 

plural” (Gunkel 2003, p. 504). However, most scholars concerned with the social 

problem of the digital divide appear to be predominantly driven by ‘technicist’ 

approaches that foreground “the gap between those who do and those who do not 

have access to new forms of information technology” (van Dijk, 2006, p. 221-222, 

emphases added). Indeed, the term ‘digital divide’ is seen by many as echoing some 

kind of ‘technological determinism’ (Gunkel, 2003). Consequently, the origins of 

technological inequalities are commonly located in the “specific problems of getting 

physical access to digital technology and that achieving such access for all would 

solve particular problems in the economy and society” (van Dijk 2006, p. 222). The 

weaknesses of this approach, as van Dijk (2005) further argues, lies in the fact that it 

still has to be demonstrated that people cannot live as normal citizens without using 

digital technologies. 

The technicist conception of the digital divide has also been criticised for its 

implicit suggestion of an absolute ‘divide’ between information ‘haves’ and ‘have-

nots’ (Ragnedda, 2019). It is, however, not the case that one either possesses 

information or does not. Instead, “there is significant variability in the forms of 

information which one possesses and the modes of access and use” (Gunkel, 2003, 

p. 506). As Mutula (2005, p. 122) observes, the popular understanding of the digital 

divide “fails to address issues of use and quality of access that have become 

increasingly pertinent” (emphasis added).  

The ‘digital divide’ is thus more sophisticated than the foregoing 

understandings imply. As Selwyn (2004, p. 345) rightly contends, “to base our 

conceptualisation of inequalities […] solely in terms of a polemic set of 

technologically ‘rich’ and ‘poor’ individuals is too limited and rudimentary an 

analysis”. Gunkel (2003, p. 507) similarly posits that “[a]lthough the dichotomies of 

the digital divide have been expedient for describing sociotechnological differences, 
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the binary form necessarily risks oversimplifying the situation and neglecting the 

important variations that exist in the object of study”5. 

It is necessary, therefore, that we attempt to move beyond the prevailing 

dichotomous notions of the digital divide towards a more sophisticated and realistic 

understanding of inequalities in the ‘information age’. As van Dijk (2006, p. 223) 

avers, there is a need “to reframe the overly technical concept of the digital divide 

and to pay more attention to social, physiological and cultural backgrounds”. In 

taking this direction, some researchers have extended the notion of ‘access’ to 

include “(digital) skills or competencies and media or technology use and 

applications” (van Dijk, 2006, p. 224). Others suggest that the digital divide should be 

seen as a ‘social stratification’ which indicates that the ‘divide’ is not really a binary 

division, but a continuum based on different degrees of access to information 

technology (Gunkel, 2003, p. 507). Thus, a broader and more inclusive definition 

frames the ‘digital divide’ as a reflection of a more complex problem that, in the case 

of Africa, mirrors “larger, structural inequalities” (Wasserman, 2005, p. 174) when 

compared with the developed world as well as within the African continent itself. 

Conceptualised this way, the notion of the digital divide not only refers to 

inequalities in new technology access but also to the vast socio-political, economic 

and cultural differences between and within regions of the world. Indeed, as 

Ragnedda (2019, p. 35) argues, “without the ‘right’ social, political, cultural, and 

economic environment” most of the opportunities afforded by the digital 

environment cannot be completely exploited. 

This multidimensional conception of the digital divide, as the International 

Telecommunication Union (ITU) (2002) observes, recognises the so-called ‘new’ or 

‘quality’ digital divide that is not attributable to the lack of equipment or connections 

but to the present form of the technologies – changing from “basic to advanced 

communications and from quantity to quality” (emphases added). It is particularly 

important in the light of the fast-changing nature of technology, where “[a]s soon as 

the laggards have caught up, the forerunners have already moved further ahead and 

 
5 It needs to be stated, however, that the popular conceptions of the ‘digital divide’ still 
resonate with experiences in most sub-Saharan African countries albeit to varying degrees 
and complexities. 
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are using […] more advanced technology” (van Dijk, 2006, p. 232). van Dijk further 

submits that issues to do with “access conditions, access points, and types of 

hardware, software, and services available for particular users make a tremendous 

difference to the potential applications and the level of inequality between users” 

(van Dijk, 2005, p. 49, emphases added). As ‘older’ and well-established technologies 

become available and affordable, it appears as if the divide decreases, but when 

‘new’ technologies are introduced, the weaker side of the divide (Africa and the 

wider Global South) experience further marginalisation (van Dijk, p. 2005). In these 

regions new technologies are often subject to economic, infrastructural and political 

hindrances (Sam, 2019). This means that their nature and form as well as the way 

they are appropriated by citizens has to be viewed in the light of these complex 

social realities. We therefore need to acknowledge, as Gunkel (2003, p. 516) aptly 

puts it, that the term digital divide is “irreducibly plural, and constantly flexible. It 

names not one problem, but a changing constellation of different and not always 

related concerns”.  

Building on these useful insights, the present study points to further 

directions for stretching the conceptual lens of the ‘digital divide’ beyond the 

bleeding obvious – a reimagination of the concept that brings to attention the 

sociological complexities of the distinct ‘social worlds’ in which new technologies, 

mobile phones in this case, are deployed and appropriated. As Gunkel (2003, p. 510) 

rightly observes “[n]o matter how the digital divide has been defined, it assumes 

radical and persistent differences between distinct socioeconomic, [cultural and 

political] forms”. 

The next two sections present the study’s findings – they respectively focus 

on the challenges and obstacles to the effective deployment of the mobile phone 

and the various strategies for circumnavigating them. The paper concludes with 

some reflective insights pointing towards ‘reimagining’ the notion of the digital 

divide. 

 
Impediments to the Effective Use of the Mobile Phone 

While there were discrepancies in the challenges faced by journalists in their 

deployment of the mobile phone across the three countries studied, the research 
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broadly pointed to a web of intricately connected generic obstacles anchored in 

socio-cultural, political, economic and technical factors as shown in Figure 1. Most of 

these hurdles resonated with the popular conception of the digital divide as 

primarily defined by inequalities of ‘access’ as discussed above.  

 

 

Figure 1: A snapshot of factors shaping and constraining the deployment of the 
mobile phone  

 

Poor Connectivity and Prohibitive Costs 
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Poor network connectivity and prohibitive costs were flagged as some of the 

key challenges faced by journalists in their deployment of the mobile phone across 

the newsrooms studied. These hurdles were underpinned by the socio-economic and 

political challenges obtaining in each country hence some contextual differences. 

Thus, while Zimbabwe developed a relatively good telecommunications 

infrastructure after independence from Britain in 1980, political instability, falling 

income and hyperinflation since the turn of the century severely crippled the 

telecommunications industry (Mabweazara, 2011). The prolonged period of 

underinvestment has meant that the mobile network system is occasionally 

unreliable; in some instances the country’s three network service providers (NetOne; 

Econet Wireless and Telecel Zimbabwe) are hardly ever working at the same time 

and the breadth of their network coverage is not uniform across the country (ibid.). 

This challenge was made worse by incessant power outages, which directly 

affect the mobile network service providers’ base-stations, sometimes leading to 

what one reporter at The Standard referred to as “complete black outs” that result in 

subscribers “failing to make or receive calls, send or receive SMS, [and] access 

Internet services”. This situation has resulted in mobile network service providers 

resorting to the use of diesel-powered electricity generators or solar power to keep 

their base-stations running.6 Further illustrative insights on connectivity challenges 

were given by a desk editor at The Sunday Mail:  

     

When you go out of Harare, [the capital], you face connectivity problems 

with some of our mobile networks, […] Even in some residential areas, there 

are areas where particular networks have no connections at all. This is 

particularly the case now with these regular power cuts […] 

 
Similar challenges were experienced to a comparatively lesser degree in Uganda, 

where one Daily Monitor reporter described mobile phone connectivity as “usually 

very poor – one day it’s on, the next its down”. In Zambia, journalists pointed to the 

 
6 ‘Econet […] acquired 98 diesel generators from China to provide stand-by power to its base 
stations, bringing to almost 210 the number of base stations with generators out of the more 
than 320 that the company has country wide’, reported in The Herald, July 17, 2008. 
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challenge of unstable mobile phone network coverage outside major urban areas, 

especially in rural areas. While these connectivity challenges reinforce the continued 

relevance of the ‘technicist’ understanding of the digital divide, especially given that 

“access conditions […] and services available for particular users make a tremendous 

difference” (van Dijk, 2005, p. 49), at the very core of the poor connectivity were 

varying degrees of structural problems as well as political meddling in the 

telecommunications industry across the three countries (Brett, 2008; GSMA, 2018). 

 Further to the above, the costs associated with acquiring a good handset as 

well as the general running of a mobile phone were highlighted as additional 

impediments across the three countries. These were compounded by low income 

levels across the newsrooms. In all the newsrooms studied, only a few journalists 

had sophisticated high-end handsets with multiple functions such as the capacity to 

record voice, video and still-pictures. Most journalists used basic ‘feature phones’, 

which do not have the full range of apps and accessibility but have some Internet 

access and popular apps such as WhatsApp and Facebook. 

 This scenario was put into perspective by one Ugandan reporter at the New 

Vision: “[…] getting a mobile phone that allows you to record, take good quality 

pictures etc. does not come cheap for an average journalist. You are looking at 600 

000 Ugandan Shillings [about $USD 160] for a reasonably good phone”7.  Similar 

sentiments were echoed by an entertainment editor at Zimbabwe’s Sunday Mail: “If 

we could afford the latest phones, we could be checking our emails every minute, 

taking good quality pictures and even recording interviews rather than writing in 

shorthand as we do”. 

 From the above, it is clear that usage gaps shaped by a range of factors exist 

among the journalists. More broadly, as already noted, these circumstances point to 

the persistence of technological inequalities (Sam, 2019) between the ‘poor’ and 

‘elite’ as well as to differences with the economically developed countries of the 

North, where sophisticated fourth generation (4G) “mobile phones [that] include 

broadband Internet connection, multimedia messaging, text messaging, mobile 

 
7 A reliable freelancer from New Vision files about 15 stories per month at the rate of about 
20,000 Uganda Shillings which translates to 300,000 (around $USD 81) per a month. 
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pictures and […] location awareness” (de Souza e Silva, 2006, p. 109) have long been 

widely used. As Hamelink (1997, p. 19) aptly puts it: 

 

It may well be an illusion to think that ICT-poor countries can […] keep pace 

with advances in the most technologically advanced societies. In the North 

the rate of technological development is very high and is supported by 

enormous resources […] The situation may improve but the disparity 

between the North and South is not likely to go away.  

 

Therefore, to capture the nuances of mobile phone use by journalists in Africa, there 

is need to closely interrogate the notion of ‘access’ and the conception of ‘use’ 

against the backdrop of the broader socio-economic factors and local institutional 

contexts in which the journalists operate. 

 

Limited Institutional Support and Low Digital Literacy Skills 

The scenario above was worsened by a lack of consistency in cushioning 

journalists from the costs associated with running a mobile phone across the 

newsrooms. Granted some offered a modicum of mobile phone allowances, most 

left the journalists to bear the burden of the costs on their own. This lack of 

sustained institutional level support was seen by most journalists as a disincentive 

and key inhibiting factor to their use of the mobile phone in daily professional 

routines. Berger echoes this point in his observation that the stumbling block for 

African journalists effectively using their mobile phones is that they are not 

“subsidised by their workplaces for doing so” (2005, p. 9). 

There were minor disparities between the newsrooms, particularly between 

the state-controlled and the privately-owned press in terms of company support. In 

Zimbabwe, The Zimbabwe Independent offered relatively better allowances 

compared to the state-controlled Sunday Mail and The Herald. Reporters on prepaid 

mobile phones were given weekly allowances and those with contract lines received 

monthly allowances adjusted in keeping with inflation. The scenario was different in 

the state-controlled press, where mobile phone allowances were seen as virtually 

insignificant. As one news reporter at The Herald, put it: “at times the mobile phone 
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is just a gadget for receiving calls and messages because we don’t get sufficient 

allowances to cover the costs. So, we actually end up subsidising the company”.  In 

some newsrooms, supporting the use of mobile phones was framed as a ‘luxury’. A 

business reporter at the Zambia Daily Mail explained thus: “[…] most of our 

institutions don’t have money for these perceived ‘luxuries’ […] In terms of my 

institution supporting us with airtime provision, no they don’t do that […] It’s seen as 

a cost anyway!”. 

The allocation of mobile phone allowances in some newsrooms was 

embedded in extant structural power relations. For example, Desk editors were 

given significantly more support than other staffers, a policy arrangement seen by 

junior reporters as miscalculated as it overlooked the fact that reporters did the bulk 

of the legwork in newsgathering. One reporter at the Sunday Mail, explained: “in this 

newsroom only editors, are given meaningful mobile phone allowances, and I think 

this is a wrong policy because we are the ones who extensively use mobile phones 

for newsgathering”. The widespread dependence on casual labour across all the 

newsrooms further meant that not every journalist has full access to the benefits of 

being on a fulltime contract, which include mobile phone allowances. A senior 

reporter at Uganda’s Daily Monitor captured this state of affairs thus:  

 

[…] not every reporter will get allocation for airtime […] For the big 

newsrooms only a third to half of the reporters are fulltime staff. Most of the 

correspondents [casual reporters in this context] do not get the benefits, so 

they must dig into their pockets, and it doesn’t come cheap […] 

 

This scenario reinforces Dutton’s (1996) observation that in most organisations new 

media tend to be implemented in ways that follow and reinforce prevailing 

structures of power and influence. 

 The irregularities in institutional support were also closely connected to weak 

management structures in some of the newsrooms. This resulted in Individuals 

without the necessary professional competencies driving digital strategies, a 

scenario bluntly described by one reporter at The Post, in Zambia as, “the case of the 

one-eyed boss (sic.) bumbling along with the rest of the newsroom”. This highlighted 
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the inherent challenge of low digital literacy skills, partly blamed for management’s 

failure to understand the importance of investing in sophisticated digital 

technologies, including high-end smart phones, within newsrooms. One reporter at 

the Sunday Mail captured this dilemma thus: 

 

I think the major challenge is the level at which top management 

understands the technicalities of developments in digital technologies. It’s a 

major drawback. I feel that there is limited knowledge on digital media […] 

There is need for up-skilling, more exposure and information to say, ‘the 

world is changing, this is the pace at which digital technologies are growing 

elsewhere’. […]  

 

While the limitations of the technical conditions, institutional support and digital 

literacy skills cement established challenges in the effective deployment of the 

mobile phone across the three countries, the political context in which journalists 

operate offer more radical challenges to the effective use of the mobile phone.  

 

Political Censorship and Surveillance Fears  

The polarised political environments and the determination by governments 

to censor electronic communication in the three countries as highlighted earlier, has 

cultivated a great sense of fear and caution in the use of the mobile phone by 

journalists and their sources. As seen earlier, these fears were particularly 

heightened by the promulgation of laws that empower state-security agents to 

intercept all forms of electronic communication. This has created an environment 

where journalists are socialised into “a particular political subjectivity” (Parks & 

Mukherjee 2017, p. 229) that spawns self-censorship as they are never sure whether 

they are being watched or not.  Several journalists noted that they use the mobile 

phone with a great sense of trepidation and vigilance, particularly when working on 

investigative stories that involve highly sensitive or classified information. A senior 

political reporter at The Standard in Zimbabwe aptly captured this: 
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In general, I tend to be careful on the issues I discuss with my sources over 

the phone because of the government’s tight control of telecommunications. 

As a journalist, you’re never sure who else is listening to your conversations 

[...]. So, you will notice that the use of the mobile phone is heavily predicated 

on the nature of the story one is working on. In investigative stories, my 

sources will always prefer face-to-face interaction […] 

 

This pervasive climate of fear and unease has a deterring effect that broadly chimes 

with what David Altheide calls the discourse of fear, explained by Mills (2019, p. 692) 

as “the near-constant anticipation of danger and risk – that has anchored itself 

centrally in everyday life”. Talking specifically about the dangers of using the 

traditional SMS for communication with sources, a senior journalist at The Post in 

Zambia explained thus: 

 

[…] that’s the worst thing to use as a journalist in this young democracy. 

Unless it’s a plain text message like “what’s the verdict?” or simply stating “so 

and so convicted” […] If it’s a sensitive private message from a source nobody 

knows you speak to, it’s the worst!  

 

Similar sentiments about the SMS were raised by a reporter at The Daily Monitor in 

Uganda, “This is the easiest transcript that can be produced in this country. All they 

have to do is go to the network provider Airtel or MTN and say [my name] to get a 

transcript of my text messages. That’s not safe for a journalist […]”. These fears were 

compounded, as seen earlier, by the fact that mobile phone users in the three 

countries are required by law to register their SIM cards with network providers. 

 The “chilling climate created by both perceived and actual ubiquitous 

systematic surveillance” (Mills 2019, p. 691) also fuels paranoia among sources. In 

Zimbabwe journalists highlighted that some sources tend to shy away from the 

government-owned mobile network service provider (NetOne) when communicating 

with them, preferring instead to use the privately-owned service providers such as 

Econet Wireless, which they considered more secure. As the news editor of The 

Zimbabwe Independent explained: “Some of my sources will specify the mobile 
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phone network they want me to use when communicating with them. In most cases, 

they demand that I use Econet, […] For some reason, they believe it’s more secure 

[...]”.  

 Although the challenges above heavily modify and shape how journalists 

deploy the mobile phone in the three countries, they ultimately do not limit its value 

and potential. As seen above, journalists have, for example, learned to live with the 

knowledge of surveillance by exercising caution to protect their sources. Wasserman 

(2005, p. 174) thus cautions that, “[j]ust as we should avoid a crude technological 

determinism in exploring the positive potential of new media, [we] should also not 

overstate the negative aspects relating to connectivity and lose sight of the 

innovative use of these technologies” (emphasis added). Adam and Wood (1990) 

similarly argue that people always adapt and learn, and constraints are not set aside 

as problems but are confronted as challenges.  

 
Swimming Against the Tide: Meeting Challenges, Overcoming Obstacles 

Journalists across the three countries pointed to an intricate combination of 

localised strategies and practices for mitigating the challenges discussed above. 

These interconnected approaches as captured in Figure 2, collectively point to the 

‘domestication’ of the mobile phone as well as creative adaptations by citizens 

alongside mobile network operators and handset manufacturers. In this sense, the 

strategies are not limited to one social factor but constitutive of wider social 

practices thus pointing to the importance of not simply foregrounding any one 

strategy or practice in isolation, but rather visualising them as a ‘complex 

assemblage’ of interconnected communicative forms of resistance, subversion and 

creativity in mobile phone use.  
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Figure 2: Interpenetrating strategies and practices for circumnavigating the ‘digital 
divide’  

 

Multiple SIM-Card/Mobile Phone Ownership and Sharing Culture  

To navigate connectivity challenges, journalists shared a variety of localised 

strategies, including the multiple ownership of mobile phones connected to different 

network service providers. This practice was tied to the functional needs related to 

network connectivity challenges generally faced in the three countries as discussed 

earlier. The following interview extract with the Sunday Mail’s Political Editor, 
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highlights the importance of multiple mobile phone or SIM card ownership in 

Zimbabwe: 

 

Interviewer: Okay, but why do have two mobile phones? 
 
Editor: Well, you know the problem in this country is the network congestion. 

Calling a person can be a hassle.  So, I decided to have two mobile phones 

connected to different network providers, TelOne and Econet Wireless. I 

really want to be in touch with my sources and associates all the time, so I 

gave them the option of two contact numbers instead of one […] 

 

The intricacies of multiple SIM-card and mobile phone ownership were further 

explained by the Editor of the New Vision in the interview extract below: 

 

Editor: You know in this country a person can have three lines across different 

networks […] You can switch off one and remain with another one because it 

doesn’t really tell anyone that this one has no battery or this other one is 

deliberately switched off […] 

 

Interviewer: That’s an interesting trend, but why would one own three lines?   

 

Editor: I think in this country its now an acceptable trend because it costs 

next to nothing to get a mobile line and most of these Chinese phones can 

accommodate two lines. There are even cheaper ones that can accommodate 

quadrupole lines. You can have four lines on your phone, you lose nothing […].  

At times it’s about cost management, you can have a line across all 

the major networks […] When calling MTN you want to use MTN because it’s 

cheaper. If someone is calling you on Airtel, you want to use Airtel [...] 

Alternatively, it’s very possible that officially, one is on an MTN line 

but privately on Airtel, which only a few people know and is used strictly to 

communicate with family (emphases added).  
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This practice of switching between multiple-SIM cards and mobile phones is akin to 

what Parks and Mukherjee (2017, p. 225) call “platform jumping”, a practice in which 

users tactically shift from one platform to another in order to circumnavigate 

structural and technical impediments to electronic communication. 

 In addition to multiple SIM and mobile phone ownership, journalists pointed 

to the ubiquitous practice of mobile phone ‘sharing’ as a way of navigating the 

challenges of ‘access’, especially as they related to airtime costs and network 

connectivity challenges. This practice was sustained by an entrenched cultural 

orientation to communal values of “conviviality [and] interdependence” (Nyamnjoh, 

2004, p. 54) in the three countries studied as discussed earlier. Most journalists, for 

example, highlighted that their first mobile phone experience was a shared one with 

colleagues in newsrooms. Pointing to the centrality of mobile phone sharing, one 

reporter at The Herald, stated:  

 

I use NetOne, but when I have problems with my network or I have 

insufficient airtime and need to make an urgent call to a source, it’s not 

unusual to seek assistance from a colleague who uses Econet or Telecel and 

has airtime in his or her phone.  

 

This culture of mobile phone sharing is also closely connected to Nyamnjoh’s notion 

of the “single-owner-multiple-user” (ibid.) discussed earlier, which enables those 

who cannot afford credit or data to benefit from mobile phone sharing. Thus, the 

way in which the mobile phone has been integrated into the everyday 

communicative practices of journalists cannot be separated from the specific cultural 

characteristics of their context of practice (Mabweazara, 2015). For this very reason, 

considerations of the complexities around the ‘context’ in which journalists in Africa 

operate should foreground the importance of attending to the particularities of local 

cultural factors, which “give credibility to additional theoretical ways” (Berger, 2005, 

1) of assessing the ‘digital divide’. The notion of Ubuntu highlighted earlier, for 

example, directs our attention to cultural values of sociality and interconnectedness, 

which “focus our critical lenses to the contingent social relationships and world 

views by which aspects of [mobile phone use] are maintained and defined” 
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(Mabweazara, 2015, p. 115). This way of thinking affirms the fact that technology 

use takes place in socially structured contexts, and our analysis should always 

attempt to “reconstruct [the] context and examine the social relations […] by virtue 

of which this context forms a social field” (Thompson, 1988, p. 368). 

 It must be stressed, however, that although mobile phone sharing was a 

common practice across the newsrooms studied, the trend was not completely 

homogeneous as journalists were equally wary of security concerns hinged on 

questions of trust. As one reporter at the Zambia Daily Mail explained: “[…] 

personally I wouldn’t pass on my most reliable phone to anybody to use because a 

lot of journalists are becoming state spies […] you just can’t trust anyone!”. This 

position, as discussed earlier, resonates with the pervasive ‘panoptic climate’, which 

in the words of Mills (2019, p. 691) instils “self-disciplinary” behaviours among 

journalists who are under the impression of constant surveillance across the three 

countries. 

 

The ‘Beeping/Flashing’ Culture and the Use of Web-Based Instant 

Messaging Apps 

In further efforts to mitigate the cost of running a mobile phone and network 

connectivity challenges, journalists across newsrooms also spoke about the social 

practice of ‘beeping’ or ‘flashing’ (dialling a number and hanging up before it is 

answered, in the hope that the other person will call back at their own expense) 

(Mabweazara, 2011) as well as the heavy use of web-based instant messaging 

applications such as WhatsApp and Facebook messenger. As regards the former, the 

person normally ‘beeped’ or ‘flashed’ is usually considered to have money at his or 

her disposal and is therefore put in the position of a “credit caretaker” (Pelckmans, 

2009, p. 29). In this sense, there is a social protocol behind beeping in which: “it is 

[only] acceptable to beep someone if you are short of cash and they are flush with 

credit. [But never to] beep someone poorer than you” (Donner, 2007, emphasis 

added). As one reporter at The Herald explained:  

 

[…] most sources are ‘big’ people, they can afford to phone you back, and so 

if I don’t have airtime I can just text or beep as a way of prompting the source 
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to call back. As long as it is a close source. Obviously, they understand that as 

journalists we are poorly paid [...] (emphasis added).  

 

The practice of ‘beeping’ has context-specific meanings for journalists and their 

regular sources. As one cub reporter at New Vision explained: 

 

Precisely, when you flash [beep] someone you’re saying, “please phone me, I 

don’t have enough airtime”. So, you will find that we usually flash those close 

sources who understand that “when this guy flashes it’s business, I have to 

phone him without fail”.  

It’s the same understanding with the news editor, if I flash him when 

I’m on an assignment, he immediately phones back because he knows that I 

have got limited airtime and I need to talk to him about something important 

[…] 

 

‘Beeping’ as a social practice therefore signifies a familiarity and intimacy 

between journalists and their close associates. It is also clearly embedded in the 

context of limited economic resources “tied up with ideas about reciprocity, such as 

who takes care […] of whom” (Pelckmans, 2009, p. 29), which is deeply entrenched 

in the three countries studied. Its pervasive nature is shown by the profusion of 

localised code names across sub-Saharan Africa. Heavens (2007) delves into the 

practice’s nomenclature and identifies local terms such as missed call (Sudan), miskin 

or pitful (Ethiopia) and bipage (in several French speaking countries). These code 

names point to the domestication of the mobile phone, which must be taken into 

consideration when interrogating the complex question of mobile phone access and 

use in Africa. 

The practice of ‘beeping is clearly a tactic born out of local ingenuity and 

necessity to circumnavigate the challenges of economic deprivation (Nyamnjoh, 

2004; Donner, 2007). This further suggests that technologies are transformed under 

the influence of local creative usages, and in the process, they acquire new meanings 

(Pelckmans, 2009). This point is also reinforced by the fact that mobile phone 

operators across the three countries (and the wider sub-Saharan Africa) have been 
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quick to tap into the practice of ‘beeping’ by devising a free ‘Call-Me-Back’ service, 

which allows customers to send a message that notifies close acquaintances to call 

back at their expense. 

In addition to the above practice, web-based instant messaging applications, 

especially WhatsApp and Facebook Messenger have eclipsed the traditional SMS, 

which is commonly branded as “the most potent tool for […] communication in the 

developing world” (Moyo, D, 2009, p. 556), and indeed, remains popular in the 

newsrooms studied, thanks to innovative data bundle packages that offer affordable 

options. Instant messaging applications have become popular, in part because of the 

security concerns discussed earlier (which I return to shortly) but also because of 

their relative affordability, especially when using Wi-Fi at work. One reporter at the 

Zambia Daily Mail, explained: 

 

I get most of my stories via WhatsApp and many times on Facebook 

messenger, which as you know, are both reliant on the Internet […] and I 

mostly use Wi-Fi at work. […] These apps are also way cheaper if one relies on 

data bundles.  

 

Both ‘beeping’ (‘flashing’) and instant messaging via WhatsApp or Facebook 

messenger were also deemed more effective than voice calls, especially in areas 

where mobile network connectivity is normally poor. This meant that in times of 

network congestion, which rendered communication over mobile networks difficult, 

sending a message on WhatsApp or Facebook messenger enabled journalists and 

their sources to communicate.  

 

Circumnavigating Censorship and Surveillance Concerns 

 For some journalists, the multiple ownership of mobile phones and SIM cards 

discussed earlier was also important for navigating the censorship and surveillance 

concerns which pervade the context in which they operate. As noted earlier, in the 

Zimbabwean context, the common belief among journalists and sources alike, is that 

NetOne – as a state-owned mobile network provider – is susceptible to bugging and 

snooping than the privately owned Econet Wireless or Telecel Zimbabwe. In this 
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regard, multiple ownership of SIM cards (and mobile phones) not only enables 

journalists to juggle between network service providers when one network fails but 

also to circumnavigate censorship and surveillance fears, which, as discussed earlier, 

heavily stifle effective mobile phone use.  

 In addition to multiple SIM-card and mobile phone ownership, journalists in 

the three countries used a raft of what can be interpreted as rudimentary strategies 

and approaches to subvert censorship and surveillance. The bulk of these 

approaches are not necessarily foolproof nor were they proven to work effectively. 

In many ways, they point more to a tenacious spirit of resistance and adaptation 

than they illustrate success in challenging censorship and surveillance. As shown in 

Figure 2, these strategies included the use of public phone facilities when dealing 

with suspicious sources, registering WhatsApp using foreign mobile numbers, the 

use of Virtual Private Networks (VPNs)8 and instant messaging apps commonly 

considered secure such as Telegram, as well as occasionally hiding one’s ‘caller-

identity’ when making calls. 

 Regarding exploiting the ‘caller-identity’9 function of mobile phones, 

journalists switch on and off their identity depending on the source they are dealing 

with. This function of the mobile phone was exploited as a security strategy that 

allowed journalists to directly communicate with sources while at the same time 

maintaining what one reporter at The Post in Zambia described as “a safe distance”. 

In this sense, the selective application of the ‘caller-identity’ function enabled 

journalists to exercise caution in their communication with sources they particularly 

do not trust. As one senior political reporter at the Zimbabwe Independent 

explained: 

 

 
8 A Virtual Private Network allows the user to create a secure connection to another network 
over the Internet. It can be used to access restricted websites as well as shield one’s 
browsing activity from prying eyes on public Wi-Fi, and more. 
 
9 “The call-identity facility […] allows cell phone users who receive calls to be able to identify 
the importance of the call before responding to it by knowing who is calling them” (The 
Connection 2001, 2). In the same way, one may choose to hide his/her identity when making 
calls.  
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At times I hide my identity because I don’t trust some of the sources I’m 

dealing with. For instance, when I attempt to get comments from the Central 

Intelligence Organisation or someone, I suspect to be part of that 

organisation, I hide my caller identity because there is a risk of being bugged 

[…] 

  

Although there is reason to believe that this practice is not fool-proof given African 

governments’ unyielding commitment to censorship and surveillance through 

various other means, the careful deployment of the ‘caller-identity’ function as one 

senior editor at the Daily Monitor put it, enables journalists to “use the technology 

as a social filter” that also “empowers journalists to maintain control over their own 

availability by accepting or avoiding incoming calls depending on the ‘identities’ 

displayed on their mobile phone screens”. 

 Collectively, the initiatives and strategies discussed above highlight ‘localised’ 

forms of resilience, ingenuity and the ‘refusal’ to be impeded by contextual 

challenges in deploying the mobile phone. Of significance, in taking a closer look at 

these strategies (as well as the impediments discussed earlier), is the unsustainability 

of an exclusively ‘technicist’ conception of the ‘digital divide’ that overshadows the 

significance of the ‘social-shaping’ approach to technology. 

 

Concluding Reflections: Towards Reimagining the ‘Digital Divide’  

This study has explored the experiences of African journalists in their deployment of 

the mobile phone as a journalistic and everyday communication platform. It has 

shown that journalists as both professionals and citizens, face several contextual 

challenges in effectively using the technology. These impediments, which can 

generally be interpreted as reinforcing the ‘digital divide’, include connectivity and 

censorship concerns, prohibitive costs coupled with limited company support and 

low incomes, among other factors. Equally, however, journalists (along with network 

providers and phone manufacturers) have devised localised approaches to 

circumnavigate these challenges. The strategies adopted highlight the extent to 

which the inherent properties of the mobile phone are creatively blended with local 

circumstances to engender particular forms of use such as ‘beeping’ or ‘flashing’ that 
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are deeply anchored in ‘local’ conditions while at the same time responding to the 

nature of the technology itself (Nyamnjoh, 2004). 

 Thus, while popular ‘technicist’ conceptions of the ‘digital divide’ still broadly 

resonate with the experiences in most African countries, the appropriations of the 

mobile phone in Zambia, Zimbabwe and Uganda highlight the fact that we need not 

bluntly view the ‘digital divide’ as exclusively defined by technical access and the 

inherent properties of technologies. Rather, we should look at the concept 

holistically, as defined by technology’s dialectical interchanges with the immediate 

and wider social context of its deployment. From this perspective, although 

journalists may face a number of contextual impediments in their attempts to 

effectively deploy the mobile phone, the ‘localised’ strategies they use to 

circumnavigate these challenges not only demonstrate the extent to which the 

technology has been ‘tamed’ or ‘domesticated’ (Nyamnjoh, 2004), but also highlight 

the need to reimagine the ‘digital divide’ as inherently linked to, and acquiring new 

meanings, in the heterogeneity and complexities of the social contexts in which 

technologies are appropriated. For this reason, a conception of the digital divide that 

does not consider the intricate connections between localised impediments and 

circumnavigation strategies potentially glosses over key caveats central to our 

understanding of the complex nature of the ‘digital divide’ in Africa. While the 

impediments (as summed up on Figure 1), point to the fact that the digital divide in 

Africa has multiple causes, which stretch well beyond technology itself, the 

circumnavigation strategies, albeit largely informal as shown on Figure 2, highlight 

possible strategies for bridging the ‘gaps’. 

From all this, one can further argue that a more comprehensible and 

pragmatic conception of the digital divide in Africa should always attempt to 

simultaneously disaggregate impediments and circumnavigation strategies in order 

to identify where the real ‘gaps’ lie. This reimagining of the digital divide focuses 

attention on the real, material ‘gaps’, which are inherently contextual and therefore 

not necessarily generalisable to other contexts. This way, the digital divide is not 

seen as a monolithic concept but as anchored in the wide-ranging experiences of 

people living in specific contexts. From what we learn in this study, the African 

context, and perhaps the wider Global South, can thus be seen as a “site of counter-
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epistemic and alternative practices” (Segura & Waisbord, 2019, p. 412) that shine 

some new light on our understanding of the complexities of the digital divide. 

Indeed, from the evidence in this study, one cannot help but question whether the 

established ontological foundations of the digital divide “adequately [capture] the 

dynamics of the digital society in areas of well-entrenched digital divides” (Segura & 

Waisbord, 2019, p. 412) that simultaneously subvert and counterbalance multiple 

impediments through localised strategies that find no parallels in the Global North. 

This line of thinking, in my view, should be the bedrock of ‘a counter-epistemic 

approach’ that frames the digital divide as inherently multidimensional and far more 

complex than is implied by its ‘technicist’ and economic conceptions as a simple 

matter of ‘accessibility’ (Ragnedda, 2019). 

 The dynamics of the digital divide in the Global South cannot therefore be 

seen through the same lenses as those obtaining in the Global North, especially 

given the huge socio-cultural, economic, political and technological differences 

between the regions. The concept therefore needs to be approached with a sharp 

sensitivity to the ‘social shaping’ nature of ‘context’. In the words of Segura and 

Waisbord, we need to “challenge and refine arguments and conclusions” about the 

digital divide, which are “largely based on experiences and analytical frameworks in 

the North” by taking “a skeptical, probing approach” (2019, p. 412) which enables us 

to foreground the unique characteristics of the digital divide in Africa. This way, we 

can take account of the challenges and varying situations of ‘digital marginalisation’ 

as well as the socially contingent circumnavigation strategies that emerge in the 

Global South. In acknowledging sociological differences between the North and the 

South, we should, however, avoid “essentialist positions” (Segura & Waisbord, 2019, 

p. 417) that blindly frame African countries as ‘permanently’ wallowing in material 

deprivation, and by implication, occupying a fixed position in the ‘digital 

marginalisation’ spectrum.  

 In conclusion, although there is justification for focusing mainly on journalists 

in this study as explained at the outset, the experiences discussed in this paper can 

potentially be interpreted as far more sophisticated than those that can emerge 

from ordinary citizens. However, it would be erroneous to create outright 

demarcations between the experiences of journalists and those of other citizens. 



29 
 

Journalists just like ordinary everyday citizens are subject to the same social 

pressures that shape and constrain their use of technologies, including the mobile 

phone. Further research could, however, expand the questions explored in this study 

to focus on the experiences of ‘ordinary citizens’ as well as attempt to capture key 

differences between the countries studied in addition to exploring more recent 

developments, given the rapid changes in technological innovation and penetration. 

Extending the research in these directions “can provide us with a much richer and 

more textured picture” (Wasserman 2018) of the digital divide.  
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