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Abstract 

This chapter suggests a critical sociological approach in terms of which we can closely examine the use of ‘new’ technologies by journalists in Africa. It argues that to understand the impact of ‘new’ technologies on journalism practice in Africa, ‘new’ technologies must be seen as continuous with and embedded in existing social, cultural, political and economic networks in which journalism practice is entrenched. We therefore need to examine the multidimensional factors – in everyday work practices and wider social contexts – which structure and constrain the deployment of ‘new’ technologies by journalists. This approach finds root in social constructivist approaches to technology and the sociology of journalism which respectively provide enduring insights into the impact of ‘new’ technologies on society and the working practices of journalists. 
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Introduction 

Research on the use of ‘new’ technologies such as the Internet, email and mobile phones by journalists in Africa is limited, fragmented and typically undertaken as isolated and disconnected projects that lack the theoretical sophistication necessary to take account of the technologies’ impact on journalism practice. Recent research has focused more on ‘new’ technologies as ‘alternative’ platforms of expression in the face of state monopolies of the mass media (Moyo 2007: 82). Very little attention has been paid to ‘new’ technologies as ‘tools’ for news production in mainstream journalism practice, and so most of the literature continues to emerge from Western scholarship. Uncritically adapting the studies to the African context creates a number of problems as they cover only a small portion of the professional experiences of African journalists.
In the light of this scenario, this chapter provides a critical sociological approach in terms of which we can closely examine how journalists in Africa deploy ‘new’ technologies in news production. We aver that to understand the impact of ‘new’ technologies on journalism practice in Africa, we must put journalists into some critical and analytical context that draws on traditional approaches to both technologies and journalism, and begin to question the social relations within which the journalists operate. Thus, while ‘new’ technologies often invoke claims that ‘new’ technology research is different from other forms of social science investigation and, so, requires unique theoretical and methodological approaches (Mudhai 2004: 315; Hine 2005: 245), we show that change is not necessarily always progressive as there is more to gain through the application of traditional methodologies and practices (Madge & O’Connor 2005). We therefore need not necessarily ‘reinvent the wheel’ by developing new theoretical frameworks when confronted with new trends in established fields of study such as journalism (see Deuze 2005: 442). Instead, we need to deploy traditional theories; identifying possible synergies between ‘old’ approaches; the ‘new’ phenomena and the socio-cultural context in question. In doing so, however, as Rice and Williams (1984: 55) warn, we need to look at the traditional approaches untraditionally.
Accordingly, the sociology of journalism and the social constructivist approaches to technology occupy a central part of the chapter as theories that offer a direction for mapping a practicable approach in terms of which we can conceptualise the interplay between African journalists, their everyday practices and the wider social factors that coalesce to structure and constrain the deployment of the ‘new’ technologies. 
Against this backdrop, the rest of the chapter unfolds as follows: first, we problematise the notion of the ‘newness’ of ‘new’ technologies in Africa and critique research on ‘new’ technologies and journalism practice in Africa. Second, we make a case for non-reductionist approaches to technologies through a critique of the technological determinism thesis. We then discuss the sociology of journalism and conclude by proposing a framework in terms of which a sociological understanding of the impact of ‘new’ technologies on journalism practice in Africa might develop.
Problematising the ‘newness’ of ‘new’ technologies in Africa

Although the term ‘new’ technology has been widely used as a collective singular noun, as if it refers to a coherent entity, it is in fact, an enormously general and vague term which, according to Lister et al. (2003: 9-12) has to be understood and used in its plural sense. Many writings have made very little attempt to define or place the phrase into perspective with precision, hence generalisations and assumptions have characterised its use. The phrase has often been used as though it is self-explanatory and has some kind of universal applicability in diverse geo-political contexts (Lister et al. 2003: 9). In short, no significant attention has been paid to the ‘quality’ and form of ‘new’ technologies being obtained in the developing world vis-à-vis those being obtained in the developed world. 
‘New’ technology theorists and other commentators generally tend to be polarised over the degree of ‘new’ technology’s newness (Lister et al. 2003: 37). In the African context, this question is even more convoluted. There is a temptation to simply list the latest developments in media technologies and call these ‘new’. This approach is inadequate as it prevents an understanding of what may be different degrees of ‘newness’ among and across various media (Flew 2002: 9) and geo-political contexts. 
The tendency among scholars in the developing world and beyond is to discuss new technologies as if there is some semblance of homogeneity in terms of the nature and form in which they manifest themselves across regions. Lister et al. (2003: 11), however, contend that: “calling a range of developments ‘new’, which may or may not be new or even similar, is part of a powerful ideological movement and a narrative about progress in Western societies” which suggests a polarity in technological advancement between the developed North and the developing South.
These generalisations about ‘new’ technologies, mainly directed towards the potential they wield, as Sasole (2003: 378) observes, negate the “actual material distribution in the current world order, which suggests a different picture” – disparities between the economically developed North and the developing South as encapsulated in the notion of the ‘digital divide’.
It is thus important to highlight that the newness of new technologies is ‘historically relative’ and contingent upon a particular context (Lister et al. 2003). In fact, the distinct developments of the mobile phone between the developed and the developing countries offer a good example for this observation. In the economically developed countries “third generation (3G) mobile phones include broadband Internet connection, multimedia messaging, text messaging, mobile pictures and more importantly location awareness” (de Souza e Silva 2006: 109). Conversely, in a significant number of economically developing countries, mobile phones continue to be used primarily for voice communication, as portable telephones, hence “for cellphone manufactures like Nokia, Africa offers a market for less sophisticated models of phones” (Mudhai 2003). Under these circumstances, “affirming that mobile devices are new interfaces through which communities are formed seems odd” (de Souza e Silva 2006: 109, emphasis added). Thus, “[t]he notion of newness – in reference to ‘new’ media is a relative concept [that] demands critique, particularly in light of the complex and diverse histories of technological change – change which affects both hardware and soft ware, institutions and practices” (Jankowski et al. 1999: 6).
This understanding sensitises us to the analytical distinction between the ‘old’ and ‘new’ technologies, but more importantly, diffuses common generalisations and assumptions by placing ‘new’ technologies in Africa within context. As Nyamnjoh (2005a: 4) notes, “Africa’s creativity simply cannot allow for simple dichotomies or distinctions between old and new technologies, since its people are daily modernising the indigenous and indigenising the modern with novel outcomes. No technology seems too used to be used, just as nothing is too new to be blended with the old for even newer results”. For this reason, as Silverstone (1999: 11) notes, “new media technologies…have to be tested not just against the old, but in the context of both the past and present, against the social and the human”. 

A critique of research on ‘new’ technologies and journalism practice in Africa 

Research on new technologies and journalism practice in Africa can be loosely  divided between researchers who see new technologies as a ‘goldmine’  that presents African journalists with new opportunities for improved practice (Berger 1996), and those who see new technologies as threatening the normative practices of traditional journalism. The former observe that despite the problems African journalists face with regard to new technologies, they are making every effort to use them for their professional functions. Amongst these scholars, Berger (2005: 1) examines how Southern African journalists deploy new technologies and argues that the journalists “are far from being mired in ‘backwardness’ or passively awaiting external salvation in regard to attempts to use ICTs”. For him, despite the problems embedded in the contexts in which African journalists operate, the journalists are actively deploying new technologies in their professional functions. Nyamnjoh (2005a: 4; 2005b: 5) concurs, arguing that Africans are determined to be part of the technological revolutions of the modern world and “the way forward is in recognising the creative ways in which Africans merge their traditions with exogenous influences to create realities that are not reducible to either but enriched by both”.
Mchakulu (2007) takes a more empirical approach, investigating the impact of new technologies on the professional practices of Malawian journalists. He focuses on the way the journalists’ use of new technologies has resulted in a transformation of the “profession into one that is more mobile”. For him, despite the limitations posed by the financial costs of accessing new technology services, the journalists see the technologies as indispensable to their work. Mchakulu further highlights that, while these technologies have helped to improve and mobilise Malawian journalists’ professional practice, “it is a fallacy to believe that all their work can be done through technological intervention as physical space and face-to-face meetings remain essential and under-gird journalists’ professional practice”. 
Focusing on the impact of specific new technology features on journalism practice, Mudhai (2004: 326) and Kupe (2003) emphasise the centrality of ‘interactive’ features of online editions of African newspapers, which allow users to: comment, give feedback or even vote on controversial issues. These scholars contend that the ‘interactivity’ of new technologies has enabled journalists in Africa to move closer to engaging with readers – it is changing news production processes and our understanding of who produces news (Kupe 2003). Esipisu and Kariithi (2007) concur, positing that “the rapid development of new technologies has challenged the traditional definition of journalism, forcing the mainstream or mass media to adapt or face extinction”. 

Some scholars focus on the generation of news content by citizens, an important dimension of these developments, variously labelled and codified as citizen journalism, civilian journalism, user generated journalism, participatory journalism etc. Loosely described, these terms collectively refer to forms of content produced by everyday citizens, otherwise not professional journalists, who collect and share information through platforms afforded by the digital media (Verclas & Mechael 2008: 6). Some argue that “the citizen journalist is to some extent resisting the formal or institutional ways of packaging information, while at the same time responding to the nature of the technology at hand” (Moyo 2009: 7). These sentiments echo Atton’s (2007: 24) observation in the British context that citizen journalists present a challenge to media power – mainstream journalists no longer wield a monopoly to news production.  Related to the notion of citizen journalism is the development of personal websites, commonly referred to as weblogs or blogs, which provide specific information to niche audiences. The practice has gained credence in African countries with improved economies like South Africa where “journalists constitute a major group of professionals that blog regularly” (Sibanda 2006: 23). For Atton (2007: 24), “blogs suggest ways of re-imagining journalism as a dialogical public medium”.

The mobile phone, has also assumed a key position in these debates. Scholars argue that the mobile phone is being leveraged to varying degrees by citizens to contribute to news making. Individuals with mobile phones and other media tools are able to capture ‘news’ in real or close-to-real time – much more immediately and rapidly than professional journalists (Verclas & Mechael 2008: 7). The SMS (text messaging) function, in particular, is seen as “the most potent tool for alternative communication in developing world today” (Moyo 2009: 6) as it is “less expensive (and more reliable) than making a phone call or using voice mail services” (Verclas & Mechael 2008: 11). In this sense, it is posited that the “mobile phone [is facilitating] professional journalism and [allowing] citizens to participate in the process of reporting” (Verclas & Mechael 2008: 8). This development has also seen the creative deployment of SMS commentary in various talk/current affairs programmes on radio and television.
Although these scholars confirm the acceptance of new technologies by African journalists, they seem to overlook the complexities embedded in the contexts in which the journalists operate. Further, they do not locate journalism within journalism scholarship, in particular, the sociology of journalism. Therefore, they overlook factors ‘internal’ to journalism as a profession and focus on factors ‘external’ to the profession, which (notwithstanding their importance) only serve to explicate how the broader social formation shapes the deployment of new technologies by African journalists. There is therefore, no clear articulation of what the developments actually mean to the practice of traditional journalism. 
Scholars sceptical of the diffusion of new technologies into journalism place emphasis on the challenges and threats that the technologies pose for the normative ideals of journalism. The problem of plagiarising stories from the Internet and the difficulties faced in trying to authenticate online sources raises questions of news accuracy and credibility (Mudhai & Nyabuga 2001). For these critics, African journalists should pay particular attention to ‘accuracy’ and take great caution in Internet content use.  
Other researchers observe that the new technologies are reconfiguring newsroom relationships and traditions. They are redefining the typical trend where newcomers used to share information – contacts and approaches to news stories with veterans (Mukendi 2005: 60). The argument is that new technologies have turned journalists into individualistic people and have reduced the chances of colleagues communicating face-to-face.

Citizen journalism, in particular, has received scathing criticisms with some critics derisively arguing that embracing citizen journalism is “like handing a man off the street a scalpel and authorising him to perform surgery” (Foss 2008) as citizens are under no professional obligation to report using time-honoured journalistic ethics such as accuracy and balance. Similarly, some researchers have argued that blogging blurs the distinction between ordinary people and professionals. Goldfain and van der Merwe (2006: 104-115) argue that the major weakness of blogs “is the lack of quality control”, which has led some people to assert that blogs have not built up the trust that the traditional media has. 

The limitations of the research explored in this section call for the need to closely examine how journalists deploy new technologies in situ. To achieve this, we need a conceptual framework that maintains sensitivity to the professional and social dynamics in which African journalists operate. 
Towards non-reductionist approaches to new technologies
A wide debate has emerged around the manner in which technology relates to society and, particularly, the extent to which it conditions social change. Given the discrepancies in the debate, it is wise to avoid falling into the trap of generalising. In particular, we need to be aware of the weaknesses of one persuasive approach that has emerged – technological determinism. Up until the late 1970s, this approach provided the dominant explanatory framework in popular accounts of society’s use of technologies (MacKenzie & Wajcman 1992). Even though the theory was advanced well before the innovation of the new technologies, its critique provides a point of departure for the development of a conceptual frame rooted in its antithesis – the social constructivist thesis. 

Technological determinists like Marshall McLuhan argue that particular technical developments are the sole or prime causes of changes in society (Flew 2002: 39; Lievrouw 2002: 185). The theorists view technology as an independent factor, developing solely according to an inner technical logic. One of the most influential writers in the technological determinism school, Ithiel De Sola Pool, sees technology as an emancipator which, by itself, will bring freedom, prosperity, and enlightenment (Lenert 2004: 235-258). This line of thinking overlooks the difficulties in the use of new information technologies and their frequent failures to deliver predicted and desired outcomes (Williams & Edge 1996: 52-67). 

Despite its weaknesses, technological determinism has dominated Western models of communication studies which see the use of the new technologies by journalists, inter alia, as requisite for the development of the Third World, in part because such theoreticians see it as a tool for overcoming the ‘traditionalism’ they believe to be a barrier for development (Lievrouw 2002: 185). This has resulted in calls for the increased flow of information to help promote ‘modernisation’ and self-reliance (Slack & Fejes 1987:202). Adherents to the technological determinism theory favour new technologies over traditional means of journalism practice, primarily because, for them, new technologies have the ‘potential’ to increase journalists’ work efficiency and speed (Pavlik 1996: 6). However, this mono-causal explanation hides important dynamics at play in the appropriation of new technologies by journalists in particular social contexts by overlooking the peculiarities of the specific realities within which journalists use new technologies. 
We, therefore, need to view technologies in relation to the socio-cultural, political and economic context in which they are deployed. This way, we are able to closely examine the multidimensional factors that shape and constrain the use of technologies by those with only limited access, as well as those who are unable to effectively use them, a scenario broadly prevalent in most African countries (see Nyamnjoh 1996; Nyamnjoh 2005a; Berger 2005; Mabweazara 2005). 

Dahlberg (2004) calls for a non-reductionist analysis that is sensitive to the complex interplay between multiple elements of determinism and gives attention to deeper social, cultural, political and economic factors that shape the deployment of new technologies in specific contexts. This approach opens up a more nuanced perspective rooted in the antithesis of technological determinism – the social constructivist approaches, which draw on a broad range of academic traditions with different theoretical frameworks. Taken together, they share a critical approach towards technological determinism and investigate the ways in which social, institutional, cultural, political and economic factors enhance or inhibit technological use by different groups in society (Williams & Edge 1996: 52-67; McNair 1998: 12; Lievrouw 2002: 185). The starting point, the social constructivists argue, should not be a particular technological field, but a particular social context in which new technologies are used (Mackay et al. 1995). For them, social factors are not merely incidental to the nature and direction of technology deployment; they are intimately tied to it (Woolgar 1996). So, the use of new technologies should be seen as constrained or enhanced by a broader range of social, economic and cultural factors. 
One version of the arguments proffered by social constructivists, views technology as embodying the various social factors involved in its design and development. In this way of thinking, technology is regarded as a ‘frozen assemblage’ of the practices, assumptions, beliefs, language, and other factors involved in its design and manufacture (Woolgar 1996). This perspective offers significant new understandings of the impact of technology on society, as it suggests that the social relations which are built into the technology have consequences for its subsequent usage (Woolgar 1996). Users of technology thus confront and respond to the social relations embodied within the technology. 
To illustrate the ‘interpretive flexibility’ of technology and the wide variety of possible uses, Woolgar (1996) posits that it is useful to refer to technology as a ‘text’. “When construed as a text, technology is…understood as a manufactured entity, designed and produced within a particular social and organisational context” (Woolgar 1996: 92). The central idea of this metaphor is that technologies are socially constructed; this foregrounds questions of the extent to which the character of this socially constructed technology influences its use. The metaphor therefore directs our attention beyond the assumptions of a linear dependency between technologies and their users through emphasising the fact that the character and capacity of ‘texts’ are nothing but the attributes given them by their ‘readers’ within a specific socio-cultural context (Woolgar 1996). 

It is important, however, to point out that while acknowledging the significance of insights brought forth by social constructivists (mainly that technology is inseparable from its social context) we must guard against uncritically lapsing into a simplistic notion of ‘social determinism’, as some aspects of social constructivism do. This would yield narrow or distorted understandings in much the same way as technological determinism (Dahlberg 2004). As Marx (1997) warns, we must be careful not to take the social constructivists’ claims for ‘indeterminacy’ too far, as this may lead to an understanding of technology so general and vague that it becomes almost completely vacuous and resistant to valid description. 

It is important to reflect on how the social constructivist approaches to technology offer ways of developing a framework that enables a critical understanding of how journalists deploy new technologies in their specific contexts of practice. As noted earlier, a practicable approach seems available in the possibility of integrating the social constructivist approaches with the sociology of journalism. Accordingly, in the subsequent section we offer an overview of academic research and theorising around the sociology of journalism as a way of locating the approach taken up in this chapter.

Theorising news work: foregrounding sociological approaches to journalism

In general, the sociology of journalism has concerned itself with the ways in which news organisations manage the processes through which information is gathered and transformed into news and the pressures that encourage journalists to follow familiar patterns of news making (Manning 2001: 50). It engages directly with the questions of what constitutes news, the factors that shape it and broadly argues that news is a social product shaped by the interactions among media professionals, media organisations and society. 
Attempts to organise this research into coherent schemata have not followed a consistent path as the research has a long and winding history that draws on a number of distinct theoretical approaches (Manning 2001: 50). Michael Schudson (2000, 2005), however, provides a useful working typology that looks at the main trends of sociological research into journalism. 

Michael Schudson’s typology of the sociology of news 

Schudson looks at four main approaches to sociological research into journalism under the following headings: political, economic, social organisational and cultural approaches respectively. The political and economic approaches to news relate the outcome of the news process to the structure of the state and the economy. 

In this chapter we take up the social organisational and cultural approaches. It is these approaches that mainly constitute the body of research mostly identified with the sociology of journalism. They provide an apt backdrop for the development of a sociological approach that can help us explain how journalists in particular social settings use new technologies. They point to the need to understand the dialectical nature of news production and its relationship to the wider system of the news production processes. 
In the next section, we discuss the two approaches in turn. It is important to note, that although we discuss the approaches separately, in practice, there is a thin line between them (Tuchman 2002). 
The ‘social organisational’ and ‘cultural’ approaches to news production
The social organisational approaches synthesise views from early studies which uncovered the internal workings of news production by establishing that news is a ‘social construction’ that derives from professional and organisational practices that are impacted upon by wider social dynamics. The approaches posit that journalists modify their personal values in accordance with the requisites of their organisations and the broader routines of everyday life (Fishman 1980: 85; McNair 1998: 12-13). 
            In this sense, constraints come not only from the news organisations journalists work for directly, but also from the daily associations that bring journalists from different publications under the influence of one another. Thus, as the sociology of work maintains, work, including journalism practice, “is itself socially constructed and reconstituted” (Grint 1998: 2), it is dependent on specific social circumstances under which it is undertaken and how these circumstances and activities are interpreted by those involved. Consequently, journalists’ social interactions and associations contribute to a uniformity of approaches to news work as they are driven by a ‘phobia’ of not writing or doing what all other journalists are doing (Schudson 2000).
In stressing that news is socially constructed, social organisational theorists also hold that news is not a gathering of facts that already exist but is a product of news workers drawing upon institutional processes and conforming to professional practices (Tuchman 1978: 4-5). This emphasis on the ‘institutional’ and ‘professional’ factors to newsgathering places importance on the ‘internal’ workings of news production which have implications on how journalists deploy new technologies in their professional routines.
Clearly, the social organisational approaches to news production fail to address the extent to which individual journalists (as social actors) shape the environment in which they interact (as well as the extent to which their own actions are delimited by institutional and social structures) (see Ettema et al. 1997: 44; Jacobs 1996: 375-376). This gap requires attention if we are to understand, in depth, how journalists in specific social contexts deploy new technologies for news production. There is need to acknowledge, however, that the constraints on individual journalists originating from the news-world are more difficult to characterise than the constraints of deadlines and story quotas emanating from newsrooms (Fishman 1980: 35-36). 
Although there is a close relationship between the social organisational and cultural approaches to news, it is important to note that social organisational approaches to news “tend to lack a sense of the culturally mediating nature of news approached not just as a cipher of social interests and political power, but in terms of its very constitution as a cultural medium of communication” (Cottle 2000: 438, emphasis added). In this sense, social organisational approaches to news on their own overlook the “diverse ways in which “culture” variously conditions and shapes patterns and forms [of news production]” (Cottle 2000: 438). While the social organisational approaches suggest that news is socially ‘constructed’ and elaborated on in the interactions of various players in the news making process (Schudson 2005: 186), the cultural approaches elaborate on these interactions by emphasising the fact that news is a ‘relation’ between occurrences and a ‘given symbolic system’ (Schudson 2005: 186). 
The approaches therefore “transcend the structures of ownership or patterns of work relations” (Schudson 2005: 187) by acknowledging that “journalists live and work within an encompassing social and cultural context that powerfully and implicitly informs their attempts to make sense of the world” (Ettema et al. 1997: 44). In this sense, the approaches foreground the fact that “the central categories of newsworkers themselves are ‘cultural’ more than structural” (Schudson 2005: 188). Journalists are thus dependent on preconceived categories of culture which constitute the ‘symbolic foundation’ of the context in which they operate.
From the discussion above it is clear that the cultural approaches to news production place emphasis on the fact that there are aspects of news-production that go beyond what the social organisational theorists propose and “[t]hese are the unquestioned and generally unnoticed background assumptions through which news is gathered and within which it is framed” (Schudson 2005: 189). The cultural approaches, therefore, direct our attention to the fact that the filter through which news is constructed is, in the words of Hoggart (1976: x), “the cultural air we breathe, the whole ideological atmosphere of our society” which journalists partake in together with fellow citizens.
It is important, however, to highlight that although these approaches provide a useful and valuable way of framing the operations of journalism, they are not without weaknesses. One of their collective weaknesses is the inclination to ignore the possibilities for change in the nature of news production by not considering the challenges posed by new technologies to existing lines of demarcation in the journalistic work place (McNair 1998: 125-126).
In the next section we integrate the sociology of journalism with the social constructivist approaches to technology, and develop an approach in terms of which we can closely examine the deployment of new technologies by journalists in Africa. 

Framing a critical sociological approach 
The sociological approach we propose in this section identifies critical areas that inform the possibilities and constraints in the deployment of new technologies by journalists. It is rooted in the need to look at a variety of contextual factors (internal and external) that influence, shape and in some instances control (on a number of levels) the journalistic profession and its practice. It is in this light that the sociology of journalism is of critical importance as it directs attention to the practicalities of journalism practice which inform the very processes of the adoption, appropriation and use of new technologies in news making. 

In seeking to closely understand the interface between new technologies and journalism practice, we must acknowledge the complexity of the social context of news production and escape from the reductionistic idea of fixing news-making at one point along a circuit of interactions. The focus should thus be on overcoming the problems that result from simply focusing on one type of determinism, such as technological determinism. As noted earlier, technological determinism separates technology from its social context by narrowly focusing on a single aspect of determinism. This notion of technologies as artefacts – autonomous from the context in which they are used – should be avoided. Within journalism, technology and its deployment should be viewed as part of a complex social and institutional matrix which, stretches across a wide range of social institutions (Marx 1997). The lines separating different technologies from one another and from society should thus be seen as relative and contingent upon a prevailing social consensus (Marx 1997). Consequently, it is important to view technologies as both ‘socially constituted and constituting’. 

This calls for a non-reductionist approach that is sensitive to the complex interplay between multiple elements. Such a ‘multiple-determinations’ approach (Dahlberg 2004) recognises that each determining factor is itself embedded within and constituted by a system of interlinked constitutive processes. These processes and relationships are in no way linear or fixed, nor are they of equal influence. We attempt to illustrate these complex relationships in Figure 1 below. 
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Figure 1. Determinants of journalists’ deployment of new technologies
The nature, strength and direction of the processes and relationships involved in the deployment of new technologies by journalists should be seen as open and not restricted to any particular determining factor. This is particularly important in light of the fact that the practice of journalism itself, as summed up in the sociology of journalism, is a culmination of a multiplicity of socio-organisational and cultural factors which make themselves known in news institutions in the form of economic, bureaucratic and professional normative pressures, which define journalists’ parameters of vision by constraining their autonomy (Fishman 1980: 134; Ettema et al. 1997: 43; McNair 1998: 12-13). 

The point is that there are diverse ‘internal’ and ‘external’ factors that impact on the possibilities and constraints of the deployment of new technologies by journalists in any social context. This point of view finds support in Ettema et al.’s (1997: 33) position that the analysis of news production must be pursued on several levels of analysis, and yet the activities at each level so interpenetrate that it is difficult to disentangle. Lowrey (2006)’s examination of the relationship between journalism and blogging, mentioned earlier, suggests a comparable model for understanding the relationship between journalism and new technologies. For him, journalism exists within a network of other occupations that encroach on each other’s jurisdictional areas with a variety of ‘internal’ and ‘external’ factors shaping these fluid processes.
As Figure 1 attempts to show, there is need for sensitivity to the complex multi-dimensionality of the multiple elements of determinism that shape the use of new technologies by journalists. Of critical note is the fact that, although journalists aspire to independence – and most have it to varying degrees (Jacobs 1996: 375-376; Manning 2001: 53) – they can never be entirely ‘free’ from the circumstances within which their work is organised, regulated and consumed (McNair 1998: 12). It is equally important to note that the factors impacting on journalists’ deployment of new technologies are not mutually exclusive nor are they exhaustive. In other words, journalists are subject to pressures from proprietors, political factors, professional imperatives, social organisational and cultural factors, the constraining or liberating possibilities of new technologies, personal factors, or source tactics – often all at the same time (McNair 1998). At times, the pressure from one direction may contradict that from another. 

The approach framed above presents a nuanced sociological approach in which diverse factors intersect in the context of discursive struggles and contestations from a wide variety of competing perspectives. The eclectic nature of the framework maintains an important degree of openness useful in providing insights into ways of critically examining how journalists in specific socio-cultural contexts use new technologies. It therefore implicitly suggests the need to maintain a certain degree of openness when examining the deployment of new technologies by journalists in given contexts. Journalists in specific news organisations as well as journalists in their larger professional contexts could be considered members of ‘interpretive communities’ that shape both decision-making processes and news coverage (Berkowitz & TerKeurst 1999: 126). The contexts also have implications on how the journalists deploy new technologies in their professional routines.

The framework could be extended further to incorporate the metaphor of the ‘text’ discussed above. The metaphor reinforces the multi-dimensional nature of factors determining the use of new technologies by journalists. Given that technology is embedded within socio-cultural contexts, as social constructivists argue, it is proper to think of it as having ‘interpretive flexibility’ while at the same time, like all ‘texts’, containing preferred readings open to various uses. Through this approach we are able to stress the interpretive flexibility of new technologies, understanding them not only as entities used within particular social and organisational contexts but as manufactured entities, designed and produced within specific contexts (Woolgar 1996: 92). As noted earlier, this brings to the fore the question of the extent to which the character of the technology influences its use within specific contexts and opens avenues for critical and in-depth analysis. The metaphor of the ‘text’ also enables us to view technologies as having inter-textual relations with their users, thus foregrounding the fact that their use is dependent on a multiplicity of factors bordering on the ‘interpretive repertoires’ of the users. This way, we cease to view the relationship between technologies and their users as being vertical – ‘top-down’ in nature but as horizontal instead. 

Placing the approach in the African context

The framework developed above is central to understanding the use of new technologies by journalists in Africa. It points to the importance of considering the pluralistic nature of local conditions – the everyday socio-cultural and lived circumstances of African journalists. We, therefore, should not overlook the social realities of African citizens’ multiple identities and their cultural orientation to communal values (Nyamnjoh 2005a). This way, we acknowledge the uniqueness of Africa’s journalistic culture by which social relationships and world views are maintained and defined. As the social constructivists theorists posit, this way of thinking affirms the fact that technology use takes place in socially structured contexts and as Thompson (1988: 368) rightly directs us, the first phase of cultural analysis is to “reconstruct [the] context and examine the social relations and institutions, the distribution of power and resources, by virtue of which this context forms a social field”. For this reason, the everyday context in which the use of technologies [by African journalists] takes place should not be neglected, as human action is determined by various environmental conditions (Mudhai 2004: 321).
We need to look at African journalism in context – its culture, institutions and the broader communication environment and how all these bring insights into the usage of new technologies (see Obeng-Quaidoo 1986). This approach allows us to view the use of new technologies by journalists in Africa as a multifaceted experience that can be evaluated against the backdrop of the local socio-cultural, political and economic contexts. For Obieng-Quaidoo (1986: 91) socio-cultural, political and economic aspects are central to any attempt to understand African journalism. With this awareness, we can critically examine how new technologies are being used, and the ways in which they are being incorporated into the everyday lives of the journalists, which mediate the very processes of adoption and use of technologies (see Hine 2001: 5).

By framing our understanding of the new technologies and journalism practice in Africa from a sociological perspective that seeks to understand the use of technologies in situ, we depart from research traditions that uncritically restrict themselves to the positive or negative impact of new technologies to journalism practice. Given that the adoption and appropriation of new technologies is a derivative of a long circuit of interactions which cannot be minimised or limited to one point in this circuit, it is important to acknowledge that journalists’ deployment of new technologies in their professional functions obtains in social contexts where shared meanings develop through ongoing social interactions. 

Concluding remarks
This chapter has, at a meta-theoretical level, proposed a framework that views the use of new technologies by journalists as socially shaped – a position sustained by social constructivist approaches to technology and the sociology of journalism, both of which provide a wide-ranging research setting that enables us to focus on journalists’ interactions within the social structures in which their professional routines unfold. Emphasis has thus been placed on examining the use of technologies in context, paying particular attention to the specificity of the context  in which one seeks to understand aspects of the profession – the ‘internal’ and ‘external’ circumstances in which new technologies are deployed. This ‘social shaping’ model offers prospects of moving beyond reductive approaches towards more nuanced and pragmatic approaches to understanding how journalists in Africa use new technologies.
Although the experiences of African journalists are not necessarily homogenous, it is important, however, to be attentive to the challenges that most journalists face in the context of their work practices, daily routines, organisational structures and wider circumstances in which they practice. These challenges shape and constrain the deployment of new technologies. As Esipisu and Kariithi (2007) note, despite the uptake of new technologies in Africa, “the African mass media system faces age-old problems stemming from poor ownership structure, a weak financial base, low quality staff (particularly journalists), lack of access to information, and conflict with authorities”. These challenges are well articulated in the notion of the ‘digital divide’, which explains the asymmetrical distribution and use of new technologies in Africa and alerts us, interalia, to: the disproportionate distribution of electricity; poor and unreliable telecommunications infrastructure; connectivity challenges and content issues, all of which account for the differential use of new technologies by journalists. In addition to these challenges, Castells (2001: 247) attributes the differential use of new technologies in the developing world to “the…difficulty for people without sufficient education, knowledge and skills to appropriate the [technologies] for their own interests and values” (emphasis added). These contextual complexities need to be taken into consideration when examining the use of new technologies by journalists in Africa as journalists are not immune to contextual challenges. 

In conclusion, we hope that this chapter sets the tone for research that critically interrogates the appropriation of new technologies by journalists in Africa. That, even as we deploy theories and frameworks developed in the West, we do not lose sight of the ‘localised’ experiences of journalists in Africa. 

Topics/Questions for discussion

1. Distinguish between the technological determinism and social constructivist approaches to technology.
2. Highlight the centrality of the sociology of journalism in providing insights into the working practices, and appropriation of ‘new’ technologies by African journalists.
3.  Examine the place of ‘new’ technologies in traditional journalism practice in Africa. 

4. Paying attention to factors ‘internal’ and ‘external’ to the working practices of journalists, discuss the importance of examining the use of ‘new’ technologies by journalists in context.
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