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This article examines how ordinary people in rural and urban areas in 
Kenya ascribe meaning to their daily use of information and communication 
technologies (ICTs) including media in ever changing communication ecolo-
gies and how the use of new ICT interrelates with processes of sociocultural 
change in everyday life. Taking as point of departure a semi-ethnographic 
social constructivist approach based on observations and semi-structured life 
world interviews the study presents an exploratory analytical bricolage around 
themes like power, knowledge and gender. The findings identify a simultane-
ous and seamless integration of the different new media that lead to significant 
open-ended processes of sociocultural change characterized by complexities, 
ambiguities, continuities, ruptures and inertia rather than dramatic irreversible 
changes. These findings call for a new paradigm in media studies focusing on 
communication ecologies and everyday uses of ICT where continuity and inertia 
are more seriously taken into accounts in processes of sociocultural change.
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 1. The concept of ‘new’ 
media is used from a 
user perspective in the 
sense that a medium 
is new in the given 
context. The concept 
comprehensively 
includes both new 
communication 
technologies (satellite 
television, mobile 
phones, the Internet 
and social media), 
and the diffusion and 
new ways of using 
‘old’ communication 
technologies (radio 
and television). In some 
contexts, television 
is new, in others, 
television has been 
around for a while, 
whereas access to 
satellite television 
might be new.

iNtroductioN

Interviewer: So, what do you do on Instagram?

Molly (19, single, urban, student, middle class, complex communication 
ecology): I get up, I check out things, mostly to do with houses, how 
people decorate their homes, their houses, I check on people’s shoes, 
clothes, I shop online. […]

Interviewer: And do you buy things online or you just check them out?

Molly: I check them out and buy.

Interviewer: Like what did you last buy online?

Molly: I bought some nice pairs of doll shoes.

Interviewer: Who do you usually talk to on the phone?

Samson (43, married, urban, casual worker, four children, mixed commu-
nication ecology): Many times it’s my brother, my brothers at home in 
Vihiga. I talk to them more, more, more, more. And my mother. Many 
times in the evenings, that’s when I like talking to them, in the evenings. 
The time for closing business, for coming off casual labour, if I want to 
know how they’re doing, I find out how they’re doing, or if they want to 
know how we’re doing, they find out how we’re doing.

Interviewer: Is it a phone that can go on the Internet?

Samson: The issue of the Internet, I cannot lie to you, I have not 
bothered with it, but there was a boy who took it and said that the 
things of the Internet are inside, but me, me on the phone, my hassle 
is that you send me money, you call me, I receive, my business ends on 
the phone, and the radio, but those many things, ah-ah, I don’t bother 
with them.

Interviewer: So apart from football [betting], what other things do you 
look at on the Internet?

Daniel (64, married, rural, middle class, fairly complex media ecology): 
Sometimes, I look at these things of ... these theatrics, those things with 
wazungus.

Interviewer: Which ones?

Daniel: Pornography.

The foregoing quotes are from a series of interviews conducted during a study 
of the appropriation of new media1  in Kenya. The remarks reveal a variety of 
interrelations between the appropriation of media and sociocultural aspects of 
daily life. Molly, a young, urban, female student, uses the Internet and social 
media extensively and among other uses to access fashion and online shop-
ping. Samson, a married father of four and urban casual worker, uses his 
phone for practical matters and maintaining contact with distant family, and 
he does not care about the new wonders of the Internet, whereas Daniel, an 
elderly farmer and business man in rural Kenya, besides listening to educa-
tional programming on agriculture and Christian programmes on the radio, 
uses the Internet to bet on international sport results, and watch pornography 
of wazungus (‘white people’). 

This article aims to empirically analyse and theoretically discuss interrela-
tionships between the current dramatic changes in access to and use of media 
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 2. Bricolage as 
conceptualized by 
Denzin and Lincoln 
is a complex concept 
that includes 
methodological, 
theoretical and 
analytical aspects. 
‘The product of the 
bricoleur’s labor is a 
bricolage, a complex, 
dense, reflexive, 
collagelike creation 
that represents the 
researcher’s images, 
understandings, and 
interpretations of the 
world or phenomenon 
under analysis’ (1998: 4 
original emphasis). This 
study has used a 
multi-methodological 
approach however, 
the focus is on an 
interpretive bricolage. 

 3. Lewin’s sequential 
stage model is still 
quite influential, e.g. in 
organization theory.

among ordinary people in rural and urban areas in Kenya and processes of 
sociocultural change in everyday life on individual, family and community 
levels. The underlying research questions are, what kind of meaning do people 
ascribe to their use of new media, and how do the different forms of media 
usage interrelate with processes of sociocultural change. This article is explor-
atory, and presents an interpretive bricolage2  (Denzin and Lincoln 1998) of 
empirical findings focused on the quotidian use of media, and argues that 
gender, age, space, knowledge and power are continuously negotiated, chal-
lenged and reproduced with regard to identity, family and society. 

This study takes as its point of departure the ongoing, dramatic changes 
in communication ecologies related to access to, and use of media in rural 
and urban areas, and in that sense, it may be seen as a media-centric study. 
However, this study attends to the material and symbolic dimensions of the 
media in a non-deterministic way, focusing on the interrelations between 
media use and sociocultural change, fully acknowledging that these processes 
are interrelated with equally important contextual issues, such as educa-
tion, migration and marketization. In that sense, the study is consistent with 
Morley’s call for a non-media-centric paradigm for media studies where one 
of his main points is that:

we need to avoid the simplistic periodizations and overdrawn binary 
divides between the worlds of the ‘old’ and the ‘new’ media, which unfor-
tunately characterize much contemporary work in this field. Rather than 
assuming that ‘we’ have proceeded abruptly from one era of communi-
cations to another, we also need to investigate the continuities, overlaps, 
and modes of symbiosis between old and new technologies of symbolic 
and material. 

(2009: 115)

thEorEticAl frAmEwork 

When studying the interrelationships between communication and processes 
of sociocultural change, there are several elements to clarify, such as the use 
of the concepts of sociocultural change and communication, and the interrela-
tionships between the two concepts.

For decades social change has been a contested concept with conflicting 
definitions and much confusion (Ngomba 2013). In societies in flux, such as 
rural and urban Kenya, with its increased education, extensive mobility and 
urbanization, and marketization, it is easy to identify ‘observable differences in 
any social phenomena’ (Salawu 2010: 2). However, social change coexists with 
social stability, so a central question is, how is the relation between change/
rupture and stability/continuity? Lewin developed in 1947 a sequential stage 
model for accomplished social change.3  The model included three stages: 
unfreezing the present level, moving to the new level, and freezing on the 
new level (Lewin 1947: 34). Although not explicitly, many recent media stud-
ies examining the interrelationships between new communication technologies 
and processes of sociocultural change in the Global South make use of a similar 
framework. Studies on dramatic events such as the Arab Spring (Eltantawy and 
Wiest 2011; Khondker 2011) and the post-election violence in Kenya in 2007–08 
(Mäkinen and Kuira 2008; Wachanga 2011), or cutting-edge uses of new tech-
nologies among youth and urban elite (Tully and Ekdale 2014) tend to focus on 
ruptures and disregard the dominant quotidian uses of the new media.
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Contrary to Lewin’s sequential stage model, Greenwood and Levin 
point out, ‘the change process has an open starting point and often no abso-
lute ending point’ (Greenwood and Levin 2007: 17). Their assumption is 
that processes of sociocultural changes on individual, family and commu-
nity level often are characterized by complexities, ambiguities and continuity 
rather than rupture. This study does not question the significance of dramatic 
social change, but in accordance with Greenwood and Levin the claim is that 
some of the most important, often subtle processes of sociocultural change in 
complex ways are interrelated with everyday uses of new media, hence the 
study focuses on the often overlooked, dominant everyday media uses among 
ordinary people.

Thus, in this study the concept of sociocultural change includes various 
levels ‘of planned or unplanned qualitative or quantitative alterations in social 
phenomena’ (Economos et al. 2001: 40), from individual behavioural changes and 
changes in social units such as families, peer groups, work places and commu-
nities (Haferkam and Smelser 1992) to dramatic sociopolitical transformations. 
Further the concept avoids normativity, in the sense that it does not discriminate 
among positive, negative, neutral or ambivalent processes of change. 

It is important to stress that it is not new to study everyday uses of media 
and new communication technologies, quite the opposite. Domestication 
theory has for decades studied the dialectic relationship between technol-
ogy and society by focusing on how the uses of information and commu-
nication technology (ICT) are intertwined with everyday life (Haddon 2006; 
Silverstone and Hirsch 1992). Mainly focusing on the uses of mobile phones 
and social media (Donner et al. 2011; Hahn and Kibora 2008) and occasion-
ally also television viewing (Wassermann and Mbatha 2017; Werner 2006) and 
radio listening (Mano 2011; Odhiambo 2011) there has been given profound 
academic attention to the complex interrelation between ICT and society from 
a user perspective.

When it comes to communication and ICT, it is essential to avoid commu-
nication models based on simple information transmission, and to avoid 
technological determinism. Therefore, this study uses the concept of commu-
nication ecologies, as expounded by Tacchi.

The concept of communicative ecologies places ICTs in the context of all 
the ways of communicating that are significant locally, including face to 
face interaction. 

[…]

Communicative ecologies focused our attention on the communication-
related aspects of the contexts in which the people we were studying 
operate, which nevertheless were in turn imbricated in other structural, 
social, economic and cultural contexts. 

(Tacchi 2006: n.pag.)

This communication ecologies approach is holistic in the sense that it 
analyses communication in context and includes all forms of mediated and 
non-mediated communication, from newly introduced communication 
technologies, and reconfigurations of old technologies, to patterns of face-to-
face communication. The main reason for this comprehensive approach is that 
changes in communication ecologies are dynamic, complex and simultane-
ous. The biological ecology metaphor implies a focus on organic and dynamic 
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processes, interdependence, coexistence and complexity in an open system 
(Altheide 1995). Thus, the concept rejects any form of technological or social 
determinism. Finally, the media ecology concept ‘also refers to the multiplicity 
of meanings’ (Fuller 2005: x) in the media content. 

The interrelationships between communication and processes of soci-
ocultural change have to be examined in their complexity, and to avoid 
simplistic causal relations. Traditional and new communication technologies 
provide a certain range of affordances (Hutchby 2001), but their actual use 
will always take place in continuous negotiations with the cultural, socio-
economic and political contexts. For example, mobile-money-transfers 
technology, an invention inspired by the exchange of airtime as currency, 
was first introduced by a private telecommunications company, Mcel, in 
Mozambique in 2004, and in 2007 in Kenya by a similar private telecommu-
nication company, Safaricom. Mobile money transfers became an enormous 
success in Kenya several years before the service was introduced in the 
North despite the fact that the breakthrough of mobile phone technology 
first took place in the North. The early introduction and immediate success 
of mobile money transfers in several African countries has to be seen in 
the context of socio-economic changes related to intensified marketization 
and mobility, giving rise to an increased need for safe money transfers and 
savings opportunities for the many without banks in Africa (Batchelor 2012). 

Further, it is important to stress that, in contrast to normative concepts 
such as communication for social change, development communication, 
entertainment-education, edutainment, strategic communication, political 
communication and social activism, each using communication strategies to 
promote planned, desirable social and political progress, this study positions 
itself differently and focuses on all forms of communication and processes 
of social change, regardless of whether the processes of change are desira-
ble or unfavourable, and regardless of whether the communication is market 
driven, part of civil society, or interpersonal social communication.

Within the overall theoretical framework on social change and commu-
nication does the article subscribe to concepts like space, knowledge, power 
and gender in the analyses of current processes of sociocultural change. Sylvia 
Tamale has extensively studied power dynamics in gendered access to public 
spaces, and she emphasizes that ‘Domesticity is deployed in the African 
context to systematically disenfranchise women from accessing and control-
ling resources’ (2004: 53), and she maintains that:

The gendered male ‘public’ space is the key to power, privilege, opportu-
nities and wealth. And the ideological boundary between the private and 
the public spaces was designed to limit and control women’s access to 
the resources associated with the public space. It is important to note that 
while women are generally restricted to the marginal domestic ‘private’ 
space, men not only have free and easy access, but they are also the 
bosses in this space. Women’s access to the public space, on the other 
hand, is extremely limited and is controlled by men. 

(2004: 53)

In a Kenyan context space is also gendered, men dominate public space while 
women to a wide extent have been restricted to the domestic space and the 
church. Consequently, the Kenyan men have been able to uphold a patriarchal 
power structure (Wamue-Ngare and Njoroge 2011). 
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 4. This study is also 
informed by a 
comprehensive 
baseline survey of 
799 respondents in 
Uasin Gishu County, 
Kenya, conducted in 
October 2014. Findings 
and methodological 
considerations of 
this survey have 
been published by 
Gustafsson and Nielsen 
(2017a, 2017b). In this 
article, the findings 
function mainly as a 
backdrop. 

However, a series of contextual issues, such as the ongoing transition from 
subsistence to market economy in rural areas, extensive internal migration, 
increased access to education for boys and girls and dramatic changes in 
access to and use of communication technologies have partially redistributed 
resources and challenged the foundation of the patriarchal power structure.

In his book, No Sense of Place (1985), Joshua Meyrowitz addresses the issue 
of space and knowledge from a different perspective in his analyses of televi-
sion viewing and processes of social change in America. 

As a result of the widespread use of television, for example, the social 
information available to the ghetto family now more closely resem-
bles the information available to the middleclass family. Information 
available to women now more resembles information available for 
men. Formerly distinct groups not only share very similar information 
about society in general, they also share more information about each 
other – information that once distinguished ‘insiders’ from ‘outsiders’. As 
a consequence, traditional group bonds are weakened and traditional 
distinctions among groups become partially blurred. 

(Meyrowitz 1985: 135)

There are significant differences between the introduction of television in the 
United States in the 1950s and 1960s, and the current multifacetted changes in 
communication ecologies in rural and urban Kenya. However, the main theo-
retical point that fluid and changing spatial boundaries in access to knowl-
edge interrelates with traditional group identities is highly relevant as Katrien 
Pype’s (2017) study of mobile phones and family relationships in Kinshasa in 
the Democratic Republic of Congo demonstrates.

Young informants agree that elders have much more experience but they 
immediately add that former generations are ignorant of the World Wide 
Web; that their education has not attained the level of current schooling; 
or that scientific research often denies what the elders proclaim. Youth 
hereby state that they possess ‘other’ or ‘modern knowledge’ […] Such 
persuasions push young Kinois to no longer obey the ideal prescriptions 
of how young people should behave in the presence of elders. 

(Pype 2017: 204–05) 

Pype (2017) emphasizes that traditional generational ideals and power rela-
tions are in flux due to young people’s increased access to knowledge through 
education and new media.

mEthodology

The dominant epistemological framework for this study is a semi-ethnographic 
social constructivist approach based on observations and semi-structured life 
world interviews, where the interviewers and the interviewees collaboratively 
co-generate the data, therefore categories such as age, gender, ethnicity and 
class affect the relations between the actors involved, and the type of data that 
may be obtained.4

The research team consisted of the author, a senior, white male researcher 
from the North, and two young black local research assistants, a man and 
a woman. In the preparation phase, I trained the research assistants, and 
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subsequently we made preliminary observations and test interviews in the 
field. Afterwards, the research objectives were refined and specified, and an 
observation guide and a semi-structured interview guide were developed. 
After one of the test interviews, one of the research assistants exclaimed 
with relief that ‘everyone seems to have untold stories that are waiting to 
be told’, indicating that the interviewees were willing to share their experi-
ences. The interviews were then successfully carried out based on the idea 
that as long as the interviewer is a good listener, everyone would share 
untold stories waiting to be told. In most cases, the interviewees openly 
shared their experiences, whether it was the abovementioned elderly, reli-
gious man sharing his fascination with Internet pornography, to the surprise 
of the interviewer, or a middle-aged woman telling about her husband 
cheating on her.

To minimize race and gender issues I entered the field only during the 
preparation phase. The research assistants, guided by me, successfully 
conducted the subsequent observations and interviews independently: the 
female research assistant conducted twenty interviews with women, and 
the male research assistant conducted twenty interviews with men. Despite 
the successful accomplishment of the interviews, race, gender, and local power 
hierarchies still mattered in this study: the research objectives although refined 
by the research team were initially defined from a Eurocentric perspective, 
there was a noticeable hierarchy in the power relations between the research 
assistants and me, while in the field the research assistants were unavoidably 
part of local power relations, such as educational, urban–rural and age-related 
ones, and finally, the analyses of the observations and interview transcripts 
were primarily conducted by the author. 

The objectives of this study have been to examine the appropriation of 
new media by ordinary people of all sorts. Ordinary is used in the sense 
that the interviewees were not chosen on the basis of specific characteris-
tics such as them being politicians, activists, bloggers, students, or youth; 
instead, the selection was done through a purposeful sample of a wide 
variety of people with different backgrounds according to age, gender and 
social status. However, in some cases the interviewers had to ask several 
people before finding an interviewee willing to spend an hour or two on 
being interviewed. Reflecting on the variety of the interviewees, we were 
aware of the fact that the dominant ethnic group of the areas studied was 
slightly underrepresented compared to the ethnic minorities. This went 
against initial expectations, it was expected that people from the dominant 
culture would be most willing to participate, but in hindsight, it makes 
sense that ethnic minority people, some marginalized by the local commu-
nity, volunteered, when offered a chance to be heard. Frederick (42, married, 
rural, casual worker) from an ethnic minority settled since 2002 with his 
family in a village dominated by the ethnic majority, explained that he feels 
marginalized:

Ah, you know, the problem that I have is the problem of here, you 
know another tribe. Even when they have something, let’s say some-
thing like a group comes up, you know they cannot tell another tribe. 
You are just surprised that people are passing and going, even when 
the councillor comes here, you cannot know, they just go and talk, 
even if they have sent someone to announce, he speaks their own 
language.
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The interviews gave voice to ordinary people not used to be interviewed about 
their experiences and opinions. Some of the interviewees were eloquent 
others less so. In the analysis, special attention was given to the interviews 
with less eloquent interviewees because their stories are just as important as 
the stories of the more eloquent. However, as often is the case in ethnographic 
work, in the presentation of the findings, there is a bias towards the more 
pregnant statements of the eloquent interviewees, whereas the less eloquent 
tend to be included through summaries. 

The interviews were done in English, Kiswahili or Kalenjin, the 
dominant ethnic language, depending on the interviewee’s preference. 
Afterwards, the interviewers simultaneously translated and transcribed 
the interviews into English in as much detail as possible, and continu-
ously inserted contextual remarks, and general observations, at the end. 
However, any transcription and translation lose some of the original char-
acteristics of the oral interview. When it comes to the analysis, having me, 
as an outsider, as the primary analyst has strengths and weaknesses. As I 
have only general knowledge of the context, and no lived experience of 
the areas, I often fall short when it comes to ethnic-specific local norms 
and experiences, just as an urban-raised Kenyan scholar might do, in an 
unfamiliar rural setting. It would have been advantageous if it had been 
possible to involve the research assistants continuously in the analytical 
process, to secure a better contextual foundation of the interpretations, but 
it was only occasionally possible to consult the research assistants because 
they had to meet other obligations. On the other hand, as an outsider, I 
have been able to deconstruct taken-for-granted assumptions, for instance, 
those related to upbringing, gender issues and power hierarchies. A simple 
example is how the expression ‘lack of time’ is used in the interviews. 
Several of the interviewees used lack of time to explain not doing some-
thing, not using the Internet, not using some form of social media, or not 
listening to vernacular radio, as is the case of Patricia explaining why she 
does not use WhatsApp.

Patricia (53, single mother, peri-urban, mixed communication ecology): 
In fact my sister one time showed me a video [on WhatsApp], there was 
a woman who was naked, a woman was stripped naked, because […]. 
of being […] eeer, she went outside marriage with another man, so she 
was walking naked […] (laughs), now she was showing me! but ah! 
WhatsApp? I was telling her, ah, those things surely no, I don’t have 
time.

As we will see in the analysis, the lack of time argument contradicts other 
aspects of Patricia’s media consumption. Hence, in the analysis of the inter-
views, it was necessary to be constantly aware that the lack of time argument 
is a convenient, culturally accepted explanation that should not be understood 
literally, but instead expresses lack of interest, lack of media literacy, lack of 
technological knowledge, or some other factor.

Finally, the analyses have an explorative character, and are presented 
as an interpretive bricolage of the various interrelations between the use of 
new media and processes of sociocultural change on individual, family and 
community levels. The analyses include many specific quotes, to make the 
analytical process as transparent as possible, so that readers may assess the 
soundness of the analyses. 
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 5. When Kenya 
introduced mobile 
telephony at the 
beginning of the 
twenty-first century, 
mobile phones quickly 
became popular, and 
rapidly increased from 
11.3 million mobile 
subscriptions by the 
end of 2007 to 36.1 
million in second 
quarter of 2015, 
when the study was 
conducted, and to 42.8 
million by the end of 
2017 (Communications 
Authority of Kenya, 
2018).

 6. The baseline survey 
additionally included 
Soy, another 
traditional, rural 
agricultural area, 
and Kesses, a small 
town built around a 
university campus 
surrounded by rural 
areas.

A briEf PrEsENtAtioN of thE coNtExt

Kenya has the last two decades gone through several significant changes in 
their media landscape. The much-hyped and well-documented, widespread 
dissemination of mobile telephony in the last ten to fifteen years 5 has led to 
almost every Kenyan household, even in remote rural areas, having mobile 
phones. Additionally, more and more Kenyans now have access to the 
Internet and social media because of increased penetration of smartphones. 
Simultaneously, penetration of television has increased significantly, and 
owing to the comprehensive liberalization of the electronic media market, 
the Kenyan media landscape has seen national and local radio and television 
stations mushroom (Odhiambo 2011). Further, many Kenyans have access to 
transnational and international television channels, thanks to increased access 
to satellite television and the introduction of digital television in 2015.

The empirical study took place in Uasin Gishu County, in the upper Rift 
Valley, Kenya in April–June 2015. The semi-structured interviews and obser-
vations took place in three randomly chosen rural, peri-urban and urban 
areas6:

•	 Ziwa, a traditional, rural agricultural area with a village centre, a few small 
villages, and many small farms; 

•	 the peri-urban area of Moi’s Bridge, a town built around a junction 
surrounded by rural areas;

•	 a cross section of urban neighbourhoods, including middle-class areas and 
informal settlements in Eldoret, the county’s principal city.

The survey disclosed major urban–rural and socio-economic divides. Whereas 
70% of urban households and 47% of peri-urban households had electricity, 
only 22% of rural households had electricity. Similarly, television had higher 
penetration in urban areas, 68%, compared to 53% in peri-urban, and 39% in 
rural areas. Penetration of radio was high in all areas between 83% and 92%. 
Mobile phone penetration at household level was also high in all areas, 91% in 
urban areas and 88% in rural ones, seemingly bridging the rural–urban digital 
divide with regard to new technologies. However, penetration of smartphones 
was significantly higher in urban areas: 44%, compared to only 13% in rural 
areas, and in rural areas one of three women was without a mobile phone, 
so the urban–rural and gender-based digital divides were reproduced in new 
forms.

According to the survey, it is possible to identify a variety of household-
level communication ecologies, based on access to communication technolo-
gies (Gustafsson and Nielsen 2017a). In urban areas there is a continuum of 
ecologies, from complex ecologies with a plethora of communication tech-
nologies, including satellite television, smartphones, and the comprehensive 
use of social media, to various degrees of mixed ecologies, usually including 
television, radio and mobile phones, to simple ecologies, usually consisting 
of basic mobile phones and radio. In rural and peri-urban areas there is a 
similar yet different continuum of communication ecologies, from complex to 
simple. Most prevalent are simple communication ecologies comprising dry 
cell battery radio and a basic mobile phone, however, the mixed ecologies are 
slowly becoming more common, owing to increased access to solar power 
and car batteries have television ownership and penetration of smartphones 
steadily increased. Compared to urban areas, in rural areas complex communi-
cation ecologies with access to a plethora of communication technologies are 
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 7. VOK and KBC is one 
state-run broadcaster, 
changing back and 
forth between names.

rare. This rudimentary analysis of the quantitative survey data provides only a 
very simplistic characterization of the complexity of the different communica-
tion ecologies. 

In the following qualitative analysis, the interviewees, for lack of a better 
characterization, will be presented as associated with one of the abovemen-
tioned basic communication ecologies.

historicAl chANgEs iN rEtrosPEct

For decades, radio has been the dominant form of mass media in urban and 
rural Kenya, and radio listening is still prevalent, although it has taken new 
forms in the increasingly complex communication ecologies. Most of the 
interviewees over 30 years listened to radio in their childhood, and during 
the interviews, several of the older interviewees recalled vivid memories of the 
important role radio played in the vanished past.

Peter (50, married, cobbler, peri-urban area, complex communication 
ecology) tells about the introduction of radio to his rural family, back in 
the 1970s.

Peter: That time, the radio was something of great value. […] In the 
whole village, it was one person or two who had a radio, and it was 
those families that were able. It was not those families in the lower 
conditions that had a radio. I remember at our place, because my father 
once worked in the government, he had a radio, but that radio it was 
something that would look so different if you compare it with right now, 
because it was a wooden radio, and the radio itself used to receive only 
two stations, it used to receive VOK [Voice Of Kenya], and another one 
that used to be called, I remember it was in English, it used to be called 
KBC [Kenya Broadcasting Corporation] General Service.7 Around that 
radio, you would be able to find the old men in the whole village. In the 
evening when you’re eating supper there it becomes a problem, because 
the old men had come to listen to the radio, the radio was something of 
great value that time, and it was not something easy to find.

The most interesting aspect of this statement, besides the novelty and 
appreciation of the then-new medium, and the fact that at first, only a few 
affluent families could afford to buy a radio, is that old men from the whole 
village gathered in one private home to listen to the radio together. Peter 
specifically mentions that it was ‘old men’ that gathered, thus giving them a 
privileged space, a semi-public sphere, unobtainable by women and young 
people. In this space, the radio, despite its multi-directional and easily 
comprehensible character, gave the men access to hitherto hard-to-access 
information from official Kenyan sources in Nairobi, giving them control 
over knowledge that was initially inaccessible to other groups. However, 
the information would often be made available second-hand to other 
people, as Peter further explains, ‘Maybe you would be told the following 
day by those who listened, “Eh, the radio said”’. The old men had privileged 
control of the knowledge and decided what should be passed on to the less 
privileged. 

Radio listening has changed dramatically since the 1970s, because house-
hold penetration of radio has increased, and radio listening has become an 
integrated part of the intimate domestic space. Women, young adults, and 
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children also got access to radio listening, and the old men have lost their 
privileged control over the information provided by the radio. However, 
historically, control over radio listening has continued to be negotiated in 
families.

Eva has memories of radio listening from her childhood, ten to twelve 
years ago, when radio listening challenged her family’s power hierarchy.

Interviewer: Did you listen to radio together [in your childhood family]?

Eva (23, married, urban, mixed communication ecology): It was hard, 
you know. He [the father] did not want us to listen, it was mostly just 
him using it. Mostly for us, he would restrict us from listening to the 
radio. If he found us listening he would quarrel a lot. He wanted us to 
read all the time. He did not like us to listen to radio. […]

Interviewer: Why did he refuse?

Eva: He used to say that if you listen to radio you will be truant children, 
radio was not good for us. I think his understanding was that we would 
outdo his thinking and challenge his authority […] that’s what his mind 
told him, I think. Like we would be better than him, think better than 
him or outdo his knowledge. 

This statement is interesting, even though it contains ambiguities. It is impor-
tant to note that the statement provides access only to Eva’s historical reflec-
tions on her father’s motivation for restricting her radio listening while 
demanding that she does her homework. These reflections may be later ration-
alizations, since she has broken with her father and migrated to an informal 
urban settlement, and the reflections in no way provide access to her father’s 
motives. Nevertheless, it is interesting that Eva explicitly links the prohibi-
tion against radio listening to knowledge and power, and she assumes that 
her father feared that radio listening, in contrast to the knowledge provided 
by the formal school curriculum, would provide new knowledge that would 
undermine her strict father’s traditional, religiously founded knowledge and 
position of power. The main point is less the extent to which this assumption 
is correct, but the fact that media use is interrelated with continuous negotia-
tions related to knowledge and power in families.

Compared to radio, the introduction of television came later, and accord-
ing to the abovementioned survey, more than half of the households with 
television stated that they had acquired television in the last three years. 
George (45, married, peri-urban, complex communication ecology) recalls 
how, as a 12-year-old child, he first saw television in a social hall in a library, 
and explains that he later went to watch the World Cup in Football in 1982, 
but he was not able to get into the public hall because he was too young, and 
therefore had to stand outside, and could only listen to the cheering. Similarly, 
Charles, a retired schoolteacher, talks vividly about the introduction of televi-
sion to his family.

Charles (68, married, urban, complex communication ecology): Bwana! 
It was like your first radio; you have money. To buy a television, elec-
tricity was very little. So you buy a television as well as a battery, a car 
battery. Ah, you’re a man with money. People come to watch it, […] then 
it came to the point they start to irk you. The house was always full 
throughout.
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Interviewer: And what were they coming to watch?

Charles: I mean, the TV, they came to watch, to watch the TV just like 
that, anything that was being shown, was good for a person, because 
it was something new, so watching something like this was good. And 
then when it reaches an event like the World Cup, ai, your home is not 
your home any longer. […] they’ll even bring a tent, so that the house 
is not too small.

Charles further explains that nowadays, everybody in his social circle has a 
television, and nobody visits to watch any longer. However, the interviews 
revealed that communal viewing in private homes is still commonplace, espe-
cially in rural areas, where television is less prevalent. Robert (40, rural, simple 
communication ecology) is a schoolteacher who visits his neighbour to watch 
news in the evening, together with a group of people. To some extent, this 
may be seen as the reestablishment of abovementioned semi-public spheres 
related to radio, but there are significant differences. First, the television news 
does not provide exclusive access to information, it is one of several news 
sources, and second, although Robert explains that mainly men gather to 
watch, a female schoolteacher often joins them, so the age and gender segre-
gation are challenged. Consequently, the communal viewing does not have 
the same character of a privileged space, but instead is one space among many. 

There is also extensive gendered public viewing of news, sports, and 
movies in bars, restaurants, and video parlours. In general, the complexity of 
public and semi-public viewing is substantially widened, in relation to the 
inclusion/exclusion of age groups, and the social function of public viewing. 
For example, the video parlours have created new spaces for young men, from 
which even middle-aged men are excluded.

Peter: There was a time I would go to […] these houses for video shows 
or if it was a football match that was going on. […] Ever since I got a TV, 
usually I watch it at my house, because at my age, it doesn’t allow me to 
go around there outside.

Despite the fluidity of the boundaries of public spaces, most are dominated 
by men (Gustafsson and Nielsen 2016), whereas, outside of church activities, 
the marketplace, school attendance, increased access to colleges and univer-
sities, and increased work in the service sector, girls and women are, to a 
large extent, still restricted to domestic spaces. However, like men, women 
have much better, although not equal, access to mass media information 
and entertainment, owing to their increased accessibility in domestic spaces. 
In general, it may be stated that most radio listening and television view-
ing take place in the domestic space and are constantly negotiated within 
families. 

When it comes to phone communication, development in the last two 
decades has been revolutionary. Historically, owing to a lack of infrastructure, 
the penetration of landline phones has been very limited, particularly in rural 
areas. Two of the elderly male interviewees from rural areas described in detail 
the significant inconveniences related to using landline phone booths. Daniel, 
64, explained that he first had to bicycle to the nearest town, then wait in a 
queue, sometimes a long one, then phone another phone booth, and finally 
hope that the previously notified person would be at the other end, so that 
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 8. For obvious reasons, 
the mobile phone is 
an important practical 
communication 
tool for business 
owners, small-scale 
entrepreneurs, casual 
labourers, and more, 
however, this aspect 
will not be developed 
in this article, nor will 
the huge importance 
of mobile money 
transfers.

the expensive phone call could take place. Unsurprisingly, landline phone calls 
were made only for very important issues and special events.

QuotidiAN usE of commuNicAtioN tEchNologiEs

In the following a general account of the analytical findings will be presented. 
The interviews conducted with ordinary people reveal three dominant charac-
teristics related to the common and recurring quotidian uses of ICT in every-
day life in Kenya. Neither of these core characteristics are new nor in any way 
surprising findings, quite the opposite, they are so common that they often 
tend to be overlooked in academic studies. First, the appropriation of new 
communication technologies, particularly mobile phones, but also radio and 
television, is seamlessly integrated and internalized into daily life as partly 
unconscious tacit knowledge (Nonaka and Takeuchi 1995). On societal level 
new communication technologies tend to coexist with and reshape the func-
tion of existing communication technologies (Finnemann 2005), the same is 
the case on individual level where the interviews establish a similar coexist-
ence. The appropriation of mobile phones occurs simultaneously with exten-
sive use of traditional mass media, radio and television. If available television 
tends to be the preferred mass medium, but radio still plays a significant role, 
either as the main mass medium in simple communication ecologies, or in a 
reshaped way, as a secondary medium in mixed and complex communication 
ecologies. This coexistence and interplay make a strong argument for using a 
holistic approach like the communication ecology approach when studying 
the interrelations between changes in media use and sociocultural changes. 

Second, the appropriation of new communication technologies is 
extremely multi-faceted, depending on external socio-economic factors such 
as education, ICT literacy, economy, accessibility, rural–urban divide, age and 
gender, but also according to highly individualized preferences which often are 
ambiguous and complex. The different communication technologies provide 
different affordances, and it is essential to include the many-sided uses and to 
avoid both social and technological determinism when studying the dynamic 
and complex interrelations between communication technologies and society.

Finally, as many studies of mobile phones previously have pointed out 
(Horst and Miller 2006; Murphy and Priebe 2011; Gustafsson and Nielsen 
2016) the most common use of the mobile phone is basic interpersonal 
communication, phoning and texting. Women tend to communicate primarily 
with family and secondarily with friends, thus sustaining so-called strong ties 
(Grannowetter 1973), and although men also mainly communicate with family 
and friends, they are more likely to also make business calls.8 Consequently, 
these common quotidian uses of the mobile phone are of great importance 
and will be analysed in relation to social networking, mobility and space.

Olivia lives in a rural area with her parents and younger siblings in a strictly 
religious family, in a semi-structured house without electricity. She is herding 
and doing chores in the house. Olivia had no phone of her own at the time of 
the interview, but she had one previously, and can borrow her sister’s phone. 

Olivia (24, single, simple communication ecology): We used to just call 
each other, call our dad, mother, our brother and our sister when she is 
in school.

Interviewer: What of other people?

Olivia: Not much (laughs) It was mostly just us alone in the family.
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 9. In early 2015 Kenya 
switched from 
analogue to digital 
television. Many homes 
were not fully prepared 
for this transition, 
so they had a black 
screen until they could 
afford access to digital 
television.

Although Olivia only communicates with her closest relatives on the phone 
she also listens to music on the phone. The household does not have radio and 
television, however Olivia’s brother, who lives close by, has electricity and radio 
and television. Once in a while, when chores at home allow her to, she goes 
to her brother’s place nearby and listens to vernacular radio, mainly news and 
gospel music, or watches religious programmes on television. Olivia explains 
that ‘In fact news is very important because you listen to what is happening 
in the world’ and she takes guidance from the politicians in the news on how 
‘we should be responsible, […] maintain peace and keep ourselves busy with 
things that will help us’. Asked about she ever watches television elsewhere, 
Olivia replies: ‘No. We don’t go anywhere. I normally just stay at home.  My dad 
doesn’t allow us to go anywhere´. In accordance with local traditions in rural 
areas, Olivia’s physical space is restricted to the domestic space and church. The 
phone expands her connection to her siblings living from home, and radio and 
television open a window to the outside world.

Interviewer: And do you have a phone?

Neema (30, married, urban informal settlement, simple [previously 
mixed] communication ecology): No, no.

Interviewer: Have you ever had a phone?

Neema: No, I haven’t.

Interviewer: So, when you want to talk to people, say at home, what do 
you do?

Neema: I usually use my husband’s phone. 

Interviewer: Okay, who do you call?

Neema: My mother.

Interviewer: Who else?

Neema: It’s just my mother.

Interviewer: What about friends?

Neema: My friends? […] No, my friends I have never talked to them. […]

Interviewer: Would you wish to have a phone?

Neema: Yes, very much.

Interviewer: Why?

Neema: So that I could talk to my friends. 

Neema lives with her husband and their baby. She has two children from a 
previous marriage, both living with her mother in a rural area. Their house 
has electricity for a few hours in the evening, and the family has a radio 
and a television set, however since the digital migration9 she has not been 
able to watch television. Neema does not have her own phone, so she 
relies on borrowing her husband’s phone, and infrequently she phones her 
natal family, her mother. However, she can barely maintain her strong ties 
back home, even though that is where her children are being raised. She 
expresses a desire to get her own phone, so that she could communicate 
more freely with family and friends. Neema listens to news, gospel music 
and educational talk shows on the radio whenever electricity is available, 
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although previously, she preferred to watch similar programmes on televi-
sion. Neema moved from her rural home to an urban area, however, just 
like Olivia, she is physically restricted to the domestic space, and she has 
only limited access to mediated spaces.

Molly (19, single, urban, student, middle class, complex communication 
ecology): Yes! I’m on WhatsApp, I’m on Viber, I’m on Snapchat, Instagram, 
e-more, Kleeek […] what else, name it all! Facebook.

Interviewer: So what do you do on those sites.

Molly: Chat […] like, chat like crazy […] mm, yeah.

Interviewer: (laughs) Those are so many social media sites! How do you 
keep up? 

Molly: Eerm, mostly I don’t like Facebook, I only log in when I see some 
good notifications and all that, or a friends’ birthday, someone I know 
and […] yeah. Then on WhatsApp, that’s like a daily routine. On Instagram 
that’s like part of me, like my breakfast, it’s just part of me like everyday.

Interviewer: Like your breakfast? 

Molly: As in its part of what I do like every day, like eating, like if I feel 
hungry I’ll eat Instagram (laughs).

Interviewer: Why?

Molly: Coz its nice seeing pictures, getting to see people posting online 
good clothes, good things […] yeah. it’s just it’s just nice.

Interviewer: Who do you usually talk to?

Ezekiel (24, single, urban, student, middle class, complex communica-
tion ecology): Just my boys, my boys, eh, my classmates, eh.

Interviewer: Apart from those guys, are there any people you talk to?

Ezekiel: Of course, the family, and the people we grew up with.

Interviewer: How frequently do you talk to them?

Ezekiel: Mmmh, frequently, daily, eh, daily, daily, daily, daily.

Both Molly and Ezekiel live with their parents and have access to complex 
communication ecologies, with smartphones, tablets, computers, access to 
the Internet and numerous radio and television stations. They are both heavy 
media users compared to the previous interviewees’, however, their media 
usage varies significantly. Molly is a heavy user of all kinds of media except 
radio, and she is so into social media that she uses a food metaphor – she has 
Instagram for breakfast. Also, as the statement that opens this article shows, 
she is fully immerged in consumer culture, using the Internet to identify 
products, and buy them online. 

Although Molly is a heavy user of the various media, she has to negotiate 
access with her mother, and during exam periods her mother confiscates her 
phone, so that she can concentrate on her studies. 

When it comes to television, Molly prefers a one-sided diet.

Molly: I hate news, but mom makes it like a subject to me. She’ll say, sit 
there and watch news, but from my side I only watch soap operas, one 
starts at 8 p.m. and another one starts at 10:30 p.m.. 
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Molly vividly describes the Nigerian soaps she follows.

Molly: It’s just about a family, the woman lost her husband then she 
had a small kid. Then the woman decided to remarry again and she 
happened to fall in love with a worker, who used to work for her at the 
ranch then, now the small baby did not want this guy, so damn! This is 
hard. Then the woman…the woman, the kid grew up with the grand-
parents till she became an adult and finally little by little she started 
accepting the new dad then right now they did a church wedding and 
went on honeymoon and all that but it seems like this man is in love 
with this kid, not the lady. Yeah.

Ezekiel’s media diet is different from Molly’s, he listens to music on the radio 
several hours daily, and he watches international news on Al-Jazeera and 
CNN, for in-depth analysis, action movies and sports. In contrast to Molly, 
he often goes out with his male friends to public places to watch football, and 
when it comes to the Internet, he seeks information, sports results, and trivia 
knowledge. Ezekiel does not negotiate his media use with his parents, and he 
even sets boundaries for his mother.

Interviewer: Can your mum snoop your phone?

Ezekiel: Ah, no! (laughs) No, no, no, no.

Interviewer: She’s never done that?

Ezekiel: She’s never done that. She just knows that, she cannot take my 
phone to look at what, what […]

Both Molly and Ezekiel smoothly navigate their complex communication ecolo-
gies, with access to abundant media content and possible social interactions. 
Yet Molly and Ezekiel navigate differently, with individualized media usage into 
which their parents have limited insight, and still less control over. Traditional 
gender differences are challenged: Molly is technology savvy and an early adap-
tor, yet gender patterns are reproduced in new forms. Ezekiel is the one who 
physically goes out and uses media in public places, whereas Molly is physically 
restricted to the domestic space while mastering an expanded parallel online 
space, even communicating with foreign men on social media.

Linda, 19, is from a rural area, has just finished high school, is the young-
est of six siblings, and lives with her parents and three siblings. Linda grew 
up with radio and television, and now she is eagerly embarking on the new 
opportunities that social media provide. She has been exposed to a fairly 
complex communication ecology, although she lacks a smartphone of her own, 
and her financial situation precludes regular access to the Internet. Linda uses 
several social media, and she has joined civil society groups, social groups and 
religious groups, such as Soy constituency discussion forum, Kapkoiga Girl’s 
School, and Adventist, and it is evident that social media and the Internet in 
general have expanded her access to information and social networks.

Interviewer: You sound so excited by these social media sites, why the 
interest? 

Linda: You know with social media, it is different; you have different 
people on social media from different regions, with different ideas. So, 
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you know, it’s not ... there is a negativity in the social media, but for me 
I will not pick the negative things, I’ll only go for the positive. I do not 
want to be influenced, no, I just want to see what they are saying. […] 
You learn new ideas from different people.

When it comes to electronic media, Linda once enjoyed radio because of the 
music, but she has now abandoned radio, and is an eager television viewer, 
stating, ‘Yeah, there is also a radio at home, but when there is TV, there is no 
one that is interested in radio’. Linda watches a variety of programmes, from 
gospel music and news to entertainment, and she is especially fond of the 
Nigerian soaps, vividly describing the storyline of the same soap that Molly 
mentioned. Linda watches the soap through an educational and entertainment 
lens, whereas Molly tends to watch the soap with a critical, ironic distance. 

Linda: They have lessons anyway, for example there is a mother-in-law 
full of envy or who are envious or there is a sister in law who doesn’t 
wish you good […] yeah, you watch and you find out that at least you 
have learnt something. You learn, its continuous learning.

Consistent with traditional gender patterns, Linda’s physical spaces are the 
family home, the church, and until recently, the school, whereas television and 
social media psychologically have opened up parallel mediated spaces.

Patricia, previously mentioned in the methodology section in relation 
to the lack of time argument, is the final illustrative example of the seam-
less quotidian use of media. Patricia is a 53-year-old single mother of three 
teenage children, a schoolteacher, and active in the church. Patricia uses mass 
media extensively, listening to and watching news, gospel music, Nigerian 
soaps and movies.

Patricia: When television was off [due to digital migration], there was no 
life at home. You don’t feel as if you have, or if you are with somebody. 
You know when my children all go to school I remain alone. So, when 
they go, there is nobody to talk to, it is just me and the TV alone. So, I 
was sad, I had nothing to do. I went to sleep early.

In this statement, Patricia indirectly describes television as a dear, homely 
companion, something she realized when she temporarily lost access to tele-
vision broadcasting because of the digital migration (rupture). This demon-
strates that Patricia’s continuous, quotidian television viewing has a significant 
impact on her social wellbeing, or in other words her television viewing 
through continuity rather than rupture has interrelated with processes of real 
sociocultural changes in her life. If it had not been because of the rupture, 
Patricia might not have described her relation to television in the same way, 
because the quotidian uses of media tend seamless and unnoticed to be inte-
grated into everyday life.

Patricia also addresses generational, moral and power issues related to the 
use of social media.

Interviewer: Lets go back to Facebook, when did you join Facebook?

Patricia: Do I even know when! It was my children who put me inside the 
Facebook. I don’t know (both laugh). But sometimes I read the things that 
are inside the Facebook, […] I don’t write myself, I just look and smile.
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Interviewer: Do you know what goes on Facebook?

Patricia: I know about Facebook. I see what they write and the pictures 
they put .... in fact they were telling me to put WhatsApp on my phone, 
so that we can chat. But I have no time for those things. When you are 
home alone there is no time for that. […]

Interviewer: Are your children on WhatsApp? 

Patricia: yeah! (Sighs) (claps her hands in the air and laughs) Yes, every 
time. In fact I was withdrawing the phones from them.

Interviewer: why?

Patricia: These things have spoilt our children because they are on 
WhatsApp all the time, everywhere. But I don’t have the time! Aaah! 
They are spoiling them in fact. They don’t have any […] now they 
don’t work, help in the house or even read. All their work is to be on 
WhatsApp only. […]

Interviewer: What do you mean by spoiling them? 

Patricia: Because they are on their phones all the time! They are unable 
to work or help me and even read. […] If I could I would remove them 
from WhatsApp because they are too much on them. In fact, I wanted to 
withdraw them […]. I wanted to […] and then when they finish Form 
4 I can give them again. So that at least they can read. But right now, 
when they are in high school they are bad!

Patricia has a rather ambivalent attitude towards social media, she has a 
Facebook profile set up by her children, and she lurks without posting 
anything herself. She has decided to not join WhatsApp, and she is very criti-
cal of her children’s extensive use of WhatsApp, and she has threatened to 
confiscate their phones for a period of time. However, she enjoys watch-
ing pictures posted by her children, and laughs when recalling watching a 
WhatsApp video with a naked woman on her sister’s phone. At first glance, 
her reluctance regarding social media may be assumed to be due to a lack of 
technological skills, but she readily uses her phone to download gospel songs, 
so in fact, her critical stance tends to be more morally motivated, even reveal-
ing a tendency to obsession, as in the case of her reaction to the houseboy 
downloading from pornographic sites.

Patricia: So, they were looking at nakedness. So, I thought to myself, 
what if my child gets hold of the phone and sees pictures of naked 
people? They were playing sex with […] naked! I had to keep quiet and 
then later I asked, do you want your phone charged? He brought it, then 
I called the girl to show me where they were looking and then I deleted 
it. I had to delete because they were naked in fact.

Although probably not attracted to pornographic sites herself, Patricia does 
at least consider it her mission to police the use of the Internet; however, 
this seems to be tilting against windmills. On a more general note, as was 
previously the case in relation to radio, access to knowledge is negotiated in 
the family, and in this case, the single mother, Patricia, has lost control over 
her teenage girls’ access to social media and the dangers of the Internet. 
Knowledge and power are in flux.

05_JAMS_11.2_Nielsen_205-227.indd   222 8/6/19   11:48 AM



Quotidian use of new media and sociocultural change in contemporary …

www.intellectbooks.com  223

discussioN ANd coNcludiNg rEmArks

This article focuses on how ordinary people use communication technologies 
in everyday life and the meaning people ascribe to their uses. The interviewees, 
the experts on their media uses, have participated willingly, but initially many 
found it difficult to relate to fairly simple questions about their media use, 
because it tends to be seamlessly integrated into daily life, whether it involves 
turning on the radio first thing in morning, phoning family and friends, or 
using mobile money transfers to pay school fees. Media use in daily life tends 
to be internalized as partly unconscious tacit knowledge (Nonaka and Takeuchi 
1995), and it is difficult to step back and reflect on one’s own media use. 
However, as the interviews developed, it turned out that the interviewees had 
interesting untold stories about their media use, waiting to be told.

The article also addresses some methodological challenges. As a child, Eva 
would probably not have been able to explain that her strict father did not 
allow her to listen to the radio because he feared that her knowledge would 
surpass his. Whether it is true or false, that was her hindsight judgement 
of his motivation after she broke away from her father. Eva’s reflections on 
knowledge as power reveal interesting and ambivalent information that may 
be difficult to interpret. In studies such as this, it is a major challenge to find 
ways to uncover, analyse and interpret conflict-ridden social actions and tacit 
knowledge. In this case the prerequisites for the analysis and interpretation 
have been presented in details, so that the readers can judge for themselves. 
On the other hand, if studies do not face these challenges, then the analyses 
and interpretations will be inadequate and marred by major omissions. 

Analytically identifying the underlying impact of the quotidian media use 
likewise presents a challenge. When married women repeatedly emphasize 
that their primary use of the mobile phone is to stay in contact with their natal 
family back home, then it is obviously of great importance to them. But, how 
should the impact of this, at first sight, rather banal use of the phone, be inter-
preted? Traditionally, in most Kenyan ethnic groups, women, once married, 
are supposed to move in and live with their husband’s family (Murphy and 
Priebe 2011: 8). Historically, this uprooting from the maternal family has kept 
women vulnerable and subordinate, deprived of significant access to their 
basic social network. For many married women, the recent access to mobile 
phones has enabled them to re-establish their maternal and social networks, 
or for the newly wed to maintain them, thus making women better connected 
and less vulnerable. In combination with other contextual factors, for exam-
ple, being better informed because of schooling, and increased exposure to 
alternative family structures in the media, women are at least potentially in a 
stronger position to negotiate their sociocultural rights in marriage. However, 
married women’s expressed connectivity with maternal family do not in itself 
substantiate this far-reaching line of reasoning, nor is there an unequivocal 
causal link between married women’s mobile usage and increasing challenges 
to the patriarchal family structures.

The aim of the analytical bricolage has neither been to present an exhaus-
tive analysis of the included comprehensive concepts like space, knowledge 
and power neither has it been the intention to claim that these concepts are 
the only relevant concepts to study, quite the opposite, to study people’s view 
on for example time, mobility and religion might have been just as relevant 
concepts and provided insights in other processes of social change. Instead the 
aim has been to demonstrate that the quotidian uses of new communication 
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technologies interrelate with real and far-reaching processes of sociocultural 
change although more often evolutionary rather than revolutionary.

The time when old men met and listened to the radio in the homes of 
the affluent few is long gone, and the old men’s group bonds and privileged 
position have been weakened because most households now have had access 
to news over the radio. To some extent, the history of radio listening has been 
reproduced in television viewing, especially in rural areas where television 
penetration is low. Although not exclusively, the men are the ones who meet 
to watch news together in public spaces and in private homes. However, 
today these spaces do not play the same privileged role as they did previously, 
they might to some extent play a role of inclusion–exclusion, but when it 
comes to access to information the boundaries are fluid and news consump-
tion, whatever medium involved, takes place predominantly in the domestic 
space. Also, owing to the liberalization of the electronic media, the official 
news source, KBC, has lost its privileged position to a variety of information 
sources, from local vernacular radio and national private radio and television 
stations, to transnational news providers like Al-Jazeera and BBC World.

When it comes to gender and space the findings in this article at a general 
level corroborated with Tamale’s (2004) theoretical point about the gender 
segregation and subordination of women. The analyses have clearly demon-
strated that men still tend to physically dominate public space, but young men 
watching action movies and sports in video parlours do not uphold the patri-
archal power structure in the same way as the old men did with their privi-
leged access to knowledge. Women are still mainly restricted to the domestic 
spaces, the church and the market. However, the domestic space has changed 
in almost all communication ecologies. The intrusion of new communica-
tion technologies has reconfigured the domestic space. First of all, the mobile 
phone has provided most women increased connectivity with family and social 
networks and social media have provided access to parallel online spaces thus 
dramatically expanding the domestic space. Second, the media have given 
women and young people access to information previously reserved for old 
men and access to entertainment, from radio and television talk shows to 
Nigerian soaps and films, that negotiate sociocultural values. These changes 
create many small cracks in the foundation of the Kenyan patriarchal hegem-
ony, cracks that are recognized by both men and women. 

Consequently, the findings reveal significant ambiguities in relation to 
gender. On the one hand the gender segregation is prevailing in rural as well 
as urban areas and the cultural tradition has been conveyed to the younger 
generation in a reconfigured way. Thus, it is important to emphasize that the 
processes of sociocultural change discussed in this article occur in a society 
with very strong, internalized, traditional gender roles and deeply ingrained 
community power structures, so the social situation is characterized by signifi-
cant social stability, constancy and inertia. On the other hand, fundamental 
dynamics are continuously challenging traditional power structures related 
to knowledge, space and gender on individual, family and societal levels. It 
seems that the pillars of the patriarchal structures are slowly eroding. 

To conclude, Kenya has recently witnessed significant ruptures related 
to social instability and political crises, such as the post-election violence of 
2007–08. These ruptures caused dramatic ethnic and political instability, and 
changes that might, at least temporarily, be consistent with Lewin’s stage 
model. In various ways, the communication technologies available played 
roles in these crises: ethnically run local radio stations and social media were 
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used to incite conflict and violence in the post-election violence in 2007–08 
(Mäkinen and Kuira 2008; Wachanga 2011), and the crowdsourcing website, 
Ushahidi, was established to document these violent acts through crisis 
mapping (Bing 2015; Meier 2012). However, equilibrium was eventually 
restored in the studied area, which was one of the central settings for the 
post-election violence. Apparently, actual processes of sociocultural change 
rarely follow Lewin’s sequential stage model of change, but instead more 
closely correspond to Greenwood and Levin’s construct of a continuous, 
open-ended process. This calls for a new media studies paradigm, where 
continuity and inertia are more seriously taken into account when assess-
ing the fundamental interrelationships between new media and long-lasting 
processes of sociocultural change.

The findings of this explorative study provide some essential pieces of an 
understanding of the greater puzzle of the interrelationships between new media 
and processes of sociocultural change. Complexities, ambiguities, continuities, 
ruptures and inertia are key characteristics. Hopefully future research will 
contribute further pieces, so that a truly contextualized theory may be developed. 
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