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BOOK REVIEW
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Paddy Scannell
Department of Communication Studies

University of Michigan

The impact of new technologies has always been a central concern of communication and media
studies. Mostly the focus has been on their social uptake by users—it used to be called “uses and
gratifications”—with less attention paid to the prior question of their roll out; the business of their
introduction, distribution, and promotion. These two “moments” (business roll out; purchase and
use) are of course quite separate, but they do (indeed must) interact with each other. The uptake
of mobile phones in Africa has been rapid and spectacular . . . but how did it come about, how
was it possible and, as it got going, how did the situations and circumstances of ordinary Africans
shape and structure the use of mobile phones? The three books under review provide an initial
answer to these questions from very different perspectives.

Russell Southwood, who runs an online publishing company specializing in telecoms, the
Internet, and broadcasting in Africa, has written a corporate history of Celtel, based on extensive
interviews with those involved in its development. His narrative is a useful introduction not just to
the complexities of introducing the cell phone in Africa but, more generally, to the beginnings of
home-grown pan-African businesses and a new generation of successful African entrepreneurs.
The development of the cell phone business in Africa today exemplifies the accelerating pace
of change in the continent—the transition from the old to the new Africa. The old elites were
interested in power and politics. The new elites are interested in business and innovation.

Celtel, as it is called today, is one of the leading mobile phone companies in Africa. Its
major competitors include Safaricom (Kenya), and two South African companies, MTN (Mobile
Telephone Networks) and Vodacom. Celtel was founded by Mo Ibraham, an ex-pat Sudanese
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who worked in BT (British Telecom) before quitting in 1997 to found MSI, Mobile Systems
International. He faced many obstacles in getting going as Southwood’s account vividly illus-
trates. For one thing there was the tricky matter of working in a pervasive political culture of
bribery and kickbacks. Then there was the even more hazardous process of trying to start up a
business in war torn countries such as Congo or Angola. And when these had been negotiated
there was the vexed problem of getting people to pay for the service after the purchase of a
phone. Ibrahim began operating in Uganda because it was one of the first countries to liberal-
ize its economy in the early 1990s, inviting inward investment from global business and finance
and guaranteeing transparent and fair competition for franchises. MSI set up its own network
in partnership with Vodaphone and in competition with MTN. It was assumed that cell phones
were a luxury item for urban elites and the business operated on the standard billing system in
which customers paid monthly, in arrears, on the basis of usage. The problem was that no one
ever paid up, in spite of being taken to court and—in desperation—named and shamed in the
Kampala press. The solution to the problem was found by MTN who, in 1999, introduced the
first pre-paid phone cards. Customers bought scratch cards with a certain calling value that was
then loaded into their phone when the PIN on the scratch card was entered (Southwood, 2008).

Almost all African countries run on cash rather than credit. The take off of the cell phone in
Africa began with the scratch card for it allowed everyone—rich and poor—to manage their use
of the new technology without depending on credit or running up debt. It made a viable business
of the mobile phone and, in the years that followed the introduction of scratch cards, the cell
phone spread throughout the continent as its potential benefits began to be realized. It is a text-
book case of innovation and discovery—of working out the communicative affordances of a new
technology (what can be done with it; what it’s good for) by finding new and unanticipated appli-
cations and uses for it. What began as a luxury good for urban elites quickly spread throughout
African societies, and for this to happen a whole range of adjustments and transformations were
needed to make the cell phone not only available to ordinary Africans but also serviceable and
useful for them.

As all three books remind us, the vast majority of ordinary Africans are poor in ways that
are far below North American and European notions of poverty. The business roll out of the cell
phone has been accomplished not in spite of but in recognition of this elementary fact. A viable
business depends on making a profit and in Africa this has meant adjusting not just to what the
poor can afford, but to what they need and want. Sub-Saharan Africa (which all three books
are mostly about) has at best some, but often no working infrastructure in good repair outside
of South Africa. The cell phone has proved to be a powerful device for overcoming the lack of
phone lines, wired electricity, roads, and affordable transport, enabling people in the country and
the city to connect with each other and to do business in new ways. One of the most striking
innovations that has made a real difference in peoples’ lives is Safaricom’s M-PESA (M for
mobile: pesa, money in Swahili). Very few people in Africa have bank accounts or credit cards.
Most live in the country and their nearest bank is in a town or city that may be anything up to a
week’s walk away. M-PESA is a mobile alternative to banking, allowing subscribers to transfer
money via SMS (short message service) text messages. At any post office or shop that is an
M-PESA agent customers can buy digital credit, which they transfer to their phones for use in
various ways. A very important application is to switch money to another mobile phone user
who can then redeem it as cash at their own nearby agent. Vodacom, thus far pitched to minority
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BOOK REVIEW 161

white customers, is now (in late 2010) introducing M-PESA as a service for the black and colored
South African majority.

Nathan Eagle tells of a water pump company in Nairobi whose business for many years
depended on selling its pumping systems to villages throughout the country. Now the company
installs the pump as a loss-leader, but with a solar panel and cell phone attached: the villagers get
the pump for free and use M-PESA to buy water in small quantities as they need it. In small but
real ways the cell phone makes people’s daily lives easier, saving them time and effort in getting
about from one place to another in order to do necessary business. Electricity, where available, is
pre-paid. In Rwanda until recently electricity users had to travel to the capital, Kigali, and then
wait in line to top up their accounts. This was a frequent and tedious chore, since only a small
amount of electricity could be paid for up front by most users. The local cell phone company
(SMSMedia) teamed up with ElectroGaz (Rwanda’s national gas and electricity supplier) to pro-
duce scratch cards that could be used to purchase electricity via mobile phone. There was a thirty
percent uptake within a year (Ekine, 2010).

Different users have different needs. Inge Brinkman, Francis B. Nyamnjoh, and Mirjam de
Bruijn show what the mobile phone means to women in their case study of Khartoum, Sudan. In
this Muslim society the cell phone enables women to have greater control over the organization
of their lives in the context of prevailing male-defined norms of conduct and behavior. It is
used for courtship, gift-exchange practices, entertainment, and business. It is valued for its new
affordances while giving rise to anxieties about its impact on custom and tradition (de Bruijn,
et al., 2009). That ambivalence is also noted in Thomas Molony’s study of the use of mobile
phones by workers in Tanzania’s tomato and potato trade. There are three key groups in this
business: the farmers, the lorry drivers, and the traders and wholesalers who help the farmers
to sell their products. For two of these groups, the lorry drivers and the farmers, the mobile
phone is clearly useful. In principle, that is; in practice disadvantages of cost and unreliability
of the network make the mobile phone’s use of questionable value. Among the traders, the third
group, there are those who regard the phone with suspicion. Their jobs depend on good working
relations with the farmers and they prefer face to face contact and interaction as a way of doing
their business (de Bruijn, et al., 2009).

The cell phone is becoming an important tool in the economic life of ordinary Africans, but
it is other things as well—a small object of desire; a status symbol. And it is good for sociable
talk as well. In a charming essay on the life history of a single phone, Julia Pfaff examines
the meaning of “Swahiliness.” The phone starts its life in the possession of a Canadian visiting
Zanzibar. When she leaves, she gives the phone to the daughter of the family she was staying
with. It is at first a treasured object and used to chat with friends. But soon the girl wants to
upgrade and asks her younger brother to help. He trades it at one of the ubiquitous phone stores
to be found in any town, and a young man now buys it because he is going to the big city (Dar es
Salaam) and thinks he will need it there. Eventually, when his business plans do not work out he
returns home to Pemba, selling the phone for a pittance back to a phone shop. By now the phone
is “old” and unattractive. It was still in the shop when Pfaff checked up on it for the last time
(de Bruijn, et al., 2009). The new anthropology of material culture pioneered by Daniel Miller
(1998, 2008) teaches us that things are never just inert objects, mere stuff and clutter in our lives.
They have a life of their own which is intimately connected with the life of their owners. Small
everyday things are life-defining because they are part of people’s lives.
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Ownership of and access to phones are still problems for many people in many parts of the
continent. But practical solutions are being found, in many cases by resourceful users. Most
Africans cannot afford a mobile phone of their own, and it is common for one phone to be shared
by four or more individuals. For those who do have mobiles, calls can be expensive. To save on
costs, many African mobile users practice “beeping” (or in French biper) or “flashing,” in which
a caller phones a friend but disconnects before she answers. The person phoned gets a missed call
message with the caller’s number. The call may have a prearranged meaning: “I’m at the place
we agreed to meet,” for instance. It may just mean “I’m thinking of you,” or “please call back.”
Beeping costs users nothing but is still a cost for the network. Accordingly, Safaricom (and later,
Vodacom) has added a “flashback” service to the package it offers its customers, giving every
subscriber five free SMS messages with a single predefined massage: “Please call me. Thank
you.”

For those who cannot afford a phone there is the privately owned phone booth, a regional
variation on the public payphones installed by telecom companies. These have sprung up across
the continent, and are discussed in illuminating detail by Walter gam Nkwi in his contribution
to Mobile Phones: The New Talking Drums of Everyday Africa. Buea, in the Anglophone south-
west of Cameroon, has a population of around ninety thousand. There are about 550 call booths
honeycombed throughout the city. It is a micro-business with micro-profits, for people just man-
aging to scrape by in a country whose economy is in bad shape. Someone buys a cell phone as a
small business venture. They must then apply to their local council for a license to run a public
phone booth and then hire a carpenter to build the booth. Then they buy time from an MTN
dealer for two kinds of transaction: conversational calls and money transfers. Pricing is crucial in
this highly competitive market, as customers literally have hundreds of options. Some people run
their business themselves, sitting in the phone booth for many hours each day. Some subcontract
to students trying to raise money toward their education. The profit margins are tiny, but it is a
way of surviving—just.

Thus far I have reviewed the economic and social uses of mobile phones. Their use for broadly
political purposes is the theme of Sokari Ekine’s collection of essays on mobile activism in
Africa. Ekine is a self-described “African woman activist,” and her contributors are likewise
involved in on- and offline social advocacy and human rights work. As Ekine notes in her
introduction, “The protests following the Iranian elections, the Mumbai bombings and the G20
summit in London, in which mobile phones played a central role in organizing, mobilizing, com-
municating and disseminating information across the world in real time, show the actual and
potential power of citizen’s journalism in times of crisis” (Ekine, 2010, p. ix). The essays that
follow explore the democratizing potential and limitations of mobile and Internet technology as
agencies of social change in Africa today. Tania Notley and Becky Faith, for instance, work for
the Tactical Technology Collective and have developed a toolkit for the use of mobile technol-
ogy (Mobiles-in-a-box) in campaigning and advocacy work. Several authors report on projects
that use mobile technologies to advance human rights and social justice for women and children:
Berna Ngolobe in Uganda, Anil Nadoo in KwaZulu Natal, and Bukeni Waruzi in the Democratic
republic of Congo. Joshua Goldstein and Juliana Rotich discuss the role of digitally networked
technology in Kenya’s 2007–2008 postelection crisis (Ekine, 2010).

There the mobile phone was a key tool in igniting the violence that flared up in the aftermath
of a rigged general election. SMS messages were sent not only to incite hatred between the differ-
ent ethnic groups in the country (mainly Kikuyu and Luo) but also to coordinate collective acts of
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violence and destruction. On the other hand, the mobile phone quickly became a vital resource in
monitoring, recording, and publicizing the bush fires of violence throughout the country. Within
a week a small group of concerned Kenyans (including Rotich) launched an online campaign to
create awareness at home and overseas of the spreading violence. Ushahidi (Swahili for “testi-
mony” or “witness”) used the concept of crowdsourcing (out-sourcing tasks to an undefined large
number of people—or crowds) to gather data from eyewitnesses of acts of violence. Information
was submitted by emails and SMS messages and then placed by the coordinators on a Google
map. Ushahidi subsequently became the name of the open source software developed for that site
and has since been improved, released freely, and used by activists to map humanitarian crises as
they occur around the world (http://en.wiki.org/wiki/Ushahidi).

These three very different books—one by academic anthropologists; one by political and
social activists; and one a promotional account of a business by a businessman—build up a
fascinatingly rich and complex picture of the cell phone in Africa today. In many countries the
political authorities began to liberalize and open up their economies in the 1990s. The widespread
uptake of the mobile phone in the following decade, with all its ramified economic, politi-
cal, cultural, and social impacts and implications, is a key indicator of the growing surge in
modernization throughout the continent. It is becoming increasingly clear that the question of
technology is crucial to any understanding of what is happening in the world of today and tomor-
row. Technologies do make history. They are key instruments of change because they transform
the material basis of day-to-day life for people everywhere. With what effect and consequences
is of course the question. As we learn from all of the contributors to the books under review,
the uptake of new things is not some simple top-down process: technologies do not fall from
the skies like manna from heaven, nor are they simply imposed on the masses from above. The
roll out of cell phones in Africa is not—as in the critical paradigm—a further instance of the
exploitative character of global capitalism, yet another imposition of the West on “the Rest.” In
its uptake in Africa, both service providers and users have impacted each other to define and
redefine the mobile phone beyond what has been made of it as a lifestyle appliance in Europe
and North America. Not Facebook, Twitter, and tweeting, but M-PESA, flashing, and beeping:
from uses and gratifications, to uses and applications.
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