
Introduction to workshop 9-10 December 2010 
 
Mobile Phones: the new talking drums of Everyday Africa? 
 
 
Welcome to everybody.  
 
Why organise this workshop? 
ICTs and development: the combination of these two words is becoming standard in 
development and policy circles. Discussions about access, information society, phone 
activism and human rights, economic development, e-learning, etc are becoming ever 
more frequent. By now a spate of studies exist on the ‘impact’ of new ICT. 
For instance in the recently published ‘Information economy report 2010, ICT’s, 
Entreprises and Poverty alleviation’. Many of such studies express high expectations 
for development. In this case it reads: ‘improved access to ICTs leads to poverty 
reduction’.   
As studies indicate (Donner 2008; Aker 2010), these are expectations that lack 
profound empirical evidence. There is a lot to be understood before we should all 
‘jump on the information technology bandwagon’. 
 
Why Africa? 
In the discussions on ICT and development there are clear assumptions about Africa: 
Africa ‘lags behind’, needs development and ICT are interpreted in the light of that 
assumption. Whereas in other regions no connection is made between ICT and 
development: for Africa this is nearly always the case. Statistics are produced about 
access and indeed: relatively speaking people in Africa have less access to new ICT. 

Recent statistics of the ITU (International Telecommunication Union; UN 
Agency for ICT) show this for both mobile phone use, but also for broadband 
connections (show figures on slides). Internal differentiation in Africa is growing 
(compare Southern Africa (Botswana, South Africa) with Chad or CAR. The relative 
price for ICT services is highest in Africa, the region with the lowest income levels 
(show picture).  

Nevertheless the expectations for development are high: usually this is caught 
merely in terms of access: if access is increased all will be well. The expectations are 
especially high where it concerns the mobile phone. African countries have shown the 
highest growth in mobile phone use. In the discussions on development and ICT no 
differentiation is made. Access = access. This amounts to technological determinism: 
if this or that technology is ‘implanted’ somewhere, this or that will automatically 
happen.  

Our research has however shown that ICT are very differently used by people 
and become embedded in local patterns of communication and also come to function 
in a context of social hierarchies. Within one society new ICT may mean very 
different things for different groups of people. This clearly proves technological 
determinism wrong: one technology does not mean the same thing for all. 
 
Expectations for development are situated in different domains: 

- Economic;  
o markets, information flows, 
o Enterprises and innovation 
o access to banking;  



o technology on the phone may be revolutionary: mobile internet 
etcetera…. 

- Social: what will happen to social relating? Social networks? Especially the 
latter is hardly known; 

- Political: human rights, activism 
- Educational:  
- Health: 
- etc  

 
When development is caught in statistics, very often a positive trend can be presented. 
But such statistics hide a lot of information 
who are connected? Whose development are we talking about? And what about 
politics and repression? What are the differences in phone use, and outcomes? How 
are social networks, internal and externally oriented, influenced by this mobile phone 
use? 
Statistics are also hiding a lot of inventiveness and creativity that can hardly be 
measured. People who do not have a mobile phone but use a one of relatives of 
friends are not included in ‘access’ statistics, for example. 
 
Presentation of Mobile Africa Revisited  
(give a slide with an overview of projects and names) 
Since 2008 we are working with a team of researchers in different countries in Africa: 
Chad, Mali, Cameroon, Senegal, Angola, South Africa, and try to understand the way 
mobile phone use is shaping society. We try to understand the mobile phone in 
relation to other communication technologies and to understand it in the history of 
communication patterns of these societies. A central question in our research is how 
social relating is changing, especially within societies that are so spread in space, as 
most African societies we are studying are; we have also chosen to work in regions 
that can be labelled marginal, because in regions where historically there has been a 
lack of infrastructure, the mobile phone may make the biggest difference in terms of 
economic, social and political development.  
 
Social relating and patterns of communication are hard to measure anyhow. Through 
statistics we cannot learn how people make new technologies fit into their lives. 
In our research programme we have chosen to search for those stories behind the 
statistics and therefore adopted a qualitative approach. From the life histories and 
observations and long interviews we develop a view on the changes and try to 
understand what they mean for the ‘end-users’, our African informants. 
 
During this workshop we like to learn from the various people and sectors involved in 
ICT and development; We envisage an exchange between people from the 
development sector, from media/journalism, from business (both development of 
technology as spread of technology), from technological sector and researchers in 
academia.  
 
We hope that this day will function as a platform of exchange of ideas. As was stated, 
we are still in the search for the question if the mobile phone is indeed the new talking 
drum of Africa, and if so how? We propose a very open discussion, and exchange of 
ideas.  
 



 
 
 
  


