
Presentation workshop 
Phones, mobility, borders and limits 
 
Wotro Programme and Case studies: 
 
Mobility, ICT and social hierarchies:  
West Cameroon, Central Chad, Mali (3 MA’s), North-Angola, South-East Angola, Cape 
Town-Luanda, Casamance in Senegal, Sudan. 
Marginal regions 
 
Qualitative methods 
Ethnographic approach with Historical dimension: Interdisciplinary 
Comparative perspective 
 
In this presentations focus on borders, limits and access and we’ll try to arrive at some points 
of comparison: 
 
Borders and limits: border offers possibilities and limits people: does the coming of the 
mobile phone change the modalities in this respect? 
This ties in with the issue of access  
Access we may discuss in various levels: indiv, local, regional, nat, internat, intercontinental 
 
The following case studies of the programme will be dealt with during the workshop: 
Western Cameroon/South Africa/ Netherlands 
Papers by Tangie Fonchingong and Henrietta Nyamnjoh 
 
Casamance/Senegal 
Paper by Fatima Diallo. 
 
Northern Angola/RDC: 
In precolonial times, Northern Angola and adjacent Bas-Congo came to form one cultural 
region. Although the degree of central authority in the region is subject to debate, the entire 
region belonged to the sphere of influence of the Kongo kingdom. The colonial border is 
therefore artificial and bears no relation whatsoever with geographical, cultural, social, 
linguistic, religious, political or economical borders. 
For this reason the border is generally seen as cumbersome, a hindrance to usual social, 
political and economic contacts. This also plays a role in ideological sense: there are even 
some people in the region who express dreams about a Kongo state, that ‘reunites’ the 
Kikongo-speaking areas.  
On some occasions, however, the border was also used by people to their advantage, but even 
then only to avoid worse circumstances. During colonial times people opted for either side of 
the border: initially taxation and colonial control were higher in Belgian Congo, and rather 
some people migrated to Portuguese Angola. But when a rebellion in 1913 was violently 
suppressed by the Portuguese, net migration to Belgian Congo was higher again. Also as 
educational, health services and job opportunities became higher in Belgian many people 
from Northern Angola moved. In this way Léopoldville (now Kinshasa) rather than Luanda 
became the region’s centre and focus of aspiration.  
During the nationalist (1961-1974) and postcolonial war (1974 to 2002, with intervals), the 
borders was used by people to reach a safe place: over half a million people fled from 
northern  Angola to Congo/Zaire.  



During the war the border was sharply felt in the sense that most Angola refugees had a strong 
sense of ‘return’:  when the Portuguese and the nationalist movements signed a truce, many 
people returned to North Angola, but as soon after war started again, most of them had to flee 
again.  
After the war ended in 2002, 2 years later mobile telephony also came to the region. It is 
telling that at first only a company from RDC had network in the region: climbing a hill and 
holding the mobile phones high up would work.  A year after the Angolan companies unitel 
and movicel also came, but still only to the major towns: the rural areas further than some 
20km from a town, were not reached. People find it extremely convenient that they are able to 
call to RDC, even though it is rather expensive. 
 
South-East Angola/Namibia:  
The same holds true for the border zone between Namibia and Angola along the Kavango 
river.  
Map: for rather a stretch the Kavango river (over 400km) forms the border between Namibia 
and Angola. This is in itself illogical, as a river rather forms a centre than a border: offering 
possibilities for transport and hence communication, trade, visits, etc. The Kavango is a life-
line, just as the other rivers in the region are. In south-east Angola the name of a river is also 
given as the answer to the question ‘where were you born,’: it is ‘home’, rather than a border. 
The official international border is formed by the Kavango, but the mental border area is the 
dry area more to the North, where the cultural region of The Kavango ends and that of the so-
called ‘Nyemba’ begins. Oftentimes people from across the river are not regarded as 
‘Angolan’, they are just from ‘across the river’. ‘Angolans’ are people from the Nyemba 
cultural area or elsewhere in Angola. 
 Many of these so-called Nyemba have moved into the Kavango Region: labourers 
were recruited over the border and Rundu was a rallying point for such workers on their way 
to the mines in South Africa. So throughout the colonial era migrants from angola came to 
settle in the region. As war started in south-east Angola in the course of the 1960s, lasting 
with intervals until 2002, people from south-east Angola fled to Namibia, sometimes through 
zambia.  Much of the region was emptied of inhabitants, although new people were brought in 
from Angola’s Central Highlands. During this time, border patrols were rather frequent and it 
was very risky, but still people managed to get over the border and also a lot of smuggling 
took place. 
Soon after the peace the mobile phone came to south-east Angola and also here, it was a 
Namibian company that  started operating first along the border in Angola. As in the north the 
Angolan companies only entered later. Also here people are happy that they can call with 
relatives in Angola, but they find it very expensive. People sometimes have to save up to 
months to make a phone call. Also the network is often down. In Northern Namibia, network 
reach is relatively dense, but in Angola it is only the kavango river and the major town that 
are within reach. Poorer people, in south-east Angola, but also in Northern Namibia do not 
have a cell phone. Like this family: father, mother, son and niece: none of them has a mobile 
phone, for poverty. 
 
Borders also exist in regional terms. In Angola for example fast internet connections can only 
be made in the central economic and political regions, the diamond and the oil region. The 
country is really divided in this sense, although politicians come to launch new technologies 
with much aplomb (int sony). 
Thus a young teacher in Northern Angola complained: ‘We are at 1, they are at 2, by the time 
we reach 2, they will be at 3’ (int 4). 
 



so we see, independent of the form and history of marginality, a common thread in terms of 
introduction of ICT in these regions:  

- relatively late in time, only partially, haphazard and dysfunctional, forcing people into 
forms of creativity they do not want,  

- the border zone history continues to play an enormous role:  
o In 4 cases – North Angola (RDC), in south-easy Angola (Namibia), in South 

Sudan (Uganda), in Casamance (Gambia) – the mobile phone is brought in 
from a foreign provider. This shows the porosity of the borders, the 
marginality of the mentioned regions: the state’s influence is so limited that 
economic processes in neighbouring state may at times be more important for 
understanding local dynamics. 

o People appreciate that they can call internationally, but international tariffs are 
extremely high, especially in these poor regions. But people seek all kinds of 
ways to circumvent these high costs, especially at the intercontinental level 
there are many examples of this (Cameroon). 

- In these regions analphabetism plays a huge role and on top linguistic complexity is 
often an issue. In south-east Angola many people do not manage to compose an email 
message. In Northern Angola this is as such not the issue, but writing in Kikongo or 
Lingala is something else than speaking, while the formal languages, French and 
Portuguese may be different for the people communicating. 

 
- Geographically speaking, we may conceive of ‘access’ in terms of circles if reach.  

o towns in central regions may have very fast connections, a high number of 
connection points (such as internet cafes, phone kiosks or all may have their 
own cell phone).  

o the countryside in central regions is usually within reach, although there may 
be network problems, electricity problems (for the batteries). 

o Towns in ‘marginal’ regions are in reach but people may face many problems. 
o In the countryside of ‘marginal’ regions there is often no reach at all. 

Within these gradual circles of reach, there are people who are able to use the options 
available to the full (rich people). Other people can only make use of the options partially. 
And yet others not at all.  
In the rural areas, there are people who can overcome the limits (for example through a 
generator, an expensive thuraya satellite), people who have to search for flexible and creative 
ways to make things work (lend from neighbours) and people who do not have possibilities to 
make any use of new ICT. 
 
These circles en lines are nearly always and everywhere in congruence with political and 
social hierarchies; in this sense nothing changes or existing hierarchies are intensified.  
But nearly everyone now has some additional possibilities to communicate and nearly all 
make as much use of this as they can. In this manner the ties within the strings of people are 
strengthened or new ties created. In this manner, people manage to create new possibilities 
through new ICT.  
An example is the uncle in south-east Angola who is now in contact with Dominga in North 
Namibia: his 5 year old daughter is being educated in Namibia. This is a new possibility: 
during the war this could not have happened. Contact between the families is irregular, 
however and they can see nor hear each other as often as they wish. They may occasionally 
call through the mobile phone, send letters and a picture through travelling people, and see 
other once a year on the average. So the border is overcome (politically, financially: it is 
expensive to pay for education in Nam), but only partially so. 



These examples show that in all respects new ICT cannot be described in terms of mere 
access or statistics of users: the conditions of access, the limits to putting ICT to use, the 
creativity with which people overcome problems, regional differences, etc all play a role. 
International borders can thereby sometimes be used as an asset, or can function as extreme 
barriers to contact and travel. ICT may help these, but in the cases discussed here only 
partially so. It is in this manner that grand political and economic structures acquire meaning, 
play a role and are dealt with in people’s daily lives.  
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