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Upon entering the beautiful Figi Hotel in Zeist, The Netherlands, the atmosphere immediately 

strikes me as unfamiliar. This is not the research environment that I am used to; instead it has 

the atmosphere of a business meeting. Listening to the various contributions confirms this 

impression: while the conference is called ‘Africa Works’, we learn more about the workings 

of Dutch companies that happen to be active in Africa. As such this is interesting, but in the 

case there is little reason to pretend this is about Africa really. It is about Dutch positions in 

the global market structures of economic exchange, with ‘Africa’ as a market and economic 

field. The issue thereby is not ‘Africa’ at all but cost-effectiveness. And as such I have 

nothing against cost-effectiveness, but then again, is it fruitful to state this is about Africa at 

all? 

I start wondering. Perhaps there is no problem. Perhaps if these same companies were 

operating in The Netherlands and a conference would be held, we would also learn nothing 

much about The Netherlands, but also hear more about doing business in general. But in that 

case, would there have been a similar stress on ‘The Netherlands’ as a concept? I do not think 

so.  

Why is an image of ‘Africa’ created here? As indicated nothing much is said about 

daily life in Africa at all in the overall set-up. Yet the impression given of ‘Africa’ as a 

generalized emblem is strongly optimistic and positive: the tone that accompanies the concept 

‘Africa Works!’ is exhumed also in many of the plenary sessions. Now of course, there are 

positive developments in specific sectors of many African countries and it is a good thing to 

pay attention to that. And probably doing business requires some optimism…  

Yet why is it that a decade ago, the image of ‘Africa’ was very different? Then it was 

nearly all doom and gloom, and the word ‘Africa’ had a strongly negative ring to it. At that 

time Europe’s position in the world economy was still different from now. If the need for 

European expertise, know-how and funding could be stressed, perhaps the tide could still be 

turned. At present, it is clear that Europe is in a crisis and that the continent faces many 

‘challenges’ (which is used in the language of businesspeople as synonymous for ‘problem’, 

but ‘challenge’ has a more attractive and exciting ring to it than ‘problem’). Confronted with 

national debts, unemployment and bank crises and on top facing fierce competition from 

countries like China and India, Europe is actively and urgently searching for new 

opportunities, new markets and new business partners. ‘Africa needs us and we need Africa’, 

one speaker started his presentation. This situation calls for a far more positive image of 

Africa than the doom-and-gloom-picture used for so long.  

The problem is that there is no balance in the images presented. That is also not 

necessary, because the changing images are not there to reflect African realities; they are 

meant as a business tool for Dutch companies active on the African continent. Depending on 
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the economic opportunities and ‘challenges’ of the day the image changes. Whether the image 

is simplified or not is not an issue. Whether Africans think that ‘Africa works’ or not does not 

matter. 

 With all this on my mind I enter the room to attend the workshop entitled: ‘The depth 

of Africa’s ICT revolution’, with as Panel Members: 

Jasper Groβkurth: Managing Director at Research Solutions Africa 

Ben White: Founder of VC4Africa (Venture Capital for Africa) 

Femi Longe: Co-founder of CC-Hub (Co-Creation Hub, Nigeria) 

Mirjam de Bruijn: Professor of African Studies at Leiden University and ASC 

 

As Jasper Groβkurth opens the session, he starts with a quote from the Kenyan media agent 

Salim Amin: ‘The mobile phone has a larger impact on Africa than colonization.’ This 

immediately reflects a difference with the general set-up of the conference. Here the first 

thing we hear is an African perspective. Also the subsequent introduction offers a far more 

balanced analysis of African realities than the general image of ‘Africa’ presented at the 

conference. Jasper stresses that the aim of the session is to go beyond the newly created 

stereotype of ICT in Africa (i.e. a Maasai herdsman in traditional attire with a Blackberry) and 

to establish whether or not the introduction of new ICT in Africa was all that revolutionary. 

What changes did new ICT actually bring about in Africa? 

 It goes without saying that the amount of mobile phone and internet users in Africa is 

quickly growing, although probably by now the South African market is saturated. 

Connecting to world-wide social and business networks, accessing information in a 

worldwide setting, sending money through mobile phone systems, creating statistical material, 

offering new business opportunities: the mobile phone and internet have offered many 

possibilities to many Africans. Yet, Jasper also points out that some Africans skip a meal to 

buy credit, that internet scams occur on an intensified scale, that outbursts of violence are 

sometimes organized ad-hoc through the mobile phone, that repressive governments may use 

new ICT to monitor and control their citizens, etc.  

 Ben White’s contribution stresses the more optimistic aspects of new business 

opportunities through new ICT in Africa, but clearly reasoning from within African realities. 

Many African governments regard the youthfulness of Africa’s populations as a risk, but Ben 

stresses that there are also good reason to see the young as an asset. In many developing 

nations, no middle-class entrepreneurs exist and perhaps young people could start to fill in 

precisely this gap between large-scale and micro-entrepreneurs. He thereby distinguishes 

between people who do business out of necessity and people who regard business as an 

opportunity. The latter group often has creative ideas that can be used to scale up their 

companies from a micro- to a middle-range level. The aim of VC4Africa is to facilitate this 

process by creating networks between such businesses.  

 Femi Longe explains that CC-Hub in Nigeria is trying to achieve this, while not being 

focused on money-making (as is not an illogical aim of many young entrepreneurs), but 

addressing a real need in society and attempting to find a solution for it. He views CC-hub in 

terms of social entrepreneurship that fulfills the roles of the NGO sector, civil society and 

business at once. In his paper Femi offers various examples in the realm of political 

accountability (as insight into public finance is geared through new ICT), civil activism 

(through tweets and SMS), education (through the development of a quiz on the school 

curriculum).  

 Mirjam de Bruijn’s introduction is less focused on business opportunities and as a 

consequence less positive than the other two contributions. In the programme ‘Mobile Africa 

Revisited’ that she co-ordinates, research is carried out in so-called marginal regions of Africa 



and the conclusions should lead us to temper our expectations. Apart from the so-called 

‘digital gap’ and problems in the realm of electricity (to charge mobile phone batteries), 

political events in Africa may also lead to exclusion of groups of people in terms of 

communication. Furthermore the aggressive and manipulative sales’ strategies of many of the 

companies require scrutiny; in the Sahel many people regard the South African companies 

active in the market as a new kind of colonization. The multinationals also attempt to prevent 

small-scale businesses from developing in their shadow and keep the profits entirely within 

their orbit. Mirjam ends the introduction with a completely different quote than the one with 

which we started: in 1880 the introduction of the telegraph into the colonies was regarded as 

the major revolutionary change in the history of mankind. Perhaps we need to study the past 

so as to put the concept ‘ICT revolution’ into perspective. 

 

After these introductions the discussion leads us into various directions. Also here the general 

discrepancy between the contributors continues. Just as an example: Femi stresses the new 

forms of empowerment that the new media allow for (eg citizens directly protesting against 

political policies on the Presidential Facebook account!), while Mirjam wonders whether the 

companies have become a kind of new states. In other words, the academic has more 

reservations about the ‘opportunities’ that new ICT offer than the panel members from the 

business sector. Yet, it is clear that all take African realities as their starting point. We discuss 

the possibilities and limitations of ICT in fighting illiteracy, the ways in which young 

entrepreneurs can or cannot negotiate with CEOs of the larger companies, the positive change 

or the continuing hierarchies in gender and generation with ICT, the shameless profits and 

pro-poor strategies of the companies active in new ICT in Africa. All this is clearly about 

whether or not Africa works and about the workings of life in Africa. The session does not 

end with facile conclusions, but has offered a balanced, albeit rather divided, picture of the 

limits and possibilities of new ICT on the African continent. In this, the workshop took a very 

different approach to ‘Africa Works!’ than the overall set-up of the conference. 

 

 


