
Full Terms & Conditions of access and use can be found at
http://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=raag21

Download by: [Durham University Library] Date: 15 January 2016, At: 02:27

Annals of the American Association of Geographers

ISSN: 2469-4452 (Print) 2469-4460 (Online) Journal homepage: http://www.tandfonline.com/loi/raag21

Mobilities in Rural Africa: New Connections, New
Challenges

Gina Porter

To cite this article: Gina Porter (2016): Mobilities in Rural Africa: New Connections,
New Challenges, Annals of the American Association of Geographers, DOI:
10.1080/00045608.2015.1100056

To link to this article:  http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/00045608.2015.1100056

© 2015 The Author(s). Published with
license by Taylor & Francis Group, LLC© G.
Porter

Published online: 04 Jan 2016.

Submit your article to this journal 

Article views: 48

View related articles 

View Crossmark data

http://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=raag21
http://www.tandfonline.com/loi/raag21
http://www.tandfonline.com/action/showCitFormats?doi=10.1080/00045608.2015.1100056
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/00045608.2015.1100056
http://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=raag21&page=instructions
http://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=raag21&page=instructions
http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/00045608.2015.1100056
http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/00045608.2015.1100056
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/00045608.2015.1100056&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2016-01-04
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/00045608.2015.1100056&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2016-01-04


Mobilities in Rural Africa: New Connections, New
Challenges

Gina Porter

Department of Anthropology, Durham University

Fluid interdependencies of mobility—physical and virtual—are growing rapidly in sub-Saharan Africa: The
remarkable expansion of mobile phone networks is bringing a tangible new dimension of connectivity into
mobility, transport, and access equations on the ground. This article draws on in-depth field research, including
co-investigation with two groups often disadvantaged in their physical mobility, youth and older people, to expli-
cate some current African developments and their departure from prevailing Western-based conceptualizations
of space–time interactions (regarding the potential for space–time flexibility and microcoordination afforded by
mobile phones). Despite the fact that face-to-face interaction is often of great significance in Africa, when the
value attached to personalized relationships is balanced against factors of widespread poverty and irregular, some-
times very dangerous transport, the potential for phone substitution appears greater than in many Western con-
texts. Better distance management through phone use could be particularly closely associated with populations
with very low disposable incomes or those whose physical mobility is limited; for instance, by disability, infirmity,
age, or gender. Key Words: copresence, motorcycle-taxi transport, phones, physical mobility, poverty.

在撒哈拉沙漠以南的非洲, 能动性的流动相互依赖性——实体与虚拟——正快速地成长: 行动电话网络
非比寻常的扩张, 正将连结性的实际新方向, 带进日常生活中的能动性、运输与可及性的均衡。本文运
用深度田野研究, 包含与身体能动性上经常处于不利位置的两大群体——年轻人与老年人——进行共同
调查, 以阐明当前非洲的部分发展, 及其偏离以西方为基础的盛行时空互动概念 (有关行动电话所提供的

时空弹性及微观协调之潜能)。儘管面对面的互动在非洲经常具有相当大的重要性,但当附加于个人化关
係的价值受到广泛的贫穷和不规律且有时是非常危险的交通因素所抵消时, 电话的替代性, 便较诸多西
方的脉络而言更显得重要。透过电话使用进行更佳的远距管理, 特别能与具有微少可支配所得、或是身

体能动性受到诸如残疾、体弱、年龄或性别限制的人口紧密相关。 关键词： 共存, 摩托车—出租车运
输,电话,身体能动性,贫穷。

Fluidas interdependencias de movilidad—f�ısicas y virtuales—est�an creciendo r�apidamente en el �Africa subsahari-
ana. La notable expansi�on de las redes de tel�efonos celulares est�a aportando una nueva dimensi�on tangible de
conectividad dentro de las ecuaciones de movilidad, transporte y acceso en el terreno. Este art�ıculo se basa en
investigaci�on de campo a profundidad, incluyendo la coinvestigaci�on de dos grupos a menudo en desventaja en
lo que a movilidad f�ısica se refiere, la juventud y la gente m�as vieja, para explicar algunos de los actuales desar-
rollos y su alejamiento de las conceptualizaciones dominantes de origen occidental sobre las interacciones espa-
cio-tiempo (en relaci�on con el potencial de la flexibilidad espacio-tiempo y la micro-coordinaci�on que pueden
ofrecer los tel�efonos m�oviles). A pesar del hecho de que la interacci�on cara a cara a menudo reviste gran signi-
ficaci�on en �Africa, cuando el valor asignado a las relaciones personalizadas se compara con factores de pobreza
generalizada y transporte irregular, a veces muy peligroso, el potencial de la sustituci�on por tel�efono aparece m�as
grande de lo que ocurre en muchos contextos occidentales. Un mejor manejo de la distancia mediante el uso
del tel�efono podr�ıa estar estrechamente asociado en particular con poblaciones con muy bajos ingresos a su dis-
posici�on, o con aquellas cuya movilidad f�ısica es limitada; por ejemplo, por discapacidades, enfermedad, edad, o
g�enero. Palabras clave: copresencia, transporte de mototaxismo, tel�efonos, movilidad f�ısica, pobreza.

T
he potential for some substitution of physical by
virtual mobility has long been present in the
West, through the widespread availability of

fixed landlines. For Africa’s poor, by contrast, this has
only become feasible in the last decade, with the

advent of cheap mobile phones (Aker and Mbiti 2010;
Porter 2012; Chavula 2013). Commercial network
coverage, albeit as yet incomplete, is reaching ever-
remoter areas: In off-road villages, airtime offers are
displayed at local kiosks, and a brisk trade in SIM
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cards, airtime, and phone charging (using solar panels)
is commonplace. Sharing of phones among family,
friends, and neighbors reduces capital expenditure in
very poor households, but for many—especially
youth—the phone and its associated running costs are
a priority, sometimes even above food. Phone contact
in Africa is now commonly perceived not merely as a
significant conduit for business interactions but, above
all, as key to the everyday maintenance of the social
networks so essential for protecting and supporting
individuals and families in times of stress. The implica-
tions of phone usage for daily mobility practices in
Africa are still emerging, but data presented in this
article suggest intriguing variation from Western prac-
tices: Precarity brings to the fore dimensions of the
mobilities time–space nexus little considered to date.

Phone usage associated with the coordination of
mobilities in everyday life in the West is contrasted in
this article with empirical evidence for two rural dis-
tricts in Africa, where phones are now changing the
mobility landscapes of commonly disadvantaged
groups. One case study focuses on older people in
Tanzania, and the second centers on young people in
Malawi. Both are extremely poor countries, close to
the bottom of the Human Development Index in 2014
(Tanzania 159th, Malawi 174th, out of 187 countries).
The final section of the article considers how exten-
sive distance management through phone use, and
associated reductions in face-to-face contact, derives
from conditions of deprivation and constraint, in pop-
ulations with very low disposable incomes and those
for whom physical mobility is restricted, whether by
infirmity, age, or gender. This encourages wider reflec-
tion on the significance of precarity for virtual and
physical mobility interactions.

Mobile Phones and Daily Mobility
Practices: Global Perspectives

Phone connectivity can transform experiences of
space and time, either by substituting for or reconfigur-
ing physical mobility. Kwan (2006) pointed to the
need for investigation of the phone’s role in alleviating
mobility-related social exclusion, but the majority of
research continues to focus on resource-rich societies.
Thus, a growing literature attests to how the reconfigu-
ration of time–space geographies through mobile
phones is offering new possibilities for microcoordina-
tion and rescheduling on the move in cities in the
West. Here, mobile phones and Internet access can

help accommodate uncertainties and travel chal-
lenges, especially for women, by augmenting rather
than directly replacing corporeal mobility, although
the potential to soften space–time fixity constraints
will depend, in part, on the household sociospatial
context, lifestyle, and personalities of those involved
(Schwanen and Kwan 2008). Nevertheless, more
space–time flexibility is now feasible for many, because
information and communication technology (ICT)
has loosened the associations among activity, time,
and space: “Punctual time” transforms into “negotiated
time,” and travel time itself can be productively occu-
pied (Jain and Lyons 2008; Elliott and Urry 2010;
Ben-Elia et al. 2014). Coordination of mobility occurs
both before and during actual travel, but without any
evident impact on modal choice (Peters, Kloppenburg,
and Wyatt 2010; Line, Jain, and Lyons 2011).

Urry (2012) emphasized, however, that the need for
occasional copresence with significant faces remains:
Sufficient physical travel is required to satisfy particular
social obligations and to observe “the rituals and sus-
tained quality time often at particular moments and
within specific kinds of ambient place, places appropri-
ate for a certain affective quality” (26). Given the fun-
damental differences between face-to-face interaction
and electronically mediated exchange, this importance
attached to face-to-face interaction is hardly surprising.
As Nohria and Eccles (1992) observed, copresence in
time and place allows a cycle of interruption, feedback,
and repair that is virtually instantaneous. This has
implications for negotiating identity, uncertainty, and
ambiguity; reducing duplicity; and establishing and
maintaining multidimensional, robust relationships: It
might be essential for mobilizing collective action in
situations of uncertainty and risk. The phone, by con-
trast, might filter out not only social context clues
such as location but the full range of psychoemotional
reactions, such as discomfort or attraction.

Rural Africa offers a very different context within
which to observe new connectivities and their impacts.
As Schwanen and Kwan (2008) emphasized, as the
social, physical, and technological realms are mutually
constitutive of one another, we cannot assume that
the sociospatial implications of new technologies found
in the West will be replicated in other sociophysical
contexts and networks elsewhere. Africa is character-
ized by both widespread poverty and irregular, some-
times very dangerous transport but also an oft-observed
significance of face-to-face interaction (including in
business, where personalized relationships are com-
monly crucial). This raises interesting questions: Are
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mobile phones encouraging new patterns of microcoor-
dination and rescheduling on the move, as in the
West? Or is further space–time flexibility simply
unnecessary, given that activity times have, of neces-
sity, commonly tended toward flexibility, because of
travel uncertainties? Is ICT having any impact on
transport modal choice in this very different context?
Because available resources are so sparse, will the tip-
ping point at which copresence is deemed essential be
delayed? An examination of two African rural contexts
facilitates reflection on these questions.

Accessibility Challenges in Rural Africa:
Where Phones Can Make a Difference

The challenges faced by Africa’s rural people in
accessing distant services and markets are enormous.
Poor provision and maintenance of road infrastructure
plus poor transport service availability, unreliability,
high fares, and safety issues are widespread constraints on
rural travel, especially because ownership of motorized
vehicles and intermediate means of transport is often
restricted to rural elites. Certain disadvantaged groups—
the old, the young, infirm, and women—face particular
mobility difficulties; in the case of women and girls, this
could include cultural constraints on their movement
(Porter 2011). In rural contexts, new phone-enabled
connectivities appear to have the potential to ameliorate
poor access conditions, whether by reducing the need to
travel to services, or by enabling more efficient travel
when physical mobility is essential. M-health, in particu-
lar, is enabling some substitution of virtual for physical
mobility (Deglise, Suggs, and Odermatt 2012) and, for
emergency health care, mobile phones now widely facili-
tate access to essential transport. In the agricultural sec-
tor, the potential of mobile phones to facilitate rural
produce trade, especially when allied to mobile money
transfers, has been evident for some years (Overa 2006).

The two case studies presented here illustrate the
growing interdependencies between physical and vir-
tual mobility and the implications of the new con-
nectivities for everyday mobility practices in rural
lives. In each case study, consideration is given both
to questions of direct phone substitution for travel
and to how phones may facilitate more efficient
travel organization as transport operators and their
customers connect. These studies employed a similar
methodology, in which co-investigation with non-
academic community members, recruited as research-
ers, played a key part in establishing vital questions

for subsequent qualitative and survey research (Porter
and Abane 2008; Porter et al. 2010; Porter 2014; Por-
ter et al. 2014). This is particularly helpful when
researching relatively disadvantaged groups.

Older People’s Mobility and the New Connectivities
in Kibaha District, Tanzania

In 2012, a ten-village study (one settlement on the
paved road, the remainder off-road) aimed at under-
standing older people’s mobility (in particular, their
access to health services and livelihoods), a little-
explored issue. Interviews conducted by twelve older
people with their peers (n D 74), academic-led, in-
depth checklist interviews with older people and key
informants (nD 194), and a small questionnaire survey
administered to older people (n D 339) pointed to the
emergence of significant new connectivities associated
with the recent introduction of motorcycle taxis and
mobile phones. The impact on older people’s lives,
especially in off-road villages, has been substantial.

Motorcycle taxi services (boda-boda) emerged only
between about 2007 and 2009 in Kibaha district, associ-
ated with the availability of cheap Chinese imported
motorcycles. They are now the principal transport mode,
except along the paved main road: Previously, residents
had to walk or cycle. It is no exaggeration to state that
boda-boda has transformed rural lives: In the week prior to
the survey, 18 percent of older women and 31percent of
older men had used their services, and there is widespread
attestation to their significance in accessing health and
other facilities, especially in emergencies. Despite the dis-
comfort of pillion travel and expressed concerns about the
speed at which boda-boda are driven, the only real off-road
alternative is walking. Even in the roadside study settle-
ment where buses are available (and cheaper), boda-boda
are valued because they enable door-to-door vehicle access
(an important attribute in infirmity or when carrying
heavy loads), and they ply their business through the night
when other transport has stopped (Porter et al. 2013). For
young men, meanwhile, boda-boda offer a significant new
livelihood option that provides a year-round income,
unlike farming. In-depth interviews were conducted with
thirty-five drivers between fourteen and thirty-eight years
old; most drove motorcycles owned by their father, rural
elites, or ex-charcoal producers living nearby. Those driv-
ing for nonfamily members normally pay a standing daily
rate and then keep the balance, which encourages long
hours and high speeds, thus contributing to high accident
rates. Between eight and thirty boda-boda operators were
based at each village station.

Mobilities in Rural Africa 3
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Meanwhile, the massive expansion of mobile phone
ownership in Kibaha has brought an important comple-
mentary connector into the rural access equation. This
is evident from both transport user and operator per-
spectives. For infirm older people, even a short walk to
the village boda-boda station can present a massive hur-
dle: The potential to call transport operators to their
home is a substantial benefit: “I have a phone and in my
phone contact I have one number of a boda-boda oper-
ator who I usually call in case I need [him]” (Widow,
sixty-seven years old). Remarkably, 41 percent of older
men (sixty and older) surveyed owned phones and 15
percent of older women (nD 339) did, often a gift from
their children in town; 58 percent of men and 49 per-
cent of women reported the presence of a phone in their
household that is available for them to use. Beyond the
immediate household, phones are also widely available
through relatives and friends—sharing is the norm.
Meanwhile, all but one of the boda-boda drivers inter-
viewed owned a mobile phone and reported that up to
twenty clients had their number stored. The one nine-
teen-year-old driver who did not possess a phone
observed that this was making his business difficult.

This is not to suggest that everyone can afford regu-
lar use of boda-bodas: As one twenty-four-year-old
driver observed, “(Older people) have boda-boda driv-
ers’ numbers. Whenever there is a need they call the
boda-boda instead of walking to where the boda-bodas
park, but airtime and charging are still a (cost) prob-
lem.” Many older people still walk long distances to
the clinic, markets, and other key destinations but, in
emergencies, communities often come together to
help pay for calls and boda-boda travel.

Although the mobile phone can enable older peo-
ple to access essential transport, in many cases they
reported that phone use has reduced their overall
travel: “I don’t have to travel so much nowadays—
maybe when there is a funeral or a crucial thing for me
to travel, but for minor things I use my brother’s phone
and we talk” (Woman, sixty-six years old). This substi-
tution of virtual for physical mobility is often wel-
comed by older, less mobile people, especially those
whose family members live in distant places. More-
over, city dwellers now frequently send remittances by
phone to the villages using phone-enabled mobile
money services (e.g., where elderly parents are looking
after grandchildren):

I use M-PESA; my children usually send money through my
chip (Vodacom-number), then they call my friend through
his phone telling how much they have sent through my

Vodacom-line, so I just go with my chip to the Vodacom
shop to takemoney. (Man, sixty-six years old)

This brings reported savings in time, cost, and potential
travel accidents or theft on the journey. There was,
however, an observed downside, for some interviewees:

Most older people have phones now. They call their chil-
dren who are far away. If you don’t remind the children
they forget you and your needs. (Man, seventy-one years
old, caring for five young orphaned grandchildren)

Phone has changed travel patterns—in the past my chil-
dren and other relatives used to come to greet me but
now they just call. (Widow, eighty years old)

The reduction of face-to-face interaction that is
enabled by substitution of physical by virtual mobility
ironically leaves some older people feeling more iso-
lated than before, an issue to which I return later.

Young People’s Mobility and the New Connectivities
in Rural Lilongwe, Malawi

This section draws on ongoing research into young
people’s phone use and associated mobility practices
in a different (three-country) study in sub-Saharan
Africa. It refers specifically to evidence from two off-
road rural settlements in Lilongwe District, Malawi
(one relatively large village with services including a
secondary school and health center, the second more
remote and with no services at all), although the
broader conclusions resonate with emerging project
findings for rural locations elsewhere. As with Kibaha,
although the villages are located within about sixty
miles of the country’s capital city, rurality prevails.
The methodology employed mirrors that of the previ-
ous case study, although here the focus was on youth
aged nine to twenty-five years old: qualitative research
with young people and other key informants (n D 138,
including peer-researcher interviews) and a question-
naire survey to young people (n D 378; i.e., for these
two Lilongwe settlements alone).

Throughout Malawi, unlike in Tanzania’s Kibaha
District, motorcycle taxis are still relatively rare.
Transport services in the study settlements are
extremely poor, with bicycle taxis and a few ox carts
the only transport modes regularly available. The sub-
stantial trade in charcoal is mostly evacuated by exter-
nally based pickups organized by private dealers: These
occasionally carry a few passengers from the villages.
Livings are precarious, so most young people lack
resources to pay for the limited transport available,
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few have bicycles, and almost all walk to school, local
markets, and so on.

Mobile phone networks have only recently become
accessible in these villages and phone ownership rates
are still extremely low, including among youth,
although—as elsewhere—they are keen to embrace this
new technology. Youth have few resources to facilitate
phone purchase, and although some reported being
given phones by family members working in South
Africa, only 7 percent of young people in the larger vil-
lage owned a working cell phone, and only 6 percent
had phones in the smaller, remoter village (predomi-
nantly males in each case). In the larger village, how-
ever, 39 percent of respondents and 30 percent in the
remoter village said that other members of their house-
hold owned a phone. Sixty-eight percent of those sur-
veyed in the larger village had used a cell phone at
some point, as had 55 percent in the remoter village:
Sharing of phones among household members, neigh-
bors, and friends is evidently widespread (as in Kibaha).
A few young people in both settlements reported hav-
ing received funds through mobile money services.

In the context of limited transport in the locality,
the potential opportunities to benefit from connectivi-
ties between phones and commercial transport opera-
tions are fewer than in Kibaha. In the major roadside
settlement to which these villages are connected by
earth road, bicycle taxi operators report significant ben-
efits from phone ownership in building a customer base,
which extends into the surrounding rural settlements:

When a customer comes, we all fight, compete . . . unless
the customer has a specific preferred bicycle taxi driver.
Therefore, those of us with phones have a fair advantage
over our friends. Our customers call us to pick them from
various places, so we compete less with others. . . . I now
have many customers. (Bicycle taxi operator, twenty-six
years old)

In the study villages, however, none of the youth inter-
viewed referred to coordination of transport arrange-
ments by phone.

By contrast, there are many interview reports of
opportunities being taken to substitute phone contact
for travel, especially to more distant locations,
whether for business or social reasons:

(Foster child) calls her father who stays in Chilobwe,
once in a while . . . just to chat . . . she doesn’t have to
travel all the way to see and talk. (Grandfather, seventy
years old)

I sometimes call the wholesaler . . . to find out if baking
flour is in stock (before walking there). (Male tearoom
owner, twenty-three years old)

Comparisons between transport costs and a phone
call are often drawn

(Before) I was being forced to travel (to see how relatives
are). With a cell phone it’s cheap since I just call them.
(Male, twenty-seven years old)

I only used K50 for the airtel units (to inform a relative
about his grandmother’s funeral, rather) than . . . K100
for a bicycle taxi, so I feel it was cost-cutting. (Male,
twenty-eight years old)

For long journeys, the cost advantages are particularly
clear. As one unemployed sixteen-year-old girl, unable
to continue school because of lack of examination
fees, observed, why save up 6,000 Kwacha for a return
ticket to visit her sister, when a call costs only 100
Kwacha. Even for journeys where no direct monetary
cost would be incurred, time saved in avoiding need-
less long walks is appreciated:

Before I started using the phone in my business,
sometimes I used to travel (to town) only to come
back without anything because . . . people have not
started selling their produce or the prices are too high.
(Woman farmer/ground nut dealer, twenty-two years
old)

In the survey, young people who had used a mobile
phone in the last twelve months were asked how this
had affected their travel: Although approximately 60
percent overall said it had made no impact, 30 percent
in both settlements reported that use of mobile phones
had led to a reduction in their longer distance (irregu-
lar) journeys, compared to under 10 percent, who said
it had led to an increase. Data disaggregation by gen-
der indicates that impact of phone use on journey
reduction was particularly great among males (who are
likely to have made more long journeys than females
prior to phone adoption, given commonly greater
access to resources). Forty-six percent of males in the
small, remoter settlement and 35 percent in the large
settlement reported taking fewer long journeys as
a result of phone usage (as opposed to 10 percent in
both settlements making more long journeys. For
small, local, day-to-day journeys, mobile phones are
less clearly associated with travel reduction among
either gender, because regular household phone usage
currently imposes regular additional local trips for
charging batteries and buying airtime: These will prob-
ably reduce as small phone-service businesses emerge
within the settlement.)

Taking the qualitative and survey data together, it
appears that, for some youth—especially males—
significant gains are being made through more efficient
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use of transport facilitated by mobile phones for longer
distance journeys. Advance calls are highly advanta-
geous for checking on the prior availability of people
or goods and associated journey planning, before com-
mitting funds to travel. As with older people, however,
the importance of at least occasional face-to-face
meetings for maintaining personal relationships was
sometimes raised; too much reliance on the phone was
seen to encourage what one respondent called “taking
away the beauty of people meeting face-to-face” (Life
history, male, thirty-one years old). A thirty-five-year-
old mother, whose phone was broken, observed,
“Although the phone made the difference [fewer visits
to her three children living with grandmother in a vil-
lage two hours’ walk away], I could feel the distance
between us, so I would organize a trip to go and see
them.” Copresence is discussed further later.

Discussion and Conclusion: Distance
Management in Contexts of Remoteness
and Deep Poverty

Fluid interdependencies of mobility—physical and
virtual—are growing rapidly in Africa: The remark-
able expansion of mobile phone networks is bringing a
tangible new dimension of connectivity into mobility,
transport, and access equations on the ground. For
rural populations with very low disposable incomes,
the potential for better distance management offers
considerable benefits. Such advantages are likely to be
compounded among people whose physical mobility is
also constrained. The case studies illustrated how this
is working out for two different age groups, in two dif-
ferent countries, yet in fairly similar types of rural
place.

In Kibaha, Tanzania, motorcycle taxis have already
considerably improved older people’s access to health,
other services, and overall well-being. This strongly
echoes earlier findings from my research on Nigeria’s
Jos Plateau (1991–2001), where perceptions of
improved well-being among off-road populations were
directly linked to the arrival of motorcycle taxis.
Although costly to hire, they could negotiate rough
tracks with relative ease. Despite fares double or triple
those by bus (where available) on the same route,
motorcycle taxis brought not only greater security
in the event of emergencies but also a new sense of
connectedness to the wider world (Porter 2002).
Although many African governments are concerned
to regulate (or ban) motorcycle taxis, in view of high

accident rates and a perceived association with unruly
youth, their spread to new areas continues, seemingly
inexorably: They fulfill hitherto unmet needs across
the continent.

The recent rapid spread of mobile phones across
rural Africa has compounded the benefits now afforded
by motorcycle taxis in many locations, as transport can
be called up when required, rather than having to
search for a vehicle (often involving a long walk to a
distant paved road). Despite relatively high fares, for
the less mobile—including many older people—this
integrated connectivity brings a very significant sense
of security in the absence of alternative transport,
especially in emergencies.

In both case studies, phones not only help organize
access to transport but also enable transport substitu-
tion. In Lilongwe District, where there is little locally
available transport of any type, phone calls reduce the
number of required long journeys, many of which are
occasioned by social obligations or the need to obtain
material or financial resources like school fees. If phys-
ical mobility is essential, whether to see someone in
person or to obtain or sell goods, travel now usually
takes place only once the caller is assured of availabil-
ity. In both case studies, respondents contrasted the
cost of specific journeys with the cost of a phone call
(rarely with texting or messaging) to illustrate the ben-
efits they gained by substituting virtual for physical
mobility. In contexts of deep poverty, the phone now
presents a much valued tool in survival strategy kits,
especially for sourcing external resources through fam-
ily contacts. Essential journeys continue to be made,
but they can be more efficiently planned and executed;
this is especially valuable where transport services are
sparse and incomes are low. Evidence of increased
space–time flexibility, of the type that has emerged in
Western cities through microcoordination and
rescheduling on the move, is absent and would be diffi-
cult, given (as yet) often limited rural phone network
connectivity. In any case, as result of persistent rural
travel uncertainties, time flexibility is already deeply
embedded in rural lives. Some reworking of current
space–time flexibilities to encompass the opportunities
that the new connectivities present is evident. Mes-
sages now flow freely to inform about imminent key
events such as funerals, when in the past such informa-
tion often arrived too late for participation. Modal
choice has been affected (by contrast with Western
contexts) because, wherever motorcycle taxi services
emerge, their phone-enabled drivers offer convenience
that has hitherto been unavailable.
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In both case studies, though, some respondents
observed the limitations of the phone as a travel sub-
stitute and the importance of copresence, particularly
for emotional well-being. This was often expressed
simply as a desire to meet with close family or lovers
resident at a distance. The centrality of mobility
beyond basic survival, for people’s social and emo-
tional lives, appears as strong in Africa as in the West:
however, respondent narratives suggest that, in prac-
tice, face-to-face meetings with distant others are now
frequently rationed. This is certainly a factor of pov-
erty among both youth and elders but also relates to
prevailing mobility constraints. Poor transport avail-
ability and potential breakdowns, accidents, and
harassment en route all encourage careful assessment
of a journey’s value. In the West, those with strong
network capital have “the capacity to engender and
sustain social relations with those people who are not
necessarily proximate” and so generate emotional,
financial, and practical benefit (Urry 2012, 197).
Many respondents in these African cases are now
busily engaged in efforts to build their network capital
through the phone; however, the tipping point at
which copresence is deemed essential is evidently
delayed in conditions of precarity.

On a related theme, little reference was made in
these rural spaces to any benefits of travel time
(Jain and Lyons 2008), apart from occasional com-
ments by young people about chatting while walk-
ing with friends. Lilongwe youth reported frequent
journeys occasioned by social obligation linked to
their lowly position in local hierarchies of power;
these they willingly substituted with a short phone
conversation (although from the perspective of an
older relative, the failure to visit might be per-
ceived as a significant loss). For older people in
Kibaha, long walks are commonly perceived as a
harsh imposition, to be endured, not enjoyed:
Among the poorest, motorcycle taxi journeys are
limited to health emergencies. There seems little
resonance, as yet, with Western scenarios where
the phone is a travel companion and support, used
to amuse or improvise and reschedule on the move
by activating a network of connections telephoni-
cally for maximum flexibility (Licoppe 2004). Vari-
able mobile network provision in remoter rural
areas and consequent interrupted connectivity is
currently a significant constraint: The mobile phone
is, as yet, principally a home-based technology
(albeit of enormous value as such, in the absence
of landlines). Network coverage is expanding

exponentially in Africa, however: The potential for
novel on-journey amusements and improvisations is
on the horizon.

To conclude, reflections on the association between
phones and travel behavior in this article extend a
debate that has continued for at least thirty years in
Western contexts, where the overall assessment indi-
cates no concrete evidence of major decline in dis-
tance traveled (Aguilera, Guillot, and Rallet 2012;
Ben-Elia et al. 2014). These case studies suggest a dif-
ferent scenario. Although social networks are densely
threaded through the lives of respondents, the friction
of distance is evidently stronger than in Western con-
texts, especially in rural locations where both transport
and financial resources are extremely scarce and other
mobility constraints, such as those associated with
infirmity or age, could come into play. Urry’s (2012)
argument that relationships that are maintained at a
distance often involve substantial personal, emotional,
and relationship costs, clearly holds up in Africa as
elsewhere, but against this must be set the reality of
costs, financial and otherwise, of travel in what
remains largely a walking world. Variation across the
globe in patterns and practices of ICT use, mobility,
and associated connectivities are to be expected: The
ways in which perceived needs for copresence intersect
with and mediate physical travel are complex and con-
tingent. The mobility conceptualizations developed
within late capitalist urban societies have limited
application in rural Africa because extreme precarity
interposes different constraints: As Schwanen, Kwan,
and Ren (2008, 2120) observed, “Geography is cer-
tainly not dead in the Information Age”!
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