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PREFACE

How does a city in Africa become a capital of technological innovation? How did
Nairobi, Kenya’s capital city and home to the Silicon Savannah digital ecosystem,
become the experimental testbed of China’s high-tech presence in the African
continent? What would it mean to write about Chinese technology from Nairobi,
against the backdrop of rising geopolitical anxieties over the US-China digital
rivalry? Are there different trajectories of techno-capital beyond the Silicon Valley
imagination that dominates the world of technology? These questions animate the
pages of Silicon Elsewhere.

Over the years that it took me to finalize this book, on a topic as controver-
sial as China in Africa, friends and colleagues would often ask how I ended up
researching something as daunting and complex. In response, I had a few stories
that I would use interchangeably. One of these stories begins in a pub in Sydney,
Australia, where I lived during my doctoral studies. It must have been the begin-
ning of summer 2017, when I was busy writing the last chapter of my disser-
tation. During the previous three years, I had been researching the interface
between Silicon Valley’s entrepreneurial cultures and the world of antipoverty in
Cape Town, a city that portrayed itself as yet another start-up capital—Africa’s
Silicon Cape.

Somebody had forwarded me an email from a younger student interested in
digital innovation. He was considering the idea of enrolling in a graduate pro-
gram, and, three years into my doctorate, I was the right person to talk to for
advice. When we caught up, on a warm and wet Sydney evening, I told him about
my work, about how wonderful and intense my field research in Cape Town
had been, and how fascinating it was to think about the technopolitics of digital
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viii PREFACE

entrepreneurship in urban Africa. He listened quietly, his foam-ringed beer glass
almost empty, and then asked, “But what about China?”

I was puzzled. I replied, “What about it?” Until then, China had never been
within the horizon of questions that I had come to expect and fear as a doc-
toral student. In response, my interlocutor explained that with the Digital Silk
Road and other infrastructural investments in Africa, he thought I would have
something to say about the Chinese digital presence in the continent. Was it
a neocolonial strategy? Had China inaugurated a new era of technological
development? What were African start-ups doing to attract Chinese capital?
Were the Chinese setting up hidden backdoors in their equipment to spy on
African governments?

I sheepishly responded that I had nothing to say about China. But suddenly
that question—What about China?—seemed to be everywhere. It was around
then that large Chinese technology companies like Alibaba and Tencent began
appearing in Western media more and more frequently, often shrouded by a mix
of cybersecurity concerns and sinophobic tropes. Only a few weeks after that first
conversation, for example, the African Union scandal broke out. An investigative
piece in the African edition of the French newspaper Le Monde alleged that com-
puters in the African Union’s headquarters in Addis Ababa were connecting every
night to servers in Shanghai and that the futuristic building—funded, designed,
and developed by the Chinese—was bugged. Whether the allegations were true or
false, the more sinister, post-Snowden face of digital technology now belonged to
China too.

With all this in mind, I started thinking about the China question. Eventually,
early in 2019, I moved back to Italy, my home country, because of an unexpected
short-term job offer. By then, China’s twenty-first-century maritime Silk Road had
reached European shores, with a windfall of controversial small and big bilateral
agreements. I thus realized that it would be strategic to craft a research project
about the new Silk Roads in Africa and apply for funding from the European
Union (EU) at a time when emotional responses to China’s geoeconomic power
reverberated loudly in the European collective imagination. With a mix of luck
and privilege, timeliness and chance, in 2020 I was awarded a Marie Sktodowska-
Curie fellowship from the European Commission, which funded three of the five
years of research for this book.

This is my full disclosure. I started working on Silicon Elsewhere funded by a
large geospatial institution—the European Union—to study another large geospa-
tial phenomenon of our time—digital global China in Africa. And although I do
not know to what extent my success in getting funding from the EU was aided by
the choice of a fitting topic at a fitting moment, the reason I start from this auto-
biographical story is because books like this begin from a single data point—the
conditions of possibility of research—in which the interaction of geopolitical and
personal parables is inextricable.
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But the conditions of possibility of research extend much beyond the money
that funds it and beyond the geopolitics of research grants. Over the past decade,
I have had the inexplicable fortune of being supported, helped, guided, and
befriended by a cohort of people to whom I owe an immense debt of gratitude. As
trite as this statement sounds, books are always the product of collective work and
of shared conviviality.

Liza R. Cirolia has been a friend, a generous mentor, and a thinking partner in
more ways than words can express. Without Liza, this project would never have
seen the light of day. From morning coffees to late-night queer parties, via our
daily WhatsApps, she has been my sounding board for everything life, relation-
ships, work, and cringy memes. Ilia Antenucci has been my sister in crime since
the day we met, a decade ago. Zhengli Huang, whose networks in Nairobi are unri-
valed, has been an indispensable companion in our respective research. Jack O.
Odeo, insightful and brilliant, has taught me about the lives of technology in the
Silicon Savannah more than any book or paper could. Sue Parnell has been a deus
ex machina throughout my career, magically appearing with the right piece of
advice at the moments when I needed it the most. Liam Magee has done the same,
always cultivating material and intellectual care.

My research journey started long before this book project. In Torino, during my
early steps in academia, Francesca Governa and Marco Santangelo instilled the
belief that I could pursue a life of passionate work. Sharing an office with Franc-
esca today completes a full circle that reminds me every day of how lucky I was
to receive her mentoring in 2012 and how fortunate I am to still be learning from
her. Meeting Michele Lancione on a winter morning in 2013 was a life-changing
chance. As a returnee, a sea turtle now, I am grateful for the camaraderie of
Silvia Aru, Mara Ferreri, Chiara Iacovone, Carlo Salone, Alberto Valz Gris, and the
scholars at the Department of Urban and Regional Studies (DIST) of the Polytech-
nic of Turin. Behind the scenes, Stefania Guarini and everyone in the administra-
tion has provided me with invaluable support for navigating the idiosyncrasies of
Italian bureaucracy.

At the African Centre for Cities (ACC) of the University of Cape Town, my
second academic home, I could not have found a more unsparing platform, even
at the peak of COVID-19, when this generosity was mediated by multiple screens.
My relationship with ACC began during my stay at the EGS in 2015, when Mercy
Brown-Luthango taught me some of the tricks of thoughtful research. It was then
that I met Pippin Anderson, Sharon Adams, Suraya Scheba, Jeronimo Delgado
Caicedo, and other EGS people who keep inspiring me and checking on me via
Instagram. Since joining ACC in 2020, I have benefited from the friendships and
intellectual guidance of Edgar Pieterse, director, and Andy Tucker, deputy direc-
tor, along with heeten bhagat, Alicia Fortuin, Gareth Haysom, Laura Nkula-Wenz,
Nokukhanya Mncwabe, Nobukhosi Ngwenya, Ali Pulker, Anna Selmeczi, Rike
Sitas, Warren Smit, Tammy Wilks, and everyone else. Whether at a reading group
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or in a café, in a meeting room or on a Zoom call, I have always felt stimulated—
by caffeine, by South African wines, but especially by ACC’s impactful research. I
am particularly grateful for Andy taking a chance on me and signing a commit-
ment letter in fall 2019 but never stopping at the bureaucratic side of things; for
Laura’s and Anna’s unwavering kindness and for leading the way in an exciting,
cosmopolitan urban studies pedagogy from Cape Town; for the chats with Rike
and Ali, whose humor always makes me crack up; and for Alicia, waiting for more
e-scooter adventures. Although she only recently rejoined ACC, the support and
encouragement I have received from Nancy Odendaal goes back to a meeting in
her Centlivres office ten years ago. At ACC I also had the fortune of collaborat-
ing on a couple of research projects that have in part seeped into the pages of
this book. I am particularly grateful for the Platform Politics and Silicon Savan-
nahs (PP&SS) team (funded by a Volvo Research and Education Foundation,
Mobility and Accessibility in African Cities program)—Alexis Gatoni Sebarenzi,
in addition to Alicia, Jack, Liza, and Rike—and for every WhatsApp message in
our shared archive of friendship and digital platform research. Throughout my
time there, ACC’s administration team—Maryam, Ameerah, Shakira, Marlene,
and Ithra—made sure that the complications of multiple research accounts ran
smoothly. Alma Viviers somehow made everything beautiful with her touch.
Ultimately, ACC could not have been more welcoming. My hope is to one day
honor this debt.

My third academic home is UTA-Do. Wangui Kimari is an inspiration for
how to do things with research. In UTA-Do’s ever-growing network, I cherish the
friendships of Mwangi Mwaura, Jethron Akallah, Amollo Ambole, Prince Guma,
Smith Ouma, MK Mbugua, Miriam Maina, Junnan Mu, Medhanit Ayele, Elisa-
beth Bollrich, Mariam Genes, and Albert Nyiti. At each UTA-Do workshop, I have
had the chance to learn from both the guest scholars and the participants who
joined the collective laboratory that Wangui, Liza, and Prince got off the ground
in 2022. Being UTA-Do’s KYM is the best side gig I could ask for.

During my academic detour in Sydney, I had the good luck to meet a number of
people who inspired me and continue to do so, including my supervisors, Donald
McNeill and Sarah Barns. I am sure that throughout the pages of this book
Donald and Sarah will recognize some of the seeds that they thoughtfully planted.
At the Institute of Culture and Society (ICS), Western Sydney University, I also
learned alot from Ien Ang, Brett Neilson, Liam Magee, Juan Salazar, Gay Hawkins,
Greg Noble, Megan Watkins, and Shanti Robertson and enjoyed the days at
Kathryn Gibson’s house with the Community Economies Research Network. I am
especially grateful for my doctoral colleagues Tsvetelina Hristova, Giulia dal Maso,
Jack Parkin, Giovanna Luciano, Cecelia Cmielewski (and Nigel, of course!). At
ICS, I also met my blood brother, Jasbeer Mustafah Mamalipurath, who makes my
life fuller even at a distance.
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I presented sections of this book on various occasions, and [ am indebted to the
feedback I received every time. I want to acknowledge the following:

the Parables of Al in/from the Global South workshop, organized by

Data & Society in the boreal fall of 2021 (Marie-Therese Png, Seyram Avle,
Alessio Koliulis, Hannah Claus, Tom Cowan, Ranjit Singh, Rigoberto Laura
Guzmdn); some of the opening lines of this book have appeared in the
anthology curated by Ranjit, Rigo, and Patrick Davison;

the various events of the global infrastructure-led urbanization network,
especially Simone Veglio, Jon Silver, Elia Apostolopoulou, Alan Wiig,
Astrid Safina, Leonardo Ramondetti, Evelina Gambino, Yannis Kallianos,
Seth Schindler, Biruk Terrefe, Francesca, Alberto, and Giulia;

the Mapping Asia China Connections in a Changing World 2024 workshop
at the University of Pretoria’s Centre for Asian Studies in Africa, especially
the organizer, Alf Gunvald Nilsen, and the tips I received from C. K. Lee,
Maria Repnikova, and Tommy Tse.

the Geopolitics of Digital Africa 2023 conference at the Institut Frangais des
Relations Internationales (IFRI), especially Sina Schlimmer;

the various engagements with Ian Klaus at the Carnegie Endowment for
International Peace;

the panel on African statecraft at the intersection of urbanization and
financialization at the European Conference on African Studies 2023,
chaired and organized by Sylvia Croese and Matt Lane;

the Beyond Splintering Urbanism workshop in Autun, 2023, especially

the organizers (Alan Wiig, Colin McFarlane, Andy Karvonen and Jon
Rutherford) and those who offered their thoughts on my work there

(Steve Graham and Sophie Schramm);

the first China-Africa conference of the Associazione Italiana Studi
Africa-Cina (the Italian chapter of the Chinese in Africa/Africans in China
Research Network), especially the brilliant cofounders, Antonella Ceccagno,
Costanza Franceschini, Elisa Gambino, and Mariasole Pepa; and

the Incompleteness and Conviviality 2024 disobedience workshop organized
by Divine Fuh and HUMA, where I typed the conclusion of this book.

Four additional cohorts of colleagues deserve a special mention: my friends
and comrades in the Flow/Overflow/Shortage research collective (Chris Mizes,
Demetra Kourri, Moritz Kasper, Sophia Abbas, and Suyash Barve); the editors at
Platform and Society (Niels Van Doorn, Rafael Grohmann, Cheryll Soryano, and
Julie Y. Chen); the doctoral students (Razaz Basheir, Archie Muzenda, Emanuele
Sciuva, Malte Stein) who have allowed me to learn from them as they pursue their
journey and their passion; and the Smartness as Wealth team, Armin Beverungen,
Marc Steinberg (who is an inexhaustible source of good recommendations), Orit



xii PREFACE

Halpern, Anindita Nag, Randi Heinrichs, and everyone else. I cannot wait to see
what this collaboration has in store for us.

This book is better thanks to the thoughtful readers who pushed me to write and
think better. My hat tips to Tsvetelina Hristova, Liam Magee, James Christopher
Mizes, Liza Rose Cirolia, Devra Waldman, Mwangi Mwaura, Nancy Odendaal,
Alicia Fortuin, Ryan Burns, Morgan Mouton (who helped me with the paper ver-
sion of chapter 2) and the editors at the University of California Press, Michelle
Lipinski and Jyoti Arvey, who carefully read each chapter of my manuscript. While
mistakes remain mine only, having a small army of readers was invaluable, includ-
ing the three reviewers who generously commented on the manuscript.

Written pages are also a function of fleeting oral conversations: with Sharad
Chari on a wintery yet sunny morning; with Julien Migozzi over red wine and
WhatsApp; with Amir Anwar and Michel Wahome during a rainy workshop; with
Dennis Muthama on many occasions; and with Ali Bhagat during a summer of
new friendships.

And finally, T am indebted to those who make home home, in different geogra-
phies. In Italy, my parents, Marika and Tony, Alessandro, Laura, Matteo, Valeria,
Yulya, Merve, Cristian, Fiore, MT, Francesco, Elena, Nica, Giovanna, and Caro-
lina. In Kenya, Allan, Jillian, Chloe, Jerotich, Yasmine, Abdi, Kenny, Lindi, Cesco,
Keren, and Alexandria Williams, who provided assistance for the early stage of
research. Majalla and Bemnet are my Nairobi family, the love throuple that never
was but is. In South Africa, Scott, Rashiq, Rifquah, Lufefe, Anisa, Johan, Marnus,
Libbie and Martjin, David, and Basani. Adriaan Bester and Lauren Hermanus,
who always shine. In Sydney, Luigi di Martino, Heather Ford, Chris, Federico. And
across many oceans, Sean.

James Scott hilariously wrote that after finishing his dissertation he felt “a little
stupider” than when he started.! I don’t know if after completing the manuscript
of this book I feel stupider, but I definitely feel a deeper sense of impostor syn-
drome. For all the hours spent reading, interviewing experts, and researching digi-
tal entrepreneurship in Nairobi, the subjects of this book remain moving targets.
China, Kenya, technology, digital platforms . . . All of them change so quickly,
so radically, I have had to lean into the impossibility of completeness, as Francis
Nyamnjoh teaches us.”? I hope that Silicon Elsewhere offers a snapshot of a recent
present that, albeit incomplete, speaks to the meanings, the limitations, and the
possibilities of technology elsewhere and otherwise.

Sections of chapter 2 were published in a different form in Pollio, “Of Bloat-
ware and Spreadsheets”; and the section “Platforming the Last Mile, with Chinese
Characteristics,” was adapted from Pollio et al., “Algorithmic Suturing”

The project behind Silicon Elsewhere received funding from the Euro-
pean Unions Horizon 2020 research and innovation program under the Marie
Sklodowska-Curie grant agreement no. 886772. The open access publication was
kindly supported by the Smartness as Wealth project funded by VolkswagenStif-
tung (Perspectives on Wealth).
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Introduction

The Silicon Savannah’s Beijing Connection

Nairobians have different stories about their first encounter with China. One begins
in Kilimani, a hilly, middle-class suburb west of the city’s central business district.
Once a leafy residential area reserved for British settlers during colonial times,'
Kilimani started to change again in the 1990s, with the opening of large malls
and the relocation of private corporations into newly built office towers. Another
wave of transformation followed in the 2010s, with the proliferation of high-end
apartment blocks replacing the guarded, tree-shaded estates that had survived in
the postcolonial city. Still today, Kilimani is a never-ending construction site. For
every brand-new unit that opens its doors to fresh generations of Kenyan tenants
and international Airbnb guests, a new crane is erected somewhere around the
corner. But the story I want to recount is less about real estate, although that is part
of it, and more about the place of Nairobi in a changing world. Let me begin there.

For many in Nairobi, the first contact with China’s global economic expansion
took place in the quadrant of Kilimani that serves as its retail hub, around Ring
Road and Ngong Road, the highway that links the city to the green gorges of the
Great Rift Valley. In 1992, this is where Yaya was inaugurated—the first large Amer-
ican-style shopping center in the area. With its exclusive shops, marble floors, and
unfinished hotel tower, Yaya soon became a landmark of Kilimani and of Nairobi
as a whole. But by the mid-2000s, a small number of alternative shopping destina-
tions had appeared around it. These were Chinese malls, selling everything from
synthetic wigs to cheap electronics, clothing, and groceries. They catered to locals
as well as to an increasing mobile population of Chinese workers who had relocated
to Nairobi to work for state-owned companies. Those were the years of Kenya’s
“Look East” shift. Several infrastructure projects—port berths, dams, highways,
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fiber-optic networks, and geothermal power plants—funded by agencies of Beijing’s
state council were being built at a rapid pace by the overseas units of China’s impres-
sive construction and engineering firms. China had quickly become Kenya’s main
economic partner and largest holder of bilateral foreign debt.

In Kilimani, the “Look East” transition was palpable. Some of the Chinese malls
doubled as guest houses. Eventually, a proper Chinese hotel opened just a few
hundred meters from Yaya, its gate guarded by two spectacular shishi, the stone
lions that protect the material and spiritual wealth of those inside. At some point,
even the Chinese embassy’s economic office operated on the same road. The red-
painted compound of the diplomatic mission wasn’t far away either. Everywhere
in Kilimani, Asian hotpots and grills cropped up. Construction companies like
China WuYi, the overseas arm of the Fujian Construction Engineering Group
Company, established their headquarters in the area. Chinese media companies
followed suit: in the mid-2000s, Xinhua News’s regional offices moved from Paris
to Nairobi, China Global Television Network (CGTN) found a home just a cou-
ple of blocks away from Yaya, and China Daily set up its East African base in
an extravagantly decorated business center on Ngong Road. All around, investors
from China began staking their bets on many of the high-rise buildings that were
crowding the previously flat skyline of the city’s western suburbs. Had Kilimani
become Nairobi’s idiosyncratic Chinatown?

“You could see the sea change,” I was told by a Kenyan journalist. “Cities are
strange this way. Change starts very small, barely visible, a Chinese mall on a cor-
ner, . . . and then the whole country enters a new era” Like elsewhere in urban
Africa, these Chinese spatial markers had signaled the arrival of Chinese capi-
tal, as well as deeper geopolitical rearrangements in an increasingly sinocentric
continent.” But for Kenya, the first decade of the new millennium had not just
kindled a yuan-fueled infrastructural friendship with China. It had also inaugu-
rated a period of fast technological change. In 2007, for example, an aid-backed
experiment, mobile money, radically transformed the financial landscape of a
country where until then the majority of its people did not have access to legacy
banking systems.> Leveraging the “quick codes” that cell phone users typed in to
check their airtime balance,* a whole new way to transact money was introduced
by Safaricom, the former parastatal network operator that had been in part sold
to Vodafone. M-Pesa, which literally means “mobile money” in Kiswahili, bor-
rowed the extant practice of using scratchcards to remit money at a distance and
incorporated it into a much larger telecommunication system.” Kenyans became
able to send virtual currency from one SIM card to another but also to cash in and
out using money kiosks attended by human tellers.® A plethora of payment experi-
ments ensued, targeting all facets of life in Nairobi.”

Still, M-Pesa was just the tip of the iceberg of an exhilarating technological
acceleration that placed Kenya at the forefront of Africa’s foray into the digital econ-
omy. In the aftermath of the 2007 election violence, which I address in chapter 1, a
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made-in-Nairobi crowdsourced platform—Ushahidi—offered a new standard for
crisis mapping that was later adopted across the world.® An emergent yet incred-
ibly vocal Twittersphere prompted journalists and pundits to ask whether Kenya
had leapfrogged from one-party state to digital democracy.’ The introduction of
several international undersea cables along the coast of Mombasa, Kenya’s main
port city, promised at once to increase the country’s integration into the global
internet industry and decrease the cost of access to connectivity for a brewing eco-
system of offshored services.'” An exceptionally proactive Information and Com-
munication Technology (ICT) Ministry, under the leadership of Professor Bitange
Ndemo, made digital technology a key agenda of the nation, enshrining it as one of
the flagship strategies of its long-term developmental plan, Kenya Vision 2030. In
2010, from a nondescript office building not far from Kilimani’s Chinatown, a US
entrepreneur started iHub, Africa’s best-known incubator of digital start-ups. It
is here that, years later, FacebooKk’s founder, Mark Zuckerberg, would make a sur-
prise visit “to learn about mobile money” and publicize his controversial Internet.
org campaign to bring free internet to the poor of the world."

By the time of Zuckerberg’s trip, in 2016, Nairobi had consistently featured in
the tech media as one of the up-and-coming innovation capitals of the world and
garnered the nickname of Africa’s “Silicon Savannah”'* With cash to burn and
ideas to test, entrepreneurs from the African diaspora, together with a “creative
class” of adventure seekers from other parts of the world, had started flocking to
the city."* More and more incubators, start-up accelerators, venture-building pro-
grams, makerspaces, coworking facilities, and hip cafeterias were ready to welcome
them. Nairobi brimmed with promissory hopes: digital technologies, and the zeal-
ous start-ups crafting them, pledged to fix the ills plaguing the African continent.*
Broken democracies, ingrained poverty, infrastructural divides—all sorts of pilots
blossomed, predicated on the possibility of using technology to do good while
doing well financially. Other entrepreneurs and investors simply wanted to unleash
the untapped profits of marginal economies that could be digitally upgraded or
algorithmically augmented." In less than a decade, Nairobi’s Silicon Savannah had
become one of the most exciting frontiers of global techno-capital. As recently
as 2023, Kenya was crowned the leading destination of venture capital (VC)—
high-risk equity investments—for the entire African continent.'¢

Back on Ngong Road, meanwhile, Nairobi’s busy Chinatown remains a visual
reminder of China’s economic presence in Kenya. Incidentally, or perhaps not, it
was the same strip of offices and malls that Nairobians recognized as the original
location of the Silicon Savannah, the place from which the fledgling idea of an
African hub of technological innovation took off, some fifteen years ago. So what
have these two stories got to do with each other? Aside from the spatial proximity
and the temporal overlap, how is the emergence of the Silicon Savannah entwined
with Kenya’s Look East transition and with China’s technological rise? These are
the questions at the heart of this book.
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At first sight, China’s economic ties with Kenya are not limited to construction
firms and sovereign loans earmarked for the development of ports, railways, and
highways. China’s digital champions—companies like Huawei, ZTE, and China
Mobile—have been active in East Africa for more than two decades, delivering
all sorts of infrastructure projects: undersea cables, fiber-optic backbones, mobile
telephony networks, data centers, and so forth. Chinese manufacturers of afford-
able hardware, including smartphones, have come to dominate the electronic sales
market in Africa at large. Scores of tech entrepreneurs, software developers, and
elusive investors have followed in the footsteps of these state-driven initiatives
and become integral to Nairobi’s tech scene. In this sense, the ascendancy of the
Silicon Savannah is inextricably tethered to the bombastic appearance of China as
a global techno-power, capable of rivaling the United States in its digital hegemony.

But this is only part of the answer. At a deeper level, the Silicon Savannah’s
“Beijing connection,” as one of my interlocutors called it, has been a terrain of
promises that is forging new meanings and trajectories of techno-capital.'” Ironi-
cally, while Nairobi’s tech scene unequivocally borrows its moniker from Silicon
Valley, the putative birthplace of everything digital, it would be impossible to
understand the Silicon Savannah’s place in the economy of technology without
tracing the circulations that intersect the integration of Chinas digital industry
in Africa. In other words, and this is the main argument of this book, the Silicon
Savannah is the experimental site of a technological transition that, in spite of
the Silicon Valley’s dominance in the global imagination of the digital economy,
begins at the encounter of an African city with Chinese ideas, experts, entrepre-
neurs, start-ups, investors, platforms, business models, and electronic equipment.
This is a story of ingenuity and adaptation that, against the backdrop of rising geo-
political anxieties about a “second cold war”—the escalation of a US-China rivalry
increasingly fought over and through technology—offers an alternative view of
this worldly turbulence.*®

At the very least, it is the vantage point of this book that is different. How, I ask,
has a city like Nairobi—booming, fragmented, chaotic yet cosmopolitan, inven-
tive and fast-changing—become the experimental site of the encounter between
the tech-infused developmental aspirations of an African state and China’s digital
ambitions? Or better, can Nairobi be the foil against which to read the technologi-
cal shifts of digital capitalism in the context of mutating geopolitical alignments?
In asking these questions, Silicon Elsewhere focuses on an African city—and its
Beijing connections—to capture a snapshot of technological change that does not
begin either with Silicon Valley or with China’s digital power alone. Much like his-
torians have used other African cities such as Algiers, Dar Es Salaam, and Durban
to write about internationalism in the revolutionary contact zones of the Cold
War, Silicon Elsewhere is an ethnography of contact zones, of the asymmetrical
interfaces between the many impulses of contemporary techno-capital writ large:
foreign powers, big tech companies, inevitably, but also local state authorities with
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their long-term planning goals of transforming Kenya into Africa’s digital engine,
and scores of emergent start-ups and investors who are reimagining Nairobi’s
urban economies within and beyond the structural legacies of colonialism, in a
reoriented technological world."”

My hope with this book is to show that the Silicon Savannah is not a periphery
of techno-capital, yearning to catch up with a technological present that Silicon
Valley has already left behind, or a passive landing pad for China’s geopolitical
ambitions. What may seem marginal contact zones are in fact the sites of some
of the most advanced forms of speculation and experimentation in technological
change, not just the frontiers of innovation from elsewhere, but, as the historian of
technology Clapperton Mavhunga suggests, an elsewhere itself of technicity and
reinvention, a geography from which new techno-economic forms originate
and emanate.”® Or so they might.

DIGITAL GLOBAL CHINA IN AFRICA

The temporal conjunction at which the Silicon Savannah and digital China found
one another, at the dawn of the new millennium, trailed the course of a longer
history of Sino-African relations. A tradition of bilateral friendships had already
begun in Chairman Mao’s era (1949-67), when China and newly independent Afri-
can nations bonded over their revolutionary slant. Leaders like Kenya’s Odinga,
Zanzibar’s Babu, and Congo’s Lumumba had even appeared on a series of Chinese
postage stamps that, under the banner of zaofan youli—“rebellion is justified”—
celebrated the Republic’s solidarity with the anti-imperial plight of oppressed
peoples around the world. While China under its first leader is often imagined,
at least in the West, as internationally isolated, the country continued to forge
alliances in Africa. These alliances included military and strategic support for
liberation movements but also more technical and developmental assistance.
Small turnkey infrastructure projects, friendship farms (agro-technical pilots),
and industrial partnerships for manufacturing upgrading began in earnest in the
1960s.”' By the early 1970s, the People’s Republic had unseated the rival Republic of
China (Taiwan) at the United Nations Security Council, thanks to a large number
of African diplomats voting in favor of the replacement, and China was fund-
ing and building its largest overseas infrastructure project to date: Tazara, or the
Great Uhuru Railway.”> An 1,800-kilometer-long rail link connecting landlocked
Zambia to the coast of Tanzania, Tazara foreshadowed a coming future of infra-
structure-tied aid, technological circulations, and Sino-African geoeconomic ties.

Under Deng Xiaoping, China’s second leader (1978-89), relationships with
African countries mostly stayed positive but fell into the background of other
more pressing concerns. Those were the years of gradual but radical economic
reforms, the gaige kaifang that opened China to foreign businesses, and Deng’s
pledge to realize the “four modernizations”—in agriculture, industry, defense, and
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science and technology—outlined by his predecessor, Zhou. To rejuvenate China,
technical advancement was necessary; it required help from the outside and a
nationwide program at all levels of government. As China’s socialism entered its
“socialism with Chinese characteristics” phase and ushered in a period of unprec-
edented economic takeoff, “Africa was seen as largely irrelevant to the increas-
ingly commercial nature of the PRC’s external relations,” the scholar Tan Taylor
observed.” In other words, while the global reintegration of China accelerated,
Sino-African trade and aid relationships stagnated.**

Things began to shift at the end of the decade. A major reevaluation of China’s
foreign policy on Africa followed the Tiananmen events of 1989, when a violent
crackdown on protesters, described by the Chinese government as counterrevo-
lutionary rioters, precipitated a highly mediatized global backlash. Isolated again,
the People’s Republic rekindled some of the Third Worldist promises of mutual
help. Clambering to win over its former African allies and pointing out the West’s
double standards and unending meddling in the continent’s political affairs, Bei-
jing began recementing Sino-African partnerships.” This new diplomatic offen-
sive was about aid, but it was also, increasingly, about economic affairs. By the end
of the 1990s, the annual growth of China’s trade to Africa was running at double
figures. At the heart of this rapprochement was Beijing’s pledge to never intervene,
either directly or with economic conditionalities, in the internal politics of sover-
eign nations.”® More importantly, perhaps, China had now banked a few decades
of experience with receiving foreign aid and investments and could use that expe-
rience for its own engagement with African nations.”

If the Tiananmen incidents marked an uptick in China’s engagement with
Africa, this acceleration was also a function of the go-global policy—zouchuqu
zhanlue—a strategy that Jiang Zemin, the third leader of the People’s Republic,
inaugurated toward the end of the twentieth century. Recognizing a slowdown
in the domestic market, Beijing’s state council started a number of initiatives to
encourage domestic enterprises, particularly state-owned firms at the beginning,
to find foreign markets. Through its increasingly liquid policy banks, China could,
for example, tie project loans for African infrastructure to domestic construction
firms while at the same time creating the demand for Chinese-made machinery
and building material. Put differently, decades of soft diplomacy and small proj-
ects (with few exceptions in scale, like Tazara) could be called on for a new, much
more grandiose Sino-African fellowship made of preferential buyers’ loans, joint
industrial ventures, export credits, and sovereign loans.?

The circumstances could not be more ripe. At a time when Western aid and
development banks prioritized other kinds of interventions,” often demanding
the scaling back of state expenditure, China’s promise of noninterference and of
investing in (or lending money for) desperately backlogged infrastructural and
industrial systems was incredibly timely. African states needed vital infrastructure
and the money and expertise to build it. Through its policy banks and engineering
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contractors, Beijing offered both. By the late 2000s, China had overtaken the United
States as Africa’s largest trading partner: under the aegis of the Forum on China-
Africa Cooperation, the Zhong Fei hezuo luntan launched in October 2000 (and
an ancillary variety of smaller bilateral agreements), a windfall of projects had set
a renaissance of infrastructure-led development in motion.* Eventually, in 2013,
China’s current leader, Xi Jinping, reframed his country’s promises of increased
global integration within the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI). Also known as the
One Belt One Road or the New Silk Road, the BRI rebranded existing partnerships
and poured money into infrastructure projects that, while increasing connectivity
across Asia, Europe, and Africa through a network of land and sea routes, would
also generate profit opportunities for China’s outgoing companies and capital, and
shift the center of gravity of the world’s economy.** Connectivity, Xi announced in
2017, was the foundation of a new era of development. And albeit fuzzy, Africa’s
New Silk Road has instigated even deeper infrastructural and financial ties with
China, all of them predicated on the mantra of South-South cooperation.*” Yet, as
the political scientist Lin Chun has observed, Beijing’s hefty presence on the world
stage today is less about anti-imperial internationalism, despite Xi and Hu’s renlei
mingyun gongtongti (community of a shared future) philosophy, and more about
the global integration of its economic fortunes.”

In this context, accounts of China in Africa teem with hopes and anxieties.
More than anything else, these sentiments have been symbolized precisely by
large-scale infrastructure systems, from railway corridors to undersea cables and
5G towers, which have been the currency of both popular and academic debates
about China’s going-out capital reaching the shores of the African continent. Opti-
mistic narratives point to the fact that Chinese loans and state-owned contractors,
after the “lost” decades of structural adjustment-enforced austerity, have helped
fill the gaps of incomplete, undermaintained, or even absent infrastructural net-
works.* Ports, highways, light rails, and fiber-optic networks funded by agencies
of the state council in Beijing, and delivered by China’s overseas companies, have
pledged at once to improve Africa’s connectivity and its integration into a world
economy shifting toward the East, and to offer a more equal set of geopolitical
relations than older forms of Western support for infrastructure development.*”

Conversely, critics have drawn attention to the numerous pitfalls and con-
tradictions of these infrastructural promises. As we have briefly seen, China’s
engagement with African countries in the 2000s responded to an explicit policy
framework designed to find new markets for large (state) corporations whose
profits had faltered in the context of a saturated domestic economy.* Therefore,
some have argued, China’s capital-export regime is not far off older developmental
programs in which aid money was tied to the commercial interests of Western
companies and states.” Even though the notion of “debt-trap diplomacy” has been
carefully debunked, it is undeniable that new forms of dependence, extraction,
and accumulation mark the strides of Chinese capital in the continent.”® Much has
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thus been written about the environmental costs, the asymmetrical labor regimes,
the restructuring of landownership, and the unequal patrimonial relations that are
beholden to Chinese-built infrastructure corridors.” And although less attention
was initially paid to ICT networks, louder and louder alarms have been raised
against the authoritarian model of digital sovereignty and tech-enabled surveil-
lance that the Chinese state purportedly exports through its giant ICT companies
like ZTE and China Mobile.”* At times, China’s high-tech presence in the African
continent has been even described as a form of “digital neocolonialism,” a subtle
form of dispossession based on data and not on tangible resources." I return to
this issue in a few pages.

Kenya, as readers will have already surmised, is no exception. In Nairobi, aside
from Kilimani’s Chinatown, it is impossible to ignore how the physical landscape
of the city has been forever altered by the “marriage of convenience” between
the Chinese construction sector and domestic ambitions of growth and develop-
ment.” The standard gauge railway (SGR) built by the China Road and Bridge
Corporation (CRBC) that connects the city to Lake Naivasha, for example, drifts
over the gazelles, ostriches, and zebras of Nairobi National Park.* In 2019, then—
President Uhuru Kenyatta, who had made infrastructure a signature issue of his
tenure, called it “the Golden Belt of the BRI” in East Africa.** Along the peripher-
ies of the city, new road bypasses link and sometimes cut through suburbs that,
according to colonial planning, were never meant to be well connected.” The new
city-to-airport expressway now casts its brutalist shadow over the leafy Uhuru
Park that the Nobel Prize-winner Wangari Maathai famously saved from bulldoz-
ers in the late 1980s. And throughout the city, the horizon is marked by a swelling
number of tall skyscrapers erected at a rapid pace by the same Chinese companies
that have built these city-modernizing infrastructures and are now hedging their
bets on Nairobi’s real estate boom.

Yet the conspicuous presence of these overseas construction contractors is
only one of the corporate forms of China in Nairobi. Perhaps less visibly, Chinese
digital champions have been active in Kenya for a long time. Network equipment
providers like Huawei and ZTE, for example, have been fundamental partners of
the Kenyan government in delivering the widespread internet access on which
Nairobi’s regional advantage as a technology capital rests. Anecdotally, one of the
first ever Chinese concessional loans made to Kenya was earmarked for a digi-
tal connectivity project in a rural county. And the latest loan (to date) from the
Export-Import Bank of the Republic of China (Chexim) to the Kenyan treasury
has allowed Huawei to deliver the national data center and the smart-city grid in
Konza, a new satellite town poised to become the country’s digital hub. Sometimes
these projects fly the flag of the Digital Silk Road (DSR), the high-tech sub-brand
of the broader BRL.* Yet large state companies and large contractors, I argue in
this book, are but the tip of the iceberg of much more variegated circulations of
techno-capital between the Silicon Savannah and its Chinese counterparts.
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How to make sense of these circulations? Silicon Elsewhere stands on the shoul-
ders of a body of studies that has been labeled as “Global China” and inspired by
Ching Kwan Lee’s landmark book, The Spectre of Global China. In her research on
Chinese mining and construction companies operating in Zambia, Lee made the
point that China’s going-out capital is a palimpsest of different actors, rationalities,
and relations. There is more than the Chinese state in Global China: myriad entre-
preneurs, private companies, investors, experts, and elite networks shape China’s
overseas footprint.”” At times, these networks use the BRI and other going-out
strategies as bridgeheads; at times, they precede them; at times, they are com-
pletely disconnected from policy goals. In other words, only by recognizing dif-
ferent varieties of capital can one trace the different logics of accumulation and
their ensuing regimes of labor, management, and so on. The idea of Global China
also foregrounds the need to not lump everything Chinese, in Africa or anywhere,
under a master narrative of geopolitical domination (or an attempt thereof).
This is of particular importance in the study of the Chinese presence in the Afri-
can continent, where overemphasizing China’s strategic goals infantilizes African
states and peoples as unwitting pawns.

The same is true not just of construction and mining companies, Lee’s object
of study, but also of the digital economy, my concern in this book. Building on the
research agenda inaugurated by The Specter of Global China, the following pages
focus not solely on Chinese tech companies but also on the many homegrown
start-ups and initiatives that seek to build economic bridges or attract investments
from the Asian giant. In doing so, my hope is to explore a specific destination
of digital Global China,*® following the trail of more and more works dedicated
to Chinas place in global technology markets seemingly dominated by ideas
and players emanating from Silicon Valley.* Then again, as Ivan Franceschini and
Nicholas Loubere have noted, “only by understanding global capitalism can one
understand China” and “only by understanding China can one understand global
capitalism,” in Africa and elsewhere.*® My proposition in this book is less ambi-
tious. If there are different varieties of capital in Global China’s presence in Africa,
I ask, can the same be said of varieties of techno-capital and of digital technolo-
gies at large and, therefore, of their logics and modes of existence? And what does
Nairobij, a Silicon Elsewhere, tell us about these questions?

SILICON ELSEWHERES: BEYOND THE PERIPHERY
AND THE FRONTIER

“Silicon Savannah,” explains the famed tech entrepreneur Jimmy Gitonga in Digi-
tal Kenya, is an oddly ill-fitting name for a made-in-Nairobi innovation ecosys-
tem. “We need to recognize this,” he writes, “because nowhere in Africa is silicon
itself being used to innovate through production,” and “though ‘savannal’ is used
to depict an African landscape, it is not an African word. It comes from a Native
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American community for the grassland prairies they inhabited.”* Worse still, the
implied reference to the US Silicon Valley, a geography of techno-capital with its
own unique history, seems to suggest that Nairobi’s tech scene is a derivative affair.
Meanwhile, as both Michel Wahome and Alev Coban argue in their respective
books on the Silicon Savannah, the latter is animated by mimicries of Califor-
nian entrepreneurialism as much as by aspirations to trace alternative futures for
homegrown digital technologies.”> While often contradictory, these futures are
predicated on the possibility of digital technologies that respond to local needs
and somehow cut ties with what Erin McElroy describes as “Silicon Valley imperi-
alism”: a mobile frontier of digital domination that finds new terrains of profit and
exploitation by making the post-colonial and post-socialist world in its image.”
Add digital Global China to the savannah landscape, as I do in this book, and the
picture becomes even more muddled and ambiguous.

My point of departure is that to understand the Silicon Savannah as an optimis-
tic project of technological emancipation one does need to look at Silicon Valley
but also engage China’s digital presence in the African continent and Kenyas own
trajectory and relations with China. It is germane to this effort to follow Lee’s sug-
gestion to look at different varieties of capital (e.g., across state and private actors)
to foreground the diverse logics that distinguish Global China, both within and
without. But here’s the rub: if tracing different varieties of capital challenges the
assumption that there are universal logics in capitalist enterprises, does tracing
different varieties of techno-capital also map the cosmopolitan specificity of digital
technologies themselves?** To be more specific, we could ask whether digital plat-
forms that are created elsewhere are the same as those that originated in Silicon
Valley. We could reflect on whether different practical concerns, or different state-
market relations, different cultural norms, different geopolitical alliances, and so
on, ultimately coalesce into one single version of digital technology, or into a ter-
rain of technological difference, where universality and specificity coexist.”® My
broader point is that the techno- part of techno-capital cannot be left unaddressed.

This is a complex proposition with which scholars of science and technology
have long grappled.” I am particularly inspired by the philosopher Yuk Hui’s the-
sis that there is no single, anthropologically universal technology; rather multiple
ontologies, epistemologies, and moral cosmologies of technics exist and have
always existed in the world. He writes that while “there is a general misconception
that all technics are equal, that all skills and artificial products coming from all cul-
tures can be reduced to one thing called technology,” technicity exists across very
different moral and cosmological registers.”” These horizons, Hui suggests, could
be called “cosmotechnics” and deployed to challenge a “universal history describ-
ing one technology with various stages of development.” Instead we could chart
technological change through the colliding orbits of techno-diversity. Not inciden-
tally, it is through the example of Chinese technological thought that Hui unearths
a lineage of cosmotechnical imagination that both diverges and converges with
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the European episteme.”® And yet techno-diversity does not imply falling into the
trap of cultural relativism or, worse, orientalism. The crucial question, after all, is
not what is Chinese about Chinese technology, or what are African technologies,
but what is technology beyond the universalizing categories of Western technics.

Such a philosophical undertaking is beyond the scope of this book.* Still, the
notion of technological diversity, as a domain of the varieties of techno-capital
that I address in these pages, remains useful. It remains useful in a practical and, I
would say, geographic manner. As the words of the entrepreneur Jimmy Gitonga
remind us, the Silicon Savannah is seemingly oriented to a geography of techno-
capital that has its North in the Bay Area of California. But this may well be fiction.
Writing more broadly about knowledge production, the historian Dilip Menon
makes this case using the Chinese compass as a device for rethinking the assump-
tion of our orientations.

One could have used the metaphor of the compass oriented toward the North to
characterize intellectual production in the former colonized world. However, this
image itself is a normalized one, reflecting amnesia. The Chinese, as we know, cre-
ated their compasses to point to the true South which was their cardinal direction:
geographical as much as ethical (in the sense in which we use the phrase moral
compass). The orientation to the “South” was not only about physical direction but
about metaphysical balance. The users of early Chinese compasses were as much
concerned with orientation as an ethical and metaphysical imperative—in line with
the compass’s primary geomantic purpose—as they were about finding physical
directions in the physical universe.®

While the metaphysical and cosmological dimensions of techno-diversity are
too complex to address here, the ethical and the pragmatic horizons shaping the
encounters of digital Global China with the Silicon Savannah are key concerns. In
this effort, Silicon Elsewhere is as much about technology as it is about Nairobi as
a city, a capital of innovation in a conjuncture of global turbulence. When we read
technologies, explains Eden Medina, we are reading history.*' Yet we are also read-
ing, no less importantly, their geographies.

By centering Nairobi’s tech scene, using it as a vantage point for technological
change that seems predetermined by geopolitical rivalries and global hegemonies,
my goal is to capture a sliver of techno-capital through a geographic reorienta-
tion from one of the world’s Silicon Elsewheres.®* This approach follows in the
footsteps of the many scholars who have sought to chart both genealogical and
ethnographic accounts of technology from its peripheries,* or at least from what
may seem its peripheries but are in fact experimental terrains of technological
otherwise. In doing so, Silicon Elsewhere also responds to Mavhunga’s invitation
to consider Africa not as a mere frontier of innovation from elsewhere but as
a geography of technology in its own right.** Digital Global China in Nairobi,
in other words, is an empirical excuse for a double displacement of perspective.
Away from Silicon Valley and away from China, Nairobi is a Silicon Elsewhere
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that, like many others, forces us to rethink the universal trajectories of digital
development. Multiple geographies of innovation, as we will see, are constantly
and effectively mustered in this project.

This framing is slightly different from seeing Nairobi as a digital periphery or
as a frontier of techno-capital, even though these are equally important and criti-
cal intellectual endeavors. Anita Chan’s notion of the “networked periphery,” for
example, sheds light on the violence and dispossessions through which digital
capital leverages the discursive and material reality of marginal places.®® “Cultural
ambivalence and technological complexity,” she writes, “much as they happen in
the centres[,] . . . weave connections at the periphery of digital economies”* But
peripheries, she goes on to explain, are hardly ever passive or uninventive.” As
digital technology is inevitably translated in languages that reinscribe its mean-
ings, so too is the periphery itself, as “it becomes at once a site, a node, and an
outcome of information flows.”*®

Conversely, the notion of the “frontier” speaks to Erin McElroy’s theorization of
“Silicon Valley imperialism” as an exportable formula, an entrepreneurial promise
of technological profit that erases the racial and supremacist nature of expropria-
tion and destruction produced along the way of its expansion. This imperialism,
McElroy writes, is “a global condition in which Silicon Valley’s existence is necessi-
tated by its unending growth and in which it penetrates and devours people’s inti-
mate lives, local epistemologies, and personal data while also consuming global
and even outer space imaginaries in novel ways”® In making and remaking fron-
tiers, “Silicon Valley conjures fantasies of liberal assimilation despite the material
and imaginative violence it yields””® It is digital technology at large, as the media
scholars Nick Couldry and Ulises Mejias note, that rests on a frontierist project by
which data colonizes all aspects of life that have hitherto escaped the possibility of
being monetized.”!

In a context like Nairobi, frontiers take on even more substantive meaning. On
the one hand, African “frontier markets” are an emic category through which pop-
ular media and organizations like the International Monetary Fund (IMF) depict
the whole continent, as the next, or last, perimeter to be crossed for global eco-
nomic players.” Meanwhile, both Global China and global techno-capital in the
African continent have been scrutinized under the rubric of coloniality. Accord-
ingly, while China uses its capital-export regime to forge new frontiers, creating
new forms of dependence via sovereign debt and unequal trade relations, digital
technology cannibalizes formal and informal economies alike.”” Combining both
concerns, warnings about “Chinese digital neo-colonialism in Africa” abound,”
even though, as Yuchen Chen and her colleagues have observed, these readings
sometimes lump disparate things and practices together in the same black box.”
But the bigger point remains valid, as the “siliconization” of the world follows the
traces of previous colonial relations and is ridden with new forms of enclosure
and predatory inclusion that mirror the past.”® Extractive digital economies rely



FIGURE 1. A small edge data center built by a Chinese start-up to provide
last-mile connectivity in Nairobi’s peripheries. Photo by author.



14 INTRODUCTION

on labor made cheap and disposable by the enduring inequalities that have their
origins in the imperial project of Africa’s economic subjugation.”

Both the idea of the digital periphery and the idea of the digital frontier, in
these critically informed perspectives, refute Silicon Valley as “the zero point of
spatiotemporal and technological analysis””® My complementary project with
this book, as it should be clear by now, is to adopt yet another point of observa-
tion. What if we start with Nairobi as a capital of technological change and not a
peripheral frontier? The Silicon Savannah may well be constituted by powerful
ideas that travel there from the Bay Area of Northern California and by colonial
remains, but it may be the case that Nairobi is also the experimental site where,
if we look at digital Global China instead, one can trace the techno-diversity of
global techno-capital. This is not just a shift in the conceptual grammar that I use,
albeit an important one. It is also a way to avoid reducing Silicon Elsewheres to
locations of mere tinkering, as Mavhunga argues, of artifacts that originated some
other place.” Phrased in another way, borrowing from Sabelo Ndlovu-Gatsheni’s
provocation, Silicon Elsewhere’s broad objective is to provincialize Silicon Valley
while deprovincializing the Silicon Savannah.* To do so, I trace the Silicon Savan-
nah’s Beijing connection as a project that is at the center, not at the margins, of
global anxieties over the rise of China and its purported neocolonial tendencies,
marked by ingenuity and manipulation, failure and adaptation. In the conclusion
of the book, I return to the openings that “multiple elsewheres,” as Jenny Robinson
puts it, create for thinking not just about the diversity of techno-capital, and chal-
lenging totalizing narrations that attribute to it an intrinsic nature, but also about
the otherwise of technology.®!

AN ETHNOGRAPHY OF TECHNO-OPTIMISM

The technological acceleration that Nairobi has become known for, at least since the
launch of mobile money in the late 2000s, was not over by the time I started
the research for this book, in 2020. At the outset of the COVID-19 pandemic, while
middle-class Nairobians sheltered in place and poorer Kenyans working in the jua
kali (informal economy) were forced into even more precarious conditions, a new
wave of made-in-Nairobi digital platforms flooded existing urban economies.*
From last-mile logistics to warehouse management, from humanitarian platforms
to crowd-work portals, from pay-go kits to crypto-wallets, a range of new digital
applications appeared on the market, seeking to produce value through the algo-
rithmic optimization of economies that seemed in need of a digital fix. Attesting
to the hype, investors too began rushing to Nairobi.

Despite this, 2020 and 2021, when I first landed in Nairobi for my field research,
were not easy years to study digital Global China in Kenya. Global pandemic
aside, with its fears, curfews, lockdowns, and travel bans, many Chinese entre-
preneurs and investors had since left the country. Things would gradually change,
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but starting this work in a time of crisis felt incredibly daunting. Not only was I an
outsider, both to Nairobi and to the Silicon Savannah’s Beijing connection; I was
unsure that there was a there there after all. Perhaps the Beijing connection had
wilted away, and my prior desk research—my endless googling of Chinese start-
ups in Nairobi—had turned futile. Soon, however, I realized that the crisis was
just a placeholder to describe a momentary reshuffle. The Beijing connection
was still alive. More importantly, the pandemic was just one of the structural rup-
tures of life in Nairobi. The city was and is beset by all kinds of infrastructural,
social, economic, and environmental predicaments. And these issues, with or
without the COVID-19 virus, were being made into technical problems that could
be solved through the augmentation of digital technologies. This was the hope of
the Silicon Savannah at large: techno-capital would fix the ills of an African city
while producing profits, jobs, innovation, development, democracy, and financial
independence.® The pandemic had not dimmed these aspirations. If anything, it
had pushed technological experimentation even further. And the Chinese start-
ups, managers, coders, data scientists, analysts, and investors who remained were
not only imbricated in this speculative enterprise. They were at the forefront of
pilot programs and test beds that sought to arbitrage China’s technological rise by
making it into an actionable program for the Silicon Savannah. There was a there
there, and this was a technological promise.

But how does one study such a vague and fleeting object? From the very begin-
ning, my ambition was to enter the field through the networks of expertise that
primed the encounter between digital China and the Silicon Savannah. I spoke with
renegade tech entrepreneurs who left the hardened corporate environment of Chi-
na’s state companies to build their own Africa-centric start-ups, innovative investors
who were betting on the possibility that Kenya would follow the same technological
path as China a decade before, local software engineers and bureaucrats who sought
to mobilize Chinese capital to overcome the structural dependencies of Kenya’s
economy, and many other skillful experimenters, adventurers, and state planners.
The approach of this book could thus be broadly described as an ethnography of
expertise. This was only one side of the equation of techno-capital in the Silicon
Savannah.® Yet having experts as ethnographic muses allowed me to capture the
tireless work required to construct the Beijing connection,® as well as bypass the
problem of studying techno-capital through concepts that seem to have an a priori
coherence but do not. Start-ups, corporations, platforms, tech ecosystems, and VC
investments, through the eyes of the experts punctuating the stories of this book, do
not feature as accomplished facts, or linear discourses, but as fraught, incomplete,
personal, and collective projects to be cultivated. There were obviously other ethno-
graphic objects that belonged to the realm of expertise: policy documents, technical
standards, tech news, and others. These too appear in this book.

Tying everything together shifted my ethnographic effort from experts and
expertise to a somehow deeper constitutive frame of action, namely, technological
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optimism. This was the moral horizon of a collective desire to use technology for
both social improvement and personal gain. As we will see, techno-optimism
is deeply entwined with Silicon Valley narratives but also with the possibility of
eschewing the rules and the models of siliconization by multiplying the concerns
and references of digital things.*® This kind of optimism is one of the engines of
techno-capital in the Silicon Savannah. In chapter 6, at the close of this book, I
detail how researching techno-optimism was equally a practical and an epistemic
affair. Without giving too much away now, the final chapter reflects on four aspects
of this ethnographic venture.

First, technological optimism was vehicled by a lingo, the language of disrup-
tion, that tied my biography to those of the interlocutors who generously shared
their stories with me. Language proficiency, or lack thereof, modulated my privi-
leged access to the Beijing connection. Second, technological optimism was net-
worked in a way that blurred the lines between researcher and informant, work
and leisure, observation and participation, trust and wariness. Third, technologi-
cal optimism was never in a single place or performed in specific choreographed
events but distributed and ephemeral. In this way, it required rethinking some
of the qualities traditionally associated with the thickness and depth of ethno-
graphic work. Fourth, techno-optimism primed my research project itself. Silicon
Elsewhere, as one of my contacts claimed, was (still is?) a “start-up.” And, as such,
this book too belonged to the many, diverse experiments of the Silicon Savannah’s
Beijing connection. Ultimately, this forced me to rethink the possibility of strad-
dling critical proximity and critical distance, the complicit nature of research in
expertise, and the debits of scholarly privilege that are easily buried under grand
arguments and big theories of capitalism.

OUTLINE OF THE BOOK AND ITS ARGUMENTS

Each chapter of Silicon Elsewhere offers a unique vantage point, tracing different
aspects of the interface between Global China and the Silicon Savannah: from
large-scale developmental projects to affordable smartphones, from the platform
pilots that aim to optimize Nairobi’s informal economies to the trials of new cross-
border payment standards that seek to build new China-Africa financial corridors,
and the fervor of Chinese investors who place their bets on all these experiments.

Chapter 1 begins by charting two parallel story lines. On the one hand, I briefly
summarize the ascent of China’s digital industry and its sudden integration into
the most competitive and advanced forms of transnational techno-capital, con-
stantly seeking new frontier markets. On the other hand, I follow Kenya’s devel-
opmental program that placed ICTs and digital entrepreneurialism at the center
of the country’s ambitions of economic statecraft in its new democratic era (after
2002). In other words, the chapter asks how Nairobi became Africa’s “Silicon
Savannah” and consequently a destination of digital Global China. My argument
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is that the encounter between Nairobi’s innovation scene and digital Global China
was, at least in part, engineered by state-driven ambitions and programs. To illus-
trate this point, chapter 1 brings together existing work on the boom of China’s
hardware manufacturing and digital industries in the post-reform era, in particu-
lar in the early 2000s, and my own archival work on Kenya’s state policies that
foregrounded ICTs as a national agenda. Through parliamentary records, policy
documents, and reports, I trace the moment at which a number of strategic and
serendipitous moves of the Kenyan state made the country prime for the arrival of
both China’s “digital champions” and, later on, swarms of smaller entrepreneurial
experiments. In recounting these two overlapping stories, of Kenya’s technologi-
cal ambitions and China’s going-out digital capital, the chapter sets the scene for
the remainder of the book. Anchoring the discussion, the main case study of the
chapter follows the development of Konza Technopolis, a satellite “smart city” on
the outskirts of Nairobi, which embodies the aspirations and the contradictions of
Kenyas ICT developmentalism.

Chapter 2 narrates the recent history of affordable Chinese phones in Nairobi.
Cheap handsets manufactured in China are the material commodities that enable
an increasingly competitive datafication of urban life, especially at its informal
edges. Low-cost phones are known as “chinku,” a vernacular that denotes their
suboptimal quality but also their ubiquity and affordability. In fact, and in spite
of their bad reputation, chinku phones are one of the data materialities on which
new avenues of digital accumulation are premised and promised. Chinku phones
are the enablers of new datafied economies, from crypto-wallets to distributed
logistic platforms, that seek to transform and incorporate so-called frontier
markets—informal economies that have thus far escaped the circuits of digi-
tal capital. Combining an oral history of affordable Chinese cell phones with an
ethnography of the experts that enable and manage the value chains of this com-
modity, the chapter portrays Nairobi as a city of experiments and recoils amid
increasing competition for markets and standards.*” In doing so, it challenges
some of the assumptions about the notions of frontier and frontier markets that
are commonplace in both critical and popular accounts of techno-capital in Africa.
To make this point, the chapter is centered on the case of Transsion, the Shenzhen-
based phone maker that currently dominates mobile sales in Kenya and beyond.

Chapter 3 delves into a particular set of techno-capital experiments in Nairobi—
experiments that seek to incorporate existing urban economies, many of which
only exist informally, into digital platforms. These pilots combine behavioral trials
and incredibly sophisticated practices of data capture, seeking to make economic
activities legible to digital platforms even when they are fragmented, haphazard,
and precarious. Obviously, this is not just a story of Chinese companies and entre-
preneurs. In fact, business models based on the platformization of informal econ-
omies abound across the Silicon Savannah. From last-mile logistics to e-mobility,
from pay-go solar kits to restocking apps for small businesses, from e-commerce
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to crowd-work, American, Arab, Chinese, European, and Indian entrepreneurs
compete for markets and for access to capital in Nairobi. But as I explain in the
chapter, digital Global China remains an important reference point for these new
platform economies. On the most superficial level, as the previous chapter shows,
affordable hardware often comes from China, and therefore it is Chinese start-ups
that have a unique advantage in negotiating imports and deals. Most importantly,
however, many platform experiments happening in Nairobi seek to arbitrage busi-
ness models and marketing strategies that originated in China more than a decade
ago and made the fortunes of companies like Meituan, Pinduoduo, and Alibaba. In
other words, for many start-ups, the rise of digital China offers the Silicon Savan-
nah an alternative pathway to that of Silicon Valley, especially insofar as China’s
digital boom started with and from making hardware and software for the masses,
the “information have-less” of digital capitalism.* Taken to Nairobi, this trajectory
offers a model for the algorithmic suturing of urban infrastructure that are opti-
mistically recast as terrains of digital optimization at the lower-income margins
of the city.

Chapter 4 addresses one of the most fraught and fastest-changing geopolitical
terrains of our time: the making of technical standards. Once dominated by West-
ern companies in forums like the International Standards Organization (ISO) and
the International Telecommunication Union (ITU), the making of international
standards is now a more plural arena of tussles and negotiations. This is the result
of China’s unequivocal ambition to shift from being a standard follower to being
a standard-bearer, especially in critical sectors like digital industries. Against this
backdrop, often overdetermined by geopolitical disquiet, Nairobi’s Silicon Savan-
nah presents us with an alternative perspective. Far from grand geopolitical moves,
standards existed in the worlds of my interlocutors across many different registers.
Standards were seen as a negative, inefficient status quo and as an aspiration, that
of setting new rules, starting from Nairobi. So standards manifested as protocols
to be challenged but also as opportunities to create new uniformities. Through
the testimony of my interlocutors, chapter 4 charts the making of new standards
in the domain of China-Africa cross-border transactions enabled by new finan-
cial technologies (fintech). Although tentative and exploratory, these experiments
contained and articulated a clear geopolitical program. But it wasn't a grand
narrative—the Chinese century, the tech cold war, or the like. Rather, it was a minor,
pragmatic kind of geopolitical project, which I describe as “microgeopolitical”
for its modest, run-of-the-mill approach to cross-border payment inefficiencies
that were linked to intractable and much bigger global misalignments and down-
loaded, literally and figuratively, into something as small as a digital application
running on a cheap smartphone.

Chapter 5 turns to the capital of techno-capital itself, asking how Chinese digi-
tal entrepreneurs and investors make the Silicon Savannah worth investing in in
the first place. Behind the bullish, at times superficially irrational optimism that
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MAP 1. Nairobi, showing locations mentioned in the book. Drawn by the author.

animates start-up life, cultivating the possibility of injecting cash and hopes in
uncharted innovation requires laborious cycles of derisking and deleveraging.
In the chapter, I showcase how the venture capital investments that happen at the
interface of Global China and the Silicon Savannah are contingent on two dif-
ferent, overlapping forms of labor: the making of entrepreneurial solidarities,*
offline and online networks of mutual hopefulness through which transnational
techno-capital finds a home in Nairobi; and the careful derisking of venture capi-
tal investments that are failure-prone and punctuated by losses. These different
practices serve the purpose of making uncertain presents legible as the starting
point of future gains, but chapter 5 argues that they are also techno-speculative
acts that perform the investability of Nairobi’s Silicon Savannah as a project of
technological change.

Chapter 6, as mentioned, retraces the thread of technological optimism that
somehow weaves together each chapter, focusing on the methodological implica-
tion of my ethnographic encounter with the Silicon Savannal’s Beijing connection.
And finally, in the coda of the book, I return to Hui’s question of technological
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diversity, with a reflection on the stakes and possibilities of thinking about techno-
logical otherwises from Silicon Elsewheres.

A NOTE ON NAIROBI

Just as this book frames a thin, momentary snapshot of digital Global China in the
Silicon Savannabh, it also captures a very narrow topology of Nairobi. The city that
appears in the following pages is a very partial reflection of an African metropolis
that is far more complicated, contradictory, and fractured than the image I offer.
Most Nairobians do not live in and have access to the places of privilege traversed
by my ethnographic research. Tree-shaded coworking spaces, rooftop bars, hip
cafeterias, and upscale conference venues echo a colonial, decadent portrayal of
Nairobi as the “green city under the sun” that is skewed and incomplete. Therefore,
and where possible, I have tried to use notes to point readers to the works of other
scholars who have addressed the economic and spatial violence of a city scarred
by colonial and postcolonial projects. If these issues appear in the following pages,
they appear as technical “problems” that my interlocutors were seeking to make
into terrains of technological experimentation and profit. Nairobi is a “ridiculous
hurricane of capitalism,” Wangui Kimari once told me, but not just that.



Silicon States of Development

A VERY JACK MA EVENING

July 2017. On a partly cloudy Nairobi afternoon, students, academics, journal-
ists, and government officials had gathered in the auditorium of the new twenty-
two-story tower of the University of Nairobi. Designed by Kenyan architects and
contracted to one of the Chinese state-owned companies that dominated the
construction market in Kenya, the toothpaste-colored building had only recently
altered the brutalist, low-rise skyline of the university’s central campus. The reason
for the forum was a public lecture by Jack Ma, founder of the Alibaba e-commerce
empire and, at the time, one of China’s wealthiest entrepreneurs.

It was his first-ever trip to Africa—a trip on which he was accompanied by an
entourage of other Chinese investors and entrepreneurs and by unprecedented
media coverage on both Chinese and Kenyan news outlets. Prior to the gathering,
Ma had met with local start-ups at iHub, one of Africa’s most talked about tech
incubators, had rubbed shoulders with business leaders of the powerful Kenyan
Private Sector Alliance, and entertained private talks with government officials.
As a final act, Ma would be saluting Nairobi with a lecture titled, “Empowered
African Young Entrepreneurs and Small Businesses—A Game Changer,” an event
cohosted by the United Nations Conference on Trade and Development (UNC-
TAD), to which Ma was a special adviser.

Energetic and witty, Jack Ma knew how to hold the stage. It wasn’t his first
talk of that kind. With Alibaba raising more than USs20 billion in what was the
biggest-ever IPO in 2014, Ma’s picaresque tale of success had traveled the world.
In the wake of the company going public, his crisp, mandarin-collar shirts and
blue suits had become just as famous as Alibaba’s foundation story. Perhaps this

21
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was one of the peculiarities of Jack Ma’s presence at the University of Nairobi.
Before his disappearance from public life, he was one of very few Chinese tech
entrepreneurs whose charismatic personae were well known outside of China,
Africa included. More subtly, however, Ma’s trip, his entourage of millionaires, the
media frenzy, and the shared feeling that the tour would inaugurate a new season
of China-Africa business partnerships, were all reminders of another tradition of
Chinese visits to Africa.

With annual cadence since 1991, Chinese foreign ministry leaders have toured
Africa to discuss both business and aid opportunities. Between 2009 and 2018,
eighty-two visits by China’s political leaders took place in forty different African
countries.! Even before then, albeit more sporadically, as Deborah Brautigam dis-
cusses in The Dragon’s Gift, African tours had been a cornerstone of Sino-African
partnerships—with the first diplomatic and aid missions dating to Mao’s era, when
upper-echelon Communist leaders started a long tradition of strategic multilater-
alism in the continent.? In more recent times, it was during a South African trip in
2015—at the second summit of the Forum on China-Africa Cooperation—that Xi
Jinping inaugurated a new season of “win-win cooperation and common develop-
ment” based on five principles and ten action points.?

It was in light of this history that Jack Ma’s mercurial speech in Nairobi was also
oddly unique. Not only was Ma a private entrepreneur whose fraught relationship
with the Chinese government would later culminate in his disappearance from the
public eye, but his address was an overt critique of state intervention in business.
At times, his speech was hilariously dramatic: “I'm not a politician, I am a business-
people [sic]. As businesspeople, we are result driven. We're efficiency driven. We're
fair driven. We are result driven because you have to get results. Otherwise you
only talk, no results, you die” At other times, his pragmatic business philosophy
echoed China’s stated noninterventionist foreign policy on Africa (spelled out, for
example, in Xi’s five pillars): “Businesspeople can never force people to do business
with me. It’s about a fair trade, so, I would say, let's move up. Africa will be the next
driving force, or driving energy of the world, after today’s Asia. And this is what
I truly believe. And [as] I come here, I don’t want to sell anything to you guys. I
want to help you sell your great stuff to the world, using [the] internet” Aside from
evoking the figure of “Africa rising,” a common trope that recursively appears and
wanes in portrayals of the continent’s economic outlook,’ Jack Mas words were
both prophetic and misleading. If they did foreshadow a coming wave of diverse,
technology-related experiments and partnerships between China and Kenya and
an optimistic faith in the emancipatory gifts of digital entrepreneurship, as this
book shows, they also underplayed the role of both states in the making of fertile
terrain for cross-national techno-capital. Or at least the promise thereof.

The argument that I want to outline in this chapter is that the rise of the Sili-
con Savannah, and the fact that it became an experimental ground for digital
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Global China in Africa, should be read, at least in part, as the trajectories of two
states seeking to reinvent themselves so as to be at the forefront of the new
technology economies of the twenty-first century. It is true that Jack Ma’s con-
troversial belief that business-driven technological innovation would accelerate
development against an army of ineflicient politicians, slow bureaucrats, and
corrupt state officials was a powerful one. Those who are familiar with the his-
tory of development will no doubt recognize a particular flavor of neoliberal-
ism in this worldview—one that became dominant in the 1980s with the World
Bank’s and IMF’s structural adjustment programs and with the Washington
Consensus. Kenya’s own trajectory had been indelibly marked by this doctrine,
which had charged the local bureaucratic apparatus with putative neopatrimo-
nial tendencies and forced at least two decades of austerity and privatizations
during the complicated years of President Daniel Arap Moi’s oppressive rule
(1978-2002).° Even before the shock therapy of so-called structural adjustment
loans (SALs) in the 1980s, the second-ever IMF loan to Kenya, in 1978, had
already imposed a wage-restraint conditionality for public servants.” According
to development analysts of the time, an overblown state budget and diffused cor-
ruption had caused Kenya to lag behind, and important parastatals tasked with
the delivery of vital infrastructure had been mired by inefficiencies. These deep,
often ill-advised, anti-state sentiments, as Thandika Mkandawire and Charles
Soludo have explained, were then baked into the reform programs forced onto
most African states between the late 1970s and the late 1990s.> With very little
results. And even though Moi’s government did push back against some of the
SAL prescriptions,’ little could be done about the prevailing notion that the fall-
ing productivity of sub-Saharan economies like Kenya’s should be interpreted as
failures of the “African state”—more or less what the World Bank’s famous Berg
Report had made crystal clear in 1981."

But 2017 Kenya, despite Jack Ma’s misgivings about bureaucratic inefficiency,
was not the ailing Kenya of the 1980s or the 1990s. Kenya in 2017 was Africas
upcoming bulwark of digital innovation, its Silicon Savannah. Contradictions
aside, Kenya was a rapidly growing economy, one increasingly imbricated in the
most advanced forms of digital capital that existed in the continent. “Some of
the most innovative ideas in the world [could] come from places like Kenya,”
Melinda Gates would observe a year later, on a trip during which she launched a
platform for poverty reduction through technology.!' From mobile money to crisis
mapping software, from widespread internet access to political spats on Twitter,
Kenya was leading the way in the internet era.’? And none of that could have hap-
pened at the hands of savvy businesspeople alone. During the “golden” decade of
Mwai Kibaki’s presidency (2002-13) and under the helm of an overarching devel-
opment strategy, Vision 2030, the Kenyan state had pledged to be and indeed acted
as an investor in the much-yearned-for transition from a traditionally agricultural
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to an advanced economy, centered on knowledge and innovation.”” Kenya had
become an “investor state” beyond the digital economy, leading and facilitating
several infrastructural visions of progress and development.'* Behind the scores
of entrepreneurs and techies who heralded and championed the Silicon Savan-
nah as the next capital of technology, the patient, optimistic, at times incongruous
work of state bureaucrats and ambitious politicians had, quite literally, laid the
discursive and physical foundations of the story of this book. And if Jack Ma’s
words about the role of the state in Kenya’s buoyant foray into the digital economy
were misguided, they were even more so about the inextricable, not less contra-
dictory, alliance of the state and the private technology sector that had ushered
in China’s digital boom. Ironically, as Hong Sheng explains, even Alibaba’s suc-
cess with e-commerce had been, perhaps counterintuitively, entwined with several
programs of the Chinese investor state.'

What to make of these stories of entrepreneurial statecraft—specifically, of
the Kenyan state and the Chinese state intervening and creating the conditions
for transnational digital economies to thrive? While these stories are not identi-
cal, as the macroeconomic policy issues that Kenya was trying to address were
often not the same as those that China prioritized, they reveal how, across the
world, states are not quiet bystanders of thriving or failing innovation econo-
mies.' National and local governments in different geographies and from differ-
ent sides of the political spectrum have long rushed to digital economic policy
for all kinds of reasons, from securing critical industrial capacity to rescuing
postindustrial cities from stagnant decline and even addressing matters of nation
building.'” Nonetheless, the entrepreneurial paths of Kenya and China are hardly
just variations of what political economists have described as the resurgence
of “state capitalism”—a brawnier presence of the state in the economy through
public enterprises, wealth funds, and other kinds of government-controlled cor-
porate entities and financial mechanisms.'® As Isabella Weber reminds us, China
is a good example of how the involvement of the state in the making of capital
has a complex intellectual history, merging developmental ambitions and the
desire to fend off imperial subjugation.’ And even a small snapshot of the year
2000 in Kenya, as we will see, reveals a complex landscape of state rationalities
that defies easy categorizations.

In charting the parallel and then entwined story lines of the Silicon Savannah’s
blooming and China’s digital expansion in Africa, this chapter follows Kenya’s
developmental programs that placed ICTs and digital entrepreneurialism at the
center of the country’s ambitions of economic statecraft in its new democratic
era (after 2002) and that eventually primed Nairobi for the arrival first of China’s
“digital champions” and later on a swarm of much smaller corporate entities,
start-ups, and zealous investors. Placing such enterprising experiments against
this backdrop gives us a genealogy of techno-capital in the Silicon Savannah that
is not solely oriented to a single North, that of Silicon Valley, but traces some of
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the many strategic and sometimes serendipitous path alignments that shaped
its promises.

THE “GOLDEN” DECADE (2002-2012)

“Everywhere I went, I heard the same words,” wrote the Kenyan novelist and edi-
tor Byanivanga Wainaina in a 2007 Vanity Fair piece, recalling the months that
preceded the 2002 election. “Roads. A new constitution. Taps. Water. Electricity.
Education. The usual tribal chauvinism and crude political sycophancy vanished.
Nations are mythical creatures, gaseous, and sometimes poisonous. But they start
to solidify when diverse people have moments when aspirations coincide”*

Wainainass reflections captured the perhaps cruel optimism that led up to Mwai
Kibaki’s presidency and the overwrought hope for structural reforms that infused
his first tenure. Some long-awaited democratic changes did take place in those
years. “Multiple and unpoliced spaces of popular expression, including expanded
airwaves, a vibrant Internet and the runaway success of mobile telephony, turned
the Kibaki presidency into a teeming marketplace of debate on each and every
political and non-political issue;” would write Joyce Nyairo in her book mark-
ing fifty years after Kenya’s independence (1963-2013).?! Kibaki’s cabinet had also
stood by the promise to shift the course of the Kenyan economy. After two decades
of performances perceived as sluggish, the country was roaring at more than 5 per-
cent GDP growth. “The Nairobi Stock Exchange,” Wainaina pointed out, was “on
fire. Since 2002 the index ha[d] risen 787 percent in dollar terms, making it one
of the world’s best-performing markets”** The national budget for primary educa-
tion had risen by 5 percent on overall state expenditure. Important infrastructure
projects had begun to hit the ground. Foreign investments, both from interna-
tional players and from the Kenyan diaspora, were finally pouring into Nairobi’s
real estate. Most importantly, Kenya had aspirationally embraced the possibilities
of a nascent economic sector—all things related to ICTs—and heeded the call of
ICT4D (ICT for development) proponents, who had for some time advocated dig-
italization as a means to unleash industrial growth, foster inclusion, and fix social
pains.”® Moreover, in a country scarred by the corrupt and opaque if not outright
violent policing of dissent in the Moi era, information technologies also embodied
the possibility of new spaces of democratic participation and debate.*

It wasn’t long after Wainaina’s optimistic piece in Vanity Fair that history would
dampen the hopefulness that had sustained Kenya’s early steps into its multiparty,
postcolonial democratic era. Signals were already there. Corruption scandals had
not disappeared, even at the top of the government establishment. Neither
had the unsavory practice of intimidating journalists. While elites were accumu-
lating wealth, inequality in an already unequal country had continued to rise.
Clashes over who-belonged-where had reemerged from the ashes of a long saga of
ethnicity being weaponized as a divide-and-rule colonial technique. Ultimately, as
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the historian Daniel Branch explains, all political parties in power, even in those
years that brimmed with the desire to chart a different trajectory for the country,
had relinquished any kind of redistributive agenda.?® This wasn’t new. Kenya had
for decades been an anticommunist rampart in a region swept by more radical
movements. The very engineers of independent Kenya, the likes of Jomo Kenyatta
(its first president) and Tom Mboya (its first economic planning minister), had
believed that the preservation of private property and economic development
had to be prioritized over redistribution. This is a simplification of political figures
whose thought cannot be reduced to that of laissez-faire crusaders. For instance,
Tom Mboya and Mwai Kibaki, then permanent secretary at the Treasury, had even
coauthored a paper, African Socialism and Its Application to Planning in Kenya
(adopted by the parliament in 1965), in which they had championed a nonaligned,
state-planned, yet free-market economy, where principles of social justice and the
expansion of welfare were pegged to the imperative of economic growth.” By
the time Kibaki was president, however, these discussions about the features of
African socialism seemed very distant. Eventually, the lack of structural reforms
geared to economic justice, never dormant matters of land distribution in the Rift
Valley and elsewhere, combined with the failure to modify the constitution and
proven ballot frauds, led to the 2007 postelection violence. The cheerful Kenya of
Wainaina’s portrayal, just a few months old, turned into a realm of dark brutality.?®

Only a power-sharing agreement between Kibaki and Raila Odinga, his for-
mer rival turned ally turned rival again, tentatively put an end to the violence, a
few months after the 2007 elections. It also inaugurated another period of intense
economic development policy, which began in earnest with the approval of Kenya
Vision 2030 in June 2008. Kenya Vision 2030 was an ambitious, all-encompassing
national development plan that, at the time of this writing, still frames the coun-
try’s aspirations. It was followed by the much-anticipated constitutional reform,
which initiated a halthearted devolution project.?” Kibaki’s new “grand coalition”
was eager to leave behind the trauma of violence, to which cabinet members them-
selves, according to a later inquiry of the International Criminal Court, had alleg-
edly contributed. In turn, Kibaki’s ministers embraced a developmentalist agenda
that was not just ideologically committed but also pragmatic.*® As the West and
China were tracing two completely different responses to the shock of the great
financial crisis, one of state retrenchment and austerity and one that would lead
to the state capital-fueled Belt and Road Initiative,* Kenya could finally rely on a
wider gamut of possible alliances. Beyond the usual suspects, such as the World
Bank and other development banks, China, Japan, and South Korea emerged
as possible partners of Vision 2030. With export credits to going-out companies
and new forms of project financing usually devoid of the strict conditionalities of
the World Bank’s “good governance” mantra, a whole new set of infrastructural
geopolitics seemed attainable. Later on, journalists would call it Kibaki’s “Look
East policy” shift, accenting Kenya’s increasingly deep economic and diplomatic
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ties with China.*? It is in this context of developmental thrusts and new inter-
national alliances that the seed of a Silicon Savannah was planted. But let’s start
from the beginning.

During Kibakis first term (2002-7), the complex task of accelerating economic
growth and reducing poverty was entrusted to Peter Nyongo, then minister of
planning and national development. A graduate of Makerere University in Kam-
pala, just like Kibaki, Nyongo had been one of the key political figures behind
the rainbow coalition that had defeated Moi. He was thus seen as a mediator who
could get the different souls of the motley alliance behind a single policy plan.
Known for his thoughtfulness, Nyongo did so in two ways. First, he stressed the
gravity of nationwide reforms. After all, Kenyas economic numbers were not
rosy: over the previous decade, per capita income at purchasing-power parity had
plummeted, and more than 55 percent of the country was living in poverty. In
sub-Saharan Africa, Kenya had the lowest connectivity per capita rate in terms
of basic infrastructure like electricity and internet access.”® This sense of urgency
was communicated by the very name of the set of policies concocted by the min-
istry: the Economic Recovery Strategy for Wealth and Employment Creation.** Sec-
ond, Nyongo strategically marshaled a broad range of experts in the preparation
of the document, drafting a new generation of optimistic technocrats, often with
vast international experience, into a wide consultation process. Unsurprisingly,
the strategy was not only embraced by the political alliance; it soon obtained the
green light of the IMF- and World Bank-backed donor consultative group and
was enshrined in a four-year investment program—Investment Program for the
Economic Recovery Strategy (IP-ERS)—that prioritized state spending for certain
components of the plan.*

It is with the implementation of the Economic Recovery Strategy that Kenya
launched itself into the digital era as a matter of policy. Only a few years earlier,
Nyongo would recall, public officials were barred from using email.** Adopting
some of the aspects of the African Information Society Initiative (AISI), a blue-
print endorsed by the African Union in 1996, the ERS shifted course entirely, even
suggesting that ICT industries could decrease the country’s reliance on agricul-
ture.”” To do so, the strategy outlined, Kenya needed cross-cutting reforms (such
as the implementation of e-governance and digital literacy initiatives across differ-
ent sectors) as well as outright supply-side investments in connectivity infrastruc-
ture: a full-blown industrial policy.*® The ERS also pledged to develop a dedicated
ICT master plan, another component of the AISI framework.* In its last few years
of power, Moi’s government had already succumbed to international pressure to
liberalize telecommunications.”’ The 1998 Communications Act had created the
conditions for Kibaki’s cabinet to operate in a context of relative ease,* and, if not
swimmingly, a national ICT policy draft was out for stakeholder comments by late
2004, the same year in which a further liberalization of the licensing structure had
taken place in the telecommunications sector.
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Under Permanent Secretary James Rege, a Kenyan engineer who had led the
successful entrance of Vodafone in Tanzania, an impassioned coalition of private
sector representatives, civil society groups, academics, and government techno-
crats emerged. Two examples from this period are telling of the fervor with which
debates over ICT policies took center stage, at least in the realm of experts. On
the one hand, the powerful Kenya Private Sector Alliance birthed a two-hundred-
member lobby group, the Kenya ICT Federation (KIF), which included both
large IT businesses and representatives from informal cyber cafés. KIF not only
participated in and organized various consultations, but vocally advocated the
developmental intervention of the Kenyan government in support of this nascent
industry.*? Only a marriage of convenience, experts argued, a careful balancing
act between regulation and facilitation, would truly unleash the potential of ICTs
to foster economic growth and reduce poverty. The question of universal access
was particularly relevant: a committed developmental state, it was recognized, was
needed for the uneconomical project of providing infrastructure to the poor-
est sections of the country.* Meanwhile, these goals had also brought together
a much larger network of interested parties in the Kenya ICT Action Network
(KICTANet), an email-enabled debate space that formed as a multistakeholder
advocacy group leading up to Kenya’s participation at the 2005 World Summit
of the Information Society (WSIS).** Combining debates about the geopolitics of
internet governance, which had been unsuccessfully tabled at the previous WSIS,
and domestic concerns over how the government should act with respect to ICTs,
KICTANet and its mailing list would become an important player in many of the
policy changes that ensued.” Still today, the network is one of the loudest civil
society voices in the country’s ICT governance sphere.

While these discussions flourished, another team of experts was busy assessing
the outcomes of the ERS and envisioning a longer-term plan. This was Kenya’s
National Economic and Social Council (NESC). As part of the ERS, NESC was
chaired by the president and included key cabinet ministers, business leaders,
and carefully chosen international consultants. NESC’s task was not only to eval-
uate the outcomes of the implementation of ERS—which had been admittedly
designed, according to Peter Nyongo, to “get the quick wins™**—but also to muster
political consensus for longer-term development objectives. NESC had to be both
visionary and pragmatic.

Inspiration to achieve these goals came from a visit of NESC officials and staft
to Malaysia, where long-term economic statecraft, under the Wawasan 2020 plan,
had radically transformed the country in the space of a generation.*” For Kenyan
officials, while the East Asian experience could not be simply cut and copied, it
could still provide clues, since Malaysia too had been a multiethnic British col-
ony.** Even more than Wawasan 2020, NESC planners insisted, Kenya needed
a holistic plan in which social, economic, and democratic goals coexisted. This
view was crystallized in a paper that was approved in January 2006, after a cabinet
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reshuffling that had ousted all ministers who had campaigned against the constitu-
tional referendum of November 2005, including the architect of the concept note,
Professor Nyongo.

Finally, in June 2009, a year after its approval, Kenya Vision 2030 was launched,
together with the first medium-term plan for its implementation. It was the first
important government move of the power-sharing coalition that had been negoti-
ated in the aftermath of the postelection violence of 2007-8. By then, a new NESC
had been formed, this time with all its four international experts coming from East
Asian countries—Japan, Malaysia, Singapore, and South Korea. As Elsje Fourie
writes, the emulation of an Asian developmental paradigm “echoe[d] the early
years of post-colonial Kenya, when technologically optimistic planners such as
Tom Mboya sought to guide the country along the path of modernization, deploy-
ing tools such as technocratic rule, rapid economic growth, and social engineer-
ing”* Significantly, Vision 2030 listed diverse projects as part of its three pillars of
social, economic, and political development, including the formulation of a new
constitution and the mandate to carry on a devolution of power to subnational
entities. Alongside this, the most important feature of the plan was an ambitious
push toward infrastructure-led growth. Recognizing the actual budget limitations
of the state coffers to achieve such an overarching scheme of modernization, the
strategy also argued that both private and bilateral finance had to be mobilized,
whenever necessary.

If the ERS plan had made timid references to ICTs, Vision 2030 did not shy
away from positing that technology and innovation were the very foundations of
the kind of socioeconomic change envisioned by the strategy. But the architects
of Vision 2030 did not conceive ICT just in instrumental terms. ICT-enabled econ-
omies needed to be a focus of industrial policy. This was a speculative gamble. For
instance, of the six macroeconomic areas that the plan identified as strategic
for the state to actively invest in, four were already the largest GDP contributors
to the country’s economy at the time, namely, agriculture, tourism, manufactur-
ing, and retail, but two—IT-enabled business process offshoring and financial
services—only minimally contributed to Kenyas GDP*® In other words, they
required a full-fledged industrial policy, the likes of which the country had never
seen. This industrial policy materialized in very specific initiatives, like the plan for
anew city on the outskirts of Nairobi, as I discuss later, but also in more mundane
and less lofty policies of import substitution, lifting of certain custom duties, subsi-
dies, streamlined approvals of experimental protocols like mobile money, and the
delivery of basic digital infrastructure across the nation.** The latter, in particular,
was one of the major ICT supply-side interventions of the early years of Vision
2030, including the commissioning of a Government Common Core Network
(GCCN), a national data center, and fiber-optic links connecting each of the county
capitals to the internet backbone, referred to as the National Optic Fibre Network
Backhaul Initiative (NOFBI). Since then, and despite change in governments and
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political alliances, Vision 2030 has hatched several specific ICT-centered strategies,
from the 2013 Towards a Digital Kenya to the more recent Digital Economy Blue-
print of 2019 and the National Digital Master Plan of 2021.>

Together with these strategic and speculative long-term visions, Kibaki’s sec-
ond mandate, like his first one, was marked by the fast-moving “political entre-
preneurialism” and quick wins of individual leaders.” No one perhaps was more
active than the permanent secretary of the ICT Ministry, Bitange Ndemo. With
no political experience but a career as a World Bank consultant and an academic
at the University of Nairobi, Ndemo was still remembered at the time of my field
research as the true mastermind of Kenya’s digital transitions (even though, by
then, he was posted in Belgium as ambassador to the European Union). He had
been appointed after the first cabinet reshuffle in 2005 and then confirmed after
the election. During his time in office as the head of the civil servants in the min-
istry, Ndemo oversaw important shifts in the ICT industry, including the market
liberalization of the communication sector initiated but never fully acted on until
then. He steered the country’s first open data policies. He also seized important
opportunities that would later turn out to be crucial in Kenya’s digital transition.
For instance, he put his weight behind the approval of M-Pesa in 2007, at a time
when the Central Bank’s acting governor had carefully declined to greenlight a
proposal crafted by Safaricom, the country’s recently privatized mobile telecom-
munications company. With M-Pesa, Safaricom was shouldering an innovative
mode to transact money through the USSD protocol—the quick-code system used
by mobile providers to recharge airtime. Those were the years of Safaricom’s listing
on the Nairobi Stock Exchange and of a series of events that, as Emma Park writes,
consecrated a new kind of “corporate” belonging for Kenyan citizens.* Ultimately,
Ndemo’s push for an alliance between ICT and financial regulators established
Kenya as a leader in mobile money innovation, and M-Pesa became an inextri-
cable part of the country’s formal and informal economies.” In fact, a big push
for the quick adoption of M-Pesa as an alternative to cash, when only 5 percent of
Kenyans had access to financial services,” was precisely the election instability
of 2008 and the ensuing need to safely remit money—to “send money home,” as
Safaricom’s slogan put it—across urban and rural divides.”

Another good example of tactical moves that would accelerate the country’s
digital transition was the landing of internet cables. Until June 2009, Kenya and the
rest of East Africa remained one of the few regions in the world without hardwired
internet access. Connectivity was provided by costly and increasingly uneconomi-
cal satellite links. By the end of July, however, two of four planned internet cables
had gone live along the coast of Mombasa, Kenyas second city and main port.
Ndemo, himself a prolific writer, would recall the story of one of these cables, the
East African Marine System (TEAMS), a few years later, as an exemplar of his
unwavering political entrepreneurialism.
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When I joined the Ministry of Information and Communications, there was an ini-
tiative to provide high-speed connectivity and lower the cost of accessing the Internet
by linking East Africa to the rest of the world through a fiber optic cable. . . . For six
years, the 22-country project had remained at the planning stage. . . . Ultimately, after
numerous discussions, it became clear that forging ahead with the project success-
fully was going to require a unilateral approach. Our Ministry decided to abandon
the regional initiative in favour of a Kenyan-led project. . . . We faced a policy chal-
lenge. In 2008, Kenya did not have a policy to govern public-private partnerships.
Yet, such a policy was necessary to convince stakeholders that Kenya would lead the
project. To save time, we proceeded to get Etisalat Telecommunications Corporation
in the United Arab Emirates as a junior partner (15%). Once we had secured this
initial deal, we came back and mobilized local operators to invest in the remaining
85% of the project. To calm investors, I created a board consisting of all of those who
had expressed interest in being part of the process—largely local telecommunication
companies. And with that TEAMS was born.”®

As a government outfit, TEAMS pioneered one of many experiments of infra-
structure project financing that bloomed in the years to come. By the time Bitange
Ndemo left office, on the occasion of the new presidential elections of 2012, Kenya
was no longer a disconnected nation. In fact, data showed that internet penetra-
tion was now higher than in most other parts of Africa and that the contribution of
ICTs to the GDP was steadily increasing. Obviously, tales of individual leadership,
like that of Ndemo, only capture a sliver of the story. But they nonetheless fore-
ground the contradictions and hopefulness of post-Moi Kenya, a country in which
technological advancements and the propulsion of techno-capital became matters
of both emancipation and belonging in the rebuilding of a nation scarred by its
recent past. If it is true, as Wainaina wrote, that nations are “gaseous” creatures that
come alive when collective aspirations suddenly coincide, then the “golden” decade
of Kibaki was precisely this, at least for the political and bureaucratic machine of
the country. In truth, many had been left behind by these techno-political prom-
ises of inclusion through infrastructure and entrepreneurialism. By the time I fin-
ished my fieldwork, I realized that a general sense of ambivalence toward Kenya’s
embrace of techno-capital was common among friends and colleagues. Some were
rightly critical of how little social justice had mattered in the rebuilding of the
country through information technologies. Some would defend the techno-liberal
hopes that had nurtured the statecraft experiments of the 2000s, yet shake their
heads in resignation at how that project had eventually unfolded.

Still, among bureaucrats and state planners, the technological optimism of
Kibaki’s era had not withered away. The next government, spearheaded by Jomo
Kenyatta’s son Uhuru, did not turn its back on the infrastructural thrust initiated
by Kibaki’s cabinet (of which he had briefly been a member). Ultimately, Kenyatta
pressed the alliance with China even further, stressing the importance of foreign
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capital to realize the ambitious projects of Vision 2030, including those that encap-
sulated the transition to an ICT-driven economy. But before turning to one such
project, it is worth taking a step back and looking at China’s own trajectory with
digital technology, one that culminated more or less at the moment when the Sili-
con Savannah was ready to welcome China’s outgoing techno-capital.

DIGITAL CHINA: GOING OUT TO KENYA

From WeChat to TikTok through indestructible Lenovo laptops, nimble Xiaomi
phones, and Al-powered Hikvision cameras to lithe DJI drones and many other
pieces of software and hardware equipment, few would not concede that China is
a world-leading nation in almost all facets of the digital economy, only a close sec-
ond to the United States. Even areas of technological production in which the gap
between the two states has long seemed unbridgeable, like the manufacturing of
cutting-edge microchips, are gradually becoming terrains of competition. During
the writing of this book, for example, Huawei caught several pundits by surprise
with Kirin 9o00S, a phone chip that experts assessed to be only a year behind
Qualcomm’s top-notch, comparable products, despite (or perhaps because of?) the
US sanctions that had crippled China’s best-known “digital champion”

However, the recognition of China as a superpower of innovation is rather
new. In the West, the orientalist view of a technologically sleepy giant has only
recently faded away.” In contrast, a conundrum was shared among historians of
technology and sinologists who wondered how it was possible that a millenarian
empire had produced so little techno-science. Most famously, this was “Needham’s
grand question” Joseph Needham (1900-1995), a British scientist and historian
of China, had asked, “Why did modern science, . . . with all its implications for
advanced technology, take its meteoric rise only in the West at the time of Gali-
leo?”® This was especially puzzling because, Needham had written, “between the
first century B.C. and the fifteenth century A.D., Chinese civilization was much
more efficient than occidental in applying human natural knowledge to practical
human needs”" Even in more recent times, the technological achievements of
early twenty-first-century China have often been portrayed as copycat emulations
rather than genuine ingenuity, as discussed in more detail in chapters 2 and 4.7

Needham’s question has since received two kinds of responses. A more con-
ceptual rejoinder has pointed to the Eurocentric nature of the question itself. Even
though Needham’s work did much to shed light on important Chinese techno-
logical developments, the economic historian Andre Gunder Frank would later
observe, its implicit assumption entailed a rather linear conception of progress
and of the relationship between science and innovation.® For the philosopher
Yuk Hui, it is a limited view of technicity, one primed by fundamentally Western-
centric notions of “technics,” that places the West as the sole originator of technol-
ogy.* A second kind of response to Needham’s grand question has been grounded
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in empirical studies of technological advancement in China.® Accordingly, Bei-
jing’s digital primacy should be read against a long trajectory of experimentation
with decolonization, industrial policy, military programs, market reforms, nation-
alism, and socialist rationalities. This complex history reveals not just how inac-
curate the idea of a sluggish nation suddenly awakening is but also how different
techno-scientific ambitions have long been at the center of Chinese statecraft, at
least since Mao’s era. Needless to say, as Franceschini and Loubere explain, this
perspective doesn’t make Chinese state-driven techno-capital exceptional per se.*
Rather, it recognizes China as one of the motors in the globalization of technol-
ogy, a motor without which we would only grasp a partial, Euro-American picture
of the digital economy. Notwithstanding this, China’s rapid rise as a technology
giant deserves some attention—certainly more than what can be done in the short
space of a paragraph—because it is on the back of this growth that digital China’s
overseas expansion eventually reached the shores of Kenya.

A good point of historical departure is perhaps 863 jihua, Programme 863,
approved by Deng Xiaoping in 1986. During Mao’s time, China had experienced a
number of important scientific achievements, including the development of laser
technology, thermonuclear fusion, satellites, and semiconductors, but top scientists
believed that innovation had been stifled by the bureaucratic apparatus and too
little had been done to truly address the country’s gap with Western nations. In
1986, four of these well-known scientists expressed this concern in a letter to
Deng, outlining a plan for how the state could better support basic research and
its industrial application. With the backing of then-Prime Minister Zhao Ziyang,
who had been influenced by the Silicon Valley evangelist Alvin Toffler (we will
reencounter him later),”” the plan was enshrined in policy a year later, as Pro-
gramme 863. The scheme, implemented over the next thirty years, was meant
to nurture the development of indigenous innovations in a wide range of fields,
decreasing China’s costly reliance on foreign high-tech products. In fact, the pro-
gram dovetailed with Deng’s reforms, which had selected key industries, including
ICT, to experiment with foreign investments and partnerships. Imports of elec-
tronic telephone switches and fiber-optic cables, for example, were among the first
to be liberalized, in those same years. The rationale of this move was to take a
necessary “intermediary step” toward “self-reliance and catch-up”*® Meanwhile, at
least at the beginning, Programme 863 produced a radical departure for decision
making in national R&D, centralizing power into an organ led by expert scientists
and not party cadres.” And though this shift was later reversed, the plan pro-
vided both financial and techno-political opportunities: while funding ushered
in important milestones like the commissioning of the Tianhe supercomputer,
the overall framework—that is, fast technological catch-up with more advanced
nations—offered a shell for the flexible integration of foreign and domestic com-
panies in the making of cutting-edge technology in the years to come. Ultimately,
Programme 863 established the centrality of IT-related industrial policy, in all its



34 SILICON STATES OF DEVELOPMENT

shades, to the boosting of domestic technology markets first and then to their
global expansion.

The 1990s turned out to be an important decade for this industrial shift.”” While
China had become known as the factory of the world, the contradictions of this
industrial boom had soon become clear to Beijing’s economic planners. Export-
oriented manufacturing, often catering to low-tech, low-cost commodities and
concentrated in few areas of the country, was not sustainable in the long term.
In response, Jiang Zemin, China’s third leader, accelerated a number of initiatives
designed to further industrial upgrading, decrease reliance on foreign patents,
diversify manufacturing verticals, address regional disparities, and attract human
capital back from the West. The formation of dedicated Ministries of Science and
Technology and of Information Industry in 1998 signaled that these fields of state-
craft needed dedicated attention, especially as the country had by then joined the
internet and a new generation of IT value-added services was emerging.”" How-
ever, ICT manufacturing in the 1990s remained couched in an export-processing
mode of industrialization, driven by a developmental state that was at once try-
ing to rebalance regional disparities (by encouraging relocation of assembly fac-
tories in less industrialized western China) and further integrating into global
trade.”” Notwithstanding these contradictions, Jiang’s leadership crystallized the
importance of technological advancement as the very bedrock of the relationship
between the Chinese Communist Party and the people of China. With the theory
of the san ge daibiao, the Three Represents, ratified at the 2002 congress, Jiang
(himself an engineer) established that the party had to act for the “most advanced”
productive forces of the country.”

In tandem with these inward-looking reforms, by the late 1990s certain indus-
tries were seen as ripe not just for global integration but also for global competi-
tion, which again needed a supporting investor state. It was the famous zouchuqu
zhanlue policy of 2000 and 2001: the going out (or going global) of designated
national champions, enterprises that could be backed to compete on international
markets. Going global was a response to internal crises of accumulation whereby
certain domestic markets had already reached a stage of stagnation or overcapacity
or where competition with foreign companies was harsh.” This was especially the
case for network equipment manufacturers like Huawei, whose going-global story
is rather exemplary.”” Founded in the late 1980s in the special economic zone of
Shenzhen, Huawei had initially imported network switches from Hong Kong while
seeking to reverse-engineer them to start domestic production. Its founder, Ren
Zhengfei, as he himself would later write, was motivated by the same ambitions
of catch-up and self-reliance that had come to prime China’s techno-nationalist
outlook.” Eventually, with a unique employee-owned corporate structure, Hua-
wei had found success in the deployment of communication equipment to parts
of the country, especially rural areas and lower-tier cities, left out by the foreign
vendors’ joint ventures that dominated more lucrative urban markets. Replicating
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Mao-inspired strategies of targeting marginal areas first (“encircling the cities
from the countryside”), Huawei had perfected the capacity to build network kits
that were comparable in quality but much cheaper than their foreign-patented
alternatives. When the going-out policy was announced, Huawei had the option of
relying on state-provided, low-cost capital to accelerate its foreign expansion. As
the same competitors that had crowded out China’s top market, the likes of Nokia,
Alcatel, Lucent, Fujitsu, and Ericssson, already dominated sales in high-revenue
countries, Ren opted for revising the “encircling cities from the countryside” and
instead encircled “developed markets from emerging markets”””

In practice, Huawei aligned its own strategy of market expansion with the geo-
political moves of China seeking partnerships outside the West, especially in the
Global South and in former socialist countries. Even before the official going-out
policy, Huawei had made its first appearances in Russia, the Middle East, South-
east Asia, and eventually Africa. In 1998, an intrepid group of Huawei salespeople
and technicians had set up business in Kenya.” Some of my contacts remembered
them fondly. According to urban legend, they had lived together in a cheap hotel
and kept busy around the clock, seven days a week—almost a caricature of the
Chinese expatriate laborer in their “eating bitterness,” chi ku, work ethic.”” Their
room doubled as an office. After a few years, they had managed to get the first
contract with the ICT Ministry to build internet infrastructure in rural regions
of the country. In 2002, this was one of the first loan agreements between China
and Kenya, and it established a long alliance between Huawei and Beijing’s State
Council on one side and Kenya’s ICT Ministry and Treasury and local telecoms
on the other.

Huawefi’s arrival in Kenya could not have been more timely. The early 2000s
were the years of Kibaki’s ERS, and ICTs were gradually becoming a state prior-
ity. In the meantime, structural adjustment reforms had liberalized the telecom-
munication sector across most parts of the African continent, while at the same
time they had curbed the capacity of African governments to invest public funds
in the delivery of this infrastructure. In addition, private Western operators had
shown little interest in deploying ICT infrastructure in areas like Kenya, which
implied costly upfront investments and low, long-term returns.®*® As a result,
Kibaki’s cabinets embraced Chinas promise of development finance with fewer
strings attached, even if that meant that funding would be vehicled through Chi-
nese companies. In the telco space, Huawei ended up being in competition with
(or in the same value chains of) state-owned enterprises like ZTE, China Mobile,
and others that had also, by then, started business in Kenya. Anecdotally, while
Huawei won its first bid with the ICT Ministry, its rival ZTE had grabbed one with
the government-owned Telkom in the same years. One of my contacts, a young
salesman working for ZTE, elaborated that it had been the “managed competition”
between these different Chinese network equipment providers that had acceler-
ated Kenya’s connectivity leap.*’ He told me, as an example, that Huawei and ZTE
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5G base stations cost more or less the same but a third of the Nokia option. No
wonder that these two companies had become by far the largest ICT vendors in
Kenya, and in Africa at large, he observed.

Huawei had also diversified its footprint. From network equipment, the
Shenzhen company had branched into data centers and cloud services, mobile
phones and software applications. When with some colleagues I met with Huawei
executives in Nairobi, in the summer of 2024, the latter showed us a mind map of
the different components of their business in Kenya. In the grand boardroom
of the company’s headquarters, the slide recited, “Kenniya Huawei 20 nian, women
zuole shenme?”—Twenty years of Huawei Kenya, what have we done? It then listed
the variously integrated facets of the company’s market in the country, includ-
ing personal connectivity, fiber-to-home infrastructure, cloud services to both
private and public entities, smart healthcare, smart mobility, financial backends,
and the controversial “safe city” tool kit (pingan chengshi)—an Al-powered sur-
veillance platform that has had critics concerned with Beijing exporting digital
authoritarianism overseas.®? Under the Kiswahili tagline kuwa nawe, kua nawe—
being and growing with you—Huawei had partnered with all the shades of Kenya’s
governance and corporate landscape. They had provided part of the NOFBI, digi-
tized medical care in rural counties, and built cloud-powered IT services for finan-
cial institutions like ABSA, NCBA, and DTB, all important banks in the country.
Most importantly, perhaps, Huawei had assembled the infrastructure underpin-
ning the transition of M-Pesa from low-tech USSD-based transactions to a much
more sophisticated digital stack. The migration of user data from IBM servers in
Germany to purpose-built facilities in Kenya was the stuff of legend among experts
in the field. Overnight, or so the story went, Huawei had patented several compo-
nents of the sophisticated techno-financial architecture that Safaricom needed to
scale its M-Pesa operations. Fuliza, for example, the popular service that allows
customers to continuously overdraw to make payments (with a very small charge
if refunds are rapid) had been engineered by a Huawei team.

Some three years before visiting their Nairobi headquarters, I had asked another
Huawei executive how it was possible that M-Pesa, a source of such nationalistic
pride for several Kenyans, ran on a Chinese stack without raising questions of
digital and financial sovereignty.** He had smirked and answered that not only was
M-Pesa ultimately “Kenyan,” as it operated within the strict boundaries set by local
regulators, but Huawei had managed to be regarded as a principled partner by pol-
iticians and state bureaucrats. Rarely involved in controversies, or even in rumors
like the African Union-gate in Ethiopia,* the Shenzhen company had aligned itself
with the goals of Vision 2030—goals that provided market opportunities for Hua-
wei and stories of infrastructural success for state officials. Examples abounded,
from the already mentioned NOFBI to the migration of all National Transport
and Safety Authority (NTSA) services into one convenient platform for everything
from driver’s licenses to vehicle registration. Huawei had also made conspicuous
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commitments to the social engineering aspects of Vision 2030, according to which
a new generation of technologically skilled Kenyans was needed to achieve the
transformational goals of the plan. With initiatives like Seeds for the Future (a
global internship program designed to select young students for Huawei’s own tal-
ent pipeline), participation in the Presidential Digital Talent Programme, collabo-
rations with technical colleges and universities, or programs like DigiTruck (ICT
training in rural areas), the company had positioned itself as the government’s key
ally for the human-upskilling ambitions of Vision 2030. A memorandum of under-
standing in 2014 even nominated Huawei as a partner for the country’s future
digital master plans.

Huawei’s impressive strides in Kenya should be read against what was hap-
pening at home in China. As a digital champion, the company benefited from
a few important policies of the Xi-Li administration, which had taken over the
seemingly less brazen leadership of Hu-Wen in 2012.%° Li Keqiang’s 2014 Internet
Plus (Hulianwang jia), for example, strategized collaborations between the gov-
ernment and an emergent ecosystem of platform companies across focus areas
like manufacturing, finance, and e-government. For many commentators, one of
the architects of the policy had been the founder of the WeChat/Tencent empire,
Pony Ma. A year later, Made in China 2025 (Zhongguozhizao erlingerwu), issued
by the paramount leader Xi Xingping, promoted a novel industrial plan designed
to increase China’s prominence in the production and innovation of high-value,
high-tech products.® Most vocally, Made in China 2025 bludgeoned the need for
delinking China’s capacity to manufacture microchips from foreign patents into
policy (a goal that was embraced by Huawei). These programs also dovetailed
with other overarching initiatives. On the domestic front, the 2014 Mass Entrepre-
neurship and Innovation (MEI) campaign sanctioned the centrality of IT-related
entrepreneurialism, ranging from the small start-up to the tech giant to the gov-
ernment office, as a vehicle to rejuvenate the nation. With MEI, writes Lin Zhang,
Beijing sought “to entrepreneurialize problems of development, social equity, and
national technological independence” Despite all their contradictions,® policies
like MEI blended developmentalist ambitions of GDP growth and global tech-
nological dominance with residual socialist rationalities that pledged to offer
every citizen the possibility to participate in Chinas digital ascendancy.® In the
following pages of this book, we will indeed encounter many Chinese entrepre-
neurs whose temper and personal mobility had been shaped by the shibboleth of
mass innovation.

Meanwhile, on the foreign front, in 2015 Xi also inaugurated the IT compo-
nent of the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), the so-called Digital Silk Road (DSR),
a program that, despite its vagueness, offered government support for Chinese
technology companies to reach overseas markets. Just like the broader BRI, the
DSR promised a new kind of “inclusive globalization,” predicated on principles of
cooperation and mutual benefit.”® Despite its limited documented achievements,
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the DSR confirmed that the MEI-with-Internet+ shift toward mass innovation and
more high-valued industries needed to happen not just internally but also in the
global outreach of the national champions.” For example, at the 2018 Central Eco-
nomic Work Conference, the term “new infrastructure construction” (NIC) was
coined to describe a new mode of development driven by innovation in IT and
not just by the traditional infrastructure that had come to dominate BRI loans
and China’s bilateral finance.”” Then again, many players other than Huawei, the
owners of platforms like WeChat and Pinduoduo, were more than ready to go
global. And giants like Alibaba, which by then had become all-inclusive platforms,
were perfectly suited to provide the infrastructure for twenty-first-century digital
Global China, as Hong Shen explains.”

Huawef’s story in Kenya, while exemplary given the extent to which the com-
pany “charmed its way into the heart of Kenya’s data,” as the journalist Dominic
Omondi of The Standard wrote in 2021, was not unique.” Several other ICT and
digital companies reached the African shores—and other regions—on the back of
Beijing’s domestic and foreign policy.”> We have seen how other ICT manufactur-
ers and operators, for example, China Mobile, China Telecom, and ZTE, made
their way into Kenya in the same years as Huawei, even competing with the latter.
As these hardware companies focused on the backbone of connectivity, they
then paved the way for other players in different segments of ICT value chains,
including e-commerce giants like Alibaba, which ran its Africa’s Business Heroes
competition from Nairobi; media companies like Opera, StarTimes, and Tencent;
financial corporations like UnionPay; affordable mobile phone makers (chapter 2);
household electronics manufacturers like Haier and Synix; start-ups and individ-
ual entrepreneurs in various sectors of the platform economy (chapters 3 and 4),
and, eventually, VC investors and their careful analysts (chapter 5).

Of course, this is just a partial picture of the multilayered relations that link
China and Kenya. Today the former is the second-largest foreign creditor to the
latter, after the World Bank. From engineering companies involved in all kinds of
large-scale projects—railways, highways, bridges, airports, geothermal plants—to
real estate ventures and “flying geese” seeking to relocate manufacturing capacity,
China is Kenya’s main business partner.”® And given the importance of what the
political economists Yongnian Zheng and Yanjie Huang call China’s “market-in-
state” system®”—which affords different degrees of bounded autonomy to private
and public enterprises provided they stay within the course set by state policy—
these economic ties are telling of the globalization of China’s investor state.”® But if
we look at ICT and platform companies more specifically, not only can we pick out
the diversity of Global China,” but we can also catch sight of the fact that another
aspirant investor state, in this case an African country like Kenya, had actively
been experimenting with policies designed to foster technological emancipation
and catch-up. These moves incidentally coincided with the overseas expansion
of China’s digital champions and with the arrival of many other companies and
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entrepreneurs that “borrowed the boat out to sea”’® Ironically, the name that was
given to this enthusiastic project of statecraft in Kenya, Silicon Savannah, had cer-
tainly more to do with California than with China. Yet it was at this historical
juncture that the Silicon Savannah and digital Global China found one another.

FROM A SILICON SAVANNAH
TO THE SILICON SAVANNAH

An accurate genealogy of the “Silicon Savannah” moniker in Kenya is very dif-
ficult. But a few days spent in the archives of the country’s main national newspa-
pers, The Nation and The Standard, confirmed that “Silicon Savannah” had become
a catchphrase for Kenya’s ICT industry in the late 2000s, specifically, in relation to a
project of employment creation that became much bigger than that. This was the
proposal for a technology park in the outskirts of Nairobi, in the literal savannah,
that would centralize the needs of a promising yet still small industry—that of
IT-enabled business process outsourcing (BPO)—into a single location. The set-
ting for this business park, initially called Malili Technopark, was identified near
a small satellite village, Konza, some 70 kilometers outside of Nairobi, along the
busy highway that connects the capital to the coast. As Bitange Ndemo would
recall a few years later, the idea of targeting BPO industries had emerged in the
early days of drafting Vision 2030, as a solution to youth unemployment.'®!

IT outsourcing was a silver bullet. As an industrial policy, support for BPO
required a relatively smaller initial capital expenditure on the part of the govern-
ment, given that it didn’t need expensive equipment but just solid connectivity
infrastructure. The latter, once in place, would also benefit the entirety of the
population, since ICT investments would reduce the cost of internet access and
improve its speed across the board. Most importantly, BPO would offer a pool of
employment and ensuing social mobility for low-skilled, English-speaking, unem-
ployed youth. Examples from other regions of the world also showed that from
basic BPO services, like call centers, more sophisticated offshored solutions could
spur entrepreneurial activities and nurture other I'T industries. As I have discussed
elsewhere, these same rationalities animated national and local governments in
other parts of the continent, for example, in South Africa, where the BPO sector
contributed to the emergence of Cape Town as Africa’s “silicon cape,” yet another
regional capital of digital innovation.'” Moreover, to accelerate the development
of BPO economies, theories of industrial clustering in vogue at the time recom-
mended a spatial strategy of agglomeration.'”®

Vision 2030 made good on these suggestions. By then, however, the technopark
in Malili had become something different: from an IT industrial estate, the likes
of which NESC experts had seen in Singapore,'* the BPO strategy now featured a
whole new city, called Konza Technopolis (KT), where all the most advanced
forces of the nation—industries, universities, government departments, and
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entrepreneurs—would collaborate on the project of a Silicon Savannah. What was
the project? In a nutshell, as Permanent Secretary Ndemo observed, Konza Tech-
nopolis was ultimately about “dethroning agriculture” as the main economy of
Kenya and replacing it with advanced services in IT-enabled industries.'”

In the context of Kenya Vision 2030, KT was framed as one of its so-called
flagship projects. Flagship projects, in the words of the plan, would “set the pace
for multiple vessels behind [them],” acting as bridgeheads to wider ambitions.'*
Unsurprisingly, KT featured as a project of the economic pillar of the strategy and
specifically within one of the six macroeconomic areas, namely, IT-enabled BPO,
identified as strategic for state investment, as mentioned earlier. Again, this was
a risky bet. While Kenya Vision 2030 followed the playbook of other developing
nations that had experienced high levels of economic growth in the decade before,
thanks to investment in connectivity infrastructure that had made them attractive
for the relocation of labor-intensive services by Western corporations, replacing a
small technopark with an entire city of 2,000 hectares was no small feat. Accord-
ing to my sources, it had been a back-and-forth during a 2009 feasibility study
conducted by consultants of the World Bank’s International Finance Corporation
that gave birth to the idea for a whole new city. In any event, KT was now imag-
ined at a scale that did not just require fruitful private-public partnerships, but a
complex program of institutional and financial planning. As an emblematic cen-
terpiece of Vision 2030, KT was eventually gazetted into law as a special economic
zone for IT and BPO companies, included in the national spatial plan of 2014, and
promoted with visionary artists’ impressions of shiny skyscrapers and tree-lined
boulevards.'"” The stakes for an imagined Silicon Savannah were incredibly high.

So were the critiques. The construction of entirely new cities has been a fraught
matter across the continent. Unlike new African capitals in the post-independence
period, designed to address questions of postcolonial national unity, critics have
argued that new satellite cities like KT are less about the making of statehood and
more about creating speculative real estate markets.'® These “urban fantasies,” as
the late planning scholar Vanessa Watson famously labeled them, articulate fron-
tiers of opportunity for investors, domestic and international alike.'” They are the
epitome of speculative urban development, seeking untapped markets in the swell-
ing peripheries of large African metropolises. They have been described as “city-
doubles” or “neoliberal heterotopias,” because their projected spatial features are
entirely detached from the urban realities that they are meant to escape.''® Predi-
cated on the impossibility of redressing the strains of rapid urbanization, Afri-
cas new cities have reflected “ambitions of ‘smart’ and ‘green; technology-driven
development where corporate digital and network technologies are included in
the masterplan and leveraged in the city’s branding”'"!

But was all of this true for KT? Inasmuch as the project manifested as a huge
speculative endeavor, was real estate the central concern of planners, bureaucrats,
and politicians who had put their weight behind it? I first visited KT in 2022, with
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FIGURE 2. An aerial view of the construction site of Konza Technopolis. Photo by author.

my colleague Jack Odeo, then again in 2023, and most recently on a warm, windy
day in February 2024, with another colleague. For the Konza Technopolis Devel-
opment Authority (KoTDA) officials who welcomed us on all these occasions, the
new city was only secondarily about the value of land. Whether they worked in
the ICT unit, in planning control, or in the business development department,
they were all adamant about the real priorities of KT as a piece of industrial pol-
icy. For example, new construction had been allowed to hit the ground in Konza
only according to a very careful order. The first tenants, state planners explained,
needed to be those advanced players that would contribute to the Silicon Savan-
nah project: IT companies, healthcare facilities, green energy firms, research cen-
ters, and universities. Only later would traditional developers be allowed to join
in. Planners had even been able to enforce a moratorium on new building devel-
opments in a vast buffer zone surrounding the technopolis.'> KT was a project of
economiic statecraft and industrial policy first, a speculation yes but less about land
than about the entrepreneurial vision of a Silicon Savannah ferrying Kenya into
a technologically bright future. Only at a later stage of the project, my colleague
Liza and I were told during my last visit to Konza in early 2024, would traditional
developers be allowed to invest in the new city.

Temporarily renouncing the liquid capital of real estate investors and find-
ing the financial outlay for a state-led project of industrial policy had made the
gestation of KT long and thorny, prompting commentators to describe Konza as
a “failed promise”'"* Adding to the ridicule, the shiny white building destined
for KoTDA and the ICT Ministry, and built by a Chinese contractor, had stood
empty for many years, a white elephant in clear sight from the highway. By the
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time of my first trip to KT, however, not only was the building bustling with life,
albeit still unfinished; it was surrounded by an immense construction site, with
cranes and trucks dotting the horizon as far as eyes could see. KoTDA bureau-
crats seemed tired of the project being maligned. “It took long, but it’s happening,’
my colleague Jack and I were told while visiting the temperature-controlled facili-
ties of the newly built national data center, which was to be commissioned in the
coming days.

The national data center was where the stories of a Silicon Savannah state
project and digital Global China converged. In April 2019, Kenya and China had
signed project delivery commitments identifying Huawei as the contractor for the
“Konza data centre and smart city project,” for a total of Ksh 17.5 billion (USs$172.7
million) to be financed with a concessional loan from China’s Export Import bank.
In record time, Huawei had delivered the new facility, a piece of infrastructure that
would centralize a number of cloud-based services of various departments and
ministries but also host private cloud providers, including Huawei itself. Racks
and racks of brand new servers marked by the little red flowers of Huawei’s logo
were ready to be deployed. And as the data center was about to go live, KoTDA
had issued a nationwide call to select the first users with free access to this state-
provided computing power: these were to be ten civic-tech start-ups building soft-
ware that explicitly aligned with the smart city goals of Vision 2030.

The data center, however, was only a microcosm of the broader geopolitics of
infrastructure capital that KT had come to embody. The construction of the smart
grid on which the entire city would rely—roads innervated by a network of large
prefabricated concrete pipes carrying water, sewage, data, and electricity—had
been awarded to an Italian contractor, with a loan by Cassa Depositi e Prestiti
(a publicly owned investment bank that is a major shareholder of many Italian
parastatals) to the National Treasury and a bond issued by Standard Bank Kenya
(which, as we will see later, is partly owned by a state-owned Chinese company)
and underwritten by an Italian commercial bank. Meanwhile, the Thwake dam
poised to provide water and electricity to the new city had been funded by the
African Development Bank, an upgrading of the section of the highway connect-
ing Konza and Nairobi’s southern end had been partially supported by the World
Bank, and, perhaps most significantly, the Kenya Advanced Institute of Science
and Technology (KAIST) had received technical and financial support from the
South Korean government. In other words, KT had become a test bed of the mul-
tipolar geopolitical alliances of Kenya’s investor state. KoTDA, officials explained,
was meant to build “a platform,” quite literally a stage, for a Silicon Savannah and,
in doing so, for Kenya’s technological place in the world.

In this sense, KAIST was quite revealing. As the centerpiece of a broader indus-
trial transformation strategy, KT also needed to foster the demand side of the IT
economy by addressing the overall technical literacy of the country. To this end,
KAIST was modeled on the Korea Advanced Institute of Science and Technology,
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also KAIST, an institution that was initiated by USAID in the early 1970s to boost
the South Korean developmental state project. Since then, the original KAIST has
exported its own model, offering standardized technical curricula for institutions
in countries that seek to address skill shortages and accelerate their industrial
development.'* Remember the NESC experts who had advised the Kenyan gov-
ernment in the drafting of Vision 2030? The founder of KAIST in South Korea,
Professor Kun-Mo Chung, had been one of them; he was adamant that Kenya’s eco-
nomic future depended on its technological acceleration.'” In KT, KAIST would
eventually produce the software engineers that the new city needed to become a
crucible of made-in-Africa innovation. When Liza and I visited the site in early
2024 after scaring a flock of fearful ostriches trapped in the construction site, the
new university appeared as a busy construction site nearing its completion, with
Kenyan and South Korean flags printed on the fence perimeter.

The example of KT, an imagined Silicon Savannabh still shaping up as a satellite
city of Nairobi, is useful for painting a few important details of Kenya’s embrace of
techno-capital. On the one hand, KT gave a name to a bigger project of economic
transition that eventually took on a life of its own. From indicating a single Silicon
Savannah, the moniker has since transcended KT and extended to encompass the
entirety of Kenya’s ICT industry. It is now Nairobi itself, its network engulfed by
coworking spaces, incubators, and often international tech start-ups. Just like Sili-
con Valley has gone from being the geographic tag of suburban Santa Clara Valley
to now including the entire Bay Area, Nairobi has become the Silicon Savannah.
This city, as this book argues, has come to epitomize the possibility of reimaging
how and where digital innovation and technological encounters take place. This
goes way beyond Chinese entrepreneurs and investors.''® “There are weddings,
new babies, call centers, small manufacturing businesses, L.T. start-ups every-
where you look;” wrote Wainaiana.'”

KT also emerged out of that period of policy experimentation described earlier
in this chapter, a transition moment in which state planners had attempted a blend
of “investor state” and technocratic developmental state in the context of the polit-
ical bargains and turmoils of the mid- to late 2000s, Africa’s shift to Asia, China in
particular, the speculative promises of the ICT and BPO industries, and the auster-
ity legacies of structural adjustment that, according to my contacts at KoTDA, had
at once hindered and enabled the project. Moreover, even if the Silicon Savannah
took its name from California, this moment of state experimentation with ICT-
driven industrial policy was inspired by different experiences—Malaysia, South
Korea, Singapore, China—and the conjunctural needs of a nascent democratic
state seeking to reinvent itself through science and technology."'® Of course, my
point is not that the Californian model didn’t play a role: the storytelling of Nai-
robi as Africas digital capital, for example, has been about producing narratives
that show how technological achievements are possible outside Silicon Valley.'”
References matter still.
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And finally, the “siliconizing” stories sketched in this chapter and epitomized
by the Konza Technopolis project speak to the centrality of state action to local
projects of techno-capital and to the encounters of the different rationalities that
mold the meanings of technology and innovation in what I have called Silicon
Elsewheres.'® This is not an apology for state action in general. States can be
violent, and it is typically through technology that violence and repression are
administered and upgraded. At the same time, these stories counter both neo-
liberal fantasies of state absence and the usual portrayal of African governments
as failed entities or dominated by corrupt or compliance-obsessed bureaucrats.'!
China too, on the other hand, is often taken as the exceptional paradigm of an
all-efficient state enterprise that, in authoritarian fashion, has been using its tech-
nological primacy to recolonize places like Kenya. We will see in the remain-
der of this book how these assumptions stand the test of ethnographic scrutiny.
In the meantime, the state-driven encounters of digital Global China and the
Silicon Savannah explored in this chapter offer a foil for reading the following
pages, which center on Chinese tech companies, entrepreneurs, workers, experts,
and investors experimenting with ICT and platform economies in all niches
of life in Nairobi and Kenya at large. Even if many of them perhaps shared
the beliefs encapsulated by Jack Mas words in the opening of this chapter, that
states should remain outside the realm of techno-capital, they too were standing
on their shoulders.



Machines of Data Frontiers

CHINKU PHONES

When I first embarked on the project to write about the encounters between Chi-
nese digital capital and Nairobi’s booming innovation scene, I imagined myself
rubbing shoulders with software developers, venture capitalists, coworking hosts,
and business analysts. That happened, eventually. But my first encounter with digi-
tal Global China in Kenya was of a completely different kind. I had just landed in
Nairobi, in fall 2021, when I realized that I needed a burner phone to use mobile
money. I was already familiar with the fact that Chinese manufacturers of afford-
able handsets dominated smartphone sales in Kenya—and in Africa at large. But
I had not realized how crucial cheap Chinese mobiles were to the multiple value
chains that linked Kenya’s Silicon Savannah and China’s going-out digital capital.
It was when I found myself on Moi Avenue, looking for a burner phone, that I
understood how the ubiquity of affordable Chinese hardware was my first glimpse
into a story that I uncover in the following pages.

Busy and loud, Moi Avenue separated quieter, leafy uptown Nairobi, with
its highly guarded government buildings and brutalist corporate offices, from
the hustle and bustle of downtown. A colleague and friend had told me to notice
how even the two sides of the avenue itself felt different. The uptown side, with
its grander and better-kept buildings and more airy awnings, seemed spacious
and neat. The downtown side, with its smaller arcades cluttered with all sorts of
signs, appeared crowded and rowdy.! Both sides of the avenue, in the section that
leads to the statue of Tom Mboya, one of the revolutionary founding fathers of
postcolonial Kenya, are dotted with dozens of electronics stores. Some of these
are branded with global corporate logos, like those of Samsung, LG, Sony, Oppo,
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FIGURE 3. Luthuli Avenue in downtown Nairobi. Photo by author.

Nokia, Xiaomi, and Huawei. Others bear the logos of China’s best-selling manu-
facturers of affordable hardware that only exist in Africa and Southeast Asia: Infi-
nix, Tecno, Itel, Realme, Oraimo, and Zanco. Most shops, however, boisterously
combine multiple labels—their windows covered with stickers and decorated
by custom-printed packaging tape featuring various technology manufacturers.
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Where Moi Avenue bends, at the National Archives, one can walk past the colonial
building and step onto Luthuli Avenue, which hosts even more tech stores along a
colorful stretch of LED lights, billboards, and hoardings. Here, along a span of less
than half a kilometer, dozens of electronics stores sell, buy, repair, and refurbish
tech hardware, mostly from China. And it was here, between the sampled beats
of Nigerian hip-hop and the tooting of motorcycles, that many ordinary Nairobi-
ans, I would later learn, had first witnessed the repercussions and possibilities of
China’s technological ascendancy.

Not even a week after buying my cheap Tecno phone on Moi Avenue, I sat down
for a friendly conversation with Jerotich, a local business journalist who would in
time become a friend. She worked for the African chapter of CGTN, the controver-
sial Chinese TV channel that covers African news stories. Throughout her career,
she had been an observer—and critic—of Kenya’s economic ties with China. I was
therefore interested in her perspective on the research that I had just begun.

“If you want to understand the mobile money revolution and all thats hap-
pened in Nairobi since then,” Jerotich told me, “you need to look at the moment
when phones became ubiquitous. We called them chinku. They were cheap copies
of established brands like Nokia and Motorola” “Chinku,” as its sound suggests,
was the slightly derogatory term for Chinese counterfeited products in Sheng,
the ever-changing creole spoken by young Nairobians.” Chinese knock-offs were
so common, Jerotich explained, that another vernacular for fake, imbo, literally
meant “imported” And while chinku and imbo had initially referred to anything
fake, they had come to epitomize cheap handsets.

Jeortich’s hint to begin with affordable phones to tell the story of Nairobi as
a crucible of made-in-Africa innovation is a very different starting point from
the account that I developed in the previous chapter, in which I traced how the
Kenyan state spent a good part of the first two decades of the new millennium
seeking to engineer its blossoming tech economy through both strategic and less
carefully orchestrated moves. But in a way, mobile phones are the unsung mate-
rial commodities without which Kenya’s ambitious programs would have faltered.
Undersea broadband connectivity or experiments with USSD-enabled mobile
money could have done very little to the country’s economy without a diffused,
capillary infrastructure, namely, the terminals through which data are accessed,
conveyed, and recorded.’ After all, as media anthropologists remind us, phones
are a strange kind of commodity: one that at once circulates and creates
circulations—of information, money, and more.* So too are mobile phones the
mundane ends of large ecosystems of data that from our hands operate at an
increasingly planetary scale.’ But what do phones tell us about Nairobi, and
what does Nairobi tell us about the making of phones, specifically, the affordable
Chinese handsets that now dominate African markets?

To answer these questions, as Jerotich suggested, one needs to go back to the
moment when these devices appeared on the streets of Nairobi, at the turn of
the first decade of the century. In the previous chapter, we saw how the late 2000s



48 MACHINES OF DATA FRONTIERS

and early 2010s initiated a period of fast technological change for Kenya, which
quickly garnered a reputation as one of Africa’s cradles of digital innovation. With-
out a doubt, it was mobile money, M-Pesa, that more than anything else sealed
Nairobi’s international reputation as a Silicon Savannah. The success of M-Pesa
had depended on many material systems: from the existing financial infra-
structures that were used to collateralize mobile money to the haphazard kiosks
and precarious human labor that enabled its diffusion.® In turn, mobile money had
created the data ledgers on which new digital applications could be envisioned and
built: lending wallets, pay-go kits, gig-work platforms, and so on.” But this shift,
as I show in this chapter, had also been made possible by another transition: the
replacement of Motorola and Nokia cell phones with more sophisticated yet more
affordable Chinese devices.

However quotidian and unremarkable, chinku handsets narrate the rise of the
Silicon Savannah and its data interfaces with Chinese techno-capital. More specifi-
cally, Chinese phones in Nairobi are behind the increasing datafication of urban
life at the so-called frontiers, or frontier markets, of techno-capital.® Thinking
simultaneously about circulations of hardware and circulations of information,
however, this chapter questions whether the figure of the frontier is ultimately an
apt metaphor for the presence of digital Global China in Nairobi.

Frontiers evoke the expansionary and colonial nature of digital economies. Just
like the strides of Global China in Africa have been sometimes unproblematically
analyzed under the rubric of (neo)colonialism, digital data have been scrutinized
as a colonizing force.” The media scholars Nick Couldry and Ulises Meijias, for
example, speak of “data colonialism” to underscore the parallels and continuities
between the historical patterns of imperial capture and the ways in which data
“colonizes” life—manipulating, processing, and commodifying its existence. Indi-
cating the US and China as two new poles of colonial power, they explain that data
colonialism refers to an emerging order for the production of economic value via
data relations.” Ultimately, these data relations—their definition, labeling, cap-
ture, and storage—reflect the unequal, gendered, and racialized logics of colonial-
ism that still prime the world’s economy."

This perspective has been vital in the study of data platforms in Africa,
where new avenues of profitability are premised on the possibility to capture
information—usually through phones—about urban economies that have thus
far escaped techno-capital accumulation. As Abeba Birhane writes, the “algo-
rithmic colonization” of existing social relations, driven by corporate interests,
echoes older forms of exploitation while leaving African digital economies in a
state of dependency on software infrastructure made elsewhere.’? In the same
vein, Michael Kwet argues that novel forms of domination and surveillance are
beholden to a “new imperialism” enabled by digital technology."”” The example of
the Nairobi data workers who contributed to the labeling of violent content for
OpenATIs ChatGPT platform (through a subcontractor) and were later ruthlessly
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laid off perfectly demonstrates the extractive nature of data economies that rely on
labor made cheap and disposable along enduring historical legacies.**

At the same time, data frontiers are also sites of competition and agency, domi-
nation and refusal, experimentation and failure. As the economic anthropologist
Janet Roitman explains, there is a lot missing in “diffusionist” models of techno-
logical transfer that portray the majority world as a mere receiver of and there-
fore as a terrain of exploitation for technological configurations that emerged
elsewhere.”” African economies in particular, writes Clapperton Mavhunga, have
long been mischaracterized as incapable of producing innovation on their own
terms and as the borderlands of technical forms defined in the metropolis.'® Per-
haps cell phones made in China, and the data held within them, are a strange
entry point to refute frontierist narratives of technological expansion and one-way
domination. Yet what if these material commodities were, at least in part, inno-
vated and conceived in urban Africa? What if twenty-first-century Nairobi, where
chinku phones are increasingly interwoven in the flows of data that make urban
life what it is—precarious, mutable, at times sordid and exploitative, at other times
just ordinary and aspirational—offers us an account of techno-capital that departs
from predetermined trajectories?

To answer these questions, the chapter combines an oral history of affordable
Chinese cell phones, from when they first landed in Nairobi to when they became a
common fixture of life in the city, with the voices of the experts that punctuate the
value chains of this commodity: marketing managers, user-experience designers,
sales directors, sales agents, shop owners, phone “fixers,” and software developers.
I distinguish between the two—oral history and ethnography of experts—because
many of the experts I engaged did not hold a historical view. Predictably, they were
focused on the near future rather than the recent past. They would talk of improv-
ing specs,” increasing sales, accelerating repairs, and boosting downloads. On the
other hand, my oral history draws on newspaper clippings, corporate materials,
and the tales that were generously shared with me by a few of my interlocutors.
Some were, in fact, experts. Others were simply lay observers, yet acutely aware of
how phones had shaped life in the city in the previous two decades. Through their
accounts, mobile phones tell a story of China in Africa, of innovation from below
and from above, of copycat and ingenuity, and of the role that African cities like
Nairobi play in the mutating techno-politics of digital platforms.

CHINA IN KENYA: THROUGH A TOUCHSCREEN

The polysemic meanings of Chineseness in Kenya, Wangui Kimari writes, are
constantly “under construction,” encompassing preoccupations about the coun-
try’s economic directions, anxieties about the government’s failures, and the
everyday experience of deepening China-Kenya connections that escape formal
geopolitical and developmental cooperation.”® From rumors—and fears—about
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“plastic rice,” “plastic hair;” and other plastic things infiltrating everyday life as
foreign objects to the messy yet awe-inspiring construction of Nairobi’s brand-
new elevated expressway, these shifting references to China are often embodied
by material commodities and by the infrastructures that enable their circulation.”
When geopolitical issues become a topic of debate, for example, local newspa-
pers, magazines, and social media feeds all teem with images of the railways, the
highways, and the ports that symbolize the presence of China. Yet chinku phones,
perhaps the most widespread Chinese “object” in Nairobi, rarely feature in these
conversations. Are they perhaps less visibly Chinese, despite their nickname?
Less controversial?

During the early rainy season of 2022, I asked these questions of another jour-
nalist, Wanbua. He was interested in and had covered China-Kenya matters as
a freelancer for a few years. Some of his reporting had appeared in international
outlets, which is how I had eventually tracked him down. Around the time of our
meeting, the last few months in office for President Uhuru Kenyatta, a series of
political billboards had cropped up all over Kenya to celebrate his legacy. Each
poster—I counted almost a dozen of them—featured a piece of infrastructure—a
dam, a highway, an airport runway—and an unequivocal message: “Asante, Rais”
(Thank you, President). Kenyatta had invested massive resources as well as his
political credibility in the delivery of new infrastructures. These were meant to
create jobs, better connect a fractured country, and thus realize the ambitious
macroeconomic goals of Kenya Vision 2030. But in the eyes of Kenyatta’s critics,
these projects had also amassed unsustainable debt, they had expanded an already
regressive system of indirect taxation,” and they had opened doors to more, rather
than less, dependence on the benevolence of foreign lenders, whether China or the
International Monetary Fund.

Inevitably, my conversation with Wanbua had turned to one of the billboards
that towered above Oloitoktok road, not far from where we were having coftee,
and to the linkages between the large-scale infrastructures portrayed on the politi-
cal ads and the chinku phones I was interested in. For Wambua, Kenyatta’s debt-
fueled bonanza of megaprojects followed in the footsteps of Kenya’s “Look East”
shift of the mid-2000s, when President Kibaki had kindled a series of developmen-
tal and business partnerships with China. Accordingly, it was as a result of these
agreements that chinku phones had appeared on the streets of Nairobi: “Kibaki’s
Look East was not just a beginning, it was also the end of old Kenya. We were the
poster child of structural adjustment in Africa. China did not make structural
adjustment. But it benefited from two things that structural adjustment did: [ . ..
it] created a huge backlog of infrastructure projects that couldn’t be funded by
Western development money without all the usual conditionalities, and it opened
the borders to foreign imports. All of a sudden you could buy a real Nokia and a
fake one in the same shop on Luthuli Avenue” Luthuli Avenue, not far from where
I bought my burner phone in downtown Nairobi, will be mentioned many times in
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the remainder of the chapter. Crowded and dazzling, Luthuli is, in many ways, one
of the pulsating hearts of China’s digital presence in Kenya.*' Even though Chinese
contractors and equipment manufacturers had been fundamental in the develop-
ment of large-connectivity systems, including the celebrated National Optic-Fiber
Network, it was often Luthuli Avenue that would prompt my Nairobi interlocutors
to think about Chinese tech and the increasing dominance of Chinese companies
in Kenyan electronics and hardware markets.

But unlike Chinese-funded railways and highways, the emotional terrains
marked by the travels of Chinese phones in Kenya were not just dominated by
angst. “I remember the first time I saw a touchscreen,” recalled Eric, a marketing
manager who had worked on the launch of a number of cell phone models in East
Africa. “It was a frankenstein phone. It looked like an iPhone ate a Blackberry.
It was terrible, but the touchscreen was something new and exciting” And the
exhilaration that he had felt when holding his first smartphone had made him so
passionate about mobile phones that he had made a career in marketing them.

“The difference was in the specs,” a shop owner who ran an electronics store
not far from Luthuli Avenue told me. “With the same money you could get either
a Nokia with chunky buttons or a smartphone with full touchscreen and a cam-
era,” he explained, when I questioned him about what he remembered of the first
imbo phones he had laid hands on. But surprise and marvel at these aspirational
commodities—which by 2015 had become affordable alternatives to more estab-
lished brands—were also accompanied by frustration and disappointment. After
all, some of the first Chinese handsets were suboptimal knock-offs. Cheaper, yes,
but also prone to glitches and less reliable. Even the first cell phones with their own
dedicated Chinese brands became known for their stubborn untrustworthiness. I
have clipped dozens of hilarious memes from those years, in which chinku phones
are the visual metaphor for bad relationships, dissatisfactory sexual encounters,
and online shopping gone wrong, among other regrets.

Behind both the affordability and glitchiness of affordable handsets was the
manufacturing ecosystem from which they originated: the so-called shanzhai.
In mainland China, the term captured a cultural and economic phenomenon of
copycatting and customization, particularly in the domain of consumer electron-
ics. Shanzhai, which literally means “mountain camps,” was the home of renegade
bandits who, in Chinese folklore, rebelled against the authoritarian rule of the
Song dynasty and supported the poor by stealing from the wealthy. While it is not
fully clear how the word shanzhai came to be a synonym for “fake,” many people
point to the actual mountain villages surrounding Hong Kong, where small work-
shops sprouted up in the 1960s and specialized in light-industry products such
as toys and garments.”> Whatever the journey of the term, in the 2000s shanzhai
became associated with the creative reinvention of mobile phones from Western
brands, and, eventually, of a much larger phenomenon that encompassed every-
thing from pirated goods to parodies of official cultural norms.” Whether through
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phones or fake celebrities, writes the philosopher Byung-Chul Han, shanzhai
manifested a unique facet of contemporary China, whereby the “deconstruction”
of originals is a form of value addition rather than diminishment.* In fact, copycat
manufacturers, criticized by some for their brazen copyright infringements, were
initially celebrated for their inventive forms of refusal to subject themselves to the
rules of global capitalism.” While official policy sought to orient China’s manu-
facturing capacity to the standards necessary for an export-oriented economy, a
“renegade ethos” imbued the spirit of shanzhai entrepreneurs, who kept produc-
ing consumer products for the poorest segment of the domestic market.? But even
the most radical forms of shanzhai resistance to established power, as Lin Zhang
and Anthony Fung explain, teemed with contradictions.”” Between the grassroots
heroism and the rhetoric of technology-empowered entrepreneurial subjectivities,
the shanzhai phenomenon both enabled and quelled promises of a more dem-
ocratic digital China; in fact, the convergence of politics with consumer goods
was easily recaptured by the state. And, eventually, very little remains of the
antiestablishment spirit of shanzhai in today’s China, where “reinvention” is
the domain of large tech corporations and has almost been elevated to the level of
national policy.?®

But in their early days, shanzhai phones had not been just crude imitations.
With their additional functionalities, perfectly catering to the low-end consumer
markets of what Jack Qiu has described as a “working-class network society;’
cheap handsets landed in Nairobi and started to answer the aspirations of con-
nectivity that, up to that moment, had been addressed by a very limited range
of options.” The first shanzhai phones were full of bugs and obstinately fickle,
remembered Eric, the marketing manager. But things were soon to change, just
like Luthuli Avenue. As the signboards of brands like Nokia and Samsung were
largely replaced by those of Chinese manufacturers, their phones became more
reliable, more sophisticated, and more desirable—while remaining cheaper than
their counterparts. This shift was a function of a larger transition happening on the
mainland between 2010 and 2015, when “copied in China” became “innovated in
China,” and the country started to be regarded as a trailblazer of everything digital,
from e-commerce to finance.” But it was also a result of a carefully orchestrated
set of experiments through which urban life in Nairobi (and probably in other
large cities on the continent) had functioned as a primer to design, make, and sell
phones to the masses in Africa.

A DECADE OF COMPETITION

“At first, it was Nokia,” remembered Samuel, the co-owner of a computer business
on Moi Avenue, a few blocks from Luthuli. With a degree in IT, he had initially
worked as a sales middleman for another electronics store while moonlighting as
a computer factotum.



MACHINES OF DATA FRONTIERS 53

TABLE 1 Price brackets for smartphones in Kenya, in Kenyan shillings (Ksh), as of June 2021

Ksh 0-10,000 Ksh 10,000-25,000 Ksh 25,000-70,000 Ksh 70,000+
Featurephones Middle-range Upper-range Business/executive
(kabambe) smartphones smartphones smartphones

NOTE: Data are from the author’s fieldnotes. The four price brackets are according to a shop owner.

Nokia used to be a big thing in Kenya. Then it was Samsung. But Samsung did not
fully embrace the lower-tier market. Let me draw something [table 1]. The market
is divided into four parts. There’s the—let me say—zero cash to [Ksh] 10,000. This is
the most basic phone you can have. It doesn’t have internet capability. And then from
10,000 to Ksh 25,000, now this is the middle-range phone. Basic internet connectiv-
ity, touchscreen. Right now, it’s touchscreen, camera, GPS, and everything. Then we
have the 25,000 to 70,000, they call it the “upper range” From Ksh 70,000, we have
the business or executive phones, Apple, Samsung . . . flagship phones.

In the late 2000s, Samuel went on to explain, the Finnish manufacturer Nokia had
dominated the lower-tier markets with models such as the 1110. Sturdy, easy to use,
and durable, 1100s had been uniquely designed for developing contexts—and, as
such, they were incredibly successful. Whether you had a “real” Nokia 1100 or a
Chinese replica (though both would have been made in the Pearl River Delta), this
model was perfect for the needs of a growing urban population that desired con-
nectivity. It was with these phones—often bought on Luthuli—that urban Kenyans
first experienced sending mobile money to their families in rural counties, I was
told by another entrepreneur. He still had a vivid, emotional memory of his first
M-Pesa remittance to his mother in Kitui, a mostly rural county east of Nairobi.
For him, Nokia phones and M-Pesa almost melted together in his recollection of
the early days of the Silicon Savannah.

By the early 20105, however, cell phones had become smartphones, and the tech-
nological aspirations of urban consumers had extended much beyond mere mobile
connectivity. Nairobians wanted touchscreens, cameras, 3G internet access, and
GPS. President Kibaki’s free-trade policies, including the lifting of import duties
on handsets, had opened the gates to Apple and Samsung smartphones. These
expensive gadgets were out of reach for most Kenyans, yet those few that appeared
in the hands of businesspeople and tourists multiplied the technical affordances
that wananchi—ordinary citizens—expected from their handsets. “Nokia did not
understand this,” a former design consultant explained to me in June 2021. She
had worked in Kenya for several years, delivering user-experience trials for mobile
phone companies and network providers. Over a long and insightful Zoom call,
she elaborated that Nokia managers had become obsessed with competing with
Apple and forgot to innovate what they were doing best. In 2013, they launched a
color update of the 1100 model, the 105 series, which turned out to be one of the
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best-selling phones of all time but did not have any of the features that had become
aspirational: no 3G, no touchscreen, no camera. Barely a flashlight.

In the meantime, a new set of mobile commodities had begun to appear in the
streets of Nairobi. These were not just imbo copies anymore but Chinese phones
with their own dedicated brands: Tecno, Itel, and, later, Infinix. They all belonged
to the same Shenzhen-based manufacturer, an elusive company called Transsion,
which had started as a shanzhai factory—a maker of knock-offs—but had then
pivoted to African consumer markets.” With a long experience of serving the
needs of the urban poor in China, Shenzhen phone makers were perfectly placed
to understand that selling handsets to the African masses—to the proverbial bot-
tom of the economic pyramid—was not a race to the bottom at all, recalled the
former Nokia consultant.’” It was, in fact, a competition for which company would
get market segmentation rights.

“Tecno appeared,” Samuel, the shop owner, said, while sipping black tea in
a cafeteria on a narrow lane near his shop, “and they targeted this market” He
pointed to the middle-range box he had drawn on a black page of his notebook
(see table 1). While Nokia kept offering featurephones for the bottom tier of the
market,” “Tecno would give you a 3G smartphone with maybe 2GB RAM, 3GB
RAM, 32GB ROM, 64GB ROM. Whatever features Samsung was giving you here,’
Samuel pointed to the top two boxes in his drawing, “Tecno would give you
here,” he went on, moving his finger back to the middle-range segment.

The screen might have not been of good quality but these guys were not interested
in screens. They were interested in RAM. They were interested in performance and
storage. And was it 3G? So they got hold of this middle-range market. And of course
with time technology improved. They started making better screens at a cheaper
cost. Storage increased. You now get 128GB at a low cost. You could get 4GB, 6GB.
So they started producing different combinations of, say, a good screen with better
RAM, a good camera and better ROM, but at the cost of 25,000, 30,000. So that’s how
Transsion ended up with a 60 percent share of total sales. Nokia didn’t embrace that
strategy, so they were eliminated from the market.

This was, obviously, just the initial snapshot of a decade of explosive competi-
tion, even among Chinese brands. Transsion launched Itel, which targeted the
entry-level featurephone markets with new specs, including WhatsApp. After a
successful campaign in India, Realme arrived in Kenya as an alternative to Tecno.
Samsung too diversified its offering to compete on the lower-tier markets, with
its A series. Oppo entered the battle at its upper echelon, with high standards
and still relatively affordable phones. Infinix, another Transsion line dedicated
to younger consumers, was challenged in its dominance by Xiaomi, which, at
the time of my conversation with Samuel, was the true up-and-coming brand in
Nairobi.** Huawei itself, a company otherwise focused on network equipment,
had briefly been a contender for the mid-upper-range smartphone market, before
its ambitions were quelled by the US ban.” Eric, with his obsession with trying
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new devices, even remembered some short-lived brands that were the offshoot
of other Chinese companies. “At some point, I bought a StarTimes phone,” he
chuckled, amused by the fact that StarTimes was not known as a phone manu-
facturer but as a PayTV company specialized in serving rural households in sub-
Saharan Africa (yet another story of a Chinese tech company dominating frontier
markets in the continent).

One of the interesting facets of this fierce competition was the outlining of
very detailed sociological contours for elusive sociological categories, those of the
African urban middle and lower-middle classes. As the geographer Claire Mer-
cer argues, while these social formations are not coherent economic and political
groups, they nonetheless shape the material expansion of cities in very distinct
ways.* Similarly, they also shape the algorithmic practices of platform companies,
for which highly price-sensitive consumers are an imagined target and a driver of
new logistical configurations, as I explore in more detail in chapter 3. In competing
with each other for very specific market segments, phone makers too had contrib-
uted to delineating the meanings of both social mobility and social stagnation,
even in the absence of deeper, broader changes in Kenyan society.” “Somehow;’
Eric observed, referring to his role as marketing strategist, “these machines say
something about who you are, and that’s my job, filling the blanks”” In other words,
the social life of Chinese handsets in Nairobi had become imbricated in the mate-
rial qualities of prosperity, edginess, and coolness in the city. Often in ambivalent
ways. In fact, while there remained suspicions and “xenophobic” biases against
Chinese handsets, Samuel noted, drawing on his experience as a retailer, Chinese
phones were not just chinku anymore. Some of them embodied the tangible aspi-
rations of mobility, social and otherwise.

How did this happen? One explanation was that African markets resembled
those of China a decade earlier. So Chinese hardware companies had the right
experience to understand what kind of phones people wanted, as well as the
marketing and sales strategies necessary to capture mass frontier markets. Rumor
had it that Transsion had even poached former Nokia strategists, both in Nairobi
and in Shenzhen, to inform its bottom-of-the-pyramid innovation drive.”® But
more importantly, I would argue, Transsion and other companies, such as Xiaomi,
had made Nairobi into a real-life test bed of new phones, new features, new specs.
And in turn, Nairobi’s urban life had shaped the technological affordances of these
new commodities.

EXPERIMENTED IN NAIROBI, MADE IN CHINA

Two of my interlocutors, Mike and Osama, had worked for Transsion in the early
days of the company in Kenya. Both recruited when they were students, Osama’s
stint had only lasted for a few months, while Mike had climbed the managerial
ladder and stayed for several years. Through the stories of their time at Transsion,
which they generously shared with me between winter 2021 and fall 2022, I was
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able to capture a glimpse of how the company had come to dominate cell phone
sales in Kenya (and in Africa more broadly).

Mike recalled that a friend had informed him about a new cell phone com-
pany whose research department was recruiting people “interested in statistics.”
He was about to complete his degree in economics at the University of Nairobi,
so he immediately jumped on the opportunity. It was Mike’s first job, and it came
with decent pay. Osama remembered he had heard about Transsion from other
students who were working for the company part-time, to make some money on
the side. “All they wanted was people who could handle a spreadsheet,” he told me
when I questioned him about the job requirements. In fact, at the entry level, there
was little statistics but a lot of manual data work.

Over the years, Transsion had recruited hundreds of graduates to conduct in-
depth market research in order to inform sound manufacturing decisions. The
most basic kind of research involved customer satisfaction surveys. Each new
employee would be provided with a call log of people who had bought a particular
phone model and left their number with the sales agent. “What we used to do is
call them,” Mike explained, “and there was a survey. Generally, it was about getting
feedback about the model—what they liked about the model and what they didn’t
like about the model—and getting suggestions about what they would want for
the next model in the same series.” Mike speculated that Transsion had perfectly
understood the aspirations of social mobility that were embodied by smartphones
in the early 2010s. Customer loyalty was built on the promise of offering bigger
and better at a fraction of the price of an iPhone. He observed how each suc-
cessive model would incorporate the desires and the critiques he had listened to
over hundreds of phone calls. Users would complain about a camera not taking
good pictures at night. Six months later, Tecno would launch a new model with a
better camera and even use the new camera specs in its advertising. Then again,
shanzhai manufacturers were known as a prime case of a business with rapid,
market-responsive product iteration. In the meantime, the management at Trans-
sion Kenya had taken notice of Mike’s keen eye for research and promoted him to
a managerial position. For almost a decade, right before our conversation, Mike
had directed hundreds of trials.

Customer satisfaction, Osama further explained, was just one of the data points
in a much wider experimental system. Another type of test, the so-called central
location tests (CLTs), involved sending small teams to find customers of com-
peting brands in the streets of Nairobi. Luthuli Avenue, obviously, was a favor-
ite location, but so were the streets around the university. During a CLT, testers
would administer questionnaires about certain functionalities of certain phones,
especially competing brands. Questions were so specific, Mike told me, that he
could often gauge the direction that the mothership was taking with their sub-
sequent models. Similarly detailed were what Osama called “in-depth surveys”
These involved paying users of a particular Transsion phone model to allow them
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to be tracked for a certain period: At what time did they wake up, how often did
they listen to music, how much battery did they use on a web browser, and how
many photos did they take in a day? For Mike, the years spent at Transsion’s R&D
department had made him realize the importance of not treating the lower end of
the phone market as a single segment. Students wanted good cameras and good
speakers. Their parents wanted a long battery life. Millennials wanted two SIM
slots, to spread the cost of data packages across different mobile providers. Like-
wise, street vendors wanted multiple SIM slots, so that they could use more than
one M-Pesa account. Instead of satisfying each of these demands in a single phone,
each model sought to strike a unique balance of different specs.

Experimental practices did not stop at users, however. Mike recalled, for exam-
ple, the time when Transsion sought to improve the AI of phone cameras. One of
his colleagues “was tasked with [labeling] ten thousand photographs each month?”

At the beginning, we didn’t have any idea. We were sending data to Guangzhou.* You
know, all the data collection is done here, but most of the designing, development is
done there. We didn’t even have Chinese bosses here, they would come for one or two
weeks only when we had some sensitive event, but most of the jobs, we would just send
material back. ... What used to happen, you were given a specific task, probably to take
a thousand or five hundred photos of people eating, another two hundred photos of
people in a class setting, photos of people in a matatu [minibus taxi].

The first cheap, camera-enabled smartphones, according to the recollection of
another friend, were terrible when it came to portraying faces with high-melanin
levels. Cameras would not even focus on dark-skinned people, she told me. You
couldn’t tell facial features. Then, all of a sudden, Transsion cameras were doing a
better job. “Selfies [became] glowy and snatched,” she recalled, “better than other
more expensive brands” When asked about the ethics of taking photos of ordinary
Kenyans without consent, Mike explained that local teams had developed ways
around it: “They also wanted photos of, um, mixed-race photos. So what we did,
we just went around the office, and captured Chinese [people] with a bunch of
friends. So most of the photos we sent back were actually Transsion employees.
And in that way we solved the consent issue.”

These small acts of ethical adaptation, obviously, did not address the bigger
questions raised by facial recognition practices that essentialize ethnicity and race
as matters of skin pigmentation. Neither did they really challenge the issue of what
facial data are ultimately used for, including the global overpolicing of Black bod-
ies. In their study of Transsion’s patents, for example, Miao Lu and Jack Qiu have
noted that the company partnered with the Shanghai municipal government to
build an AI database containing “billions of dark-skinned images*® Essentially,
the “empowerment narrative” of a more inclusive camera Al was about sales and,
potentially, surveillance.*' And, as Osama remarked, there was a deep asymmetry
in the flows of information that he himself had enacted.”
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But the forms of strategic refusal described by Mike, however small, do
show the oft-forsaken agency of those who collect data and, more importantly,
experimentalize data collection practices. As Seyram Avle has argued (also writing
about Transsion), Africa is not just a passive frontier of Global China’s techno-
logical expansion.* Osama and Mike had ambivalent feelings about their time at
the company, but they were adamant about the negotiations and friction that
they had injected into the betterment of chinku phones. In their final analysis, they
had not been the pawns but, at least in part, the architects of affordable handsets
that perfectly suited the communication needs of ordinary Kenyans. Having navi-
gated constraints and corporate hierarchies, they wanted me to know how Nairobi
life had shaped a story that many told as one of dominance and extraction. And
that even the most hierarchical, one-way-vector data collection practices relied
on what many in the field referred to as “local intelligence”: a distributed kind of
awareness that Kenyans working for Chinese companies were proud to possess.

Similar feelings were shared by shop owners like Samuel. He explained to me
how merchants would band together to understand and create coalitions against
the motley supply chains of Chinese phones. On WhatsApp groups, they would
discuss if a particular brand was trying to force on their customers a suboptimal
handset, if an agent was unreliable, and what strategies they could deploy as an
informal collective. They had built the “entrepreneurial solidarities” that allowed
them to at once collaborate and compete in a cutthroat sales market.* Sales too
were an incredibly datafied practice.

It was Eric, the animated and fast-talking marketing consultant, who
explained the data-rich sales model shared by Chinese brands. He had recently
engineered the boom of Xiaomi in Kenya, after working for other manufactur-
ers, so he knew well how crucial to success their agent-based sales model was.

Salespeople used to submit a report. Online, they have a platform to put in the IMEI
of the phone they sold and at what price but also a physical spreadsheet on which they
indicate the number of phones they sold and the number of phones sold by their com-
petitors in the same shop. At the end of the day, they send the report via WhatsApp [a
photo of the physical report], to their manager. . . . And so the managers can ask you,
How are these people selling more than you when you're selling devices that are prob-
ably better? It’s all about maximizing sales to customers. You have to be very good to
people and very aggressive. But these [sales agents] are friends. They work together.
They collaborate. But when a customer comes in, it looks like cutthroat competition.

Sales data are crucial for a company to understand when a particular model or line
has reached the end of its shelf life as well as to gauge the exact pricing point to
shift from one market segment to another. But accurate sales data are a logistical
problem. With thousands of small electronics stores scattered around the coun-
try and very few official retailers, it is very hard to aggregate sales intelligence.
Not just that: While some Chinese brands, Transsion included, did have official
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distributors in East Africa, many stores would import devices from alternative
sources. Somali stores, for example, source Chinese and other tech from the Arab
gulf countries, especially the Emirates. Other stores have a direct line with Afri-
can agents working in the port cities of China, especially in the Pearl River Delta.
These agents buy tech from Chinese domestic distributors and organize the ship-
ping of containers and cargo on behalf of Kenyan suppliers and retailers. If this
logistical complexity wasn't enough, each single sales transaction was never the
same. There was no fixed price for Chinese phones. In the same shop, on the same
day, the same phone might be sold at ten different prices, I was told by another
shop owner on Luthuli Avenue.

To overcome this complexity, the sales agent model described by Eric functions
as the engine of a large data ecosystem that from the streets of Nairobi is wired to
the headquarters of tech manufacturers in cities like Shenzhen and Beijing. But it
also informs more localized decisions. Specializing in a particular brand or even
a specific product line, sales agents are the prongs of a very sensitive machine. By
gathering fine-grained data each day, sales and marketing teams can make imme-
diate pivots. Eric explained that any change in sales patterns is immediately fol-
lowed up to understand what is causing a slump or surge. These data are then
acted on by sales managers—who might decide to retrain an agent or encourage
them to change strategy, to modify the layout of their shop, to reduce prices, or do
something else. In other words, marketing and sales are just as experimental as the
customer satisfaction tests that Mike used to handle: measured, monitored, and
benchmarked. Between competition and collaboration, as in Eric’s words, a vast
ecosystem of data had—from the street corners of Nairobi—nudged, perfected,
and ultimately “provoked” one of Global China’s technological “transfers” and
“translations” in Kenya and in the Global South more broadly.* Yet data about cell
phones were also accompanied by data produced and held within them.

FROM HARDWARE TO SOFTWARE AND BACK

Many rumors surrounded George Zhu—or Zhu Zhaojiang—the enigmatic founder
of Transsion. According to some people, he had started his venture as a maker of
phones with a small shanzhai factory in Shenzhen. Others said that he had made
his money at Ningbo Bird, a company that used to make affordable handsets for
Chinese consumers and had modeled Transsion on the vision to export domes-
tic successes to developing markets. Some would say instead that a secretive deal
with a Taiwanese manufacturer of microchips had been behind Zhu’s business tri-
umph.* Whatever the case, all these rumors seemed to agree that it was a trip to
Nairobi that had sparked his decision to make phones for African consumers.
Eventually, in late March 2023, I met with somebody who actually knew
George Zhu, a senior manager at the Chinese desk of an important local bank. He
recalled the first time that they had bumped into each other, in the early 2010s,
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on a flight from Kampala to Nairobi. Ming, my contact, had heard about Tecno’s
founder from colleagues and collaborators. At the time, Zhu was the talk of the
town: an unknown entrepreneur who had stamped out Nokia’s dominance in less
than three years and was now being photographed with important Kenyan politi-
cians and businesspeople. So Ming was surprised not only to find that Zhu was
traveling alone in coach, but that he was involved in the trials and fine-tuning
of the design, sales, and marketing experiments that I have described. Older and
more experienced, Ming had been struck by both Zhu’s friendliness and his deep
knowledge of East African markets.

But things changed, Ming told me, between 2018 and 2019. Zhu became more
elusive. He had shifted his focus to the listing of Transsion on the newly launched
Shanghai STAR, the technology-focused equity stock market that Xi Jinping had
wanted, in order to nudge the return of Chinese big tech listed abroad and to
create yuan liquidity for domestic tech companies. The listing of Transsion on
the financial market, a business analyst told me, had coincided with a strategy to
expand from hardware—the sale of phones—to software. The IPO documents I
came across could not be clearer about this shift: Transsion was raising liquidity to
launch a fully fledged attack on a market monopolized by Western software com-
panies, from social media to financial services.*” To keep the cost of mobile phones
affordable, the profit margins on their sales had to be minimal. But with millions
of handsets already on the market, Transsion had incidentally built a distribution
channel for value-added services. Data-driven platforms could be preinstalled or
delivered to millions of phones that were hitherto part of the daily lives of their
African users. Even before the listing, Transsion had been experimenting with
messaging, music streaming, news, and other applications, having created a small
start-up called Afmobi. I spoke to one of the early Kenyan employees of Afmobi,
David. As a product manager, he remembered how from the very beginning his
team had worked on matching a Transsion-dedicated marketplace with local soft-
ware developers working on innovative applications.

After the IPO and a partnership with another Chinese software giant, NetEase,
Transsion’s software efforts were consolidated into three main operations. The in-
house software unit would continue to work on the native operating ecosystem of
its phones. A semi-independent venture capital arm, Future Hub, would invest in
Africa-based fledgling start-ups, offering them early-stage capital and an incred-
ibly capillary distribution channel. And a software company owned by both Trans-
sion and NetEase—Transnet—would work on a number of flagship platforms,
replacing Afmobi. Transnet, for example, incorporated platforms that had already
existed for some time, such as the Nigerian music streaming service Boomplay,
which was initially preinstalled as a music player on Tecno phones and had evolved
into “the largest online African music catalogue”* Combining freemium with an
advertising-led business model, today Transnet platforms range from short video
streaming (“VsKkit, the African version of TiktTok,” David told me) to financial
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services (though these were exclusively developed for West African markets, given
the prominence of other mobile money companies in East Africa). Transnet,
David explained, was pushing its developers to pepper all these apps with increas-
ingly sophisticated Al systems. From phones, Transsion had turned to data.

As Seyram Avle writes, “Transsion’s gradual shifts toward [software] empha-
size how hardware [is] the entry point . . . for new forms of data collection and
use. Hardware is the site of platform power”* The frontier markets of affordable
phones are, indeed, also the frontiers of platform economies that track their users
to produce new forms of profit. In fact, cheap phones reach the masses in ways
that the proponents of the bottom-of-the-pyramid approach to marketing would
not have dreamed of only a decade ago. However “empowering” and useful to
end users,” the making of a hardware-software nexus for African consumers is,
ultimately, about expanding the data possibilities of technological profit. Yet, in
the remainder of this chapter, I want to focus on a different story of data, one that
brings our attention back to the ordinary hardware cultures of Nairobi.

Transsion phones are known, and sometimes ridiculed, for their bloatware—a
plethora of native applications that users would find on their phones “bloating”
the memory of devices. Some of these applications are simply dupes (duplicates) of
Android’s standard services: a browser, a marketplace, a news reader, a few games,
and so on. While it has been suggested that some of these apps contain sur-
veillance mechanisms, one of my contacts, Bolu, simply believed that after the
Huawei-US affair, Chinese companies like Transsion were preparing themselves
for a post-Android time. Bolu was a popular Kenyan blogger filming reviews of tech
gadgets, and he told me that bloatware was, in his opinion, a way to keep Trans-
sion’s in-house marketplace ready in case of an escalation of the US-China trade
wars. Yet one of these bloatware apps, Carlcare, had a different origin story.

Carlcare is the after-sales service for all Transsion brands. In Nairobi, it oper-
ates a few shops and a light-assembly plant that are dedicated to the repair of the
company’s handsets. According to the shop owner Samuel, Carlcare had been one
of the crucial reasons for the loyalty that Transsion’s customers had developed.
Cheap phones, by nature of their affordability, were prone to malfunctions.
Carlcare offered fast and reliable servicing for both manufacturing glitches and
damage caused by users. In Samuel’s perspective, this aligned with a technological
culture by virtue of which Kenyans saw value in the repairability of devices. Even
the fortune of Nokia years before, I was told, had been a function of how easy it
was to fix and refurbish a 1100.

Mike, the former R&D manager at Transsion, recalled that Carlcare had evolved
organically from the same user-experience research that he had conducted. Ini-
tially, after-sales services were a contextual solution to what Nairobians wanted
in response to the paltry reliability of their handsets and their desire for a long-
lasting technological investment. Unlike chinku copies, Tecno and Itel handsets
came with warranties—a first for cheap phones. But then Carlcare had grown into
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something bigger, a whole ecosystem of repair. The preinstalled app, among other
functions, would allow users to book an appointment at a service center, monitor
the repair order, or even get a loan to pay for the service if the warranty lapsed.
At the same time, the app would be the interface for Carlcare’s own data-driven
business model and for Transsion at large.

I got a sense of how datafied this repair system was when I visited a couple of
Carlcare centers in downtown Nairobi in fall 2022. With a research collaborator, I
ended up speaking to the manager of one of these centers, which had the functional
aesthetics of a hospital waiting room. Behind several counters, Carlcare employees
would call in customers sitting on uncomfortable reception chairs to hand in their
broken devices or get their repaired ones back. The more tech savvy of these cus-
tomers would have booked their appointment through the app. But the app, the
manager told us, was not just a data interface for users; it was a trove of metadata
for Carlcare. Each phone in the repair pipeline was treated as a data point and as a
data source. Information about glitches and bugs, for example, would be sent back
to the mothership and fed into a quality-monitoring platform. Information about
common causes of damage, on the other hand, would inform how many and what
kinds of spare parts the Shenzhen factory had to ship to Kenya. And so forth.

Whether by chance or by design, Carlcare had created a data-driven after-sales
system that aligned with what Nairobians, and Kenyans at large, understood as
valuable. As Eric explained:

This applies . . . to any technology in Kenya. It actually started with vehicles. That’s
why almost everyone has a Toyota . . ., because the maintenance and spare parts are
cheap and, most importantly, easily accessible. The same now applies to tech and
phones. It is very easy to maintain these phones, because the panels and every other
component are also very cheap, and you don’t need crazy expertise. Young people
fix their phones by themselves, through YouTube, because the spare parts are easy
to get. What [Transsion] also invested in are these service centers. In Luthuli, they
have a huge service center. . . . So yes, in Kenya, guys think about repair. It's [about]
accessibility—you don’t want to wait a week to get a screen replacement—and pric-
ing, which also needs to be low. This fits the culture of repair that exists in Nairobi
beyond the smartphones themselves.

Despite Eric’s observations, it is not my goal to write about some kind of uniquely
“Kenyan” or “African” culture of care and repair (though others have done so). My
observations are rather different: Among the many technological affordances that
a hardware device begets, disparate users value each of them in a different order.
Prioritizing repairability over, say, the allure of a brand-new model is a function of
many techno-cultural, economic, and personal circumstances. It would be a mis-
take to pinpoint one. Yet these localized hierarchies of valuation do shape through
data, as the Carlcare case shows, the material commodities that in turn inform
life in Nairobi. In other words, the datafied circulations of spare parts and repair
ingenuity are another moment of both the ordinary and the aspirational acts of
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valuation that delineate and negotiate the “market frontiers” of (Chinese) techno-
capital in urban Kenya.

FRANKENSTEIN DEHYDRATORS, MICROCHIPPED
COWS, AND THE LIMITS OF DATA COLONIALITY

“When you first reached out,” I was told by Kamande, the chief data analyst of an
up-and-coming start-up experimenting with a distributed platform for sustain-
able cooking fuel, “I thought I would have nothing to say about Chinese stuff, but
then you got me thinking, and I realized how my whole career has been shaped
by cheap Chinese phones” It was August 2021, and we were sitting in the yard
of a small bohemian café, a leafy remnant of the colonial garden city that once
was Nairobi’s Westlands. All around us, the quaint mansions and lush estates of
imperial elites had been replaced over time by tall blocks of apartments. Kamande
went on to tell me about his personal journey, a data scientist trained as a stat-
istician turned start-up worker. As a young man, right out of university, he had
been hired by the East African office of a large multinational market research firm
working for companies like Coca-Cola and Unilever. He recalled how mass mar-
ket research had suddenly evolved with the arrival of cheap handsets, as calls were
replaced by SMS messages; how he had witnessed an increasingly sophisticated
capacity to track consumer spending; how he had left for another data company
doing much more fine-grained analyses of consumer satisfaction, even for infor-
mal traders, through the integration of its platform with existing payment tech-
nologies such as M-Pesa; and how he had been poached by his current employer,
which was installing ethanol ATMs across the lower-income suburbs of Nairobi,
where coal briquettes were otherwise the norm. In this new role, he was manag-
ing incredibly diverse data dragnets: the cooking stoves, the fuel ATMs, the phone
app, and the various payment switches all produced enormous amounts of usage
data about their customers, their habits, and their profiles as economic actors. Up
to that moment, Kamande had used that data to iteratively optimize the compa-
ny’s decentralized distribution network. But, of course, data also held the slippery
promise of new possibilities of profit.”! “I realize now how so many of the data
jobs I've done have been symbiotic with these Chinese machines,” Kamande said,
laughing, at the end of our conversation.

Yet mobile phones are hardly the sole hardware commodities that, once
imported from China, produce new data frontiers. In fact, affordable hardware of
other kinds is just as ubiquitous. One evening, for example, I met a young entre-
preneur who was sourcing Chinese, GPS-enabled microchips for cattle. Her busi-
ness model relied on the possibility of microinsuring small numbers of cows for
subsistence farmers. But perhaps my favorite story was that of another Nairobi-
based agritech start-up: this one was experimenting with decentralized dehydra-
tors that would produce cooking ingredients from the food waste of smallholding
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farmers. After many trials, their engineers had come up with what the cofounder
ironically called a “frankenstein dehydrator™: a strange, cost-saving pilot machine
made of both European and Chinese components. Without cheap, easily replace-
able Chinese spare parts, my interlocutor told me, the project would never have
hit the ground running.

What these anecdotal examples show is that affordable Chinese phones rep-
resent only a sliver of a tech race toward increasingly datafied future economies,
in Kenya and beyond. Yet the recent history of chinku phones foregrounds a less
discussed and yet vital facet of digital Global China in Africa: the fact that cities
like Nairobi are the test bed of mutating techno-capital that emerges from trials,
negotiations, glitches, and adaptations. However, and perhaps inevitably, geopolit-
ical readings tend to obfuscate more technopolitcal analyses of these experimental
practices. So China’s dominance in Africa’s technological present has elicited con-
cerns about Beijing’s “neocolonial” ambitions that materialize in digital systems.*
From a purported Chinese model of authoritarian internet sovereignty pushed on
African nations to the export of surveillance hardware, debates about “Chinese
digital neocolonialism in Africa” abound.” Often, as Yuchen Chen and colleagues
have observed, these readings tend to bury different components of digital Global
China in the same “black box** Echoing a broader disquiet about the coloniality
of digital capitalism, as Benjamin Bratton reminds us, “China is now so deeply
associated with technology that anxieties about technology are projected into anx-
ieties about China, and to an extent vice versa.”>

In this context, both Global China in Africa and global techno-capital writ
large have been critically analyzed under the category of (neo)coloniality. Accord-
ingly, while China uses its capital-export regime to neocolonial ends—creating
new forms of dependence via sovereign debt and unequal trade relations, data
“colonizes” life—manipulating, processing, and commodifying its existence.”®
More subtly, “digital neocolonialism” operates through all those other forms of
extraction that—through data—are adroit, indirect, and often premised on a pur-
ported final agency of the individual user.”” In Africa, where digital economies
follow the traces of previous colonial relations,” the troves of data captured and
mobilized by increasingly ubiquitous affordable Chinese handsets, their lock-ins
and dextrous capacity for market making, could be easily framed as one of the
neocolonial frontiers of techno-capital. Not only do phones produce the data that
make urban life extractable; they are made from rare minerals extracted from the
earthly deposits that were once on the frontiers of colonial expansion.®

This chapter has shown how these frontierist interpretations of digital Global
China are, at least in part, muddled by tracing the experiments that center Nairobi
in the industrial circulations of affordable Chinese devices like mobile phones.
The presence of digital Global China in Kenya is animated by the state-driven
initiatives that were discussed in the previous chapter, by the alignment and con-
vergence of different matters of developmental statecraft across the two nations
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but also by multiple moments of experimentation through which new markets are
enacted with competing logics of technological specification and diversification.
What my interlocutors shared, whether they were Chinese employees of compa-
nies like Transsion or Kenyan experts working at different stages of the inventive
value chains of affordable hardware, was an optimistic belief in the technological
promise of meeting the needs and the aspirations of consumers unrecognized by
Western brands of mobile phones. Tied to this promise, as I hope to have shown,
was less an idea of a market frontier to be conquered and more an encounter of
different logics of technological world-making to be cultivated.

For this reason, frontiers are, at once, an apt and a problematic analytical
category.®® What I have narrated in this chapter, albeit anecdotal, showcases the
tentative, aspirational, and ingenious experiments through which frontiers are
marked—in this case the “market frontiers” of digital data and the phones that
enable its circulation in urban Africa. While I do not disagree that the story of
chinku phones is one of techno-capital (and of Global China) finding new terrains
of profit, I have illustrated in this chapter how these economies are palimpsests of
colonial traces but also forms of techno-cultural imagination that escape it. So
I wish to return to another meaning of frontier: limit, edge.® Limits, literal and
metaphorical, define the ethnographic account of how Nairobi’s urban life was
enrolled in the experimentation and marketization of affordable phones for mass
consumers in Africa. And these limits, I argue, also apply to the analytical
concepts—data coloniality and the like—through which we may make sense of
the ambivalence of digital Global China, whether through hardware or, as we will
see next, through digital platforms for the masses.



Platforms of Algorithmic Suturing

THE PROMISES OF ALGORITHMIC SUTURING

“It was the mission of opportunity; explained Chao, when I questioned him
about what had brought him to Nairobi. At once energetic and poised, he was the
founder and CEO of Fastlee, a booming internet service provider (ISP) platform
operating in a few of the lower-middle-income suburbs of the city’s northeastern
periphery. He had made a new home there, after a prosperous life as a Silicon
Valley “argonaut,” traveling between the United States and China in the crucial
decade of the great technological catch-up between the latter and the former. With
an Ivy League degree, Chao had found success selling cloud infrastructure services
and enterprise software solutions in Beijing, at a time when those digital econo-
mies were in their infancy. With that experience, he now exuded the typical calm
confidence of that indiscernible age of start-up men in their late forties and early
fifties. As for the “mission of opportunity,” Chao was alluding to two things. The
“mission” was finding technical solutions for underserved mass markets, the for-
gotten users left out by what he considered profit-hungry technology companies
and austerity-constrained state entities. The “opportunity” referred to the satura-
tion of an increasingly competitive technology market in China and the desire for
connectivity that was still unmet in Kenya’s digital peripheries.

On the occasion of our first meeting, Chao told me that Kenya reminded him
of China in the mid-1980s. And Nairobi reminded him of Shanghai, where he
grew up, in the early 1990s. He recalled leaving for the United States while the Jin
Mao tower was still under construction, its angular pagoda shape soon to become,
albeit briefly, China’s tallest building, and then moving back to his home country,
a decade later, the year China joined the World Trade Organization. It was 2001.

66
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Shanghai was unrecognizable, and Beijing was brimming with opportunities. He
told me that he had become not just a witness, but an active party in the once-in-
a-lifetime techno-economic boom that had ensued. Like other lucky returnees (or
haigui, Chinese for “sea turtles”),> he had gotten wealthy.

That gave me the confidence that I could use such an experience. . . . Of course, I do
know that the path of development in Africa will probably be very different from
that in China. Even from China, it's impossible to pinpoint a single macroeconomic
recipe, at the macro level, I mean. There’s nothing to copy or replicate at that level.
But in a single business, or in a single sector, well, if you get down to the basics, the
Chinese experience has a lot to teach. Finding solutions that can address the needs
of mass markets, mass consumers. That always works.

Even the history of China’s technological rise, Chao concluded, could be told
as “many stories of platform business solutions that truly addressed mass mar-
kets” Yet mass markets in Nairobi, and in Africa more broadly, suffered a deeper
problem, an infrastructural one. Despite all the ambiguities of China’s own dig-
ital infrastructure systems, the inequalities between cities and rural areas and
between western and southern provinces,* there was a baseline that the state had
been committed to meet. Electricity was not a problem in China, for example.
In contrast, most of Nairobi’s suburbs experienced daily losses of electric load.
Even the celebrated financial infrastructure of M-Pesa was prone to malfunc-
tions, Chao observed. At times, for a few hours, M-Pesa’s application program-
ming interfaces (APIs) would be down, making it impossible to run a business
like Fastlee, which relied almost entirely on digital cash. “At Fastlee, we are doing
the last mile. But what about the middle mile? Or the first mile? They don’t always
work. This is where platform models from China need to be adapted; we deal with
constant outage”

However reductive, Chao’s words portray the unique infrastructural circum-
stances of African cities like Nairobi. As the settlement was planned as a garden
city for its European colonists, networked services like water supply, sewers, public
transport, and, later, electricity and telephone lines only benefited the areas where
white settlers resided.’ In fact, infrastructure, or lack thereof, served the precise
purpose of segregating urban space along racial lines.® Until independence, very
few Kenyans had been allowed to live in the city as permanent residents,” and in
those marginal areas centralized public infrastructure was almost nonexistent. The
rift was so deep that Nairobi could never really recover from the infrastructure
backlog it inherited when Kenya became an independent nation—its state coffers
left almost empty at the moment of madaraka, self-rule. The situation did not
improve in the following decades. There were many reasons for this, including
internal politics, the patrimonial interests of the governing elites, limited fiscal
and financial resources, more than two decades of structural adjustment-enforced
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austerity, and slow bureaucratic processes (also a colonial legacy), combined with
incredibly rapid urban growth, the emergence of hyperdense suburbs, and the
thorny question of large swaths of urban settlements declared “unauthorized” and
therefore outside the purview of state-mandated provisioning of basic services.®
In response to this, myriad other modes of service provision exist, and have long
existed,’ to fill the gaps of partial or fractured networked systems.

The historian Kenda Mutongi, for example, describes the inventive and con-
tested emergence of matatus, or minibus taxis, as a response to the limited ser-
vices offered by colonial and postcolonial public transport networks.' Matatus,
like other modes of what is now called “paratransit” (privately provided collective
transport), complemented the insufficient capillarity of Kenya Bus Services (KBS)
with a self-organized system of routes that turned out to be lifelines for Nairobi’s
commuters. Initially haphazard and improvised, through the second half of the
twentieth century matatus became more than just vehicles, forming a whole econ-
omy of urban movement, culture, and politics. Of course, as Mutongi details, this
economy existed and still exists in a strange, shifting relationship with the state,
the threat of suppression always looming large, despite the criticality of matatus
for life in the city. But what is more interesting for the story of this chapter is that
matatus represent one of the many self-organized, informal, popular, and private
modes of service provision that dominate city systems in many African cities, fill-
ing gaps in partial or fractured infrastructure and creating economic value from
these hybrid configurations."

Borrowing a Lacanian metaphor from the anthropologist Filip De Boeck,
matatus are a collective infrastructure that “sutures” the physical and economic
fragmentation of urban life in Nairobi.'* “Suture” is a particularly apt figure of
speech because it underscores the fact that these multiple acts of technological
make-do are not a zero-sum game. “Sutures,” De Boeck writes, “suggest the pos-
sibility of closing wounds, generating realignments and opening up alternatives,
because sutures also point to new kinds of creativity with (spatial and temporal)
beginnings, and therefore with new forms of interactivity.”"? After all, as Abdoum-
aliq Simone has argued, in contexts of extreme precariousness, there is something
inventive and machinic about the ways in which urban life is reworked and made
infrastructurally possible." These ingenious systems, as the example of matatus
reveals, are not just marginal, individual responses to the “splintering” of African
cities'>—though those responses indeed exist—but also large-scale, collaborative
urban economies that involve complex arrangements of workers, commodities,
mutual networks, modes of accumulation, and diverse organizational practices.
And just like Chao’s Fastlee, a growing number of digital start-ups has emerged
in Nairobi in the past few years, with the ambition of incorporating these prac-
tices of infrastructural patchwork, optimizing them through algorithmic appli-
cations, and thereby finding platform solutions to the urban “problems” of life
in Nairobi.'
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For Adam Moe Fejerskov, who has written about the “solutionism” of techno-
capital in the Global South, this rush to digital experiments that frame develop-
mental problems as opportunities for profitable start-ups marks a reinvention of
humanitarianism in the twenty-first century.”” A new experimental movement,
fueled both financially and ideologically by organizations such as the Bill and
Melinda Gates Foundation, has recast the former “developing world” not as a
destination of technological transfer but as a living lab of innovation.”* As much
as these experiments are driven by philanthropic aid and by the multiple permuta-
tions of Silicon Valley ideologies in the world of development,” they also happen
to be much more mundane, yet speculative, digital businesses that at once seek to
incorporate existing urban economies of infrastructural repair, readapt business
models from China, and create contextual solutions for the mass markets forgot-
ten by big companies.

More specifically, this chapter delves into a particular set of platform experi-
ments in Nairobi—pilots that combine technological bricolage and sophisticated
practices of data capture in order to make economic life legible to digital plat-
forms even when this is fragmented, haphazard, and precarious.?” Obviously, this
is not just a story of Chinese companies and entrepreneurs. In fact, business mod-
els based on the platformization of informal economies abound across the Sili-
con Savannah.?! From last-mile logistics to e-mobility, from pay-go solar kits to
restocking apps for small businesses, from e-commerce to crowd-work, American,
Arab, Chinese, European, and Indian entrepreneurs compete for markets and for
access to capital in Nairobi. But as I explain in the pages that follow, digital Global
China remains an important reference point for these new platform economies. At
the most superficial level, as detailed earlier in the book, affordable hardware often
comes from China, and therefore it is Chinese start-ups that have a unique kind
of advantage in negotiating imports and deals. Moreover, Chinese venture capital
investors are increasingly active in supporting these companies, especially as their
domestic investment markets are saturated. Most importantly, however, many
platform experiments happening in Nairobi seek to adapt and tinker with busi-
ness models and marketing strategies that originated in China more than a decade
ago and made the fortunes of companies like Meituan, Pinduoduo, and Alibaba.
Chao’s Fastlee, for example, initially employed a technical trick that he witnessed
in Beijing at the time of the WiFi boom in the city. Similarly, for many other plat-
form start-ups, the trajectory of digital China offers the Silicon Savannah an alter-
native path to that of Silicon Valley, especially insofar as China’s digital boom in
part began with and from the making of hardware and software for the masses, the
“information have-less” of digital capitalism.*?

Even though the stories of Alibaba and other Chinese giants were often told as
tales of entrepreneurial heroism, for many of my interlocutors they were in fact
stories of marketing prowess at what was the “bottom” of China’s economic pyra-
mid.? And while Kenya’s bottom-of-the-pyramid economies may have been very
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different from those of China a decade before, for Chao and for the other entre-
preneurs we will encounter in the following pages, there were lessons to be gleaned
and models to be adopted to craft perfect platform solutions that optimized, and
therefore created value from, existing informal economies and, more specifically,
from the infrastructural gaps and disconnections that these economies suture
in the daily life of Nairobians. To capture these processes, this chapter deploys a
concept—algorithmic suturing—that I developed elsewhere with my colleagues
Liza R. Cirolia and Jack O. Odeo.*

With “algorithmic suturing,” we wanted to draw attention to the “mathematics”
of collective urban life that are reshaped by algorithmic practices.”® More than just
lines of code,* algorithms are abstract diagrams that allow the efficient optimiza-
tion of economic processes that appear unwieldy and unmanageable.” In other
words, algorithmic suturing captures the work of data-driven platforms that are
seeking to produce value from precarious urban economies and infrastructures
that are fragmented and purportedly inefficient. These algorithmic business mod-
els visualize the possibilities that lie within the needs and aspirations of the lower
rungs of Nairobi’s middle class, the inescapably tight margins of this demographic,
the diverse forms of value promised by data-rich environments, and the various
shades of invisible work and knowledge that sustain them. And in charting these
experiments, the following pages also trace the outline of a quiet “specter of Global
China,” a model for the platformization of urban Africa that, not without contra-
dictions, marks a unique trajectory of techno-capital in the continent.”

LAST-MILE CONNECTIVITY FOR THE MASSES

To reach Chaos offices, located in one of the many Fastlee hubs from which the
company delivers cheap wireless connectivity to a few hundred thousand people,
one needs to drive northeast from central Nairobi, along the impressive four-lane
road that connects the city to Thika, in Kiambu county. This piece of infrastruc-
ture, some fifty kilometers of smooth asphalt surrounded by an ever-expanding
urban footprint, forms part of the Cape to Cairo highway system and was one of
the first major projects delivered by state-owned Chinese contractors in Kenya.?
Cofunded by the African Development Bank, China’s Eximbank, and the local
treasury, Thika Highway in part followed and in part accelerated the expansion
of Nairobi toward what used to be sisal and coffee plantations on the descending
highlands beyond the city proper. On some of these picturesque hills, a few of
Kenya’s most speculative, visionary greenfield urban developments are under con-
struction, including the middle-class utopia of Tatu City and the more exclusive
Northlands estate. Punctuated by these expensive and hyperplanned garden cities,
Thika Highway also cuts across some of the fastest-growing and densest constitu-
encies in the whole country.
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FIGURE 4. A view over Githurai. Photo by author.

Plot after plot, floor after floor, Nairobi’s lower-middle classes have both invested
and made a home in places like Githurai, Kahawa, Kasarani, Mwiki, and Zimmer-
man.” In their densest portions, tall, multifamily buildings stand side by side sepa-
rated by spaces only a few centimeters wide. A concrete maze of unpaved roads,
street markets, Pentecostal churches, and lively mini-malls stretch all around Thika
Highway. Only gradually, when one gets to Ruiru, at the gates of Mount Kenya’s
coffee belt, these dense suburbs melt away and more rural landscapes reappear. But
even there, the population is growing, pushing the edges of Nairoibi’s real estate
“frontier”*! Rows and rows of coffee shrubs have been left to dry out, and my inter-
locutors would surmise that this strategic abandonment was in part a response to
years of climate change-induced drought and in part a speculative bet on the city
expanding even further.

This rapid urban growth, almost unique in its pace and features, has not been
followed by an equally rapid development of social amenities and public infra-
structure services.”> Aside from the road bypasses and the highway, which have
certainly eased the movement between the northeastern suburbs and the South-
lands and Westlands of Nairobi, where the majority of employment opportuni-
ties are concentrated, the backlog of other infrastructural needs keeps piling up,
despite the state’s (sometimes) best efforts. Along Thika Highway, the bus rapid
transit (BRT) stations of the first mass public transport corridor in contemporary
Nairobi, built by a Chinese contractor, were still waiting to be commissioned in
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January 2024, the last time I visited the area, after a decade-long back and forth. In
the meantime, therefore, commuters rely on the private services of matatus, which
pick them up at large intersections and zip along the highway at high speed. But
matatus are just one of the many gap-filling solutions to which residents resort in
the absence of functioning public services. From independent solar kits and small
batteries used to power phones and TVs when the electric grid fails (or when it
is not there in the first place), to boreholes, tanks and jerry cans (mitungi) that
allow a distributed, unique economy of water access, myriad technical artifacts
buffer locals from the patchiness of networked supply. Such is the extent of these
solutions that the urban scholars Moritz Kasper and Sophie Schramm, for exam-
ple, argue that storage technologies in Nairobi ultimately form an infrastructure
itself, an intermediary system, perhaps a temporary one, between individual and
public access to basic services.”

Yet when Chao first visited the crowded northeastern suburbs of Nairobi in
2017, it was another infrastructural chasm that caught his eye. Residents in the area
were using mobile phones for all kinds of digital services. But their access to con-
nectivity was limited. On the one hand, availability itself was patchy. Densely pop-
ulated neighborhoods needed a dense network of 4G cell towers. That wasn’t the
case there. Layers and layers of concrete and stone bricks made things even worse
indoors, attenuating the already busy and weak electromagnetic waves. Ultimately,
base stations were costly pieces of infrastructure. Even in China, Chao told me,
where close to four million base stations had been built in the previous decade, the
three main mobile operators had not yet recouped the cost of that investment. It
wasn’t surprising that Safaricom and Telkom alone, without a strongly enforced
developmental mandate, had not been able to afford the kind of ubiquitous infra-
structure needed for a seamless mobile internet.** This was especially true in areas
where residents fell into a specific market segment for mobile operators: the users
of small, almost tiny, data packages.

That was the second part of the problem. Normally, Chao had observed, the
residents of northeastern Nairobi could only afford small, prepaid data bundles,
those for which mobile companies charge exorbitantly high fees per byte. In fact, it
was this profitable prepaid data business model that had allowed mobile operators
to expand and integrate into Kenya’s mass markets and informal economies in the
late 2000s.% At heart, as the business guru C. K. Prahalad famously argued in his
landmark book on bottom-of-the-pyramid markets, the ability to pay in discrete,
small bits had been crucial to the very diffusion of mobile telephony among the
poor of the world.* In what Kevin Donovan and Emma Park carefully describe as
Kenya’s “zero balance economy”—an economy in which individual and household
savings always hover around zero and in which micro-loans allow people to buy
time against unpredictable gains and losses—small payments are king.*” Even fast-
moving consumer goods (FMCGs), like soap, milk, and flour, are wrapped into
tiny packages usually valued at less than 100 shillings (about half a dollar), which
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make purchases affordable, even though their marginal price is higher than that for
larger packages. In fact, FMCG multinationals—the likes of Unilever and Procter
& Gamble—and the local giant Bidco make inordinate profits from pocket por-
tions. Kenyans have a name for this, the kadogo (Kiswahili for “small”) economy,
a slang with which they resignedly refer to the ever-shrinking purchase power of
the lower-middle classes and the inevitable miniaturization of consumer staples,
from data to soap.*® Kadogo commodities also carry a much higher marginal cost
than their wholesale versions.

During our first meeting, while we were served sugary Chinese tea in reusable
plastic cups, Chao explained that tiny airtime and data packages were not a problem
per se. They served a communication purpose and, despite their proportionally
higher prices, perfectly matched the zero-balance economy of Nairobi’s northeast-
ern neighborhoods. The issue was that by 2019, when he first started exploring
business opportunities in these areas, Nairobians wanted content, not just con-
nectivity. YouTube videos, TikTok shorts, Instagram stories, and Showmax series
had become aspirational commodities. Consuming digital content, however, was
almost impossible with kadogo-size data bundles. After all, Chao sighed, even a
few episodes of a series would chew into half a gigabyte of data. And according
to market research he had conducted, the majority of people online in Nairobi’s
lower-income areas used less than a gigabyte per month. Usually, even less.

There was also another, related market opportunity. Scores of tech-savvy,
digitally literate young Nairobians had begun offering their labor as remote data
workers. Using existing platforms, or often subcontracted by specialized data pro-
cessing and labeling companies, they were contributing to the future emergence
of large-language models like Open AT's ChatGPT and to the training of other
kinds of generative AI (or the equally manual flagging of violent content for com-
panies like Meta). Their fees made cheaper by systemic inequalities in the global
labor market, many Nairobi-based data workers saw the cost of connectivity as
crucial to their livelihood and to the very possibility of being competitive labelers,
verifiers, and annotators.”

With this in mind, Chao had gathered a small team of local software and net-
work engineers and started experimenting. His solution was, on the surface, a
radical transformation of the prepaid, kadogo business model. As an ISP, Fastlee
would sell time instead of data. By joining Chao’s platform, users could prepay to
go online for a chosen amount of time and with no data restrictions. With only a
few shillings, residents could spend a night binge-watching a series at a fraction of
the cost charged by the mainstream mobile providers. Or they could doom-scroll
TikTok videos filmed by Nairobi street comedians without worrying about data
running out. More productively, they could now perform their gigs as data label-
ers and make more money from the same tasks: not only was their internet access
cheaper, but they didn’t need to go somewhere else with better connectivity to
work. Even local businesses, the numerous small shops and parlors scattered along
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the narrow streets of the area, could access the same ISP platform. Needless to say,
Chao’s business proposition had been an immediate success. In early 2023, less
than two years after his launch, he could boast hundreds of thousands of subscrib-
ers and a team of more than one hundred locally hired employees. A year later, the
last time I visited him, the number had grown to 850,000 single registered users.
Not all of them, of course, would stay as regular customers, but the company was
still expanding fast.

In Chao's view, however, his accomplishments were more than a function of a
perfect market-fit, an optimized business model, or the intuition to shift from pre-
paid packages of data to prepaid time slots. Behind his success, he believed, were
the last-mile infrastructure itself, and the delivery model hed crafted. As for the for-
mer, Fastlee had to overcome the patchy coverage of Internet services that plagued
other players, whether mobile operators or fiber providers. To do so, hed initially
experimented with mobile antennas—an immediate failure—and WiFi bridges. His
company had installed thousands of wireless routers, one on each floor of the build-
ings that were to go online. This solution mimicked Chao’s previous experience in
Beijing, where in the early days of the internet boom lower-income residents had
become accustomed to most public and private spaces in the city offering network
access through WiFi bridges and routers. But that model too soon turned out to
be unsuited for this part of Nairobi. Users were too numerous, the bandwidth was
crowded and unreliable, stone bricks dampened the signal, and too many routers
were an infrastructural predicament for his network engineers. Eventually, Chao’s
business turned to hardwired connectivity and, during my first visit in 2022, car-
tons full of decommissioned routers were a common sight in his headquarters.

Fastlee had struck deals with fiber providers in Kenya, which included lighting
up the unused dark fiber of the electricity parastatal, KPLC, and with first-mile
providers like China Telecom. By doing that, Fastlee could rely on what network
engineers call a “loop,” an interconnected system in which more than one active
path carries data from one place (in this case, the Nairobi data center where under-
sea cables have their land terminals) to another (in this case, Fastlee’s points of
presence in the area). A network loop ensured the kind of redundancy that other
providers did not have. From each point of presence—small data centers equipped
with gel batteries to provide backup in case of load shedding—Fastlee’s techni-
cians had then laid miles and miles of last-mile cables innervating the surrounding
urban fabric. They had created their own middle mile, bypassing costly providers
that would charge exorbitant bandwidth rents. At the time of my last conversa-
tion with Chao, sixty thousand buildings had been hardwired. In each building,
cables would branch onto each floor and reach every unit, ultimately ending in
small, WiFi home terminals. They had also kept some long-range routers, to cre-
ate seamless access in the area as a whole. In other words, after purchasing their
prepaid time bundle, Fastlee users could move around their neighborhoods and
remain online, even in the streets.
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FIGURE 5. A snapshot of Fastlee’s digital twin. Photo by author.

It had been an incremental, trial-and-error test bed for an alternative mode of
service delivery, on a large scale. For each area going online, Fastlee could now
provide not just affordability but also reliability, scalability, and redundancy. To
reach this diffusion, however, Chao and his team had needed to accurately map
an area that was rapidly changing and create an internal dashboard to keep track
of the different infrastructural components of the network, from the data centers
to the terminals. They had tagged each building manually, drawing shapes over an
otherwise unreliable satellite image taken from Google Maps. Eventually, they had
created something that not even the city government had ever attempted: a digital
twin for every neighborhood in the area, each geotagged building carrying addi-
tional metadata (e.g., number of floors, number of apartments, number of house-
holds, number of signed-in customers). The digital twin, of course, was only the
visual component of a much more complicated dashboard through which Fastlee
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could model and monitor its services.** Their internal communication tool too—a
digital suite provided by the makers of TikTok—was plugged into the dashboard.
Eventually, the entire delivery system had been incorporated into the digital
twin-based dashboard. From the sales teams to the deployment and installation
teams, as well as the after-sales customer service team, the whole operational
crew had been onboarded into the purposefully designed platform.*' In doing so,
Fastlee had vertically integrated a business that is normally distributed across dif-
ferent players. Having tried many different options, and tracked the cost of exter-
nalizing part of this system to other companies, Chao believed that his integrated
approach had been fundamental to keeping prices low for end customers.

Operators don’t even need to think about technology solutions. It's a world apart.
If youre Verizon, if youre AT&T, or youre like Safaricom, or youre Airtel, your
technology partners are the likes of Huawei, ZTE or Nokia or Ericsson, right? And
their technical solutions are ready to use. So of course, these companies, the telco
companies . . . Their mandate is to have a high profit margin. And the cost of using
technology from other partners, to maintain good profits, is offloaded to the con-
sumers. And there’ little they can do about it. And add to that the cost of actually
building networks. It’s like a real estate developer having multiple design and build-
ing subcontractors. . . . So we [at Fastlee], we are not just an operator, even if you
can describe us as an ISP, ultimately. Yes, were operating the network to the end
customer, but we are also our own design house, our installation and deployment
contractor, and our network maintenance company. [In doing that,] we reduced the
capex [capital expenditure] cost by two-thirds.

In addition to vertical integration, Chao and his business partner had envisioned
a community-based recruitment strategy. For each area going online, salespeople
and builders would be hired from among the residents of the same geographic
boundaries. Their localized knowledge was necessary to knock on every door,
subscribe new users, and identify and partner with building landlords, and this
recruitment practice, in due course, would build trust for Fastlee even before its
WiFi signal went live. “Don’t expect people will just come to you,” Chao smiled
blithely, recollecting the early days of his start-up and how difficult it had been to
market the possibility and the habit of unlimited internet access. “That’s why
we were so specific about hiring locally, and this was not just about sales, but
about after-sales support,” he continued, “because things break down every day,
actually, . . . there are a lot of . . . things that can go wrong, like a lorry just pass-
ing by and destroying our power line. That’s why we needed an extremely local
presence, not just our data centers but also our teams.”

Incidentally, having a local office in each neighborhood gave Chao and his
team an additional idea for further embedding their business in each community.
After all, the space they needed was only going to be busy once a week, during
the training of new recruits and the strategy meetings with each squad. On other
days, Fastlee offices could double as community centers, providing much needed
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communal space to areas of Nairobi that have very little of it. “It’s all things at
once,” I was told by Chao, who nodded toward the large room around us, “it’s
our office, it’s our service center, it’s our coworking space, and it’s our community
center” Eventually, he asked me and my colleague Zhengli to visit Fastlee on a
Saturday morning, to witness some of the activities that Fastlee was hosting. From
prayers to slam poetry sessions, they had curated a rich calendar of neighbor-
hood activities. During idle times, young people could use desks and free internet.
Local start-ups could use the space at affordable rates. Volunteer teachers were
running dedicated classes for them. Local artists were offering periodic education
programs. And all these activities further entwined the business of internet access
with many other facets of urban life.

Then again, Chao never lost sight of his “mission of opportunity” While he was
servicing an underserved market and building local trust through welcome activi-
ties, now, with hundreds of thousands of users logging on and off the network on a
daily basis, the business of selling data had become a data business in itself. As the
sociologists Marion Fourcade and Kieran Healy remind us, digital companies often
build personal data dragnets without a specific goal in mind, in case these troves of
information may be monetized at a later stage.*> Even without recording personal
particulars and without tracking online behaviors, Fastlee was constantly gathering
massive amounts of details about their users; Chao could now outline the market
profiles of a segment of Nairobi’s society that defied easy characterization. In turn,
these market profiles could power, for example, an alternative credit scoring system
to offer the small loans that Nairobians rely on to cope with the precarity of their
economic lives.** They were sitting on so much data they had not yet figured out
the full gamut of possibilities buried under the stockpile of trails that their dash-
board was constantly tracing. Admittedly, Chao was thinking about the option of
using proxied credit profiles to build Fastlee’s own digital currency and buy-now-
pay-later financing to his existing customer base. But he was actually busy with a
different and much wider-ranging ambition: the creation of a “super app.”

E-COMMERCE FOR THE MASSES

Through mutual connections, I met one of Chaos business partners, Daiyu,
in late March 2023, on one of those clear days that precede the long rains. She
had been introduced to me as somebody who was building an interesting
e-commerce platform, and it was only during our first conversation that I realized
how the platform in question was an additional component of Fastlee’s expanding
suite of digital services. Only a few months earlier, Chao had mentioned his plan
to add an online marketplace to the Fastlee platform, so it was not surprising that
he had found an ally in Daiyu.

Originally from the inland province of Sichuan, a region globally known for its
numbingly hot cuisine, Daiyu’s journey to Kenya had not been too dissimilar from
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other stories I had heard. With a degree in finance, she first came to East Africa
to work for Stanbic, the local subsidiary of Standard Bank Group (SBK). From its
beginnings on the diamond and gold fields of nineteenth-century South Africa,
the bank is today one of the continent’s largest financial services groups. It is also
one of the most prime examples of China’s first wave of going-out policy: in 2007,
20 percent of Standard Bank was acquired by the Industrial and Commercial Bank
of China (ICBC), a $5.6 billion cash-for-stock deal that at the time was the biggest
foreign acquisition by a Chinese commercial bank. Through the partnership with
SBK, the state-owned ICBC, a bank largely focused on commercial lending, had
become capable of extending credit lines to other Chinese companies operating in
Africa. And to deliver on this promise, each subsidiary of SBK, including Stanbic
Kenya, now had a China office, focusing on dedicated financial services for large
and small enterprises entering or expanding into the local market. In that office,
Daiyu had spent almost half a decade, becoming acquainted with the different
shades of Chinese investments in Kenya.

Eager to learn more and expand her career, she had then moved to the United
States for an MBA, only to quit soon after and return to Kenya with a desire to start
her own business. This was in late 2021, the glimmer of an idea already formed
around starting an e-commerce business for underserved urban markets. The col-
laboration with Chao, himself an entrepreneur trying to serve digitally underserved
swaths of Nairobi, was a perfect match. They shared, she explained, a similar under-
standing of mass markets and a complementary techno-entrepreneurial ethos.

Its an . .. e-commerce platform targeting the urban consumers who are not served
well. As you can see, both myself and Chao, we believe that urbanization in Africa
is the ultimate certainty. And more and more people are going to move to the city, but
the infrastructure is going to take a very long time to cope. Not only roads, housing,
but also traditional supermarkets. . . . It's going to take a lot of time for [large retail-
ers] to build enough outlets to serve new urban consumers as well. That’s where we
feel that technology can come into play. Because we've seen how e-commerce plat-
forms are transforming the lives of Chinese people in Tier 5, Tier 6 cities in China.

Daiyu’s inspiration had been Pinduoduo, Chinas youngest e-commerce giant.
Founded in 2015, Pinduoduo came to prominence by straddling the gap between
farmers and rural artisans and their customers in secondary Chinese cities, where
other e-commerce platforms like Alibaba and JD.com have a smaller footprint,
their focus being on Tier 1 urban consumers.* Ultimately, Pinduoduo demon-
strated the possibilities of so-called consumer-to-manufacturer (C2M) business
models to the entire world, adapting the traditional online marketplace plat-
form to the needs of price-sensitive consumers through two main mechanisms:
the bypassing of major distribution channels and the possibility of discounted
prices through peer-group purchases. These two features were especially relevant
for Daiyu: if she could manage to buy bulk direct from distributors, avoiding the
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multiple layers of brokers, she, like Chao, could turn the kadogo economy on its
head and offer locals much lower prices on staples like soap and oil.

As we spoke, Daiyu further detailed her staunch belief in the e-commerce sys-
tem she was busy building, together with Chao. On the one hand, she seemed to
be convinced that the retail industry in urban Africa was on a trajectory differ-
ent from anywhere else. While in other contexts e-commerce had evolved from
“mom-and-pop shops to large supermarkets and then online lifestyles,” she told
me, Africa was leapfrogging from informal sellers to mobile apps. Supermarkets
were only a small part of this transition, especially at the urban periphery. On
the other hand, well-known Silicon Valley-inspired start-ups like Jumia, while
understanding the potential of e-commerce, were focusing on middle-class mar-
kets, “leaving out 80 percent of the population in Nairobi” They were not com-
petitors. Moreover, Daiyu told me that through the partnership with Chao’s
Fastlee, she already had a powerful distribution channel to acquire customers: her
e-supermarket could simply be added as a feature of the existing platform, like
Pinduoduo had done in China, adding its heart-shaped “buy together” option on
the WeChat app marketplace.

At the time of our meeting and only a few months after launching the proto-
type of the web application, Daiyu and Chao were already processing a significant
volume of orders. They had partnered with both distributors and manufacturers:
a few Kenyan Indian food factories and the usual Chinese FMCG and electronics
importers scattered around Nairobi. Daiyu explained, “We see the sales increase,
dramatically. . . . [T]hat’s made us very confident that some people out there are
definitively underserved. That’s why we continue. . . . And the benefit to a con-
sumer is that they get lower prices on essential commodities, so that they can real-
locate their spending. If before they spent 40 percent on daily essentials and food,
now they can spend more on other things that are more important. It’s really hard
to help them grow their pie. But you can kind of optimize how they allocate those
pies better for their living standards.”

Curious about their “e-supermarket,” as Daiyu called it, I asked her about the
logistics behind it. Her eyes gleamed with pride. “This is the most innovative part
of our model,” she told me. Having studied the distribution system underlying
group buying in China, Chao and Daiyu had engineered a decentralized hub-and-
spoke delivery network. Each area covered by their e-supermarket was anchored
by a warehouse, serving a radius of about ten square kilometers. From these semi-
decentralized hubs, serviced by small vans that could navigate the narrow and rut-
ted roads of Nairobi’s dense peripheries, motorcycle taxi riders—the famous boda
boda operators (more on them later)—would bridge the last mile and deliver to
widely scattered community pickup points. At the time of our conversation, they
had modeled each community to be 250 people strong. It was, Daiyu explained,
just an experimental pilot. Eventually, communities might need to be bigger or
smaller, depending on the data that they were gathering. But most importantly, in
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crowded and unmarked portions of the city—no street signs, no house numbers,
no door buzzers with names—these communities needed to have local motorcycle
riders, whose native knowledge about the social and spatial fabric of each commu-
nity rendered Fastlee e-supermarket’s delivery system as accurate as possible. “It’s
very counterintuitive,” Daiyu concluded, “because most people think centralized
solutions decrease costs, but in urban Africa, it’s different. It’s the decentralized
organization that, actually, will be the most profitable”

It’s a very on-the-ground business. It’s not something fancy. It's more like great, dirty
work because you're counting the flour, the maize, and sugar everyday. Youre deliv-
ering this essential every day, but I and Chao feel very motivated because this is
our customers’ first online shopping experience. And it’s life changing. It's opened
a huge door for their other potentials. 'm always using my mom as an example.
She had never shopped online until Pinduoduo entered our small city. Then people
from the city started shopping online, watching videos, chatting, group-buying, and
also selling stuff. . . . I think that’s something . . . the potential that can unlock. . . .
[S]ometimes it feels like we are mending a tear, but it’s so rewarding.

A year later, I finally visited one of the warehouses from which Fastlee’s
e-supermarket operated. Ironically, it wasn't a purpose-built warehouse but a failed
supermarket that the company had rented and converted into a fulfillment center,
even using the old shelves to store bulk goods. By then, friends told me, Daiyu
had already moved on to new business ventures in Rwanda, a move that belied her
stated commitment to Nairobi’s underserved market, but the e-commerce busi-
ness she initiated kept running. Chao introduced me to his warehouse manager,
Jeff, a tall, soft-spoken man from the area. The business, he explained, was still
being tweaked and adapted, but some staple items were in high demand: nappies,
soap, cooking oil, and maize. In the previous months, Kenya had experienced a
deep cost-of-living crisis—owing to a mix of factors, including the enforcement of
IMF requirements that had cut fuel subsidies. Jeff thought the perfect storm had
arrived to expand operations, even though the uptick of online buying required
careful work of building trust that was still a steep climb ahead.

An interesting fact was that, as Daiyu had told me a year before, their
e-supermarket was not selling fresh products like vegetables. This was a deci-
sion based precisely on the promise of trust that Chao and its team had made to
the communities that they were servicing with both affordable internet and afford-
able commodities. So as not to crowd out local informal vendors, whose main
source of income derived from the sale of fresh produce, they had chosen to
avoid competition with them. In fact, the future algorithmic iteration of Fastlee’s
e-supermarket was a partnership with informal sellers, whose stocks Fastlee could
potentially supply with better prices than those of big distributors. After all, as
Chao kept reminding me and everyone willing to listen, Fastlee was a business
but a business that was trying to do well while doing good for the people it served.
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FIGURE 6. The problem of “addressability” Photo by author.

Another good example of this ethos was in yet another pilot that Chao was busy
conducting when I last visited him, on an EI Niflo—drenched summer day in Janu-
ary 2024. Always the experimenter, Chao was exhilarated by his latest addition
to Fastlee. His team had been working on the prototype of a water ATM. These
are normally vending machines that dispense clean water filtered using reverse
osmosis. In many urban contexts across Africa, these ATMs are a common sight,
including in Nairobi, where their contested politics laid bare the distressing lack of
basic infrastructural access in the city’s poorest settlements, as well as the attempts
by states, NGOs, and start-ups alike to make water access (and payment) “smart”*

Yet Fastlee’s water ATM prototype was slightly different from those that already
operated in the poorest parts of the city. As we have seen thus far, in the lower-
middle-income neighborhoods of Nairobi where Chao had started his business,
most people did have access to running water, mostly by means of collective bore-
holes that served one or more buildings. From these underground boreholes, pres-
sure was created by pumping the water up into the large black tanks that stand
tall on every rooftop. What was missing was drinkable water. Locals would buy
bottles or suboptimal water jugs that promised to filter water while not doing
much against heavy contaminants, a toxic remnant of Nairobi’s industries that
once dotted the area. Chao and his engineers had a solution: building-scale ATMs
that, using technology from China, would purify borehole water at a fraction of
the cost of plastic bottles. Scanning a QR code on each machine, residents could
get cheap, safe water from the same platform by which they were already access-
ing the internet. “We are building a super app,” they kept saying, using a language
borrowed from the description of Asian companies like Grab, Gojek, and WeChat,
tech giants that covered multiple industries and sectors.*
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Water-dispensing machines were not, in fact, the sole infrastructure system
into which Fastlee was branching. Having realized the potential of using Fastlee’s
digital infrastructure (and everything that underpinned it) to expand into basic
service delivery, Chao was also prototyping small solar panels that, in the event of
load shedding, would power a family’s WiFi router as well as small appliances. The
solar panels too would be sold and managed through the same Fastlee platform,
possibly through an integrated payment system, further increasing the reliability
and redundancy of its services in a context of patchy electricity. In fact, as Chao
reminded me in many of our conversations, his ultimate goal was to forge a pay-
ment system, an M-Pesa alternative that would partially rid his customers of pricy
transaction fees. All of that was on the back burner the last time we spoke, on a
day Chao was especially gleeful because he had recently received a hefty invest-
ment from a Chinese venture capitalist and a development grant to pilot his ISP
system in a much poorer area of the city. Now, he observed, he needed even more
technological acumen for an even more splintered fragment of Nairobi. As a wit-
ness, it was impossible not to share at least part of his buoyant optimism that one
could suture broken systems and make a sustainable business out of it. It was not
the first time, or the last, that I would come across such promises and practices
of algorithmic optimization, as the same techno-optimistic shibboleths informed
several platform experiments with other “last miles,” at the interface of Chinese-
imported commodities and Chinese-inspired business models.

PLATFORMING THE LAST MILE,
WITH CHINESE CHARACTERISTICS

Let me return, for the concluding stories in this chapter, to something I mentioned
at its outset. The example of Fastlee speaks to the creation of algorithmic plat-
forms that just like matatus fill the gaps of absent, partial, or fractured networked
systems. But Fastlee is only one peculiar case in a much wider gamut of platform
experiments that address the last-mile “problem” in Nairobi. Another urban econ-
omy that is increasingly the target and the object of platform experiments is that
of motorcycle taxis.

From wealthy suburbs to the margins of very poor informal settlements,
motorcycle taxi drivers are an extremely common sight in Nairobi. Much as in
many African cities, the two-wheel taxis—called boda bodas—are used to carry
people, goods, and parcels.” They are one of the fastest ways to move through the
city and deliver small goods. As a prosthesis to splintered economies, boda bodas
operate where other mobility and logistics options are too costly, too cumbersome,
or simply not flexible enough to address the last-mile problem. In fact, the modal
choice of the motorcycle is a practical response to the material conditions of
Nairobi, where getting passengers and commodities to the outskirts or through
the narrow lanes of high-density suburbs requires an affordable, fuel-efficient, and
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agile vehicle. Such agility of movement is likewise necessary to bypass the thick
traffic clogging highways and intersections and overcome incomplete and under-
maintained road networks that may be heavily rutted and unsuited for cars. As
a vital and rapid undercurrent, Nairobis boda bodas stitch together fragmented
parts of the city, overcoming the brittle and enduring legacy of colonial planning,
postcolonial projects of modern city building, and forced informality.

While two-wheelers were initially conceived as a solution to austerity measures
(especially cuts to public transport investment) introduced by structural adjust-
ment, today they are seen as an unwieldy “rogue sector,” always on the brink of
regulatory fights.*® However, riders, mostly young men, also constitute an impor-
tant political clientele.”” Central and local governments have therefore pursued
ambivalent and contradictory practices. In Nairobi, for example, they are banned
from taking on passengers in the central business district. In general, the Kenyan
government has long turned a blind eye to the boda boda sector—allowing the
emergence of competing and self-regulating voluntary associations, usually in
the form of collective saving groups.”® Ultimately, whether in a small town or
in the capital city, as Joyce Niairo beautifully captures, boda bodas are a marker of
Kenya’s postcolonial modernity, a cultural and not just infrastructural phenom-
enon, and “a vehicle for laughter, outrage, (in)dignity and wealth”> With their
adrenaline-fueled rides, their disregard for safety, and loud, ubiquitous presence,
boda boda riders are the turbulent sutures of innumerable urban economies.

In this context, Nairobi’s thriving tech community has been increasingly impelled
by the possibility of creating platforms that incorporate motorcycle mobility, within
the city and beyond. The promises of these technology experiments are many, pro-
ducing data-rich ecosystems about a sector that is data-poor, retrofitting boda
bodas with IoT (Internet of Things)-enabled electric batteries (the green transition
story); creating asset financing options for entrepreneurial kinds of social mobil-
ity; improving the quality and safety of the riders’ services; and so on.”> Along-
side e-hailing (dominated by global giants like Uber and Bolt) and food or grocery
deliveries (dominated by Glovo and Jumia), the invisible majority of these recent
platforms are focused on optimizing the business models of companies that utilize
motorcycles for last-mile, express, and on-demand deliveries, often operating as
business-to-business (B2B) players.” It is in this niche that some Chinese compa-
nies are increasingly competitive and intent on importing and adapting platform
business models from mainland China. Once again, the examples that I am about
to address entertain the question of affordability for Nairobi’s lower-middle classes
and the unique last-mile problems that arise from the creation of e-commerce solu-
tions for such a shifting and elusive demographic group.*

My first interlocutor who mentioned the importance of targeting less-than-
wealthy consumers was Li, head of marketing at Shoppist, one of the Nairobi-
based e-commerce platforms that at the time was already active in Kenya and
Uganda. It was mid-2021, and the city was still under recurring curfews and the
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occasional, seemingly unexpected bouts of COVID-19 cases. I met Li in the aes-
thetically bare offices of Shoppist, which he had joined only a few months before,
after a stint as head of marketing for another Chinese retailer selling fast-moving
consumer goods in Nairobi. Unlike his previous employer, however, Shoppist was
a rather unusual example. The company had not actually come from China but
had been founded in Kenya in the mid-2010s by a Chinese expatriate, a former
Huawei executive whose fame in the tech scene preceded him.

The inspiration for Shoppist was obviously Alibaba, and the rags-to-riches story
of its founder, Jack Ma. Alibaba’s success, Li told me, was a function of its capac-
ity to experiment with and diversify its business models, from drop-shipping to
consumer-to-consumer options. For Shoppists founder, Alibaba and other Chinese
giants like Jingdong (JD.com) had something valuable to teach Africa’s fledgling
e-commerce sector: reaching the customers who were usually left out of online shop-
ping platforms was not just about marketing prowess but also about last-mile logis-
tics, both financially and geographically. However, Li explained, “e-commerce in
China is very unique. . . . In Kenya, we [could] not just copy Alibaba or Amazon.
And so that’s why it was important to have local intelligence” Local intelligence,
he later elaborated, meant more than hiring a team of locals for the operations
team. It entailed relying on their understanding of the Kenyan market, on their
knowledge of specific urban economies of logistical distribution (specifically, boda
boda networks), and on an iterative, cumulative process of data-powered learning.

From the very beginning, these experimental processes translated into a series
of small adaptations of and tweaks to more traditional e-commerce models.
The first of these changes was the integration of M-Pesa. This was no small feat,
given the risk attached to foreign currency purchases. But with M-Pesa, Shoppist
had become one of the first online retailers where Kenyans could buy affordable
phones made in China in the same way they used to do in a physical shop: with a
one-off, fully paid, cash-like transaction. Only a few months after Shoppist, Li told
me with a hint of pride, AliExpress (Alibaba’s retail platform) too had eventually
implemented a Lipa na M-Pesa (Pay with M-Pesa) option.

The other change in the business model stemmed from the intuition that
Shoppist did not need to function completely as either a drop-shipping company
(i.e., one with no warehouse) or a stockist (i.e., one with large-scale warehousing
facilities). Shoppist’s hybrid model was based on a central warehouse located close
to Nairobi’s international airport (in an area that was more and more densely
packed with this kind of logistical facility) and pop-up warehouses in Mombasa
and Kisumu that would become available during peak order periods, such as
Christmas. A three-tiered product taxonomy thus ensued: things that were already
in the warehouse (which never stayed for more than a month), things that were
sold by other stockists in Kenya (and were in third-party warehouses), and things
ordered directly from China (which stayed briefly in the Nairobi warehouse before
being dispatched).
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FIGURE 7. The warehouse complex where Shoppist operates. Photo by author.

For this carefully orchestrated supply model, Li argued, coordinating the last
mile was as important as understanding the suppliers. In fact, managing the sup-
plier side depended on last-mile data and coordination. For goods to move quickly
to their end customers, two motorcycle-enabled solutions had to be crafted to
resolve two addressability issues. The first difficulty was that Nairobi addresses
may or may not be accurately geolocated or even have a specific house num-
ber. Boda boda riders knew the city well enough to fill this gap, already acting
as sutures of otherwise incomplete logistics configurations. The second problem
was the total lack of an address for those Shoppist customers who lived in parts
of the city that for one reason or another are unaddressable (including the neigh-
borhoods that Fastlee operated in). In this case, the last-mile solution consisted
of little delivery hubs called Shopposts. These hubs were fulfilled daily by boda
boda riders, and they had the double function of providing a delivery address for
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people without one and for those customers who could not receive deliveries at
home during working hours. As Li explained, Shoppist customers were mostly
young people who didn’t belong to the upper-income brackets of Kenyan society;
consequently, delivery options on Amazon or other e-commerce platforms were
prohibitively expensive. The Shoppost option was essential for this type of cus-
tomer because, according to the company’s research, they were less addressable
than middle-class households.

While Shoppist employed a small number of riders directly, the majority were
subcontracted through B2B last-mile logistics platforms. The reason for this choice
was that specialized two-wheel delivery companies had developed more efficient
distribution algorithms, and they did a better job of optimizing delivery routes
across the urban center, so the riders had much stronger performance indicators
than could be achieved with in-house operations. At the same time, keeping a
few riders on the payroll meant that Shoppist had a degree of flexibility and could
adapt to unexpected market fluctuations, particularly in Nairobi. Such a system,
Li concluded, had not happened by chance but evolved organically using the last
mile itself as a data source, constantly monitoring and experimenting with feed-
back loops to improve the final leg of logistical coordination while ensuring that
small tweaks to the dispatch system would not affect the affordability of Shoppist’s
e-commerce offering.

These were small but crucial aspects of Shoppist’s business model that attest to
the ways in which platform algorithms seek to mend disjointed urban fabrics. By
framing the goal of selling affordable products to its target customers (the urban
lower-middle class and youths) as a problem of addressability and by formulating
incremental and iterative data-driven experiments, Shoppist was making Nairobi
a real-life test bed for future African e-commerce, a market aided by the platformi-
zation of existing mobility networks like the boda bodas, whose riders’ intimate
knowledge of the “unaddressable” city had been enrolled in the functioning of
platform-powered last-mile logistics.> This was often a very speculative endeavor,
as the next example reveals.

To find a specialized last-mile company that supported e-commerce platforms
like Shoppist, one didn’t need to travel very far from Shoppist headquarters. At
the southern end of Mombasa Road, Nairobi’s main traffic artery, stands a grow-
ing cluster of depots and other logistics operations, attracted by the proximity of
Kenya’s main international airport, the terminus of the newly built standard-gauge
railway, and access to the country’s busiest highway. At the crossroad of these net-
works, Dasher occupied two large warehouses painted in bright colors, one the
distribution center and the other a sorting facility.

Dasher was one of an increasing number of small last-mile companies that offered
logistics services through a network of boda boda riders across Kenya. Unlike big-
ger platforms like Uber and Bolt, Dasher only operated in the B2B market, offer-
ing a plug-and-play delivery service to e-commerce businesses, explained Jenny, a
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petite, animated young woman who was head of sales for the company. Started by a
small team of Chinese expatriates in late 2020, Dasher was the subsidiary of a con-
glomerate already active in half a dozen African countries, as well as, more recently,
the Middle East. These subsidiaries all reported to headquarters in Shanghai, but,
as Jenny elaborated, they only did so once a year, and Dasher was an independent
business unit operating as a start-up.®® The seed investment had come from one of
China’s leading express delivery companies, a logistics firm that had made its fortune
on the heels of e-commerce giants like Alibaba and JD.com. Handling a staggering
volume of more than ten million parcels a day, the mother company’s expansion into
the African market was replicating the model that had been used in China, with a
growing cluster of subsidiary start-ups that gradually formed a comprehensive net-
work of logistical services, from line haul first-mile to express last-mile solutions.

In Kenya, Dasher was spearheaded by Kevin, a tall young man who had cut
his teeth as a logistics manager in southern China during the heyday of the
e-commerce boom, ten years before relocating to Nairobi. Sitting with Jenny and
my colleague Jack Odeo in a small office separated from the sorting facility by a
glazed wall, Kevin described for us how Dasher’s network worked. At the center
of the network stood the warehouse complex in which they welcomed us. Parcels
coming in from overseas, for example, would be scanned in the sorting facility. This
was a mostly manual operation, augmented by technological equipment imported
from China and by in-house software that Dasher had built to automate its logis-
tics management. In the future, Kevin planned to import a fully automated sorting
belt, but at the time the volume of parcels did not warrant a large-scale machine.
From the sorting facility, items would move across to the distribution center, where
parcels were assigned to trucks and vans of various sizes that would head out to
smaller distribution hubs across the city and in most of Kenya’s other counties. The
latter distribution hubs were either small shop fronts with loading bays or, in some
cases, other businesses acting as franchisees. From these hubs, boda boda riders
would bridge the last-mile gap, delivering parcels to end customers on behalf of
Dasher’s B2B clients. These hubs were also drop-off points for domestic deliveries:
once an item was scanned at one of these hubs, it traveled to the main distribution
center in Nairobi, from where it would be line-hauled to the destination hub and
eventually delivered by local boda boda riders. This centralized system responded
to the need to optimize the interface between the middle and the last mile, Jenny
explained, pointing to the second warehouse building: “Everything goes through
this DC [distribution center]. So, for example, between Meru and Mombasa trucks
would be half full. But because they all go through this DC, we make sure that
all the routes are optimized. . . . In logistics, the most important thing is the net-
work; the more a network is capillary, the bigger your abilities.” The ultimate capil-
laries of this network were indeed boda bodas, she went on to explain, showing us
the algorithmic system that rendered each rider and each parcel as a discrete data
point thanks to the barcodes scanned at key points of a delivery.
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Unlike other large on-demand labor platforms offering parcel services, Uber
included, Dasher did not rely on a casual workforce. The riders were all formally
employed, although their wages were still piece based. Only during peak periods
such as Black Friday would temporary riders be added to the base team, which,
after just one year of operation, already comprised some two hundred members
(ranging from seventy-five in Nairobi to just a couple in smaller cities). While
casual labor would be a cheaper option, Kevin had realized that to ensure a good
service—and that their riders were indeed data collectors (as well as couriers)—
he needed to employ and train them. After all, boda bodas had a rather bad
reputation in Nairobi.”

The ways in which Dasher understood its last-mile network offer us a glimpse
of the patient, often quiet, even if quickly moving speculations of Chinese compa-
nies that see in the future of African cities a present past of China’s own trajectory.
Both Kevin and Jenny were adamant that Dasher’s aim was to become Africa’s
“number one last-mile service provider” dedicated to e-commerce. This was the
tagline they had memorized, something of a pipedream, as they admitted, since
e-commerce in Africa was still only taking its first steps. But they were playing
the “long game,” said Kevin, arguing that it would only take two ingredients for
e-commerce to finally boom: a functional, diffused online payment system and
effective last-mile logistics.

If anyone can solve these two things, online payment systems and last-mile logistics,
e-commerce will be pumping. . . . No country can escape e-commerce. I don't know
who will be the last winner. In America it’s Amazon, in China it’s Alibaba, and in dif-
ferent countries they have their own. I don’t know who will be the winner in Africa.
But whoever it is, they’ll need us.

So why did we come here? At this phase, we are building the night work. We've
connected every county, trained our team, taught them how to be ready. We are wait-
ing like a crouching tiger.

In playing this long game, performing the “night work”—the invisible prepara-
tions that make things work—in the hope that African e-commerce would truly
bloom, Kevin was already thinking about the distributed infrastructure that an
explosion in the demand for last-mile delivery would mean for a city like Nairobi.*®
He had ordered twenty smart cabinets from China. These cabinets, which were to
be distributed across the city to shopping malls and large corporate offices, would
function as the last-mile endpoints to Dasher’s delivery services. Enabled with IoT
technology and fully automated, the cabinets sported the same bright colors as the
company’s brand and were equipped with small lock-boxes. Every day, boda boda
riders would fill and take from these cabinets across the city—attending to the same
issue of addressability that Shoppist was trying to solve with its Shoppost model.
The prototype of one of these smart cabinets, soon to become a new fixture of
e-commerce in Nairobi, sat just outside the office where Jenny and Kevin were
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talking to us. As a fix to problems of last-mile coordination, in Dasher’s business
model motorcycles contributed to a unique hub-and-spoke logistics model in
which the gap-filling capacities of the boda boda sector were visualized as both cap-
illaries of a larger distribution network and the data-gathering terminals of this net-
work. Then again, what we have called “algorithmic suturing” is always more than
just software-based “tricks,” as Matteo Pasquinelli explains, writing more broadly
about algorithmic rationalities.” The platform-based optimization of mundane sys-
tems, in this case networks of last-mile logistics, entails riders, motorcycles, cabi-
nets, warehouses, and so much more, all in an effort to mend the social and spatial
fragmentation of an unaddressable city. What is also worth noting—which Dasher
illustrates even better than other examples in this chapter—is the speculative nature
of these platforms; not only was the start-up operating at a loss, a “crouching tiger”
waiting for an e-commerce boom that may or may not materialize, but it was doing
so by experimenting with a spatial network of distribution that was in the making
but not there yet.

PRECARIOUS LIVES AND NEW
EXPERIMENTAL TERRAINS

It is hard not to admire the operations of Fastlee, Shoppist, and Dasher for their
speculative ingenuity. These fledgling companies were promising to service under-
served markets, to produce algorithmic optimizations of inconvenient urban
economies, and they were doing so with inventive protocols that adapted business
models from Chinas homegrown platform ecosystem to the unique infrastruc-
tural configurations of Nairobi.® It is also clear that Jenny, Chao, Kevin, and Li
(as well as other platform creators and attendants with whom I interacted over
time) shared a similar kind of technological optimism about a China-inspired
platformization of society in Africa. As the media scholar Julie Chen writes, digital
platforms have indeed become “an imagined stage, on and through which China
continues to participate in the global capitalism for the sake of development”'
This is a state-driven narrative that frames algorithmic platforms as “connective
forces” that “shake and improve the conditions for social changes,” in and beyond
China.® It is the underlying discourse of a benevolent globalization produced by
going-out Chinese digital giants like Alibaba.® But it is also the manifest, ambi-
tious mantra of start-up founders and managers, people like Chao, who combine
a certain kind of Silicon Valley-inspired technological solutionism—one directed
to the “developing” world—with models and formats emanating from China’s
digital trajectory.®*

But beyond the inventiveness of these businesses, platform experiments mod-
eled on the mass-consumer market reach of Chinese super apps are not without
shadows.® In Nairobi, these experiments copy, rely on, sometimes bypass, and
sometimes enroll existing informal economies that already act as sutures for the
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spatial and social fragmentation of the city.® Such economies are, because of their
existence in gray legal areas, already precarious, expendable, just as much as the
livelihoods that they sustain. Boda boda riders, for example, live at the edge of
survivability in a city that is rarely kind to them. Digital platforms may not make
their lives worse off; in fact, they often do not. But they do seek to tap into this pool
of workers whose labor is made cheap precisely by their structural precariousness
to produce profit and convenience for others.®”

In fact, these others are often precarious too. The lower-middle classes that
Fastlee and Shoppist wanted to serve, these elusive sociological groups turned into
a potential mass market, are also made up of urban populations that live on the
threshold of subsistence. Often indebted, caught between the illiquidity and vola-
tility of a zero-balance economy, the survival of these Nairobi lower-middle classes
is contingent on meager salaries or, more often, vacillating income streams.*® And
platforms that promise them inclusive convenience are never too far from offering
instead predatory inclusion, whether it is through the optimization of last-mile
connectivity or the mirage of affordable online shopping.®

This wasn’t necessarily the case of Chao and his cohort of deft yet declaredly
moral entrepreneurs, but I did encounter digital platforms that were, without a
doubt, exploitative and rapacious. In 2021, I spoke to an employee of one of the
several dozen lending wallets (many of them operated by Chinese entrepreneurs)
that became a matter of national panic when Google banned many of them—
deus ex machina—from its Android Play Store in January 2023. In whistle-blower
fashion, my informant met me on a Zoom call wearing a theater mask to remain
anonymous. He described how his job consisted in enforcing repayments through
debt shaming, thanks to the call logs and SMS logs that the lending app had
gained access to leveraging their users’ unwitting authorization. He would make
intimidating calls to the relatives of debtors who were late on their repayments. He
would send baleful SMSs to their employers and friends. All the while, the lending
app was sharing personal data with other wallets, and they were doing the same,
forging a wily racketeering scheme of vicious credit. No wonder that in time the
Central Bank of Kenya would intervene through the hands of Google, with
the 2023 Android ban.

In addition to whether (or to what extent) platforms that seek to algorithmi-
cally suture an unaddressable and fragmented city rest on the widespread precar-
ity of life, labor, and economies that makes Nairobi what it is, the question that
remains to be asked is what kinds of city these platforms imagine. Was it just a city
whose patchy infrastructure is fixed by tech businesses that have learned a lesson
from China’s digital ascendancy, as Chao put it? Was it just a city whose untapped
markets could be patiently opened up to China’s transnational techno-capital, as
Kevin seemed to suggest? This chapter shows that different technical logics and
rationalities animate the experiments that cast Nairobi as a test bed city, as a ter-
rain of trials and pilots that belie the optimistic promise of algorithmic suturing.”
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On the one hand, it is easy to recognize how these datafied processes, tentative
as they may be, enroll what Neferti Tadiar has called the already existing “vital
platforms of techno-social reproductivity””* After all, economic systems like that
of the boda boda already—without digital augmentation—provide respite from
both the purposeful and the arbitrary precarity of life in a fractured postcolonial
city. And yet, whether it is a WiFi provider, an e-commerce business, or a logis-
tics operations, the combined efforts of these and other platforms are also experi-
ments in the “pluralization” of the concerns, as Isabelle Stengers would write, that
shape the making of techno-capital in Nairobi.”” Addressability, affordability, con-
venience, optimization, and other matters, together with optimistic promises of
profit, were given a technical form in such experiments.

Challenging simplistic visions of neocolonial domination and leapfrogging, the
speculative platforms described in this chapter foreground the place of Nairobi’s
urban economies in a multipolar, diverse world of techno-capital, where digital
Global China acts as a source of human and literal capital but also as a model of
diversification. We will see even more of these logics of pluralization in the next
chapter, as I turn to the making of standards for cross-border payments.



Microgeopolitics of Standards

A TECH COLD WAR?

Earlier, we briefly encountered Bolu, a popular Kenyan blogger and YouTuber who
built his niche celebrity unboxing and reviewing mobile phones and tech gad-
gets, mostly from affordable Chinese brands. What he started as a small personal
project was by the time we met in June 2021 the go-to website to learn about the
launch of new devices and get trusted assessments of prices and functionalities.
Beyond reviews, the website had become a much bigger blogging platform about
everything digital, from news about start-ups and venture capital investments to
opinion pieces about cryptocurrencies and how-to guides for micro trading. But
for many, Bolu remained the “online guy” who had introduced them to Chinese
phones, with his meticulous reviews and reliable advice. I knew that his perspec-
tive on the ascendancy of China’s hardware industry in Kenya would be insightful,
so I contacted him, and he generously agreed to meet me at a café on the rooftop of
a popular shopping mall in Westlands. Over coffee and dawa—Nairobi’s beloved
lime, ginger, and honey drink—our conversation inevitably turned to Transsion,
the Chinese manufacturer that dominated phone sales in the country and to the
scramble over operating system standards.

Operating systems, Bolu told me, were “a new geopolitical field” In 2019, the
Trump administration had placed Huawei on the US “entity list” and thus forced
Google, a US company, to revoke the Chinese tech giants Android license. In
response, Huawei had soon unveiled Harmony (Hongmeng in Mandarin), a new
operating system partly based on the Linux kernel of the Android Open Source
Project, the basic Android architecture, but devoid of any of Googless propri-
etary applications.! This speedy switch to a new operating system confirmed
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speculations that Huawei had been secretly working on an Android alternative
for almost a decade, both as a plan B in case of a Sino-US trade war escalation and
as a techno-nationalistic challenge to Google’s and Apple’s hold over the technical
standards that prime the interfaces of mobile connectivity.” In Kenya, however,
the removal of Google’s application marketplace from Huawei smartphones had
temporarily taken the wind out of its aspirations to compete in the local cell phone
market. The retreat of Huawei had further entrenched the dominance of Trans-
sion and Xiaomi, which could still run on Android and provided access to Google
Play. Cell phone buyers, Bolu observed, “wanted just the standard Android apps
and stopped buying Huawei,” even though, he admitted, Huawei smartphones
remained “some of the best machines on the market””

In the meantime, Bolu had also taken notice of how Transsion phones, while
still operating on Android, were jam-packed with dupes of Google Play services:
a browser, a news reader, and so forth. Transsion phones even had their own
marketplace.* These preinstalled services were sometimes subfunctional. While
they provided an alternative channel for app developers to the more expensive
and harder to access Google and Apple marketplaces, they also unnecessarily
crowded the storage space of devices that, by nature of their affordability, had very
little. In tech jargon, these native apps were thus called bloatware. As discussed in
chapter 2, low-cost Chinese phones were often ridiculed for their bloatware, even
though some of these memory-bloating apps were functional to the economies of
care and repair that had been introduced to retain customers in African markets.
And while some journalists had speculated that bloatware was in fact spyware, a
backdoor to surveillance,* Bolu simply believed that after the Huawei-US affair,
Chinese companies like Transsion were preparing themselves for “a post-Android
time” He told me that bloatware was, in his opinion, a way to keep Transsion’s in-
house marketplace ready in case of a further escalation of a tech war between the
US and Chinese tech giants.

For Bolu, this was a war fought on many fronts. Something as unassuming as
export controls, like the placement of Chinese companies on the US entity list,
operated across many domains of the tech industry, from hardware manufactur-
ing to the provision of network equipment to digital services. The example of Hua-
wei was telling: not only had the company been cut off from Google’s Android
marketplace, but it had also lost its access to the most advanced semiconductor
chips, which usually contained US-made components and US-copyrighted soft-
ware. Microchips are, after all, the blood cells on which many innovative industries
depend, from large AI language models to self-driving cars. The economic histo-
rian Chris Miller even suggests that semiconductor technologies have become the
world’s most critical and essential resource.” And indeed, after the lesson learned
in curtailing Huawei’s global dominance, the United States redeployed its micro-
chip export control strategy on a much larger scale in late 2022, fundamentally
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creating a “silicon blockade” against the entirety of the Chinese internet industry,
as The New York Times Magazine put it.°

While more openly aggressive, US techno-nationalist stratagems were also a
response to China’s unequivocal ambitions to become a standard-bearer, not just
a standard follower, of digital technology. A broader version of this goal, explains
the geographer Ding Fei, became clear already during the 2012 18th National Con-
gress of the Chinese Communist Party, which paved the way for initiatives like
“Made in China 2025,” a set of industrial strategies designed to foster manufactur-
ing independence both at the level of the supply chain and at the level of research
and development.” In the meantime, on the international stage, China’s presence
in standard-setting institutions such as the International Standards Organization
(ISO) also grew significantly in the 2010s. In this way, many technological fields
that were and are yet to be fully standardized, from drones to AI languages, from
data security protocols to electric vehicles, have seen an increasingly hefty pres-
ence of Chinese companies and experts on international panels. Take, for example,
the mobile communication 5G standard, which features thousands of technical
specifications. According to a recent report, no single company has had more
technical contributions to the 5G standardization process than Huawei at the 3rd
Generation Partnership Project (3GPP), the international panel that develops and
oversees protocols for mobile telecommunications.®

In the global arena of internet governance too, namely, in organizations such as
the International Telecommunication Union (ITU), the Internet Engineering Task
Force (IETF), and the Internet Corporation for Assigned Names and Numbers
(ICANN), Chinese delegations have been more and more active in the outlining
of new protocols for the future of internet infrastructure, which was historically
dominated by the United States. However, far from imposing the authoritarian
goal of a fragmented, multilateral internet,’ as many critics suggested, China’s
visions for internet governance have reflected both its standard-bearing ambitions
and the contradictions of its own digital economy path,'® caught between the will-
ful integration into the most competitive forms of transnational techno-capital
and domestic agendas inspired by socialist notions of development. Then again,
just like the “Chinese internets” have been plural and never merely the outcome of
a monolithic, centralized state capitalism, as Jack Qiu and colleagues write, so too
the geopolitics of China’s push for technical standards in the digital economy have
been diverse and multifaceted."!

But against the backdrop of what The New York Times Magazine described as
an emerging “tech cold war,” these geostrategic moves felt both impalpable and
distant in the streets of Nairobi.’? Even the then ICT secretary, Joseph Mucheru,
had scoffed at journalists’ questions about Huawei-gate. “We pick what is best for
us,” he declared at a press conference in July 2019.” A year later, he solomonically
explained that the decision to use or not to use Huawei’s equipment and techni-
cal support essentially rested in the hands of telecommunication operators like
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Safaricom.' Overall, the Kenyan government seemed so unconcerned that, despite
international pressure from the West, it followed through with an agreement that
identified Huawei as the sole contractor for a critical piece of digital infrastruc-
ture, the National Data Center. Several of my Kenyan interlocutors too were rather
ambivalent or even cavalier about the politics of US-China technological rivalries.

Yet, as Bolu pointed out during our meeting, these fights over technical stan-
dards ultimately determined which mobile phones people bought, which apps
people downloaded, what personal data users were asked to forgo, and so on.
Although operating systems were just one fragment of a much wider terrain, fea-
turing embattled technology giants and foreign governments, they revealed in a
very tangible way how large geopolitical movements had repercussions at much
smaller scales. The scale of our hands. Bolu was adamant about this point: If I was
to understand the influence of Chinese techno-capital on Nairobi’s Silicon Savan-
nah, I needed to look at those small experiments, like Transsion’s half-baked bloat-
ware, that were piloting new technical standards for a less US-centric global digital
economy. More explicitly, I needed to search for those speculative experiments
that were imagining a new world of technical standards in and from Nairobi. Even
though I had just started my research journey, I soon realized that I was already
surrounded by these test beds. Some were incredibly wide ranging, like the user-
experience tests discussed in chapter 2. Others were bootstrapped and tentative,
though not less sophisticated. Of the many experiments that I encountered during
my field research, the following pages are dedicated to two fintech start-ups that,
in their own way, were using digital technology to rewrite the existing standards
for cross-border payments between Africa and Asia. But what did they mean by
“standards,” after all?

MICROGEOPOLITICS OF STANDARD MAKING

Standards are usually defined as sets of agreed-upon rules.”” They describe, spec-
ify, orient, guide, and define the criteria for a dazzling number of the technical
things that surround us. Ultimately, standards ensure some sort of material or
semiotic consistency across the qualities of products and processes and the way
we define and measure these qualities. Their maintenance depends on a variety of
organizational forms: from the professional guilds of the European Middle Ages
to the national standards bodies of the early 1900s to the thousands of interna-
tional Standard Developing Organizations (SDOs) that today develop and issue
industry-specific rules across almost every sector of the world economy. The best
known of these SDOs is probably the Geneva-headquartered International Orga-
nization for Standardization, or ISO, which Keller Easterling evocatively describes
as “a quintessential parliament of ‘extrastatecraft,” a polity that supersedes national
states and primes global infrastructure systems by calibrating their uniformity.'®
But ironically, definitions of standards are not standard themselves. Even the ISO
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offers a vague depiction of standards as the “best ways of doing something,” and
“the distilled wisdom of people with expertise in their subject matter”"” In a way,
therefore, it is easier to describe standards according to what they do and how
they act (and are acted on) in the world, as the science and technology scholars
Geoffrey Bowker and Susan Leigh Star suggested in their landmark study on clas-
sification.'® If standards are hazy, then standardization, the making and enactment
of standards, is perhaps a better entry point." Standardization allows us to see that
the construction of technical uniformities is always a techno-political project of
making “things work over distance or heterogeneous metrics”? In this perspec-
tive, standard making is also an economic project—or to use Louis Thévenot’s
famous phrasing, an “investment in forms.”*'

Building on these insights, this chapter charts precisely the making of new stan-
dards. I delve into two attempts at standardization in the domain of China-Africa
cross-border transactions enabled by new financial technologies (fintech). Albeit
tentative and exploratory, these attempts were explicitly described and promoted
by my interlocutors as alternatives to existing standards. It goes without saying
that these experiments contained and articulated a clear geopolitical program. But
it wasn't grand narratives—the Chinese century, the tech cold war, or the like.
Rather, it was a minor, pragmatic kind of geopolitical project, which I describe as
“microgeopolitical” for two reasons. First, these technological experiments sought
to offer modest, run-of-the-mill solutions to cross-border payment inefficiencies
that were linked to much bigger and intractable geopolitical misalignments.** Sec-
ond, these solutions were encapsulated in something as small as a digital applica-
tion running on a cheap smartphone. But however small, the microgeopolitics of
standard making for cross-border payments do shed light on important ways in
which Nairobi’s urban economies had become test beds of competing technical
imaginations. In other words, the microgeopolitics of standards are another win-
dow onto the key empirical argument of this book.

But let me return briefly to the definitional question. Lacking a uniform defini-
tion, standards existed, in the words of my research interlocutors, across different
meanings. Standards captured both the official specifications of financial regula-
tors and the informal rule systems of illegal remittance markets. Standards were
something viewed as negative (i.e., the inefficient status quo) and as an aspiration:
the common ambition of the two start-up experiments was indeed to set new stan-
dards. So standards manifested as financial protocols to be challenged for their
power imbalances but also as opportunities to create uniformity in economies that
were hard to grasp and measure.” Ultimately, my interlocutors saw their experi-
ments with standardization as a process of rethinking the operating protocols of
international payments from a more plural set of rules in the world of technology
and finance. Through their testimony, I realized that the power of standards did
not only rest in making “things work over distance,” but in their capacity to exist
across different registers, from the critical to the aspirational. It is for this reason
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that in the following pages the word standard appears in the multiplicity of its
meanings, starting from the story of Easytransfers, a nestling fintech start-up led
by a young Chinese entrepreneur named June.

FRICTIONS OF FINANCE

June and I met for the first time on a cloudy day at the beginning of the rainy sea-
son, in fall 2022. By the time we sat down for our first conversation, I had come to
realize she was a prominent member of the Chinese tech community in Nairobi, a
respected and active network broker who used her connections in a very deliber-
ate yet graceful manner. Not a single WhatsApp group about Nairobi’s interna-
tional tech scene would be started without her being invited to it. In time, this
would generate jealousies and rumors, as it often happens with people who seem
to stand out in the crowd without being pushy in any obvious way. I return to this
part of the story later.

With a creative background in marketing and advertising, June's first foray
in the African continent took place in her early twenties, through a student vol-
unteer organization. Once in Tanzania, for a six-month humanitarian program,
something unexpected happened and forever changed her journey. “Yes,” thinking
about how her marketing skills could be used “at the bottom of the economic pyra-
mid” was an interesting endeavor, she told me. But what was even more interesting
was to observe how the many Chinese people living in Tanzania had adapted to
life in a new, foreign geography. Many of them had come with large state-owned
enterprises in the mining and engineering sectors. Some had eventually left those
companies to start their own businesses: restaurants, grocery shops, small con-
struction contractors working in the value chain of bigger Chinese-funded proj-
ects. All of them, June remembered, had learned survival in conditions of extreme
precariousness. With no Kiswahili, very little English, deep uncertainties about
their medium-term futures, and a lot of eating bitterness (chi ku), they had made
a home in Tanzania.** And yet, because of their isolation, much of their talent
and much of the potential of these business connections had remained idle, she
explained to me. Since then, forging solutions to imagine China—Africa connectiv-
ity in more productive ways had guided June’s resolution to stay in the continent.

Her path had not been straightforward. In order to remain in Tanzania, she
took a job offer at a large Chinese state-owned company working in the energy
sector. “Things were changing, at the time,” she recollected. “They were setting up
the first-ever public-private partnership [PPP] with the Tanzanian government,
and the Chinese company was going to become a long-term investor in the plant.”
They needed help in the communication department, and with someone like me
who spoke English and could manage their public relations. So I figured, if I can
get the experience of successfully implementing my first PPP project, I will be
very very grateful.” Little did June know how challenging that job would turn out
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to be. “Mostly, the challenges were with me. I couldn’t survive the culture of the
company, she explained with a chuckle, referring to the harsh, competitive, and
hierarchical corporate environment of the overseas units of Chinese state firms. A
lifeline came in the form of a job offer from a Kenyan boutique investment bank.

“A bank! I thought nothing could be more boring than banking, but I had no
options, I wanted to stay in Africa, and so I said, well, banking it is!” In hindsight,
it was the right move. The Nairobi-based bank needed somebody for their sales
department, a relationship manager who could interact with important Chinese
companies that had set up business in Kenya, companies like Transsion and Hua-
wei. The bank had a suite of dedicated capital market consulting services and tar-
geted financial products, which they had developed over the previous decade, when
Kenya entered a second wave of World Bank-backed privatization of parastatals.®®

Over five years, June specialized in offering these banking products and con-
sulting services to other businesses. She then left the bank for a brief return to her
earlier humanitarian work, but she soon realized that it was hard, too hard to make
a living working in a social enterprise. She also started to question the very ethos
of humanitarianism. Her skepticism eventually brought her back to the banking
sector, this time with an Islamic institution. “They wanted to tap into Chinese
businesses t0o,” she told me. “It didn’t turn out to be very successful. I left after
six months . . . but . . . it was a very interesting learning curve for me.” She later
elaborated that at the time the bank was “trying to shift from traditional Islamic
management to a modern one” For June, the lesson gleaned from that experi-
ence was almost an epiphany: finance and its underpinning infrastructure systems
were not universal protocols. They reflected different cultural, legal, and religious
worldviews about how money ought to move and be stored.

June’s intuition about the diversity of finance was confirmed by her next job: a
marketing position at a roaring Kenyan start-up, Mamapay, which was at the time
being celebrated in the news for being the first Africa-Asia payment platform of
its kind.”” From the beginning, however, she had doubts about these claims: “But I
said to myself, ‘Let me just try and see And then that’s how I got into the start-up
ecosystem.” This new world, she went on to explain, turned out to be “amazing”
“Amazing both in a good and in a bad way;” she told me with a hint of irony, as
it started pouring rain all around us, and our conversation briefly took a turn to
what June believed to be the flaws and perils of overvalued and overhyped African
start-ups in the fintech industry.®

At Mamapay, despite her short stint, June became aware of two insights. First,
behind the glossy celebrations of African fintech start-ups in the media often stood
venture capitalists overvaluing the companies in which they had invested. I return
to this point in chapter 5, but in short, June had become convinced that rather than
raise huge sums of capital to burn, a better way forward was to proceed in small,
strategic steps. “Crossing the river by feeling the stones,” as the mantra popular-
ized by Deng Xiaoping goes. This guarded incrementalism was the opposite of
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what June had observed at Mamapay, which she had decided to leave soon after
taking the job.

Her second insight confirmed her earlier observations that financial systems
were not universal. Different legal and cultural practices created frictions in the
movement of money. And these frictions were mostly felt by ordinary people.
“Banks or wealthy players never have problems moving money, June remarked
with a smirk, somewhat belying the techno-solutionist spirit that permeated many
Africa-centric fintech companies.”” Mamapay’s business model was based on
exactly that mission—taking care of the frictions, at a less expensive rate than what
legacy financial institutions charge. Despite not liking the ways in which the start-
up was operating, June had come to believe that it was the right time for the smooth
China-Africa payment infrastructure foreshadowed by Mamapay’s promise.

Her own cross-border payment platform had recently become a reality as Easy-
transfers. She had cofounded the enterprise with her husband—an experienced
fintech entrepreneur in his own right—and two other team members. But before
moving on to June’s venture with Easytransfers, a brief digression about financial
standards for cross-border transactions is in order.

BETWEEN SWIFT AND HAWALA

The early 1970s were a time of turmoil for commercial banks in the West. Not only
had the United States unilaterally ended the gold standard, one of the key mon-
etary underpinnings of the Bretton Woods system, but the looming Latin Ameri-
can debt crisis had exposed how globalized lending operations had become, with
a growing number of US and European institutions holding credit and transacting
in foreign jurisdictions.” The internationalization of banks had been accompanied
by a burgeoning of technological solutions: with early computers, Telex networks,
and other proprietary intranets, several electronic data interchange (EDI) systems
had cropped up to manage, standardize, and partly automate both domestic and
international payments. In turn, this technological shift had generated the need for
a global communication protocol to reduce the redundant back-and-forths implied
by the existence of competing systems and related risks.’' In 1973, after a few years
of planning, 239 banks formed the Society for Worldwide Interbank Financial Tele-
communication (SWIFT), a Belgium-headquartered cooperative bestowed with
the mandate to create a shared infrastructure for international payments.

Four years later, in 1977, the SWIFT service went live in full, with a dedicated
messaging platform, a routing system, and, most importantly, a set of message
standards. Developed to seamlessly exchange data across linguistic and techni-
cal differences, the SWIFT message standards have since become the standard
for cross-border payments, not least because they were retroactively made into
an ISO standard (ISO 20022) of which SWIFT is a registration authority. In
other words, SWIFT is both the promoter and the custodian of its own financial
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communication protocol through the ISO. Today, even non-Western clearing and
settlement systems, such as the People’s Bank of China’s Cross-Border Interbank
Payment System (CIPS), utilize a version of the SWIFT syntax for its messaging,
though they do not travel through the SWIFT platform itself.

Far from being the neutral, invisible “plumbing” of international financial
exchanges, as the political scientist Marieke De Goede writes, SWIFT has often
been drawn into geopolitical tussles, especially since the start of the war on ter-
rorism, with SWIFT being weaponized to impose economic sanctions on Iran.*
The 2022 Russian attack in Ukraine is another recent case when cutting access
to the SWIFT system for Russian banks was advocated as a possible punishment
and eventually implemented for a small number of Kremlin-linked institutions.
Despite this, Russia could still rely on its very own interbank messaging system,
which, ironically, mostly aligns with the SWIFT-inspired ISO 20022 standard. Put
differently, as De Goede suggests, infrastructural standards have a life of their own,
an agency that at once escapes and shapes geopolitics.”

Yet June’s and her Easystransfers’ challenge to SWIFT was imbued with a
different kind of geopolitical flavor. Though SWIFT standards are widely used,
SWIFT itself has not been immune to the criticism of experts and lay users, first
and foremost for its high cost on small transactions, lack of fee transparency, and
lengthy settlement process (even if SWIFT is not in itself a payment system but
just a semicentralized messaging platform that in turn requires separate clearance
and settlement).”* In response to these disadvantages, the Belgian cooperative
released a number of updates to accelerate and streamline the algorithmic steps
required by its own standard, with a new protocol called SWIFT gpi (global pay-
ment initiative), ensuring faster transactions and end-to-end transparent tracking.
These improvements were also made necessary by the emergence of competing
payment technologies, driven by a handful of fintech companies through which
cross-border transactions have been able to partly bypass SWIFT.

The most popular of these platforms was undoubtedly Transferwise, later
rebranded as Wise, a company started in London by one of the original founders
of Skype at the beginning of the fintech boom in the early 2010s. Wise’s intuition
was to target the overseas remittance market with a solution that eluded legacy
banks’ systems for clearing cross-border payments. Without getting technical, a
simple explanation of Wise’s business model is that money sent abroad does not
actually cross borders. Wise manages accounts in different currencies in each of
the jurisdictions in which it operates. In this way, a sender who wants to remit
money pays with local currency into a local Wise account. Once this transaction is
verified, the receiving account is credited with the fee-deducted sum from another
Wise account registered in the receiver’s country. This is a slight oversimplifica-
tion, but it gives an idea of how platforms like Wise have managed to partly bypass
SWIFT’s standards and its lengthy processing.® A foreigner living in Kenya, for
example, would know that Wise is one of the quickest ways to withdraw M-Pesa
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from an overseas bank account. In my experience, with small enough amounts,
the transaction is almost instantaneous.

The reason for dwelling on Wise’s model is not just that June’s start-up belonged
to the same batch of companies seeking to upend legacy cross-border payment
systems with “float management,” but that Wise replicated another existing stan-
dard currently in use in Africa to settle payments in China and vice versa (though
this is a rarer occurrence).’® After all, Wise not only updated the peer-to-peer
cross-border infrastructure pioneered by Western Union with its agent network: as
a Business Insider journalist observed in 2015, “London’s $1 billion finance startup
TransferWise [operated] just like an ancient Islamic money transfer system.”*” The
money transfer system in question was the hawala.

The hawala, or xawalaad, is a person-to-person value transfer system that
predates modern banks by more than a thousand years. It allows long-distance
transactions without money actually traveling geographically, thanks to differ-
ent varieties of honor-based bonds between hawala dealers. The latter are usually
small businesses or individuals who have sufficient availability of cash to operate
as money agents within a kinship network. Such is the trust that the hawala does
not usually include notes payable but relies exclusively on the brokers mutually
honoring the obligations they accrue.

The hawala is hardly the sole informal value transfer system that exists in paral-
lel to legacy and new, digitally enabled cross-border payment platforms, such as the
one provided by Wise. The Chinese equivalent of the hawala—the feigian (winged/
flying money)—is, for example, a capillary international web, even capable of con-
verting gold in one country to currency in another. Despite restrictions imposed
by both Chinese and Western financial regulators, the feigian is still a vital under-
ground channel to remit money for low-income Chinese migrants.* The hawala,
however, is a much more discussed system, perhaps for its purported—and often
racialized—linkages to terrorist funding in the wake of 9/11.*” The global epicenter
of the hawala is in the Arab gulf states: in Africa and in Kenya in particular, Somali
brokers dominate this market, even for payments directed to China.

“The trust system is quite incredible;” June noted during another one of our
meetings, without concealing her admiration for the hawala institution in Kenya.
“And it responds to a very real need. China is still the factory of the world for
African traders. Everybody buys things from there, and all these trades need to
be settled somehow;” she elaborated, pointing to the fact that while every other
continent’s financial corridors to China were saturated with solutions, from Pay-
Pal to Airwallex and Lianlian, Africa did not have any such provider. It was, she
explained, a function of perceived risk: “It's not necessarily that theres a lion
behind the bush, but it’s a lack of knowledge about the market; when you don’t
have a map to navigate, every risk is automatically high risk” June’s words echoed
a long-standing trope concerning why capital—whether in the form of lending
or foreign investment—does not flow into African infrastructures and financial
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markets as easily as in other geographies.”’ Yet June’s point was also more specifi-
cally about the different shades of unknowability that are attached to money prac-
tices. Take, for example, her description of the way in which the hawala reaches
China from Kenya: “The heart is Dubai. The money goes to Dubai, from Dubai it
goes to Hong Kong, from Hong Kong it gets into China. I mean, there is some-
thing there that the western corridor [people] or we may not ever understand. But
the Somali or the Islamic community just makes it work. And it works. It actually
works very well”

Eventually, our conversation returned to the friction between different finan-
cial processes. With the tightening of the compliance environment in China and
with the choking of illicit financial channels dictated by Xi during his second man-
date, the hawala system, June explained, had started rubbing against the highly
regulated currency requirements in the mainland: “Over the past three years,
China has crushed many illegal money bureaus. And even those big guys like
WeChat Pay and Alipay have been fined, so now they are quite conservative about
overseas money flows”*! As a consequence, she concluded, the risk of relying on
hawala networks to settle payments in China had become too high. The bonds of
trust could not ensure that faraway partners would not be hunted down.

Were bank-sanctioned payments the safest option then? Provided a person had
a bank account, something not necessarily common across small traders in Kenya
and in other parts of East Africa, SWIFT-enabled transactions did have the ben-
efit of a much higher degree of certainty. At least in theory. In practice, frictions
between different financial systems did not make the movement of money from
Africa to China easy. On a very high level, the onshore renminbi (the CNY) is
only traded in a very narrow band, often making it necessary to purchase offshore
renminbi first (the CNH). This generates discrepancies in the value that is finally
cleared, as well as additional difficulties because there is a compliance process to
convert any tradable currency into a CNY bank account, namely, following an
additional protocol to identify the nature of the transactions through a standard
of the China National Advanced Payment System (CNAPS2). On a more practi-
cal level, although the SWIFT messaging system had embedded CNAPS2, June
had anecdotally observed a very high rate of bounce-back in the Africa—China
payment corridor.

The basic problem with SWIFT is low efficiency and [high cost]. But then, you
add the issue of errors, because of the name-surname swap in Chinese. The system
is quite rigid. It doesn’t really accommodate the different naming system. I can
be Liu June, I can be June Liu, it depends on how I put it in Chinese. Also, youre
learning Mandarin, right? You know that one pinyin word may correspond to dif-
ferent characters. This kind of thing also causes errors. So you wire the money, and
the money disappears for weeks before it gets back to you, deducted of all the bank
fees anyway.



MICROGEOPOLITICS OF STANDARDS 103

Put differently, SWIFT standards are what the historian of science Lorraine Das-
ton would call a “thin rule”* Unlike “thick rules,” which are detailed, dense in
specifications that make them applicable with a degree of discretion, thin rules
are inflexible algorithms. They do not easily bend to accommodate use cases that
depart from the norm. Conversely, the hawala system is governed by thick rules
couched in the kinship bonds of the agents. A misspelled surname, for example,
would not cause a payment to bounce back but probably just a WhatsApp or
WeChat message between the dealers.

For June, this is where the competitive edge of Easytransfers materialized: at
the interface between China’s hardened compliance environment and a network
of trust between banks, tech companies, and wholesalers. Designed with Chinese
rather than Western standards as the basic model through which they had reverse-
engineered their payment platform, Easytransfers was not just a piece of technol-
ogy, but a layered, incremental lattice of partnerships. “It’s never just about the
tech,” June quipped. “It’s not like you always need to deploy the most advanced AI
technology or whatever. It's more about creating partnerships, and then manag-
ing risk” How she and her three cofounders had achieved that, in a very short
time, speaks to the multiple shades of Global China’s capitals that interact in a city
like Nairobi, and their competition, mimicry, and collaboration across practices
of innovation.

MICRO-INNOVATION

After our first meeting, June and I kept bumping into each other. The reason
was simple. Like many fledgling start-ups, Easytransfers did not have a fixed
office. June and her team worked from one of the many coworking spaces scat-
tered around Nairobi. Incidentally, I had bought a number of passes to the same
coworking space, to get some respite from the chaos of house sharing and, admit-
tedly, because that particular shared office was a perfect vantage point to observe
the international community of techies that clustered in the city.*® Located in a
1970s villa, fashionably dilapidated but equipped with state-of-art technology, the
coworking space was surrounded by a lush garden of towering crotons and Afri-
can olive trees. Under their canopy; little office pods, a cafeteria, and several shared
desks dotted the grounds of the estate. It is there that I met Danny, one of June’s
cofounder colleagues, and learned more about the linkages between the much-
discussed presence of Chinese state-owned companies in Africa and small start-
ups like Easytransfers.

A Singaporean of Chinese descent, Danny had been in Kenya for only about a
year. Unlike June, who had changed jobs many times before landing in the world
of tech start-ups, he had come to Nairobi precisely for that reason: to invest his
time and expertise in the booming African fintech industry, after a few years
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FIGURE 8. A leafy coworking space in Nairobi. Photo by author.

of corporate jobs in China and elsewhere. Danny’s first stint, however, had not
been a success, at least immediately. He had cofounded one of the asset-financing
start-ups that were seeking to tap into the boda boda industry, one of the largest
informal economies in the country, offering platform-enabled pay-as-you-go and
rent-to-own financing schemes to the young men who make up the bulk of this
ubiquitous urban economy.* He soon realized that with high numbers of defaults
and repossessions, this fintech sector was ridden with ethical compromises that he
was not willing to make. He witnessed how in order to make a profit some of his
competitors were turning into loan sharks. He immediately liquidated the com-
pany, he told me, and moved to payment technologies.

On the occasion of my first meeting with Danny, when June introduced us in
the garden of our coworking office, neither of them could hide their excitement
about Easytransfers. A few days earlier, the app had gone live, after a period of beta
testing, and was already processing hundreds of transactions. Danny unlocked
his phone and proudly showed it to me, quickly starting a fake payment. Moved
by their enthusiasm, I remarked that the app looked just like Wise, meaning that
it had the same smooth, easy-to-use look and feel. June smiled coyly and Danny
laughed. “Yes, we copied the interface; it’s a Chinese copy, he said, jokingly. The
obvious reference was to the shanzhai phenomenon discussed in chapter 2 and to
the fact that many Chinese software giants had cut their teeth by unapologetically
emulating app solutions from elsewhere, as Lulu Chen narrates in her account of
the early days of Tencent’s messaging platforms.*

Weeks later, Danny and I discussed precisely this transition moment in the
Chinese tech industry, the early 2010s, when China had shifted from being an
oft-ridiculed market of knock-off phones, subpar gadgets, and copycat apps to an
advanced innovator of all things digital.*® It was around that time that Danny lived
on the mainland and became interested in the ways in which, as the Singaporean



MICROGEOPOLITICS OF STANDARDS 105

enfant prodige venture capitalist Yinglan Tan wrote, “made in China” had become
“innovated in China”¥ Not incidentally, Tan was one of Danny’s inspirations,
along with Kai-Fu Lee, another admired figure in the Chinese internet sector. A
venture capitalist too, Lee boasted one of those almost-legendary profiles in the
tech industry, having been at the helm of both Microsofts and Google’s foray into
China in the late 1990s and early 2000s. Most importantly, Danny credited Lee
with introducing him to the concept and practices of micro-innovation via his
highly followed blog. “When I was in China in 2011, the term ‘micro-innovation’
was used everywhere, basically. Kai-Fu Lee was the guy who had evangelized it
he explained.

Silicon Valley evangelism is one of the cultural engines through which the mak-
ing of techno-capital takes shape in other geographies.*® Innovation mantras and
managerial fads travel across continents in the form of books, how-to guides,
and blogs. As immutable mobiles, these texts are cultural products that do much
more than inspire fictional expectations of profit, though this is one of their fun-
damental functions.*” They are technical guidelines that inductively formalize how
the tech industry produces value. They define the steps and the boundaries of what
constitutes innovation. One might say that the narrators of Silicon Valley capital-
ism are also the curators of its standards.®® At the very least, they circulate the
vocabulary and the grammar of venture capital as well as the corporate techniques
that underlie it.>' In the specific case of Danny’s champions, Yinglan Tan and
Kai-Fu Lee had also actively translated and repurposed the language of disruption
to capture the purported uniqueness of China’s digital innovation practices. It is
not a coincidence that Tan’s best-selling book is titled Chinnovation and that Le€’s
VC fund is called Sinovation. More specifically, as Danny elaborated, Lee’s writ-
ings had inspired him to think about different registers of technological change.

As he explained, for many Westerners micro-innovation—or more broadly,
the notion of “innovation with Chinese characteristics’—had been a euphemism
for the often-brazen copyright infringements that had multiplied in China in
both the hardware and software industries before and around 2010. If shanzhai
stood for poor-quality copies of tech from elsewhere, however, it also captured the
innovative potential of small, incremental changes targeted to the unique needs
of a working-class network society.” It foregrounded the serendipitous ingenu-
ity of customization practices, which were later enshrined in the modus operandi
of companies like Transsion, as discussed in the previous chapters. More impor-
tantly for Danny, micro-innovation outlined somewhat of a practical disposition,
a method if you will, that had implications beyond the making of duplicates.
Incremental iterations belied a morality of waste avoidance, as well as the notion
that things that worked needed not to be broken (or disrupted) but improved.
Not incidentally, in those same years Silicon Valley was taking stock of a decade
of wasteful practices that had contributed to the dotcom bust, as argued by the
start-up guru Eric Ries in The Lean Startup.® The focus on waste was so
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prominent that the adjective lean was borrowed from management scholars who
had described the system enacted by Taichi Ohno to minimize discards and delays
in the manufacturing of cars at Toyota, from the 1950s on.** In China, the equiva-
lent of the lean start-up had indeed been the fascination with micro-innovation,
which dovetailed with a much broader, nationwide program of state-led mass
entrepreneurialization—the mass entrepreneurship and innovation program of
the fourteenth Five-Year Plan—and even framed reinvention at the level of indus-
trial policy, through Xi-Li initiatives such as Made in China 2025.”

In the specific case of June and Danny, this piecemeal work of reinvention
meant that Easytransfers featured a user interface whose wireframe had striking
similarities to its trailblazing competitor.*® A “Chinese copy; as Danny put it, self-
effacingly. “Why waste time on something that already works?” he asked me. After
all, Easytransfers did not have any employees at that time, and the four cofounders
doubled in many roles to run the bootstrapped enterprise. Hiring designers to
develop their own interface would have contradicted the no-waste goal of micro-
innovating. But, more significantly, all their efforts had been channeled into a
deliberate, carefully orchestrated prototyping and sales strategy—one that linked
to different, layered shades of Global China in the African continent.

FROM STATE-OWNED COMPANIES
TO AFRICAN TRADERS

In the start-up jargon popularized by books such as Ries’s Lean Startup, inno-
vation processes are codified into steps that move from market research to beta
testing and revolve around the release of a so-called minimum viable product, or
MVP. The latter is much more than a prototype: the MVP is a functional version
of a product or service, stripped of all superfluous implements except for the bare
functions. Designed to act as experimental devices, MVPs gather and measure data
that can be leveraged to compound information about user behavior, to gauge
pricing points and revenue models, to attract investors, or even to simply recog-
nize failed ideas. As Ries puts it, the Lean Startup triune rule is “build, measure,
learn”* Unsurprisingly, June and Danny had made this language their own.

“We are in the learning phase, with a public beta of the service, “ June explained,
noting that the MVP served multiple purposes at once. On the one hand, the first
release of the Easytransfers app coincided with the goal of testing a market hypoth-
esis: namely, that there was, in fact, an opportunity to be seized in the Kenya-
China payment corridor, starting with what they knew best: Chinese expatriates
living in the country. Both June and Danny had dug into data from the Chinese
embassy and discovered that on average 300,000 Chinese nationals had resided in
Kenya over the past years and that even at its lowest point, during the peak of the
COVID-19 pandemic, this population had only dwindled to 100,000. This was still
a sizable target to test and refine their fintech product, as well as a sign that, despite
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a freeze in Chinese loans to the country, economic interests and connections were
still lively.*® Danny’s research had also provided him with monetary quantification
of this opportunity: “Currently, . . . if you look at the difference between exports
and imports, Kenya imports from China two point something billions. But if you
look at the Chinese government data, they say China’s exports to Kenya amount
to four point something billions. Then you know that there are two billion US
dollars moving informally. There’s our market” In response, I asked him how he
thought those two billions missing from Kenyan data were being settled. “Through
hawaladars [hawala brokers],” Danny replied, “or through people who say they are
a fintech operation but behind the scenes use hawala traders” He was undoubtedly
referring to his competitors, but I decided not to probe his statements and ask him
more about how they envisioned their market.

As discussed in chapter 2, market segmentation, or the accurate division
of customers into subsets with similar characteristics, was something that larger
Chinese tech firms operating in Kenya had perfected to a great degree of finesse.
A deeply attentive observer, Danny had not missed this, and he had given a lot
of thought to how as a product manager with limited resources he could replicate
the same level of accuracy. Despite being a Singaporean national, he had spent the
previous months rubbing shoulders with members of the mainland Chinese
community in the country and trying to understand their sociological layers and
contours. He had observed what he called three “leagues of entrepreneurialism”
At the top were the “big guys,” “doing large-scale stuff, big factories, big FMCG, big
construction companies.” In this league, both state-owned companies and private
players were active across what C. K. Lee has called different “varieties of capital”>®
These were the “big bosses,” managers and business owners quietly making money
and amassing fortunes in their overseas endeavors. They were the wealthy surface
of Global China. They were also a shifting demographic group: one year they may
have been in Kenya, another in DR Congo, and another back in China.

Below them, a much less mobile group of Chinese people were deeply embed-
ded in the Kenyan economy. “It’s another league, a middle layer. They are the ones
who provide business outsourcing, they help import Chinese stuft for all the big
firms, they handle all the local stuff for the big companies, and work in their value
chains” He noted further that big Chinese corporations relied on this middle layer
for their knowledge of Kenyan politics and regulations, for their local networks,
and, even more pragmatically, to simply save costs when subcontracting business
services. Finally, “at the very bottom,” Danny continued, “are those who work for
all these people. And they are also always trying to do something; they are always
exploring. If you look at all these businesses in Chinatown, a lot of the owners used
to be from ZTE, Huawei, etc. They came here as the bottom league. And then they
partnered among themselves, they started a small shop. And then a small shop
became a big shop and then a big shop became five shops, and then it became a
whole street” What Danny described as the “bottom league” of Chinese nationals
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in Kenya encompassed both the current employees of larger companies and those
entrepreneurial former staff who had left to start their own restaurants, shops, and
other small businesses. These renegades were, according to what June had told me
a few weeks earlier, the target of Easytransfers’ MVP.

To explain this bottom layer, June listed a number of use cases they had devel-
oped through market research: somebody sending money to their Chinese savings
bank account to pay their mortgage or student debt; somebody with relatives liv-
ing or studying in China; or small business owners or private customers buying
something on a very small scale, for instance, on an Instagram shop. “All in all,
anyone buying a bit of something here and there from China,” she explained. Put
simply, they had started with remittances. Not only was this sphere of offshore
payments immediately familiar to their experience as expatriates, but small peer-
to-peer remittances also fell under a leaner Know Your Customer (KYC) compli-
ance system. “China has a specific program for . . . what do we call it? Geren waihui
[personal foreign exchange] through which everyone has a quota of USs$50,000
that can be easily settled as forex [foreign exchange],” June told me.

Bigger payments implied a more complex due diligence system. In any event,
for heftier payments, banks were much more willing to facilitate cross-border
operations. “We are not competing with the banks; we are using them,” she said,
adding that they had partnered with UnionPay, the state-owned financial corpora-
tion that owns the largest card scheme in mainland China, as well as a forex licence
to settle CNY under the authority of the People’s Bank of China. This contract
entailed a form of dependence on the Chinese state, but June saw it as a strategic
maneuver to carve out a space of legitimacy. As a result of the partnership, Easy-
transfers had automated and modeled its KYC requirements on UnionPay’s own
standards, which in turn had been developed according to the Chinese regula-
tory framework for foreign exchange. June and her team had created a prototype
MVP using the highly modulated compliance environment of mainland China
rather than legal loopholes and regulatory voids, a common practice across fintech
start-ups globally.®® This was a function of their partnership-based strategy, Danny
elaborated, but not the only one.

After peer-to-peer payments, which fell under the less risky category of remit-
tance payments, Easytransfers was planning a suite of additional products, most
importantly, a B2B payment option, foreign payments into digital wallets such as
WeChat Pay and Alipay, and mass payouts, a product that would allow compa-
nies to pay multiple recipients at once, automatically. The latter obviously catered
to the needs of Chinese companies operating in Kenya, for example, contractors
on infrastructure projects.®' Registered as Kenyan companies, the overseas units
of large construction state-owned enterprises (SOEs) in China, for example,
pay part of the salary of their Chinese employees into mainland bank accounts.
Although these companies mostly employed Kenyan workers, Danny’s research
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had revealed the significance of the Chinese workforce as a potential target mar-
ket. For Easytransfers, working with SOEs was another low-risk partnership: as
highly controlled environments, state companies would force them to design
their service in a scrupulous manner. It was also easy to verify the legitimacy of
an international transfer. “It’s like salary processing,” June explained. “You go to
the company, one of the contracting companies, they have x amount of workers.
Say, this company is building the new airport in Kampala, okay? This you can
verify. It’s a big project, they need three hundred Chinese workers. All this you
can verify. They are doing the work. And then you can even estimate the range
of how these workers—the reasonable amount that these people are able to send
home, if they are also remitting money.” Chinese SOEs in Kenya and in Africa
more broadly were a test bed for Easytransfers products in that they made it pos-
sible to quantify market size as well as manage risk through accurate data, across
salary payments and remittances. “It’s very precise,” June concluded. “We can
cross-verify things and make sure all transactions are genuine”

As for B2B payments, this was a much riskier and more complicated fintech
product. Compared to the Chinese diaspora (peer-to-peer remittances) and to
Chinese companies (salary processing), traders of Chinese commodities consti-
tuted a lesser known and slippery market. “Especially the small guys, how do you
verify that their payment is authentic? That the trade is real?” June asked, in a
tone that was both rhetorical and genuine. This was as much of a problem on
the Kenyan side as it was a lack of trustworthiness on the Chinese side. Danny
explained that many agents working in Chinese ports were “crooks.” They would
not respect the specifications of an order. They would sell suboptimal versions of
what had been requested, neglect promised deadlines, disappear with the money,
and so forth. To understand these circumstances, June had turned herself into an
amateur ethnographer. Around the time I first met her, she had recently immersed
herself in Luthuli Avenue in downtown Nairobi, spending days among Kenyan
small shop owners to understand the difficulties they faced when trying to buy
commodities from China and settling the related payments using the hawala sys-
tem. She had been on the phone with their agents and observed how small their
average transactions were. She had helped them submit orders and settle forex.

Her research revealed that Kenyan traders of Chinese tech usually held very
little stock in their stores. This was not just a consequence of the dearth of space,
but of their very low margins. “They’re trying to be as liquid as possible,” June
had noted. Merchants would order stock every week to keep transactions small
because their availability of cash was limited and fluctuating. This was an oppor-
tunity for Easytransfers. Then again, as both Danny and June kept saying, the
bigger the transaction, the more willing banks were to help. And bigger trans-
actions were also riskier for a start-up that was just cutting its teeth on cross-
border payments. Focusing on small deals, however, was arguably not the most
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relevant part of their marketization strategy. In fact, the trust-based network of
the hawala system had something to teach Easytransfers. What if, they thought,
they could build a list of Easystranfers-trusted agents in China, merchants they
had vetted to ensure they were legitimate and solid business partners? What
if the Easytransfers app included a list of these reliable brokers and dealers
with whom Kenyan traders could interact without the risk of being ghosted or
defrauded? These were the questions that June and her team were busy answer-
ing with the upcoming iteration of their MVP, at the time of our first meeting.
And for this strategy, she argued, she had learned a lot from embedding herself
with Kenyan merchants but also from observing how M-Pesa had become so
successful: “M-Pesa started small, they realized it’s always the small fish that
struggle to send money. In their case, it was urban migrants sending small pay-
ments to their relatives in the countryside. In our case, it's Kenyan traders who
have little cash to fill their inventory”

For his part, Danny, who of the two was the more ambitious and determined
to speculate on the future of Africa-China financial channels, was also entertain-
ing bigger plans for Easytransfers. In the long run, as a Kenyan banker told me
during an interview in fall 2022, payments were never the end goal of fintech busi-
ness models. Payments, especially if start-ups were competing with legacy institu-
tions, had tiny profit margins. To stay competitive, fintech platforms needed to
offer fees that were barely sufficient to cover the fixed costs of their operations.
So the gains were in the data, in the ever-growing amounts of transactional data
that were beholden to the facilitation of money flows. If, as the anthropologist
Bill Maurer has written, payments exist as an infrastructure that is perpendicular
to money, so too must they produce information that is perpendicular to the use of
money.* They build financial profiles for individuals and businesses. And in turn
these profiles can be risk profiles; they can be leveraged by fintech companies to
offer more profitable financial services, such as credit and insurance. In the case
of Easytransfers, Danny explained, this might consist in business credit to trad-
ers, provided by a third-party (micro)credit institution: “And why would this be
appealing? With credit, if you are a business, you can increase the stock you can
buy. Research shows that this leads to a 3 to 5 percent increase in your revenue. But
credit for Kenyan traders is prohibitive. Kenya’s minimum interest rate is 13 per-
cent, because of forex hedging, compared to a 6 percent I would get in Singapore.
And if we, as Easytransfers, mediate this loan, we can negotiate a better interest
rate for businesses here, because we have data about their risk profiles based on
their transactions.”

This was, at once, a pipedream and a carefully calculated project. It mirrored the
business model of many start-ups that were tapping into the business of restocking
and inventory management of small businesses and informal traders, including
some of Kenyas up-and-coming unicorns, data companies that merged last-mile
logistics with financial services. But while these companies were operating within
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national borders, Danny imagined these same operations on a much larger scale,
across continents and currencies.

BOMBASTIC COMPETITORS

On a crisp morning in June 2022, an off-putting meme spread across the Twitter
and WhatsApp sphere of Nairobi’s tech community. The image featured June and
her husband in a doctored police mug shot. “Wanted,” the caption read, portraying
the two of them as financial criminals. A few days later over coffee, Danny told me
that he had no doubt that their competitors at Mamapay, June’s former employer,
were behind the meme. And that anti-Chinese sentiment went in waves. At times
it intensified, and we were in the middle of a tall wave, perhaps owing to a BBC
investigative documentary titled Racism for Sale.”* From my fieldnotes I cannot
discern whether the documentary preceded the meme or came right after it, but I
remember that both happened in a short span of time, and all of a sudden uncom-
fortable conversations about racism—both anti-African racism and sinophobia—
multiplied around me.

Surrounded by these conversations, my research colleague Jack and I met with
Annie, Mamapay’s chief financial officer (CFO). With a master’s degree in finance
and accounting, Annie was deeply knowledgeable about the nuances of China-
Africa payment channels and the different regulatory hurdles that fintech start-
ups were facing, but she was also an acute observer of how perceptions of China
and the Chinese presence in Kenya had evolved and continued to shift, often
in very sudden ways. Overall, she noted, the meanings of Chineseness in Kenya
oscillated—President Kibakis “Look East” strategy of the mid-2000s was an
example of a swift geopolitical realignment—but always eventually returned to
one key factor: “the notion that if you get something from China, you cannot get
it at a better rate anywhere else**

“I think” Annie continued, “they’ve tried to curve all African minds to think
China is the hub of everything you can get. And by doing that, you have a lot of
traders now partnering with China so that at least they can get goods and sell them
in our local markets. You never hear us talking about America or the US or any
other country. It’s always about China” Her words echoed many of the conversa-
tions that inform this book, especially those about the affordability of Chinese
hardware. As we have seen in chapter 2, many people identified the success of
Chinese goods in Kenya not just as a function of their affordability but also as a
function of a broader understanding that affordability was not a one-size-fits-all
strategy. “Curving” Kenyan minds, after all, had been about making less expen-
sive stuff but also about creating the logistical and marketing channels that would
allow less expensive stuff to reach consumers. This was a story of commerce and
ingenuity, of Kenyan traders and overseas agents, of Chinese FMCGs and their
increasingly capillary distribution networks. But as June from Easytransfers had
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noted and Annie from Mamapay confirmed, despite the growth in trade, the avail-
able payment corridors between Kenya and China were either illegal or cumber-
some. In any case, they were unjustifiably expensive and slow. Having worked in
the digital financial sector for a decade or so, including for important Chinese
fintech operations in the continent, the Kariuki brothers had noticed this gap and
had started Mamapay as a cross-border digital payment start-up around 2019.
Annie had joined a few months later, as their CFO.

Unlike June’s team, with their quiet demeanor and discreet manners, the
Kariuki brothers were not just vocal and well-known members of Nairobi’s
tech community, but celebrities in their own right. Allegations of assault, pub-
lic brawls, marriages to television personalities, and highly mediatized divorces
make it really hard to use pseudonyms for them. I even considered removing the
Mamapay case from this chapter but decided that it offered important insights
into the contested micropolitics of standards and their making. In fact, as June
herself had observed, while Easytransfers was proceeding in small, incremen-
tal steps—feeling the stones—Mamapay’s cofounders were exuberantly cutting
corners and often making the headlines for their rowdy behavior. Then again,
they embodied two different entrepreneurial ethe. Suave and well dressed, the
Kariuki brothers personified another way of experimenting with payment stan-
dards and building connections with the Chinese financial and corporate eco-
systems. Whether accurate or not, it is not surprising that Danny suspected they
were the instigators of the distasteful mug shot portraying June and her husband
as criminals.

At the time of our conversation with Annie, who proudly told us about the
complexity of being the CFO of a start-up operating in multiple financial jurisdic-
tions, Mamapay was already a booming fintech platform company, offering several
services, including API integrations, virtual wallets, and global payments products
for individuals and businesses. Headquartered in Singapore and only secondarily
in Kenya, Mamapay had benefited from an important move of the island state: in
mid-2019, the Monetary Authority of Singapore (MAS) had signed an agreement
with the Central Bank of Kenya (CBK) for the development of basic digital infra-
structure and KYC protocols based on a common set of standards between the two
countries. After all, Singapore was already an important financial partner of many
African nations, and many local entrepreneurs saw Singapore as a regulatory stop-
gap to accessing bigger Asian markets.

On the other hand, setting up shop in Singapore, and partnering with MAS-
licensed payment system providers, had allowed Mamapay to start transacting
without the burden of first formalizing its own licenses. Eventually, the company
had applied for licenses in Singapore with MAS, in Kenya with CBK, and in other
jurisdictions like Uganda and Nigeria. In time, Annie explained, owning its own
licenses would expedite the so-called TAT (turn-around time) of Mamapay’s
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cross-border transactions, one of the key performance indicators of a successful
fintech business. This had been possible thanks to a hefty pre-seed venture capital
ticket from a group of Chinese and Japanese investors, a one-of-its kind financial bet
that underscored both the belief in Mamapay’s promise to create a one-stop pay-
ment platform for Asia-Africa transactions and the staggering monetary value
that venture capitalists attributed to this promise. Investing early-stage money in
compliance, a fintech expert had told me in an earlier interview, was rare. It only
happened for very promising start-ups.

Mamapay had been using Singapore’s strange financial geography—its delib-
erate positioning at the crossroads of East and West—to trial cross-border pay-
ment options much beyond Kenya and China and to create proof that this market
was valuable for high-risk capital. Their operations already included other East
Asian countries like Vietnam, seen as an alternative manufacturing hub for cheap
products, and other African countries, like Uganda. Mamapay had also become
one of the first African companies to go live on the Tencent Remittance Services
platform, WeRemit, allowing payments to WeChat-linked accounts across Asia.
Annie also mentioned that a partnership with Alibaba’s payment wallet Alipay too
was in the making.

As opposed to Easystranfers’ prudent, incremental approach, Mamapay had
started big, navigating in legal gray areas and deploying a multipronged strategy
that intersected the many authorized payment-service providers that already had
links with and within Asia. Instead of focusing on a few, carefully orchestrated
moves and partners, the Kariuki brothers had built their success on a gargantuan
plan. This “creative” way of dealing with licensing had horrified June during her
brief stint in the company and convinced her to move along a different path. Even
so, Mamapay eventually managed to become registered as a payment service in
many jurisdictions, demonstrating that its plucky experimentalism yielded results.
As Annie explained, after only a couple of years of operations, the suite of services
was already very diversified.

What we came to do is to make traders more confident and appreciate the use of
digital payment systems. We've had some quite good caliber of people. Like Chinese
companies that operate in Kenya paying their salaries back home, because, appar-
ently, they’re required by the government to pay I think 70 percent of their wages in
Kenya back to their home country. We do a lot of mass payments. . . . So salaries, we
call them “mass payments” And we also have businesses that are paying each other.
We have customers who are paying businesses. And then we have P2P, like a peer just
paying another peer, what falls into the remittance category.

At the time of our conversation, Mamapay had other financial products waiting
in the wings of its future algorithmic iterations: the incorporation of cryptocurren-
cies, the development of a remittance investment option, and a trusted merchant
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platform (in the same way as Easytransfers). Overall, Annie observed, all these
experiments would not have been possible anywhere but in Nairobi. Remittances
to Kenya were at an all-time high, after a decade-long steady growth. Consumer
spending had also been slowly expanding, at least up to that moment. And as one
of Africa’s financial capitals, Nairobi already hosted many key players: in turn,
these had brought expertise and additional capital. It was easy to fund-raise and
find the right people to hire. M-Pesa too, despite the monopolistic practices of
Safaricom, had generated a proliferating number of small-scale experiments with
payment infrastructures. In this context, the Kenyan government had been at once
an attentive champion of fintech (e.g., streamlining complex CBK compliance pro-
cedures) and a deliberately permissive watchdog, only catching up with regula-
tions in extreme cases, like the predatory lending wallets described in chapter 3.
Several start-ups already handled cryptocurrencies, bypassing extant legal voids.
The city was ripe for a bombastic fintech company like Mamapay.

Despite June and Danny’s doubtfulness, I do not have reason to believe
that Mamapay’s activities were just a smokescreen. Behind the hype and the
fanfare, Mamapay was a solid yet inventive project of reimagining cross-border
payment standards between Asia and Africa. And Nairobi had been the right test
bed for this project for reasons that speak directly to the city being an interface for
China’s overseas techno-capital. For example, one of the first believers and cham-
pions of Mamapay was Victor, the cofounder and managing partner of Transsion’s
VC arm and acceleration program, Future Hub (we will reencounter him in the
next chapter). Having raised liquidity through a successful IPO, Transsion had
diversified its software operations, separating its internal software division from
riskier investments in start-ups like Mamapay. Through Future Hub, whose activi-
ties mainly emanated from Lagos and Nairobi, the Kariuki brothers had obtained
early-stage financial support but also accessed a network of Chinese investors and
venture capitalists. Their first angels had indeed been from China. And later on, as
Annie told us, this had proven to be fundamental in further rounds of investments,
given the relationship-based system on which Chinese VCs operated. “They only
trust their lineage,” Annie remarked.

Cash from these investors had in part gone to compliance, as we have seen so
far, but also to the technology of Mamapay itself. Annie explained that even before
obtaining its own licenses, at the stage of partnering with other licensed opera-
tors, the latter required a strong and trustworthy software backend. A solid techni-
cal infrastructure was also necessary to apply for the authorizations from central
banks. Fintech start-ups need to demonstrate their capacity to handle personal
data, their ability to parse suspicious transactions, and their resilience to cyber
incidents, whether internal failures or attacks. To build this backend infrastruc-
ture, the Kariuki brothers had partnered with none other than Huawei. In Kenya,
the Shenzhen company had already worked with Safaricom to build the highly
secure data infrastructure of M-Pesa. For Mamapay, Huawei was tasked with
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creating something similar: a reliable, scalable, security-certified platform, capa-
ble of addressing the often patchy electric and internet networks in Kenya (and
especially in other African countries), and trustworthy enough for the financial
industry at large. This had entailed buying one of Huawei’s extensive cloud prod-
ucts and annexed Al services. In turn, these optimizations had enabled Mamapay,
for example, to automatically flag so-called PEP transactions. PEPs are politically
exposed persons, whose transactions are at a higher risk of bribery and laundering
than those of ordinary citizens. Personal details about PEPs are contained in large
data sets compiled from various sources: hence, automated PEP screening at once
derisks a company’s operations and facilitates due diligence.

The partnership with Huawei, on the one hand, foregrounds the importance
of Global China’s corporate geographies for incipient start-ups like Mamapay.
During our meeting, for example, Annie observed that choosing Huawei had
been a no-brainer. Not only was their infrastructural presence in Kenya, including
their localized customer service office, a safe bet, but Huawei’s connections with
the rest of Asia perfectly matched the Kariuki brothers’ ambitions. Yet Mamapay’s
broader attempt at creating a Nairobi-based digital hub for Africa—Asia transac-
tions, a platform independent from existing, Western-centric cross-border pay-
ment systems, also speaks to the positioning of the city as a test bed of the shifting
microgeopolitics of technical standards. Of course, ISO 20022 and the power of
SWIFT still loomed large, even across financial experiments that explicitly looked
East instead of West. It would equally be a mistake to neglect the enduring power
of the US dollar,* particularly in a region that is so close to the Arab gulf states.
Yet if we look at the wishful speculations that animated Mamapay’s founders,
we also catch a glimpse of how they articulated an economy hope that explic-
itly linked new financial products to “a new chapter of African history;,” as Kevin
Donovan and Chris Mizes write with regard to African financiers and fiscal
experts more broadly.®

Attesting to these ambitions, one of the Mamapay founders wrote a lengthy
essay that I clipped a few months before meeting Annie, in June 2022. The essay
argued, overall, that Kenya was ready to move beyond mobile money. M-Pesa
and its successful switch from a USSD-enabled offline service to a more sophis-
ticated online financial ecosystem attested to a long future ahead for mobile
money, but now the time was right to imagine a bigger transition to a more
financially independent Kenya and to undollarizing Africa. Homegrown pay-
ment gateways, he went on to write, had a big role to play in this vision of
financial emancipation. Bypassing legacy channels, steeped in high costs and
idiosyncratic inefliciencies, meant possibly rechanneling these marginal gains
into more productive investments, for example, government-owned, mobile
money-enabled diaspora bonds that could go into infrastructure development
and other forms of industrial policy, the essay agued. Perhaps a pipedream. And
yet one in which new, tentative standards for cross-border money flows between
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Asia and Africa were framed as microgeopolitical moves toward a financially
emancipated continent.

A MORE DEMOCRATIC TECHNO-CAPITAL?

The cross-border payment protocols addressed in this chapter are hardly the sole
technical standards that are being challenged, manipulated, and interfered with
from Nairobi. In an increasingly multipolar and turbulent technological present,
fintech start-ups like Easytransfers and Mamapay seek to reimagine the rules for
transacting money between Asia and Africa by decentering the vantage point
that usually informs global financial systems. They use their resources—personal
knowledge, business networks, financial capital, meticulous market research—to
invest in the forms of payments.®’ They aim to rethink the bottlenecks of money
flows that generate inefficiencies for low-end economic actors, whether these are
Chinese economic migrants or small Kenyan traders. These inefficiencies are often
the function of large geopolitical alignments that cannot be addressed at their true
scale, but only through pragmatic, run-of-the-mill technical fixes. Hence, these
tech pilots are small, microgeopolitical moves. Still, they offer a clear, practical
example of how Nairobi functions as an experimental ground for testing new tech-
nological configurations that are less and less about Silicon Valley or Wall Street,
or ISO standards, and more and more about the unique economic fabric that
enmeshes Kenyan street vendors, Singaporean financiers, Chinese manufactures,
Beijing’s state capital, and the multiple regulatory environments that exist along
the money corridors of these new geographies of relations.

At the heart of these efforts, however, remained a deep contradiction. On the
one hand, Easytransfers and Mamapay promised a more democratic world of
finance. Even a less US dollar-dependent Africa, as one of the Kariuki brothers
wrote. New payment technologies pledged to reduce costs and make international
transactions more efficient for those who lacked the support of legacy financial
institutions and needed to resort to risky, illegal money bureaus. In fact, the very
design of these algorithmic platforms and their standards had started from the
two ends of the “globalization from below” that punctuate China’s global value
chains in Africa.®® In the previous pages, I recounted how June and Danny were so
committed to this goal that they themselves had become ethnographers of these
low-end markets in order to understand the nuances of international payments.
But while promising more horizontal, accessible rules for sending money between
Asia and Africa, they still needed to comply with the Chinese state-mandated reg-
ulations and also sought to become the obligatory gateways of these new financial
corridors.”” In doing so, the creators of Easytransfers and Mamapay imagined a
plethora of additional ways of monetizing payment standards as proprietary data
dragnets, from offering credit to creating trusted marketplaces.” In other words,
the microgeopolitics of payments that this chapter has explored reveal one of the
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tensions inherent in the optimistically more democratic techno-capital imagined
by June, Danny, Annie, the Kariuki brothers, and others. Undoubtedly, they all
were confident that these new standards would benefit Kenyans (and African eco-
nomic actors) at large. But as disruptive as their technological proposals were,
their premise remained couched in the same aspirations of enclosure and accumu-
lation that characterized the legacy systems they sought to disrupt.



Labors of Investability

I ¥ NBO

During the early rainy season of 2022, I found myself at a small welcome party on
the rooftop of a popular game-night bar. The gathering had been organized by
June to greet the recent arrival of a new addition to the Kenya-China community
of techies and start-up folks. A former executive at Alibaba, our Chinese guest
had been recruited by a local fintech company after receiving a significant venture
capital ticket (investment) to expand its operations into other African countries.
Unsurprisingly, a couple of the most well-known entrepreneurs of the Silicon
Savannah had shown up. The occasion, despite the low-key vibes and the quiet
chitchat, felt momentous: a Chinese person, not a North American manager, had
been hired by an ambitious Kenyan start-up with cash to pour into their growth
strategy. Was the Silicon Savannah also changing in the realm of capital invest-
ments, traditionally dominated by Western funds, experts, and expats?' Mean-
while, in the background of the party, across the glistening skyline of Nairobi’s
Westlands, a light projection over the tall facade of the recently completed Global
Trade Center read in bold characters: I ¥ NBO.

I love Nairobi. Such a statement of love and belonging obviously pertained to
the broader marketing of Nairobi as a place to be—and invest—in Africa. Large
speculations in real estate, like the towering complex of the new Global Trade
Center, required that kind of affective promotion. Word on the street was that
sales of the new apartments, catering to high-income investors, had been slow.
The developer, a Chinese state-owned company, had waged a high-rolling bet on
that mixed-use development, poised to host important companies, a luxury hotel
chain, and a high-end mall. Yet “I ¥ NBO” was more than real estate branding. By
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FIGURE 9. The Global Trade Centre in Westlands. Photo by author.

then, I realized that a stated love for Nairobi was common among my interlocu-
tors. And that gatherings like the small party organized by June were an inextri-
cable part of the manufacturing of this sense of belonging to a city that could be
just as loveless and harsh as hopeful and welcoming. “People call it Nairobbery,
but really [this city] stole my heart the moment I got here,” I had once been told.
And I do not doubt that these feelings were genuine. Still, the making of this love
Nairobi trope, whether by chance or by design, was an integral part of what had
rendered the Silicon Savannah investable.? This was as true for Western expats and
capital as it was for the networks of Chinese investors and entrepreneurs who were
my interlocutors.’

This chapter rests on the argument that making the Silicon Savannah possible
as a terrain of technology investments from China required laborious practices



120 LABORS OF INVESTABILITY

that would collectivize risk and construct a shared grammar of innovation specify-
ing the features and the qualities of Chinese techno-capital. These projects framed
Nairobi as a natural test bed for challenging the preponderance of Silicon Valley
capital as well as its modes of operation. I would often ask my contacts a less suc-
cint version of the question, “Why Nairobi?” After all, there were other English-
speaking innovation capitals in the continent. Cape Town, for example, offered a
mature, well-infrastructured innovation ecosystem, as well as sandy beaches and
an arguably cheaper expat lifestyle.* Lagos, on the other hand, had not only already
produced billion-dollar-valued tech companies, like Flutterwave, Andela, and Pay-
stack, but it was also the baricenter of a much bigger domestic market than Kenya.
With more than 200 million people, wouldn’t Nigeria be a more obvious choice for
a fledgling start-up or for a venture capital fund seeking to monetize fast-growth
rates? It was the founder of a venture capital firm, Victor, who pointed that out to
me. “It looks like a contradiction,” he explained, “Nigeria has a huge market, so
in that sense it is more similar to China. And tech stuff goes viral in Nigeria way
quicker than in Kenya. It would be natural to start off in Lagos.” “But not really;” he
said with a smile. “Nairobi—my impression is that it’s very convenient, right? I feel
comfortable when I live in Nairobi. It's highly international. Statistically, Kenya
is relatively smaller than Nigeria, so it’s a good place to try something on a small
scale. But when it comes to massive adoption or growth, then we need some other
choices” True to this belief, Victor’s investment model—to which I return later in
this chapter—focused on very small seed investments for minimal equity stakes.
And while his VC fund was pan-African, Nairobi was the perfect environment to
try out digital platforms (the vertical focus of his VC) at a small scale.

Other responses to the question of why Nairobi’s Silicon Savannah was attrac-
tive to both expatriate entrepreneurs and international investors ranged across
different domains. Those who had a deeper understanding of Kenya’s trajectory
referred to the story I recounted in chapter 1: the experiments of a pragmatic—if
not always successful—investor state had enacted industrial policies and supply-
side investments conducive to a good innovation landscape. From fast internet
access to an already existing and incredibly pervasive financial infrastructure like
M-Pesa, helpful fiscal policies, and streamlined red tape for business registration,
successive governments had gradually built the institutional and physical scaffold
for start-ups to conduct their early-stage experiments. State regulators were so
keen to engineer a favorable environment that they had recently launched a num-
ber of regulatory sandboxes, dedicated licensing pathways for companies spear-
heading products that did not neatly fit the existing by-laws of specific authorities.
The Capital Market Authority (CMA) and the Central Bank of Kenya, for example,
had opened dedicated sandboxes for fintech businesses. This had allowed entre-
preneurs with disruptive ideas in the realm of finance to enter preliminary talks
with regulators so as to avoid noncompliance and, at the same time, put eventual
investors at ease. The CBK-forced shutdown of dozens of lending platforms with a
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stroke of the pen in 2022 (or, rather, with a Google Play ban) had been a warning
to investors.

Others, like Victor, pointed to the quality of life in the city: Nairobi was the
bars and pricey restaurants of a decadent nightlife—"a shot of whiskey,” had
written the novelist Wainaina in one of his essays.” Kenya’s capital was also its
verdant forests, the beautiful parks, the leafy suburbs dotted by mansions with
stained-glass windows, the safe cul-de-sacs of a garden city designed for settlers to
avoid the “natives”® Echoing the colonial portrayal of Nairobi as “the green city
under the sun,” this narrative was not uncommon. Once a settlers’ tale of belong-
ing, the “green city” trope had become folklore among international visitors and
residents. In fact, start-up folks and digital nomads were not the first expatriates to
have found a perhaps temporary home in the green city: since the establishment
of Africa’s UN headquarters in the late 1990s and of the UNEP and UNHabitat’s
main global offices, the city teemed with international “experts” Given the relative
stability of Kenya compared to neighboring nations, other developmental organi-
zations also operated from (or had recently relocated to) Nairobi. Humanitarian
networks of aid workers—a “legion of NGOisms,” as Joyce Nyairo ironically termed
them—had become a common sight in the Kenyan capital’s democratic era.”

Of course, these lush spaces of safety for international expats and middle-class
Nairobians are ultimately zones of exception and expulsion for other Kenyans,
quite literally, as they are constantly searched and frisked at every gate.® The green
city isn’t available to most, and to those who are able to access it, it can easily con-
ceal the strident, ruinous reality of life where the majority lives.” Yet for some the
green city trope was also a necessity. One of my interlocutors, for example, told
me that the safety and ease of Nairobi wasn't really a choice for a young woman
like her: “Nairobi has lots of nice things to do, but I keep hearing from Chinese
women in Nigeria how harsh life is. Nairobi is, um, pretty much very inclusive in
that sense” Her name was Yi, and she had been involved in the project of making
the Silicon Savannah more inclusive and therefore “investable” by people like her.

Finally, when asked about their journeys, a few of the international entrepre-
neurs who shared their stories with me simply claimed they had come to Nairobi
because of its reputation as a cradle of digital innovation for the African continent.
It was a self-fulfilling prophecy: they were in Nairobi because others like them
had come before. The Silicon Savannah was a terrain of founders and followers.
These were not just foreigners, obviously. Kenyans too, whether local or from the
diaspora, populated these expansive networks of relationships and circulations.
As explained by AnnaLee Saxenian in her work on the globalization of technology
workforces emanating from Silicon Valley, network effects are crucial to the mak-
ing of what I've called Silicon Elsewheres.'’ These economies of scale are a func-
tion of seemingly quantitative facts—like the number of international start-ups
or the value of certain investment cycles—but also of the narration thereof.! The
riskier and more speculative the enterprise, the more an “economy of appearance”
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needs to be conjured for investments to take place, as the anthropologist Anna
Tsing has explained.’? In Nairobi, these performances would happen daily: from
one incubator to another, from VC conventions to investor roundtables, rooftop
parties and blockchain workshops, anecdotes of success, failure, deft risk-taking,
and skillful deleveraging swirled around the city. At heart, the Silicon Savannah
was a tale of investability too."

If these were the generic features of the Silicon Savannah discourse, the stories
I heard from my Chinese contacts were similar. After all, Chinese start-ups relied
on the same internet infrastructure and the same legal processes as their Western
counterparts. They too piloted new digital products using M-Pesa as a spring-
board. And they too, like Victor, enjoyed the perks of the green city—the mild
weather, the quiet forests, and the glossy bars. Often, it was difficult to pinpoint the
Chineseness of these nascent digital companies. June’s Easytransfers and Chao’s
Fastlee are good examples of this: both had local cofounders, both blended different
sources of international finance, and both readapated and recombined techni-
cal scripts from China with technical matters learned in Nairobi. Their Chinese-
ness, if anything, was in the personal and technological ties to Global China. In
fact, the most relevant variation in the “why Nairobi” answer, compared to other
expatriates, was precisely the reference to other players of China’s going-out capi-
tal. Aaron, a manager at a venture capital fund, put it this way: “I think that due
to a number of larger infrastructure projects, Kenya sits in the overall One Belt
One Road plan. As a consequence, the comfort levels and understanding levels
of Kenya are pretty high in many Chinese circles. And . . . that might be driving a
lot of the activity as well. Obviously, from the telecom angle, you know, Huawei is
doing a lot of business in Kenya. The action around early-stage tech is led by these
larger corporations and infrastructures, raising the level of awareness and comfort
for Chinese entrepreneurs toward Kenya.”

For some of my other contacts, in addition to the general recognition generated
by Belt and Road projects, Kenya was known in the Chinese tech scene because
of George Zhu’s story. Having founded Tecno and other affordable phone brands,
as discussed in chapter 2, Zhu’s well-rehearsed myth of ascendancy demonstrated
that it was possible to build an empire by using Nairobi as a testing ground for an
Africa-tailored and China-inspired digital economy. “George Zhu was a trailblazer
of this,” explained Victor. “He showed that Chinese technology [could be] not just
sold, but reinvented in Africa”

More generally, several of my interlocutors had staked their hopes on the
possibility of arbitraging the Chinese digital economy in a context, Kenya, that
resembled that of China a few years earlier. Whether a piece of hardware or a soft-
ware platform, did Chinese start-ups and investors have an edge over their Silicon
Valley competitors? Was there something true and practical about Global China’s
narrative of South-South cooperation? Or about China’s and Kenya’s purported
temporally displaced similarities? Aihan, a VC analyst at Transsion’s investment
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fund, believed so, arguing that “[Chinese] capital would come not only with the
money, but also the similar experiences and lack of infrastructure and how that
require[d] very specific kinds of interventions.”

As Aihan also acknowledged, it was impossible to separate the Silicon Savan-
nah of Nairobi from Western investments and influences. However, she and others
would argue that digital Global China, while inextricable from the broader flows
of techno-capital dominated by Silicon Valley, could trace a different and more
successfully transformative digital economy for Kenya.' A Silicon Savannah with
Chinese characteristics, perhaps.

Or so the stories went. Yet, however compelling, these tales should not be natu-
ralized. Even the green city trope was not just the result of geographic luck, as we
know from the history of a settlement whose location mapped onto the needs of
a colonial railway.”® The quality of life in Nairobi, the tales of local success, the
narrative of South-South mutual understanding—all required deliberate, pains-
taking performances and shared practices of risk management. I call these “labors
of investability” to underscore how the making of the Silicon Savannah into a ter-
rain of experimentation and investment for digital Global China was not a seren-
dipitous circumstance but the result of purposeful calculations. The remainder of
this chapter describes two forms of these labors: the creation of entrepreneurial
solidarity networks and the manufacturing of VC pipelines designed to ease and
derisk the flow of capital between China and Kenya. These investment-related
practices are another “moment of capital,” to borrow from C. K. Lee, where we
witness not only difference across variety but also the production of difference
itself as a mechanism of investability.'®

These labors of investability run parallel to the work that happened at the
behest of the state. Making the Silicon Savannah investable was also and funda-
mentally a project of the Kenyan government and a policy of going-out China
seeking new markets for its ICT industry. The private sector practices that shape
the digital economy go hand in hand with different matters of statecraft. Moreover,
as several scholars of neoliberalism have argued, the fabrication of entrepreneur-
ialism has also been a calculated attempt to download collective economic devel-
opment responsibilities to individual subjects—often poor people in the Global
South."” This work has been shared by global development finance institutions,
the World Bank and the like, as much as by leaders and bureaucracies in many
African countries. In this context, as the anthropologists Catherine Dolan and
Dinah Rajak explain, the entrepreneur has become “both beneficiary and catalyst,
producer and product” of a new economy of development premised on individual
empowerment.'® Lin Zhang makes a similar point about contemporary China,
where aspirational entrepreneurialism promises to address the contradictions
of an increasingly less redistributive state."”” These patterns of individualism are
undeniable. Still, the interface of digital Global China and the Silicon Savannah
was punctuated by uncertainties and hopes that also required the intervention of
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collective—rather than individualized—kinds of labor, labor that created mutual
forms of care, made risk manageable, and produced shared, distributed cultures of
innovation.”® Hence, together with the “passionate work” that defines individual
participation in these volatile economies of innovation, the Silicon Savannah proj-
ect reverbated with more molecular and collective labors of investability.” It is to
some of these that I turn now.

ENTREPRENEURIAL SOLIDARITIES

I first met Yi at a café that was popular with digital nomads, international jour-
nalists, local artists, and tech workers. It was a good place to write, I was told.
Generous wooden tables also allowed small teams to meet and collaborate in
the back of the venue, which sometimes turned into an open-air theater for art-
house screenings. With its funky furniture and large pots full of thriving succu-
lents, the café was the perfect specimen of establishments that contributed to the
reputation of the Silicon Savannah as a soft, sometimes indulgent, landing pad
for international entrepreneurs. At sunset, laptops folded away and Afrobeats
music in the background, the rooftop would turn into one of those socializing
spaces where tech workers hang out after hours, building networks, hopes, and
sometimes mutual enmity.”

Yi’s journey had been, to some extent, similar to those of others whom I had
met before. A haigui—sea turtle returnee—to China after college in the United
States, she had been sucked into Beijing’s tech scene, working for various start-ups
at different stages of their endeavors. At once exhilarating and unforgiving, the
start-up ecosystem in Beijing had given her the opportunity to meet a few entre-
preneurs from Africa.> Some had come on government scholarships to study for
technical degrees; others were simply there “to learn what China could teach them
about innovation,” she told me.

That lasted for about two years. I was doing this parallel discovery of China’s tech
scene and African connections. And I think in 2019, it was the peak of the question:
How do you make investments in Africa? This was now coming from the private
sector. So that’s how I first came to Kenya, because I'd never been to Africa before.
And it was more like a personal experiment. I wanted to see if I could live here, and
T also wanted to know how I could take what I had experienced in China and make
it useful in these connections.

In the meantime, Yi had begun working for a media company, covering Chi-
nese tech in English. Her main job was to produce community events, those start-
up gatherings and shows where entrepreneurs share their ideas, their progress,
and, often, their previous failures. After a short trip to Kenya, she decided to be
more intentional about building China-Africa connections in Beijing’s tech scene.
She even started her own consulting firm, Bridge Builder. But then, like a bolt out
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of the blue, the COVID-19 pandemic had put an end to the ferment in the capital
city. For Yi, now determined in her goal, there was no other option than to relo-
cate to Africa. As China turned inward, with its zero-COVID policy, she latched
onto the first chance she got: a job at a state-owned company operating in Ghana.
There, however, she soon realized, like June, that the corporate environment of
traditional state entities, even in their overseas units, was too harsh, too coarsened
by rigid hierarchies for her to survive. Yet from Ghana it was easier to get another
job in the continent. That's how she ended up in Nairobi—a city she loved at first
sight—on a small consulting contract. “I'm still finding my feet here,” she told me,
explaining that she was now working for herself, having relaunched the Bridge
Builder consultancy.

The latter was now different from what Yi had imagined it would be when she
first started out in Beijing. At the beginning, Bridge Builder was meant to target
the African diaspora in China, connecting them with local assets. “China has all
kinds of resources for foreigners, but it is very hard for outsiders to understand
the system,” she explained. Yi's company would act as a facilitator of connections,
and she imagined that one day Bridge Builder could even become an “accelerator;,”
one of the programs that, inspired by the experience of Silicon Valley, link talent
to capital through a fast, cohort-based training camp. “I was really inspired, I felt
that there was so much to do,” Yi continued. It was 2019, and “from both sides,”
China and Africa, the expectations were high. The previous year had been the
richest ever for global VC entering China; 2019 was the year of Chinese VC’s rapid
expansion globally.?* “Then COVID happened, and that excitement wilted away;’
Yi said. The pandemic had pushed her to rethink the model she envisioned for her
company. Even though by 2022, when we first met, there was a renewed interest
from Chinese investors for African and Africa-based tech companies, foreigners
in China had now experienced the bitterness of a society sinking into one of its
deepest crises.

I'll give you an example. I had a Togolese friend [who] really struggled. He was in
Shenzhen for nine years running a start-up, but every time he talked to a Chinese
investor, they would prefer a Chinese team to work on his ideas. They would go as
far as to suggest that they'd give him money for the idea but then hire some other
people to [implement it]. Yeah, and then things soured even further with COVID.
He experienced all kinds of xenophobia, he had to come back. And I think since he
got back, he’s gotten a lot more interest from investors, even the Chinese investors
here. But of course, he is leaning toward European and American investors now.
He was telling me how he doesn’t care about Chinese money anymore. Money is
money, but if you can choose, why would you go with the people who made your
life impossible.

In these circumstances, there was no point imagining that Bridge Builder could
work the way she initially conceived, as a stepping stone for African start-ups in
China. Having restarted the company in Kenya, this time the focus was on what
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she had learned in Beijing: community events were the very fabric of an innovation
ecosystem. If, while at their desk or at the table of a hipster café, Silicon Savannah
entrepreneurs needed to focus on producing ideas, code, and profit, outside their
work they also needed friendships, safety nets, and new horizons of aspiration.

Building on these reflections, Yi’s consulting work had now pivoted to the
“everyday life” of Chinese entrepreneurs, to their welfare in a context of uncertain
future prospects. For Yi, this meant “acting as a PR agent” while building spaces
of enjoyment and collaboration. On the one hand, these activities were indeed
about the good things of life, the perks afforded by the “green city”: forest hikes at
dawn, imported drinks at dusk. But ultimately, the value of Yi’s proposition was
the mutual networks her company promised. These social nets would collectivize,
at least in part, the burden of the many risks pegged to those working lives that
had been hedged against less unpredictable futures—perhaps a more secure office
job in a large tech company in Shenzhen or Beijing or even a contract at a state-
owned company in Africa.” Of course, Yi’s fellow entrepreneurs were not workers
in a traditional sense. Still, their inherent precarity was undeniable. What to do in
case of bankruptcy? When a much-needed investment fell through? Whom to
turn to for an expedited visa? A space to work? Then there was the question of
being a young woman in a male-dominated industry. Or being a Chinese person
in an ecosystem where other international players were often suspicious or even
overtly sinophobic. She told me about awkward encounters with older men, their
predatory gazes and the side-eyes at her Mandarin accent. Precarity and the capac-
ity to survive it were not evenly distributed. Could Yi’s Bridge Builder help? Could
her community events take up part of this job of social reproduction for a more
inclusive and therefore investable Silicon Savannah?

Notably, Yi's project was itself a start-up. When we first spoke, she was still figur-
ing out how she could make it work financially. Her competitive advantage consisted
in her networks within the Chinese tech community. To survive, Bridge Builder
focused on the different possible connections between the Silicon Savannah as a
whole and a contingent of Chinese companies, start-ups, and investors that existed
in its midst or at its periphery. She had consulted for large tech corporations, for
example. She had hosted a few after-hours functions where new entrepreneurs had
been able to ask questions to senior VC analysts. At the time, she was also running
the local chapter of a start-up competition organized by the Beijing Overseas Talents
Association. For this specifically, she figured out that she needed to introduce and
explain the possibility of being “accelerated by a Chinese entity” to all those Silicon
Savannah organizations—the venture building programs and the incubators that
minted and nurtured local start-ups—that would normally consider Silicon Valley
the sole destination of a successful entrepreneurial journey. Beijing was a possibility
too. A lot of translation work was necessary, both literally and metaphorically. In a
way, this was a version of what she had imagined Bridge Builder would be in 2019,
only it was now operating from Nairobi, not from Beijing.
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Despite this, her ambitions were broader. Bridge Builder remained a work of
passion and care. After learning about my research, Yi suggested we should orga-
nize a small get-together where I could discuss my ongoing study with interested
audiences. Her investment in the topic of this book aligned with mine, though our
goals may have been very different. For Yi, this act of public storytelling, one in
which I would play the role of main narrator, was one way of cultivating connec-
tions and rendering visible some of the pains and the joys of the Chinese in the
Silicon Savannah as a collective experience. She was keen for me to speak about
what I had observed and what we discussed over a few coffee meetings: the orga-
nizational practices that nourished the connections across innovators from China
and with their Kenyan partners. I was unsure: Did I know enough? Eventually,
her enthusiasm trumped my impostor syndrome. On a mild, pre-autumnal Friday
afternoon, we held a small presentation in the glazed cottage of the former Iranian
embassy that now served—in true Nairobi spirit—as a start-up incubator. A few
dozen people showed up. I talked about some of the early insights from my con-
versations; at the time, I had already spoken to at least fifty experts, and the first
lines of sight for this book were shaping up in my notes. I would be lying if T didn’t
admit that some of those ideas crystallized during the informal chats that followed
my talk. In turn, the making of this book, perhaps unwittingly and certainly at a
very inconsequential scale, became embroiled in the reproduction of the Silicon
Savannah as a shared project of investability.®

If Yi’s Bridge Builder was a personal and tentative endeavor, there were also
more formal and institutionalized organizations in Nairobi. Some, like the China
Kenya Chamber of Commerce, were spearheaded by national champions like
CRBC and Huawei and acted at the highest level of government lobbying. Others,
however, had emerged from the entrepreneurial grassroots of the Silicon Savan-
nah and were led by a mix of international and local entrepreneurs. A good exam-
ple was the Partnership for Africa-China Technology—PACT—an organization
that featured some of the most important voices among entrepreneurs who had
also become narrators of the Chinese presence in the Silicon Savannah.

In 2021, I spoke to Jessica, one of the founders of the PACT, on an online call
booked on her busy calendar. She was, in every sense, an important figure in Nai-
robi’s tech scene. Originally from China, she too had spent several years in the
United States, long enough that her voice had lost all traces of her Shanghainese
heritage. Nairobi was the last stop after a long journey. With a degree in neurosci-
ence and a short stint in New YorK’s silicon alley, she left America to move back
to Shanghai.”” Those were the years of Donald Trump’s rise to power, and Jessica
had become uncomfortable with how foreign she now felt in the US. As someone
who had spent such a long time abroad, relocating to China had not been easy
either, she would recall in a blog post. Under Xi, China too was becoming more
suspicious of haigui. But ultimately, going back and then leaving a second time had
been transformative: “With her idioms on my tongue, with her business attitudes
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in my wallet, and her ambitions in my mind[,] China scours through me like a
needle, stitching every thought with yellow and red,” she had written.

Having read this and other reflections she had shared on social media, I was
eager to find out more about Jessica’s journey. At first, I learned, she worked for a
South African insurance company that had established a joint venture with a part-
ner in Shanghai to export an innovative software product to the Chinese market.
Then a serendipitous opportunity had come along.

When I was working between China and South Africa, I was having some visa issues.
I had a close friend of mine who was in Nairobi doing start-up stuff. She wanted me
to visit, and I needed to stay somewhere while my visa was processed. I ended up
working with her and then realizing that there was just such an interesting explo-
sion of innovation in the entrepreneurial ecosystem here, and I just decided to stay.
I mean, it makes a lot of sense that many Chinese big players are here, right? If you
look at demographics and market size. And I think, in general, . . . with the Belt and
Road, the Chinese government came in to lay a lot of the infrastructure, whether that
is physical infrastructure, roads, bridges, SGR, whatever it might be, as well as digital
infrastructure. . . . I think Nairobi, given the relatively easy political environment,
as well as the living standards, all those things, makes this a very easy landing pad,
regardless if you're a Chinese or an American or anything.

Unsurprisingly, her words resonated with the various shades of the green city
narrative discussed earlier, including the Chinese variation of it, with mentions
of the Belt and Road and national champions. Jessica’s idea to start the PACT,
however, had taken shape from observing a practical need. Because of her experi-
ence (she had raised capital in Shanghai), her friends and colleagues in Nairobi
would ask her about Chinese investors, how they operated, and what they looked
for in a start-up. With a self-effacing smile, she told me that it didn't make sense
to just give individual answers to those questions: it made “more sense to start
creating a community that would make introductions between Chinese investors
and African entrepreneurs” Or even the other way around. She had met a few
local investors who were seeking to outsource manufacturing or quality assurance
for their companies in China. They too had many unanswered questions. Jessica
joined forces with a handful of other outspoken and prominent members of the
Silicon Savannah: not just Chinese, but also local and international entrepreneurs
with an interest or a stake in the “Beijing connection”—as she called it. The PACT
had taken off.

We started off with trainings. We ran these “China trainings” all over the continent. It
was Kenya, Ghana, Nigeria, South Africa, Uganda, Tanzania. . . . It was about educat-
ing local ecosystems on what working with Chinese investors was like. Why would
they potentially want Chinese investors, et cetera. From my experience, African
start-ups understand Silicon Valley vibes very well, the kind of Y Combinator story,
but very few of them understand the money or the prowess or why you would want
Chinese investors, right? And so there was a lot of education in that process in the
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beginning. Then there were also the connections with Chinese companies that were
doing interesting things or thinking about starting their own funds, like Transsion.
Even people from Huawei, people who had been here a long time, they wanted to
understand a little bit more about how their interaction with the Silicon Savannah
could look or how they could engage other funders from back home.

By the time I spoke to Jessica, in 2021, the PACT was not running these training
sessions any longer. COVID-19 had quelled the risk appetite that was in full swing
in 2019. With travel restrictions still complicating the movement of people and
commodities, 2021 had not been a good year for investments from China. Things
would improve soon after, but Jessica and her fellow PACT founders had pivoted
to a different set of initiatives. In truth, she told me, the PACT had been quite
silent, having withdrawn into more inward-looking community building activi-
ties. After all, the PACT was meant to be a “kind of social enterprise” They had
been opportunistic at the time when interest was concentrated on Chinese VC, but
the ultimate goal of the organization was to build entrepreneurial camaraderie. “If
there’s a big conference going on, we help organize it,” she told me, “or if there’s
introductions that we need to make, we'll take a referral fee or an investment fee.
Our networks still make us very competitive. But other than that, the PACT is not
meant to be something that’s focused on making money. . . . Our goal is to build
recognition for each other, [and] for all the difficulties, learning, and opportunities
that we share”

The labors of socializing the entrepreneurial interface between digital Global
China and Nairobi’s Silicon Savannah were often framed by ambiguous discourses,
linking semantically disparate ideas of precarity and opportunity, risk and knowl-
edge, competition and collaboration, financial reward and pro bono gratuity. In a
sense, these constructs could only be contradictory. After all, the very promise of
China’s techno-capital in Kenya, as we have seen thus far, seemed suspended in
unresolvable discrepancies. Yet the work necessary to make the Silicon Savannah
investable, in the face of these contradictions, was aligned across different players.
While the PACT differed from Yi’s Bridge Builder in that the former was a much
more formal affair and, for that reason perhaps, less adaptable to the capricious
waves of China-Kenya tech connections, they were both oriented to the same
moral horizon: a Silicon Savannah that looked East and that was kind, or kinder,
to its troupe.

At the same time, there were also more mundane labors of solidarity carried
out by people like June, founder of Easytransfers. She would organize intimate
events like the welcome party described in the first lines of this chapter. To keep
track of new arrivals, she had created a WhatsApp group, to which I had been
invited as well. It was meant to connect newcomers with those who, like her, had
already built some kind of guanxi network in Nairobi. It was about creating sup-
port for a smooth landing, coddling the cosmopolitan, tech-savvy Chinese who,
for whatever reason, were joining the Silicon Savannah. Even briefly so. Her focus
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was on Chinese travelers writ large: US Chinese, Malaysian Chinese, Singapor-
eans, and so on. But soon the WhatsApp group became larger. People would ask
for everything, from sourcing US dollars to finding a good huoguo, a hotpot res-
taurant in the city. In exchange for access to this network, June would organize
various other activities of reciprocity: from fund-raising for a person in need to
showing up collectively in case of the occasional floods or other events that left
poorer Nairobians in extreme dire straits.

Yi’'s Bridge Builder, Jessica’s PACT, and June’s WhatsApp group are all differ-
ent examples of the labors of investability that generate communal infrastructures
for the Silicon Savannah’s Beijing connection. Over four years of research, I came
across other kinds of initiatives, including social enterprises that facilitated the
placement of humanitarian volunteers, or companies that were intent on busting
sinophobic myths and renarrating China-Kenya friendship. And while my atten-
tion was directed to the presence of digital Global China, I am certain that similar
initiatives of “entrepreneurial solidarity” abounded across the many communities
innervating the Silicon Savannah.?® Of course, there were more “formal rituals,” as
Gabriella Coleman names them, of their “technological lifeworlds™: conferences,
hackathons, and start-up competitions.?”” Yet social bonds were also cultivated in
projects that combined collective sense-making with the need to socialize, as much
as possible, the risks of individualized entrepreneurialism.” These projects were
about hedging precarity through collective labors at once phatic and pragmatic:
they created discourses of belonging to the “green city;” however problematic this
trope was, while also providing practical aid for the difficulties of entrepreneurial
life in the Silicon Savannah.’! And if risky lives needed such collective efforts, so
too did risky capital.

CAPITAL PIPELINES

Thus far, we've seen how the circulations of people who build bridges across digital
Global China and the Silicon Savannah of Nairobi are abetted by acts of entrepre-
neurial care and community building. Driven by individual ambition as they may
have been, my interlocutors often sought shared forms of belonging and mutuality
to find respite from the precarity of a diasporic, wageless lifestyle.*? This search for
kinship was a laborious, restless matter of investability, needing formal and infor-
mal organizational work. In a similar way, the circulations of capital too needed
collective practices of derisking. Money flowing from China to Kenya, and some-
times vice versa, also required certain labors of investability.

One form of capital investment in particular, venture capital, epitomized the
most ambitious wagers on the technology-driven start-ups of the Silicon Savan-
nah. Described as the “backbone” of the digital economy, VC usually consists
of equity investments—that is, money for ownership stakes—in fledgling tech
companies that might quickly grow their customers, revenues, or profits.** In its
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current form, VC is associated with Sand Hill Road in Silicon Valley, where in
the 1970s zealous investment firms like Sequoia Capital staked their bets on the
nascent microchip industry of Northern California.** The funding model, which
was later expanded to the software industry with enormous success, remains more
or less the same today: given the high failure rate of early-stage start-ups, particu-
larly in innovative fields or new markets, VC funds “burn” cash in the hope of
finding the one company that, once successful, will offset all losses and produce
high returns for the investors.” For a young tech company, the enticement of VC
is often irresistible: without the possibility of raising money in other ways, whether
by issuing bonds or securing a commercial loan from a bank, tech start-ups resort
to VC to accelerate their growth—whatever that may mean in each specific case. In
exchange for the high risk they take, venture capitalists may get significant control
over a start-up’s decisions, in addition to a claim over its future value.** Moreover,
VC funds are increasingly diverse in the kinds of capital that they pool: they fea-
ture different limited partners (investors with no decisionmaking power), from
wealthy individuals and corporations to pension and sovereign wealth funds.”” In
this process, writes political economist Franziska Cooiman, digital start-ups are
turned into an “asset class” for those owners of capital who want to diversify their
portfolio with a risky yet potentially lucrative avenue of investment.*®

Given these features, the VC model is enlivened by a cruel appetite for failure.
The unspoken yet accepted rule of every venture fund is that many invested com-
panies will have to fail for those few that are successful enough to have a so-called
“exit”: either being acquired by another company or selling part of their stocks to
other investors. As tacit as this truth is, the likelihood of failure was not a secret
among the many entrepreneurs with whom I interacted over the years. In fact,
several of them saw VC in a rather instrumental manner: as a way of injecting
cash into their ambitions while buying time against their own precarity.* Despite
this, money remains money. Even the most reckless of the speculators is not fond
of dissipating capital. VC is pegged to numerous acts of derisking—of reducing,
managing or buffering the likely possibility of loss.

At the most basic level, VC funds derisk their investments through careful
analysis of the companies whose stakes they potentially acquire. A good VC ana-
lyst, I was told on several occasions, scrutinizes the legal and financial structure
of a start-up.” They perform administrative due diligence but also stress test the
claims that founders make to render their promises worthy of backing. Ultimately,
analysts and venture capitalists also gauge the “human capital” of each invested
start-up. This is where, critics argue, the supposed objectivity of the VC assess-
ment mechanism turns into a much more subjective sieve for filtering entrepre-
neurs according to biographical facts. After all, race, gender, class, ability, and so
forth are systems of classificatory violence that do not just determine hierarchies
of human value, but also scales of human risk.* And if venture capital is about
valuation and risk, then it follows that these funds are not immune to the broader



132 LABORS OF INVESTABILITY

systems that structure capital expansion and reproduction.” Derisking is not a
neutral affair.

Neither does it happen just internally—as an operation of VC analysts and
general partners. Derisking too is distributed along a pipeline of activities that
select and channel promising ideas, technologies, and teams. Many venture capi-
talists also act as angel investors: that is, they provide seed capital and mentorship
to start-ups that are not yet ready for a VC investment, which usually happens
at a more advanced stage of entrepreneurial maturity. So-called seed capital also
comes in the form of grants, or equity-free loans, or convertible debt from a vari-
ety of other players, even from the state. These are cash injections that pertain
to more “patient” forms of speculation: they emanate from investors that do not
really expect a direct return (e.g., a city government seeking to nurture a local
innovation ecosystem with dedicated seed grants) or do so according to more
expansive understandings of “return”* Yet, despite the variety of these invest-
ment forms, capital remains scarce. Competition is cutthroat from a very early
stage of a company’s journey, but it is not just a matter of “natural selection,” the
fittest start-ups surviving the unfit ones. Across these investment stages, selec-
tion is always a calculated act: from participating in start-up competitions to
enrolling in so-called accelerators that train the investment-readiness potential of
nascent firms, each tech ecosystem is an engine for winnowing the investable from
the noninvestable.*

After these general reflections on the processes of VC derisking, let me turn to
the setting of this book and more specifically to Chinese venture capital in the Sili-
con Savannah. In Nairobi’s tech scene, VC is a topic of conversation ridden with
anecdotes, jokes, and hyperbole. In the past five years, since VC flows started their
exponential acceleration, Kenya has topped the list of African countries in terms
of venture investments, climbing to the first spot in 2023.** Inevitably, among my
interlocutors and friends, VC was a hot topic. First, there were the embellished
rumors of entrepreneurs burning equity cash on the altar of a dissolute lifestyle. It
was not uncommon that VC money ushered in lavish safaris or weekends in Zan-
zibar’s posh resorts—not just for founders, but also for recently hired employees.
These benefits expressed, in a way, the fringe rewards of what Andy Ross famously
described as the “humane workplace”™: a workplace that, in these cases, traded job
safety and long-term security for luxurious trips and retreats.*¢

Second, there were debates, often coated by disappointment, about the fact that
international VC tended to go to international start-ups rather than local ones.*”
“Even Nigerian money; I was once told by my tech journalist friend Jerotich, “ends
up funding start-ups with white people.” Of course, for investors, the narrative was
rather different: as a VC analyst explained to me on another occasion, she thought
it was only right that VC preferred “diverse teams” over local ones. She said, “There
are thirty-four tribes in Kenya alone. And yet Kenya is not a sufficiently [large]
market for most VC investments.” Venture capitalists, she went on to explain,
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needed to invest in companies that could scale across many African markets. She
believed that only a truly international team could do that.

Ultimately, these conversations and anecdotes also converged to an important
question. Was all VC the same? Or did American VC differ from Nigerian VC?
And what about Chinese VC? My Chinese contacts believed that there were impor-
tant differences. At the most elemental level, Chinese venture capitalists were not
the same as other investors because they did not have the baggage of suspicions
and expectations that came with Western portrayals of China. Remember Daiyu,
the tech founder who briefly collaborated with Chao on his e-supermarket? On
one occasion, under the dangling vine of a popular Ethiopian restaurant, she told
me about her experience with these different “varieties,” or origins, of VC.

There are two types of Western investors. One type, they’re super excited about our
Chinese style. They feel like we have access to Chinese capital, access to Chinese
supply chains. But another type of investor, they are more suspicious. They will ask
questions about privacy because we handle a lot of consumer data. How are you
going to deal with that? Are you going to send data to the Chinese Communist Party
or whatever? Or how do you treat your local employees? Are you going to take over
a lot of jobs? Are you coming here just to colonize the continent again? It’s just so
interesting to see those very extreme perspectives. There’s no middle. Either very,
very glad about our ties [to China] or very, very suspicious. And I was asking them,
Why didn’t you guys ask the same question to Western founders? Why don’t you
ask them about data privacy, employment, and the colonization questions? I would
sometimes get offended. But now I'm convinced that it will take some time to change
the narrative. And that work sits on the shoulders of the new Chinese entrepreneurs,
who can actually do things and prove these biases wrong.

If Daiyu had come to the conclusion that challenging sinophobic prejudice was
ultimately about “working” against it, a collective labor of redrafting the image
of China’s overseas entrepreneurs, others thought that bypassing Western invest-
ments was the more promising course of action.

This was what Esther had come to believe. She was the Chinese cofounder, with
a Kenyan colleague, of an agritech company that had recently raised VC—Chinese
VC to be precise. I met her in 2022, at a busy restaurant where we conversed for
several hours as a spicy fish and pork broth simmered in a pot over an open fire.
Her promising start-up had modeled a decentralized system for providing market
access to smallholding farmers in rural Kenya. In a few years, they had become the
largest independent distributors of domestic groceries in the country. To do so, an
integrated go-to-market infrastructure had to be created: from providing seed-
lings and loans to farmers to grading, packing, distributing, and eventually finding
the buyers and managing food waste in productive ways. All of that was powered
by a sophisticated data dashboard that, unlike most data-enabled experiments in
agritech, did not focus on a single moment of the value chain but integrated the
entirety of its operations. And yet, as much as that multilayered infrastructure was
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yielding results, the profit margins for the company were marginal. Western VC,
Esther had realized, was not interested in that kind of slow, incremental profitabil-
ity. Conversely, Chinese VC was more familiar with low-margin business models
based on mass adoption and couched in serving bottom-of-the-pyramid markets.
That’s what she believed, after several rejections from international investors and a
hefty ticket from a Chinese fund that operated across East and North Africa.

A year later, I met with the chief analyst of that firm, Charles, a tall Kenyan
man who had earned his stripes by working with both banks and other invest-
ment funds over more than a decade. Jovial and ironic—he had several hilarious
anecdotes to share—Charles invited me to a cafeteria in Lavington, a posh and
hilly neighborhood in Nairobi’s western section. He told me about the structure
of his VC firm, Lead Ventures, and how it integrated both small investments at
the early stage and also more substantial tickets at growth stages. Given his expe-
rience as an analyst in Western funds and now a Chinese fund, I was of course
curious about the differences across the two. He decided to answer my questions
by foregrounding technological differences instead. It was a matter of products, he
explained. In his words, there were “nice-to-have” and “must-have” technologies.
His current venture firm focused on the latter, on problem-solving rather than
demand-creating market devices. Such a “solution-driven approach,” he went on,
was “funnily enough, something that Chinese investors understand better than
others” “When was China still Third World?,” he asked me rhetorically. “And look
at the West. They too were Third World, but when? Some of the learning, espe-
cially about problem-solving technology, is more fresh in China. . . . In the rural
areas, in medical technology, in e-commerce, in logistics, we Africans have a lot to
learn from China. And on the other side, it’s easy for them to understand problem-
solving technology”

Another aspect of this affinity, Charles observed, related to the expectations
of a similar technological and economic trajectory. For many people, Kenya and
Africa writ large looked like “China before China” Even the populations—some
1.4 billion each—were aligned. Accordingly, Chinese investors and entrepreneurs
had started their experiments in places like Kenya based on that alignment. “They
felt that some of the changes that happened in China might happen in Africa,
so instead of waiting for them to happen, they’ve come here to make them hap-
pen,” Charles quipped, after a sip of his coffee. Brushing aside political correct-
ness, another VC partner had told me that many parts of China still “looked like
Africa. [Its] still a developing country. Ninety-four percent of people don't even
know how to—they don’t even fly on airplanes. So there’s a lot of second-tier cit-
ies, lower-tier cities there. That's why I think their product experience is useful in
some way to the African market””

A few weeks later, I met one of Charles’s bosses for lunch. Jian was one of the
general partners of the firm, and he would make the ultimate call about Lead Ven-
tures investing in a start-up. Over a quick lunch—it felt like he didn’t have much
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time for academic questions—he explained that Chinese VC had two kinds of
unique advantages. One was in the deliberate ethos of the investors themselves;
the other was more accidental. As for the former, Jian told me that unlike West-
ern VC, Chinese funds were laser focused on profitability (cash flow) rather than
growth. In other words, they assessed new tech companies based on the marginal
values created in each transaction rather than on promises of quick growth in
user or sale numbers. He had observed, for example, how many blockchain wal-
lets invested in by US VCs had faltered after growing exponentially across the
continent. Cash had been squandered on enormously successful market acquisi-
tion strategies, but those costs had not been offset by a careful strategy of profit-
ability. Jian’s fund operated in a different manner. The key to a promising start-up
was ensuring that each market transaction, rather than the cumulative output,
produced cash flow, however infinitesimal. In Jian’s view, Chinese VC had also
garnered the reputation of being stingy, because investors like him didn’t allow
weekends in Zanzibar or team-building trips. “Our money is not free money; he
told me. It had been gained, saved, and invested by his limited partners, and there-
fore he had an obligation to it.

It wasn't the first time, nor would it be the last, that I would encounter this
discourse on the quasi-moral cautiousness of Chinese venture capital. Even in dif-
ferent terms. June, for example, had developed a deep admiration for a local com-
pany, Craft Silicon, and a deep distrust of Western venture capital. “Craft Silicon
is a very successful Kenyan company;” she told me on one occasion, “one of the
fintechs of the early days, before the current boom. They initially specialized in
building core systems for banks that wanted to transition to more sophisticated
digital services. And one of their recent products is Little Cab.” The latter was a
local e-hailing platform. Unlike its competitors, Uber and Bolt, Little Cab’s main
offering consisted of business-to-business services, providing platformed taxi
fleets and shuttles to other corporations. “The point is,” June continued, “Little Cab
and Craft Silicon never raised venture capital. So nobody is talking about them in
the media, and if they are, they are undervaluing their incredible potential. The
founder, this Kenyan Indian guy, is so shy. But at night, they are building a super
app.*® They already have so many services on the platform, including a wallet that
allows line managers to approve expenses in real time, and they are expanding to
other African cities.”

June’s admiration for Little Cab’s quiet success attested to an ethos of investment
that excluded the path of burning (venture) capital to acquire customers for the
sake of growth, as both Uber and Bolt had done in Kenya, falling into a quagmire
of financial stress and underpaid labor. She admired how Little Cab’s founder was
expanding its market through small, strategic steps—and treating drivers more
fairly, so she thought. Her mistrust of venture capital, the “American way,” was not
uncommon. The founder of a small lending platform who had turned to fintech
after creating a successful high-tech fish farm believed the same: “The American
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way model is focused on funding. Just raise capital. To grow. You don’t care about
profit, just about capturing the market. Find your product, find your market, or
whatever. But in that process, you focus on growth, and you burn more money
than you’re making. You can be lucky, but that’s a road map to default for most” He
too maintained that Chinese venture capitalists were more careful about honing
“profits as lean as possible”

My conversations with Jian and other general partners at Chinese venture capi-
tal firms confirmed this narrative. For instance, Victor, who spearheaded Trans-
sion’s VC arm, had built his entire investment model on such guardedness. The
fund would only invest very small tickets, up to US$300,000 (but $30,000 on aver-
age), and would never want to acquire more than 10 percent of the company it
invested in. After all, Transsion itself, as we have seen earlier, had been capable
of building an empire based on extremely “marginal gains”* When I spoke to
one of Transsion’s former analysts, who now worked for another VC firm in West
Africa, she told me that she was skeptical about this investment model: with such
small stakes, the partners had very little maneuvering space to operate strategi-
cally. In other words, this VC fund did not operate as the invisible yet powerful
agent described by the sociologist Benjamin Shestakofky in Behind the Startup.™
Rather, as Victor admitted, they wanted their companies to independently experi-
ment with a small inoculation of cash and at the same time enjoy the powerful
possibilities offered by a mothership like Transsion: a phenomenal set of distribu-
tion channels, from the affordable phones themselves (through preinstallation) to
the company’s ubiquitous marketing outlets.

If one of Jian’s observed “advantages” of Chinese VC over other VCs was this
careful approach to investments, the second point he made to me was less about
the ethos of the investors and more about practical linkages. With Chinese invest-
ment, he explained, a local start-up would gain access to a network of distributors,
contract manufacturers, or even other start-ups working on similar markets in
mainland China, a network that could immensely benefit a company’s first, uncer-
tain steps. Prototyping a device and producing it at scale and at cost, for example,
were all areas of expertise in which Chinese investors had an incidental advantage:
their limited partners, in other words, the people who had invested in their funds,
formed a dense network of business relationships precisely at the interface of Chi-
na’s dominion in outsourced manufacturing for ICT and, increasingly, in software-
related contracts like cloud services. Put differently, as Jian told me, Chinese VC
“[came] with this networked access that others [couldn’t] have” Even the former
analyst at Transsion’s VC arm, who was otherwise skeptical about their invest-
ment model, agreed that Chinese venture funding offered a unique advantage over
rivals. “It’s an infrastructure layer problem,” she observed. “Apart from the tech
itself, these start-ups heavily rely on operations. So, for example, you have Huo-
chebang, a Chinese logistics company connecting truck owners with shippers. An
incredibly successful story. And now you have that equivalent in Nigeria, and in
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Kenya. Operationally, they can definitely benefit from such experience, especially
if investors can link them to that operational expertise and that infrastructure”

And yet neither of the two characteristics—or “advantages,” as Jian called
them—of Chinese VC just happened by chance; they required deliberate labors
of investability. That is, both the less exuberant, more careful nature of Chinese
investments and their attached business networks needed to be orchestrated. Nei-
ther was the technological affinity described by Charles a simple empirical fact:
that too needed to be performed in practice. All these connections wanted work—
work that, as is often the case in many accounts of contemporary techno-capital,
remains hidden behind the scenes.” Perhaps this is because accessing the cho-
reographies of VC, even accessing venture capitalists themselves (provided that
they are good proxies for their investment practices), is hard. In the next and final
chapters of this book I return to the unique way I was granted access to some of
these spaces. For now, I want to stay on the workings of Chinese VC that are neces-
sary to establish its purported advantages.

As for the first feature of Chinese venture investments that my interlocutors
claimed were uniquely Chinese (the focus on solution-driven technology with
marginal profitability), the funds were actively training their companies to not
only embrace a bootstrapped approach to digital bricolage but also understand
the value of small gains. “I always tell them, if you can’t build it, borrow it; if you
can’'t borrow it, copy it,” I was told on one occasion. Charles, who explained how
Lead Ventures distinguished “nice-to-have” and “must-have” technologies, also
observed that separating start-ups doing the former from start-ups doing the latter
was not just natural selection. It was, actually, an orchestrated pipeline. First, the
investment itself would weed out companies that did not align with this principle.
Second, even among invested companies, the VC mentorship would be geared
to outlining a key value proposition based on this mantra. Third, and Charles
admitted that this was the hardest part, entrepreneurs needed to be trained to be
thrifty, attentive, and patient. They needed to keep the small scale of a marginal
transaction together with the large scale of their pan-African ambitions. To do
so, Lead Ventures relied on an array of advisers, experts working in large Chinese
companies like DiDi and Meituan who would offer their experience with mass
markets and returning profits based on small transactional margins. Victor went
even further: since his VC focused on novice start-ups, he would intervene in the
team composition to make sure that in each company there were founders who,
according to his judgment, understood the ethos of small and careful gains. Ironi-
cally, his professed hands-off approach—which manifested in allowing start-ups
to experiment freely—would only kick in after a good team had been put in place.
“I engineer teams,” he told me, with a hint of personal pride.

Interestingly, these “teachings” needed to go both ways. For example, one of
the earliest investments of Lead Ventures had been in a Beijing-based media com-
pany that produced content about African start-ups. Transsion’s VC fund too had
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provided early-stage capital to a media platform dedicated to the same theme. This
was a similar, yet more public, phatic labor to that of the PACT and Bridge Builder.
Chinese investors too needed to be “trained” Charles was explicit about this.

[These media platforms] basically produce knowledge so that the Chinese invest-
ment landscape understands Africa better. And the African tech ecosystem. They
publish success stories, but more importantly, they produce stories of the models
that African start-ups have borrowed from the Chinese market. For example, look
at fintech. There’s a lot that we share with China. Be it payday loans or digital loans.
Be it the ride hailing. Some of the ideas are borrowed and adapted from Chinese
models. Yeah, even in e-commerce: some of it is actually born out of the question:
How does China do it? And then how do we implement it? And if Chinese investors
understand that African start-ups are doing this, learning and emulation, and they
have the same attention to detail, then their confidence [would increase].

Ultimately, if Chinese VC operated to reshape “the world in its image,” this was
not an image of reckless entrepreneurialism and disruption, or “irrational exu-
berance,” as the Nobel Memorial Prize economist Robert Shiller calls it, but of
conscientious borrowing, diligent networking, and meticulous experimentation.*
The result, however, was not only a shared, cautious ethos of entrepreneurial-
ism and speculation. It was also a discourse that placed the present of Kenya’s
technological landscape, and its future, in conversation with China’s past and
present. “Kenya is China before China” These had been the eloquent and perhaps
slightly enigmatic words of one of my interlocutors, a Chinese entrepreneur who
had established an internship placement program for young Chinese people want-
ing international experience outside of their country. What he meant was that
Nairobi’s present was akin to a moment in China’s recent past that had preceded
the radical transformation ushered in by its technological ascendancy. The corol-
lary was that Kenya’s future might be just as accelerated and exhilarating if built on
similar modes of technicity and innovation. We've seen this throughout the previ-
ous chapters of this book: from readapted hardware to reimagined digital business
models, the stories of Chao, June, Daiyu, and others attested to the reality that
China’s technological trajectories could be imitated or translated into a grammar
of innovation for Kenya. Digital Global China thus traced an alternative horizon
for the Silicon Savannah, often imagined in a subordinate relationship to Silicon
Valley and in process of futile catch-up with it, to a present that Silicon Valley is
already leaving behind. And, as discussed in chapter 1, China’s history too has been
marked by discourses of leveling up to the purported technological primacy of the
West. Notwithstanding this, the possibility of arbitraging different technological
temporalities between China and Kenya was a promissory speculation, one made
possible by those phatic exercises that worked on the relationship between Chi-
nese investors and the ideas and entrepreneurs carrying their risk-defying bets.
What Jian described as the second advantage of Chinese VC investments—
gaining access to immense networks of resources—was an equally calculated
enterprise. This was especially clear with Transsion’s fund. As Victor explained,
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their distribution channels were unparalleled in the continent, ranging from the
hundreds of millions of smartphones to the capillary sales and marketing net-
works described in chapter 2. But other VCs too were extremely deliberate. These
are the words of another analyst at yet another VC fund.

When we invest, we are actually involved from the start. In each start-up, we place
a business development manager with experience working with China. For a couple
of months. Just to help them have more clients. Or sign a certain B2B deal, right?
Especially for the guys that need hardware equipment. We help them source such
kinds of hardware from China. I feel that the advantage that we have compared to
the other VCs is this, yes. And then we also benchmark with China’s tech giants. So
if you have this African start-up here, we always try to organize a business trip, or at
least an online meeting, with a successful Chinese company running a similar model
in China. What can they learn? What mistake have they made in China? What can
they do to improve the model? Just sharing experiences. And that brings another
advantage. Our companies gain visibility, so it’s easy for them to do another raise.
Especially if they could partner, in case a Chinese company wants to expand into
Africa. That’s how we get exits through buyouts.

The business trip was a common practice. At Lead Ventures, for example, Charles
mentioned the same. “In 2019, we took around twenty entrepreneurs from Africa
to Alibaba’s headquarters,” he told me. “Then we organized a business trip to
Meituan, and another one with Didi. We took them to the big VCs in China” At
last, Charles revealed, one of the companies got a USs20 million investment, and
his firm cut a finder’s fee from the deal.

This constellation of anecdotes and voices speaks to the collective labors that
are necessary for VC, in this case Chinese VC, to make the Silicon Savannah (and
other Silicon places in Africa) investable. From “engineering teams,” as Victor put
it, to investment trips, entrepreneurial mentoring, and the orchestration of busi-
ness networks across China and Kenya, VC relies on practices of investability that
in building capital pipelines collectivize an ethos of careful experimentation and
redistribute its inherent risks. Then again, the VC investment model itself is based
on funding collective failure for the sake of a few successes. This is true across
the board. If there were indeed specific Chinese features to Chinese VC, as my
contacts argued, these were not casual or serendipitous but the outcome of the
investment processes that fulfilled its appetite for new geographies of speculation,
however careful and premeditated, in Nairobi’s Silicon Savannah.

PERFORMING THE BEIJING CONNECTION

In 2023, I was lucky enough to get an invitation to the East African Venture Capital
Association (EAVCA) annual conference. In the convention center of an upscale
hotel, the entire jet set of the Silicon Savannah was in attendance. The founders of
Kenya’s future unicorns as well as the investors that had staked their bets on them
were the headliners in the main act. Together with other players in the private
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equity industry of the region, they would conjure the hopes that nurture the
imagination of techno-capital. Unsurprisingly, the morning wove together tales
of success, failure, and the deft solutions that companies had found to seemingly
insurmountable difficulties. Ultimately, as the master of ceremonies pointed out,
Africa was a place of innovation that was drafting its own path, and private equity,
especially if different investors banded together in organizations like EAVCA,
could accelerate this course. Africa wasn't just the red tape, the corruption, the
slums, or the makeshift frugality; it was also the high-tech experiments and
the profits therefrom. Ironically, the location of the convention center, in Nairo-
bi’s Upper Hill, evoked a slightly different also. Beyond the fancy hotels, the golf
courses, and the shiny new skyscrapers and the tall cranes building more of them,
a dense swath of shacks in Kibera (one of Nairobi’s largest so-called slums), only a
few hundred meters away, spoke of the persistence of inequality and violence that
venture capitalists and their start-ups promised to but most likely could not erase.

This sad irony wasn't lost on Bonny, who was Chao’s Kenyan business partner
at Fastlee. He was there, like other representatives of local start-ups, to pitch their
ideas to potential investors. In the marbled hall of the hotel, during a short break,
he told me how cynical he was about the whole shebang. Could this ruthless appe-
tite for failure really work? Yet, in a kind of cruel optimism, he still believed in
the possibility that right technologies, for instance, the digital platform for afford-
able connectivity he was busy building, could right the wrongs of Kenya’s past and
present.” The Silicon Savannah remains, as Alev Coban reminds us, “an economy
of promises and performances about technology yet to become” In that, Bonny
shared the same vision of technological emancipation outlined by the emcee dur-
ing the opening of the event while being skeptical about the ruthlessness of VC.
Certain ambivalences remained unresolved. He could be dubious but at the same
deeply involved in cultivating those exact visions of advancement that promised
better futures for Kenya and Africa generally.

One of these visions of technological emancipation, this book argues as a whole,
is also connected to digital Global China. In this chapter, I have explored some of
the forms of labor through which the Silicon Savannah is imagined not just as an
offshoot of Silicon Valley but also on a technological trajectory that is inspired,
populated, and invested in by digital Global China. My argument has been that
these deliberate practices of investability collectivize the risks and aspirations of
what Jessica called the Silicon Savannal’s Beijing connection, while creating the
conditions for the emergence of shared grammars and pipelines of innovation.
Returning to C. K. Lee’s argument that different strategic and operational logics
define the variegation of capital, I hope to have shown how the making of differ-
ence itself, whether through narrative or pragmatic work, is a productive force
that renders Nairobi possible for digital China’s techno-capital.* It is through the
various labors described in these pages that Chinese entrepreneurs and investors
in the Silicon Savannah would outline their networks and carve out their spaces
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of influence while cultivating the possibility of personal survival and of successful
investment cycles in the “green city under the sun”

These labors of investability also reveal how Silicon Elsewheres are made and
remade far from Northern California. In places like Nairobi, where the mean-
ings of technology, innovation, and entrepreneurialism map onto histories,
relations, and aspirations that sometimes align and sometimes diverge from
the models that emanate or are purposefully exported from Northern Califor-
nia, viable alternatives, in this case digital Global China, need to be made into
discourses and practices that are indeed investable. The Silicon Savannah was
not just a place, or the narration of a place, but also an experimental project of
reimagining the relationship between technology and capital at its purported
peripheries. So too was the Beijing connection. Underneath both flowed a cur-
rent of unflinching techno-optimism that sought to articulate some of the con-
tradictions of technicity and capital while forcing me to question the methods
and the stakes of my research.



Ethnographies of Techno-Optimism

RESEARCHING THE CALIFORNIAN
IDEOLOGY’S ELSEWHERES

One of the first conversations that shaped the themes and arguments of this
book, and stayed with me since, took place in the glazed offices of Opera News in
early 2021. It was one of those unexpectedly warm and sunny days that break the
monotony of the long rains. From high up in the commercial building, the con-
struction site of the Nairobi expressway looked like a gigantic Lego enterprise, as
precast girders were being rolled across the span of newly built piers by enormous
bridge cranes. Only a year later, the new viaduct, funded and built by the Kenyan
unit of a Chinese construction giant, would open to the public and would be the
object of numerous controversies, even about the pagoda-like shape of the toll
gates.! Opera News too, albeit less visible than a highway cutting through the city,
was an interesting case of China’s presence in Nairobi and in Africa. Launched in
2018, it was the largest news aggregator platform in the continent (by number of
active users), and, according to my desk research, it had been the first offspring
of Opera—the web browser—after the acquisition of the namesake company by a
conglomerate of Chinese investors.

The story of Opera was fascinating and fraught. I remembered the first Opera
browser running on my dad’s desktop in the early 2000s (or perhaps even ear-
lier), when browsing interfaces did not have the minimalist look later pioneered
by Google Chrome but still carried the overstimulating legacy of the first web
directories. At the time, Opera was the brainchild of a Norwegian state-owned
company, and, at least according to my father, a self-taught tech enthusiast, the
browser was the best and fastest available on the market (he would later switch his
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FIGURE 10. The Nairobi expressway under construction. Photo by author.

allegiance to another one). Fast-forward to the mid-2010s, when Opera browsers
(both the desktop version and the Mini, the data-efficient mobile version) had
come to dominate the African market. In 2015, Opera had even surpassed the con-
tinental market share of Google Chrome for a few months. Today Opera is the
second most used browser in Africa, with a 9 percent market share (compared to
2.5 percent globally). The reason for this success was largely technical: the browser
was lean and saved data. It was perfect for the kinds of low-spec phones discussed
in chapter 2 and the limited prepaid data bundles discussed in chapter 3.

In 2016, Operas brand and most of its consumer business, including the web
browser, was purchased by a consortium of Chinese investors led by the billionaire
Yahui Zhou, who had only recently listed his gaming company on the Shenzhen
Stock Exchange. With the capital raised in the public offering, Zhou launched
into an aggressive acquisition strategy that didn’t stop at Opera but included—
rather contentiously—Grindr, a US dating app.? With the new owners at the helm
and after another IPO on NASDAQ, Opera received a significant cash injection
to diversify its African market footprint: in addition to Opera (the browser) and
Opera Mini (the mobile browser), the company birthed or acquired shares in a
number of other businesses: microlending platforms (OPay and OKash), a bank to
buttress the fintech business (Nanobank), a ride-hailing platform (Oride), a clas-
sified listing directory (OList), an e-commerce platform (OMall), and the news
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aggregator Opera News. Some of these businesses had since faltered, but Opera
News could boast millions of downloads and a massive cross-media reach through
the browsers. At the time of my conversation with Thomas, head of the East Afri-
can offices that overlooked the new Chinese-built expressway, the news platform
held the largest feed in the continent. In Kenya, Opera News was crowned the
most downloaded app in 2018.

The platform itself, with its AI-powered sorting system and a human layer of
crowdsourced freelancers, followed a fascinating business model. Opera’s experi-
mentations, failures, and pivots were yet another example of the multiple vari-
eties of Chinas outgoing techno-capital transforming Africa’s digital landscape.
So focused was the company on African users that its executives had described
the business strategy as an “Africa-first approach”® Yet what also struck me dur-
ing my conversation with Thomas, who had been one of the Kenyan architects of
Opera News’s success in East Africa, was his attitude toward digital technology. As
much as he was pragmatic about working with Chinese owners, something he at
first viewed with skepticism, he was entirely, almost bullishly optimistic about the
promises of technology for a new era of more democratic, more transparent, and
more accessible press. He told me that a new form of high-quality citizen journal-
ism was awakening in Kenya, thanks to the technological possibilities of AI and
to the increasing availability of smartphones and, therefore, internet connectivity.*
Even rural areas, thanks to a distributed infrastructure of news sourcing, were
finally in the news. Scores of young Kenyans were bypassing the filters of elite-
dominated national newspapers, while other filters, algorithmic ones, were reduc-
ing harmful misinformation. Digital media, Thomas made clear, could save Kenya
from cronyism, corruption, and inequality. I was familiar with this sanguine belief
in technological emancipation. Before this book project, my work as a doctoral
student had focused on how the world of development and humanitarianism in
Africa had been receptive to fads and mantras coming from Silicon Valley.> And
on how those ideas ultimately converged into a very particular kind of optimism:
the creed that digital technologies could at once do good (to solve Africa’s ails)
while doing well, financially, for their makers and owners.® Fix poverty, democ-
racy, and nature, while getting rich, through technology.

One of the lineages of this techno-optimism unsurprisingly comes from Sil-
icon Valley. Waves of crisis and resurgence in the Bay Area—first in the late
1970s, as AnnaLee Saxenian documented, and then again in the early 2000s,
with the dotcom bubble—have given rise to a collective myth of resilience and
belonging that, in 1996, the cultural critics Richard Barbrook and Andy Cam-
eron famously labeled the “Californian ideology”” “Promiscuously combin[ing]
the free-wheeling spirit of the hippies and the entrepreneurial zeal of the yup-
pies,” they wrote, the Californian ideology has at its core the supposed libera-
tory power of technological advancement and its capacity to fix social ills.® For
Barbrook and Cameron, bohemian programmers and high-tech elites had come
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to share a “contradictory mix of technological determinism and libertarian indi-
vidualism” while turning a blind eye to the racial and environmentally destruc-
tive pasts of techno-capital in California.” Such libertarian optimism is far from
gone.'” Not only is it alive and well in the United States, but it has traveled to
distant places, including the African continent''. Here the more specific pledge
of this salvific technophilia is to accelerate economic growth, to create jobs, and
to address long-standing issues of poverty and economic marginality by turning
them into a laboratory of innovation.'

Development in Africa has always been primed by deep shades of techno-
optimism." Both independence African leaders and the systems of expertise that
prescribed modernization as a solution to “underdevelopment” held a confident
trust in technical expedients.' It’s telling that infrastructures played such a central
role in modernization projects.”® But the optimism of Californian ideologues has
been qualitatively different. On the one hand, if thought leaders of the immediate
post-independence period largely believed that the state ought to govern tech-
nological advancement,'® the Californian ideology featured a strong laissez-faire
libertarianism instead. And if technological advancement was, even in the eyes
of staunch anticommunist modernization theorists like Walt Rostow, a collective
project of statecraft, innovation for Californian evangelists is a much more indi-
vidualistic, entrepreneurial endeavor."”

More than anyone else, as Barbrook and Cameron pointed out, the “retro-uto-
pia” of the Californian ideology was aggrandized by the futurologist Alvin Toffler.'®
A narrator of the early Silicon Valley days, Toffler had been interested in the role of
technology in the transition from industrial to postindustrial societies. In the 1970s
already, his book Future Shock and the Orson Wells-narrated TV documentary
had outlined the features of an accelerated world, overloaded by information.*
This was the third wave, a wave that would push older industrial cultures aside
and replace them with a new technological orientation to the future itself. Toftler’s
1980 book, The Third Wave, returned to this theme.” In a society of information,
he explained, the state was quickly becoming an obsolete bureaucracy. At the same
time, digital technology could allow poorer countries to “leapfrog,” to skip the
industrialization phase dear to development economists and jump straight into
the “Information Age”* To conjure this vision, Toffler described airborne devices
that would bring connectivity to rural, remote parts of the so-called underdevel-
oped world. Fast forward almost forty years, and these ethereal machines have
recently become a real developmental mission, with Google’s helium-filled bal-
loons bringing broadband internet to rural Kenya, in partnership with a state-
owned telco.”? While the unironically named Loon project failed, Toftler’s brand
of techno-optimism has had much less whimsical and farther-reaching influences.
Famously, Toffler was US House Speaker Newt Gingrich’s mentor and confidant
during the New Right’s rise to power in the early 1990s, building bridges between
California and Washington, DC.
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Toffler’s ideas had found other unlikely adherents. Among them was former
President Kim Dae-jung of South Korea, who read The Third Wave while in prison,
and—most interestingly for this book—Chinese Premier Zhao Ziyang. As dis-
cussed in chapter 1, Zhao had promoted Programme 863 in response to Chinese
scientists’ concerns about Chinas technological sleepiness in the 1980s. While
the program is well recognized as foundational for the country’s economic and
industrial transformation,” a lesser known aspect of this policy was the influence
of Toffler’s worldview. As the historian Julian Gerwitz explains, Zhao and other
senior officials debated and developed a vision of “actionable futurism” by distill-
ing some of Toffler’s ideas into a modernization ideal that, under the banner of
the “New Technological Revolution,” is still prominent in “the current era of Chi-
nese state-led investment in new technologies”** It goes without saying that the
Toffler-inspired libertarian techno-optimism in the United States was not exactly
the same as China’ statist approach to technological entrepreneurialism.* Still, as
Franceschini and others have observed using the example of the ecological civili-
zation project (shengtai wenming), which has recast environmental destruction as
a problem to solve through technological innovation, techno-optimism remains a
crucial orientation of contemporary China.*

In all these replications, the Californian ideology is a uniquely malleable
form of techno-optimism. In Silicon Valley, it has shaped generations of entre-
preneurs. Meanwhile, in places like Nairobi and the Global South at large,
digital technologies have been heralded as the fix to what older developmen-
tal interventions failed to address.” As the example of Kenya reveals, a Silicon
Valley consensus has molded new forms of development policy predicated
on digital entrepreneurialism and connectivity.”® In China too, as the country
shifted from making to innovating technical artifacts, a promethean faith in
information technologies has influenced the highest echelons of policy, as well
as a new social contract of national belonging for entrepreneurial citizens.?
Across these geographies, what remains stable is the infectious optimism that
technologies can do good while making techno-entrepreneurial people and
states rich. Or richer.

We witnessed this orientation throughout the pages of this book, not just in the
words of Opera News’s chief editor. From state officials to entrepreneurs, investors,
and the many experts who punctuate the digital economy, the horizon of specula-
tion was one in which technological advancements would lead to a better, bigger
future—however this was conceived.*® At the risk of ascribing excessive validity to
their performances of “unfailing enthusiasm,” techno-optimism has been a central
and yet not fully explicit theme of this book.* What is techno-optimism then?
A good definition would need agreement on what constitutes technology, what
constitutes advancement, and what separates standard futures from better futures.
In other words, accounts of techno-optimism are contingent on other norma-
tive projects.’” In the pages of academic journals, for example, scholars of science
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debate whether this form of future speculation implies that technology can make
the world good or, simply, better.”

In observing techno-optimism as an ethnographic fact, both its normative and
its ameliorative dimensions become evident. Attentive readers will have undoubt-
edly recognized that ethical and pragmatic rationalities equally infused the stories
of ingenuity through which I sketched the interface between digital Global China
and Nairobi’s Silicon Savannah. My goal here, however, is not to define the features
of techno-optimism, beyond acknowledging that it is a moral horizon of action
primed by a collective desire to use technology for social improvement as well
as personal gain. Neither do I want to trace a detailed lineage of the Califor-
nian ideology and its permutations across geographies that embrace, refute, and
readapt this faith in the liberatory power of technicity. I want to reflect, instead,
on the tricks of the trade of ethnographic research that, like mine, ended up being
about techno-optimism more than just expertise, as I initially thought it would be.

Researching techno-optimism, playing into it, was a practical affair. It was
about access but also about the ethics of research and the epistemic openings and
closures that I found along the way. It was about languages and networks. It was
about the stakes of complicity and the debits of scholarly privilege. The following
fragments, I hope, shine some light on the practical stratagems through which this
distributed, ill-defined object of research appeared in my work and, as I argue, how
it was a collective discourse as much as a method of research and analysis itself.

THE SILENCE AND THE LINGO

This book, as I acknowledged in the preface, is the result of the occasional luck-
with-privilege that young academics sometimes run into. I was a recent PhD
graduate, an underemployed returnee in a country whose university system I did
not fully understand, when I applied for the grant that allowed me to pursue the
research for this book. This was September 2019. Two things had happened earlier
in the year. Like any recent graduate, I had found myself without a long-term job,
needing to find funding—any kind of funding—to see if I could give academic life
a try. I had recently moved back to Italy, my home country, for both personal and
accidental reasons—the latter being an unexpected, short-term job offer. By the
time I was settled, Italy had become the first G7 country in the European Union to
sign a memorandum of understanding with China on the so-called 21st Century
Maritime Silk Road. In March, Italian Prime Minister Conte and China’s Chair-
man Xi had met in Villa Madama, a Renaissance mansion built on the slopes of a
hill in Rome. Surrounded by lush gardens and frescoes, the two leaders had shaken
hands against the backdrop of three flags—China, Italy, and the EU—and a wall
overgrown with ivy.

I thus realized that it would be strategic to craft a research project about
the new Silk Roads in Africa and apply for funding from the EU at a time when
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so many EU countries were considering or already partnering with China and
asking bewildering questions about China’s long game or whether Africa had
been a laboratory for China’s future geopolitical moves. After all, Asia has always
elicited mixed emotions in Europe, between fear and fascination, as Edward Said
has pointed out in his well-known study of cultural representations of the East
in the West.** As Xi journeyed across the capitals of the continent, those same
emotions reverberated in the media, swinging between overt sinophobia and
a subtler incapacity to engage Global China beyond Europe’s own history of
modernity and colonialism.”

I happened to be in the right place at the right moment. I happened to have
the right questions for the European Union to fund my work. I am aware that
this timeliness was less a function of serendipity than of the many kinds of privi-
lege that life had afforded me. The reason I am disclosing this backstory is that
my research started with a gamble. The gamble was China. Until then, China had
never been within the range of my research. Ironically, I had been interested in
Africa’s digital economies through the lenses of Silicon Valley’s ideas and models.
I had done research on US companies like Uber and Amazon and their presence
in the continent. Shifting the attention to technologies and capital from China
seemed interesting enough at the time. But I was aware that the research project I
had written was more about the geopolitics of research funding than a real under-
standing of what I was getting into. Worse still, I knew how much I didn’t know
about China, how easy it was to fall into the trap of orientalism/Eurocentrism, and
how disadvantageous my lack of language proficiency would have been had I been
successful in getting the EU grant. Forget proficiency, I didn’t speak a single word
of any Chinese language.

And then, early in February 2020, as the eerie images of the Wuhan lockdown
circulated in the news, I received confirmation that my project, my gamble, had
qualified for funding. I downloaded a language app and installed a Chinese key-
board on every device I owned. Technological optimism, it seems, is also a per-
sonal fact. A few weeks later, a colleague returning from China tested positive
for the COVID-19 virus. Laura, our wonderful research manager, told us to start
sheltering in place. I made one last trip to the office, grabbed some books, and
printed dozens of calligraphy exercise books. Ten days later or so, the entire coun-
try entered a draconian, scary lockdown. Italy was, after China, one of the first
places where the pandemic shored up in all its extremeness. Home alone, severed
from my family, I started learning Mandarin Chinese.

Part of my desire to study the language was just personal curiosity; another part
was, without a doubt, my deep impostor syndrome. I had used China, the uneasy
idea of it, to get research funding. The least I could do was learn the basics of a lan-
guage that was as far from my own as it was intriguing. With sociality reduced to
a minimum, or even forbidden, over the months that followed I jumped deep into
it. My tutor, a jovial Chinese South African teacher who I saw online twice a week
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for two years, kept reminding me of a common idiom, ju sha cheng ta: gathering
sand makes a tower (or something to this effect). I'm still gathering sand, though
not with the same tutor. My literacy is incredibly basic, but I am content with sand
gathering; the tower can wait.

My point is that language was a primary concern of this work from the very
start. Colleagues researching Chinese development projects across the African
continent had warned me not only about how difficult it was to access the com-
pounds of Chinese corporations but also about how important it was to master
conversational Mandarin. I soon realized that this was a pipedream, especially
without the possibility of full immersion in a Chinese-speaking context. Resigned
to my condition of not-speaking-Chinese,* I figured that the best approximation to
conduct a thoughtful field research was to rely on an interpreter. Kiswahili and
other Kenyan languages, I admit, preoccupied me too, but they seemed less of an
insurmountable obstacle. I was planning to interview state officials and planners,
and their work was ultimately in English, courtesy of British colonialism. My over-
all perception was perhaps clouded by common narratives that portray the Chi-
nese presence in Africa as constituted by bubbles of impenetrable Chinesenesses.*”

It turns out, the experts, entrepreneurs, and investors who were interested in
speaking to me about their work wanted, rather than just agreed, to use English
precisely because they were navigating against the myth of the hardworking and
earnest yet unintegrated and isolated overseas Chinese. Sometimes problemati-
cally, they wanted me to know that there was a difference between them and the
employees of state-owned companies that, fueled by state capital, operated in all
kinds of economic sectors in Kenya, much beyond the digital economy, that there
was a gulf between China, the state, and what they represented and stood for.
Despite all the social and economic connections that they maintained with the
mainland, their belonging to Global China was ultimately couched in the techno-
logical visions that they brought forward. These technological futures inspired by
China’s trajectory, on the one hand, depoliticized complex geopolitical questions of
dependence and cooperation (the questions that are usually asked in reference to
China’s presence in Africa). On the other hand, technology itself also repoliticized
the entrepreneurial claims that my interlocutors had for the Silicon Savannah, by
shifting the perspective from nationalistic interests and personal ambitions to a
cosmopolitan “will to improve.”*® Some features of this desire to be seen as part of
the Silicon Savannah’s collective project of technological betterment have perhaps
already surfaced in earlier pages: the optimistic promises of an investor state, the
desires to fix urban systems deemed broken and fragmented, the beliefs in
the possibility of bypassing Western standards and technical bottlenecks, and so
on. These are all examples of the auspicious pragmatism that turned molecular
initiatives into a communal infrastructure of technological experiments. Precisely
because of these logics, the linguistic medium ought to be English, a lingua franca
that was more attuned to the cosmopolitanism of these operations.
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More importantly, however, my Chinese silence was not a problem because
I shared another language with my interlocutors: tech start-up lingo. I knew what a
minimum viable product was, I knew what a pitch deck entailed; I knew the mean-
ing of pre-totyping, pivoting, bootstrapping, growth hacking, and cliff vesting;
I was aware of exits, lean strategies, runways, sweat equities, churn rates, UX, and
so on. I owned the grammar of a particular kind of techno-optimism: disruption-
speak. That this language is the vehicle of a deep faith in the promise of technological
innovation is not a mystery. For the historian Jill Lepore, for example, disrup-
tion is the ill-founded, unchallenged, “theory of change” of our time, a theory that
“replacing ‘progress’ with ‘innovation’ skirts the question of whether a novelty is an
improvement” after all.* Critiques aside, the disruption jargon is one of the mobile
bridgeheads of the Californian ideology, as the techies’ technical language seem-
ingly travels unimpeded by cultural and linguistic differences. I wasn't, in fact, sur-
prised to learn that Chinese start-uppers and investors had made this lingo their
own, save for some variations (like references to shanzhai and frugality). But what
I didn’t realize was how much my own share of this techno-optimistic vocabulary
would become a critical entry point for my research.

My literacy in this other lingua franca derived from two autobiographical acci-
dents: a year-long stint in a tech company before starting my graduate studies and
the subsequent decision to focus my PhD dissertation on start-ups that, as social
enterprises, were trying to do well while doing good in Cape Town, South Africa.
By the time I started my research in Nairobi, I had bagged more than half a decade
of experience of reading and speaking the disruption lingo. This experience came
with a start-up-friendly LinkedIn profile and other paraphernalia of my past; most
importantly, as I was told on several occasions, it came with the trust generated by
knowing what to ask and how to ask it. Let me be clear: there were many aspects
of my interlocutors’ work that remained obscure. I cannot code, for example, and
when I was shown lines of software (this didn’t happen very often but occasionally),
or made aware of the NP-hardness of certain logistics problems of last-mile delivery
(this happened once), I could not immediately read the technological quandaries
that I was presented with. Still, I knew what to ask. I owned the lingo, at least part of
it, to do so. Most relevantly, I was treated as an insider, a trusted insider, because
of the techno-optimistic orientation of my questions. I had learned to center tech-
nological futures even in questions about the past or about the politics of the pres-
ent. I knew how deeply the will to improve invigorated those otherwise unreadable
moments of sharing. And this went beyond garnering a surprisingly immediate
trust by the Chinese of the Silicon Savannah, as it snowballed to others who shared
the same familiarity with the substance of my research interests.

So what does language, owning it (disruption-speak, in English) or lacking it
(Mandarin, code), tell us about the ethnographic work of capturing technologi-
cal optimism? I have two reflections. The first concerns the inextricably auto-
biographical nature of ethnography. This is not a particularly original claim.*
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“Studying up, down, and sideways,” as Laura Nader eloquently put it, requires all
sorts of personal hoop jumping to master the vernaculars of technicity that define
the chosen spaces of our research.** The more technical and arcane the cultures of
expertise we address, the more access is mediated by these linguistic proficiencies,
however stuttered and incomplete. Obviously, the conditions of possibility of own-
ing a share in languages depends on various shades of privilege. But here’s the rub,
and my second reflection.

If the language of techno-optimism is for the ethnographer a deeply auto-
biographical matter, it is no less autobiographical for the techno-optimist. The
appearance of a coherent gospel of innovation, the promissory fact of entrepre-
neurial positivism, the shared grammars of a change-oriented “actionable futur-
ism” are all products of familiarity,** of certain modes of kinship that are shaped
by many contingent circumstances, including historical anxieties and the thrill-
ing exhilaration of technological leapfrogging, but also personal journeys across
the capitals and the peripheries of techno-capital. Like me, more than me, the
experts that have appeared in the previous pages were fluent in the lingua franca
of techno-optimism in a profoundly personal and subjective manner. By tracing
some of their journeys, my hope is to have done justice to the different ethical,
pragmatic, and even critical trajectories of their optimism. Very few of my inter-
locutors, whether Kenyans or Chinese or otherwise, were just hapless believers in
technology or thoughtless apostles of a globalized Californian ideology. Discur-
sively containing their stories in overdetermined narratives of global domination
would be misleading.

And vyet, if ethnographic work is the re-creation of a collective “experience”
that ties together readers, writers, and stories,* an ethnography of techno-capital
cannot be anything but an ethnography of technological optimism, an ethnog-
raphy couched in an ineludible language of optimization that reveals one side of
its unfolding while keeping many others out of sight. Questions of labor, justice,
violence, power, and so on, in other words, have only appeared in this work as
instrumental problems to be solved. They are not. Still, I would argue, the “impon-
derabilia” of technological optimism offer us a sight of the ambivalence of techno-
capital,** of the ways in which multiple and at times contradictory experiments
and agendas are given coherence through the lingua franca of disruption.

(QUEER) NETWORKS, INSIDE AND OUTSIDE

If linguistic (in)competence was one of the ingredients of my research in Nairobi,
another classical ethnographic question concerns the ways in which one negoti-
ates access to the research “field” as an insider and as an outsider—at times both at
once. Put differently, who were the gatekeepers and the network brokers of the
Silicon Savannah’s Beijing connection? And what has techno-optimism got to do
with my access to these networks?



152 ETHNOGRAPHIES OF TECHNO-OPTIMISM

At the most superficial level, as I have described thus far, the more technical my
conversations would get, the more trust I would experience in the demeanor of
my interlocutors. A few of them explicitly told me that while they had been skepti-
cal at first, they had decided to help me because of my diligent literacy in the start-
up jargon. This would often translate into invitations to events and other kinds of
gatherings (some of which I mentioned earlier) but also into a generous willing-
ness to share contacts with me. But this is only part of the story. The possibility
of asking technical questions that showcase literacy and diligence is not a given.
One needs to be granted an audience first, and only then can one ask questions.
In other words, there needs to be an initial moment of recognition, an opening
for every rabbit hole that I was lucky enough to jump into during the four years
I worked on this book. How I got there is what I want to consider now.

When in 2019 I first pitched the idea of this research to Liza Cirolia—mentor,
friend, collaborator—the first thing we discussed was access to the experts that I
wanted to engage. My original funding proposal, the China gamble, was ambitious
and likely unrealizable. In her earnest pragmatism, Liza questioned the naiveté of
my plans, which, in hindsight, must have read a bit delirious. With a much deeper
research experience in urban Africa, she warned me not to discount the insur-
mountable biographical detail that I was, however literate in the start-up lingua
franca, an outsider to Nairobi and an outsider to Global China. I agreed then, and I
agree now. A couple of years later, well into the research, Liza and I returned to this
question. How was it possible, we discussed, that I had been granted such unspar-
ing access to diaspora networks that are usually shrouded in rumors of being
suspicious of and impenetrable to strangers? By then, we were writing together
a short reflection of the infrastructure of our research practice, an infrastructure
that we linked to our queerness in worlds that were not, in any apparent way, queer
or subjects of queer research.” I want to return to some of those reflections in the
following lines, to make two points about the gatekeepers and the entryways that
made this book possible.

Building on Lauren Berlant’s expansive definition of infrastructure as “the living
mediation of what organizes life,”¢ Liza and I described those networks of people and
relations that formed the backbones of our methodology as “queer infrastructures”
In practice, we argued, much of our capacity to do research depended on informal
networks, friendly safety nets, shared tacit knowledge, and webs of word-of-mouth
in cities where being queer required a special kind of “queer craft of engagement”"
Of course, our being white, cisgendered people, foreigners in a way that granted a
unique spatial permissiveness to our bodies, made our queer networks all the more
powerful and privileged, despite the awkward moments of silence and unspeakabil-
ity we often stumbled upon. Still, as Sarah Ahmed reminds us, our (sexual) orienta-
tions matter to how we inhabited the world but also to with whom we did so.*® Our
queer networks not only made our “being there” possible in a traditional ethno-
graphic sense but also shaped the kinds of claims we could make in relation to the
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people into whose networks of care and mutuality we were welcomed. There was, in
addition to a debt of gratitude that inevitably queered our perspective, an infrastruc-
tural quality, a technological mode of existence of our queerness. Ironically, while
queer orientations are often layered by different shades of pessimism, the lattice of
connections we recognized was full of becoming, zeal, and futurity.*

I don’t want to belabor this point. Queerness can involve extreme homophobic
violence, and my experience is anything but universal. I want to acknowledge,
however, a parallel and an intersection between the privileged optimism of the
queer networks of my research and the privileged optimism that I ended up study-
ing while charting some of the appearances of digital Global China in Nairobi.
Crucially, I came to see the latter through the former, as my queer network seeped
into others, and more doors opened up. After all, our orientations, writes Ahmed,
“are about starting points”® For ethnographic research on expert cultures, this is
equally true.

In my case, a single contact became the thread leading toward a much big-
ger web of connections. It started with a few Zoom calls. By the time I landed in
Nairobi, early in 2021, there was already a small cohort of people who anchored
my life as researcher in a new city. I was welcomed in their homes, in their parties,
in their volunteering activities, and in their working lives. My first impression of
the “green city under the sun” was forged through an encounter of the profes-
sional and the personal. This queer network grew, of course, as my stays in Nairobi
continued. I call it queer because it was less about sexual orientation and more
about the queerness of our family structures, our political attitudes, our refusal to
accept comprehensibility in place of multiplicity, and our work to cultivate a queer
optimism and joy in an otherwise globally unfriendly environment of patriarchal
normativity. To the people who helped me at first, I was an insider, precisely for
these reasons. Inevitably, such a network was not a closed entity. It bordered and
interfaced with the circuits of expertise that I was interested in gaining access to.
At times, this was serendipitous (a random encounter at a dinner); at other times,
this required pulling favors and strings. Ultimately, I am writing these lines not
to “out” the usual yet often unspoken practices of gate-crashing that any research
entails but to make a point about the modality of access. Was there ever a line
between the researcher and the researched, friendship and collegiality, work and
leisure, observation and participation? Was there ever a gate to be crossed with the
help of a gatekeeper? Perhaps, but perhaps more importantly, my field of sight was
bound by the ethical and practical repercussions of being always, through queer-
ness, a little more (or much more) than a researcher to the people and the places
I researched. What does one give back, Liza and I asked in our paper together, “in
exchange for being part of queer infrastructures?”' I return to this question in the
closing of this chapter.

While I was inside this queer network as an insider, as an outsider I ended up
being, at least occasionally and fleetingly, inside the Chinese diaspora network
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of tech folks in the Silicon Savannah. The dynamics of access were similar. It is
often one single person who brokers a favored way in. Then the list of contacts
snowballs. At the end of the research, I realized I had been in contact with more
than 170 people. I had shared tea, cigarettes, and baijiu with a remarkable num-
ber of start-up founders, workers, and investors (many more than I promised the
EU’s funder I would). Regardless of my way in, however, I came to understand
that it was my outsiderness (together with my basic start-up literacy) that allowed
me to grasp a sliver of these circuits of expertise. As a non-African person, from
a peripheral country in the world of geopolitical competition for technology, I
did not create skin-deep suspicions. I was the other other. I heard this on several
occasions: my interlocutors trusted the knowledge-creating nature of my project.
They wanted to contribute to it because of and not in spite of my outsiderness.
Some reported having had previous experiences with journalists and researchers
who had betrayed them. One outlet—I will not name it—was the object of very
vocal and bitter hostility. “I love working with American entrepreneurs,” I was told
once by Bobby (more on him later), “but American researchers are out to get us.”
This was certainly ungenerous, as I met US colleagues and journalists conducting
careful and sympathetic research in the Silicon Savannah and in Nairobi. But the
broader context in which these statements were made, one of rising geopolitical
rivalries over global technological primacy, could not be discounted. I often made
the case that Italy too was a country of rampant sinophobia and racism. Still, many
saw me through a prism that was devoid of enmity.

Ultimately, like my queer network, my Beijing connection network too seeped
through my life in the form of friendship and mutuality, in ways that demand,
as I elaborate later, certain kinds of negotiations between debts of gratitude and
demands of critical distance.

BEING EVERYWHERE

Over the course of the research for this book, techno-optimism was never in a
single place. Neither was it confined to single moments or performances of hope.
It was instead a dispersed and decentralized moral horizon of action. For my pur-
poses, it has also been a distributed object of analysis, often indistinct and hazy,
overshadowed by technical jargon. It was only by returning to my notes over
and over that I noticed this pattern of speculation. It was only by returning to
my interlocutors again and again that I realized how their failures and successes
kept being measured against a collective ambition of technological betterment and
personal gains. What's more, techno-optimism was never confined to the field in
a traditional sense. While writing, for example, I would often pick up my phone
and double-check details with interlocutors who had become friends. I would
receive WeChat and WhatsApp updates about their work and their journeys. I
would occasionally check their LinkedIn announcements, screenshot them into
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my digital diary. In these short-lived connections too, a “patchwork” of life and
field,*? a technological will to improve kept appearing, however fugitively.

In a way, techno-optimism belonged to a factory without walls.”® I conducted
some of my research in incubator spaces, in coworking venues, in cafeterias and
bars, in makerspaces, in convention centers, and so on. These spaces did have
thresholds to be crossed. And again, my personal circumstances often made it easy
to cross them. I even had a formal research permit from Kenya’s National Com-
mission for Science, Technology and Innovation (NACOSTTI), a piece of paper that
legitimized my access to rooms that would otherwise have been shut. But then,
start-ups and venture capital firms, for example, had much more ill-defined and
vague borders.” Most only had metaphorical walls. Even big tech companies, like
Huawei and Transsion, existed across different spatial registers: they had their for-
mal headquarters (not far from each other) but also operated through the multiple
experimentations and distributed channels that we've seen in previous chapters.

As a result, my ethnographic being there in the spaces of techno-optimism was
always fleeting. Techno-optimism itself was nomadic and ephemeral in its appear-
ances. It was, after all, an ethos of experimentation as much as it was a future-
oriented disposition. In turn, the gospel of innovation and disruption was not just
physically displaced across many sites and relations. It was also temporally scattered
across and bounded by specific and less specific moments of recognition. Some of
these moments were the events, the talks, the hackathons, and the conferences that
are often described as the choreographed performances through which the promis-
sory hopes of technology are socialized.™ Other moments were less choreographed
and entailed improvised arrangements or more personal forms of sense-making.
Occasionally, it was my presence that conjured technological hopes. The most banal,
matter-of-fact interview would sometimes turn into a stage for the future to be pre-
sented as a trajectory of technical progress and betterment. Still, whatever the cir-
cumstances of its revelations, technological optimism remained a cursory object.

Even leaving techno-optimism aside, my broader engagement with the Sili-
con Savannah’s Beijing connection was spatially and temporally fragmented. This
raises an important question concerning the features of my ethnographic work.
After all, two of the qualities traditionally associated with this codified research
and writing practice are depth and thickness. Bronistaw Malinowski, the putative
father of ethnographic fieldwork as a method, wrote, for example, of the deep
immersion required for unfamiliar cultures to become readable.*® Clifford Geertz,
half a century later, argued that while immersion in a field of action was indeed the
starting point of any ethnographic venture, it was “thick description” that defined
the enterprise.” For Geertz, thickness described not just a method of research but
also an act of interpretation and, ultimately, writing. And while these definitions of
ethnography have been challenged and reevaluated many times, especially in rela-
tion to the deeply colonial idea of immersing oneself in a radical otherness, they
still prime the imagination of what constitutes good ethnography.*
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Strictly speaking, neither depth nor thickness has been a characteristic of
this book, or of the research that built it. My hanging out with the experts that
populated the previous chapters was a staggered, inconsistent endeavor. Com-
pared to researchers who spent months or years in single venues of technological
optimism,” whether a start-up, an incubator, or a makerspace, my work in the
field was shallow and transient—so much so that many of these spaces have not
even appeared in my writing. Research consisted of brief moments, even when I
returned to the same places or people on many occasions. My approach perhaps
reflected what the anthropologist Ray Rist described as “blitzkrieg ethnography;’
replacing lengthy immersions with the intensity of an “ethnographic movement”
of short blitzes.®® Not incidentally, this mode of action was not foreign to my inter-
locutors. They too made sense of their context through a tireless commitment to
multiple sites and moments at which the Silicon Savannah was staged, even just
to make an appearance. Aaron, the VC partner discussed earlier, was explicit about
what I needed to do—“be everywhere”—when I asked him what tips he had for me
to dig further. He elaborated that what I was interested in researching could not be
found in a single place or a momentary occasion. It was apportioned across a net-
work of circulating individuals, companies, and ideas. To say something about the
presence of digital Global China in the Silicon Savannah, in other words, I had to
share the same restless and methodical dedication to the diversity and multiplicity
of the encounters that my interlocutors planned, created, and attended. Overall, as
acknowledged earlier, my mobility was a function of my many privileges, includ-
ing my whiteness. And sometimes conversations were just simple conversations,
although the overall feeling of my efforts was that I was gathering thin slivers of
knowledge and not sinking into the real depth of a Malinowskian field.

Which brings me to the matter of thickness. One of the characteristics of thick
description, Clifford Geertz explained in his landmark essay, is the capacity to “fix”
and “rescue” objects that are otherwise perishable and mutable by lending them to
“microscopic” scrutiny on the page.* But 'm doubtful that technological optimism,
defined as a horizon of speculative action, can really be rescued through the magni-
fying properties of a microscope. The latter presupposes a certain distance between
the observer and the observed, even if this distance is bridged by meticulous atten-
tion to the details and to the proverbial imponderabilia of ordinariness. So if thick-
ness is the result of a rapport between distance and detail, then this book contains
thin rather than thick description, as the anthropologist John Jackson put it.®

For one, technological optimism was not an external fact: not to my biography,
not to my craft of engagement. Neither was it localized in a way that easily makes
minute facts speak to larger concerns. More importantly, I tried to capture the
stories in this book through overlapping layers that are movable pieces and not
microscopic, detailed accounts of immersive participant observation. After all,
start-ups pivot to new business models, new companies quickly wilt away, invest-
ments fail, phone models are replaced by newer ones, market dominance can be
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ephemeral, excitement turns into disappointment, and vice versa. Put differently,
what remains of the ethnographic endeavor is the fixing part of it, the rescuing of
sporadic instances that would otherwise be erased by the renarration of techno-
logical advancement as a coherent trajectory. In writing, I cut thin slices, each with
its angles, perspectives, voices, and blind spots. To what extent I was successful in
doing this is for the critical reader to decide. As one of my interlocutors observed,
to underscore what we had in common, my book project was itself a start-up, and
as such, it required the same leaps of faith and punts that had become the object
of my study.

WE ARE ALL EARLY STAGE

It was Bobby—investor, poet, astute businessman—who told me that my research,
in his eyes, was “a start-up.” It required rowing against the currents of self-doubt
and fallibility. It demanded a certain kind of optimism and exhilaration. It was
also contingent on my capacity to mirror and replicate some of the buoyancy of
my interlocutors. I must admit it wasn’t the first time that one of my contacts had
pointed that out. Years earlier, during the first few months of my doctoral research,
a social entrepreneur in Cape Town told me that I needed to get “better at net-
working” He invited me to shadow him on several occasions, to show me the craft
of getting access to start-ups and investors. He was methodical. After each day
spent at a conference or at an investor summit, he would carefully archive business
cards and new contacts, and write down the instances where he thought he had
failed. It was about creating a ledger for business networks that would be otherwise
intangible and dispersed, but it was also about measuring ourselves. How well had
we done? How much better or worse had we performed, compared to our previous
outing? When had we been too cocky or too shy? Networking, this elusive trade of
the entrepreneurial self, was not innate but a trick of beguile and calculation that
needed to be learned through mimicry and practice. Since then, I have had the
habit of recording a log of my network for each project I have undertaken.
Networking, however, was not the only thing I had to glean from the emu-
lation of my interlocutors. Aaron believed, for example, that I should embrace
the fake-it-until-you-make-it attitude of start-uppers to get them interested in my
work. I laughed at the suggestion but then realized he was being serious. “I hon-
estly think that if you emphasize the prestige of being in a book, and the way the
book becomes distributed with them—they love publicity;” he added. In response,
I explained that as an academic researcher, I had very little to offer to my future
interlocutors. Since their stories would be as anonymous as possible, I doubted
that my work could bring them into the limelight. Aaron chuckled. “Just say
that [your book] will be presented at some sort of World Forum in the next few
years. A bit of self-posturing never hurts” Self-posturing, I came to understand,
was not really lying, but seeing this book project as inextricable from the web of
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techno-optimistic promises that became its narrative. It was also about acknowl-
edging that the Beijing connection, or even the Silicon Savannah generally, was an
experimental project of world-making. So, Aaron explained, even a book, with its
lengthy publication journey and its anonymized characters, could be a contribu-
tion to the overall trajectory of technological advancement to which many had
tied their chances. I just had to be “smug about it,” I was told on another occasion.

In response, I became more explicit about my goal. Instead of introducing
my research as a project, I would talk about a “book” project. I do not know to
what extent my contacts became more (or less) willing to share their stories with
me because of the tangible narrative output that oriented our encounters to a
shared future. But I am certain, because I was reminded of this many times, that
the book tied our chances together. “What if everything disappears, all of this,’
asked Kamande, the data analyst, raising his Transsion phone, “will you still write
the book?” As we spoke more, I understood he also wanted to know what would
happen to my project if the Silicon Savannah folded and became just a historical
moment of postcolonial Kenya in the transition to something different. But ulti-
mately, it was the mutual orbit of my book and the Silicon Savannah as a project
that aligned my storytelling with promises of technological emancipation. One
of my contacts, a former Huawei employee from Kenya who had gone on to
found a blockchain training school, was adamant about this: “I'm open to tell [you
my story]. Because there’s so much stuft happening, especially with constantly
emerging technologies now. It’s like we are on the forefront of tech innovation
right now, looking at the fourth industrial revolution, so a lot is happening here.
A lot of partnerships are happening, a lot of investment is happening from the
outside world. And its all focusing on real use cases, you know, solutions that
impact lives one way or another. And transform the entire ecosystem around us.
It's beautiful stuff, and your role is also pretty exciting” My “exciting” role, she
explained, consisted in the fact that we were going at the same speed. “Unprec-
edented speed,” she added. The broader point was that our projects were inextri-
cable, despite their differences.

A good example of this inseparability was the small conference I organized
with Yi, from Bridge Builder. At first, as I explained earlier, I was uncertain about
having anything to say about the Chinese in the Silicon Savannah. I texted her sev-
eral times, explaining how my research was at an early stage and how I still needed
to solidify my understanding of what I was going to write about. I screenshot
one of her responses to my doubts. “We are all early stage,” she had WhatsApped
back, epigrammatically. I was already convinced by then but still surprised by how
much, as Yi had revealed, I thought of my project in the language of start-ups. I
like to believe that our small event, however inconsequential, allowed me to test
some of the more speculative—one might say, ambitious—claims of this book, the
same way early-stage entrepreneurs test their claims and their MVPs by rendering
business models experimental.
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More than anyone else, however, it was Bobby who saw my book project as
one of the many diverse experiments of the Silicon Savannah’s Beijing connec-
tion. Where to start with him? The son of a modest Chonggingnese family, he had
studied to be a primary school teacher. But in the early 2000s, Chongqing didn’t
offer much to an ambitious young man. Though the city is now a vibrant center
of the Belt and Road Initiative, it was in the backwater of China then. In search of
adventure, he had moved to Shenzhen. In a turn of fate, the announcement of the
special economic zone in the city, on August 26, 1980, had coincided with the day
of his birth. Convinced that those kinds of coincidences need to be pursued, he
had left his teaching job, moved to the Pearl River Delta, and started a new career
as a salesman at ZTE. He had eventually relocated to South Africa for ZTE and
traveled far and wide across the continent. I don’t have space for his story here, so
I'll just note that by the time we met, Bobby was the owner or coowner of a suite of
different companies, from factories producing digital meters to data center busi-
nesses. On our first meeting, he told me he spent the previous month teaching
himself the basics of cryptography, in order to better understand the potential of
blockchain and become an investor in it.

Bobby was so animated and high-spirited that it is impossible to capture him
on the page without falling into the cliché of the obsessive, bombastic Silicon
Valley character with which TV series have made us familiar. In truth, he was
thoughtful, self-aware, and well read, but his cheerful personality belied a differ-
ent, shallower temperament. One of my contacts described him as a peacock with
its tail unfurled and warned me not to believe anything he said. Still, I was eager
to meet him, so when he reached out on WeChat, and despite the last-minute
invitation, I joined him for drinks at a popular nightclub. He reserved a table for
a group: several Chinese managers in different tech companies were going to join
us. Only later did he tell me he was vetting me. Was I going to join, and how? It
was Bobby who had become suspicious of journalists and researchers. Somehow,
I passed the test.

After that first evening, we had several meetings over the years and started a
trail of shared reflections on WeChat, where he would send me his poetry, rants,
links, lines from Mao, lines from Confucius, updates about his business, and
everything in between, including his pipedream to buy a soccer team in Italy one
day. On one occasion, he even invited me to witness how he closed a business
deal. We were having a family lunch with some key executives of state-owned ICT
companies in Nairobi when he called me aside and put his phone on speaker. “I'm
doing a deal, listen to this,” he said. The affair was in Mandarin, so I only caught
disjointed words and sentences, as well as his suddenly exacting tone. Still, this
anecdote is a good example of how much Bobby deemed my book and my research
experimental accessories of a bigger scheme. It didn’t matter that I couldn’t under-
stand the stakes or the details of the deal. He never revealed them. What mattered
was the role he embraced, in his supposedly Confucian orientation to episteme,
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as my mentor. “Silent observation,” he kept telling me, was key. He was my guide
in that process. In that spirit, the spirit of a teacher guiding a silent learner, he
would invite me to both business and social events. He would school me in
the rules of apprenticeship that I needed in order to succeed in a project that
was mine as much as it was shared property of everyone I had encountered and
engaged. The book, he believed, was the ultimate cornerstone of my learning
project. It was the inevitable third step in a trajectory of personal and collective
realization: “First, cultivate yourself. Be an upright man. Focus on integrity. Build
your own reputation. That’s number one. Number two, if youre a businessman,
be a billionaire. If youre a general, win the war. Whoever you are, be the best at
what youre doing. Number three, leave your words, write it down, write it down,
in whatever form: an essay or a poem or literature. So those are the three things
Confucianism requires of every single gentleman. You need to focus. Set up your
virtue, set up your achievements, set up your works in writing”

I'm not sure where these Confucian maxims came from. I had made a deci-
sion that I would try to avoid any culturally essentialist readings of Chineseness.
Bobby was an avid reader of old Chinese philosophy as much as of Smith, Mao,
and Marx. He had developed his own opinions about socialism, about Deng, about
Xi. He had studied their texts, even though he preferred poetry over politics. The
broader point I want to make is that my research was not, for him, any different
from the endeavors pursued by the young entrepreneurs he had mentored (and
supported financially) in the past. Neither was it different from his own journey.
We were steeped in the same commitment to entrepreneurialism, and our meth-
ods were research methods as well as methods for engaging the uncertain futures
of our environs. One day Bobby told me, “I would like the last chapter of your
book to be just like this, open-ended. Tell your audience that this chapter still
goes, it never ends. This is only the beginning of something great” The ultimate
end of our trajectories, whether a successful business or an insightful monograph,
mattered less than the process itself: it was the dedication, the principledness, and
the writing that made it worthwhile. At the very least, we all owed something to
each other.

THE COMPLICITY OF CRITIQUE

“Are you going to criticize me in your book?” asked Bobby during one of our
lunches, almost ofthandedly. We had been talking for hours already, and I had
not shied away from posing pointed questions. It was our usual back and forth:
he would challenge me, and I would retaliate. We knew by then that there were
many things about which we disagreed. We had been talking about nationalism,
and then the conversation had veered to Jack Ma announcing that after Alibaba
he was ready to become a primary school teacher again. Bobby seemed to admire
this decision. Ma had recognized what “good enough” meant. He had been able
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to separate technological advancement from more self-serving ambitions. Having
disrupted the rules of global e-commerce and forever transformed rural China
(however contradictorily), Ma was now scaling back. Bobby, a former teacher him-
self, saw his own future reflected in the backtracking steps of Alibaba’s founder.
One day, he too would walk back to where everything began for him, a public
school in the sprawling suburbs of Chonggqing. Or so he told me. In the meantime,
Bobby explained, he was going to play the capitalist game, as another research con-
tact had called it years earlier,*’ by strategically abiding by the rules of the market
for a bigger goal. In Bobby’s case, this goal was ever changing: it was about Nairobi,
it was about Kenya, it was about China, it was about the start-ups he had invested
in, it was about Sino-African technological friendships, and it was about his idio-
syncratically personal desire to buy a soccer team in Europe. Speculation can be
calculating and magical at once. I remarked that it was easy, as a millionaire, to
be blasé about capitalism and describe it as a contingent game in a longer match.
That’s when he had asked whether I was going to be critical, something he must
have not thought of before, given the slight surprise in his tone.

Was I going to criticize him? As a rejoinder, I asked him another question, one
I return to in the coda. Was it possible to participate in, or even just imagine, his
technological optimism without turning a blind eye to the forms of destruction
and exploitation of global techno-capital? He knew all too well—we had discussed
it over and over—that I had a much more ambivalent and less deterministic view
of the things we were invested in. “I understand,” he replied, “but you are still
complicit, even if you criticize me.” There wouldn’t be any book, Bobby explained,
there wouldn’t be any storytelling without the stories he and others had generously
gifted me. Critique was a privilege pegged to a ledger of accountability.

My ambition is to have done justice to this responsibility, striking a compro-
mise between critical distance and critical proximity. Ultimately, as I hope to have
demonstrated in the pages of this last chapter, this was a compromise made possi-
ble by methodological and analytical care, which, through the practice of ethnog-
raphy, revealed how much my journey was embroiled in the trade of technological
optimism itself. Because of course I was not only complicit; I had become deeply
tethered, even as an outsider, to the lives and the promethean aspirations of digital
Global China in the Silicon Savannah.



Coda
Thinking Technology Elsewhere, and Otherwise

As I penned, or better, typed, the final pages of the first draft of this book, Kenya
was catapulted into global news headlines for a slew of massive youth protests. On
June 18, 2024, thousands of young Kenyans took to the streets in Nairobi, and later
across the country, to challenge a controversial piece of tax legislation, the 2024
finance bill. The proposed bill, following the conditionalities of a debt-relief agree-
ment signed with the IMF in 2021, included a number of measures that would have
worsened the ongoing cost-of-living crisis, including additional excise duties on
staples like bread, cooking oil, menstrual health products, internet data, and a cut
in fuel subsidies. Across class and ethnicity, protesters claimed that tax increases
threatened the livelihoods of marginal Kenyans and that the bill did nothing to
address the cronyism and corruption of political elites. Worse still, the initial draft
included generous provisions for politicians. Demonstrators also denounced,
using a grammar that was reminiscent of the anticolonial struggle, the imperial
presence of Western powers through the IMF and the World Bank (and the about-
to-mature Eurobond that required the revenue hike) in Kenya’s economic affairs.
After the first round of protests, President William Ruto—who had won a close
election two years earlier on the promise of centering hardworking Kenyans, “hus-
tlers,” in the government’s priorities—agreed to make some small concessions.'
But the protests were not placated. On the afternoon of June 25, barricades were
breached and the parliament was stormed and set on fire. Police violence esca-
lated, and dozens of young people were left dead on the streets. Reports of disap-
pearances and state kidnappings evoked a brutal past. A day later, a still-embattled
Ruto withdrew the bill. With the protests continuing, he also consented to a cabi-
net reshuffling to create a government of national unity that included members
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of the opposition party. But, as of early August 2024, the demonstrators have not
wavered. Although the initial trigger was a finance bill, demands for systemic
change cannot be addressed by its withdrawal. Whether this rupture in Kenya’s
history will lead to such change, championed by what commentators described as
the Gen Z protests, is the big question ahead.

Meanwhile, the finance bill and the ensuing unrest bore witness to the central-
ity of digital technology in the life of present-day Kenya. On the one hand, the tax
legislation itself contained several measures related to digital products and ser-
vices. Excise duties on data and mobile money transactions aside (which would
have incurred a spike from 15 to 20 percent), the bill also contained a number of
other provisions, for instance, the inclusion of all platform-enabled economies—
from ride hailing to task-based crowdwork—in an income tax category that previ-
ously was mostly limited to e-commerce operators, the taxation of online creators,
the compulsory extension of digital invoicing to small traders, and others. Perhaps
most controversially, the bill would have created a zone of exception, outside of
Kenya’s celebrated and advanced data privacy regulations, for the revenue author-
ity to use personal mobile money data to enforce tax collection.

On the other hand, protesters deployed a gamut of digital tools. From unit-
ing under the hashtag #rejectfinancebill (and others like #occupyparliament,
#tokeatuesday)—something that had already happened with the antifemicide
demonstration months earlier (#endfemicide)—to livestreaming the events on
TikTok to avoid, or just document, police violence, social media platforms were
used to mobilize and bypass the elite-controlled mediasphere. Digital leaflets for
shared rules of conduct and safety were distributed on WhatsApp. Streaming plat-
forms circulated a recognizable visual identity for the dissidents (black tracksuits
and face masks). A rudimentary walkie-talkie app, Zello, became one of the most
downloaded in the country, as protesters used it to coordinate crowds in real time
and get around possible shutdowns of other communication channels. Ad-hoc
large language models were quickly developed to answer questions about the bill
in Kenyan languages that rarely feature in official documents.

The tax bill and the mass protests, in their own ways, raise a set of age-
old dilemmas: Are digital technologies weapons of control and profit-driven
exploitation or tools of liberation? And can they really be redeployed for the latter
when their blueprints are designed to extract value and surveil through data? Can
bad tech become good tech, and vice versa? Such suspension between different
ethical and political agendas could be described as the ambivalence of technol-
ogy. But ambivalence, as I hope to have shown in this book, does not just extend
across the different optimistic speculations into which technologies are enrolled,
but also along the various geographies that determine their meanings, uses, priori-
ties, and specifications. The where of technology matters. Silicon Elsewhere, start-
ing from Nairobi’s Silicon Savannah and its connection to another elsewhere of
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technological innovation, digital Global China, has been my way to honor the
goal of provincializing the world-making power of Silicon Valley while centering
other geographies of techno-capital. From Nairobi, these appear to be multiple
and divergent, caught between the imperatives of accumulation and the devel-
opmental promises of more inclusive digital markets. Readers will have no doubt
recognized how the techno-optimistics experiments described in this book were
rife with these contradictions. If and how such discrepancies can be solved remain
to be seen.

Still, Silicon Elsewhere offers some lines of sight to current anxieties about
China’s digital presence in Africa and about digital technology in general. At the
most superficial level, the empirical core of this book has questioned some com-
monplace assumptions about China’s high-tech footprint in the African continent
and about Africa’s purported subalternity. A city of experiments and promissory
hopes, Nairobi has allowed me to renarrate the nuances and the contingencies of
an increasingly multiplex digital economy and to do so from a perspective differ-
ent from the overdetermined framings— “the tech cold war,” the “Chinese century;’
or “China’s data colonialism in Africa” —dominating popular debates. Ultimately,
against narratives of innovation that describe the West (or now China) as the sole
source of technical progress and the rest of the world as a frontier where technical
things are merely tinkered with or adapted, this book urges reconsideration of the
cosmopolitan specificities of technological optimism in its attempts to reconcile
the contradictions of technology and capital off their usual map.?

In doing so, Silicon Elsewhere has explored how the contact zones of contem-
porary techno-capital are never just the passive frontiers of new forms of exploi-
tation, or peripheries lagging behind digital futures that are always a step ahead.
Unequal political and economic arrangements are undeniably folded into the
Silicon Savannah. And yet, within this project, as much as it is tied to the rise of
digital Global China and to a global Silicon Valley consensus, diverse inspirations
and aspirations coexist. It would be inaccurate to consolidate all facets of Nai-
robi’s techno-capital into a ruthless critique of the lifeworlds and the experiments
of technology that form it. We have seen how decidedly moral agendas, however
thin, seep through these trials, creating fragility in technical configurations that
otherwise seem to be coherent engines of profit. Fragility does not equal break-
age. And for many dedicated critics, this means that for all its diverse rationalities,
the Silicon Savannah’s Beijing connection is too deeply embroiled in the global
order of techno-capital to produce any valuable alternative, either ethical, politi-
cal, or even technological. However, as I explained in chapter 6, the research for
this book required me to walk the line between the distance of critique and the
proximity of those who generously bestowed their stories on this work. If, as Tom
Neumark writes, the people we research are also travel companions, not just infor-
mants whose ideas and mythologies need to be dispelled, then taking some of
their claims at face value is a risky but necessary move.’
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My Chinese interlocutors had no doubt. With their platform bricolage and digi-
tal trials, even with their carefully calculated investments, they were upending the
unjust technicities of Nairobi’s present. Sure, they were doing it for the possibility of
profit, but that was much more elusive and hazier than the promise of technological
betterment that infused their optimism. As for their Kenyan colleagues, collabora-
tors, and employees, they of course had more hesitant views. Some of the feelings
and perceptions of Nairobians who were either observers of or active participants
in the project of welcoming Chinese techno-capital in the Silicon Savannah are
cited throughout the book. Given the focus of my research on expertise, the book
obviously captured only a snapshot of the emotional landscape that surrounds
China’s presence in Africa.* Sometimes my interlocutors shared the same techno-
optimistic fire. A few echoed the suspicions, whether warranted or not, that much
of the Western world holds against digital China. With a mix of pragmatism and
resignation, others cast doubt on the veracity of Kenya’s win-win ties to China while
acknowledging the desirable inevitability of new technological relations. For most
of them, however, a question remained crucial. Could alternatives emerge from the
unequal global systems of the digital economy, even from within configurations
that promised change but seemed so likely to mirror the unforgiving imperialism of
Silicon Valley? Perhaps the same question might be formulated in different terms.

Through the Beijing connection in the Silicon Savannah, one could indeed ask
if innovation, specification, optimization, algorithmic suturing, standardization,
infrastructural justice, and all the other technological rationalities that this book
has explored could be divorced from (techno)-capital. After all, any form of capi-
talism, including forms that are purportedly invented outside the West, is linked
to the ecologically destructive and dehumanizing architecture of the global eco-
nomic system.” In a way, it is easier to recognize how much global capital is made
possible by technology but much harder to imagine the possibility of undoing this
relationship, or, as McElroy puts it, “unbecoming Silicon Valley.”® Can (technologi-
cal) optimism be borrowed, a suggestion that the geographer David Harvey made
long ago, for an otherwise of technology?” My proposal is that to do so, to breathe
life into this project, a good starting point is the multiple technological elsewheres
that already, albeit partially and inconsistently, mobilize hopes and rationalities to
undo the rules of the game that have long seemed immutable, as Gen Z protest-
ers are doing in the streets in Nairobi today. Do these experimental terrains of
digital technology, in a reorientation of the world or, in this case, a reorientation
of Africa toward digital Global China, foreshadow more just and emancipatory
techno-economic pathways? As Sharad Chari notes, “Not much, not yet. And yet
the provocation is too important not to address more carefully”® Ultimately, to
reopen the question of technology, writes Yuk Hui, “is to refuse this homogeneous
technological future that is presented to us as the only option”” And as Bobby
wanted, I end this book with an opening, not an end.

Cape Town, August 2024 (revised January 2025, Turin)
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Heralded as Africa’s “Silicon Savannah”"—a cradle of innovation—Nairobi has
become a technology and innovation capital for Kenya and for the continent
at large. With a national strategy that has prioritized digital technology for
the last two decades, many Chinese digital champions, smaller start-ups,
and investors have since chosen Nairobi as their African landing pad. Map-
ping the interface between Nairobi's innovation scene and China’s digital
presence there, Silicon Elsewhere tells a unique story of ingenuity and ad-
aptation, failure and speculation, and hopefulness and pragmatism. Andrea
Pollio’s ethnography draws on interviews with cautious venture capitalists,
renegade entrepreneurs, dedicated bureaucrats, and ambitious data scien-
tists to explore the competing meanings of contemporary techno-capital.
Moving between leafy coworking spaces and the temperature-controlled
rooms of brand-new data centers, Pollio locates Nairobi among the experi-
mental capitals, not peripheries, of technological change in the early twenty-
first century.

"This is an unparalleled, empirically rich, multiscalar contribution to the ar-
chive of Nairobi and its techno-capital aspirations, by a powerful storyteller!
—WANGUI KIMARI, American University Nairobi Abroad Program

"\Written with grace and insight, this book tells the unique story of the rise
of Nairobi as Africa’s ‘Silicon Savannah, thanks to its Chinese connections.
A bold and original contribution to the study of Global China, techno-capital,
and the Global South” —CHING KW AN LEE, professor of Sociology at
University of California, Los Angeles, and author of The Specter of Global
China and Forever Hong Kong
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