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ABSTRACT

Cohtraints and Creativity in Comorian Enterprise

In recent decades, mereasing attention has been pand to small-scale
enterprise i deveioping countries because of 1ts potential to toster
cconomic growth and simultaneously reduce poverty i regional
cconomies  Inan attempt to understand more about the relationship
Fetween entreprencurship and social change m economi s in Africa, this
tesearch examines the beliets and practices of wix small-scale
entiepreneuts m the Federal Istamic Republic of the Con otos. Surveys
show that indigenocus entrepreneurs consider fellow community
rmembers a hindrance to themr activities; the government und access to
capital are seen as less constramning.  Case studies focus on
cntiepreneurtal mnevation in order to distinguish entrepreneurs trom
"busmessmen” and to paint a picture of the African entrejreneur as

vanguaard mstead of vicum.

Contreintes et créativité dans I'entreprise Coinorienne

Depuis plusicurs années, les petites entreprises occupent de plus en plus
nne place importante en recherche sociale concernant les pays en voie de
développement.  Afin de mieux comprendre les rapports entre
"l'entreprenenrchip” et le développement social, cette recherche traite
l'innovation dans les petites entreprises et les cas de six entrepreneuns
dans fa Républhique Fédérale Islamique des Comores.  Les données
montrent que s exigences de la communauté envers les entrepieneurs
constituent les plus grands obstacles & leurs activités, Leurs histoires
nous permette it de distinguer entre "homme d'affaire” et "entrepreneur”

et dv donner une image positive des entrepreneurs Africains.
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Introduction

Of all the developing regions n the world, Sub-Saharan Africa has had the least
success with regard to material or ecconomic development. Many African governments are
authoritaran and mefficient, failing to provide their citizens with adequate employment,
cducation and health care. These conditions combine with widespread inter-ethnic conflict
and nstory's greatest assortment of colonial legacies to make the region nothing shott of a
pohiical mess  The situation seems even worse given that some countries from developing
arcas outstde of Africa we beginning to show signs of substantial progress (World Bank
1990: 39-55). More so than in any other region of the developing world, inetficient
governments, constramed economies and harsh climates constitute an environment in
which earning an adequate income is a difficult venture.

But this is not the whole story. Despite nearly impossible circumstances, African
cconomues are alive with local initiative and ingenuity. Markets and industries are
witnessing the emeigence of large numbers of small and micro-enterprises which create
jobs and lead to new social and economic combinations in local and economies. For social
scientists concerned with the reduction of poverty in developing areas, understanding how
people use intellectal capacity to find new sources of income 1s of increasing importance.
One way of doing this 1s by looking more closely at a group of people who fuel local

ccononues with hard work and new ideas: African entrepreneurs.

Goals of the Research

A considerable amonint of research has been devoted to studies of entrepreneurship,
especially in the ticlds of management, sociology, economics and anthropology. In many
cases, an attempt 1s made to explain entreprenceurial success However, this is not the case
with the literature on Africa. African entrepreneurs are usually portrayed as uneducated,
inexperienced and/or obstructed (Nafziger 1977; Hart 1972: Marris and Somerset 1972;
Harris 1966; Schatz 1977; Kilby 1969; Akeredolu-Ale 1975; Kennedy 1988). One goal of




the present research is to demonstrate the dy namie nature of ccononue actin ity 1 an Ahican
setting, despite institutional consttants to s development T In the case of the Comotos, a
small island nation located off the cast coast ot Alnea, there ae exeellent examples ot

people who are creating jobs and openimg nurhets through miatives m pvite CRICTPHISG !

The second goal of this research is to show that entreprencural activity occums at
various levels m African cconomies Most seholatly wittimg on Atican entreprencuiship
focuses on the industrial sector and the falute of mdigenous entieprencus to develop
medium-sized manufacturing tirms (see espectally Nalziger 1977, Haies 1900, Kalby
1969). There are studies which exammne entieprencutial activity i ocal and egional
tiading networks,3 but very few studies look at the activities of entreprencurs i small and
micro-enterprise, a sector which is filled with cneprencurial acnvity *+ The precanous
nature of small enteipise, rooted m commumty level socialielations, yet stiongly
influenced by capitalist development, makes for a paruculatly fasematimg context within
which to study entreprencurial mnovation,

In the current international climate, mereasing cniphasis s given to the promotion of
private sector activity in developing economies (structural readjustiient programs,
privatization schemes, multinational investments). ‘T'his means that entieprencuts are
finding themiselves on the receiving end of goveinment policy and, perhaps less olten,
government aid. If policies aimed at entreprencurs and small-scale enterprise we to be
effective, they must be designed with local conditions in mind - By examuning local
perceptions of problems and priorities, I address the third goal of this research: to show the
value of local knowledge in planning and policy mitiatives which af fect small enterprise
and entrepreneurs.

There are several theoretical approaches which influence the goals I have st out for
this research. During the early years after independence in many African countiies, witing

on development was dominated by theories of modernization  The 1970s and 80s

1 This dynamism, although less common in the hterature, 15 discussed in MacGatfey (1987, 1991) and in
Bevendge and Oberschall (1979)

2 For video case studies see Folkerth & White (1993)

3 Sec for example MacGatiey (1987) and Bauer (1963).

4 Categorzations of businesses most often correspond 1o size. "Micro” enterprise refers to an operation ol
one or two people  The term "small” 1s used 1o mean a business with more than two people but less than
ten. "Medum" usually corresponds (o businesses with between 15 and 50 cinployees  These nuinbers vary
according to the source and i some cases other criterta such as level of income or permanency of location
are considered important,



witnessed the emergence of dependency theotencal frameworks, which, in response to
modernization theories, sendered obvious the dependent and often explortative nature of
Euro African relutions duning the colonial and post-colonial periods. Without denying the
mportance of these frameworks to our historical understanding of contemiporary Africa, |
avempt m this reseaich to move pust a dependency approach since it does Iittle to
achnowledge endogenous factors in development and does not provide a cohesive
framework for social action. This approach is clearly claborated in the work of Donald
Attwood (1992), Janet MacGaftey (1987, 1991), Keith Hat (1982) and Goran Hyden
(1983) Inaddiuon, these scholars emphasize ingenuity and 1nitiative 1n their analysis of
local organizational forms. I borrow from the optimism in these studies to tell stories of
entrepieneurial activity m the Comoros. Also important to the theoretical perspective of this
study 1s the work of Ttedrik Barth (1963, 1967). Barth's approach to the study of
entiepreneurs 1s one which acknowledges human agency 1n the development process
without neglectng the importance of the cultural and social institutions that affect
enticpreneurn ial behavior. "This perspective is particularly helpful for examining the

rclationship between entrepreneurship and social change.

Methods & Findings

The ficldwork for this research v as conducted from June to September of 1992 on
the island of Giande Comore m the Comoros Islands, where I served as a Peace Corps
volunteer from 1988-1990 Research was conducted through intensive case studies of
enticprencurs, who wete selected according to the following criteria: 1) evidence of some
mnovative process or practice and 2) willingness on the part of the entrepreneur to talk
about his® work and life. Interview sessions were conducted in numerous settings and
varied in length from one to three hours. The uestions I asked fell into the following
categories: tamuly huistory, personal history, the business, innovation and entrepreneurial

perceptions. All findings are based on notes taken during the interviews.

SSee page 29 tot an explanation of my use of the masculine pronoun,




As with any research based on short-tern treldwork, the Bindings tor this study are
necessauly tentatn e There are, howeyer, some interesting aspects, patticuban to the
Comoros and chaructetistie of the conunent, which emetge rom the teseareh e
literature on Africun entreprencurship (discussed mdetar m chapier 2) concentraies
primarily on three aspects winch can atteet entreprencurial activity fanuly L education and
capital. These aspects were found to be relevant (o diftenmg degrees) to entieprencurs i
the Comoros, but other aspects also presented themselves Comoran entreprencuts
seemed most concemned with tellow commumty members as constrints to thew business
Access to capital wis not seen as a setious obstacle, but the obligation to give credit was,
and the actions of the state were not considered a tornudable thieat o entieprencuiial
activity. Not all of the findings pertaining to entrepiencurial perceptions mn countet to
generalizations made in the literatwe, but there s cettamly enougl vanation between the
two 10 speak of an mdigenous agenda tor promoting Afnican entieprencuiship

This thests 1s divided mto five sections  Chapter | gives a bret overview ol the ficld
of entrepreneurial studies with specral attention to studies ol entteprencurs m developing:
econornues. Chapter 2 discusses five pronunent studies of African entteprencurs and re
examines the analytical framewotks used  "These authors’ medels of entieprencuship are
re-worked in a new cynthests which uses theconstratnts and creativity opposition as pait of
a new approach to understanding local condiions  After chapter 3 (a briet exanunation of
the research context and design), I present five case studies of entieprencurnial innovation
(Chapter 4), followed by tindings in chapter 5 The tinal section diaws some conclustons

from the research and proposes areas for turther rescarch.



CHAPTER ONE

Background
Studies of Entreprencurs

‘The first appearance of the word “entreprendeur” (sic) occurs in the 14th century
(Hebert & Link 1982 13), but the formal study of entrepreneurship does r.ot become
comnon untif carly ccononusts take up the subject in the 17th century. For the purposes of
this research, a brief discussion of the prominent scholars who have contributed to
entreprencurial studies since that tume 1s cnough to 1eveal some key queations and 1ssues.0

Much classical cconomie lieratuie discusses e role of individuals in the
development of capitalism, but cconomusts such as Ricardo and Smith made no distinction
between enticpieneurs and capitalists. Richard Cantitlon (1680-1734), a French
economist, was the first to 1solate a consideration of the entrepreneur in economic theory.
Cantllon saw the entreprencur as one who buys at a certain price and sells at an uncertain
price Today, Canullon's theories are generally ccnsidered rudimentary, but his work laid
the foundation for further studies in entrepreneurship (Hart 1972: 3). The later work of
J.B. Say (1767-1832) s considered more comprehensive partly because of its insistence on
the separation of enieprencurtal and capitalist functions. Say viewed the entrepreneur as a
catalyst and a mediator, constantly assessing consumer needs and introducing new ideas
into the productive process. The capitalist, in his view, was less responsive to consumers
and less hikely to challenge traditional econonic practices. Few further developments
occured in enticprencurial studies before neoclassical economists took up the subject some
ume later

The neoclassical tramework, despite the attention it gave to entrepreneurs, did not
allow for an analysis which showed a relationship between entrepreneurship and economic
change; within this framework entrepreneurs were rarely more than owners of enterprise or

industry (Hart 1972: 5). This somewhat static notion of entrepreneur was due largely to

6 Texts which give good histories of the study ot entreprencurship include Hebert & Link (1982) and
Natsiger (1977). See Greenhield and Strichon (1979) and Hart (1972) for a more anthropological
perspective,




the neoclassical preoccupation with the tirm, and was first called into question by the
economist Frank Knight (1885-1972)  One of Knight's most important contributions was
his clarification of the concept ot risk - Previous scholars had discussed tisk, but it was
Knight's isolation of this concept that called attention to thie bearing of 11k as one of the
"uncertainties” of entreprencurial acuvity and that helped fead to a more dynanue conception
of the entrepreneur i ccononue theory.,

Up to this point, nunsticam economic theory had been puncipally concerned with
models of equilibrium -- that 15, theories that set out to explam how econonuc systems
maintain stability over time. Buta new emphasis on nish requited turther consideration ot
the role of individual decision makers and imphied that some consideration of econonuc
change was essential to & compiehensive theery of economy Many of these elements can
be seen in the work of Joseph Schumpeter (1883-1950), a semunal wiiter in the hieratute
on entrepreneurship. His aum, put simply, was to explan cconomie change over time, and
he attempted to do this by introducing the rdea of innovation mnto a systematic consideration
of entrepreneurial activity. For Schumpeter, innovation referred to any one of tive primary

functions:

©  the introduction of a new good

°  the introduction of a new method of production
°  the opering of a new market

©  the conquest of a new source of raw materials
(o]

the introduction of a new organization of industry

(Schumpeter 1939)

The creation of new technology is not central to Schuinpeter's notion of innovation. The
Schumpeterian entrepreneur forms new combinations of labor and capital to respond to the
needs of the market. Thus, Schumpeter viewed entieprencurs as catalysts, able not only to
identify economic opportunity, but also to pursue opportunity and put it into practice
Although Schumpeter's ideas have been very influenual in contemporary thinking on
entrepreneurship, his theory is sometimes criticized for failing to formulate an hypothesis

which can be easily tested (Hart 1972: 12). Schumpeter's contributions led to further study




not only in economics, but also in other fields such as business histery, psychology,
sociology and cventually anthropology.

A HL Cole (1889-1974), historian of entrepreneurship and founder of entrepieneurial
studies at Harvard, attempted to broaden the study of entrepreneurship by including a wide
range of management functions m his defimtion. In his work he introduced the notion of
compettive mitation, whereby entrepreneurs iemain competitive by copying and
combuung the ideas of others (Cole 1959). This idea also appears in Schumpeter's work,
though 1o a lesser degiee, so that inany consider the ideas of Cole and Schumpeter different
only in scope  The process of compeutive nmitation 1s espectally 1efevant to entrepreneurial
acuvity in Afnca, mush of which relies on Western technology and imported industrial
equipment.

Work mn the hield of socral psycho'ogy, especially by David McClelland and Everett
Hagen, fust became important to entrepreneuriai studies m the early 1960s.7 McCleltand's
hypothesis (196 1) states that ecconomiuce development and entrepreneurial activity in a given
soctety can be explamed by what he calls a need tor achievement, or rAch . According to
McCleltand, this charactenstic can be found n different ethnic groups to varying degrees
and can be quantified to determine which groups wrll be most receptive to entrepreneurial
taming. Hagen's work (1962) 15 based o a sirular hypothesis. He suggests that groups
who display this need for achievement are those ethnic gronps who have traditionally
suffered from positions of social marginality ot fow status, for exarnple the Dissenters in
England, the Samurars in Japan, the Parsees in India, and the Jews in many countries.

The work of economust Theodore Schultz is also widsly referenced in the literature on
cnueprencwship  The Human Capital approach advocated by Schultz is an individualist
approach which attempts more fully to understand the role of entrenreneurs in market and
non-market activities. According to Hebert and Link, Schuitz makes two important
contributions to entiepreneunal studies. Fust, he redefines entrepreneurship to mean the
“abihity to deal with disequilibria,” extending the notion to include non-market activity such
as houschold decisions and allocation of time. Second, he calls attention to a positive

correlation between education and people's ability to perceive and react to disequilibria in

7 The work of McClelland and Hagen 1s reterenced frequently i the ficlds ot sociology. psychology and
management, but has been cnticized tor employg an analysis which 1s universahistic and static. For a
crtique of this approach see Akeredolu-Ale (1975), Greenficld & Strickon (1981), Hart (1972).




local markets (1982: 103). Schultz's emphasis on disequilibria to explam entieprencurial
innovation differs somewhat from the work of Schumpeter, who is more concetned with
the technological process than with the complexity of tocal envitonments and relattons
The notion of human capital put forth by Schultz 1s particulary relevant to this tesearch,
which views indigenous knowledge and local intuative as necessary aspects of econonue

and human development.

Studies of Entrepreneurs in Developing Economies

In rapidly growing economies whicn are characterized by imperfect markets and
incipient capitalist development, pcople who define new economie possibilities and act on
Judgements of opportumty we obviously important to an understanding of local context.

Thus, the study of entreprencurship in developing countries has iecerved considerable

attention in recent yem's.8 Peter Kilby, m is book Enttieprencutship and Eeovonue
Development, gives a comprehensive categorization of functions which entiejaencuts in
developing countries must perform. These functions are brohen down mto foar spheres of
activity: exchange relations, political administration, management control and echnology
implementaticn (Kilby 1971: 27-8). Most economic theorists consider only the tist two of
these aspects important for the study of entiepreneurs, but in many developing countries
uneven development and imperfect markets 1equire that entiepreneurs perform all fow
tunctions themselves.

A number of anthropologists have also written about the 1ole of entieprencus it local
economies; the werk of Fredrik Barth and Clifford Geert can be cited as good cxznnplc.s.()

Barth's The Role of the Entrepreneur in Social Change in Northern Norway (1963)

includes the work of four researchers who write on the role of enticprencurs 1 a number of
small fishing communities in Northern Norway  The case studies give examples of varnous
entrepreneurial initiatives within the local fishing industry and are mtended to show "the

course of local enterprises and therr ramitying social repercussions” (Barth 1963 S).

8 Nafziger (1977) gives a brief summary of the research on entreprencurship in developing countries

9 For the sake of brevity | have not mcluded a complete discusston of the anthropological literature on
entreprencurs. For more wrniting o ths subject see Greenfield & Strickon (19860), Greenfield, Stnickon &
Aubey (1979) and Sahisbury (1970)



Although Barth's study does not take place in a developing country, his work is important
to studies of entreprencurs 1in developing areas because of its emphasis on the relationship
between entreprencurship and sociai changc.lo

Accordig to Barth, "an entrepreneur 1s someone who takes the initiative in
admmistering resources, and pursues an expansive econonuc policy,” serving as a link
between cconomies at different stages of development (Baith 1963: 5). The enuepreneurs
in this study are seen as "cultural brokers™ who differ from more culturally conservative
members of society tn therr willingness to take risks and their efforts to maximize profit in
one form o1 another (ibid: 7). Unhike Schumpeter, who 1s concerned primarily with
innovations 1n cconomie practice, Barth shows how entieprencurial innovation can affect
both economic and cultural pracuces. His study 1s important not only because it makes
clear the soctal costs and benefits of entteprencurial activity within a local economy, but
alsn because of the extent to which it manages to contextuahize locnl entreprencurs within
their conunuatties.

Clhiftord Geertz' Peddlers and Princes (1963) also examines local context. He

compares entiepreneu al activity m two Indonesian towns, one dominated by bazaar-style
market traders and the other by pation-chient relations and the presence of local princely
famulics  Geertz clamms that tor economic development to occur in “pre-takecff” economies
such as that of Indonesia, two elements must be present: competition and accumulation.
Entrepreneurs must be able to compete effectively in the market and they must have access
to cconomic vrgamzatrons which permit the accumulation of capital. In one town,
Modjokuto, the bazaa-style trading patterns are conducive to competition, but not to the
accumulation of capital or wealth. In the other, Tabanan, princely ruling famulies form
entreprenew ial groups which show evidence of accumulation, but the prominence of these
tuhng tamilies in the 1egion 1estricts competition. Neither economy has signs of both
accumulation and competition and theiefore netther achieves economic “take-off.” Geertz'
analysis, which tocuses on entiepreneurial groups, pays less attention than Barth's to the
role of mdividual agency or diversity among entrepreneurs, but kis rich description of
market tradets and tus emphasis on entrepreneurial innovation make his work relevant to

the study of entteprencurship in Africa.

10 Elsewhere Barth (1967) has written on entrepreneurial initiative m the Sudan,



James Acheson, writing on transaction costs and specialization m small firms, looks to
the nature of the enterprise as a major determinant in ccononue growth (Acheson 1986 45)
According to Acheson, 1t is the small, relatively unspectalized natute of tirms n developing
countries which keeps them from expetiencing economic growth, since spectalization permits
economies of scale, increases in quality and decreases m consumer prices This pont 1s
important to mahe with regards to the litetature on Africa precisely because so tew writers
call attention to diversity among African enticpreneurs and enterprises.

Other scholars also take the fiim as a umit of analysis. In an cloquent study conducted
in the Seychelles, Burton Benedict (1979) shows how mtra-fanuly relations can aftect
entrepreneurial activity. Factors he considers important are the degree to wlhich family
members are expected to contribute to the busmess, the stability of agnatic tetanons, and
the level of contact with other ethnie groups. Benediet's findigs we televant to studies of
African entreprencurs because he has shown how famuly can both help and hider
entrepreneurial growth. In addition, Cicole, Chinese and Asian tanulies like those

discussed in his article are also common i many patts ot Sub-Saharan Afnica.

Defining Entrepreneurship

This brief overview shows that there is a great deal of diversity 1n studies concernig
entrepreneurs. Consequently, it is difficult to speak of any one specific defuntion of
entrepreneurship. The hterature whicn deals specifically with African entieprencurs
(discussed below) is equally ambiguous. According to one study, entieprencurs are those
who "break away from petty tading and toke a risk” (Marnis & Somerset 1972 13). Other
studies focus on entreprencunial activity n family busimess o i the industial sector
Some scholars use the term "entrepreneur” to mean anyone whe owns a business  Despite
this variation, there are three factors which are generally considered essential to a defintion
of entrepreneurship: the bearing of risk, organization/management and mnovation (FHart
1972: 26). Studies of entrepieneurs have used these aspects in vartous combinations to
define entrepreneurial activity  With the intention of understanding entieprencurs in an

African context, my definition constitutes a new combination.

10



Schumpeter refers to entrepreneurial innovation as the "fundamental phenomenon of
cconomic development” (1961: 54). In this research I have gwven an intentional emphasis
to entreprencurtal inovation because of its instructive potential for the study of social and
cconomic change m developing economies. Examining innovation i developing
cconomies will not only give valuable mformation about local models of deing business,
but it will also scrve to show how individual entrepreneurs push at the borders of
tradiric nal cconomie practices und, by extension, social values  Furthermore, research
which examines entrepreneurtal innovation has the potential to portiay African society in a
mote postuve hght than most images of Africa in manstream western media (apartheid,
cthnie conflict and famme are among the most common).

Innovauon may also enable a more precise definition of "entrepreneur,” since it is this
aspect which distinguisties "entieprencuts” from "businessmen.”11 Businesspeople
weave together the elements which constitute an enterprise and they almost always assume
some sort of risk. Entieprencuts, however, are different from businesspeople because in
addition 1o bearing nisk, they muroduce some form of innovation to the economic process.
Furtheimore, entiepreneurs vary with regards to innovation; some are more mnovative than
others either because then innovation 1s more novel or simply because they introdwuce more
innovations nto then enterpse. 12

Since technological innovation 1s less common in developing countries than the
bortowing of technology, the former should be de-emphasized. Furthermore, the
managerial function should be highlighted, as a large part of the entrepreneur’s job in a
developing economy involves bringing together labor, production and consumers within a

system of highly imperfect nmarkets and infrastructure.]3 Thus innovation, although it

L Many studies use these terms imterchangeably; see for example MacGaffey (1987) and Natziger (1977).
The Afncan Entreprencur (Marns & Somerset 1972) was onginally published under the title African
Businessmen (1971) Some defimtions include only owners of mid-sized manufacturing firms and very few
studies talk about enticprencurs other than those who patticipate 1n production or fixed retailing. | will
argue elsewhere that the use of the erm "entreprencut” should be wider (to include different levels of
production, the bustness of distribution, and all socral classes) and at the same tune narrower (10
distinguish "entreprencurs” trom "bustnessmen'),

12 See G, Hatt (1972 31) on "routne” and "N+" entreprencurshup, terms which she uses (o distingmish
between dilterent degrees of mnovation

13 Hartrefers to these shalls as "gap (illing” and "iput compleung” (1972: 79).

11




‘ does not rule out the possibility of technical innovation, usually refers to innovation in
management or marketing. 14
With thus in mind, I define entreprenewrs as those involved in the production and/or
distribution of goods or services, regardless of firm size, whose activity manifests the

following traits: 1) innovation, both managerial and technical, and 2) the bearing of

risk.
14 It may also be argucd that borrowing technology trom the dustrialized countrics requires mnovation
since very few machines or processes can be used 1n developing countrics without alteration or adaptation of

some form or another.

12



CHAPTER TWO

Models of African Entrepreneurs

Those who are 1 lavor of capitalism start off with a detinition of the entrepieneur as hero
which automatically puts then work behind senious consideration of those who aie against
capitahsin and would detine the entreprencur as a clever thiet,

(Akeredolu-Ale 1975: 23)

‘The following analysis, a partial survey of the literature on African entrepreneurship
as well as a criucal analysis of theoretical frameworks brought to bear on this topic, will

focus on two questions:

13 How do various scholars treat the subject of entrepreneurship in Africa?

2)  Which approaches (or elements thereof) seem best suited to the
study of entiepreneurship in Africa?

For the purposes of this chapter I have chosen five of the most prominent examples
of research which focus on the 1elationship between entrepreneurship and social change in
Afi.ca. The studies, which discuss vastly different regions and market sectors within the
African sub-continent, also display considerable variation 1n analytical frameworks. Since
this chapter attempts to examine the various analytical viewpoints or "models" 13 used to
talk about African entrepreneurs, this diversity among the texts is not necessarily a
drawbac's.

There is, however, one important commonality among the studies which makes them
important to this rescarch: they all discuss factors which the authors believe have either
helped or hindered the development of private enterprise in Africa. In each case,
entiepreneurship 1s cential to the discussion. Sumply stated, my objective in conducting
this analysis was to exanune how social scientists view the tole of entrepreneurship in

Africa. Do they see it as a problem or a solution? Is it coustrained or cieative? According

15 Here I am using the term "model” 1n the same way 1t 1s used i the field of sociohinguistics, to mean a
culturally patterned set of wdeas and impressions which, when combined, function as a ‘cultunal model' for
understanding otherness - See Hollund and Quinn (1987) for more on this subject.
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to the literature, what do entrepreneurs know, and what part do they play i regonal and
national economic development? Answers 1o these questions have important implications
for the policies and programs which are implemented on behalf of small-scale caucprencurs
throughout Sub-Saharan Atrica.

After examining the various models of African enuepieneurs (entrepreneur as hero,
entrepreneur as evil, entreprencur as victim, entrepreneut as commodity), 1will use two
axes to look at how the studies differ (indvidualist/structuralist and
qualitative/quantitative). Fnally, I will propose the constraints and creativity frameworh,
which may allow a fuller understanding of African entrepreneurial activity than that which

can be gained from previous studies.

{Kisangant] 1s a thuving business centre; all sorts of people e tunmng successtut and substantial
enterprises, despite the shortages ol goods, the deterioration of infrastructure and tampant bubery
and corruption... (MacGaftey 1987. 1).

In her book Entreprencurs and Parasites, Janet MacGatfey discusses entreprencurial

activity in northeastern Zaire to show how entreprencurial growth and capital accumulation

can occur even in "conditions that appear so mimmucal to its development” (1bid).  Her study
focuses on two entrepiencurial groups, Nande long-distance traders and busiesswomen
Kisangani, and attempts to show how the formation of an indigenous capitahist class occus
in this part of Africa.

For MacGatfey, social rnobility among these groups occuts primarily as a result of
the hard work and ingenuity L6 of people who operate outside of the state's control (chapter
6). MacGaffey argues that these people are achieving middle class wealth and status using
profits from informal economic activity. The purpose of MacGatfey's study 1s to

document the existence of this indigenous entreprencurial class and to trace the

16 MacGaffey does not concentrate on the concept of mnovation as such. Innovation i her study refers o
the creative solutions employed by entrepiencurs agamst mstitutional barriers such as corruption and
government obstruction 10 enterprise and thus 1s presented as more of a response than an entreprencurial
initiative. In the definition I have set out, entreprencunial innovation can reler to the production or the
management function,
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development of their "struggle” for indigenous capitalism. MacGatfey opposes a view
which focuses on institutional barmers to entrepreneursiip. Instead, she argues, the
economic and political state of crisis 1n independent Zaire has created "potential
opportunities for those with initative, enterprise and a measure of good fortune”
(MacGaffey 1987. 211).17

The entreprenews in MacGatfey's study are heroes because they are doing more than
simply succeeding in business. They are investing in productive enterprise and, in the
process, accumulatmg enough wealth to ‘constitute’ themselves as a new indigenous
capitahst class  According to MacGatfey, they are "taking on the atuibutes of a capitalist
class and ensuning therr reproduction as a class” (1bid 66). By 'becoming' nuiddle class,
these entieprencurs are also acting as agents of social change. MacGaffey’s case studies
are intended to show how this class formation actually occurs: they discuss several
important aspects of Atrican entiepreneurship which are not discussed elsewhere in the
literature, such as the strategies employed by female entrepreneurs and cooperation among

entrepreneuts.

Al . P F .

Sara Berry's Fathers Work for Their Sons sets out "to understand why accumulation
has often taken unproductive forins and how this has affected the structure of class interests
and social conflict in western Nigeria" (1985: 7). Berry uses two cocoa-farming villages as
the backdrop for her study. She describes cocoa production as a precondition to the
economic activity of the farmers' children, who have left agricultuie for the pursuit of an
income i the city. ‘The entrepieneurial activity of the childien leads to accumulation of
wealth and, according to Berry, conflict. Although Berry's study is not concerned
primarily with the significance of entrepreneurship, the groups about which she writes are

entreprencuri?l, and their entrepreneurial activity 1$ a necessary part of Berry's argument.18

17 Inalater work (1991), MacGaftey and a group of Zauean anthropologists look at entrepreneurial
mtiatives i the “"second economy" and Zaire's huge smuggling networks.

I8 Berry uses the term “entreprencui ™ to refer to rural cocoa farmers as well as their children who engage m
ceconomie activily i urban SClllllgS.
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According to Berry, the standard paradigm, which assetts that in a caputalist cconomy
entrepreneurial accumulation leads to greater efficiency, doces not hold true in Western
Nigeria.19 She argues that Briish colomal policy i this region did not strip Africans ol
their access to land (as n many parts of East Aftica) and thus it enabled a prohiferation of
small businesses and farms. Furthermote, marketing activities (such as gathetg,
information, securing and mamtamnmg a client base, and obtunmg, credit) would diaw
entreprencurs away from the enteiprise itself, whete they were desperately needed to
supervise inefficieat laborers and production (Beny 11). "This proliferation of mefticient
small enterprises leads to "unproductive compctmon"zo among ertiepreneuts, sinee
retained earnings are not being re-invested in produciica

According to Berry, entiepreneurial activity in fégera is not only inetficient, but also
a source of contlict. Her interviews show that coc a farmers use carnings in patt to
support and educate younger menbers of their extended famuly. Unfortunately, Jie money
used for education, which enables farmers' childien to nugrate to urban areas and become
accumulating entiepreneurs, only "serves to ditferentiate chiddien from then parents”
(Berry 79).  Berry argues that education increases young people's ability to accumulate
wealth and therefore increases their social standing iclauve to their parents. Cluldien with
new-found wealth and status are able to influence cominunity decisions and pohtics - an
arena which was previously the domain of the clders

In this way, patents ate "exploited” by their children (bid: 83). Clocoa farmers "tind
themselves confronted and even dominated, by ajn catteprencurial| class they have helped,
in part, to create” (ibd 81). The thrust of this argument 1s made possible by applymg the
Marxist notion of explortation to famulial ielations; fathers now 'work' tor their sons
Although Berry does not claborate any further on the nature of these ‘explotauve’
relations, implicit in her analysis 1$ the idea that entrepreneurs and their activities arc

source of social conflict and class struggle.

19 See Nafziger (1977) for a brief discussion of the treatment of the entrepreneur in Marxist economic
analysis.

20 Berry's study makes the point that accumulation occurs, but 1s often diverted from the enterprise 10
actwvities which will ensure o1 advance social status within a particular community (1985: 7). Compare
this with Geert2' (1963) discussion of accumulation,
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The African Entreprencur (1972), by Peter Marris and Anthony Somerset, is a

fascinating case for the analysis of social scientific writing on African entrepieneurship.
Marris and Somerset's study begins with a discussion of the importance of
entreprencurship to development and 1s followed by a brief history of indigenous trading
patterns in Kenya., The second section of the beok deals with the specifics of mndigenous
enterprise, management, family and business, customers and competition. Unlike Berry
and MacGatfey, who examme the consequeces of entreprencurial activity, Marris and
Somerset e primanly concerned with African enterprise and how it functions. The
authors make use of the extensive surveys that were conducted and quote directly from
research participants to illustrate the trends which emerge {rom their research on small
enterprise.

Throughout the study an attempt 1s made to generalize about what is particular to
African enterprise. Ina chapter entitled "The African Business Creed," the authors present
a number of important observations about Kenyan entiepreneurs. the idea that "the success
in business owed moie to character...than to special talents” (86), the idea that an African
model of management resembles more closely a classtoom than a corporate or family unit
(112), and the need tor autonomy evident among Kenyan entreprencuis. The wealth of
details i this study about entrepreneurs' beliefs and practices 1s refreshing in comparison
with much of the relative Iiterature, which tends o pay mote attention to the role of
government or class than 1t does to the entieprencurs themselves.

For Marris and Somerset, entteprencurship is important because of what it can offer
the development process. But fostering indigenous entiepreneurs also has political
ramifications, since entieprencurship 1s "an aspect of the transfer of power for which
Independence stands” (Marris & Somerset 1972 16). Much of the study, however,
reflects a view that Kenyans we passive tecipients of a colonial legacy which must be
Africanized m order tor any 1eal development to occur. It is perhaps this view of Kenyan
soctety that informs the authots' thesis: social pressures (the need for employment,
increased status and political access) push Africans into entrepreneurial activity, Most

entreprencuts previously held acceptable salaried positions but did not have sufficient
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education to advance in their jobs. According to Marris and Somerset, they were
"frustrated” and were thus "pushed” mto entreprencursinp because of soctal pressures to
succeed.2l Thus, ent eprencurial acnvity, and by extension econonue development, oceut
only as a result of some set of external fore s which frustrate people into becoming

entrepreneurs. 22

Entreprencur_as Commodi

The entieprencuor, from the perspective of the economic anatyst, s a tactor of production a Lacton
that combnes the tesources used i the production ol a good o1 service.

(Natziger 1977 81)

In his book African Capitalism, Wayne Natziger describes the Nigetian shoe sadustiy
to show that the promotion of indigenous entrepreneurs should be an essential part of any
policy pertaining to cconomic development mn Afiica. Nafziger's study s prumardy
concerned with the relationship between entreprencurial mputs and the success of the
resulting enterprise; he sets out to show which factors atfect entreprencunal activity and to
what extent. According to Nafziger, the entrepreneur is a factor of production (o1 a
research) which can be discussed in terms of cuppiy and demand  The limuts of avadable
technology und the existing market determine the demand for entreprencurs, while the
supply depends on the number of people who are willsig and able to become
entrepreneurs. Together, these elements make up what Natziger calls the "market for

entreprencus,” and entrepreneurs are nothing short of a commodity 23
y

Gillian Hart, in The African Entrepreneur, also attempts to elucidate some of the
problems affecting the development of indigenous entreprencurship in Africa, and, hke
Nafziger, uses a model for studying entreprencurs that 1s based on the concept of supply and

demand. Hart's study concentrates on entreprencurship in the Transker and Cisker of South

Africa, where her rescarch was carried out. She examines the factors which atfect the supply

21 This argument 15 similar to that put forth by Everett Hagen (1962)

22 The book 1s filled with references to this efiect (Marnis & Somerset 1971: 69, 73, 75, 89,175, 225).
23 Perhaps one reason that Natz1ger 1s able 10 speak of the "market for entreprenceurs” 1s the fact that he
uses the terms "entreprencur” and "businessman” interchangeably  The latter category, presumably the
larger of the two, may be caster o 1dentify and quantily than the former
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of entrepreneurs (family background, occupational experience and education) and those which
affect the demand (credit, capital, compeution and market size).  According to Hart, the
study's various and numerous objectives can only be accomplished with the help of a new
theoretical framework  This attempt to develop an "operational concept of enurepreneurship”
15 based on a distincuon between the economic and non-cconomic variables which affect the
supply of and demand for entrepreneurs (Hart 1972 35).24

The analyses given by Nafziger and Hart are very similar in their insistence on the
notion of supply and demand.25 According to this view, if we can understand what affects
the supply and demand ot entreprencuts in developing economies, we can then menipulate
these factors to increase the number of entreprencurs, which will inevitably lead to
cconomic development. This model sees entrepreneurs not as a diverse group of
ndividuals with varying commercial and social interests, but as a precious national

resource, which 1 fostered, will lead to local and regional economic growth.

Discussion: Building a Better Framework

What is striking about the literature on African entrepreneurship is the variety of
theoretical approaches used to treat the subject. Some studies are individualist and others
structuralist; some view African entrepreneurs as victims, some as vanguards; some view
African enterprise overall as consirained, some as creative. These factors make an attempt
to assess or synthesize the material on African entrepreneurship somewhat challenging, but
a closer look 2t these studies calls attention to two variables in particular, the consideration
of which can help build & better framework for understanding African entrepreneurs: 1)
differences m individualist and structuralist framework« and 2) differences in qualitative
and quantitative approaches  In an attempt to build on previous work, this section

discusses the principal approaches in the studies presented above and attempts to show

24 Economic vanables such as avaulable technology and imperfectness of markets correspond to the demand
component and are considered exogenous to the individual entreprencur. Non-economic factors such as
mdividuals” abthities, motvations, and opportunity costs e termed the “potential entreprencursal supply”
and, according to Hart, are dependent on the socio-cultural milicu.

25 Natsiger and Hart also rely heavi v on quantrative data to generalize about entiepreneurs. [t may be
argued that insights m this area cannot seadily be quantified in terms of demand. As can be expected, some
of the tables and graphs they otler are more ettective than others. 1 discuss related issues below.
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how they vary along these axes Finally, [ will propose the constraints and creativity

framework as an analytic tool to address these methodological issues.

Individualist and Structuralist

Individualist theories take the individual as the baste unit of analysis to explain social
change. The structuralist view ashs questions about social, political and econonue mstitutions
in order to understand the dynamuics of a purticular society <0 William Davis (1986), writing
about entrepreneurial strategies i Northern Luzon, argues that netther an mdividualist non a
structuralist approach 1s sufficient by wtsell to discuss processes of econonie and socal
change. He argues that a sttucturahst theoretical approach such as Marsism s miportant to
social science because of 1) the attention it pays to the way i which mstitutions constitute
entrepreneurial activity and 2) s ability to deal with power 1elations and mequality m
societies. At the sc me ume, however, individualist suategies are valuable because they do not
assume homogeneity among the members of a given class or the static natwie of class horders
In addition, individualist approaches help us understand how msututions are atfected by
individual agency and how individual actors make decistons, both important aspects ot
policymaking initiatives.

The studies of Barth and Geertz can serve as good examples of these dittenng
approaches within the literature on entreprencurship. Barth, although partially concerned
with what he calls the "social costs of entieptencurship,” writes pronarily about the
individual and the effect of his/her acuons on regional communities and economics. Geerts
seems more concerned with the effect that societal or mstitutional structures have on
entrepreneurial behavior. He discusses what he calls the "entieprencurial group” to make
the point that entieprencurial behavior 1s socially determined.27 Neither of these
approaches alone seems able to convey the complexity of relationships between economic

development and social change.

26 A theoretical disunction using these terms 1s articulated in Attwood (1992). Witham Davis uses the
terms "super-organic” and "actor-oriented” o desenbe a simular coneeptual separation (Davis 1986: 167) and
a number of writers within economic anthropology reter to “structuralist” and "decision-making™ approaches
(sec Greenfield & Strickon 1986).

27 Five of Geertz' six concluding points discuss s "entreprencunal group” (1963: 147-152)
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‘ MacGaftey (1957) makes use of both approaches. She concentrates on the
importance of individual initrative and 1ts effects on class and other social groupings, but
she also discusses the role and functioning of government and gender-based institutions in
Zaire. MacGaffey's study manages to highlight human agency without 1gnoring
institutional formations which mevitably mfluence individuals' decision-making processes.
Certanly this combination of theoreucal approaches goes further toward representing the

reality of African entuepreneurs than the use of either approach alone.28
Qualitative and Quantitative

In his book Raising Cane, Donald Attwood presents a political economic analysis of the
development of peasant-run sugar coopetatives in contemporary western India. His purpose
is to "understand the historical and socin! background of the cooperative leaders, the cause and
results of then mnovations, and the patedoxes of this peasant-owned sugar industry”
(Attwood 1992: 4). In order to do ‘his, Attwood combines two approaches. First, he collects
qualitatve information on a variety of "enterprising peasant families” (including the stories of

‘ individual fanuly leaders) in Malegaon, a village in the Maharashtra state of India where he
conducted research. Second, he gathers and compiles quantitative data on 130 households in

the region, some of which mncieased their wealth and social status through involvement in

sugar production. According to Attwood, the two approaches are complementary, the former
providing information on cultutal values, orgamzational patterns and change processes, the
latter on larger tiends and pattetns which might be neglected by anecdotal material (Attwood
1092: 123).

The five studies used m this chapter to present models of entrepreneurs show a great
deal of variation on this question. As with mmdividualist and structuralist frameworks, the
combination of these two approaches can greatly increase our understanding of the nature
of Afnican entreprencurship  Berry’s work 1s the least quantitative in nature. Although her
argument 1s supported by skilltul writing, it would benefit from a quantitative analysis such
as that of Nafziger, who makes excellent use of statistical data to discuss similarities

between large numbers of entteprenenrs, Hart's study, on the other hand, could benefit

. 28 For futuie rescarch it may be interesting to compare structural and agency frameworks using
entieprencunial mnovation as a relational tactor.,
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from more attention to the individual stories of the people who participate in her
research.29 The most effective use of the two approaches can be seen m Marms and
Somerset's research, which manages to strihe a healthy balance between ethnographic
description and statstical representation ot entreprencurial perceptions  Quantitative
analysis, besides serving as a cross-checking device for qualitative information, can
provide valuable information to policymahers abeut local needs and behavior ‘The use ot
this integrative approach in the context of African enueptencurtal studies may serve o
bridge the gap between anthropological and economic wiiting on Aftica to which tius

survey attempts to call attention.

The Constraints and Creativity Framework

Even a cursory look at the literature makes clear the wide array of factors which have
been used by scholars to explamn the success and/or failure of African entieprencurs:
education, social class, access to capital, access to information, professtonal experience,
government policy, economic envitonment, competition; the bist goes on. ‘There s,
however, one important commonality thioughout the hiterature. All of the studies discuss
factors which the authors believe have erther helped or hindered the development of Afnican
enterprise or African entreprencurs. This commonality forms the basis for an analytical
framework which I have used to understand the dynanucs of entreprencurship i the
Comoros Islands. By examining the possible range of constraints to entreprencunial
activity and the creative responses used to overcome these constramts, my 1esearch
attempts to flesh out a framework which 1s latent in the hterature and whose clabotation
may increase understanding of African enterprise. For the purposes of my rescaich I have

used the constraints and cieativity opposition30 as » framing device which, although not

29 Hart numbers her "informants” from 1 to 88 and refers to them by their number

30 Not only in the Iiterature but within my own wnting and thinking I have noticed a preponderanc ¢ of
terms which taxe this form: push/pull, constramt/creativity, mhibstor/facthtator helpfunder, help/hart,
prevent/promote, accelerate/infubit, victun/vanguard, ¢nabler/constramer ete ITmphcit i this attempt 1o
understand funcuonal complexity 15 the Westem notion of progress. In this view, entreprencurs have
constraints on therr advancement and those individuals that overcome these obstacles are truly mtercsng
and worthy of study, they somehow propel our society forward  Greenfield and Strickon (1981) give an
exposition of the metaphor of growth m Western thought which 1 particulary pertinent to this discussion
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comprehensive or complete, allows us to understand the dynamics of a situation faced by
people trying to earn an mcome through entrepseneurial activity. This framework attempts
to address the aforementioned axes in two ways  First, 1t constiders factors which are
clements of both structuralist and indwiduahist frameworks, including individual
skulls/lmitations and institutional formations  Second, 1t proposes a method of quantifying
entreprencurial perceptions This method, if used with a larger and more reliable sample
group, may fill in gaps of understanding left by the use of ualitative analysis alone. In the
following chapters it will become clear how local knowledge can be used to identify and
prioritize problems wlich influence entepreneurial activity

My primary objective m conducting this analysis of the literature was to examine how
social scientists problematize entrepreneurship i Africa. Do they view it as a problem or a
solution? Are entieprencurs constratned or creative? Answets to these questions have
umportant implications for the policies and programs which are implemented on behalf of
small-scale entrepieneurs throughout Sub-Saharan Africa and they may enable a comparison
between the discourse of development and the discourse of entrepreneurs in a particular local |
setting (see Conclusions ). Of the five studies considered for analysis, two discuss African
enterprise as a problem (Nafziger, Berry), either because it is insufficient in supply or
because 1t leads to social conflict. Two studies portray entrepreneurs as a potential source of
economic development it given the proper conditions under which to operate (Hart, Marris &
Somerset), and one (MacGaffey) views entrepreneurial activity as a solution. Four of the
studies (Nafziger, Berry, Hart, Marus & Somerset) portray African entrepreneurs as
constramned or constamning and one (MacGaffey) portrays them as creative. My research,
which set out to look at entrepreneurial innovation in a local economy, is biased toward a
view that African enterprise is creative, dynamic and best viewed as a solution, not a

problcm.3 I

and Gudeman (1986; 1990) demonstrates how metaphors can be used to understand knowledge in and of
local economucs.

31 This 1s not to say that the Latter and the former are mutually exclusive; necessity is the mother of
mvention | am merely makimg the point that positive images of Africa are lacking in scholarly writing and
m Western niunstream medi. My optimistic stance 1s intended, m part, to speak out aganst these trends.
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CHAPTER THREE

Research Context and Design

The Federal Isiamic Republic of the Comoros

Located at the northern tip of the Mozambique Channel, the Comoros Islands have
for many centuries been an important entrepdt 1n the intersection of the African and Indian
Ocean overseas trade routes. The tirst waves of foreign traders to pass through this region
are commonly referted to as the "Shnazr.,” They began aurving in the 7th and 8th centuries
and are said to have been from somewhere on the Arabian penunsula or trom Persia The
historical accuracy of the term "Shinazt” 1s heavily debated by scholars smee so hittle 1s
known about these fust outsiders (Nurse and Spear 1985; Spear 1984; Pouwells 198:1),
Nevertheless, 1t is safe to say that these traders were Arabic or Persian and 1t 1s thiough
their migration and continued contact with local populations that Islam became widespread,
probably during the 12th and 13th centuries. Much less s known about the Bantu-
speaking peoples that inhabited the islands previous to Shitazt settlement, although many
scholars have made attempts to emphasize the importance of these groups to an historical
understanding of Swahili ethnicity.32

The arrival and settlement of the Shirazi caused considerable changes m pohucal and
social formations throughout the region.33 According to Youssouf Smd Soilihi, "Une
organisation en sultanats se substitue A I'ancienne chefferie traditionnelle Bantoue: ces
sultanats remettent en cause I'autonomie des villages sounus a leur autorité politique”
(1988: 24). A new political structuie included three distinct classes in Comorian society:
thekabayila, a class formed fiom the inter-marriage of Arabs and local chiefs, the
freemen, the original inhabitants of the island, usually farmers or fishers, and the slaves,

originating fiom the East African coast. This formation was charactenized by a "unié

32 Most notable are the work s of Nurse & Spear (1985), Spear (1984), and Abdallah Khahid (1977)

33 Mitoro bin Mwiny1 Bakart's work (1981), translated and eduted by J.W.T. Allen, discusses i
considerable detai! the cxact nature of prolonged contact between Arab traders and the indigenous Bantu
groups which later became known as the Swahili. Unfortunately, the exact dates of imtial contact between
Comorians and these outsiders 15 unknown
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culturelle et religieuse et d'autre part, par un dualisme entre une économie de subsistance et
une économie {Codale” (Soilihi 1988 27). Comorian farmers and rent-seeking élites led
separate yet inter-connected social and economic lives  Despite the region's involvement in
pre-colomal world matkets (most kely for spices, slaves and foodstufts), little changed in
terms of local production or social ielations until the French began to assert authority over
the 1slands i the Tate 1800s (imd: 30).

The Trench colomal period is divided into three stages: the purchase and occupation
of Mayotte (one of the archipelago's four islands) in 1841; the establishment of a
protectorate from 1886 to 1912, and the annexation which lasted from 1912 until
Independence in 1975 The latter two periods saw significant changes mn land tenure and
labor organization as colonial inierests attempted to monopohize land and labor on the
islands.34 By the late 1960s, an independence movement began to surface and in
December of 1974 the vast majority of Comorians (95%) voted in favor of declaring
unilateral independence from France. A National Assembly was formed to elect Ahmed
Abdallah as first Head of State, but before he could finish his first year in office, an
opposition coup d'ctat ousted him from power. For the next year and a half, the socialist
visionar  Ali Soilithr attempted to implement revolutionary policies which would make the
Comoros self-sufficient in food production and independent from the world economic
system. Tius expenment began to fal as the Soilihi regime came under increasing fire for
human rights violations and in 1978 Abdallah returned with a mercenary troop (led by
French mercernary Bob Denard) to assassinate Ali Soilihi and regain the position of
Comorian Head of State. Denard and his men were asked to stay on as the military
advisors and leaders of the prestigious Presidential Guaid. Abdallah ruled the country
more or less peaceflully until 1989, when after disputes with Denard over a renewed
contract, Denard assassinated Abdallah, leaving a power vacuum which eventually led to
the Comoros' first multi-party elections in March 1990. The Comorian electorate voted
Sard Mohammed Djohar, former minister of justice, into the presidential palace. The early

[990s have witnessed numerous cabinet changes and the proliferation of political parties

34 In 1864, mote than a third of the island of Mayotte was under the control of French plantation owners,
who, like then contemporaues on the other 1slands, implemented coercive labor arrangements and
monopolized trading networks i the region (Soilihn 1988: 38). Humblot, the Comoros most notorious
“colon," was given rights 10 47 8% of the total surface of Grande Comore in a treaty with a local sultan in
1885 (1bid- 37). By the end of the decade, he controlled 85% of the 1sland of Mohelr (ibid: 40).
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which are attempting to make political space for themselves mn this new “democtate” age

The structure of the Comorian economy has changed luttle since the pre-colontal
period.35 There s virtuatly no local industry and the ecconomy 1s based on the export o
three or four locally produced commodities (vamilia, clove, ylang-ylang and some spiees).
In 1990, 41% of the GDP came from the agncultural sector and the Comoros sull imports
much of what it consumes. In {986, rice and petioleum alone accounted tor almost 25% of
the country's imports (E.LLU. 1992: 36). Besides mternational aid iecerved i the torm ol
trade subsidies, food aid, and long-term debt financing, much ot what the Comotos
imports is paid for with expoit carnings, The public sector pro des tor only 8,500 jobs,
and private sector jobs we rare. Unemployment is estimuted at 36% (11U 1992 41)  Most
Comorians combine a number of economic acuvities such as tishimg, tarnung, and petty
trading to make ends meet. Other common forms of income-genctating activity nclude
soliciting money from relatives abroad and the sale of items obtamed illegalty from one of
the country's two deep-sea ports (items include cigatettes, clothes, hi-ti and audio-visual
equipment, and alcohol).

In May of 1990, the United Nations Development Progiam organized a conson tium ol
non-government agencies (including the UNDP, the World Bank, CARI, the EEC and ihe
IL.O) to implement a structural adjustment program (SAP) simular to those imttoduced m
many countries in Sub-Saharan Africa beginning in the 1980s  As with most World
Bank/IMF SAPs, the overall goals are to make government instituttons mote ethicient (by
reducing the r' .aber of civil servants and encouraging market-driven cconomic policy),
while at the same time promoting activity in the private sector. The International Labor
Organization has been given the responsibility of developing a functionig Chamber of
Commerce to promote simall-scale enterprise and larger industrial mvestment, but as of
September 1992 no public statements had been issued on this project ‘There 1s also some
evidence that import/export activity 1s increasing since the government has lowered tanfis
on certain categories of goods (EIU 1992: 35). In addition, the World Bank, members of
the EEC and the Comorian government are negotiating terms for the repayment of the huge
national debt. The Comorian SAP has caused a great deal of grumbling in the Comorian

public and in the press, but the country has not yet witnessed any organized protest to such

35 The Comonan Franc (CFA) 1s tied to the French Franc as a part of the African Franc Zone
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programs. Interviews conducted with local entrepreneurs show that the Comorian
government has not created an environment conducive to local enterprise, but it does not
seem to be guilty of actively obstructing small-scale enterprise or informal sector activity,
as in the cases of Peru and Brazil. 30

Culturally and historically, the Comoros has much in common with East Africa, but
most Comotians sce themselves as a part of the Indian Ocean or the world of Islam. The
vast majority (96%) practuce Sunni Islam within the Sha'afi judico-religious tradition.
Linguistically, the Comoros 1s very closely related to parts of the East African coast,
although the four varictics ot ShiComori (a distant relative of KiSwahili) are not mutually
mtelligible with Swahili languages spoken on the mainland. Some linguists believe that the
relatively complex noun classes in Comorian are vestiges of Old Swahili and give this as
cevidence that the islands were first populated by Africans who left the mainland before the

simplication of KiSwahili began sometime before the 12th century.37

Some Comments on Research Methods

The methods used 1n this study draw primarily from a life history approach to
ethnographic field research and will be presented in the form of intensive case studies.38
The research lends itself to the case study approach because it focuses on the role of the
individual m the economuc decision-making process. Furthermore, intensive ethnography
provides certa valuable insights into what nught be culturally distinctive about the
Comoros and Comonan enterprise. After the rescarch participants were selected, a series

of interviews was conducted in oider to understand particular information about the

36 Local cash ciop producers have better aceess to mtemational markets since import/export restrictions
were reduced begmnimg m 1991 and since the death of former president/business tycoon Ahmed Abdallah,
who monopolized the Comorran commodity export trade during his presidency.

37 Personal commumcatuon, Mwanaicha Cheikh, Centre National de Documentation et Recherches
Screntihiques, Motont, August 1992,

38Thus research meluded the production of a 38-mmute video on the same subject (Folkerth & White 1993).
Thice ol the six entreprencius were ashed to parucipate 1 the video, which looks at collaboration 1n
cthnographic ilmmakimng as well as the issues concerning entieprencurship and economic developement n
the Comoros. During the filmuing, I attempted to conduct my mterviews as they were normally conducted,
but L am convinced that the presence of a second rescarcher (especially a female) and a camera must have m
some way attected the particrpants’ responses. In most cases, the filmed mnterviews were based on
discusstons that took place prior to the tlming process.

27




background, business and perceptions of each of the entreprencurs. Based on mformation
from these interviews, an attempt is made to call attention to patterns m the beliets and
practces of a set of Comorian entrepreneurs. The tollowing 1s a briet discussion of the
selection and nterview process which was used m the held,

Given the definition of entieprencut Lam using w this study, the most important
criterion for participatior in the research was evidence of some mnovation which
distinguished the entreprenewr fiom non-mnovators.3? 1 limted my scarch to small scale
enterprise which did not exceed more than a few employees | was also concerned with
selecting participants who were willing and able to talk about therr situation and then
business. In each of the six cases, 1 found enteprencurs who were mteiested i my
project for various reasons and who wete the "first” t offer a puticular service or process
in the Comorian economy on the island of Grand Comore. The nature of the innovation
was not important except that it should affect a sigmificant percentage of the consumet
population. This peicentage was not calculated systematically  As a rule of thumb, if 1 m
10 people knew about the innovation or had made a purchase connected with 1, 1
considered the innovation significant, but other factors also mtluenced my deciston. One
possible participant, for example, was well-known for the street food he served, which
was prepared in a particular way and always included a side order of salad. This vendo
was able to attract large numbers of customers (both Comorian and foreign), but his
innovations were not as tmportant or as well-known as that ot DeGaulle, who some years
earlier was the first person to ever serve street food n the Comoros

The selection process was also limited by a number of situational factors. Tust, the
length of my field 1esearch was limited to three months. As such, I had hinuted time to find
participants and begin working with them. This turned out to be less of a constramnt than |
had originally thought since I began working with the first two entreprencurs as 1 contnued
to keep an eye out for other potential participants. [ ruled out five potential participants tos
reasons such as scheduling problems, doubt about importance of the innovation and lack of

interest on the part of the entrepreneur. Second, with hmited time and limuted access to

39 Iexperienced constderable difficulty with the teem "entreprencur” i Comonan French, Despite the fact
that this word comes from French, in many Fiench-speaking countites it has a more specific meaning than
it docs in North American Enghish. In the Comoros , 1t refers to those who "undertake” construction
projects, Le. contractors, enguneers, plumbers, electiicicians ete. [ eventually replaced this tenn with
"homme d'affawre” or "commergant” in my nterviews.
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commercial networks, the entrepreneurs with whom I chose to work were tnose whose
enterprises were highly visible in the local economy (I live and worked primarily in the
capital city, Morom).

Third, I attempted to volve at least one female participant in my study, but this did
not happen. To a certarn extent this shortconung 1s due to the fact that 95% of Comorians
are Sunm Mushms, and that women do not play an active role m the public sphere of which
['was apart However, [ do adnut that finding male participants was much easier  than
finding female participants and this probably had a significant effect on the selection
process  THound several examples of Comorian businesswomen (usually in food
prepatation and sales) but very few examples of innovatng female entrepreneurs. Two
such cases were women from Anjouan, the Comoros' second largest 1sland, who were
only on Grand Comore "en passage,” and a third 1 discovered only two weeks before
leaving. Future studies will require more time and wider sumple groups to integrate female
participants into my 1escarch.

Despite my eftorts to obtain a quality sample, 1t was impossible within the parameters
of this iescarch to know how pievalent entiepreneuts are 1 the Comoros or to what degree
the enueprencurs I chose can be considered representative. The innovation criteria enabled
me to hnut the sample substantially, by eliminating all those involved in business who
could not be credited with a significant technological or managerial innovation (I have
discussed above the criteria for identifymg significant innovations) but I admit that this
alone may not provide enough information for me to say that the entrepreneurs in this study
are a distinct group of people, different fiom other groups in the Comoros. In fact, apart
from innovation, the entreprencurs have relatively little in common (seeSummary of
Research Parncipants , Chaptel 4).40

The interviews were held at the convenience of the participants and every attempt was
made to choose an interview setting whete the participant would feel comfortable. Of the
six participants, four conducted business in Moroni, one commuted between his home

town and Moroni (Sabata), and one conducted business only within his region in the

40 Cliftord Geertz' (1963) discussion tocuses on "entreprencurial groups” n Indonesia. In the three years
total I have spent living and working 1 the 1sland of Grande Comore, I never encountered or heard of any
such groupings  In fact, it was suggested to me by a smail business consultant working there m 1990 that
the tanlure of Comonan eniepreneurs to work together 18 the greatest obstacle to their advancement.
Schumpeter argues that entrepreneuts "do not Loum a social class in the technical sense...” (1961: 78).
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southern part of the island (Mabuku). In the latter two cases, 1 conducted interviews in
Moroni and at their residences "au village."

With one participant (DeGaulle), T was asked to conduct the interviews n a small
shop in Moroni which was usually ctowded and busy. Taccepted this tequest because the
entrepreneur was not prepated to leave the shop unless 1t was closed, and he had no
intention of closing lits shop tor inteiviews 1 conducted the nEyority of the mterviews m
his shop, sometimes seated 1n a charr, sometimes on a sack of flour, but always with an
audience. He ran lus business with the help of one person who dehivered sterms purchased
and one who served customers, he himselt sat behind a desk and handied the money o
addition to regular employces there wete always friends or relatives of the entreprencun
who couldn't resist observing and mtentupting our mterviews. | learned too late that
interviews conducted 1n such a setting were less iehable due w distractions and 1 decided to
use these data to contribute to the findimgs section but not as one of the tormal case studhes
With one participant (Base-Com), I was able to meet on the business prenuses Late at mght,
when business was slow, and apart from occasional sleepiness this setting seemed
acceptable. In the remaining four cases, the mterview sctting was not a proble.n. With
three participants I met at my house o1 thens, at a tme when we would not be disaubed
(either between 1:00 and 4-00 p.m. o1 at night after 11.00 pm). Tmet with the Jast
participant in his favorite bar at lunch time or for drinks at night (Shantf),

The question fields that served as a guide for mterviews were the tollowing the
entrepreneut, the establishment ot the ¢nterprise, the daily 1outine, the mnovation, and the
entrepreneur’s perceptions. Especially in the beginning, ¥ had 4 very un-systematic
approach to these questions  With broad categortes m mund, Fattempted to gev the
participant to talk and I took notes. Initially, I asked him to tell me « little bit about his
family. Some chose to start with the immediate family and some began many generations
earlier. I wus most mterested 1n points which related to socio-econonue siatus or factors
which may have encouraged entrepreneursh.p. Next [ asked the entreprencur to discuss bis
personal history. This included educatton, work expertence, travel, nmportant events, and
people which may have ifluenced his development (see Chapter 4, Summary -f Research
Participants ). 1then asked for the specific story of how the current business got started
and more information on its daily operations  Closely related was a series of questions on

the particular innovation which had called my attention to the entreprenceur's case
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‘The final stage of the interview process was different from the four prehminary
stages, as it required more reflection on the part of the entrepreneur. Each participant was
asked to discuss and rank the elements which in his view either help or hinder his business.
These interviews ook place after all other nterviews had been completed and after I felt
sufficiently comiortable with the entieprencur and my knowledge of his business. In each
case we spent from 2-5 hours on this stage of the reseaich. This allowed enough time for
the entreprencut to feel comfortable with the format anu content of the interview, which

was considerably more structured than previous interviews.,

A Note on Constructing Others' Identities

As anthropologists we spend most of our time trying to tell the stories of other
cultures. Tradiuonally, ethnographic research involved the collection of data concerning
customs and socral structures m "traditional” societies. Data were compiled and analyzed in
such a way as to give the impression that the ethnogiapher, a neutial observer, was simply
explaining the culture group that he/she had observed 1n the ficld. Recent debates in the
human sciences, however, have called 1nto question the very possibility of neutral
representations of other cultures. 41 According to this debate, the ethnographer cannot
conduct rescarch without employing his/her own cultural categories to "understand” what
he/she 1s observing. In hght ot this insight, ethnographic research is called into question,
since itis no longer coherent to mamtain the particular conception of neutrality characteristic
of ethnographic methods m traditional social anthropology.

This 1s not to say that we cannot speak about the societies which we spend hifetimes
studymg It merely highlights the point that representation in anthropology is a political
act. 42 As such, we must assume the tesponsibility that comes with ‘representing cultures'
by calhing attenuon to the imterpretive natute of our work and by qualifying the
representations that we put forth. In keeping with these ideas, my research does not claim

to present a complete or completely accurate picture of Comorian entrepreneurs, much less

41 See tor example Clittord & Marcus (1986), Marcus & Fischer (1986), Rabiow & Sullivan (1979), and
Taylor (1983)
42 Johannes Fabian (1983) claborates this 1dea.
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of Comorian culture. Instead, following Geertz (1973), Lam atterapting to "ead” spectlic
aspects of a culture from over the shoulder of a subset of Comorians who are ntioducing
innovations into the local economy.

For the purposes of this study, then, what have T done with the wtonmatien that was
gathered 1n the interview process? As I sat down to witte the mdividual case studies. i

realised how far the information had travelled. This 1s taken directly from my notes.

it's really interesting how they {the caticprencuis] get represented:

-i go to another country, travel far away, look for a story

-i ask them to talk about a particular subject, say Lumily tor instance

-i take notes, usually on what i thought was important and/or mteresting
-i translate as i take notes

-i leave my books sit for a few months

-i enter the best of my notes in a file in my computer and

i shift things around in the file as v begin to sdenufy themes

-i sometimes change what was said from third person to fust

-i sometimes change the entrepreneur's woids for casy 1eading

-i sometimes use quotes that i only discovered durmg the luggmp,‘“

-i put ideas together in a way thai he didn't but that seems logical to me

Initially, one of the objectives ot this rescarch was to somehow "get at” a Comoran
way of doing business. In order to do this, I planned to use a cultural model approach,
which looks at lexical patterns and metaphors in speech to identity the cultural conventions
which make up a particular group'’s worldview. 4 3utas 1 began my rescarch Trcalized
this was too large a task  Instead, I focused on the primary objective, which was to
determine how Comorian entrepreneurs perceive then situation, 1 ¢ what are problems and
what things are not. In oider to do this I reviewed the data collected through a series of
personal interviews and, armed with considerable knowledge of Comorian culture,
identified certain recurring patterns, or stgnposts, of entrepiencurial activity m the

Comoros.

43 The video logging process (viewing for editing purposes) made me aware that T misimterpreted some

comments that were taken from my notes. Ina tew stances, loggmg made me awae of sdeas or points

that did not appear in my notes. |

44 See Holland and Quinn (1987) for more on the cultural models approach o analysis The work of

Stephen Gudeman (1986), who calls attention 1o local knowledge by showing the extent to which our

understanding of economics and economies 1s culturally modetled, 15 also a good example of ths approach
|
\
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CHAPTER FGUR

Five Comorian Entrepreneurs
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Name

Abhmed

Hassane

Sharif

Sabata

Business/
Innovation

First Private
English School

First Fishermen
To Market Fish in
Mountain
Villages

First 24-hour
Tire Repair
Service

First Private
Radio Station

First Full-Time
Tour Guide for
Professionals

Summary of Research Participants

Age/Sex

35/Male

29/Male

30/Male

36/Male

38/Male

Education

3 Krs. high
school; 4 yrs.
agricultural
training

high school;
did not pass
exit exam;
fishing school

several years
Koranic school;
no further formal
education

high school;
1 year of law
school; trained
as mechanic

finished French
primary school

Family Wealth Mar. Status

medium
weaith from
a medium-
sized village

medium
wealth from a
relatively Foor
fishing village

Poor family
rom medium-
sized village

very
wealthy
and weli-
known

medium
wealth from
medium-sized
village

married;

1 child

married;
no
children

engaged to
begm%rried

married;
wife lives in
France; no
children

married;
no children

Travel

Tanzania
(2yrs.)
Uganda
(1yr)

Madagascar
(3 months);

on business:
Madagscar,
Reunion,
Frc‘nce,

Mz uritius,
Saudi Arabia

Madagascar

1 year)

Libya (3 mos.)
France (3 yrs.+)

Tanzania

(5 years +)
several months:
Zanzibar ;
Kenya;
Madagascar

Languages

Comorian
French
English
Kiswahiti

Comorian
French

Comorian
French

Comorian
French

Comorian
Frunch
Kiswahili
English
Malagasy
Japanese



ENGLISH SCHOOL OF THE COMOROS
We Lead and Others Follow 45

Growing Up

Abmed carries with him his father's first teaching assignment. My father was a
primary school teacher and very proud of it. He never got into politics.
He was a teacher and not a politician.40 Ahmed is 35 years old, the st of tive
children, and married with one child of his own. He continues about his father., We
used to spend a lot of time together. 1 would sit in on the classes he
taught...my father always discouraged me from going into farming. He
wanted me to teach. He was kind of a dictator with my mother because he
wanted her to learn to read and write. lle was always pushing her to read.
Maybe she did it to make him happy...I see my mother every Saturday, but
we are diverging because she doesn't want me to continue my
studies...You have to send things to your mother to keep her happy. He
smiles a big smile and I start to laugh. Shuah, he says, Money, clothes, appliances
-- when something is sent to a mother, the whole village will know.

Ahmed was a good student in primary school but when he entered jumior high school
he began to have problems; he says he became very involved in sports. In 1973 he failed
the year and felt bad to see that his friends were moving on while he had to repeat In 1975
the Comorian independence movement caused sweeping political changes, and schools
were closed for the remainder of the year. Like many students, Ahmed had lost another

year and he began to feel very discouraged.

45 The following casc studics are presented in the order that they were conducted over the three month period
Some names and dates have been changed to protect those who participated m the rescarch. The sixth case
study, DeGaulle--Comorian Fast Food, 1s not included; data from his iterviews will be used m the chapter on
findings. Ihave chosen to use bold for the entreprencur's “voice." 1 decided agamst using quotes since the
nterviews were not taped and since the entreprencurs’ words are medrated by my note-taking and translation
The use of elipses 15 intended to connect ideas which are related but were not presented at the same tine or
the same sequence. Taken together, thus form of presentation 15 intendsd  call attention to the rescarch
process as well as the process of representation which oceurs 1n cthnographic ficldwork

46 Ahmed was the only participant with whom [ conducted iterviews in Enghsh,
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By 1981 he had finished his second to last year of high school but chose to continue
his studies by correspondence. Atabout the same time, he began teaching in a primary
school so that he could pay for his course; but tcachers in the Comoros are patd on a highly
irregular basis, and nine months without a salary meant that he couldn't keep up with the
overseas fees. In 1982 he was approached by the PTA 1 his town and asked to become
headmaster of the junior high school there. As headmaster he was not earning a bigger
salary. out at least he was paid on a regular basis. From 1982-1985 he stayed in this job,
and he waselatively happy, but he still felt a need to continue his education.

He made several attempts at the secondary school exit exam (the term used in the
French educational systemis "BAC") and «oplied to various agricultural training programs,
but nothing seemed to work. Ahmed says mi»s luck changed when he heard about a
foreigner who was running the agricultural research center near Moroni and was having
problems communicating with Comorian workers. He asked for a job and was given a
position as a manual laborer. Effectively, he didn't know that I had an educaticn
and experience as a teacher. When he found out, he called me into his
office for a chat. He wanted to know why I was moving dirt for a living if
I was a teacher. 1 told him I wasn't interested in politics, I just wanted to
further my experience. Ahmed made comments to this effect on more than one
occasion. e seemed mtent on convincing me that he had no political ambitions. I found
Comorrans 1n general reluctant to discuss their political affiliations. 1 guess the coconut
trees have cars. He liked me. Soon I was teaching him an hour of French
every day for 1000 CFA/hour.4”7 He was a good man, he nominated me for
an agriculture scholarship and in 1986 I went t¢ Tanzania to study. The
scholarship wasn't enough, so I used to teach on the side.

After two years in Tanzania, Ahmed arranged another scholarship, this time in
Uganda. When he returned home in 1991 he had two certificates in agriculture, four years
of teaching experience and he was fluent in English. He says he tried diligently to get a job
in the Comworos, but despite his credentials, he was not offered a position. He met with
ministry officials, representatives from local NGOs and project supervisors, but nothing

came of his efforts. I did lots of running back and forth between the ministries

47 At the tme the rescarch was conducted, one Canadian dollar was worth approximately 250 CFA; one
Amenican dollar was worth approximately 300 CFA.
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and no results: In the Comoros, politics. No politics, no job. This is where
ESC begins.

The Business

When it became obvious to Ahmed that he would not be able to use his expertise in
agriculture, he turned to what he knew next best: English. His idea was to open a school
which would specialize in English, the first of its kind in the Comotos. He would call 1t
ESC--the English School of the Comotos. You know the government failed to
provide me with a job in the field for which 1 was preparved so 1 must make
use of my knowledge and experience somehow, this 1 why 1 opened FSC.
But I also want to make a contribution 10 my country. Opening a school is
like building a mosque, and ESC is different from other schools because
it's only English. The first private school in the Comoros was statted m the nud-
1980's and led to a series of private school openings. Ahmed wants to be a part of this
increasing trend toward privatization in education, since he believes that private schools
take pressure off of inefficient, overcrowded government-run schools.

To put the plan 1n motion, Ahmed began talking with lus friend and classmate
Mohammed. Mohammed also received a scholarship and the two became triends while
studying together in Tanzania. They stayed friends alter icturning to the Comoros, and
Ahmed approached Mohammed with his idea because he thought Mohammed nught make a
good English teacher. At first, there wasn't much planning They agreed that the first few
months would be a trial period.

Right now we have one class that meets four days a week and has from
§-12 students. Some students come more often than others. We hold
classes from 5:00 till 7:00 because many of our students work dwming the
day. If we get more students we will have a second class... One problem |
noticed with Ahmed's classes was the difference in the students' level of English, |
thought he should get more students and divide them into two classes, but Ahimed was not
actively recruiting at that time. Needless to say, this problem complicated the learning
process. We want our students to benefit from learning by doing, so we

emphasize a very practical methodology for learning. Ahmed 1s a fascinating
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teacher. Despite the fact that he has no formal training, his approach is very
communicative  When he switches into teacher mode, he sounds as if he was reading from
a well-rehearsed seript. His students have no books. They are allowed to take notes, but
Ahmed's emphass 1s on speaking. T must encourage the students to speak out,
they must speak to each other and correct each other's speech. No student
goes unnoticed; the clowns get singled out and the timud students get spectal attention. At
ESC the students can learn practically... 1 teach them a poem and this
helps them to learn the rhythm of the language.

Ahmed and Mohammed mvested 25,000 CFA in start-up materials (chalk, board,
paper, books, ete ) and 80,000 CFA for the first month's rent. They rented a house
outside of Moront which serves as their home and their classroom. The landlord agreed to
rent to them on a tal basis and he included twelve chairs and two tables of different
heights.  If we succeed we will pay. If we don't succeed, we will not pay.
Ahmed did not spell out the terms of their agreement any more than that. Most of the
money for start-up came from Mohammed's savings. Ahmed's accounting is hardly
systematic. His financial records consist of two pieces of notebook paper with scratchy
handwriting which lists the money spent. He does not take a salary. Any money that he is
able to secwe from his new customers goes toward rent and electricity. They both agreed
that money is a concern, but not & priority. If we put only money as a priority,
then it will become a problem. Money is not a problem, it is a solution.
The cost is 10,006 CFA per month but if there is a student who cannot pay
the whole thing, sometimes we negotiate. At one point 1 figured that only 35% of
his students were able to pay in advance. In effect, ESC taught English on credit. Their
first student never actually pard at all.  He was our first student. It was
important to give the impression that we have a real school. 1 asked Ahmed
what he thought the chances were that he would be able to make a profit. Profit? He
laughs. With one class, the profit is to sleep in this house without lunch and
dinner. In his hometown he wouldn't have to pay to sleep, but the capital city was
probably the only place his business could function. He worked and slept in Moroni and
ins wife stayed in the village. I think she must have been suspicious since he was spending

all his time at work and still not making any money.
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Getting Students

One moming while waiting for Ahmed, Mohammed and 1 talked about how the
business ideu developed. He told me about their attempts to get students. The first step
was a flier. At first it was a handwritten notice because Ahmed is
"menfoutiste" (carcless). We called it "Quick English." 1 took the flier that
Ahmed had prepared home with me to type up and then we had it copied
and enlarged. We put up about 10 copies in conspicuous places around
Moroni. At first we wanted to conduct classes at Ahmed's cousin's house,
but that didn't last very long and so we were stuck with fliers that had the
wrong information and we did not have enough money to make new ones.
Actually photocopies, even in Moroni, did not cost more than about eight cents per page
We left application forms in a few places around the city and 22 students
signed up. Right now they are eleven. 1 did the signs. Ahmed said they
should be small at first so as not to attract government attention. 1If they
see a lot of advertising, they'll think its a big operation and they'Hl cither
tax us more or come and make up some fines for us to pay because they
think we're a good source of income. This situation kept Ahmed from conducting
large-scale advertising, but his aversion to risk and limited capital resources were also
considerable obstacles. We don't want to attract too much attention. Besides,
we're not sure we'll have enough chairs if we get more students. Right
now we only have space for twelve. This made 1t clear to me why Ahmed wasn't
attempting to get more students; until he was sure the 1dea would work, he did not want 1o
submit to government scrutiny by calling attention to the business. At tirst I thought his
preblem was a failure to "think big,” but this wasn't the case.

Not only getting students, but also keeping students, was a problem. Atendance was
very irregular; of 11 students only 5-6 showed up on a regular basis. Perhaps attendance
would have been better if more students were actually paying for the services. Ahmed
attributed poor attendance to "the Comorian mentality” and the fact that he did not have a
qualified teaching staff. You can't find good teachers. One of my teachers is
off somewhere at a wedding, and the other one was appointed deputy

minister or something...Staff is a big problem. After three months, Mohammed
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had stopped coming and Ahmed was teaching on his own. In addition, he had to contend
with the Peace Corps, which for the last four years has been offering free English courses
to Comortans 1n order to tram its incoming volunteers,

I was very interested 1n hearing more about how Ahmed selis his service given these
himitations. T asked some more questions about different ways of getting students, and we
began talking about word of mouth. How often do you talk to people about ESC? I talk
about it to a lot of people, because I don't want people to think I'm doing
politics. When you greet people you talk and exchange news, this is an
opportunity to talk about ESC...But we aren't serious about word of
mouth, we are too corrupted by modern advertising. He smiles wide and I laugh
because we both know how casy 1t 1s to blame "les Frangais." Ahmed says that half of his
students heard about ESC through word of mouth. In the past, the village elders

would send messengers by foot to inform people of important news.

Indigenous Marketing

When I asked Ahmed if there was any relationship between teaching English and
tourism 1n the Comoros, he answered by telling me about an innovation which is an
umportant part of his practical approach to language training: the academic tour. On an
acadenuc tour Ahmed rounds up his students, puts them in the back of a pickup truck and
takes them around the the city, speaking to them only in English, as if they were tourists.
We will treat our students as tourists because they will be able to learn by
doing and they will appreciate the democratic atmosphere. From the way he
was talking, 1 gathered that they hadn't done this very often. Later [ arranged for a car so I
could observe him i action. We don't have a car, although we can probably do
it without a car. When Ahmed explained this to me, I became very excited about the
mitketing potential of such a tour and we began talking about how attracting attention to the
tour might be a good way to get more students. Comorians are very curious. "We
could take them to the post oftice, the market," I said, "maybe even the beach." Then
Ahmed stopped because Mohammed seemed somewhat frustrated with our enthusiasm.
Mohammed hesitated for a moment and then said: Me personally, I don't see the

value of doing academic tours, it has to be something apart from
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advertising, it has to be something for the students. 1 stopped too, for a
moment, to think about how my ideas may be attecting my research and Ahmed's language

school.

The Government

I asked Ahmed if the government is a problem for his business. e answeied: The
government? We haven't thought about that. When [ asked what the goveinment
wants from him, he mentioned three things. They don't want to put their stamp on
just anything. In order for ESC to be officially registered, the minister of
education wants to be sure of my qualifications as a teacher and to get this
approval it wouldn't hurt if we were from the same political party as him.
Then the minister of planning needs to be notified. This is not so difficult,
but he needs to see my license, which may take a long time to get. The
third person concerned is the regional governor. He looks at my license at
the end of each year and tells me how much tax to pay. A license costs
about 50,000 CFA. At this point Ahmed had not completed all of the steps. This is
just a trial period.

According to Ahmed, recognition of ESC by the government and having a chaiter is
important for students so they can receive a certificate after their studies and for ESC so 1t
can have access 1o funding sources for luture expansion. Despite these comments, though,
I still had the feeling that Ahmed placed very little faith in the government. In another
interview he said: Comorians understand that if you want a good c¢ducation,
you have to pay for it, because the government schools arc bad. They can't
even pay their teachers regularly. By taking pressure off crowded government
schools, private schools like Ahmed's are helping the government more than the

government is helping them.
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Discussi

There are several points of discussion which emerge from Ahmed's case. First, his
idea to start the business was based on his skills and experience and not on any assessmcat
of the market for English courses in the Comoros. There is no doubt that he is a qualified
teacher and certainly there are Comorians who are interested in learning English.

However, these two facts alone do not guarantee a successful business. Ahmed did very
hittle rescarch to determine the extent of the demand for his service. 48 Consequently, he
had ditficulues getung and keeping students. Closely related is the second point,

indigenous forms of marketing. Despite the fact that Ahimed had very little concrete

information about the market for English, he used several techniques (word of mcuth, the
academuc tour, ete.) to promote his busmess which were iexpensive and culturally
sensitive. These forms of indigenous marketng are not obvious to the average
businessman, who, having too much fuith in western-style advertising, might have stopped
after reahizing that fliers and radio ads are too expensive. As Ahmed pointed out,
Comorians are very curious; his marketing efforts attempted to capitalize on this
curiosity. This is an important aspect of Ahmed's entrepreneurialism.

The third point pertamns to government. There is no doubt that the potential abuse of
government taxation was one factor which discouraged Ahmed from expanding the scale of
ESC. Other factors, however, also limited the growth of the company. As I suggest
above, Ahmed was not ready to expand. He wanted to be sure the idea would work before
mvesting all lns resources. But perhaps more umportantly, the number of people willing
and able 1o pay for such a service may not have been as great as Ahmed expected. I would
argue that the government per se is not Ahmed's most significant obstacle. He himself said

he had not given the government very much thought.

48Accordmg to Peter Johnson, Dobson Centre for Entrepreneurial Studies, this is the most common reason
tor tailure of small businesses in Quebec and other regions in North America. Personal communication,
July 1993,
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MABUKU

Marketing Fish in the Mountains+9

There is always someone home at Hassane's house. The first person | saw was his
mother-in-law. She was feeling a bit sick but managed to get out a few grectings and ash
the other people in the room what I was domg thete. They told her that | was a triend of
Hassane's and that Thad come to spend a few days. This was Shindini, tishing capital ot
the south of Grande Comore The food 1s on the table and the guest’s mosquito net 1s
place, but there's no ceremony, no fuss. Hassane's house, like miany Comornan houses,
is in a constant state of becoming. It 15 a cement sheleton with space whete the doors and
windows will be. Inside there is a table with four chairs and on the table 1s a bow! with
plantains, coconut milk and a chunk of fish in the middle. This 1s where Hassane and |

began our work.

Growing Up

Hassane tells me about his father: Everyday we used to go to the
countryside to take care of the cows. My father would take us there to
drink fresh milk every day before going to school...l think about my father
and his role in society. He was very conservative but cveryone respected
him...He loved children. These are our children, he would say, they made
some mistakes, it's true, but if we don't care for them, who will?..My
father himself was not educated, but he valued education. He sold his
goats so that he could send his brother to school in Madagascar. And it

was this uncle that made sure I went to school.

49 The interviews for this rase study were conducted i French, ‘
\
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Everybody

Hassane's voice cuts through the air. He speaks sharply but never harshly and his
eyes sparkle when he smules. In Shindini, everybody wants Hassane. Old women want
his fish, young men want his car, friends want his money, and anthropologists want his
time. Everybody wants to sce Hassane, so I started calling him "Everybody.”

On the day we began work, the first person to visit was thechef du villuge . There
were rumors that a group of boys from Fumbuni had plans to sabotage a marriage
ceremony that was to be held 1n Shindini in the coming week. Upon hearing this news, the
chef wentduectly to Hassane and asked that Hassane take hium to the police station in
Fumbuni to prevent it from happening. We all got in Hassane's truck and went together.
He stopped in every village on the way, sometimes two or three times, picking up
passengers who stopped when they saw us coming m oider to look sttanded on the black
tar. When we retuined, an uncle was wating at the door to ask him for some money,
because he needed new shoes and he was feeling ill: "When 1 twist my arm like this, it
hurts tertibly.”

Hassane apologized for the mterruptions. I tried to convince him that they weren't a
problem. "It's totally normal for us to stop what we're doing when someone comes to see
you. I mean, this isn't the U.S., people don't make appoinanents. Actually, I'm even
taking notes on them. I don't know what you think, but from my point of view this is all
part of the job you have to do and my study 1s about your job." He seemed to understand
and he let me know once agam that he felt bad that we couldn't work straight through. Just
then a young girl with tat cheeks and buck teeth came in and began to remind Hassane that
he pronused to buy her some clothes. She didn't seem very needy; she was well-dressed
and well-fed  Hassane says of course I haven't forgotten, but there are lots of
problems and no money. She smules and asks Hassane for 50 francs to buy a

coconut He gives her 100.

Beginning Work

As a boy, I used to fish on the rocks and I used to get money selling

fish tails. Then I would give the money to my mother to make it look like I
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was contributing too; 1 think this is how I learned to nanage my money.,
Of course she would have to add money of her own before she could buy
me something. Hassane was boin m 1962 and i the second of ten enldien Ths
position as the oldest son requured hum to assume i ot of tamily responsibility Hassane
was still in school when us tather first tell dl, but he felt obligated to mike money to help
his family. He liked fishing, but says that mtially he was pushed nto it 10 support hus
family. He stopped selling fish tails and soon became a specialist iy net tishing, At the age

of 16, he began speartishing. He and a friend used wood and an old innet tube 1o design a

speargun which they used until they had enough money to buy equipment

Fishing School

Hassane was a good student, but even after two attempts he wasn’t able to pass the
secondary school exit exam (the BAC). Someume after s second tailed attempt, Flassane
heard about the Fishing School, a professional taming center tor young Comoran
fishermen. He apphied to the school, which was a part of a new program bemg developed
by the Japanese Development Agency, and he was accepted  Hassane wasn't sure about
going to another 1sland (Anjouan, the second largest island ot the Comoros) to live and
study. My family said "if you wanted to be a fisherman why didn't you start
before? Why did you waste all that time going {0 school if all you want to
do is fish?" But it seemed like a great opportunity and 1 wasn't doing
anything else, so I decided to go..The first year was hard; I came back
homesick every three months and I had to force myself to continue the
second year... I think it was a good decision, there 15 a certain deyiee of
uncertainty 1n s vorce. He elaborates, as if he is trying to convice us both that he made
a good decision. now I have a trade...I'm a fisherman, but unlike other
fishermen, I've studied fishing; navigation, motor repair, management,
electronics, oceanography and fiberglass boat construction. I know how to
do all these things. His training sets him apart from the vast majority of Comorian
fisherman.

As graduates of the first class of the Japanese fishing school, Hassane and his

classmates all had jobs waiting for them upon graduation. Hassane was assigned to an
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EEC fisheries project. He enjoyed his work at first, but before long he began to have
conflicts with his supervisor. He 15 skeptical about the foreign development workers (in
French, "cooperants”) who crowd the country. When the conflicts worsened, Hassane
talked with a tormer classmate from the Fishing School about his frustration on the job.
Through pertodic conversations, Hassane realized that he and his friend Mohammed had a
lot in common and they began meeting on a regular basts to discuss the possibility of
starting their own company. When they finally decided to join forces it wzs the first
partnership to occur among Fishing School graduates.

Mohammed cairies his books in a briefcase and wears Iittle round glasses with
frames, but no lenses. His nickname, "Mabuku,” comes from the English word "book"
and alludes to his schooling as well as to the fact that he always carries 2 book-filled
bricfcase. When Hassane and Mohammed began their business, they decided to call it
Mabuku, so Hassane also became known as Mabuku., Mohammed is the paperwork
specialist, I'm the one who fixes the boat. During my research, Mohammed
Mabuku was in Fiance being treated for a medical condition. Hassane Mabuku was in

chairge of the business n his partner's absence and so I worked exclusively with him.

The Business

Mohammed and Hassane, both graduates of the Fishing School and both familiar
with fishing on the southern shores of the island, make a good team. Their idea was to
pool resources so they could increase the amount of fish they were catching and eventually
save cnough money to buy a car for the regular distribution of fish in their region. Now
the two partners have a stable and growing enterprise. They employ six fishers30 on a
full-time basis and own two boats (see "Innovations") which spend a total of 5-7 days a
week in the water on a rotating schedule. Most fishing trips last 2-3 days, but day trips are
common also, and unpredictable weather sometimes keeps them from fishing for several
weeks at a time. After the fish are caught, a portion is given to fishers and immediate
family members, some to fish sellers in the village; and the rest go into freezers (which

Mabuku rents in Fumbuni) awaiting the next morning's trip into the mountains.

50 "Fisher,” besides bemng more gender neutral than the standard term "fisherman,” allows me to
distinguish between Hassane and the fishermen who work for him.
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The red and yellow Mabuku truck barrels along the coastal toud until 1t sees the fork
which takes them up the side of Mt. Karthala and through a handful of villages where fish
are not available on a regular basis - Keeping the truck in runtung condition 1s quite a
challenge. Hassane always seems to mahke do with temporary solutions and adaptations,
but he spends a lot time tending to mechanical matters. There s a hole in the bed of the
truck which allows ramwater to fall into the gas tank and exhaust tumes 1o seep back nto
the cabin, but the fish don't mind  Mabuku doesn't scem to mind either  The truck does
what is expected of it; 1t brings Mabuku and his fish to people who he says need more
protein. He announces his arrival to each village with repeated beeps from a sick horn and
his sales pitch: Mba ireeee-oh! (a little bit of protein) Ngabo irewo! (come get your
protein). I'm good at selling, but it's not easy. A Kilo is never a kilo.
Hassane usually has to tip the scales with an extra chunk of fish in o1der for customets to
accept the transaction. If that sttll isn't enough, Hassane will play haird to get, sometimes
pretending to leave so that people will buy. We can't come back to Shindini with
fish, what will people think? They'll insult us because we didn't want to
sell to them and now the fish are 12 hours less fresh.

The first year was good but then things became difficult because we
started establishing a clientele and people started asking us for things.
Hassane is referring to the incessant favors asked of them; some people want a ride, some
want money, some want fish. Almost everyone wants credit. We have to give credit,
If we don't, people will say we're mean, and they won't buy from us. And
if you have fish that's about to go bad, you don't really have a choice but
to give it to someone. For Hassane, becoming successful has had its price The
first year was free and easy but now everybody knows Mabuku. It also seems
that the novelty of Mabuku has worn off. When I first met the team in 1990, they were still
starting the business. At that point their enthusiasm was contagious. I asked Hassane to
talk about his marketing: I dont' know if what we do is marketing , but people
know Mabuku and they come to us when they need fish. They must have done
marketing of one form or another. One mun sent Hassane a note asking for 50 kilos of fish
with five days notice. The man sent his son for the fish, but the weather had been bad and
Hassane didn't have any. Then the man sent his sister, who insisted that Hassane sell her

50 kilos of fresh fish. I didn't know this man and he was acting as if I had a
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freezer full of fresh fish just waiting to be sold. Mabuku's reputation brought
him this business, but obviously he was not yet prepared to be managing large fish

mnventories.

Innovations

When I first began working with Mabuku I thought there was only one innovation
which concerned my research, but it soon became obvious that this was not the case. Not
long after deciding to work together, Hassane and Mohamimed had the idea to go to their
teachers at the fishing school and ask for help getung boats. They were trained on large,
orange fiberglass boats with butlt-in motors, large pontoons and space for cold storage.
The boats, calledJupawa , were designed by the Japanese to approximate the traditional
Comorian outrigger fishing canoe, theGalawa.. Their idea was to ask that these boats be
loaned or even rented to the graduates of the fishing school with the hope that each student
would start his own basiness. The way Hassane explained the story to me, he and
Mohammed organized all the graduates, drafted a proposal and presented their proposal to
the director of the fishing school. We felt our teachers would listen to us. After
hearing what the students had to say, the Japanese agreed to supply their students with free
boats and free fishing eguinment.d! I was skeptical about how Hassane and Mohamed
were able to convince the Japanese to donate a fleet of such valuable boats along with
supplies. The fact remains, however, that they have the boats and they did not pay for
them. This was Mabuku's first innovation.

‘The agreement was put through normal government channels for approval and was
accepted, but the fishing school was asked to give some of the boats to the Comorian
Ministry of Production. This meant that the students would have to share; two students per
boat. When the president was killed and his government was replaced in
1989, the Japanese teachers reclaimed the boats they had given to the
government and gave them to us. Now Mabuku was a two-boat business and things
were looking up. The fishing was good. An average catch for one boat on a

two-day (rip was between 75 and 150 kilos of fish. On a good trip we

51 Accordmg to the E.LU., Japan donated 36 {ishing boats 1n 1989, in addition to the 50 they had donated
previously (EIU 1992 44),
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could come home with more than 250 kilos. Hassane was somewhat liberal with
his estimates. One particular week in July, Isaw two boats come bick cmpty, and a thud

with about 70 kilos of fish. This may have been, as Hassane suggested, due to the season
Throughout the interview process, he didn't discuss the weather mach more than this,

After getting the boats, catchig fish was no longer difficult, but selling them was
Enter innovation number two: a car - At first Mabuku used local tansportation between
Fumbuni (the tegronal capital) and Moront to sell its tish. The bush tanis were always
crowded and not all the drivers would agree to take us with our fish. Not
to mention the fact that with bush taxis we had to stay in one place for a
long time. Soon Mohammed and Hassane began actvely lookmg for ther own
transportation. They had some savings from fish sales, but neither came tron too poor a
backgrourd that he couldn't depend on wealthier famuily members tor shott-term credit.
Their first chance was to buy a used vehicle that was being sold at the post oltice 1n
Moroni, where Hassane's sister-in-law worked. The vehicle was a Renault 1o, modelled
after the Renault 4L but with a large, covered rear section for carrying heavy loads. At
130,000 CFA, the price was night, so they bought two. They didn't 1calize until later that
neither of the cars was operational. But that was okay, we needed a second truck
anyway for spare parts. Three mechanics and 900,000 CFA later, Mabuku had a
running vehicle and an almost complete set of spare parts. They began distubuting fish
immediately.

At first they encounteled problems because people who saw the yellow post office
truck thought they were using a post office vehicle to transport fish. Finally they were
stopped by the police and were told that if they didn't paint their vehicle they would be
fined and put in jail. I went to get some estimates for painting the teuck, but
they wanted so much money, we said it's not worth it, let's do it
ourselves. With an almost intentional disregard for aesthetics, they called together all the
children in their neighborhood, handed out brushes and slowly converted the yellow truck
into a red one (or as red as eight liters would permit). We didn't care what it looked
like, we just didn't want to get arrested. It's true, the truck was ugly. To top 1t
off, they asked the village artist to paint a picture on cach side: a shark with a book on one
side, and a tuna with a book on the other side. The tuna represents the Comorian

fisherman, the book is to show that we've studied fishing, the shark is us,
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we are the sharks among fishermen. Hassane's style was more like a tuna. I had a
fecling that the shark was his partner's idea. At first people weren't interested in
buying fish as much as they were interested in the picture. We must have
explained what the picture meant ten times a day.

The only two students to stay together since graduating from the fishing school are
Mohammed and Hassane. Other fishing school graduates continue to fish, but since they
work alone they have had limited success and very few have managed to break into markets
outstde of therr hometowns  Hassane thinks the partnership is one of the reasons that
Mabuku has been so successtul. T asked him what has enabled them to stay together up till
now. As we got to know each other we realized we have a lot in common:
same region, same school, same politics. Actually, they even married into the
same famuly. They also support the same political figure, a man who is probably the
region’s most powertul politician. These common elements help the partnership advance
and help keep it intact. Hassane gives another reason for their success: We only
became friends in the sccond year of fishing school. But the most
important thing is our philosophy; it's our business, it's our money. We
do cverything together. This is the glue that holds Mabuku in place. This
collaboration was central to Mabuku's third innovation: theirs is a cooperative model of
management, not only between partners, but also between the partners and their fishers.
Hassane described the profit sharing mechanism: After operating expenses, all the
revenues are divided in half, one half for the fishers and one half for us
(Hassane and Mohammed). In addition to half of net earnings, the fishers also earn a part
of each catch. They decide the portion of the catch that is to be used for consumption. We
let them decide how much to take for food and the rest is earnings. Hassane
often arrives on the beach as the tishers are deciding how to distribute the catch. His
presence 1s authoritative but not authoritarian; I found it difficult to determine who actually
muakes the decision  According to Hassane, trust is not an issue during distribution since
cheating could not go unnoticed and skimming would mean less profit for everyone. Then
we record the carnings as salary, add it up and pay them at end of the
month. If we didn't do this, they would spend it all right away. They can

also have advances. For each fisher, Hassane records how much money is spent and
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on what. On or around payday, he meets with the fisher to help hum underst ad where his
money goes and how to manage it better.

So what distinguishes Mabuku from other fishermen? It's the organization,
because we were the first to set up a schedule where we could go to sea for
2-3 days at a time.d2 They were perhaps not the first to stay at sca overnight (there are
fishermen's stories about getting tost at sea 1n an outrigger and landimy weeks later on the
Tanzanian coast), but unhke many fishermen, they have made 1t a regular part of then
schedule. Also, we don't deal with any middlemen. Most people who own
large boats like this don't have anything to do with the fishing or the
distribution, they just hire a cousin or somebody to do it for them. With
Mabuku, we take fish from the water all the way to the people. We're there
every step of the way.53 This point captures the most important difference between

Mabuku and other fishing operations.

Entrepreneurship and Social Change

For Hassane, productivity is one of the most serious problems he faces. Despite
relatively advanced equipment and staff of six, Hassane says he is not able to catch enough
fish. He wants to catch more fish so that the price will come down and he wants the price
to come down so that people can have more protein in then diet. 34 ‘The price of fish
goes down and people eat better. There's not enough protein for people
here, normally a family should eat 4 kilos of fish a day; when they know
they can buy more, they will. His plan is to invest in advanced fishing equipment to
catch enough fish so that he can serve as a fish wholesaler to fishsellers who distrnibute
within and among the villages in his region. Hassanc knows that even at a substantially
lower price, if he can sell more fish he stands to make considerable profit, but he 1s honest

about his personal interests in this venture. If the price comes down, I stand to

52 "Going to sea" from Shindini involves a day trip across the water to Mohels, the smallest of the three
islands and fishing its shores for two o1 three days before returning to Grande Comore,

53 Vertical integration 1s not common i small-enterprise in the Comoros. For more on the subject, .ce
Coase (1952).

of economuies of scale on local consumption patteins
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make money. He also acknowledges the conflict which may arise between himself and
other local producers. The general population may be ecstatic about fresh fish at half the
price, but the other fishers in his village, many of whom are Hassane's friends and
extended fanuly, are not the least bit happy about Mabuku's plans to catch/sell more fish
and donunate the market. Furthermore, Shindini still does not have electricity or cold
storage, which become more important as catches increase in size. It also seems inevitable
that, with ume, consumers will adapt to lower fish prices by bringing less money, not by
buying more fish. Hassane disagrees. For him, all of these factors are potential problems,
but they do not outweigh the possible benefits of his plans, both for himself and for
Comorian society.

We were talking about the fishers in his village and somehow the subject got
changed: I didn't always know that 1 wanted to be a fisherman. All my
brothers are fishermen, all my cousins are fishermen. After deciding to go
to the fishing school, I had this plan to learn everything 1 could about
fishing, come back here, teach thein everything I know and then--then his
mother comes in. It was mght, she came by to visit Hassane. I listened to them exchange
a few words and then I asked Hassane what his mother thought about his decision to go to
fishing school. He asked her and she said "Oh, I don't know." He asked her again and he
hedged again. He rolled his eyes and said to me in a discouraged toue, she can't
answer, she doesn't know what she thinks... She tried to defend herself: "If I say
it was a bad decision you'll say I'm a difficult mother, if I say it was a good decision you'll
say I don't want good things for my son, so what am I supposed to..." Hassane cuts in:
What were you saying, Bob? 1 got the impression that they might have had a similar
conversation at some point in the past and that it might be better to go on with my
questions.

All my friends are doctors and technicians, and me? I just fish. He
pauses. I want to get into politics. I want to be a deputy and get some of the
glory. I want to catch up to my friends. Despite his ambitions, Hassane feels that
people respect him for what he has done. I asked hir how he is viewed by other
Comorians: the headmaster said to his students: "Things are hard now; you
have to go to school even to learn to fish. These Mabuku guys, they use to
be my students and now they pick me up on the side of the road and drive
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me into town." That's good, that means that thanks to us, being a
fisherman isn't such a bad thing. Hassane is one of the four people who were ashed
to represent Shindini at regional PTA meetings We wanted to valorise the position
of fishermen. The Japanese were very committed to developing the fishing
industry here too, because in Japan fishermen are highly esteemed. e
thinks that Comorian fishermen should be respected 1 the same way... I'll never quit
Mabuku, even if 1 get offered a deputy position tomorrow I can never

forget Mabuku, it was my first step. It has a life of its own.

Dj .

In the context of the Comoros, one of the most interesting aspects of the Mabuhu

venture is its cooperative form of management. Partnerships and other horizontal forms of

management structure are rare in the Comoros and, except for Mabuku, unheard of in
small-scale fishing.55 The model he and his partner have developed, is of course, not
totally cooperative. The partners are responsible for certain strategic decistons on which
the fishers have no say and shares in the profits are not equal between fishers and paitners.
This is expected given the investment and responsibility assumed by the two partners,
Unlike a strictly vertical organization, however, the fishers are trained (and participate) m
every aspect of the business from catch to sale. Hassane considers this guidance an
important part of his duty as an employer.

Another important marker of Hassane's entrepreneurialism are the attemipts he has
made at gxpansion. More so than any of the other entreprenceurs studied, Hassane has very
precise long-term goals for the growth of the business. He is continually looking for new
technology and new combinations to make Mabuku bigger and better. Other entiepreneurs
talked about getting into more profitable lines of work (see below), but Hassane's vision

involves promoting what he and his partner have already set into motion. This approach

55 In future research I will examinc the constraints to cooperation in small-enterprise and manufacturing in
the Comoros. “We Are Mabuku,” an unpublished manuscript, discusses these 1ssues in greater detaul.
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distinguishes Hassane from the entrepreneurial type which prefers to go from business to
business, setting up and selling once the operation 1s up and running, 56

Lastly, this case study makes clear the demands put on entrepreneurs' time, money
and property by family and fellow community members. As economic leaders,
entreprencurs i the Comoros become socral leaders because they have access to resources
that the average Comontan doesn't. If they refuse requests made for materials, gifts,
money, etc, they will inevitably lose the status which access to resources alone cannot

provide.

BASE-COM TIRES
All Day and All Night37

Base-Com goes by the name of his business. His real name, Alj, is one that he rarely
hears, but that does not seem to bother him. He has a lot invested in his business, the first
24-hour service in the Comoros, and he is proud to share its name.

Base-Com calls his family "simple folk." He says that his parents never travelled
and that his father was basically a farmer. When I asked Ali questions about his family he
was most interested in talking about his grandmother, Hanussi, who was very well-known
in their commumty. She was the owner of the property that he now rents and Ali attributes
his carly intciest m business to the basics that he learned from his grandmother. He was
born in 1963, the fourth of seven children and came to the capital to seek a living at the age
of 17. Alrhad never been to school except for the obligatory three years of Koranic
School¥8 and some literacy tramning during the Ali Soilihi period. His French is smooth
and sure-footed and he does not seem sensitive about the fact that he cannot read or write.
When it |school] was hard, I gave up; I still can't write a letter even in

Arabic, but I can read and I know the numbers real well.

56 1 have termed thus type the "butterfly entreprencur.” SceRadio Karthala .

57 The mterviews tor this case study were conducted 70% n French and 30% 1n Comorian,

58 Comorian chuldren usually attend Koranie school (a sort of Islamic nursery school) from the age of three
or lour until the age ot six.
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Beginning to Work

When Ali was younger, his beya , or "age group," decided to come to Moroni and
that each one would learn a trade. He chose woodworking but he lost a finger m an
accident and decided to become a tailor instead. 1 went to my mother and asked for
her help to buy a sewing machine. She wanted me to sell a plot of land that
belonged to her. 1 said 1 can't do that, it's not good to sell something that
belongs to the family. In order to save the money he needed and learn the tade, Al
became an apprentice under a well-known tailor in Motont. In nine months he had saved
enough money to buy his own machine and after a year and a half he was "set fice” o
work for himself in 1983. By 1986 he had saved enough money to go to Masedle to learn
more about the trade. There he found a job doing touch-up work 1 a small shop owned by
a Jewish tailor and when he returned to the Comoros he biought with him a wide variety of
income-generating equipment: four sewing machines, two stereos, childrens' clothes,
basic welding and mechanics' tools, an air compressor and soldering equipment.
Everything I brought back was something that would enable me to make

more money.

First Ventures

I was 24 when I opened my first store. It went well because I had the
only store in the neighborhood. With his initial savings he put an ad on Radio
Comores: "Every Wednesday everything in the store is 25% off.” 'That was
good for business. Soon he started travelling to bring back things to scll* . .onions,
dried fish, and clothes arc good items because they're inexpensive to buy
and they are in high demand here. 1've been to Madagascar, Nairobi,
Mauritius, and Jedda. His business started out as a small shop i a new neighborhood
in Moroni. He sold Coke, crackers, cigarettes, matches, underwear, buttons, candy,

sugar, soap -- lots of things. Now his shop is much bigger. It is located on the curve
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which passes through one of the most densely populated neighborhoods in Moroni. His
business has been so successtul that the neighborhood now bears the name of his shop.
Selling "en détail" is limiting. With 4 high item inventory, you can't
control the stock if you leave someone else in charge. If you sell things by
the gross you just count the things you have and you count the money you
have. Alrdeals with several Asian wholesalers on a 1egular basis, but I think he has a
stmphistc view ot their operations. They must bear the stress of trregular product supplies
and deal with large amounts of credit to Comorian retatlers. To Al though, they are the
big men of Comortan busimess and they have 1t easy because they sell wholesale. It's
much harder to get away with something [if you sell wholesale]. There are only
two people with whom Ali will leave the shop, his best friend and his fiancée. It's really
hard to leave someone here because they don't know the prices and so how
can [ trust them? Not bemg able to leave the shop means that Ali has limited access to
mformation and goods which arrive at the port from time to time. A good wholesaler
needs 3,000,000 CFA. What would you do with 500,0007 Nothing. What would
you do with 1,000,0007 Invest in wholesaling. 2,000,0007 Start a gas station,
24 hours. That's what I really want to do. I've always wanted to own a
gas station. 1 like the idea of selling gas because I know what money I'll
have after I've sold everything. Here he is refer.ing to the difficulties associated
with conuolling ventory in "detail” retailing. I asked iim if he ever got tired of spending
all hus time at the shop. T like being here. It wasn't profitable to hire someone
on with 3,000 francs coming in per day; it's easier to just do it myself. I
wondered il Ali realized that working alone becomes more difficult as operations expand.
Is the government a problem for you? I started all this with 24,000 CFA for
the license and they collect taxes regularly. He didn't say yes or no. You go to
tell them that business is bad so maybe they can reduce your taxes. In
March and April the inspectors come to verify your license. They don't ask
what you make, they just ask what you have...1 know it's the government's
right to take these things, but still 1 know that some people take the money
for their own purposes. Maybe it's good for something, maybe sometimes

it pays for hospital repairs, or teachers who haven't been paid. You said
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your shop used to bring in a lot of money, what changed? I used to have the only

shop in the neighborhood, now they're all around.? 9

The Business

The change is obvious. Base-Com's store is musty and settled. "The button jats are
all mixed up and despite their plastic smiles, the white dolls look sad to be so faded and
dusty. His shop is filled with hundieds of things that never got sold. This is whete we
work. "C'est pas grave," I think to myself. This 1s Base-Com's past; 24-hour tue tepan is
Base-Com's future.

Just around the corner on the S-curve that winds by Ali's stoie 1s i shack that from
the outside does not look noticeably dissimilat fiom Ins shop  Thete ae, however, a tew
key differences. Here Base-Com does service, not sales. The two opetations are
completely sepatate; the accountng 1s done separately and he sets aside 1,000 CEA every
day for separate electricity bills. With the money I saved, had my brother send
me some start up materials. The things 1 didn't have 1 was able to make;
my friend had soldering expericnce, so we went to a few garages and
copied the tools they were using. His table is a workbench. It holds a vise, a saw,
a can of glue and an assortment of rubber patches. Strewn all over the tloor we tres Bag
tires, little tires, bald tires and inner-tubes with varymg amounts of air. "Fhere 1s a small wr
compressor in the corner which, when operating, makes interviewmg impossible, attached
to the side of the shack is a sort of bubble statton  Here, under the all-scason protection of
a corrugated tin awning, Alt and his helpers douse unsuspectung mner-tubes mn a dity,
water-filled, cut-away o1l drum, to ook for the wir bubbles that allow them to do then job
Ali can repair three holes 1n about five munutes without the shghtest trace of dirt on his

clean white shirt and pressed slacks. He is doubtless the best-dressed ure repatnman m the

day and all night. For the equivalent of one Ametican dollar, you can wake up Al at any
time of the night to fix your flat. 1 asked Ali why he repairs tres. I like sewing, but

|
\
Comoros. But this 1s not the amazing part. What's so amazing 1s that he does his job all
fixing tires brings in more money, and I still get to use my hands.

|

S90ther entrepreneurs also alluded to innovation as an important survival techmque m Comorian entemrise
(s¢c Radio Karthala ).
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Considering the state of most Comorian road surfaces and the old age of most cars, I

would say Ali made a good choice.

Innovations

Ali started the 24 -hour tire service in December 1988. From December 25 to New
Years is a very busy time, so that's when I started to open. I put up a

small black sign with white writing. The sign reads:

TIRE REPAIR
AT BASE-COM'S PLACE
ALL DAY - ALL NIGHT

After the tire ad, things started to change; I started getting a ot of
business at night. Now I do more business at night than during the day.
There's still a lot of variation, but I can get up to 25 customers at night and
only 15-20 during the day, and I can charge more at night. Ali doesn't seem
to mind working late. Sometimes our work would begin after 11:00 p.m. Most people
come before twelve. Last week one person woke me up at 1:30, but this
week no one has waked me up so far. I put up the sign, so I shouldn't
complain if people bug me late at night; I asked for it.

How did you get the 1dea? When I started thinking about it, I was having a
lot of free time because business was slow. Or maybe it was because I
sleep next to my shop. I'm not sure. Anyway, it's changed my life. Now
I'm relatively well-known. 1 go to the beach and people know me. That's
why 1 want to stay here. I don't want to go to France and have to start all

over again. I've just started getting somewhere,
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It's 11:35 p.m. A car pulls up outside and honks politely. 1 put down my notebook
and follow Ali. It's Omar Tamou, former Minister of the Intertor. 1 make an effort to
exchange small talk: "Hello. How are you? Problem with the tue? 1t's awlul nice to have
24-hour tire repair, huh?" "It certainly is," he answers and as Alt removes the flat e
from the minister's trunk, Tamou starts singing Base-Com's praises "You hnow, with the
state of our economy it 15 wonderful to see young people lihe Al working so hatd, and so
commutted to making something of their hives. What he's dong 1s a service to our
community.” Al is smiling mildly, 1espectfully, and I begin to take notes m my head.
"This young man is nothing short of a role model." e turned to me as 1t he expected a
response. "I must agree with you, Mr. Tamou.” I turned to Ali, but he was already

looking for bubbles.
Credit

Credit is a big problem for me, but the Comoros is small and so you
have to be a good Muslim and give something (o share the wealth, On the
wall, rather unnoticeable among the dust-covered underwear and soccer cleats s a sign
which reads: ABSOLUTELY NO CREDIT. Regudless of the sign, credit with customers
is one of Base-Com's biggest problems. If more people worked, it wouldn't be
So serious, but people aren't paid. In France, it's okay, because you don't
know anyone, that's the big difference...Two or three people have
accounts, because I know they'll pay on a regular basis. For these customers,
he sets aside his last pack of Benson & Hedges. They have a 10-15,000 CFA limit,
but they're goed friends. A normal limit is 2-3,000 CFA. Al c¢sumates the
total credit at any given tume at less than 50,000 CEA and says that 70% of the people who
take credit never pay 1t back I don't like to go running after people who owe me
money. When I do that, I have to close down the shop, and this is a
problem. But if someonc has outstanding credit with me, he won't come
back because he knows that I'm always here waiting for him (o pay..Me, |

don't owe money to anyone. I hate to be in debt.




Good Husband

Al 1s one of the few Comorians I know who never askea me for anything; people
there usually ask for things like money, or medicine, or free English lessons. One day we
were working late and both getting tired. As [ closed my notebook, Ali turned to me and
said Bob, I want to ask you something. 1 prepared myself for the bomb. I
wanted to ask you--it's my fiancée...OQur families have set up this
marriage. 1 like her well enough, but the problem is she wants to get
married now and go back to France. I don't know, I'm not ready. My
heart isn't ready. She wants to go and | don't know what to do. I have my
plan. Alr's plan was long-term. This kind of foresight 1s rare in small business,
especially in the Comotos, and 1t 1s one of the things that makes Al a successful, young
entreprenceur. I have a savings account, I put in a certain amount every
month. If you get married, you spend a lot more money and I'm not ready.
I'm afraid it's going to mess up my plan. 1 was flattered to realize that all Ali
wanted was my advice, or maybe just my open ears. But what really struck me was his
sense of commitment. For some reason, the thought occurred to me that he would make a
good husband. A week later he announced his engagement to Zakia and told the family

they would be marricd at some point in the near future.

Businessman

Ali likes to travel to see other places and other businesses, once he told me I would
kill for the chance to walk around in America and go in and out of different
shops asking people how they do business, I told him that sounds like what I do.
I'm not interesied in living in France, maybe visit from time to time, or go
to buy some things, but I'd rather live here. 1'm happy using my hands...
I like being an entrepreneur because you can get around. It's the only job
where I can travel and get visas all over my passport. In other words, it's great
to sec the world but it's always a pleasure to return to your pond. I'm an entrepreneur

because I want to be -- it's the job I want to do. Why? As an entrepreneur,
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you can get ahead faster...I'm not conceited. In fact, he's very humble. Sofi-
spoken and serious, I could see how some people might consider hum conceited, but he's
not. He's takes pride in what he does and he likes his woik  If people say I'm rich
that's good. One thing, though, I do want to build a house in my village--
that would really make me happy. I ask him another question, but he doesn't
answer. He's beginning to fall asleep. Someone diives up and comes m making a lot of
noise because he wants Ali to re-do a patch that one of his helpers did pootly the trst time
This is the problem with trying to run a one-man show. 1 close my notebook and decide to

try again tomorrow.

Busy Man

The next night I met Ali in his shop. We were supposed to continue the interviews,
but Ali wanted to introduce me to a friend. Iagreed and we set out together on foot. Al
walks fast; it didn't take very long. After the visit we came back and he ordered us dinner
at his friend's family restaurant across the street,Chez Base-Com. 1t was a huge plate of
rice pilaf and unfortunately I had already eaten dinner. 1 ate embariasingly hittle of what
was served to me and when Ali finished his plate, we went back to his shop to start to
work. As we settled in, Ali served a few late-mght customers a mosquito coil, three
Benson & Hedges, two cough drops. I asked him the first question and he gave me a shoit
answer without much thought. My sccond question didn't seem to work either. Ikept my
head in my notebook, trying to find a better wording. He didn't answer, so I tried to
rephrase, but the third question fell to dead cars. The pilaf had set 1n and BaseCom was
asleep.

Ali is a busy man with an almost North American work ethic. I don't like to sit
around. I like working, I like to move. I'm young, 1 should work now
while I can, because 1 won't have the strength when I'm old. [ think the

day is just too short.
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Discussi

The most important set of issues to emerge from this case study is concerned with

customer credit. Simular to the cases of other entrepreneurs (see ESC and Mabuku ), Ali

has a significant portion of his chientele requesting credit on a regular basis. Base-Com is
located 1n a residential arca of the capital city. This means that many of his customers are
regulars and many mote are people he knows. To refuse them the occasional courtesy of
being able to pay later for a kilo of rice or a glass of juice would seem unnecessarily harsh,
But add up all these hittle credits and the entrepreneur ends up losing. In many cases, the
extension of credit gets out of hand and the entrepreneur must go in search of the money
owed. In Chapter Five 1 discuss this dynamic in greater detail.

Alr's work ¢thic constitutes another salient aspect of his entrepreneurialism. The
importance he gives to his business and the future of his business shows his commitment
to the projects he undertakes. It is interesting to hear Ali discuss the importance he attaches
to work. He enjoys working. He prefers working to sleeping and going out. This value
sets Ali apart fiom the average Comorian businessman who works to make a living; Ali
lives to work. There are other examples of work for work's sake among the entrcpreneurs
studied here (seeRadio Karthala ), but Ali's story 1s the best illustration of this point.

It is perhaps Alr's work ethic that enabled him to conceive of opening a 24-hour
service. This innovation stands out among the other innovations in this study. The idea to
offer tre repair at any hour of the day gives drivers increased confidence in off-hour travel
(between 7 p.m. and 7 a.m.), but 1t also gives the message (to consumers as well as other
owners of business) that customer service comes first. When I asked Ali what effect he
thought this mnovation would have on C~morian society, he said: Oh, I don't know,

but 1 think pretty soon there will be 24-hour everything.
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RADIO KARTHALA
Get Off My Radiot0

Two Grandfathers

Sharif comes from a wealthy, well-known family. One grandfather was a
religious figure and the other was a businessman. One had brains and the
other had money. My mother's father was an important religious figure.
People used to say he knew everything about astrology, philosophy, Islam
-- they used to say he could talk with the spirits. My father's father, on
the other hand, lived hard. He had five wives and lots of kids. e was a
rich businessman but he died poor. That's the way I want to go. Sharit's
eyes light up when he talks about this grandfather  He used to hire an orchestra to
put himself to sleep every night. e was an "enjoy yourself" (sic) 1 didn't
know him, but people say I'm exactly like him. e had a lot of money and
he spent a lot of money, becausc money is made to be spent. He used to
say, "money is like water in your hands--you can't hold on to it, because it
goes right through your fingers." Sharif told me these stories on a number of
occasions.

1 know the stories about him have a strong influence on me. People
would say I am like him and I startad to believe it. Born in 1959, Sharit 1s the
oldest of seven children. He 1s married with no children. His wife lives in France where
he spends part of every year. My wife does things differently, she thinks like
westerners: you have to plan, you have to save for tomorrow. She could
never live here. Then he says today 1s France's birthday, July 14. s birthday 1s

coming up, but he doesn't like to call attention to it. Birthdays are too Kuropean.

60 The interviews for this case study were conducted in French. "Karthala” 1s the name of the volcano |
which towers over the 1sland of Grande Comore. The crater of the volcano 1s the largest (in diameter) active
crater 1n the world and 1s the highest point on the 1slands.

|
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Working for Myself

[ asked Sharif to tell me about his work experience. I continued helping my
father until about the age of 15; this is when I started working for myself.
I was in school. Not everyone went to school, but everyone that went was
given money and a place to stay. I took my school money and built a shack
to rent out to other students. With the money from the rent I bought
bicycles. 1 rented out the bicycles and with the money I earned there I
bought scooters. From the age of 16, I was independent. I used to give
money to my family for food. His family probably wasn't suffering. Sharif comes
from a long line of well-to-do businessmen and religious figures that for many years have
occupted places of prestige from within Moroni's oldest urban residential area. 1 was
mostly interested in making money. My father was happy because he
thought I was following in his footsteps; all he talked about was business.
At about 18 or 19, I starting getting into basketball. I went abroad with the
Comorian basketball team. This travelling made me think more about
continuing my studies. When I went to Paris to see about getting into a
university, there was a coup d'etat in Moroni and I stayed in Paris instead
of coming back. The political situation was rough. Sharif is referring to the Ali
Soilihi coup d'etat in 1976. Because our family was not a part of the opposition
and because 1 refused to return to the Comoros, the government arrested
two members of my fataily. They were put in a cistern for more than a
month, and then they were put on trial on the radio. I signed up in the
French foreign legion to get revenge. I wanted to kill the people who had
dong this (o my family.

In 1980 he went back to Moroni. Soon after, he returned to France to study law. 1
basically lost three years in the army, and I didn't have anything to show
for it. I can't say I was a Kkiller. I was able to talk to people and have
something to say. I wanted to be somebody and I wanted to make my
father happy, so I tried some different things. I trained as a mechanic and
as an athletic coach. This diversity of experience would serve Sharif well in his future

entrepreneurial endeavors. I was a mechanic in Paris and I was doing well. I
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knew my work. I wasn't thinking about coming back until my uncle started
trying to convince me. He came all the way to Paris just to talk to me. He
said France wasn't my home, and he said they would help me out if | had
problems. I agreed to give it a try. When I finally returned, it was a wild
party and I loved it, but I couldn't stay. It wasn't until a year later that 1
decided to go back for good. I had received a telegram saying that my
grandmother died. I didn't want to hear this news; I ripped up the telegram
and one week later realized what 1 had done. [ wasn't even Comorian

anymore, I was French. 1 left France as soon as I could.

First Ventures

Sharif has extensive experience in small business. He told me about three of his
more important ventures. The first real business 1 did was the night club, It
was very successful, those were two of the best years of my life. Pecople
used to come and dance in the rain until 8:00 in the morning, it was the
"big ambience" (sic). The clients who met there almost all got married.
There was something special about that place; it needs a study to be Jdone. |
look up from my notebook and he smiles. I guess he was fairly comfortable. I asked my
participants to choose the location for our interviews. Sharif wanted to meet in his tavorte
restaurant, where wealthy Comorians mingle with an odd assortment of aging alcoholic
development workers. Iagreed, since it was one of the few places i town where we
wouldn't be disturbed. Sharif’s other ventures included a ivestock experiment, a
woodshop, a car repair, and Radio Karthala, the Comoroy' first commercial radio station.

I do a little bit of everything.

Radio Karthala - 88.8 MHZ

Sharif's radio station is very simple. He operates the entire operation out of an

unfinished room in the unfinished second floor of his family's house just on the edge of
65
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Moroni. The Radio Karthala studics contain the following materials: one table, two chairs
(in case of an interview), one turntable, two cassette decks, one microphone, one pair of
headphones and the transnutter. My overhead is low, and I don't have to pay
announcers a lot. There are lots of people who want to be on the radio.
The room has holes where the doors and windows are supposed to go, but this doesn't
seem to keep the staton from operating all day long. Sharif gave us a tour of the facilities
and mvited us to see im go on the air: Okay, okay, okay, you're listening to
Radio Karthala, it's 10:01 in the morning, I'm outa' here. Here's a little
number from "Digital Express." Ali is up next, stick around for more
music...we're not done yet!

Sharif starts an extra long koissa-koissa6l and puts down the mike and headphones
to talk about Karthala. Sometimes we talk a lot, but we don't really know how
to talk on the air. I'm like the Chinese now, if what you have to say isn't
more important than silence, then don't talk. At first I had announcers that
would talk about everything and nothing. One guy said, "look, if I can't
talk how I see fit, then I'm going to leave." 1 told him to leave. Sharif's talk
sets are relatively short. Two minutes of talk during a five-minute period?
That's too much. OFf course we have to talk over the music from time to
time to keep people from recording at home. Now they never know when
we'll open up the mike so they get tired of recording off the radio. He
shows me his music collection. 1 used to have about 500 records, but people
steal them. I've been back for a month and I'm already missing eight
cassettes. Sharif has a distinct advantage over other would-be radio operators, since his
frequent tavel permits him to introduce the latest music from abroad. As soon as the
government decides what it's going to do about private radio, then I'll see
about investing in some more music. For now, its no problem, I put on a

record from 1979 and people think it's brand new.

61 Zawrcan dance genre from the 1980's.
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You Can't Shut Us Down

The first time Sharif tried to open a radio station it was seen as a direct challenge to
Radio Comores, the Comoros' government-run radio station, but also to the state, which
up until that point had control over all forms of media 1 brought a transmitter into
the country and told customs it was a radar device for finding fish. 1
plugged it in and started transmitting the same day. A few days later |
realized that my house was completely surrounded by police. They burst in
and told me to turn it off. They confiscated the transmitter and there was
no problem. In most African countries, 1adio stations ate tightly controlled by the federal
government. I was frankly surprised that Sharif didn't receive a harsher punishment to
discourage him from transmitting in the future. A few months later 1 opened again
with a new transmitter. This time I was able to go for about ten or cleven
days before I was stopped. But then they threw me in jail...and now, as
far as I can tell, everything is fine. I've been up and running for two
months without any problems. He laughs.

Throughout this turn of events, Shanf had considerable support from people in the
capital; those that weren't already avid fans of Karthala had at least heard of his daring
move to open up the airwaves. Occasionally you can still see someone walking around
Moroni with one of Sharif's earliest promotional tools: a T-shart which on the front reads
"RADIO KARTHALA" and on the back "YOU CAN'T SHUT US DOWN."

A Radio Karthala Production

Sharif is one of those rare radio announcers who looks like you expect him to after
only hearing his voice: tall, dark and handsome. Part of the reason Sharif is so well-
known in Moroni (besides his family and his entrepreneurial activity) 1s the distinctive form
of advertising he has brought to the airwaves. He writes, produces, and performs all
advertisements himself and, as with any commercial radio station, this is what fuels his

business. When I did my first ad on Radio Comores, | realized I had a
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knack for promoting. I wasn't even involved in radio and people who
didn't know me came and asked if I would do advertisements for them.
Sharif has a distinctive style for most of his ads which he calls fidjo . Roughly translated,
this means "hype." He shouts the words out in rapid succession using a very loud voice.
According to Shanf, his listencrs love it. Everybody likes fidjo but I can't do
fidjo for everything. The ad for the beach getaway didn't sound right with
fast music and screaming. I knew I had to tone it down. I thought the ad
for the junior high school party was great until the headmaster came to me
and said the students were complaining because they wanted fidjo.

I asked Sharif how he gets people to advertise on his radio station. I go out and
look for them. 1 go to businesses, big stores, bakeries, video rental
places. 1 go to them and I say, "let me do an ad for you. 30,000 CFA and
I'll put it on the air at least ten times." He knows a lot of people in the business
community who have enough money to advertise on the radio. But besides this, he
charges less than Radio Comores. Radio Karthala has a huge following among young
people in the capital, in part because it plays more contemporary music than the state-run
station. Half of my ads come to me. Right now I'm working on one for the
new car dealership that's arriving next month. I've been working on it for
four days. After finding a potential customer, Sharif talks with the customer about the
ad content. The customer listens to Sharif's final product before it goes on the air, and
sometimes the ads have to be changed. Sometimes the customer checks it before it
goes on the air, sometimes I just do it. If I don't like it, I change it. I
have to work hard to get these things good enough to be played en the air.
The balls of crumpled paper on the floor in his bedroom attest to the time he invests in
making ads. The ad shoul. brag about the product; I'm proud of my ads. Do
you do this all yourself? 1do it all, from start to finish. One man show? "One
man show!"  After a new ad is ready to be aired, it goes on the ad master cassette.
From this cassette Sharif can make a weekly ad cassette, chaining together all the ads that
have been paid for and slotted for that week. All the announcer has to do is stick in
the ad cassette once during his shift and everybody's happy.

[ asked him how people pay for their ads. They don't always pay first.
Right now I have 360,000 CFA outstanding. One guy who did an ad
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wasn't able to pay on the spot so I gave him the air time on credit. Thanks
to the ad he was able to sell all his merchandise. With that money he went
back to France to buy more things and he still hasn't paid me the money he
owes me. He'll probably want to do another ad. I'm tired of running after
money. I'll refuse if he asks again. He doesn't sound suie that he will be able to
say no. I tried to get Shanf to explain why he does so many ads without being paid. The
owner of the night club that 1 did an ad for lets me in for free and gives me
free drinks, don't you think that's reason enough? This answer was witty, but 1t
but it only alludeed to the social and economic envionment that make it ditficult tot
entrepreneurs to refuse the extension of credit to their customers.

Sharif has also introduced several new types of programmung. He has a regular talk
show, which, with its emphasis on issues (not people), is a format previously untanmihar to
the Comoros. He and his guests discuss current events and social issues such as
corruption, brain drain, and the promotion of private enterprise  He also has programs

pertaining to Comorian culture, Comorian politics and new music from atound the world.

Radio Karthala and Social Change

During one of our interviews, a young man came in very politely, a bit nervous, and
told Sharif how his sister had been harrassed by four men driving around n a gray
Renault. Their family was very concerned and was looking for some way to find
information about the drivers. He listened very carefully, taking notes and asking
questions and said he would put 1t on the air right away. Usually a public service
announcement costs 5,000 CFA, but non-profits 1 do for free. 1 feel like |
have to give something back to the community...In general, Sharif seems more
individualistic than the other entrepreneurs, but situations like this one reminded me of his
concern for his community. You've never heard public debates on the radio
here before Karthala. If things are going to change, it will be because of
radio. If a cop abuses someone, then I say it on the radio and the guy will
be fired. People have to know their rights. That's why I did the coup.
Sharif is talking about a recent attempted political event which took place on Radio
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Karthala. Oppesition politicians were invited to raise questions about the current
government's policies and its ability to govern. This raised many questions in Comorians'
munds about the legitimacy of the federal government and the role of new forms of media
such as Karthala. It s believed that the announicement was made by people with whom
Sharif has strong political tics, but he asserts that everyone has access to his radio station.
He considers bold moves such as these important for the political development of the
country. They have to know that there was some guy who wanted to do
something for his country. They may say I'm stupid, but I don't care, at
least there will be one Comorian whose life meant something. Then he asks
me who it was that sawd "ash not what your country can do for you, ask what you can do

for your country."

Butterfly Entrepreneur

After returning from the Comoros, I had the pleasure to meet a good friend of
Sharif’s who was pursuing his studies in Canada. We shared stories about Sharif. 1 told
him about my 1esearch project and about Sharif’s recent activities. "You know," he said
“that's the problem with Sharif. 1 told him, I said, 'you're good at business, but you never
settle down, none of your businesses grow.! He's just like a butterfly." I could only agree
partally. It was true that Shant didn't want to stay with any business for too long. But 1
think this can be seen as a stiength. Like the African farmer who spreads out his risk by
planting a variety of crops, Sharif never has his eggs in less than three or four baskets and
this allows him to identify new niches and enter into new markets. Sharif and I went to
visit "ENJOY," the first night club in Moroni to open during the week. He started the club
a year or so catlier and thought I might be interested in meeting him there to see it.

[ asked him why he didn't spend more time at his bar, It's a dive he answered,
matter of factly. A sunilar story happened with his video rental store. It was a very
lucrauve and exciting business in the early stages, but as soon as competition began to
crowd the videu rental market, Sharif felt it was time to get out. He gave the business to an
umemployed cousin. When [ arrived to begin the research, Karthala was the only private
radio station in the country. Three months later, it was one of four. This meant it was

soon time to move on to something else. For Sharif, being an entrepreneur means staying
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one step ahead. You have to be ahead of the game, you can't think big here,

the market is too small, the only way to make it is to innovate.
Di .

Of all the entrepreneurs considered in this study, Sharit is the most entreprencuril
He is a buttertly, moving from ventute to venture, always thinking of how best to stay
ahead of the game. This is not to say he 1s without purpose or ditection s purpose is to
be the first; his direction is innovation. This aspect of Shant™s entieprencurshp lints
expansion 1n his businesses, but ensures him a place of status within the Comaornan
business community and guarantees him the income to live a litestyle which is 1o hus liking

Many of the innovations which Shanf has attempted to mtroduce mto the local
economy are based on ideas or practices which he has observed while bving abioad  The
time he spent in France contributed significantly to his repertoire of entreprencursal activity
From these stays he returned with technology to raise anmals, catch {1sh, and uansmit
radio signals. His advertising style is loosely borrowed fiom western "hype" styles ol
promotion and he told me on a number of diffeient occasions that he teels more
comfortable promoting in French than in Comoran. Certanly the elements he bortows are
not simply imported and transplanted in their original form. Fascinatng combinations
come of the borrowing of foreign ideas.62

A third point which is made clear in Shanf’s case study 1s the importance of
innovation to successful small enterprise in the Comoros. According to Sharit,
consumption in the Comoros 1s msufticient at the moment  For any given product, the
market is limited. In order to make a profit you must be one of the tnst to otier the product
and you must be ready to leave the product when competition for a limited number of
consumers becomes too stitf. Sharif views innovation n this small economy as a

prerequisite for the survival of small enterprise.

62 See Background section for a reference to Cole's notion of competitive umitation,
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SABATA

Entrepreneurial Tourism63

[ only have a few weeks left to complete my 1esearch. I have not been able to get in
touch with Sabata, the last participant in iy study, and time is running out. It's 9-00 p.m.
Despite the winds and a faulty headlight [ get on the motorbike and start for his town. It's
usually a 25-minute nde to Bangwa, but tonight it takes an hour and fifteen. I'm really
nervous about dropping 1 on Sabata, but 1 tell myself it's only fair, considering he missed
our last three appomtments in Moront. I pull up in fiont of his house, pull off my helmet
and walk mto his Iiving room with messy hair and a grin. He grins too; it's hike he was
expecung me. Comortans have so much composure. Mr. Bob, this is my wife, |
nod and she offers her hand. This is our brother. They ali seem vuy glad to see me.
I decide that Sabata, the Comoros' first full-ume tour guide, 15 in the right business. Get
him a napkin, cherie. Sit down, Mr. Bob, have some chicken. That night I

stayed in Bangwa.

Family

Before Sabata could get to the heart of his life history, I was watching the words in
my notebook go in and out of focus as I began to fall asleep. Sabata was very
understanding. He pulled down the sheets on the bed which took up the majority of the
hving room where we were working . This was the guest bed, and I, presumably, was the
guest. T apologized tor being so ured and Sabata reassured me 1t was not a problem. No
problem, Mr. Bob, we can try again tomorrow.

Sabata's father was born m Bangwa Kouni on the North of Grand Comore. He went
to Zanzibar at the age of 17 to study the Koran. He also studied masonry and later he
became a butlding engmeer. He 1eturned to Bangwa to marry Sabata's mother and then
returned with her to Zanabar, where Sabata was born, Sabata's tather travelled
considerably to heep m touch with family members in the Comoros. After Sabata's tather

died some years later, his mother returned with her children to live in the Comoros. When

63 The iterviews for ths case study were conducted 80% in French and 20% i English.




Sabata first arrived in the Comoros, he stayed with his mother, but when she reniried,
she moved to another town and Sabata stayed in Bangwa with other faimuly  His mother
was married four tmes.

When 1 came here for the first time 1 was nine years old. 1t was
January 22, 1964. 1 remember dates reat well. 1 came to Bangwa with my
father's sister, who came to help with my sister's "grand mariage.” My
father had already left for the Comoros to begin the preparations. It was a
big marriage. My father killed 12 cows. She was finally married in 1967,
And me, I've been here ever since.

When 1 was in Zanzibar 1 had to go to Koranic school. 1 began going
to English school in 1961 and stayed for three years, | asked im how people
viewed him there. I was a Mgazidja Mgeni (ioicigner trom the Comoros). Most of
my friends were Comorian or Arab. 1 came to the Comoros after the
revolution in Zanzibar. It was bad; I saw my own grandmother cut (o
pieces by the revolution. When I came here I continued school. He got as fa
as the fifth year of Fiench elementary school, but only completed thice weeks, At that
time I started turning into a clown. My father wasn't around and my
mother didn't take very good care of me. 1 was 13 in 1968 and 1 left

school. I wasn't working or doing anything until 1974,

First Jobs

Sabata seems somewhat embarrassed about his education and the fact that he lett
school to do nothing. My first job was at the Restaurant Islam. Did you ever
hear about this place? I told him I only knew the new Restawant 1slam My first
job was dishwasher. 1 did that for three years, from 1974 o 1977. After
that 1 began with business by selling bread. [ would buy bread at 90 CFA
a loaf and sell at 100, For each loaf I made 10 CIFA. 1 did this for three
months. Why did you stop? 1 thought I had to learn a trade. This was
understandable considering al! the odd jobs he had occupied up unul that point I wanted

to learn how to make shoes. T used to sell bread in the morning, and when
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my bread was all gone I would go to Ali Shitati's. He was a shoemaker. I
became an apprentice and studied under Fundi Ali for one-and-a-half years.

When we started, there were three of us, we were all from Bangwa.
Fundi Ali had opened his shop one year earlier. He was a geod friend of
our family so I was the first one to begin learning. In four months, I knew
everything. This struck me as a rather short period of time to master shoemaking. 1 let
him continue I had about 42,600 CFA in savings. Either Sabata has a numeric
memory, o1 he was makimng all this up. 1 was surprised how relatively easy it was to
discuss income and savings with most of the entiepreneurs in the study. I left there and
went to open my own shop. This was my first business. I bought a
bygole,04 hammers, a sewing machine from my sister, and 1 paid 3,000
CFA a month to rent a kiosk made of sheet metal. Before long, I had three
students of my own. Sabata has a knack for making things sound effortless. I had
lots of clients because I'm nice and I know lots of languages. 1 did this for
about 19 months.

I left my workshop because it was getting difficult. I was having to
buy all my materials under the table from the large wholesalers. Materials
were hard to get.  Still, it was a good job because you work for yourself.
My boss is the client. But I had to close and look somewhere else for
work. My sensce is that Sabata feels the periodic need to travel. With the money 1
had saved, I was able to go see my family in Tanzania. Then I started
doing tourism. 1 started going to ports to look for French tourists. I got
to know all the captains and they would let me travel free on their boats.
Sabata has a gift for socralisimg. He knows almost everyone, everyone knows him,
especially the foreigners. He says that other Comorians are jealous that he has so many
foreign friends. To a certan extent, Sabata is a foreigner too. This might set him apart
from other Comorians, but all of the entreprencurs I worked with had travelled before.
This time 1 didn't stay long. I returned to the Comoros in early 1979 and
had some other jobs. 1 had one job where I was working for a statc-run

meat house. 1 only lasted about five months, they weren't even paying me

o4 A type of mold for shoes,
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on a regular basis, so I left. Then 1 was selling material in a fabric shop
and when they needed a driver 1 volunteered. 1 didn't know how to drive,
but I wanted to learn. This is how I became involved in tourism in the

Comoros.

Driver Guide

After 1 left the fabric shop, I began looking for ways that 1 could get a
car to find work as a tour guide. I mostly went after Swahili businessmen
who were visiting the Comoros.  This would prove to be a usetul technigue n
Sabata's future work. 1 used to borrow a friend's car and make 5,000 CIFA on
15,000 CFA. Then sometimes I would take my brother-in-law's car. In
1987 1 started working with a man who gave me a small van (o do transporl
and tourism around the island. Sabata apparently had access to a number of cars at
any given time. We split the maintenance and repair costs. 1 was able to save
about 40,000 CFA per month. So in seven months I had 280,000 CFKA.
With this money I started making bricks for my house.

In 1987, Ali Hadji took me on as a guide chauffeur (driver guide) at
his new hotel Villa Karibu. I was responsible for all the English-speaking
tourists that came to his hotel. I would pick up the guests, bring them back
to the hotel and make sure all their necds were taken care of. After one
year, the other guides left and I was there with the boss's son. He put me
up in the hotel, gave me my own car and 15% of the profit. 1 was making
between 80-150,000 CFA per month. I left there this year. Why did you
leave? I had a problem with the boss. What happened?

One day some clients came and someone heard that they wanted to go
to Villa Karibu, but actually they wanfed to go to a different hotel...My
boss accused me of trying to divert customers for my personal benefit and
the next thing I knew I had been replaced...that's no way to treat someone
who's worked for you for 2 years. Then he shows me the paper which contained

his complaint to the courts regarding what his employer had done. He seemed proud to
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show me his complaint and tell me the story of how his integrity had been falsely
questioned He hasn't paid me for 17 months. He'll get his. When I first met
Sabata, he was working for Villa Karibu. Even then it struck me that he seemed out of

place working for someone else.

Sclf-Employed, I'ull-Time

The first ime Sabata had a car and was working for himself full-time, it was made
possible by a deal with an in-law. His brother-in-law's brother agreed to let Sabata use his
car. If he made a certain amount of money after paying to rent the car, then he could buy
the car for himself. But as soon as he saw that I was doing well, he changed
the program. He wanted to keep the car and try to make money like 1 was
doing, Sabata gave back the car. The car he uses now belongs to a man from outside of
Moroni who approached Sabata with a similar proposition. When he came to look for
me I wasn't ready. He came back a few times. When I finally agreed it
was on my conditions. Now I do as I please; it's like my car. If I bring in
300,000 CKFA then I get 100,000. If it's 200,000 then 1 get 75,000. It
wasn't obvious to me how these conditions differed from previous ones. Sabata was still
renting someone clse's car. He hasn't tried to change the conditions yet. In the
first month 1 made 110,000 CFA, in month two 85,000, and this month
only 35,000. But right now, there just aren't many tourists. This drop in
carnings was probably also due to a drop 1n Sabata's energy level. This irregular client
base 15 one of Sabata's most sctious problems. Tourism in the Comoros is a seasonal
business (depending on the type of tourist) and the market for tourist services is still very

limited

The Business

I have an account at the post office. For Sabata's purposes this is better than

the bank because he can take out money on the weekend, which is very important for him
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to be able to accomodate tounsts. He notes expenses in a hook every day and adds up at
the end of the month. In a good month I can casily work 25 days. Sometimes
I even rent out the car I'm using to another driver guide. He gives me
15,000 for one day, signs my contract, and 1 sit at home and wait. Sabata
showed me his accounting system It was very simple One column tor gas, and one Lot
maintenance, per day. Mamtenance over a month long period usually costs 7 12,000 CFA
He needs 10 Liters of gas per day at 285 CFA per Iiter He says he can clear about 80,000
CFA per month. He also sells books about the Comotos and small packages of locally
grown cloves and vamlla, which he keeps i a box in the ttunk T ashed hint his system
of accounting is adequate. The little 1 know is cnough for my business and the
kind of books I keep.

When [ asked Sabata how he divides his tine, he mentioned tour tungs: accounting,
looking for customers, touring, and adveitising. He spends most of tus tme lookimg, lor
customers, less time conducting the actual tours and about an hour a might on accounting.
Looking for customers is the most demanding part of hus job  Sometimes I can waif 2
whole day for customers. "It seems hike you do mote than you did when you weren't
self-employed.” 1 make much more money on my own. I can do jobs on the
side and it's all for me: change money, sell tour books, souvenirs, vanilla.
It's much easier now. I'm making 2-3 times what I made before. Despite the
fact that he works longer hours, at least he is working for himselt.

Sabata has two prices for his driver guide services: 15,000 CEA per day with
insurance but no driver and 20,000 CFA with insurance and driver. Gas is pard by the
customer. I have two kinds of customers: those who want to sce the island
and those who want to sce businesses. 1 prefer businessmen over tourists.
Businessmen know exactly what they want, and they usually stay longer. |
know the economy and all the businesses here and I can show them
everything. Sometimes they pay for my lunch. Somectimes they give me
gifts like sunglasses, clothes, watches. During our rescarch, he was given a large
electric orange suit from Nigeria.

I'asked Sabata to talk about the problems with his busincss. I don't have any
financing. I want to open a tourist agency. Especially for the average

tourist. I have lots of people who are willing to give me their cars to rent.
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I could do car rentals, tours, maps, books, translation, hotel
advertisements. Despitc his enthusiasm, the plans didn't sound very well thought out.
If the country develops, it will develop thanks to tourism. I had to press him
to admit that tourism can also have negative effects on host countries. He was willing to
accept that tourssts shouldn't wear short shorts in town, especially on Friday. Also, I
want to study tourism. I also don't know enough about the history of the
Comoros to be a good tour guide. I know a few common stories, but I
don't know the history. Very little 1s written about the history of the Comoros, but
most of what is written is available 1n Moroni; he didn't need to go far to learn this.
Sabata didn't mention transportation. Since beginning in this business, he has never
owned his own car. This is not surprising for someone of limited means, but given the
myriad of problems that go along with operating a car in the Comoros (bad roads,
expensive gas, no spare parts, people asking for favors, etc.), it seems an important point

to consider.

Innovations

Usually 1 go to the airport and look for businessmen who need help
getting around Moroni. When a businessman comes here who doesn't know
the Comoros but wants to do business here, I kunow exactly what to do.
Sabata is tall and gracious  To differing degrees he speaks Kiswahili, Comorian Swahili,
English, French, Japanese, Atabic, and Malagasy. They usually stay at least one
week, sometimes a month. 1 introduce them to all the important merchants
and businessmen in Moroni. They ail know me. 1 take them there, introduce
them, translate and stay there with them unless they want to talk privately. I
take them to a nice restaurant. [ saw Sabata with his customers on a number of
occasions. When he's on duty he's even more accomodating than usual. Sometimes 1
take them to cat with a Comorian family. As we go along I try to explain to
them some of the important things about my country: how the government

works, how people are paid, how important it is for Comorians to have
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relatives working abroad. I tell them how people in the Comoros get by. 1
knew he did this well. In effect, this is what he was doing for me.

If I don't know them, I start by asking if they need a car. [ ashed hm to
pretend that I'm a potential customer. He agrees and tries to sell me on his services. Mr.
Bob, don't you nced a car? You know I'm not Avis, I'm a private tour
guide. Kind of like that. Sabata, probably more than any of the entieprencuts m this
study, has to hustle to get busmess. Tounsm 1s not yet sufficiently developed tor thete to be
a clear demand for his services, but somehow this doesn't heep hun from tinding potenual
clients and convincing them that he is the tight man for the job. Then they get in the car
and they see my "Livre d'or," my golden book. Somewhere along the way Sabata
had the idea to start keeping a record of all his customers  He bought a blank book with a

nice cover and began asking his customers to sign their name and say a little bit about therr

trip and their driver guide, Sabata. He encourages people to write m any language they wish.

I had one man begin to write in Japanese. 1 understand Japanese if you
speak to me, but I can't read it. Then six months later 1 had another
Japanese customer. When he saw what was written in my book in Japanese
he was so happy..By cach person's name I write the date and their country
of origin. I want to copy it so I can put it into an album and have a little
country flag by each person's name. His golden book 1s always handy. He keeps ut
in the back window behind the passenger's seat. It actually serves him as a sort of 1ésumg.

I want everyone to sign my book. Then I can show it to people and they will

know that I'm the person to show them the Comoros.

On Tourism

Is tourism good or bad for the Comoros? If we have lots of tourism, then
Comorians are getting jobs making things to sell, or they can work at
hotels. People get ideas from meeting foreigners. The government gets
money from airport and immigration taxes. Thete are no negative consequences
from tourism? Well, the tourists walking around in bathing suits is a

problem, we are Muslim. But that's the fault of the government. The
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government should be responsible for explaining to its visitors about its
peoples’ traditions. This doesn't seem a realistic undertaking for the Comorian
government, which has changed the Minister of Tounsm nearly a dozen times in the last
two years, but Sabata 15 right to point out the need for such an awareness-raising
campaign  Perhaps it should be part of the agreement made between the government and
the South Atrican hotel company. You know there are 432 people employed at
the South African hotel. I'm working in tourism to learn about the world.
Sabata wants to know something about every nationality. Take the Swiss, for
example. The Swiss never offer to pay for you. So when I go there one

day, I'll know to put some money in my pocket before going out.

Discussi

Two points are raised by Sabata's story. First, it is obvious from the case study that
Sabata thrives on bemg self-employed. This is true of most of the entrepreneurs in the
study (see especially Base-Com ), but it seems to be a motivating force for Sabata. If he
can operate on hus own time and under his own conditions, he is content with having to use
someone else's car or with being waked up at unreasonable hours to chauffeur his client for
a last-mmute meeting.  Unfortunately, this aspect of entrepreneurialism is overlooked in the
literature on African entreprencuts (see Models of Entrepreneurs ) and it may be one of the
few traits which 1s true of entrepreneurs cross-culturally.

Second, tor the purposes of this study, Sabata's innovative business tours are an
mportant aspect of his entrepreneurialism. By combining his extensive knowledge of local
commercial networks and his talent for hospitality, Sabata has discovered a very lucrative
niche carly on n the development of tourism. Regional trade in East Africa and the western
Indian Ocean has existed for centuries; modern transportation and communication has only
made it accessible to more people. But more than simply finding a niche for himself,
Sabata s tacilitating contact between commercial players and interests that will inevitably
lead to increased investment in the Comoros. This kind of capital inflow, primarily
through private interests, has much more promise for economic development than

traditional forms of international aid, which in many cases are inefficient and misdirected.
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CHAPTER FIVE
Findings

Problems and Priorities

How do Comorian entrepreneurs characterize their situation? This question will be
answered by synthesizing entrepreneurs' responses 10 set of specific questions about the
factors which either help or hinder their businesses 1 had hoped that a structured
interview would enable me to make some generalizations about the peiceptions of
Comorian entrepreneurs, but the final stage of thc interview process requued
improvements along the way and thus was not used in a uniform fashion with all
participants.63

I began by asking the entrepreneur to talk freely about the problems he faced in his
business, and then asked him to give possible explanations tor the success of his business
up until that point in time. At this stag, discussion was mtormal and open-ended 1 case
the categories used by the entrepreneur to charactetize his situation diftered from those
which I was employing'66 I then discussed briefly the tive categornies which according to
my preliminary research could be seen as enabling or consuainmg factors in small
enterprise: individual, family, community, state, and market. None of the categories was
completely unfamuliar to the entreprencurs, but some categories required additional
discussion to be sure that we agreed on the exact meaning of the term

The "Individual” category, tor example, caused some confusion It seemed to me
that the entrepreneurs were not accustomed to tatking about their own strengths and
weaknesses with regard to their enterprise, but when [ explamed that thys was the aim of
the question, they slowly began to generate answers  "Market” also required some

clarification. I used the term to mean the set of factors which together make up the

65 This accounts for the difference m the number of respondents m Tables 1 and 2 Additional data for

these tables are included in the appendix ("Category Rankings by Entrepeencur™),

66 Besides the mention of some tactors which I had not consideed (for example the price of clectrieity, the
p p y

weather), the entreprencurs’ categornies did not seem substantially different trom mune [ am skeptcal,

however, about my ability at that time to elicit or be sensitive 1o categories other than my own,
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economic environment in which business is conducted.07 In two cases, this clarification
proved useful in order to distinguish between "markets" and "marketplaces.”

The other three categories were farmuliar to the entrepreneurs and we found it
relatively easy to agree on the boundaries of the definitions. "Family" referred to any
family member, close o1 distant, 1elated through blood or marriage, who could make
claims on the entieprencur’s tesources based on kinship ties. "Community” meant any
non-family member of the same neighborhood, social organization, village or city with
whom the entrepreneur iteracted for business purposes or otherwise. "State” referred to
regronal and federal government or government-related institutions.

Then asked the enteprencur to talk about each of the five categones and to say
whether in his view they helped or hurt his business. This step helped the entrepreneur
tocus on the subject of the interview and it helped me by providing a secondary source of
data against which I could later check the final stage of the interview process. Finally, 1
asked the entreprencur to 1ank the five categories from most constraining to least
constraiming and from most enabling to least enabling. 1 asked for two separate ordered
lists, one corresponding to constraining factors and one corresponding to enabling factors.
The question forms "qu'est-ce qui aide l'entreprise le plus?” and "qu'est-ce qui empéche
'entreprise le plus?” proved effective tor most of the interviews, but in some instances I
varted the exact wordmg of the qucslmns.()8 For each decision, I asked the entrepreneur
to give several reasons for his choice. The use of two separate lists (constraining and
enabling) was mitially mtended to serve as a cross-checking device, but it soon became
clea that the two lists provided ditferent types of information and that keeping them
separate was a necessity (sce below). Carrying out these steps enabled me to generate a
priotiuzed list of "constrats and creativity" for each entrepreneur (see opposite page).
‘This information was then compiled in the form of tables and was used in the analysis
presented below.

67 Thus reters to factors such as consumer buying power, competiion, trading infrastructure, access (0
exportsfimpaorts, unempoyment, cash tlow, ele.

08 fiere 15 2 sample taanslated from my notes' "Okay, like we were saying before, we've got these (ive
categonies “(1 give hst). "Some of these categories help your business, some hurt your business, maybe
some do both - Let's statt wath the ones that hurt your business. Which one of the five categones ... "(1
gave hist agam) "Which one hurts your business MOST?" (pause) “Which one causes the most problems
tor your busiaess? (the entiepiencu contmues to think and answers "community”) "Why?" (he gives two
reasons tor hus answer, 1 tahe notes). "What's next? Atter "community,” wiuch category gives you the
most problems?!




Category
Rankings by
Entrepreneur

Mabuku

Basecom

Sabata

Radio Karthala

ESC

What hurts your
business most?

1) market

2) state

3) community
4) tamily

5) individual

1) community
2) market

3) individual
4) state

5) family

1) family

2) individual
3) market

4) community
5) state

(not available)

(not available)

What helps your
business most”?

1) individual
2) market

3) state

4) fanuly

5) community

1) individual
2) market

3) family

4) state

5) community

(not avaulable) !

1) individual
2) state

3) family

4) market

5) commuity

1) individual
2) tamily

3) community
4) market

5) state

Iy did not finish analysing the data until after returning from the faeld,

this accounts for inconsistencies 1n data collection



Obviously a sample of six participants chosen on the basis of some type of
innovation holds limited possibulities for statistical analysis. Furthermore, one of these six
did not participate 1n the final stage of the interview process,69 and several of the
participants formulated one prioritized list instead of twe. There are some interesting
pomnts which the tables suggest, but any observauon based on them must be considered
tentative. ‘The tables are not intended to be an accurate representation of the Comorian
entreprencutial perceptions; the sample size 15 too small to permit any such claim. Instead,
they are included only as an illustration of a method which, with a larger and more
carefully chosen sample group would be effective for mapping the perceptions of a set of
entrepreneurs.

In each of the tables (see opposite page), the rows correspond to the five categories
which I had wdentified from the literature as possible factors influencing entrepreneurial
activity. The columns show numbers, from | to 5 (1 being "most important" and 5 being
“least important”), which correspond to the importance assigned to each category . For
example, "mdividual” m the constraints table (Table 1) received one "2", one "3" and one
"5". This means that one participant ranked this category second, another ranked it third
and a third partictpant tanked 1t last in importance among the factors that constrain his
activites  In the creativity table (Table 2) we see that the same category received four
firsts. 70 "The totals aie sumply the result of adding up the number of weighted responses.
So, tor example, the numbers n the mdividual category add up to 10 (2,3,5), which is
slightly larger than the average (9), the total number of points (45) divided by the total

number of categories (5).

89 For 1easons stated m the methods scction, I chose not to include a case study for this participant,
DeGaulle, who was the first person mn the Comoros to sell tood on the street. He introduced this
mnovation some 1S years previous to my research and has smee become a successful shopkeeper and an
aspuing wholesaler. Nonetheless, some of the general mformation which he gave me about beng an
entrepreneur m the Comotos proved to be very helptul and 1 have meluded some sections of his interviews
i this chapter. His answers (o the final stage of the interview process are not included in the tables.

0pe symbol “x" 15 used 1o denote an answer n the construnts table (Table 1) and the "+" symbol 1s used
inthe creativaty table (Table 2) The use of these symbols will allow the reader to more casily distinguish
the two categones in Table 3,
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Table 1: CONSTRAINTS

Factors which entrepreneurs say hinder enterprise

4's

5's TOTAL
X 10

10

45

(Average: 9)

Table 2: CREATIVITY

Factors which entrepreneurs say help enterprise

I's 2's
individual X
family X
community X
state
market X
TOTAL

N=3

1's 2's
individual N
family +
community
state +
market ++
TOTAL

N=4

4's

85

5's  TOTAL

4
12
+++ 18
+ 14
12

690

(Average: 12)




Several observations can be made from Tables 1 and 2. The categories that differ
most from the average are individual in Table | and individual and community in Table 2.
‘The individual category 1s chosen as the most enabling of the five. To a certain extent this
is a function of the fact that innovation was an important criterion for participation in the
study. The paructpants were ownets of small or micro-enterprise, which is heavily
dependent on the mitiative of the individual entrepreneur. Second, community and market
are the two most constraining categories. In Table 1, market 1s more constraining than
community and m'Table 2 conmmuuty is less enabling than marker , but these differences
may be too fine to be sigmiticant, especially considenng the small sample size.” 1

An example such as this points to ambiguity in the data. It is not clear, for
example, f the 5's for the community category in Table 2 mean that community is
constraining or that 1t ts simply not enabling. It is possible that that the elicitation
techmque used m the constramts category was not clear to respondcnts.72 Another point
ol interest is the fact that Table 2 displays significantly more clusters than Table 1. ‘This
may teflect the fact that theie is one less respondent in Table 1 or it may indicate that
Comorian entrepreneurs do not characterize their situation n the same way I do, that is

using a constraints/creativity opposition to describe their efforts (see Models, Chapter 2).

71 Note that a smaliet total i Table 1 means "more constraining" and a smaller total in Table 2 means
“more enabling.”

721 reatized later that the veib "empecher” could have been subsituted with “limiter,”
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Table 3: CONSTRAINTS & CREATIVITY

Entrepreneurs' perceptions of factors which help/hinder enterprise

1 2 3 4 5 TOTAL
individual =~ ++++ X X A -0
family X + ++ A+ X 2
community X X[+ X - 10
state x/+ + X/+ X[+ 3
market X X/++ X ++ 6
TOTAL 15

(Average. 3)

Table 3 combines Tables 1 and 2 on the same grid for comparison. In this table,
individual andcommunity stand o as sigmficant arcas of agreement between
participants. Table 3 also highlights the dispersed natute of the responses in the fanuly
and state categories. This may be explained n part by the discomfoit assoctated with
making judgements about the institutions of famuily and government or by the variation
among individual families. The state category also has the highest number of mixed
responses (2,4,5), pointing again to ‘ughly varied responses to the government

Perhaps the only certamn observation in this analysis is that the information
contained in these tables is not complete and that it is more telling when considered m
conjunction with information from mterviews with participarts. Accordmg to the data
presented, entrepreneurs view individual as the category which helps their business most
Of the four entrepreneurs that gave a ranking for tactors that enable business to succeed,
all four put individual fust on the list. They all seemed confident that they are good at
what they do. Mabuku considers hunself a good mechanic. Devaulle says 'm good
with customers, and Sharif is always ahead of the game Ouly one participant

thought his lack of knowledge/skills was holding back the business. Despite his extensive
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contacts and thorough knowledge of the island, Sabata insisted that his business couldn't
really be successful until he had the opportunity to finish his studics. I also need to
know more about the history of the Comoros, he said.73

The two most constraining categories (community and market ) correspond closely
with comments made during the interviews, as well as with observations I made
throughout the research process.74 Entrepreneurs, who made relatively few dispiraging
remarks about the government or about their families, had much to say about community.
Sharif complained of people who think they deserve credit for ads simply because they
know who he is. According to Base-Com, there are a lot of people that try to
take advantage of me by getting tires repaired and not paying. Ahmed had similar
experiences with students who wanted "free English." During interviews I observed
considerable tension between entrepreneurs and members of the community. In some
cases, these were customers requesting products or services on credit, like the taxi driver
who paid regular visits to Base-Com without money or any intention of paying. In other
cases, community members requested favors of the entrepreneur such as liits, clothes,
food and small loans. Mabuku had regular visits from people asking favors (see
"Everybody" in Mabuku ).

From my own observations, it seems clear that the market category is also a
constraining force on entrepreneurial activity. Most of what Mabuku discussed with me in
our interviews had to do with fish pricing and competition from wachuzis or fishselling
middlepersons. Sharif correctly pointed cut that consumption in the Comoros is
constrained by an economy with limited cash flow and by high unemployment.73 In
addition, a small population (the capital has less than 25,000 people) means that the
number of consumers is limited and that attempting to capitalize on economies of scale is

very risky. Further examination of entrepreneurs’ statements (in formal and informal

B1tis possible that the explanation of my research and motivation behind undertaking such a project (1.c.
the pursuit of higher studies) may have influenced Sabata to emphasize education in his answers. T am
skeptical in general of the results I had from Sabata. He was the last entreprencur [ worked with and his data
lead me to believe that I didn't allow enough time to establish a ccmfortable and reliable working
relationship.

74 1 chose to focus on these categories for two reasons. First, they both exceed the constraints average in
Table 1. Second, they were both questions which received considernble attention from entreprencurs
throughout the interview process (see Conworian Signposts ).

75 Comorians often refer to the "periode de crise ' as a generalized form of economic recession.
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interview settings) together with my more general observations points to certain aspects
which stand out as markers or signposts of the entrepreneurial activity under

consideration,

COMORIAN SIGNPOSTS76

As discussed in the methodology section, my attempt to represent Comorian
entrepreneurs or culture is necessarily tentative. Even the term signpost is tentative, It is
not my intention to "explain” Comorian entrepreneurs, a project which is constrained by
the diversity among Comorian entrepreneurs, the complexity of Comorian culture, and the
nature of the research process. Instead, my research attempts to point out certain recurring
vatterns in Comorian entrepreneurship. Some of the signposts covered in this section run
counter to generalizations made in the literature. This may be due to differences in the

quality of research as well as differences in the area of study.

Community is a Constraint

The mest striking element to come out of the data analysis is the degree to which
entrepreneurs viewed other members of their community as a constraint to their
enterprise.’/ Entrepreneurs view this group, which is made up of friends, friends of
friends, colleagues, classmates and acquaintances, as a strain on the enterprise because its
members only ask for favors and never give anything in return (Mabuku). In

the interview setting, references to community were clearly more common when

76 Uam indebted to Professor Ron Bumett, Director of Graduate Program in Communications, McGill
University, for this term.

7 “Family" referred to iy family member, close or distant, related through blood or marriage, who could
make claims on the entrepreneur’s resources based on kinship ties. "Community" meant any non-family
member of the same neighborhood, social organization, village or city with whom the entrepreneur
interacted for business purposes or otherwise.
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. discussing "constraints” than when discussing "creativity.” According to entreprencurs,

demands on their money, time and resources are by tar greatest from tiiis category:

People think we're rich because we travel and we have a car. Mabuku, driving a
distance which usually takes 5 minutes, stops four times on the way to pick up people who ask
for aride.

Mabuku on his social obligations within his community: If among all the fish we catch
we don't give some away, it looks bad...Overall, I think I give them more than
they give me.

Mabuku talks about how local traditions constrain his cnterprise:  Other fishermen are too
tradition-bound for us to get together and buy this new net as a group; they
think we're going to overfish the waters. Overfishing without large-scale commeicial
fishing seems highly unlikely. And on another occasion: People don't work because they
don't have to, it's embarrassing if an old man has to work, a Comorian proverb:
kudja shinda wahantsi mbabaho? You can't take care of your father?

The elders want to sell sand and I'm against it., Sand and sca coral arc important
resources in the Comoros, as they are mixed with imported cement to reduce the cost of
construction. The collection of sand and coral for eventual sale by members of the community
threat.ns the fragile marine life ecc-system which supports the Mabuku enterprise.

Ahmed on his obligations as a tcacher: 1 have to look good and be in good health, but
it's hard. My students dress better than I do. But this docsn't mean they are paying
‘ customers, Only 4 of 11 students were paying in advance. They want English,
but they don't want to pay..I agreed to let 4 or 5 students take classes without
paying. We try to understand; people pay less according to their means.
Entrepreneurship in the Comoros doesn’'t work because people don't consume
(Sharif). People rent video cassettes and refuse to pay late fees. Very few people buy original
productions of local music; home-made copies are much cheaper. In theory the community

is the gas that fecls the machine, but here they don't help the business at all,
they're iust a hassle,

Individual members of the community ask entrepreneurs for money and favors, and
social obligations within the community make demands on the entrepreneur's time and
ability to effectively run his business. There are only a few examples in the interviews of
community helping business. Members of Mabuku's community helped him move his
boat on the beach when his fishers were sick, and he says they help him during
catastrophes and emergencies. Base-Com entrusted his shop to a friend when he left the
country on business, although he makes clear that he can't trust anyone to run the
shop. There were no other references to community as an enabler. Only one of the

‘ entrepreneurs (Sabata) talked about the members of his community as consumers, a role
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which is obviously enabling for the business. For Comorian entrepreneurs, members of
the community are primarily a strain and are not comimonly discussed as customers.

The literature on African entrepreneurs pays very little attention to members of the
local community (non-kin) as a constraining force on small enterprise.78 Instead,
scholarly writing in this area has given more empbhasis to the role of institutions such as
family, government and education. This is a considerable weakness in the literature,

given the degree to which community causes problems for entreprencurs in the Comoros.

Many Credits

Credit is a very common topic in the literature on economic development. Usually,
however, the discussion centers around ways in which credit can be organized and
extended to small and medium-sized enterprise. Marris and Somerset (1972) focus on
issues surrounding such formal credit mechanisms for small enterprise. Hart (1972) and
Nafziger (1977) also atiempt to demonstrate the importance of institutional credit for the
development of small business. It is true that this set of issues is important for
cpeouraging entrepreneurial growth, but its prominence in the literature on entrepreneurs
ignores a related set of important issues: those concerning entrepreneurs' credit with their
customers. On the whole, entrepreneurs scemed much less concerned with formal credit
mechanisms being extended to their business and more concerned with credit agreements

between themselves and their customers: 79

Seventy percent of my customers who take credit don't pay it back. Base-Com did
not have to think before giving me this figure. He had obviously spent time thinking about it
before.

78 Barth's "social relations which hamper” business (1963: 8) address some of the social costs of
entreprencurial activity. Geertz (1963) discusses how cultural values can limit the growth of local
entreprencurial initiatives,

79 For a discussion of credit and customer relations in West African trading networks, see Bauer (1963),
especially his note on the effects of indebtedness, p. 214. Abner Cohen (1965) discusses how traders
attempt to limit losses that can be incurred from extending credit to customers.
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There are a lot of people who try to take advantage of me. They want to get
their tire fixed for free. They say, "no problem, I'll pay you tomorrow." 'They
never do. As Base-Com was tinishing his sentence a taxi draver runs in for iwo Benson &
Hedges (2 cigarettes, not two packs). Base-Com asks for the money which the driver owes tor 2
tires repawred last week. "You know I'm gonna’ pay, I just don't have the money now." He dives
off and when I look to Ali he says: He's not even a friend of mine.

Sharif on credit problems associated with advertising: 1'm popular but there are people
who think I should give them free ads just because they know me. Sharit
cxplains why some people think hic is wealthy. Some people count the ads. 1 talk
about my money problems and they start to count the ads. Unpad credit accounts
for approximately 30% of his business.

Mabuku on credit: People won't buy from you if you're too mean to give
credit...If you sell fish with a freezer then you don't need credit and if you
don't give credit you don't get customers. Credit is bad, but we don't have a
choice...We have to give credit because the fishsellers do--we always get some
payment, even if it's only 5% of the total,

It was clear, even during the interviews, that credit is a recurring problem for
Comorian entrepreneuss. Customers, acting like old friends, would request a "small”
exception to the credit rules which are posted in almost every Comorian store,80
attempting to take advantage of Comorians' inability to say no.81 To a certain extent these
requests are a function of the fact that unemployment is very high in the Comoros. Those
that are lucky enongh to have a job (usually with the government) often reccive their
salaries after three to six-month delays. Nonetheless, the literature on African
entrepreneurship neglects the issue of credit between entrepreneurs and their customers,

and the limitations these arrangements put on cash flow and accumulation of capital.

Money is Not a Problem, It's a Solution

These are the words of Ahmed, who was able to start his English School with no

personal savings and without incurring substantial debt.82 This signpost , which shows

80 There is a wide variety of "no credit” signs in stores in the Comoros, most of which are not displayed in
prominent places. One such sign rcads: "Moi pas donner credit...toi facher...moi prefere tor facher,"

1 A common Comorian refusal technique begins with, "It's not that I'm saying no, it's just that..."

82 The start-up money for ETC came in part from Fuad's partner Mohammed and later from the few
students who were able to pay their course fees.
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that ewners of small and micro-enterprises in the Comoros do not view the shortage of
money as their most significant problem, contradicts one of the most cornmon myths
about African economir development: that Africans need more money. Capital is certainly
important, and Comorian entrepreneurs know it is a necessity for entrepreneurial activity,
but there are good examples within this study which show how ingenuity and frugality
overcome materia! constraints (see ESC, Base-Com , andSabata ).83
Sabaia, who was renting a vehicle in the same way that a taxi driver would from a

privatc owner, required only gas money to start his business. His daily earnings paid for
personal expenses and maintenance of the vehicle. Hassane and his colleague petitioned
the Japanese aid agency so that upon graduation, the fishing school's first graduating
class would receive boats. This enabled them to begin fishing and soon after begin
accumulating capital. Ahmed's English school had very low start-up expenses. The
house he rented fiad a living room which served as a classroom and the twelve chairs were
included with the house. Ahmed already owned basic teaching materials like books,
chalk, erasers, and paper. He had a blackboard made for the eqivalent of $25, spent a
small sum on photogopies and he was ready to begin teaching. Since the landlord was
having a difficult tinwe renting his house, he agreed to let Ahmed use the house on a trial
basis: if the business.did not take off, Ahmed was under no obligation to pay the first
month's rent. We'll get more chairs when we get more students. Obviously
there are situations that could arise, causing the enterprise to fail due to lack of funds
(automobile accident, failure to attract enough students, etc.), but the point is that the lack
of capital is not necessarily a barrier to entry into small business. All the participants
agreed that more money would help their business and their ability to grow, but material
constraints did not keep them from establishing or conducting business.84

Certainly, not all enterprises require as little capital investment as the ones mentioned
above. In fact, some of the participants (Sharif, Base-Com) had very high start-up costs

83 Harris & Rowe (1966) show that capital is not a “limiting factor” for African entrepreneurs. Similarly,
Schatz (1977) argues that failures in Alrican industry are due to the economic/political environment, and not
a lack of capital or know-how. Geertz on Indonesia: "... the central problems the leaders in development
face arc organizational. Lack of capital, shortages of skilled labor or disciplined labor, insufficiency of
markets, lack of technical knowledge and so on are all, to some extent genuine problems, But none of
these seems in any proper sense an immediately limiting factor on economic development" (Geertz 1963:
74). It may also be argued thai a sample of businesses that are "up and running” will be imbalanced in
favor of those entrepreneurs that already have the ability to save or generate their own sources of capital.

84 This may not be the case for less wealthy Comorians or for disadvantaged groups such as women.
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relative to the other entrepreneurs participating in the study. It must be reiterated that the
entrepreneurs in my sample are owners of small or micro-enterprises, which are generally
less capital-intensive than medium-sized businesses, especially in manufacturinz.
However, in euch case the entrepreneur was personally responsible for raising stat-up
money, a large part of which usually came from personal savings. It was clear from the
interviews that Comorian entrepreneurs do not depend on institutional credit to meet their
needs. I could probably get a loan from the bank but it wouldn't work
unless I knew someone (Ahmed).85 Only two of the entrepreneurs had attempted to
obtain loans or credit through formal channels (National Bank, United Nations
Development Project, Mission de Cooperation Frangaise, etc); neither of them succeeded.

Despite plans for expansion (a net for Mabuku, a car for Sabata, etc.), only one of the
entrepreneurs discussed money when asked to talk about the problems faced by his
enterprise.80  When I pressed the issue, Ahmed said Money is second...because if
we put only money first that will be a constraint. Money is not a problem,
it's a solution.

This signpost can be attributed to a number of factors which stand out on the
Comorian cultural landscape. Comorian entrepreneurs are good at saving money. Base-
Com, who comes from a humble background, was investing a fixed monthly sum into a
forced savings account which he could access only after a period of five years. Over the
years he had accumulated enough personal savings to rent two plots of land for his
business, buy two cars, and travel extensively in the Indian Ocean. He was in the process
of constructing two houses for family members. With the money saved from his
business, Mabuku and his partner were able to buy the two used trucks which they use to
distribute fish. DeGaulle on saving: If I lose one franc, it worries me. The ability
to save can be attributed in part to the aanda, or Big Marriage, a Grand Comorian tradition
which has been known to cost as much as U.S. $150,000 and which has been referred to

85 Access to credit is one area where the "community” category might have been discussed as an enabler,
but throughout the course of the interviews, this never occurred.

86 Nafziger (1977) suggests that capstal is 2 common concem for new enterprises and Marris & Somerset
(1972) give numerous examples of successful small enterprises which began without large amounts of
capital investment. To a certain degree, this question depends on the scale of operations and the particular |
sector or industry.
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as the cultural, social, political and economic base of Comorian socicty.87 Traditionally,
preparation for the "aanda" required as many as 25 years of saving funds and planning.
In addition to the "Grand Mariage," other indigenous institutions such as rotating credit

associations and youth groups exist as stimulants to saving and sources of income.38

The Role of Government

Contrary to many examples from other parts of Africa, the Comorian government
does not seem to be a significant problem for entrepreneurs. Hart (1972) demonstrates the
degree to which government policy has constrained the development of indigenous
entrepreneurship in parts of South Africa. MacGaffey (1987; 1992) is obligated to
address the issues which arise from the distinctive mix of obstruction and neglect which
characterize the Mobutu regime in post-independent Zaire. The Comorian government,
however, despite numerous authoritarian regimes and mercenary-led military takeovers,
does not seem to pose a formidable threat to small-scale entrepreneurial activity.89

Three of the six participants were operating outside of the government's control,
and those who had acquired the appropriate operating license had no complaints
concerning the fees and revenue taxes they paid. Base-Com called tax collecting the
"daula ya circali,”" or the government's right. It may be argued that government is a
constraint since some entrepreneurs make efforts to avoid government scrutiny, but this
point seems unimportant when considering how easily government control can be
avoided. Ahmed explains how he runs his business without government interference:

We found this house just outside of town and put up a little sign near the

87 From Soilihi (1988). For more information on the Comorian Grand Mariage, see Ottenheimer (1985)
or Rouveyran & Djabiri (1968).

88 | did not collect any primary data on indigenous savings and credit institutions in the Comoros. Based

on inform2! questioning I was able to identify several fontines which are common among vendors in

Moroni's central food market, but the entrepreneurs with whom I worked were not involved with any
organization of this type.

89 DeSoto (1989) is an excellent example from Latin America of the obstructive, even destructive, potential of
some governments toward small and micro-enterprise. DeSoto and Hart give information on enterprises of
varying sizes. Although this study gives examples of only small-enterprise from the Comoros, the work of
these scholars is important in order to show how relatively unobstructive the Comorian government policy is
toward small business.
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road. We don't want too much attention right now. According to Ahmed, to
attract a lot of attention would mean the possibility of having money extracted for personal
use by government officials. It is true that ESC cannot issue official diplomas to its
students, but these are trade-offs for Ahmed, who was reluctant at tirst to participate in
this study since ESC was only working on a trial basis. Ahmed attributes his
success in part to the fact that government-run schools are inefficient and over-crowded.
This means that families with moderate means are more likely to send their children to
private schools like ESC. Mabuku also listed the state as an enabler for his business
since, as a fisherman, he is not taxed and does not need a license to operate. He explains:
I think the government wants to show that fishing is a respectable job.

In other cases, entrepreneurs have been able to use the government's
disorganization to their advantage 90 Radio Karthala is a good example. When Sharif
first opened his radio station, he was the first to attempt to share the airwaves with Radio
Comores, the country's long-standing government-run radio station. It took the
Comorian government three days to find Radio Karthala and ask its owner to shut down
the operation. Sharif was left unharmed. It wasn't until the second coming of Karthala
that the government actually put him in jail; this time they took almost two weeks before
shutting down his operation and confiscating the transmitter. After several weeks he was
released from jail and he left the country in order to get, among other things, another
transmitter. Right now, the lack of regulation is working to my advantage.
For now, while a newly-appointed government media commission is still considering the
rules that will be enacted to regulate private radio stations in the Comoros, Sharif runs his
radio station as he pleases.

This is not to say that entrepreneurs view the government as totally harmless or
benevolent. DeGaulle complains that because of government price control mechanisms,
he makes an almost insignificant profit for each ton of rice that he sells, but a store
without rice in the Comoros can't do business. Sharif attempted to sell the
government on an idea for the Comoros' first national lottery, a project which he thinks
could earn as much as $25,000 per week, but the government refused. He says that

political obstacles such as this keep the country from advancing,.

90 MacGaffey (1987;1991) gives excellent descriptions of similar ingenuity in Zaire.
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Other Observations

The categories of market and family were also discussed by the participants, but
they did not provide results uniform enough to be considered distinct signposts. Market
was usually considered a constraint. The entrepreneurs cited lack of money flow caused
by delays in government salaries as an example. The market is limited because not
enough money is circulating (Mabuku). With the current state of the economy,
Comorians don't consume, says Sharif, and that the market is there, but it
hasn't been tapped yet.91 Overall, the market is more bad than good; its early stage
of development means many opportunities, but there is an overall lack of jobs and
spending. The price of electricity, which is said to be the most expensive in the world,92
is also given as a constraining factor.

Entrepreneurs seem to be equally divided on the subject of family. For three of the
participants, family can be considered a constraint. My family helps a lot, but it's
not a boss/employee relationship so you can't ask for everything to be
perfect...I prefer hiring people to start a good business and then give the
business to my family after it's up and running (Sharif). Family employees can
be paid less, but they also produce less. They drain the entrepreneur's already limited
resources. I'm the oldest, even my uncles' wives come to me for things
(Sabata) and My family is very large, I'm even related to the chef du village
(Mabuku). The other three entrepreneurs view family as an enabling force. Family
members are a cheap source of labor, they can be trusted, and they fully support the
enterprise since in some sense it carries their name. Family doesn't constrain me at
all; if 1 don't have my family I'm not happy (Base-Com). The stability I
have from family enables me to take this on (Ahmed), and Business is better
with family...I have to provide for my brother anyway so I might as well
just hire him (Degaulle).

91 According to Schatz, there is usually a limit to potential earnings in any given line of work in many
Alfrican cconomies (1977: 94),

92 personal communication, Peter G. Harding (U.S. Embassy, Moroni), May 1990.
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There is general agreement on the part of entrepreneurs that the individual category
is almost never a hindrance to the enterprise. On the one hand, this may suggest that
enmepreneurs are not able to see their personal shortcomings or limitations. Malcolm
Harper claims that small-scale entrepreneurs often see their most serious problems as
those things that are out of their control, such as access to capital, marketing channels or
credit (Harper 1984: 66). On the other hand, their responses clearly suggest that
individual entrepreneurs are responsible for the success of the enterprise and that we may
need to question the common assumption that entrepreneurs need more formal training or
education. The entrepreneurs in this study have travelled extensively (Sharif, Sabata,
Base-Com), have learned foreign languages (Ahmed, Sabata), and have served as
apprentices in various fields (Sabata, Base-Com), all examples of investments in human
capital which do not require formal education. Local systems of training and knowledge
can provide important insights into determining regional or local needs. Mabuku explains
what it was like to have development workers visit him while he was working on the EEC
fisheries project: You have these people come in as experts and tell you what
to do. But they don't know these waters, a lot of times they don't even
know how to fish. It's like a soccer team. Let's say I'm a goalie, have
been for a long time. I know my players and I know the terrain. Don't
come here and tell me how to play soccer, especially if you don't know

bow to play yourself.

Di .

The information that emerges from this chapter comes to us in two forms. First, an
atiempt is made to understand entrepreneurial perceptions through a very simple system of
quantitative analysis and mapping (Problems and Priorities). The limited siz¢ of the
sample and an unsystematic elicitation approach mean that the results of this analysis are
too imprecise to be significant. The tables submitted and the written analysis that
accompany them are perhaps best seen as a methodological exercise which, with some

improvements, may be used for similar purposes in different circumstances. Second are
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the signposts, which stand out as recurring themes and patterns discussed by the
entreprencurs in our interviews.

Both methods of representing this information attempt to answer the same question:
what, according to entrepreneurs, are the factors which affect (either negatively or
positively) the growth and/or state of their enterprise? Several answers to this question
surface from their responses. First and foremost their responses highlight the tension
which exists between the entrepreneur and members of his community. Entrepreneurs
view non-kin community members as a constraint to their activities, since as "friends" and
potential customers they request favors, money, and most importantly credit.
Entrepreneurs' responses also show that the Comorian government is not perceived as a
major obstacle to small-scale entrepreneurial activity and that capital, although necessary
for certain entrepreneurial functions like expansion, is not seen as a significant stumbling
block or barrier to entry into small enterprise. With satisfactory, but by no means
comprehensive answers to the question given above, this research proposes a possible
method for gathering and organizing data on the perceptions of indigenous African
entrepreneurs and in doing so suggests the possibility of an indigenous agenda for the

promotion of private enterprise in Africa.
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CONCLUSIONS

What then can be said about the role of entrepreneurs in Comorian society?  This 1s a
difficult question to answer given the limited nature of the sample chosen for this resemch
However, even if the entrepreneurs in this study are not representative of Comorian
entrepreneurs on the whole, their stories do give certain insights into the nature of

entrepreneurial activity and development in the Comoros.

Case studies from the Comoros show that motivations ditfer from one entreprencur to
the next. They also point to the multiplicity of motivations, ranging from totally sell-
interested to totally altruistic, which characterizes most entrepreneurs.  According to Geerts,
(1963), entrepreneurs in one town followed an "ego-focused” pattern of change (self-
interested, individualistic and pioneering) and entrepreneurs in another town followed a
"group-focused" approach (supportive, egalitarian and traditional). Findings from this
research suggest that more significant variation occurs among individuals.

Belshaw (1955) argues that this variable is a function of the social distance between
the entrepreneur and his "home group.” 93 According to this analysis, an entreprencur
who shares values in common with his community is less likely to accumulate wealth than
one who has-symbolically "broken away" from his home group. e claims that in Africa
"many leaders of initiative are motivated by their concern to raise the level of living of their
own people, and to provide a more promising future for their children and grandchildren”
(Belshaw 1955: 158). This claim seems naive, especially when compared with Geert..
who writes of Modjokuto entrepreneurs that their "ruthless” individualism is "destroymg

customary constraints on enterprise in a traditional society” (1963: 126).

93 Belshaw gives four categories for understanding this vanation: 1) the entreprencur 1s completely broken
away from his home group, 2) the entreprencur has made an incomplete break from the home group, 3) the
entrepreneur identifies with his home group and has expansive motives in commerce and 4) the
entrepreneur identifies with the home group but has no intention to expand operatione (1955; 149),
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Perhaps both accounts are somewhat exaggerated. Is it not possible for an
individual, especially a local leader or in this case entrepreneur, to be self-interested and
altruistic simultaneously? Evidence from the Comoros shows entrepreneurs with both
selfish motives and a concern for community welfare. This socially conscious self-
actualization is especially clear in the Mabuku case study. Hassane made Mabuku's
resources readily available to certain members of his community (the truck and credit for
fish are good examples). He attempted to sell more fish, which, according to him, would
benefit Comorian society as well as himself. In addition, he was preparing his "grand
mariage,” a long and demanding process which demonstrates a commitment to the
community and to traditional values. Sharif, the most "enterprising"” of the entrepreneurs in
the study, feels it is his responsibility to wake up Comoriang, and make them aware of
what they can do and be. He often talks about being a medium for the arrival of global
culture, which according to him is a good thing.

In the Base-Com case study, there is evidence of the entrepreneur's efforts to help his
immediate family, but less is done for non-family or community interests. This may also be
a function of the fact that he lives and works in Moroni, and not in the village of his home
group. Sabata discussed plans to rent his video equipment to the youth groups in his town:
It's for a good cause. I won't charge a lot, but I'll stil make some money.
To differing degrees then the entrepreneurs who participated in this study are concerned
with making money. Their enterprise, after all, is their livelihood; but these examples
show that in carrying out their activities they remain aware of community as well as

personal needs.

Ent hip_and Social CI

Most of the participants in this research had something to say about the effect of their
enterprise on Comorian society. To differing degrees they were aware of this possibility
and made it part of their planning. Mabuku was the most vocal on this question. He
argued that Comorians, especially in areas far from the coast, were in great need of more
protein. He said that by catching and selling more fish he could bring down the price, and
Comorian society (himself included) would stand to benefit. He also talked (without my
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asking) about his attempts to "valorise" the position of fishermen in Comorian society.
Fishermen .n the Comoros are highly stigmatized as a social group and Hassane saw it as
his duty to project a professional image to improve the status of those who fish for a living.
What I was and what I am isn't the same thing...and this makes my family
look good, we're no longer just another poor fishing family.

Sharif was also aware of the potential hic business had to affect Comorian society.
He planned his radio programming to stimulate debate on issues which affect the political
and social lives of many people in the Comoros: structural readjustment, rural exodus,
Comorians living in France, jealousy, traditional healing. He talked about his style of
advertising as a means of promoting local businesses and consumer behavior.94 Local
businesses need a place to advertise. Imagine someone who sells
yogurt...he doesn't want it to go bad. On the air, he mixes French and Comorian
and sees this as a positive and inevitable sign of the globalization of culture. According io
Sharif, this use of language not only reflects local usage, but also reinforces it. He talks
about the work ethic and Radio Karthala: I give some sort of education, it gives
people an idea of the Karthala lifestyle. Every morning he starts his programming
with a Haitian work song: "When you sleep your whole being sleeps. While other people
are sleeping, you could be doing something to have a future."

Ahmed says he had the idea to open the English School because of his experience
teaching English, but also in an attempt to help ease tension arising out of increased
tourism and business investment from English-speaking countries. He also noted that his
style of teaching (academic tours, emphasis on speaking) would help students from small
villages ("up country™) to integrate and feel at ease in the capital city, a relatively urban
environment. Base-Com was surprised to learn that he was the first 24-hour anything in
the Comoros and after hearing me explain the idea behind all-night convenience stores in

the U.S., he decided his next venture, a service station, would also be open "24 sur 24."

94 Beveridge and Oberschall (1979) argue that in Africa, the act of opening a business is in itself a form of
social change. According to this argument, people come to see business as a reliable source of income and
this leads more people into small business. The subsequent proliferation of small businesses changes the
way people eamn a living as well as the way they consume.
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Later, when I asked him about the effects of his business on Comorian society, he said:
Now people can drive at night without any worries . . . pretty soon there

will be 24-hour everything.

Some Comparisons

Stories of Comorian entrepreneurs do not confirm Geertz' (1963) findings on
entrepreneurship in developing economies. Geertz shows two kinds of entrepreneurial
activity: bazaar-style trading, dominated by "entrepreneurs without enterprises” who lack
the "capacity to form efficient economic institutions" (28) and the formation of new
commercial interests by a local aristocracy who are struggling to move "from a peasant-
village type economy toward a firm type economy" (ibid 83). In both cases, Geertz
describes entrepreneurial activity with no visible signs of economic or social change.
Entrepreneurs are spinning their wheels, and they are mostly unable to mobilize people or

capital. Unlike Geertz' "peddlers,” however, Comorian entrepreneurs are able to
accumulate and re-invest in new forms of economic organization (from fisherman to
fishery; from corner store to 24-liour service; from night club to commercial radio). Unlike
his "princes," they are able to exercise individual initiative in the market without upsetting
local traditions and relations (see above, Socially Conscious Self-actualization ).

Stories of entrepreneurs in the Comoros more readily support the findings of
MacGaffey (1987, 1991) and Barth (1963; 1967), whose attempts to analyze individual
agency examine more closely the nature of change resulting from entrepreneurial activity. 95
MacGaffey's entrepreneurs are working around institutional constraints to accumulate
wealth and, in the process they are contributing to the emergence of middle class
consump*ion and values (the cases of Mabuku and Radio Karthala show similar
phenomena). Entrepreneurs in Barth's studies act as cultural brokers whose innovations

are constrained by, but also have significant impact on, traditional economic and cultural

95 Many studies attempt to explain how social change occurs through the action of entrepreneurs. This
task, though, has proven to be a difficult one. Greenfield and Strickon (1981) give a fascinating account of
how economic and social innovations get accepted and adopted by society. Attwood (1992) describes
similar processes in Western India.
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practices (see for exampleSabata ). Case studies of Comorian entrepreneurs show that
even under the most unlikely circumstances (i.e. a stagnant local economy and limited
infrastructure) economic and social change can occur through the activities of
entrepreneurs. If we agree that no culture or economy is static, it is more accurate to
assume that change is happening and to set out to study the effects of these changes as they
occur.

These examples show how studies in the literature on entrepreneurs differ with
regards to the emphasis they give to change. Structuralist studies (such as Geertz 1963 and
Berry 1985) are less concerned with change than with existing structures and institutions.
Individualist studies, however, (MacGaffey 1987 and Barth 1963), make the question of
social and economic change central to their analysis. Stories of Comorian enterpreneurs,
which show individuals innovating in an economic space constrained by commnity values
and imperfect markets, are told from an individualist perspective, since this approach
allows the consideration of both individual agency and institutional formations. As
MacGaffey has shown, an individualist perspective does not have to neglect the structural
factors which characterize structuralist analyses.

One potential weakness of individualist analyses is the tendency to glorify the
entrepreneur. According to Greenfield and Strickon, some perspectives place the "future good
of humanity" in the hands of entrepreneurs, arguing that economic development could not
occur without them (1981: 470).96 The "heroification" of entrepreneurs, however, is less
likely when analytical frameworks emphasize entrepreneurial roles over entrepreneurial
characteristics. Schumpeter (1961), for example, examines the role that entrepreneurs play in
the process of economic development and not the particular characteristics that make them
successes or failures.97 The latter point is a common criticism brought against socio-
psychological theories of entrepreneurs, which are more concerned with socialization and
personality traits than with the activity nf the entrepreneur (Greenfield & Strickon 1981: 481).

To what extent can the entrepreneurs in this study be considered heroes? They are
heroic insofar as they exemplify the dynamism of economic activity which this research
sets out to examine. These are the stories of individuals who, despite considerable

96 See for example the work of DeSoto (1989). Bemard Belasco (1980) presents an historical analysis of
the symbolic importance of entrepreneurs among the Yoruba in Nigeria,

97 Barth (1963) and Glad= (1967) are also good examples of this approach,
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obstacles, have managed to introduce goods and services which improve consumer access
and well-being. However, the study also shows the tension which exists between
entrepreneurs and their cuistomers; the general public in the Comoros is more likely to view
the entrepreneur as a personal resource than as a hero (Sharif). Other models of African
entrepreneurs do not seem to fit either. The entrepreneur in the Comoros is not evil; his
plans for expansion may alter traditioral economic activity (Mabuku, Sabata), but they may
also create jobs and bring down consumer prices. He is not a victim; external forces such
as the availability of capital and government policy are obstacles, but not barriers to his
advancement (ESC, Base-Com). Lastly, he is not a commodity, since entrepreneurs, even
in the smali sample chosen for this study, come from various socio-economic
backgrounds, have varying levels of education and do not tend to identify themselves as
part of an entrepreneurial group. The case studies presented in this research, which do not
correspond neatly to any of the various models put forth by scholars, demonstrate the

importance of local perceptions to an understanding of local problems.

Indigen Knowl and the Discourse of Development

I have attempted to make clear that Comorian entrepreneurs do not order their world
in the same way as much of the social science literature on African entrepreneurs has
attempted to do for them. They do not always identify the same issues as factors which
affect their activity and when they do, they often discuss them in very different ways.
There is evidence, for example, to suggest that Comorian entrepreneurs do not analyse their
business activity in terms of a constraints/creativity opposition which is characteristic of
much of the social scientific writing on this subject.

The findings in this research show that Comorian entreprereurs are concerned with
customer/credit relations and the constraints imposed on enterprise by imperfect markets
and opportunities (see Signposts ). The social science literature on Airican entrepreneurs,

on the other hand, looks to entrepreneurial deficiencies, capital and the role of family as



important aspects affecting entrepreneurial activity.98 The importance of these factors,
especially entrepreneurial deficiencies, is not supported by evidence from the Comoros.
Each of the case studies has examples of how entrepreneurs obtained education and
experience through non-formal channels to start or expand their business. Sharif has
travelled extensively and conducted business abroad. Sabata depended on family members
and friends to learn how to make shoes and how to drive. In his travels he has learned to
speak six languages. Ali also served as an apprentice and has mostly himself to thank for
the savings which have allowed his business to grow. In the Comoros, human capital
formation can occur in many ways, many of which are not provided by formal training.
What do these differences tell us about the policies which are implemented on behalt
of local entrepreneurs (credit programs, entrepreneurial training programs, industrial
estates, government-run cooperatives, trade unions, etc.)? If we assume that
entrepreneurs need more training (Marris & Somerset 1972; Kilby 1969), then a rich set of
human capital resources will be overlooked. If we assume that what entrepreneurs really
need is greater access to credit (Akeredolu-Ale 1975),99 then governments may run the risk
of throwing valuable funds at people who haven't proven their ability or commitment to
making their business work.100 If we assume that entrepreneurs are in short supply and
the job of the state 1s to create more (Nfziger 1977), then precious federal monies and
international aid will go toward 'making’ entrepreneurs,101 a policy which may work in
Nigeria, but has had limited success in the Comoros.102  And if we believe, as the

98 I have argued elsewhere (1993) in greater detail that the categorizations of social science are insensitive
to the perceptions of local entreprencurs. For discussions of these categories see: Kennedy (1988); Hart
(1972); Nafziger (1977); Kilby (1969); Schatz (1977); Okeredolu-Ale (1975).

This concern figures prominently in much of the development literature. See for example Dinwiddy
(1974) and Mann et. al. (1989).

100 Recent successes in micro-credit programs such as the Grame:2n Bank have led lending agencies o
question the assumption that the poor are a credit risk. It is probably also true, however, that most lending
institutions in developing countries do not have the means or the know-how to tackle a credit/extension
program such as that of the Grameen Bank,

101 ope major flaw in the social science literature is its failure to distinguish between programs aimed at
creating entrepreneurs and those intended for helping entrepreneurs who are already in business.

102 Entrepreneurial training programs in the Comoros were first formally organized through the Centre
dEtudes et Recherches sur la Cooperation Intemationale (CECI). They have changed structure and hands
several times and are currently being coordinated by a private sector pro.notion project which is funded and
organized by representatives from the UNDP and the ILO. According (o the former CECI representative,
one reason why these efforts have not succeeded is that NGOs are not aware of complex social relations
which limit cooperation among Comorian entrepreneurs.
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literature suggests, that entrepreneurs are more constrained than creative, then we run the

risk of overlooking local initiatives that are sustainable, efficient and profitabie.

ruestions for Further Research

Besides the aspec's discussed above, my research led me to two other related points
which merit further study. First is the notion of indigenous marketing. 103 Marketing is
not & new concept in developing countries, but it does take different forms in an economic
context which is beginning to show signs of Western capitalist activity. 104 The
entrepreneurs in this study used public spectacles, word of mouth and local affordable
means of advertising to capitalize on Comorian curiosity and sell their products. This
aspect of African enterprise may make for fascinating research, especially given the
increasing exposure to Euro-American patterns of advertising and consumption in many
African countries.

Second, in emphasizing what is specific about the Comorian economic and cultural
context, it is easy to overlook the elements of small business which may be common to
entrepreneurs from different parts of the world. Analysis of the data from the Comoros
points specifically to several aspects which resemble the situation of small-scale
entrepreneurs in other parts of the world: namely, ambition, trust, and the desire to be self-
employed. Among other things, this research shows that much more must be known about
entrepreneurial perceptions in order to generalize cross-culturally about entrepreneurial

values,

103 Here 1 am using the term "marketing” in the management sense of the word, to mean activities
associated with the promotion and/or advertising, not the distribution/sale of goods.

104 To date there has been very little research in this area. Kilby (1965) describes "production” and
"market-oriented” entreprencurs. Kennedy also discusses the importance of marketing to expansion in
small enterprise (1988: 164), but issues related to marketing are given limited attention.
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