
• 

• 

• 

Constraints and Creativity in Comorian Enterprise 

Bob Whitman White 
Dcpartment of Anthropology 
McGIll UniversIty, Monlléal 

July 19. 1993 

A 'nlC~IS sulm~ °tted to the Faculty of Graduate Studies and Research in 
püiimllulfllment of the requlfements of the degree of 

Mntcrs of Arts in Anthropology 

CD Bob Wllltc i 993 



• 

• 

AHSTRACT 

COi •. Jraints and Crcativity in Comorian Enterprise 

ln l~lL:llt d~lade ... , Inut'd ... ing atlenti'lIl ha .... bccn pald to ... mall- ... cale 

cllterprl"'~ ln deveiopll1g LOllntne .... heC<ill\e of It ... potenti..tl to to .... ter 

l'lOnOJllIL growth and "1I11111tanl'ou"ly rl'duce povelty III Icgional 

Cl'()1101llIn III an att~ll1pt tn undcI ... tand mOle about the relation"hip 

1 ·~twel'n l'lItll'pll'IlCUI ... !Jlp and :-,ocl<illhange 111 eLOI10ml -: .... in Africa, thi:-. 

Il· ... earclh eX.1Jl1111l''' thl' hellch :lI1d plaltice\ of ',IX :-.mall- ... cale 

l'ntJcprl'nClIl'" III the Fedclal "'humc Rt'Pllbhl of the Con .010 .... Surveys 

... llOW that IIHligcnou ... cntreprcneul'" con"ldel fellO\\ community 

ml'Illher:-. a hllldranLc to thcI!' aetivltle\; the government '.mel acee ...... to 

lapltal dlC :\een a ... le.,,, eon ... tralllll1g. Ca"e ..,tlldlt'" foeu" on 

cntJ~prenellflal II1nevatlon ln order to dl ... tingllish entrepreneur ... tram 

"hllsllle ... .,mcn" and to pall1t a picture of the Afncan entrej'reneur a~; 

vangumd lIlstead cf victlln . 

Contreint,es ct créa. ivité dans l'entreprise Comorienne 

l)cplII~ rlu:-.icur" ann~e." le .... petlte:-. entrepri:-.e:-. occupent de plus en plu,> 

IInt' place lin pOl tante en It'chclche ... onale concernant le:-. pays en vOIe de 

d~veloppl'l1lt'nt. Aflll (il' mieux comprendre le., rapport" entre 

"1'entrq1H~nelll .. hlp" ct le développement :-.ocial, cette rechelche traite 

l'innovallon dal1., le., pelite:-. cntrepll"e:-. et [es ca:-. de :-'IX entrepreneuI:-' 

dan" la R~pllbhque F~dlÇI ,tle 1 -.lamique de., Comore". Les données 

I11llntI~'nt que l '~ eXlgenle~ de tll0I11I1111nauté enver~ le., entrepleneur:-. 

llll1:-.'tItuellt ks pll'~ g,and~ ohstacle ... Ù leur:-. actlvité~. Leurs hIstoires 

nous pel mette 11 de d,\tll1gller entre "homme d'affaire" et "entrepreneur" 

et li.:- donnel LIlle Image posItIve des entrepreneurs Africains. 
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Introduction 

Of ail the developmg regloll~ 111 the world, Sub-Saharan Afnca has had the ledst 

succe~~ wlth regard to matenal or cconOJl1IC development. Many African govemments are 

authontanan and IllCffÏCICnt, fading to provide thcir cltizens with adequate employment, 

cducation and hCJllh carc. Thc~e condll1on~ comblllc with widespread inter-ethl11c conflict 

and Illstory'~ glcate~t a~~ortlllcllt of colonial legacle~ to make the region noth1l1g short of a 

polllIcal mess Thc Situation ~eCI11~ cvell worse glven that some countnes from developing 

areas outsldc or Arnca me beginn1l1g to show signs of substantlal progress (World Bank 

1990: 39-55). More so than in any othel region of the developing world, mefflclent 

govcrnmcnl~, con~trJlIH:~d economic~ ,md har~h c1imates COl1Stltute an environment in 

which earnll1g an adcquate iI1comc is a dlffIcult venture. 

But thls is not the wholc story. Despite nearly impossible circumstances, African 

CCOnOll1lCS arc allve wlth local1l11tiative and ingenuity. Markets and industries w'e 

wltncs~lllg the cmclgcnce of large Illlmbers of small and 1l11cro-enterpnses which create 

Jobs and kali 10 new social and cco'lomic combinatlons in local and economies. For social 

~clcntists COlleel net! \VIth the rcductlon of poverty in developing m'eas, understwldmg how 

people lise ll1lcllcctal capaclty 10 fllld new sources of mcome IS of increasing impOitance. 

One \Vay of ctoing thl:- I~ by lookll1g more c10scly at a gloup of people who fuel local 

econollues wlth haId work and new ideas: African entrepreneurs. 

Goals of the Rcsearch 

A consIderable umo'lllt of reseruch has been devoted to stuclies of entrepreneurship, 

espccially in the IlcId~ of management, soclOlogy, economics and anthropology. ln many 

cascs. an attcmpt IS made to explain entreprencllnal success However, this is not the case 

wIlh the literature on Afnca. Afncan entrepreneurs ure usuaHy pOlt:'ayed as uneducated, 

inexperienced aud/or obstmcted (Nafziger 1977; Hart 1972: Marlis and Somerset 1972; 

HatTis IlJ66; Schatz 1977; Kilby 1969; Akeredoll1-Ale 1975; Kennedy 1988). One goal of 
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the present re~e,m;h is 10 delllnn~uaie the d) l1anllC IMW\(: l)f lYOnnlll1l' aetl\ II\' III .\11 AIIIl".l1I 

setting, despite II1s!ltlJl111nall'oJ1sttaII1l~ to Il~ devl'lopmcllt 1 111 the (,hl' ul Ihl.' (\l11111W\ .• 1 

smalt island nation IOl'aled uff the ea\t cna\t pl Aillel, thl'Il' aIt' nCl'lknt l'\.lll1(1k\ III 

people who ur~ clealll1g loh\ .Inti llpl'l1\11g 1l1.1Ih.et:- tlllough 111111.111\'1." III pl !vate ('lIln!,ll"c ) 

The second goal 01 thl'> le~e;lIeh I~ tn "lw\\' tll.II l'Il 11l'[1l L'I1Clll 1.11 .IL'tlVlty Ilellll" .11 

various Ievels 111 Afnc,lll CCOlwmlC~ 1\10...1 "chul.tIly \\lltll1r. nll A!IIl.III t'l\lICPIt'lll'III\IIIP 

focuses on the iildll~tnal SIXto! and the faIlulc 01 1l1;!JgCI10li\ 1'1l!Il'pl~'IIl'IlI\ tn dcwlllP 

medium-sizcd manufacturlll!! tinm (~Cl' e~pl'l'lally Nal/lgcl 1 (n7, ILlll" 1 !)()(l. "I1by 

1969). There are studles whlch C\,11l1l11C elllll'pICllt.'Ull.tl ,\ctlVlly III lucal alld lqlJl)lIal 

uading networks,3 but very kw ,>Imiles 1001,. al the acllvltlC~ ul Clltll'plClll'lll' III ~1\l.1I1 .Hld 

micro-enterprise, a scclor wlm: h l~ fllleci wltllCI1\1 ('Pl cneullal dl'll VIIv·l TIlt' pll'l .IIIOll~ 

nature of small cntelpllsc, looted 111 C0l1111111l1lly Il'\'èl '>OllallclallOl1\, yel ~lI'lIlgly 

influenccd by capitalbt developmcl1t, Illake~ 1'01 a pal ttlulallv la\CII1:tlllIg lOllleX! Wllhlll 

which to study entreprcneunal IIlnOvatlon, 

In the current inlernational c1imaw, Il1creasing cllIpha'il'i IS glVCIl 10 11ll" IJiOIIlU!IUlIlll 

p11vate sector activity in devcloping economics (~l.JlIClllral readlu:-'llIlcnl ploglalll:-', 

pnvatization schemcs, multInationalll1vc:-,tmcnh). This Illcan:-, Ihal CIIlIC)HCIIl'lIl" .IIC 

fll1ding themselves on the receivmg end of govel nmellt polll'Y and, pl'rhap~ le",> OItCIl, 

govemment atd. If pollcles allned at cntrcplcncurs and :-,mall-'icalc clltl'l(m~e ale to be 

effective, they must be designed wHh local condllions \Il Illll1d By cxamlllll1g local 

perceptions of problcms and pnorities, 1 é.lddrcss thc thlld goal 01 Ihis Ic:-,carcll' to :-,how Ihe 

value of local knowlcdgc in planning and pultcy miuatIvc:-, whlch al Il:cl :-'llIall cnlel pll~C 

and entrepreneurs. 

There are several ùlcoretical approachcs which 1111 IlIcncc the goals 1 have ~et out for 

this reseal·ch. Dunng the carly yelli"s aHer II1dependenœ JJ1 many I\fncall LOlIIIIIIC:-', wlllmg 

on development was dominatcd by theone~ of modcrnlzation The 1 CJ7{)s and X()~ 

1 This dynanllsm, although ICi>'> COIllrnOllllllhe hleratUf\', 1<; Ùl'>ClIi>,>cd HI Mar...(ialfcy (I<JX7, I()!)!) :lIld III 

Bcvcndgc and Obcr~chall (1 «)79) 
2 For video ca~e sludle~ ~ee Folkerth & Whtlc (1993) 
3 Sec forcxarnplc Mar;Galley (!9~7) and Ballcr (1963), 
4 ('atcgon7atlOn~ of bLl~II1C"'lCS 1110.,1 olten corre'>/lonÙlo ~II.C. "MICro" cnlerpn\c rcfcr\ 10 ,Ill operallolt 01 

one or two pcupk The term '\mall" 1'> u~ed to mean a hu~JOc"s wltlllllore lhalllwo people hut lc~~ thall 
lell. "Medium" lI,-;ually Lorre'>[J<Jnd,> 10 bU'>lncs,>c,> wlth bclWl''.:IJ 15 and 'i0 clllpJ()ycc~ 'Illc,>c lIullllx:r,> vary 
accorùmg 10 UIC :,ourcc and 11\ ~ome r...a,>e,> othcr cntcna ~uLlI a', lcveI o! HlCOIllC or pcrrnanenr...y 01 IOLJIIOf} 
arc consldcrcd Important. 

2 
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wltnl:.'l'il:.d the elllergt:lIcc of dt:pendenr~y theOlCtl<.:ul frumewOIks, which, 111 respollse to 

lll()(lernl/.atlnn tht:one,>, ,ClH!t:H:d f)bvlou:-, the dcpcndt:nt and often exploltative nature of 

ElilO Afncan 1<.:lutl0I1\ dUllI1g thl: colonial and pü:-.t-colol1lal pcnod:-.. Without denying lhe 

IlllrJUrtancc 01 tht:'It: fI tlll1l:work '1 lu our hl'ltoncal unclt:! 'lti.1lHlIng of contclTlpOIary Afnca, 1 

allt:mpt III tlll-; 1 l::-.t:aI cil Lo 1II0Vt: pU'lt a (lt:pt:lldcncy applOach :-'II1CC Jt doe:-. hale to 

acJ..llowkdgc elldo)!enou\ lacto!:-' III e1evelopmcllt and doe') nN provlde a coI1cslve 

f ralllcwork for :-.octal actloll. 'l'lm apploach 1\ ckm Iy elaborated in the work. of Donald 

AUwood (/<.192), Janet MacCiaffcy (/lJX7, 1(91), KeIth HaIt (1982) and Goran Hyden 

(19?r~) In addllioll. l11c'Ic :-,cholars clllphasllc mgcI1l1lty and lIlitiative 111 thcir analysis of 

local 01 galll/atlollHt fOllm. 1 bnll ow from the optnnisJ1l III these ~tudles to tell stories of 

cntreplcneunal act;vlty 111 the ('omol os. Aho Important to the theoretlcal perspective of this 

study IS the work 01 l'It .. :clnk Barth (1%3. 1967). Barth's approach to the study of 

cntleplcnclli S l'l onc whlch ad.nowledges human agcncy In the development process 

w: thout ncglcctlllg tlle Il11pOI tance of the cultural and social institutions that affect 

enliepienelll Jal bchavlOr. ThiS perspective is pru tlcularly helpful for exam111ing the 

Iclationship between cntrcprcneurslnp and social change . 

Methods & Findings 

The ficIdwork. for tlllS rc:-.earch \1 as conducted from June to September of 1992 on 

the island of Glande ComOle 111 the Comoros Islands, where J served as a Peace Corps 

volunteer from 19XX-1990 Research was conducted through intensive case studies of 

clltleprencurs, who \vele sclected accoldlllg to the following criteria: 1) evidence of some 

1Il110vative procc:-.s or practicc and 2) wIllll1gness on the part of the entrepreneur to talk 

about I11S5 \VOl k. and Ide. Interview sessiom wcre conducted in numerous settings and 

varied 111 kngth flom une to three hours. The questions 1 asked feIl into the following 

categoncs: tallllly l11story, personal history, the business, innovation and entrepreneurial 

perceptions. Ail findings are based 01\ notes taken during the interviews . 

5Sl'C p~lgc 29 lOI alll'xplanalton 01 my usc of the masculine pronoun. 

3 
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As \Vith any Ic~earch b.l:-cd l'Il "IWH-tl'llll tltld\\OIk, tlll' tllldlll,1!\ IllI Ih" \Ilhly .111.' 

Ilcccs~alIly tentatl\ l' Thelc aIt" hl)\\\'\l't. \un1\.' Illll'tl'\lltlg .1\PCI.:"-. P,lllll'ld,lI 10 Ille 

Comolos m1(lchatal'!l'II"tll' ofthc contl!1l'l1t. \,lllL'lI l'111l't~L' ttl.ll!lllll' IC""'.IICII Ilh' 

literature on Afnc~tIl clllrl'pll'lll'lll'\hlp (dl\l'u",,"'d III dt'laIllll l'bapIl't 2) Ull\l l'llILll'· ... 

pnmanly on thrcc a"'pcl'b \\Jllch l'an atket l'Iltt l'pt l'llt'lIl,al ,h:tl\ Ity lal1l1l). t'dul ,II 1011 ,lIld 

capItal. Thcsc aspl'ct~ \Vere foulld tn hl' Iclc\':lnl (ln dit Icll1lg dl'!~It'L''') hl ,'lltll'pIClll'\II" III 

the Comoros, but othcl .l'>P"'ctS dlso pre"el1tcd thc1ll:-l'I\t'" (\lIllllt l:tlll'l1tll'(lIl'lIl'lIl" 

seemed mo~t cOl1cCIl1l'd \Vith kllow «(JllllllllllIl) IlH'l1lhct~ a~ COIl..,II:UlIh tn 111\'lt l'II'>llIl'''', 

Access to capital \V'l~ nOl '>I..'CI1 a~ a ~eIIOll" ob:-.I,lde. hUI Ihe llhlt~:,ltlllll h) f-I\I' ,'Il'dll \V,I·,. 

and the actions ot the ~tatc weil' Ilot COIl"llklCd LI l,)' 1Il1d.thll' llltt"II III t'llllqHl'll\'IIII,1I 

activity, Not ail of the flndlllg~ pCI tal!ung 10 1'IlIIl'PIl'IlL'lIll.lII11'lll'pllulI" IUlll UIIII!t'1 III 

generahzatlOI1:-' made in the llteralult', but Illl'tl' 1'> \..'('Ilollllly \'IlIHlfll V,lI1:11101l Iwl\Vl'CIl tlll' 

two to speak of .Ill 1I1llIgcnolls agellda lor pl omol 1 ng A !lll'olll t:1l11 Cpll'lll'lIl "Ill JI 

ThiS Ihcsl~ IS dividcd lI1to l'Ive scctlon" ('hapll'I 1 j!1 W" .1 !Jllel \)Vl'I v Il'W 01 tlte IIt'ld 

of entrepreneunal sludles \VIth special attellllon 10 \tudIC" ut l.'IllIeptl.'llt'lIl" III dt'Vl'Ioplll)'. 

economles, Chapter 2 dl~Cll~~cs l'Ive prollllllCllt ~tlld Il'~ (l! ;\ 1 l'Il ,III L'IlIt t'Pl CIIl'UI" illId l\' 

examines the analyllcal framcwOlh ll~cd Thc,>c allthOl~' IlHakl" oICIlIICPIl'/H'IIl"lup dit' 

re-worked in a new ~ynthe"ls wlllch L1'\e~ thc(oll.\l/{IlIJ/,\ 111/1/ ('/(ltI/Il'IIV llppmllllll' ;1' .. p.1I1 of 

a new approach to under~tandln:; local condition.., Alkr chaplcr 3 (a blld t''\<It1II1I,IIIl)1l of 

the research context and ,iesign), l prc~ent lIve ca~e ~Iudl<:" 01 eillll~plt'nellll," IIl1loV,IIIOIl 

(Chapter 4), followed by ttndll1gs 111 chapter 5 The lilial "eUIO!1 dl aw\ "Ollll' colll'ht~l()rl" 

from the re.iearch and proposes area~ for 1 urthcr 1 cscarch . 

4 
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CHAPTER ONE 
Background 

Sludies of Entrepreneurs 

The 1ïr~t ap;Jeawncc 01 the word "entreprcndeur" (sic) occurs in the 14th eentury 

(Hebert & LlIlk 19X2 13), hut the formaI study of entrcpreneurship does l.ot beeorne 

cOIll.non untll car Iy eCOnOIl1I~t!'> takc up the ,>ubJcct In Ù1C 17tll ceatury. For the purposes of 

thr~ le~earch, a biler dl!-.cu~'ilon of the prolllmcnt ~cholars who have contributed to 

entrepreneunal ~tlllhe~ SIIlCt: that tl111e I~ cnough to reveal ~ome key que3tions and lssues.6 

Mlich c1a~~ical eC0l101111C Irleratuic dr,>cll.,se~ Ihe role of rndivlduals in the 

dcve/oprnent 01 capllaIr~IIl, but economl~t'> sllch a~ RIcardo and Smiùl made no distinction 

bctween entleplellCllr~ and capltah~h. Rlchw d Cantrllon (1680-1734), a French 

eeonomlst, wa~ Ihe tir,>t to r'iolate a consIderatIon of the entrepreneur in economie theory. 

Canulloll ~aw the entrcplcncur a~ one who buys at a certain priee and sells at an uncertain 

priee Today, Canttllon's theones are gellcrally ccnsidered rudimentary, but his work laid 

the foundatlon 1'01 flll ther studies in cntreprcncUl ~hip (Hart 1972: 3). The later work of 

J.B. Say U 767-IX32) r~ consldercd more comprehensive parl:ly because of its insistence on 

the separatlOi1 ûf cllli~plencunal and capitalist functlons. Say viewed the entrepreneur as a 

catalyst and a mediator, conslantly assessing consumer needs and introducing new ideas 

into the plOducllvc procl:s,>. The caplwlist, in his view, was less responsive to consumers 

and lcss hkcly 10 challenge trachtional cconomic practices. Few further developments 

occured in cntrcprencunal studies before neoclassical economists took up the subject sorne 

tlme later 

The neoclassical frarnework, desplte the attention it gave to entrepreneurs, did not 

allow for an analysis wlllch showcd a relation~hip between entrepreneurship and economie 

change; within tlllS framework entrepreneurs were rarely more than owners of enterprise or 

indusu·y (Hm·t 1972: 5). ThiS somewhat stalle notion of enu·epreneur was due largely to 

fi Tl'xts wlllch glve good Iw;tones 01 the study 01 cntrcprcncurslup mclude Hebert & Link (1982) and 
Nal/lga (1977). Sl'l' Glccnhdd and Slnckoll (1979) an,1 Hart (1972) for a more anthropologlcal 
pcrspccllVl'. 

5 
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the neoclassical preoccupation \Vith the tinl1, and \Vas tïrst ealkd 11110 questIOn by Ihl' 

econornist Frank. Knight ( 1 Hl)5-l972) Onl' of Kl11ght':- most Il 11 pOl tant eOlllnbutlon:- \V.I~ 

his c1ariticatlon of the COIlCèpl ot \'I!\k. Prevlou ... St hutu:-, h.ld dl:-'l'lI" ... ed 11~h., huI Il \V41:-' 

Knight's i!\olatlon of tlm concept thal cal kd attentlOi. 10 the bC.I1l11g ni Il'''' .1:- Olll' \)\ Ihl' 

"uncertaintIes" of cl1lreplcnl'lIlul aCllvlty .md Ihat helpcd kad 10 a mou.' dynanuc (lml'Cptlllli 

of the entrepreneur 111 cconOl1m: thenry. 

Up to thi!\ pOlllt, ll1all1~tIeam CCOll0ll11C theOi y h:ld becll plllll'Ipally conn'IIll'li wllh 

models of eqUlhbnum -- that IS, theone~ that !\ct out to t'xplalll how el'OnOI1l1e sy:-.tl'l1l~ 

maintain stability over tune. But a new l'mphasl~ on Il!\k rcqulIl'd 1 UI thel COIl!'>ldcl al Ion 01 

the role of indlvldual decI~lon mal-..els and 1l11plted tha' ~Ol1le COIl!\ldt'lallOIl 01 lTOIIOl1l1C 

change was essentiallo a complehcllslve Illet'l'y of ccollomy Many 01 the:-.c clelllellt!'> l'an 

be seen in the work of Jmeph Schumpeter II XX1-1(50), a scmlllai wlttel III 1 hl' hll'I atm e 

on entrepreneurship. l-II~ alm, put sllllply, Wu!\ to explalll CCOIIOIl1Il' changc ()Vl'I IIIlIC, and 

he attempted to do this by introduclIlg thc Idca of IIlIlOvation IIltn a ~y~tclllatlL' cu(]~ldcratlon 

of entrepreneurial actlvlty. For Schumpeter, innovation rct"errcd tn ally onc of 1 Ive pnlllary 

functions: 

o 

o 

o 

o 

o 

the introduction of a new good 

the introduction of a new method of produl'tion 

the opeping of a new market 

the conquest of a new source of raw matenals 

the introduction of a new organization of mdustry 

(Schumpeter 1939) 

The creation of new technology is not central to Schlllilpeter's notion of innovatIon. The 

Schumpeterian entrepreneur forms new combmatIOlls of labor and capital 10 rc:-.pond to the 

needs of the market. Thus, Schumpeter vlcwed cnueprcncurs as cataly<.,t:-., anle IlO' only ln 

identify economic oppartunity, but alsa to pursuc opportunrty and put It Illto practlcc 

Although Schumpetcr's ideas have bcen very 1I1flucntwlll1 contcmporary thll1klllg on 

entrepreneurship, his theory is sometimes criticlzed for failing to fonnulatc an hypothcsis 

which can be easiIy tested (Hart 1972: 12). Schumpetcr\ contnbutlon~ led 10 further ~tudy 

6 



• 

• 

• 

not only in C(;on()mIC~, hut abo in other fjeld!'> such as buslfiess hiMory, psychology, 

sociology and cvcntually anthropology. 

A 1 f. Cole ( 1 HW)-11J7 4), Imtol Jan of cntrepl cllclIrship and foundcr of entrepleneuna1 

~tuliIC:-' at Ilal'Vanl, attclllptcd to hloadcn thc study of entrepreneurship by mcluding a wide 

range of mana!!cl1lcl1t !lInclJol1~ III hl~ dcfll1ltlon. In hls work he IIltroduced the notion of 

compctlllvc Imitation, whclchy cntreprcllcur~ IcnUlIll competitive by copying and 

comhllllllg the Idca, o! othcl:-' (Cole 1(59). Tlm Idca abo appears 111 Schumpeter's work, 

thollgh tu a lc~!'>CI dcglcc, :-'0 thatll1any con~ldel the Idea~ of Colc and Schumpeter dlfferent 

only III ~copc Thc procc:-,:-. of compeullvc lITI1tatIon 1:-' c~pcclally Iclcvant to entrcpreneurial 

aCllvIly 111 Alnca, mU':h of whlcn Iehc~ on Western tel'hnology .md 1I11ported mdustrial 

eqUlpmcnt. 

WolI .. III the j Icld of ~ocml psycho' ogy, espcCHùly by DaVId McClclland and Everett 

Hagen, 1'11 st becamc Important ln entreprcneunai studles III the carly 1960::..7 McCleliand's 

hypothe<;ls ( 1 % 1) :-.tatcs that cconOllllC devclopmcnt and entrepreneurial activity in a given 

society can bc cxplaliled by what he caUs a need tOI' achievemem, or ,tAch. Accordmg to 

McClcllund, llll~ chalaClcll::'Ul' l'an he found 111 dlfterent ethnie group'> to val) mg degrees 

and cun be quantl!ïed lo deterl11l11c which group::. WIll be most receptive to entrepreneurial 

Uallllllg. llngen'::. WOI J... (J 9(2) IS basec\ 0', a slPlIlar hypothesis. He suggests that groups 

who dlsplay Iim need for achlcvcment are tho~e CII1J1ic gronps who have traditionally 

~lInCICd fWIll posItIons of ~OCWlll1luginaIity 01 low status, for example the Dissenters in 

Ellgland, tlae Salllllli.ll:-' ln Japan, the Par'sees in lndia, and the Jews in many cùuntries. 

The WOI k. 01 economlst Theodorc Schultl is also wld:!~y refereneed in the Iiterature on 

cntleprenclIl ship The 1 Itllnall Capit;t1 applOach advocated by Schultz is an individual~st 

approach whlch attempt:;; more fully to undcrstand the l'ole of entrepreneurs in market and 

1l01l-l11ar\et acUvJtlc~. AccOldmg to Heben and LlIlk, Schultz makes two imp0l1ant 

contnbutlons 10 entlcplcncllnal stml!es. Fil st, he redefines entrepreneurship to mean the 

"ahlltty to denl \Vith dlscqllllibna," cxtending the notIOn to mclude non-market activity such 

a~ hOllschold declslOns and allocation of time. Second, he calls attention to a positive 

correlation hctween education and peoplc's abrlity to perceive and reaet to clisequilibna in 

7 'nlc WOI-\... 01 McC'lclland and Hagcn I~ rdcrcnccd frcqucntly 111 thc flclds ot sociology. psychology and 
mallagl'lI1cnl. huI ha.; hccn CI Illl'I/l't! lor cmploylllg an analysis wllIch IS umvcrs:lltsltc and stallC. For a 
1TI11qUl' of Ilm, applll.lCh 'il'C AJ...crcdolu-Alc (1975). Grccnflcld & Sinckon (1981), Hart (1972). 
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local market~ (1982: 1(3), C:;chultz's cmphasls on discquihbna to cxplam enllcplcnl'lIl1al 

innovation differs !oIomewhat l'rom the WOI k. of Schumpeter, who is more cOIlCl'ml'd wlth 

the technological prm:css than wuh the complexity of locii enVllllnl1lCnt~ and ldatlons 

The notion of hUI11iUl c.lpItal put forth by Schultz IS partu:ulary relevant to thls 1 t'SCat dl, 

which vlews indlgcnous k.nowledgc and local imuative as necessary :ISpCl'ts of cc o 110 III 1 t.' 

and human dcwlopmcnt. 

Studi~s of Entrepreneurs in Developing Economies 

In rapidly growmg economies whiclllU'e charactcl1l.cd by lI1lperfcct nUIl ,",Ch and 

incipient capitalist development, people who detïne new l'COIlOIllIC POSSlblllties and act on 

judgements of opportul11ty me obviollsly Important to an undel~tandlllg 01 local l'ontex!. 

Thus, the study of entrepr,neursllIp in devdoplllg l'Olliltnes ha~ Iccclwd l'OIl'>Hll'rahk 

attention in recent year!ol.8 Petcr Kilby, 111 hls book EntJcpleneulshlp and El~~"2!Jl1C 

Development, gives a comprehenSIve categon7atHm of rllJlctlon~ wlllch entlq'Jcneul ~ 111 

developing cO:.II1tries must pel1orm. Thc~e fllnctloll~ are hl o"ell dowil Illto 1 D.lr -;phcrl'~ 01 

activity: exchangc relations, poEttcal adlllilli~Ulltinn, management cOlll1ol and techllology 

impleJ11entatk'l1 (Kilby 1971: 27-8). Most eCOllO\l1IC thc()n~ts coll~lder 0111\, the III ,>t LWI) 01 

these aspects important for the stuJy of entleprenellr~, but III m<lny <Ieve/orlll)', cOlllll1lCS 

uneven devel0pment and impelfect markets ICqlllrC that cnll Cpl cnelli-; pcrfollll ail tOUI 

functions ùlemselves. 

A number of anthropologists have 41150 wntten abOlit the 1 olc 01 ellt! epl elH':llI ~ III local 

economies; the wrrk of Fredrik Barth and Clifford (Jee)'U. l'ail he l'Hed a~ ~~ood l'xatllple~.() 

Barth's The Role of the Entrepreneur 111 SOCial Changc III No[thern ~)rway ( 19(1) 

includes th~ work of fOllr reseUll-her~ who writc 011 the IOk 01 entleprellelll ~ ln a 1II11l1bel of 

small fishing commu111tie~ in Northcrn Norway The ca\c ~tll(lJe" glve CX<lilllpIeS 01 vallOIlS 

entrepreneurial inttiativ{;~ withl11 the IGcal thhll1g Indu~try and arc \IItcnded to "how "the 

course of local enterpnses and thelr ramity1l1g welal rercleu~"lon~" (Barth 1 %3 '). 

8 Nafzlger (1977) glves a bile! !>ummaryof the re~eaJ(.:h 011 cntrcplencur~llIp III devclopHlg LOUIIll le~ 
9 For the sake of brcvlty 1 have not IIIdudcd a complete dl'>LU,>.,IOII 01 the ant!Jr()pologl,callJtcratur~ (JlI 

cntrepleneurs. For more wntmg 011 tlm subJcct \CC Grecnllcld & StnLkoll (J9H(J), Gm.:nflcld. Stncko!t & 
Aubey (1979) and Sahsbury (1970) 
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Although BarÙl\ I,tlldy doc!'. not take place in a developing country, his work is important 

to !'.tudic!'. of cntrcprenCllr~ In developing area!'. becau~e of its empha~is on the relationship 

bctwccn entrcprcncllr~hlp and :-'OCIU. change. 10 

Accordlllg to Bal th, "an entrepreneur IS ~ol11cone who take~ the mittative in 

admllll!-,tcnng rC!-,OUICC!-" ancl pur'.lIC!-' an cxpanslvc CCOnOI11IC policy," servmg as a link 

bclwccn CWI101l1IC.., at dlfkrcllt :-.tagc~ of dcvclopmcnt (Bmth 1963: 5). Thc cnncpreneurs 

in this study arc I,ccn a~ "cli Itlllal hroker~" who differ l'rom more culturally conservative 

rnemhcrs of society :11 tllelr willingne:-,:-, 10 take ri:-.J...~ and thelr efforts to maximiLC profit in 

one form 01 anuther (Ibid: 7) Unllke Schumpeter, who 1<., concernee! pnmarily with 

innovation:-. 111 cconOllllC practlcc, Barth shows how entIcprencurial innovation can affect 

both CCOltOl1llC and cultural practlce~. HIS :-,tudy IS ImpOl1ant not only because it makes 

c1cal the social C()~ts and benc1ït:-. of cntrcpreneullai actlVlty withm a local economy, but 

ab,) becausl' 01 the cxtent tü whleh it manage" to contextuallze 10c"1 entrepreneurs within 

thelr COllllllllllItlCS. 

Cllflord CkertL' Pcddlcrs UIle! Princes (1963) al~o examines local context. He 

comparc~ cntrcprCllclIIlal activlty 111 two Indonesian towns, one dominated by bazaar-style 

marl-.ct traders and the other by patron-chent relations and the presence of local pnncely 

fm11llics Gecrtz dalm:-. that tor cconomic development to occur in "pre-takcofT' economies 

su ch as that of Illdol1e"la, Iwo clements must be pl esent: competitIon and accumulation. 

Entreprencur!'> 11lu!'>t he able to competc cftectlvdy in the market and they must have access 

to cconOllllC tlrgalllzatlollS whlch pcrmIt the accumulation of capital. In one tOWIl, 

Modjol-.uto, the ba:taal-style u at!1ng patterns are conducive to competitIOn, but not to the 

accU11lUlatlon 01 capital or wealth. In the other, Tabanan, princely ruling fmmlies form 

entn:prcllcllI tal group!'> whlch show evidence of accumulation, but the prominence of these 

luhng familtes in the Icglon rc:-.lI icts competitIon. Neithcr economy has signs of bOÙ1 

accumulatIOn and competitIon and theIerore neHher achieves economic "take-off." Geertz' 

analysrs, whlch tocu:-.cs on cntIcpreneunal groups, pays less attention than Barth's to the 

l'ole or IIldlvldual agcIlcy or dlversity among entrepreneurs, but b~ rich description of 

market tradeI!'. and hls emphas!:; on entrepreneurial mnovation make his work relevant to 

the study of enttcprencurship 111 Africa . 

\0 Elsc'.Vh~rc Barth (1967) has wnUcll on entrepreneurial initIative 11l the Sudan. 
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James Acheson, writing on transaction l'osts and spccwlilHtioIl III sl11.1l1finn:-., \llnk~ 10 

the nature of the emerprise as a major detellllinam in erOllOlllH: growth (Arlwsoll \9X6 ·I.i) 

Aeeording to Acheson, It is the small, reJatIwly ullspeClali'll'd n<ltule of IÏrllls 1\1 devdoplll),!. 

eountries which keeps them from expcllcncing eCOllOllllr gwwth. Silh:t' SIK'CI<lli/,I!lon pCllllib 

economies of seale, incrcascs In quality and dccrease~ 1ll Cnll~1Il11Cr pIlCt" ThIs plllllllS 

impol1ant to makc with regards to the IItclature on I\frIra pll'C\~dy bl'call~c Ml le\\' \Vlltl'l~ 

eall attention to dlverslty among Afncan cntIcpreneurs and enlel pIlSCS. 

Other scholars also takc the tïl\n a~ a unIt of analysis. In an cloqucnt ,tlldy condllctcd 

in the Seychelles, BUI ton BenedIct ~ 197tJ) ~hows how 11111 a-lalllIly IdatlOns l'an affect 

entrepreneurial activity. Factor~ he con~idcrs IIllpOllant ale the dcglce 10 wlm:h falllily 

members are txpected to contnbllte to the bllSllll'SS, thc stabllIty of agnatlc lda1101l~, and 

the level of contact WIth otlll'I eth1llc groups. Bencdlct's findlllgs aIl' Iclcvanltn ~tlldlCS of 

African entrepreneurs becausc hc ha~ ~hown how fanllly cali both help and hllldcr 

entrepteneurial growth. In adcl!tlon, Ocole, Cluncsc and ASIan lallullcs IIkc thosc 

discussed in his article are also commO\1 III many paI ts of Sub-Saharan 1\11ll:a. 

Defining Entrepreneurship 

This brief ovelview shows that there is a grcat deal of {llversity 1/1 studlcs COIll'l'llIIllg 

entrepreneurs. Consequently, it is dlfficlilt 10 spcak of any one !'>pcclflC dellllltloll 01 

entrepreneurship. The hterature wlllch dcals !'>pccifIcaIly wlth 1\1 J'lcan cnll epl ellClII!'> 

(discussed belo'N) is equally ambigulJus. I\ccOldlllg to Olle ,>tudy, elltlcplCIlC\ll~ arc tho!'>c 

who "break away l'rom pctty t1a(!tng and wke a n~"" (Marns & S()lllel~ct 1972 Il). Other 

studies focus on entreplcncullal aCl1VIty III family husllle!'>!'> 01 1Il the I11dll~1J Jal ~cct()J 

Sorne scholars use the term "cntrcplenClIr" to Im:an anyom: whe owns a bll~IIlC"'~ Ikspllc 

this variation, there are thrce factors whlch ,lie gencrally c()n~ldeled c~<;clltJal to a (kfllllllOIl 

of entreprenellrship: the bearing of mk, OIgal1l.~atjon/mallagelllent and InnovatIon (11<11 t 

1972: 26). Stlldles of entrepleneurs have lI:-.cd thc:-.c a'pech In van()u~ conlOlllaUOII:-' to 

define entrepreneurial activIty WIth the mtentlOn of under~tar.dll1g entIeprcnellr~ III tUl 

African context, rny dcfimtion con~titutes a new combll1atlon. 
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Schumpctel refer~ to cntr~rreneurial innovation as the "fundamental phenomenon of 

economic dcvc!opmcnt" (1961: 54). In tlm re~car:;h 1 have gJven an mtentional emphasis 

to cntrcprcncurw.lllillovatl<ln bcC<.lUse of il,> in~u'uctlve potentiaJ for the study of social ~md 

cconOllllC change III devduPlllg econOlmes. Examlllll1g innovatIOn 111 developll1g 

CCOnOl1lle~ wIll not only glvc valuablc mfonnation about local models of dcing buslI1ess, 

but it will al",o ~crvc to show how individllal cnu'cprcl1curs push at the border~ of 

tradIli( nal econonllc p' ·\CtlccS :JI1d, by cxtenslOtJ, SOCial values Furthermore, research 

whlch cxamllles entreplf,llcuna'l II1novatIon has t:1C potentlal to poruay Afncan society in a 

mOle pOSItive Itght than most Imagcs of Afnca 111 lI1alll~U'eall1 we~tem media (apmtheid, 

ethnlc conniet and Jamll1e arc among thc 1110~t c01111110n). 

Innovation may also enable a more ple~lse dcfinition of "entrepreneur," since it is this 

aspect which dl~tJnglll": les "enu cprcncUI Sil from "bll~l11eS~men." 11 B u~inesspe()ple 

wcavc togethcl the clemcnt" which con~titlltc an cnterpnse and they almost always assume 

saille ~OI toi Il:;k. I~l1l1eplell\~uls, howcvcr, arc differcnt 1'1'0111 busmesspcople beeause in 

addlllull to bcanllt! Il~k, they IIltroducc ~OI11(: forrn of innovation to the econornic process. 

FlirthcIIllOll', enllcpieneliis valy wlth regards to mnovation; sorne are more ll1nOvatlve than 

othel s clther hccall~(, the 11 1Il1l0vatlOn IS more novel or simply because they introduce more 

il1novatlon~ Illio thell l'lItcrpllse. 12 

Siller tl'chnologlcal 1l1110va110n IS lc~s common in devl"loping cOllnu'ies than the 

honowll1g of terhllology, the former should be de-emphasized. FUlthennore, the 

lIlallagcnal IUl1ctlOIl should be highltghted, as a large part of the entrepreneur's job in a 

dcvcJoping ccollomy lIlvolves bringing togeù1er Jabor, production and consumers within a 

systcm ot highly IInperfect Ir:ÎlI ~ets and lIlfrastructure. 13 Thus innovation, although it 

II M'llly studlcs usc thcsc tCllns IIItcrchangcably; sec for cxarnple MacGaffcy (1987) and Nafz.igcr (1977). 
TIlt' Afnçan Entrt'lJH'nCUI (Mains & SOlllcrsct 1972) wa~ ongmally published under the tille African 
BUSII\CS~ll1l'lI (1971) SOIl1C dclïl1ltlOns llIc1udc ollly owncrs 01 nud-sl7Cd manufactunng fmns and very few 
sludlcs tal"- aho!.!t cnltcpn:ncU1~ othcl than thosc who paItlelpatc 111 productwn or flxcd rctailing. 1 will 
ar~lIl' l'Isl'whcrc th,'t the u~l' 01 the Il'Illl "l'nln.'pll'nl'Ul" should hc ',vIder (to mclude dlfferent levels of 
pllldulllOlI, Ihl' hU~lIll'ss 01 t11~lnhu\lon, and ail SOCial classcs) and al the same tunc narrower (10 
dlSllllgUI~h "l'lIlrcplcnl'urs" lrom "bUSlIll'sslllcn"). 
12 Sel' G. 11:\1 t (19n' .~ 1) 01\ "roullllc" and "N+" l'ntlcprcncllrslup, tcnns wluch she use~ 10 dIslmgmsh 
hctWCCl\lhlkl\.'llt dcgrcl'~ 01 II1110vaiion 

U Hall rl'tl'r~ 10 Ihl'~l' "t-Ill~ as "gap hlhng" and "lIlput cOlllpll'ung" (1972: 79). 
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does not rule out the possibihty of technical innovation, usuaIly rcfcrs ln innovatIon in 

manage:ment or marketing. 14 

With tlus in mind, 1 define entreprcnclIls as thase involved in the prodlK'tion and/O! 

distribution of goods or services, regardless of firtH size, whose activity mallifc~ts thl' 

following u'aits: 1) innovation, both rnanagerial and techl1lcal. and 2) thl' bt.'aI'ing uf 

risk • 

14 It may also lx: argucd lhat borrowlOg tcchllology from thc IIldustnali/.cd countncs requlrcs 1II1l0vatJOn 
since very few machines or processes can he use<! III devclopmg counlncs withoul altcratlOn or adaptation of 
sorne forrn or anothcr. 
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CHAPTER TWO 
Modcls of African Entrepreneurs 

Those wl,IO are III lavOl of cilpltah'>lll ~tart 0/1 wlLh a dclmltlon 01 the entreplCneur ilS hero 
wllJI.:h ulilomallcally pllh Ihell work bchmtl sellOU~ consH.leratlOn 01 those who me agamst 
capi,tahsi n and would dei Ille thc entreprcncur as a c1cyer thIC!. 

(Akeretlolu-Ale 1975: 23) 

The following analysis, a partial survey of the literature on African entrepreneurship 

as wcll m, a critlcal analysi~ of theoretical frameworks brought to beur on this topic, will 

foewl on two que')tion~: 

1) How do various scholars treat the subjeet of entrepreneurship in Africa? 

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

L:"or the pllrposc~ of tills chapter 1 have chosen five of the most prominent example'i 

of research which fOClIS on the Iclalionship between entrepreneurship and social change in 

Afl . ..:u. T'nc ::.tudle::., whrrh dlscus') vastly different regions and market sectors within the 

African sub-contincnt, abo dlsplay consIderable variation In analytical frameworks. Since 

this chapter atlcmpts lin examine the vruious analytical viewpoint'i or "models"15 used ta 

talk about Afnc,m elltrepleneurs, this diversity among the texts is not necessarily a 

drawhac'I\., 

Th,~re is, howcver, one important commonality among the studies which makes them 

important to thls rcst:an:h: they ail discuss factors whi.:h the authors believe have either 

heIpcd or hmdcred the developmcnt of private enterprise in Africa, In each case, 

enl1eplcncurship I~ L"C11t1al to the discussion. Slmpl} stated, my objective in conducting 

thts analy~ls was to CXillllll1C how socIal scicntists Vlew the IOle of entrepreneurship in 

Afrrca. Do they ::.ce It as a problem or a ~olution? Is it cOltstrained or cleative? According 

15 Hcrc 1 am uSlIlg the telln "moud" III the same way It IS used III the held of soclOhnguI~lics, 10 mean a 
cuIturally pattcnlcd set 01 Illca\ anu ImpreSSions wluch, when combll1cd, funclton as il 'CUItUIaI mode!' for 
ulllkl stantllllg othcmcss Sec Holl.tIld and QUllll1 (1987) for more on this subJccl. 
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to the literature, what do entrepreneurs know, and what part do lh~y play III rcglllnal and 

national economic development'! Answers 10 the~e que~tlOm. have IInportant 1I11pltralllllls 

for the policies und progrmlls whlch <.Ue implcmcntl'd on bdl.ùf of small-scalc t,'llucprellelll s 

throughout Sub-Saharan Africa. 

After examining the variolls models of Afncan enttcplcncurs lcntJCplCIlClIr as helO, 

entrepreneur as evil, cllUcprencur as vlctim, cnu'eplcncUI as cOl11l11odlly), 1 will use two 

axes to look al how Ihe studles dlffer (lIldIVlduallst/stnlcllIIall\t and 

qualitative/quantitatIve). F1I1ally, 1 WIll propose Ihe cOl1~lraints and l'Icatlvlty l'Ial11ewolk, 

which may allow a fuller understanding of Afncall cnlreprcncunal :\l'I1Vlty than that which 

can be gained from prey 10US studies. 

Entrepreneur as Hero 

fKisangal11J IS a thllVll1g buslIless centre; ail sorts 01 pcople :ue Illnlllllg sun:esslul all\l suhstallll.11 
cntcrprises, despllc the sh0l1ages of gmxls, the detcfloratlOll 01 ml rastrucllII candi <11111'''111 hllhel y 
and conuptlon .. , (MacGaffey 1987. 1). 

In her book Entrepreneurs and \Jaraslles, Janet Mac(iaffcy discll~ses clltreplcncunal 

activity in northeastern Zmre to show how entrcprenclInal growth and caplllli acculllulalloJ) 

can occur even in "condItions that appcar so 1I111111cai te> ItS dcvclopmcnt" (IbId). 1 icI ~tlJdy 

focuses on two entrepleneurial groups, NallClc long-distancc tradcl~ alld buslllesswomcll III 

Kisangani, and attcmpls to show how the fOllllatlon of an Imhgcnolls Glpltall~1 class OCClIIS 

in this part of Africa. 

For MacGaffey, SOCial mobllity among lhesc groups OCClllS pnmanly a<; a resull 01 

the hard work and ingenlllty16 of people who operate olltsidc 01 the statc's control (chaptcr 

6). MacGaffey argues Ù1at thc~e peopk arc achicvll1g middlc clas~ wcalth alld ~Latu~ u~lI1g 

profits from infonnal econolllic aClIvIty. The purpo"ic 01 MacGalfcy's swdy I~ to 

document the exi~tence of thls lI1digeflous clltreprcncunal c1ass and to trace the 

16 MacGaffey does not concentmte on thc concept ollllnovatlOH a~ sUlh. InnovatIOn 1/1 her stud~ relc,,> 10 
the cre<"'vc solutIons cmployed by entreplcneurs agamst JO')!llullOnal barncr., ';uch a') corruptIOn and 
govemment obstrucl1011 to cllterpme and thus IS prc:-cnted a'i more 01 a re:-pon:-c than an entreprencllflal 
initiative. In the deflllltÎon 1 have set out, entrcprclleufJai mnova!lon lan rcler 10 thc prodlJ( ... tlon O[ Ihe 
management functlOll. 
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dcvelopmcnt of thelr "~truggle" for indigenous capitalism. MacGaffey opposes a view 

which focusc:-, on in:-,tÎtutIonal bumers to entrcpreneursillp. Instead, she argues, the 

economlc and pohtlcal ~tatc of cml~ In indepcndent Zaire has created "potentml 

opportumtlc:-, for tho,>c with II1It1atlvc, cnterpri~e and a measure of good fortune" 

(MacGaffey 19X7. 211 ).17 

The clltrcpreneUl S III MacGatfey's study are heroes because they m'e doing more than 

slmply succecding In buslI1c:-,s. Tllcy are investing In prorlllCtIve enterprise and, in the 

procc:-.s, acclllllulallllg cl10ugh wealth to 'constItllte' themselve~ as a new lJ1digenous 

capitallst clas:-. ACCOldl/1g tu MacGaffey, they are "takmg un the atUlbutes of a capitalist 

c1ass and cn~llIlllg thelr reproductIon as a c1a~s" (IbId (6). By 'bccoming' 1l11ddle class, 

thc:-.c cnLICplCI1Cur<; ,Ile abo actlllg as agents of socml change. MacGaffey's case studies 

are illtendcd to :-.how how t11l:-' class fOl mati on actually occur:-.: they discus:-. several 

Important aspccl~ of Atrican enueprencurshlp which are not discussed elsewhere in the 

hterature, slIch a:-. the sttatcgies ernployed by fernaIe entrepreneurs and cooperation among 

en trcpl enelll s . 

Entrepreneur as Eyil 

Sara Berry's Fathcrs WOl'k for Theil' Sons sets out "to understand why accumulation 

has often takcn unprodllctivc fonns and how this has affectcd the structure of cIass interests 

and SOCIal conflicl 111 westcrn Nigeria" (1985: 7). Berry uses two cocoa-fmmin!S villages as 

the backdrop for her study. Sile describes cocoa production as a precondition to the 

C'conUI11IC acuvity of the fanncrs' children, who have lcft agricultllle for the pursuit of an 

mcome III the cIty. The entreplcneurial actlVlty of ù1e childlen leads to accumulation of 

wealth and. accordlJ1g 10 Berry, conflict. Although Berry's study is 110t concemed 

pnmarily wllh ÙIC signilIcance of entreprenellrship, the groups about which she writes are 

entrcprcncum·l. and thclr entreprencurial activIty IS a necessruy part of Berry's argument, 18 

17 ln a laler \York (1991). MacGaffcy ,md a group ofZaucan anthropologists look at cntreprcncurial 
Imliallvcs mlhe "s('~ond economy" and Zall'c's hugc smuggling nctworks . 
18 Beny lises the tenu "enlrcprcneul" to rerer 10 runù cocoa fJlll1ers as weil as Lhcrr children who engage ln 
econOllllC acltvlly 11\ urtl.\n selllllgs. 
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According to Berry, the ~tillld.U"(i p.mldigm, wluch asseIts that in a raptlalist ceonolll)' 

entreprenenrial accumulatIOn leads to greater eftïciency, dOl'S Ilot hold II lie III Wc!\tl'm 

Nigeria.1 9 She argues that BntIsh l'ololllai pohry III thls reglOll d:d Ilot stnp Aflll.'an'\ 01 

their access to land (as 1l11l1any parts of East Afnra) and lhlls 11 ell,lblcd a plOl I1cl <Illon 01 

small businesses ,U1d farms. FlirthermOlc, mark.etmg aCliVI1ICs tSlIL'h as gathl'lllIg 

infOlmation, ~ecllnng and malllla1l1ll1g a clIent base. and obtallllllg rllxht) wOllld lh aw 

entrepreneurs away hom the el1telpn~e Il!'>e\f, whl'IC they \Vere desprrate\y Ill'l'dl'd to 

supervise inéfIciellt laborers and prodllClloll (Ben y 11). This plOlIkJallOIl 01 IIlC'l'IH . .'lcnt 

small enterprises leads to "llllprodllCl1ve compctlllon"20 i1:nnng epUeprel1eUI~. Siller 

retained carnings me not being rc-invc~tcd in prodlJu:ç.1 

According to Berry, cl1tlcprcneurial actlvlty in ~ iigena IS nol only indflclcnt, but also 

a source of conflict. Her interviews SI10w that C\)l' 'il fanner!'> u:--c cami ngs III (lm t 10 

SUppOlt and educatc youngcr members of thel r cxtcndcd famll y. lJ nfOllllllHlcly, ,hc mOllcy 

used for education, whlch enables farmcls' chIldlCIl to Ilugralc to lIlball alea ... and becolllc 

accumulating cnUeprcneur!'>, only "serves to (hffcrenllalc chIldlCIl l'Will thcll parcl1t~" 

(Berry 79). Berry argl!es lhat educatlOll II1Cleasc!'> young people':-- abIllty III acculllulatc 

wealth and therefore increases their social :--landll1g Idatlve 10 thclr parcllt~. Clllldlell wlth 

new-found wealth and ~tatus arc able 10 lI1f1ucnœ C0Il1I11l\f1\ty dl:CISlon ... and pollue!'> - an 

arena which was Plcviou..,ly the domain of thc ddel~ 

In this way, paIt:llt:-- <Ile "ex.ploited" by thl:Ir chIldrcll (Ibid: lB). ('OCO,1 fallllel~ "llIId 

themselves confronted and cvell dominatcd, hy alli .;:~ucprcm:unall c1a:--:-- thcy have hclped, 

in part, ta create" (ib!d X 1). The thrll~t of tlll:-- ,llgumcnt 1:-- made pO~~lhle by applylllg the 

Marx.ist notion of explOitation to famlliallclatlOlls; father:-- now 'work' 101 thl:lr ... ons 

Although Berry does not c1aboratc any fUllhcr on the nature of thcse 'expIOltatIvc' 

relations, implicit in her analysis IS the Iclea that entrepreneurs and thelf aellvlLJes arc a 

source of social confliet and c1ass -;truggle. 

19 Sec Nafzlger (l977) for a bnef diSCUSSion ofthc trcatment 01 the entrepreneur In Marxist C{.O/lOIllIC 

analysis. 
20 Bcrry's study makcs the pomt thal accumulatIOn occurs, bull'> orten dlverted lrom the elltcrpme to 
acl1vitlcs whlch WI!l en~urc 01 advancc SOCIal statu') wIlhm a partlcular commul1Ily (1 <JW5: 7). Comparc 
thls wlth Gecrtl.' (l%3) dlScu,>slon of accumulauon. 
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Entrepreneur il:> Yictim 

The Afncall 1~lItrcpreneur (1972), by Peter MarrIS and Ant1lOny Somerset, is a 

fa~cmating ca~e for the .malysls of ~ocJaI scientific wriung on African entrepreneLlIshlp. 

MalTls and Somcrset's :-.tudy hegins wIth a dIscussion of the importance of 

entrcplcncur~llIp LO dcvclopment and IS followed by a brief hlstory of indigenous trading 

pattcI I1~ II1 Kenya. The :-.ccond ~cctIon ot the book dcab with the speciflcs of mdigenous 

cntcrpnsc, mallagemCI1l, family and buslfle~~, customer~ and competitIOn. Unhke Berry 

and Mac(;atf~y, who eXaI11I11C the consequeces of entreprencunal activlty, Manis and 

SOI11clseL aIC pnmallly conccrned with African enterpri~e and haw it functians. The 

auLhols make lise 01 the cxtensive sllrvey~ that were conducted and quote directly from 

rcsearch partIcipants to illu~trate the trends which emerge t'rom their research on small 

enterprise. 

Tluoughollt the stlldy an attcmpt IS made to !,eneralize about wllat is partlcular to 

Afncan entcrpnsc. In a chapter entltled "The African Business Creed," thc authors present 

a numbcl or Important ob~ervatlons about Kenyan enUepreneur~. the idea that "the succe~s 

in bll~lI1ess owed mOlc to chalactcr ... than to special talents" (86), tlle lclea that an African 

mode! or managcment rcscl11blc~ more clo~ely a classlOam than a corporatc ar family unit 

(112), and the nerd 101 uutonomy cvident among Kcnyan entrcpll'!1CUI s. The wealth of 

dctails III tllJ~ ~tlldy abOli! cl1tn.:prem.:urs' belicf~ and practlces I~ refreslung 1I1 companson 

wlth I11l1ch of the Icla!lVè IIlcratlllc, whlch tends to pay male Jttention ta the role of 

govcrnment or da!'>!'> !hall Il doc~ ta the CIllteprCneul's themselve~. 

For Marns and Somcl ~et, cnu eprencursillp is impoltant because of what it can offer 

the dcvclopmcnt pIOCC!'>S. But toslcring IIldigenou<; enucprcl1i':tIrs a!so has political 

ramificatiol1~, SIllCC cntlcplcJ1curship IS "an aspect of the transfer of power for which 

lndcpcndcnœ stand:-." ~Marns & Somer:-.et [972' 16). Much of the study, however, 

rcfIrcts a VICW that K.enyans alc passive ICClpH.:nts of il coloniallcgacy which must he 

AfnL'anized 1I1 OIlicl 10l any Ical dcvclopmcnt to occw·. It is pcrhaps thiS view of Kenyan 

soclcty that I11fortns thc allthOls' thesis: social pressures (tl1e need far employment, 

increased statlls and political access) push Afncans into entrepreneurial activity. Most 

entreprcncul:-' prcvlOu:-.ly hcld acceptable salancd positions but did not have sufficient 
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education to advance 111 thelr johs. Accnrdll1g 10 Marn:-, and SOllll.'rSl'l. thl'Y \\'l'It' 

"frustrated" and were thu~ "plished" II1to en!repll'llcur"lllp bl.'l':lUSI.' 01 "ortal 1'11.':-':-'111 cs III 

sllcœed.21 Thus. cnueplcneunal actIVIty. and by L'\tClISIOIl L't'onOllllt' lk\'doplllt:llt. (weill 

only as a result of ~omc ~et of external forl ~s whll'h fru~tlatt' pl'opk IIlto bt'l'IHlllll!!, 

entrepreneurs.22 

Entrel>rencur as COlllmodity 

The cntleplenel1r. Il o III the perspecllve 01 the econonllc analy!lt. IS.\ lactor 01 plodlll tlOIl .1 1.1l tOI 
lhat combmcs the [C~OUICCS used III the productIon 01 ,\ good 01 sel Vice. 

(Nalllger (1)7 1 Hl) 

In his book African Capitalism, Wayne Nafzlger de~cnbes the Nlgcllan "hot.: IiIdll~tr y 

to show that the promotion of indigenolls cntlcprcnellrs should be ,Hl l'''~t'n!tal part of ally 

policy pertaining to economlc developmcnt 111 Afllca. Naf.l.Igct'~ ~ludy 1" pl 111 Jal t1y 

concerned with the relatlünship betwcen cntreprcneurial IIlpub and the ,>ueec'>" III the 

reslliting enterpnse; he "ets out to ~how which tactOi ~ atfect entrcplem'ull,11 .ILlIVlty alld to 

what extcnt. AccOIding to Nafzigcl, thc entrcplcncur IS a factor of plOdulllOIl (01 a 

research) which can be dlscussed in tcrm~ of "ujJpiy .md dClIlant! The I1I1lIt:-. of avaJlahk 

technology ancl the existing market dctcrminc the dcmall'l for cntreplcnelll~, wlllk the 

supply depends on the nllll1bcr of people who arc wtll!'ii;, .tIId llblc to bccolllc 

entrepreneurs. Together, these clement,> make up what Nalzlger calI<, thc "millJ.,ct fOI 

T\ entrepreneUl s," ,md entrcpreneur~ are nothll1g "hort of a COIl1Il1()(IIty -. 

Gillian Hart, III The Afncan Entrepreneur, also atlcmpl:-. lO elucldalc ,>OIllC 01 the 

problems affectll1g the development of indlgenou~ cntrcprcncllr~hlp 111 Ah ILlI, and, Ilkc 

Nafziger, uses a model for studying entreplcncurs that IS ba~ed on the concept of \upply and 

demand. HaIt's study concentrates on entrcprcneurshlp in thc TI an:-.kcl and (:i"kcl of South 

Africa, where her rescarch was carried out. She exammc~ the factor" Wllll,h altect the ~lJpply 

21 'This argument l!> slmtlar to lbal pUllorth by Everell Hagen (1962) 
22 The book IS filled Wlth rcferenccs to thls eftcct (MarrIS & Somerset 1971: 69, TJ, 75, H<J,17'5, 221). 
23 Perhaps one reason that Nal/lger IS able to spcak 01 the "market for entrepreneurs" J\ the fact th a! /te 
uses the lerms "cntreprcneur" and "busmessman" mtcrchangeably The lattcr category. prc,>urnahly Ihe 
larger of the two, may be ea!>lCr 10 Identlfy and quanltly than Ihe former 
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of cntrepreneur~ (famlly background, occupatlonal cxperience and education) and those which 

affect the dcmand (ertAln, capital, cumpetItlOn and market size). AccordlIlg ta Hart, the 

study\ vanOll'l ancllllllllclOlI:-- ()bJecllvc~ can only bc accompllshed wnh the help of a new 

theoretical tramcwOI k '1'111:-- attcmpt 10 dcvelop an "operatlOnal concept of enu'epreneurship" 

I~ ba~ed on a dlSllllCt!Oll bClwccn the cconolllic and non-eCOnOI11IC variables which affect the 

sllpply of and demaml fOI Cl1lreplenclll~ (l-Iart 1972' 35).24 

The analy~c~ glVCIl by Nafligcr and Han are very similar in their insistence on the 

notion of ~upply and dCl11and.25 Accordmg to this view, if we can unrlerswnd whC't affects 

the slIpply and dellland 01 elllreplencUl s 111 developing econornies, wc can thni mé'.nipulate 

thcsc factor~ III Increa~e lite l1umber of cntreprencurs, which will inevitably lead to 

cconomlc devclopment. Tlm model sees entreplencurs not as a diverse grour of 

mdivlduals wllh varyll1g commercial and social interests, but as a precious IHLtlOnal 

resourcc, which If j()~tcred, wllllead to local and regional economic growth. 

Discussion: Buildiol: a Detler fJ.amework 

What is su·t1\Jllg about the literature on African entrepreneurship is the variety of 

theorctical approache~ used to treat the subject. Sorne studies are individuahst and oÙlers 

strucluraltst; some vlew Afncan ellU'epreneurs as victims, sorne as vanguards; some view 

Afncan ellterpl1~e over:ùl as consu'amed, ~orne as creative. These factors make an atternpt 

to assess or synthcsw: the matenal on Afncan entrepreneurship somewhat challenging, but 

a doser look ·lt thcsc :-.tudlc~ caIls attention to two variables in particular, the consideration 

of WllICh can hdp blltld a bettel framework for understanding African entrepreneurs: 1) 

diffcrences 111 1I1(hvldllalt~t .Uld slructuralist fralllework~ and 2) differences 111 qualitative 

and quantitatIve approaches In an attempt to build on previous work, this section 

dlscu~~es the prinCIpal approache:-. in the studles presented above and attempts to show 

24 Econollln: vanables surh a~ av.ulable Icchnology mld Impcrfectness of markets correspond 10 the demand 
COIll\XmCIIl and :U"C consldcœd cxOgcllOUS 10 the mdlvldual entrepreneur. Non-economlc faclors such as 
llldlviduals' ahlhlles, lllollvaliolls. and opporllllllly costs me tconed thc "polcntial entrcprcncllnal supply" 
and, accordlllg 10 HaIt, are depcndent on thc soclo-cultural milieu. 
25 Nalllgcr and Hart also rcly hcavdv on quunl1,atnc data to gcncmlllc about cnucprcncurs. Il may bc 
argucd Ihat insights III Ihls .uca cannOllcadlly lie quantlflcd III tenns 01 demand. As cml bc cxpected, sorne 
01 Ihe !ahles and paph~ Ihcy olier are lIlorC cllectlve lIum olilers. 1 dl~CUSS rl'lated Issues bclow. 
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how they vary along these axes Finally, 1 will propose the COl1stralllts and creativtt)' 

framework as an analytic tool to addres~ these methodological issues. 

Individualist and Structuralist 

Indivlduallst theories take the Il1dlvldual as the basIc unit of analy~is to explLl11l ~nl'ial 

change. The structurali~t vlew asks qlle:-.tlon~ abolit socIal, poliltcal and CCOlHlllllC 11l!'>ttlullon, 

in order to understand the dynal11lc~ of a pal tJ( . .'ulal ,occty 26 William 1 ).IVI\ ( 19X(,), \VIlling 

about entrepreneurial strategIe.., 111 NOI1hel n LlIl.on, al gues that 1ll'lIhcr an 11H11 v Idu.llJ..,t nOI a 

structuralist approach I~ ~llfflClellt by tlselt to dl!'>Cll~S pllll'C~!'>e:-. of eCOIlOllllC .1IIl! ~onal 

change. He argues that a ~tI ucturallst thcOletlcal .lppwach :-.uc!t as MaL\I:-.m 1'> 1 III pOl tant tn 

social science becau~e of 1) the attention It pays tn the way III wlllch lIl!'>tltulloll!'> Cllll..,tltlltc 

entrepreneurial activity and 2) tt~ abiltty to de al WIth pOWCI Idatlons and Incquallty III 

socleties. At the ~. Ille lIme, howcver, Il1dlVldllUllSt :-.1I ateglc-; arc valllablc bel':lu:-,c Ihey do Ilol 

assume homogeneity among the members of a given cla~s or the stallc nallllc nt cla,>~ ')()ldCI ~ 

In addition, individualist approaches help liS ullder~tand how l\I~tttlltlom ail' alfcclcd hy 

individual agency and how mdlvlduul u<:tors make de<:lslons, both impOllalll a~pccb ot 

policymaking initiative~. 

The studie:-. of Barth and Geertz can serve as good examples of the~c dIt lellllg 

approaches wlthin the hterature on entreprcncur~llIp. Barth, although partlally cO\lccrned 

with what he l'ails the "social costs of entlcplcneurslllp," wntes pr\lllanly a!1out Lhl: 

individual and the effect of his/her actIons on rcgional comtnunttks and ecollolllies. (Jccrtl. 

seems more concerned with the effert that ~ocletal or lllstttllttonal ,trllctllle:-. have on 

entrepreneurial behavior. He discllsse~ what he l'ails the "entleplellcunal glOup" to make 

the point that entIeprencunal behavior I~ ~ocially detcnmncd.27 Nellher of thc,>c 

approaches alone ~eems able to convey the complcxtty of lelatio\l~llIp~ bctween economic 

development and social change. 

26 A theorellcal dlstmcl10n usmg these terms l~ artlculated 1lI AUwOOll (1992). WIlliam DaVIS u')c"> the 
tenns "super-organic" and "actor-oriented" lo dcscnbc a sInlllar com.cplual ~cparalJ()Il (DaVIS 19H6: J()7) and 
a number of wntcrs wllhm cc.onomlc anthropology rclcr lO "~lru(.\urah')L" and "dC(.l,)lOfI-makmg" appr<,achcs 
(sec Greenfield & Slnckoll 1986). 
27 Flvc of Gccrtz' SIX concludmg pOlnlS (lI~u,,>s tus "enlrcprcneunal group" (1%1: 147-1'i2) 
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MacGaffcy (] %7) make~ use of both approaches. She concentrates on the 

importance of II1c!Ivldualll1lt1<lllve and It~ cffcct~ on c1ass and other SOCIal groupings, but 

~hc aho dl~Çll~">C"> the l'Ole and f ullctlOning pf govcllIITIcn t and gcnàer-ba~ed institutions in 

Zaire. MacGaffcy\ ~llldy manage,,> to hlghltght hUll1an Jgency wlthout Ignoring 

1I1c.;111utlOnal formation,> whlch Illcvltably IIlflucncc II1dlvlduals' c\eci~lon-makll1g processes. 

Ccrtall1ly thl"> cOlllblllatlO1l ot thcOleucal approache~ goes further toward representing the 

rcailly of Afn.:an cllUeplel1elll~ th an the u~e of elthcr approach alone.28 

Qualitative and Quantitative 

In hls book Ral~1 ng Cane, Donald Altwood presents a political economic !I11alysis of the 

dcvdopmcnt of pcasanl-I un sllgar coopewtives in contemporary western Indla. His pUl'}Jose 

is 10 "lInder~tal1d the Imtoncal and :;Gciat background of the cooperative leaders, the cause and 

rc~ult~ 01 thcll Il1novatlOI1~, and the pan.doxes of thls peasant-owned sugar industry" 

(Attwood !l)C)2: 4). III ordcl 10 do 'hIS, Attwood combines two approaches. First, he collects 

qualitative II1formatlOn 011 a variety of "enterpn~ing peasant famIlles" (mcludmg the stories of 

IIldlvldual famlly Icadels) 1I1 Malcgaon, a vIllage m the Maharashtra state of India where he 

conduclcd rcscaIch. Second, he gather~ and compiles quantitative data on 130 households in 

the regloll, ~OI11C 01 wlllch II1clca~cd thcir wealth and ~ocial ~tatus through involvement in 

sugar productIon. ACCOldlllg to Attwood, the two approaches are complementary, the former 

provldlllg information 011 culLUlal values, orgalllzational patterns and change processes, the 

latter 011 largel tlends and pattelJ1s whlch mlght be neglected by anecdotal '11aterial (Attwood 

1992: 12.1). 

The /Ïvc ~tudlc~ uscd 111 t!lb chapter to present models of entrepreneurs show a great 

dcal of variatIOn on t11ls qucstion. I\s wlth mdlv idualist and structuralist frameworks, the 

COmhll1alioll of the~e two apploaches can grcatly increase our understanding of the nature 

of Afllcan l'ntreplcneurshlp Belry's work 18 the leastqllantitative in nature. Although her 

argument IS ~uppOi tcd by skillflll wl1tmg, it would bcnefn [rom a quantitative analysis such 

as that of NafLlgcr. who makcs cxcellent use of statIstical d.!ta to disCliSS similarities 

belwcen large numbcrs of entlcprencllrs. Hart's study, on the other hand, could benefit 

2S For lutUlc rcscarch 1\ tnay he IIIICrCSl1ng 10 compare structural and agcncy frarncworks using 
cnltcprclll'unal IIlnov.ltlon a~ a rcl,lIlonallactor. 
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from more attention to the indlvidual stones of the pcople who pal11cipatc in her 

research.29 The most effective ll~e of the two applOache~ l'an lx' ~t'l'II III M,uTls and 

Somerset's rescaIch, whlch manage~ to ~tn~e a hcalthy balan\."C betwcell clhnogtaplllc 

description and stal1stIcal, l'pl escnta11011 of cntn:plcncllnal pelrCptIOll~ (Juanl Hal1ve 

analysis, beslde~ ~erv lug as a cross-ehlx~ i ng dCVICC fOI q uallla live III 101 lll:l 1 10 Il , l'an 

provide valuabIc ll1fonnation to policyma!-.(;rs atxullocal llCèd ... and bchavilli 'l'hl' U~l' 01 

this integrative approach in Ihe context of African 1'lllteplClll'Unai ..:'udH.':-' lll.1)' serve 10 

bridge the gap between anthropolog.lcal and CCOnOl11lC \VIlling 011 AfllC:1lO whlch lillS 

survey attempts to c.ùl attention. 

The Constraints and Creativity Frarncwol'k 

Even a cursory look at the literature makes clear the wlde array 01 taelon; wlllch have 

been used by scholars to explulIl the success and/or failure 01 Atncan ellllepl,·lIl'urs: 

education, social l'lass, acccss to capItal, aœcss to infOllllalloll, plOfesslollal expera':IICl', 

govemment polil'Y, econ01111C enVllonmcnt, competItion; the IIsl gues Oll. TheIl' I~, 

however, one important commonality tllloughout thc Iiteralurc. Ali 01 the ~llId\(.:~ dlsl.'!l~~ 

factors which the authors bclicve have eIther helped or hindc/ed the dCVt:!0Pllll'lll of AfllClll 

enterprise or African entrcpreneurs. This commollahty fonm the ha~ls lOI ail analyl1cal 

framework which 1 have used to undel stand the dynamlcs of entrepieneul ~ll1p 111 thc 

Comoras Islands. By exa111111ing the possiblc range of constralllt~ to enllepleneunal 

activity and the creative respon~es used to ovcrcome the:-.c COllstralllts, Illy I{"~e;uch 

attempts to flesh out a framework whlch IS latent 111 the hterature alld who:-.e clabOlalloll 

may iH~rease understanding of Afncan entcrprise. For thc purpose~ of Illy resealch 1 have 

used the constraints and clcatlvity oppositlOn30 as L' framing dcvlCC WhlCh, although nol 

29 Hart numbcrs her "lIltormanL<;" lIom 1 to HH alld reler~ lo lhem by lhelr Ilurnber 
30 Not ollly in thc hteralure bul wIlhlll Illy own wnllllg antllhmklllg r have notlccd a pJ(,:pollderallt c of 
terms whlch ta:.ce this forrn: push/pull, con<;lraml/crcatlVlty, mlllbll<lI/fauhtatOl hclp/lu/lder, hclp/ilUrl, 
prc\'ent/promotc, accclcrate/lIllu\ut, vlctllnjvanguard, enablcr/con,>tralllcr elc ImplsCI! III llll<; allclllpl 10 
undcrsland fUllcUonal compIcxlly l~ the Weslem Bullon 01 progre'>'i, III tlllS Vlew, elllrcprel1eUI~ have 
constramls on thelr advancerncnt and thosc 1I1dlvlduab that ovcrcomc tJIC'>C ob'itaclc,> arc lruly J11ICIC,>tlllg 
and worthy of sludy, they somchow propel OUI 'iOClcly forward Grccnllcld alld Strl(.ko!l ( 1 ()X 1) gl vc ail 
eXposition of the metaphor of growth 111 We,>lcrn thought whlch I~ pmtlculary pertlllc!lt to tlll'> <11'><.:11';'>10/1 
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comprehcnsi ve or complete, allows us to understand the dynamics of a situation faced by 

people trymg tu carn an meome through cntrepicneuriul activity, This framework attempts 

to addrc~~ the ilfOremcntIoned axe~ in two ways Flrst, Jt com.lder~ factors which are 

clement,> of huth ..,truLtulalt..,t and II1dlvidlJalI~t framework.." lIlcluùing indlvidual 

~klll..,/llIllItatIOIl'" alld ImtltutlUnal fonnatlOm S'~cond, Il propo~e~ a metllOd of quantlfying 

cntrcprencunal perccptI()'l~ ThIS mcùlOd, If used wllh a Im'gel and more rehable sample 

group, Illay l'III in gap~ of llndcr~tandll1g Icft by thc u~e of qualitative analysis alone, In the 

followll1g dlaptel!'> It wlil bccomc c1ear how local knowledge can be used to identify and 

pnontlzc problclll~ wlllch Illflucnc<: enucplencunal actlvity 

My pnmary oblectlve III conductll1g thls analy~l~ of the hterature was to examine how 

social sClcntist~ plObkmatll.c entrcprcncurshlp 111 Africa, Do they view It as a problem or a 

solutIOn? Arc cntll'prCIH.'ur~ con~tnuned or creative? Answel s to these questions have 

lInportûllt IInphcati()n~ for the poltcics and programs whlch are Implemented on behalf of 

slllall-scalc cntrcplcllcurs thIOughout Sub-Saharan Africa and they may enable a comparison 

bctween the dl~coursc of devclopment and the discourse of entrepreneurs in a particular local 

sctting (sec CO/lclusions), Of the fivc studies considered for analysis, two discuss African 

cntcrprise a~ li plOblem (Nafzlgcr, Berry), either because it is insufficient in supply or 

bccau~c It Icads to ~ocial conflict. Two studies portray entrepreneurs as a potential source of 

ccononm: dcvelJpmcnt If glven the proper conditions under which to operate (Hatt, Man'is & 

Somerset), and onc (MacGaffey) views cntrepreneurial activity as a solution. Four of the 

stmhes (Nafziger, BelTy, Hart, Mm'Ils & Somerset) portray African entrepreneurs as 

constramcd or constla1l1ing and one (MacGaffey) pOltrays ÙlelTI as creative. My research, 

whll:h se~ out to look at entrepreneunal innovation in a local economy, is biased towat'd a 

vicw thm Arncan enterprise is creatIve, dynamic and best viewed as a solution, not a 

problem.3 1 

~Uld GuùenuUl (1986; 19(0) demonstrates how rnetaphors can be used to understand knowledge in and of 
local eCOllomles, 
31 Tlus IS not to say that the lalter ~Uld the former arc mutually exclusive; ncceSSlly is the mother of 
lIlVentlon 1 am melcl) i11aklllg the pomt that posil1ve images of Arnca arc lacking in scholarly writing and 
l1\ Westl'm m:llllstrcam medIa, My optlmistIc stance lS intendcd, In part, to speak out agumst thcse trends. 
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CHAPTER THREE 
Research Context und Design 

The Federal Isjamic Republic of the Comoros 

Located at the northern tip of the MOlamt)lt)ue Channel, the Comoros Islands haw 

for many centuries been LUl important entrepôt lIllhe lIltersectlon 01 the Arncan and IndIaIl 

Ocean overseas trade routes. The tIrst waves of foreiglll1adels 10 pa~~ Ihrollgh tllls Il'glllll 

are commonly refened to a~ the "Shllall." They began alllvmg III Ihe 7th alld Xlh L'l'Iltlll'll'S 

and are sa id to have œen [rom sOlllcwherc un the Al41hlan pCllInsul.l or IJOIll Pcr ... la The 

historical accuracy of the tenn "Shll ad' IS hcavdy debated by seholars slIlee ~o Illtle IS 

known about these l'II st outsidel s (Nurse and Spear !9X5; Spear ! <)X'k POLI wells IlJX·l). 

Neverthe1ess, It is safe to say that these traders wcre AI ahl<.: or PCI ~Iall alld 11 IS t hl ough 

their migration and continucd contact wlth local populatIOns th41t Islam hceallu: wldesplcad, 

probably during the 12th and 13th centunes. Much less I~ known ahollt the Bantll­

speaking peoples that mhabited thc islands prevlous to Shilazl seulement, although many 

scholars have made attempts to emphasizc thc Importancc of the:-,c gloups 10 an Im.toncal 

understanding of SwahilI ethlllclty.32 

The arrival and ~ettlement of the Shirazi caused consldel able changcs 1lI pollltcai and 

social formations throughout the reglOn.33 According to YOllssouf Salt! Sodtlll, "Une 

organiCiation en sultanats se substitue à l'anclcnne cheffene tradltionllellc Balltoue: ces 

sultanats remettent en cause l'autonomie des vlllage~ soumIs à leur autortté politique" 

(1988: 24). A new political ~tructUle ll1clucled three distll1ctcla~scs in COll1orian ~oclety: 

thekabayila, a class fonned [lOm the IIlter-marnage of Arabs and local ChlCh, the 

freemen, the original inhabitants of the island, u~ually farl1lcr~ or ft~her~, and Ihe slaves, 

originating flOm the East Afncan coast. TllIS formatIon wa~ charactcll/,cd hy a "ullIté 

32 Most nolllble are the wor).-; 01 Nursc & Spear (1985), Spcar (1984), and Abdallah Kha11d (1977) 
33 Mtoro bill MwinYI Bakart's work (1981), translated and cdned by J.W.T. Allen, dl~("u~~cs ln 

considerable detall the exact nature of prolonged cOlllllet bctwccn Arab trader, and the IlIdlgenou), Bantu 
groups which later bccame known as the Swahili. Unlortunately, the exact dates of 1f1ltiallOntalt œtwcclI 
Comorians and thcse oulslder), IS unknown 
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culturelle ct rcligieu~c ct d'autre pan, par un dualisme entre une économIe de subsistance et 

une économie féodale" (Sollihi 19XX 27). Comorian fanners and rent-seeking élites led 

separate yct mlcr-conncctcd ~ocial and economic lives Desplte the region's involvement in 

pre-cololllai world mad.ct ... (rnml hkeJy for ~pices, slaves and foodstuffs), little changed in 

tcnm of local prodl1cl1ol~ or ~ociallelation~ untIl the French began ta a~~ert authority over 

the 1~land~ III ùle latc 1 H()()~ (IbId: 30). 

The r;lench colol1lal pcriod is diviclcd into three stages: the purchase and occupation 

of Mayotte (one of the ,1Ichipdago'~ four Islands) in 1 X41; the establishment of a 

protectorate 1 10 III IXX6 to 1912, and the ,Ulnexatlon which lastcd from 1912 until 

Indcpendencc 111 197<) The latter two periods saw siglllficant changes m land tenure and 

labor organllatIol1 as colol11al Jl1lCresL<.; attempted to monopohze land and labor on the 

islands,34 By the late 1960~, an mdepcndençe movement began to surface and in 

Deçcmber of 1974 Ù1C vast majolity of Comorians (95%) voted in favor of declaring 

llnilatcralll1dcpcndencc trom FIance. A National Assembly was formed to elect Ahmed 

AlxJallah as first Head of Stute, but before he could fmish his first year in office, an 

oppositIon coup d'etat oustcd hll11 from power. For the ncxt year and a half, the socialist 

VISIOlHU Ali Soihhl attemptcd to implement revolutionary policies which would make the 

Comoros sclf-~llrfiClent III food plOduction and I11dependent from the world economic 

system. ThIS expenl1lent began to faIl as the Soilihl regime came under increasing tire for 

hlll11an nghts VIOlations WHI in 1978 Abdallah returned with a mercenary tl'oop (led by 

french merccrnary Bob Denard) to assassinate Ali SOllihi and regain the position of 

COlllol'ian llead of State. Dcnard and lus men were asked to stay on as the military 

advlsors and leaders of the prestigious Presidenual Gumd. Abdallah ruled the country 

more or less peaœfully llnul 1989, when after dIsputes wlth Denard over a renewed 

conU'act, Oenard assassinated Abdallah, leaving a power vacuum wluch eventually led to 

the C01l1oros' tïrst l11ulti-party elections in March 1990. The Comorian electorate voted 

Sald Mohammed D,Iohar, fonner minister of justice, into the presidentlal palace. The early 

1990s have witllcs~cd numerolls cdbinet changes and the proliferation of political parties 

.14 ln 1864, 1ll00e than a tlmd 01 the Island of Mayotte was under the control of French plantatton 0wners, 
who. hke theu contemIXlr,llleS on the other Islands, unplementcd coerClve labor arr..l1lgemcnts and 
lIlonopollled tradlllg nctworhs ln the rcglOll (SOIhlll 1988: 38). Humblot. the Comoros most notorious 
"colon." wa~ glvcn nghts to 478% 01 the total surface of Grande Comore in a treaty Wlth a local sultan in 
18X5 (Ihlll' 37). By thl' l'nd of the dccadc, he controllcd 85% of the Island of Mohch (Ibid: 40). 
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which are attempting to make political spaœ for thclllsclves 111 Ùl\S new '\kmonalll,It agl' 

The structure of the COlllonan econoll1y has changcd IIttk SII1l'C the plc-colnl1l,t1 

period.35 Thelc IS vll1lmlly Iwlocalllldustry and thc ccollomy IS ba~t'd 011 the l'~pm 101 

three or four locally Ploduced COml110dllleS (y a 111 lia. clave. yl,mg-yl,lIlg and ~OIl1l' :-'PIl'l'!\). 

In 1990,41 % of the GDP came l'rom Ihe agncultural ~èl lOi and the ('omo\(), ~11l1 l\11pOl h 

much of what it consulI1cs. In 1996, nec and pctlUkullI alollc aCl'ulIIlIl'd 101 almo .... 1 2:"/,:;. 01 

the country's nnports (E.LU. 1992: 36). lk~lde~ 11ltl'lllalI0l1al a1d ll'll'IVed III tlle IIHllI 01 

trade subsidles, food aid, and long-tenn debt flllanclllg. l1l11ch 01 whal Ihe ('011101 O~ 

imports is paid for wlth expOlt carnlllgs. The publIc ~Cl·tOl prl1 <I(Ie, 101 only Xj()() loh~. 

and private sector .lobs ale rare. Uncmploymcllt IS C~lIll1alcd al .16% tI J l J 1 ()l)2 ~II) Mll~1 

Comorians cornbmc a l1umber of eCOn0ll11e aCUVltles ~llch a .... Il!\hlllg, 1,1I1111Ilg, ,1Ill! Iwlty 

trading to make cnels meeL Other eOll1lllon forms of 1l1come-gellci a IlIlg :let IV Il Y l\Ic1l1dt' 

soliciting money from lelatlvcs abroad and the ~ale of Itelll~ obla1l1ed rIlcgally 110111 Ollt' (JI 

the counu'y's two deep-sea port~ (Items lIlclllde clgalettes. c1()thc~. hl-II and .llldlO-VI!\lIal 

equipment, and alcohon. 

In May of 1990, the Umted Nations Devcloplllcnt PlOgl am 01 gallll.cd a con .... 01 tiulll ni 

non-government agencie~ (inclllding the UNDP, the Wurld Bank, CARE, Ihc EEC and Ihe 

!LÜ) to impJement a stl1lctllral adjustmcnl program (SAP) sinlllar to Ih()~e mU oduccd 111 

many countries 111 SlIb-Saharan Afnca beginnll1g 111 the 1 <)X()~ A~ wlth most World 

BanklIMF SAPs, the overall goals are to make govcrnment lIl~trtlltlOIl!'. 1ll00e diICIC!lt (by 

reducing the P' .Ilber of civil servants and ellcouraging mal ket-d nvcll eCO!lOIllIC poliey), 

while at the same time promoting activity 111 the pnvate seeln!'. The Internat lonal I.abor 

ürganization has been given the responslblhty of dcvelopll1g a functlolllng (,hamber 01 

Commerce to promote small-scale entcrpnsc and largel industnallllvcstment, but a!'. of 

September 1992 no public statcments had becn issucd on thls proJcct Thelc 1<, abo ~OJllC 

evidence that import/export activity IS lI1erea~ing SII1CC the govcrnmclll ha!'> lowclcd tarlfl!'. 

on certain categories of gOOlis (ElU 1992: 35). In addition, the World Bank, ll1embers of 

the EEC and the Comonan government ale negottatmg tenn!'> for the rcpayrncnt of the huge 

national debt. The Comorian SAP has call!'.cd a grcat dcal of grumbling lI1 the O)/1lorian 

public and in the press, but the country has not yct witncs!'.cd any organlzed prote\t to such 

35 The Comonan Franc (CFA) IS l\Cd to the French Franc as a part 01 the Afncan Franc Zone 
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programs. Intervicw!-> conducted with local entrepreneurs show that the Comorian 

govcrnmcnt ha:-. not created ail cnvilOnment conducive to local enterprise, but it does not 

scem to be guilty of actlvcly obstructll1g sl11all-scale enterprise or infOlmal sector activity, 

as in the case!-> of PCI u and Brazll.36 

CultulUlly and hl"ton<:ally, the Comoros has much in common wnh East Afnca, but 

1l10~t ComOilaJls ~cc lhcl11~dyc.., as a part of the Indlan Ocean or the world of Islam. The 

vaslma.l0nty (<)6%) practlce Sunfll Islam withlI1 the Sha'ati ]udico-religious tradition. 

Lll1guislically, the n)(nolw~ 1:-' very closely rclaled 10 palts of the East African coast, 

although the IOLII varielies ot ShiComori (a distant rela~ive of KiSwahili) arc Ilot mutually 

mtelligible wall SwahilI language.., spokcn on the mainland. Some linguists believe that the 

rclatlvely complex nOlln classes 111 Comonan are vestiges of Old Swahili and give this as 

evidencc that the islands were first populated by Africans who left the mainland bef:"'re the 

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

Sorne Commcn's on Research Melhods 

The method~ lIscd 111 this ~tlldy draw primarily [rom a life history approach to 

ethnoglaphic fIeld research and will be presented in the fonn of intensive case studies.38 

The rcsearch lend.., ltself to the ca~e study approach because it focuses on the role of the 

individual 111 the economlc declsion-makmg process. Fm1hermore, intensive ethnography 

provldes CCI tam va\uablc II1slghts into what 111Ight be culturally distinctive about the 

ComOl'os and COI11Ol Jan enterprise. After the research participants were selected, a series 

of interviews was conducted in OIder to understand palticular infmmation about the 

36 Local c,Ish ClOp plOduccl~ have oclter acœss to mtematlOnal markets S1l1CC Im!xJrt/export restrictions 
Wl'n: redm:.:d beg\lllllllg III 1991 and S1I1CC the dcath of 100mer presldcnt/bus1I1ess tycoon Ahmed Abdallah, 
who mOllopoh/ed the COlllollan COlllmodlly ex port Imdc dunng hls prcsldency. 
37 PClsonalcommulllcaUoll, Mwamucha Cheikh, Centre Nauonal de DocumentaUoll ct Recherches 
SClcntllllIUe'l. MOIOIlI. AlIgu~t 1992 . 
. Hhlll" rcsc,uch mdlldcd Ihe productIon 01 a 38-nunllte Video on thc same subJcct (Folkerth & White 1993). 
'\lUl'C 01 tlll' SIX cnt:-:prcnclU'l Wl'IC as"ed to paruclpate 111 the Video, whlch looks at collaboration 111 
ethnogmphll' 1tlllllllakl1lg ,l'l weil JS the Issues concclIllllg enueplellcurslup alld eCOnOll1iC dcvc!opcmcnt ln 

the Comoros. DUI1ng the 111111111g, 1 attel11ptcd to conduct my 1I1tervlews as they wcre normally conducted, 
but l,un cOllvlllccd th,lllhe presencc 01 a second rescarcher (c~pecJally a IcmaIc) and a camem must have m 
SllIlll' \Vay allcCled thl' p,ullnpanl~' rcSpOIl~CS. III Illost ca!>cs, the filmcd mtervlcws wcre based on 
1I1 ... l'1I~SIOIl'l Ihat took p!,ll'l' pnor 10 Ihe hhl1l1lg proccss. 
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background, business and perceptions of each of the entrepreneur~. Ba~l'd on mfnt matll1n 

from these interviews, <Ul attcmpt is made to cali attention 10 p.lIterns III thl' bdiefs and 

pracrices of a set of Comonan entrepreneul~. The tlllll)wll1~ IS a brie!" lh~CllSSIOI1 nt the 

selection and mtervlew proct'..,~ whlclt \Va~ lIsed 111 the f It'ld. 

Given the deflllition of cllllepleneul 1 al11l1slIlg III Iim siudy, thc I110~1 lI11pmtant 

criterion for partlclp.ltloP III the Ic~ealch wa.., t'vldclH.:c nI' ~OIllC 1l1I1ovatlOIl whll'h 

distinguished the clltreplcncllI fI0I11110n-JI1nOVaLol~.Jl) IllIlllLed Illy ~e,lrch 10 ~Il",ll "calc 

enterprise which did not cxcecd morc than a l'ew el11ployee~ 1 \Vas :Ibo COntTIIlCd wlth 

selecting participants who werc willing and ablc Lo tait.. ahout thelr sltuatlOlI and thell 

business. In each of the six cases, 1 found l'nt! l'pl cneul ~ who were IlItele~ted III Illy 

project for various reasons and who WCIC the "flrst" to offel li palltcular "el vIce 01 pron:s'i 

in the Comorian economy on the island of Grand Comme. The n:illlre 01 the innovation 

was not important except that it should affect a slgt1ltïcant pcrœntagc of thc conSUIllCI 

population. This pelcentagc was not cakulated systcmatlcally A~ a rulc 01 thumh, Il 1 III 

10 people knew about the innovation or haLl made a purchase connected wllh Il, 1 

considered the innovation ~ignificant, but other facto! s abo IIlllucnccd Illy declsloll. One 

possible participant, for example, was well-known for thc ~trect food hc scrved, whlch 

was prepared in a pm·ticular way and always IJ1cluded a sidc ordel ot salad. ThiS vendOi 

was able to attract large numbers of customers (both COl11onan and 100cIgn), but lus 

innovations were not as Impollant or as wcll-known as that ot DcGaullc, who SOIl1C ycars 

earlier was the first person to ever serve street food In the Comoros 

The selection process was also hmited by a number of sltuallOnal facto! S. l'Il st, the 

length ofmy field Iescarch was limited to threc month~. As sllch, 1 had II/lllted timc to 11/)(1 

participants and begin worklOg with them. ThIS turnet! out 10 he less of a COlIslfUlflt than 1 

had originally thought since 1 began working wlth the flrst two entrcprcnelll ~ as 1 Contllllled 

to keep an eye out for other potential particIpants. 1 rulcd out rive potentml partlclpallb 101 

reasons such as scheduhng problems, c10ubt about Importance 01 the 1I11l0VaUOll and lack of 

interest on the part of the entrepreneur. Second, wlth 11111ltcd tlme and IlInlted accc:-,:-, to 

39 1 expcrienccd consldemblc dtlfic ulty wlth the term "entreprencur" 111 Cornollall ';,cllch. !..>c",plte the taU 
lhat this word cornes from French, ln many Fiench-spcakwg coulIlllCS It has a more o;pcul!c mt:a/llllg lhau 
il does in North Amencall Enghsh, ln the Corn()ro~ , It relero; 10 thosc who "undcI1ake" COllstrlKl101l 

projects, I.e. contraclors, cngmcers, plumber~, clectllclCtall'> ctc. 1 evcntually rcpla<..cd thl\ tcnn wllh 
"homme d'affmre" or "commerçant" ln my mtervlcws. 
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commercial network"i, thl, entrepreneurs with whom 1 chose ta work were tnose whose 

cnterpri~es were highly vIsible m the local economy (I live and worked primarily in the 

capital City, MoronI). 

Thml, 1 atlempwd 10 'nvolve al least onc female pm11cipant 111 my study, but this did 

not happcn. 1'0 a CI:Jtalll extent tlm, shortcormng IS duc to the fact that 95% of Comorians 

are SUIlIll Mu~llll1"', and that \Vomen do not play an active l'Ole 111 the public sphere of WhlCh 

1 wa~ a p,U'l 1 {mvever. { do ach11lt that fllldll1g male pm tlclpants wa~ much eQsiel than 

tïndmg fcmak pmtlclpants and lh is plOhably had a slgl1lficant effcct on the selection 

proœ~~ 1 lound "ievelal cxaI11ple~ of Comonan bu~il1e~swomen (u~lIally in food 

preparatIOn and ~aks) but vCly kw cxamplcs of Innovaung fcmule entrepreneurs. Two 

such ca~es WCIC 'Womcn Irom Anjouan, the Comoro~' second largest Island, who were 

only on Grand COlllore "en passage," and a third 1 di~covered only two weeks before 

leavmg. Future stml!cs will Jcqllire more time and wider sample h'TOUpS to lIltegrate female 

participants 1I1tO Illy le~t"J.rch. 

DespIle Illy ertorts to obtain a quahty sample, Il was impossible witlun the parameters 

ùf thls lescarch to know how plcvalent entteprencUls are 111 the Comoros or ta what degree 

the cntIcplencurs 1 chose C:U1 be consldered representative. The innovation criteria enabled 

me to hl11lt the sample substantmlly, by eliminatll1g aIllhose involved in business who 

cou Id 110t he clcdlted wlth a ~Ignificant technological or managerial innovation (1 have 

dlscussed ahove the critena for IdentifYlllg signifïcdllt lI1novations) but 1 admit that this 

alolle may Ilot plOvide cllough IIlformation for me to say that the entrepreneurs in this study 

are a dlStll1ct glOup of people, dlfferent [tOm other groups in the Comoros. In fact, aprut 

from 1Il1l0vatlOll, the entrepleneurs have relauvcly IJttle in common (seeSummary of 

RC.\'('(/fch Part/C1/hll/!.\ , Chaptel 4).40 

The II1terVIl'WS \Vere held at the convcnience of the pmticipants and every attempt was 

made to dlOO"iC an interview scttll1g whele the participant would feel comf0l1able. Of the 

SIX participants, four conductcd busmess in Moroni, one commuted between his home 

town and Morolll (Sahara), and one conducted busllless only within his rebTÎ.on in the 

40 ClIttord Gl'l'Il/ (1963) OI'>CU%IOn !ocu'ies on "cntreprencunal groups" Ul IndonesJa. In the threc years 
total 1 havc spcnl hV1l1g and work1l1g ("1 the IShUld of Grande Comore, 1 never encountered or heard of any 
such glOUplllg'> ln lacl. Il wa., suggestell to me by .1 small busincss consullant work1l1g therc III 1990 that 
the lallUll' of COlllllllan elll1~pl\;IlCUrS 10 work wgclhcr IS the glealesl obstacle to therr advanccment. 
Schumpclci .l1gu~s Ihat l'nlœprcllcUls "do Ilot tOlIll a SOCial c1ass II1lhe techmcal sense ... " (1961: 78). 
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southem purt of the islunJ (Mabllku). In the latter two ('uses, 1 condllcted interviews in 

Moroni and at their residences "au village." 

With one partIcipant (DeGaulle), 1 \Vas asked to conduct the mtelvlCws 111 a ~1l1all 

shop in Moroni which was u~lIally clOwded alld bu~y. 1 accepled titIS leqLlt'~t bcc.llI~c Ihe 

entrepreneur was not plcpalcd to !cave the shop lInle~s Il \Va.., c1o~ed, :\IIlIIll' 1t,ld 110 

intention of c1os1l1g h IS slwp tOI' Intel VICWS lconducled 1 hl' IlI<lJonl y III 11lt' IIllcl v lew-: 111 

his shop, sometime~ seatcd ln a chail', SOl1lt:tllllC~ 011 a ~adl. of flOlll, bllt .lIw,ly~ \Vllh ail 

audience. He ran lus bu~iness \VIth the hclp 01 one pClson who ddlwll.'d Itl'm~ plllcha!'>l'd 

and one who sClved customcl~, he htm~c\I ~at behllld a dc~k ,lIId h<llldkd the 1lI0llCy ln 

addition to regulm cmployees thcle \Wle al ways t'nends or relatives of the l'lltleplt'Ill'1I1 

who cOllldn't reslst ObSCIVlIlg and IIltelluptlllg our IIltCrVlew~. f Icalllcd too late that 

intelviews conducted III ~uch a ~ettll1g WCI e Ic~-: Icltabk dllc lO dl~traCtI()lls and 1 dCCldcd 10 

use the se data to contnbute to the ftndlllgs section but Ilot as olle of the 101 ilia 1 case :-.tudle:-. 

With one participant (Base-Com), 1 was able to mecl on the bll:-'Ine~~ pll'Illl~l'." l,Ile ,II IIlght, 

when busines~ was slow, and apart lt 0111 occa~iollal ~lcepi IlCSS thls ~ett Il1g :-'l'l:lllt.:d 

acceptable. In the remamlllg fOUI cases, the ll1tervlCW ~ettll1g wa~ Ilot a plOhle, Il. W IIh 

three paniclprultS 1 met at Illy house 01 thCIlS, al a trme Wht.:ll wc would Ilot lx.- dl~.llll bed 

(either between 1 :00 and 4'00 p.m. 01 at mght ancr II.nO p Ill). 1 J1Id wlth 1 hc la~l 

participant in his favorite bar aL lunch lime or fOi dnnb al llight (Shillll} 

The question fIelds thal ~clved as a gUlcl~ for IIHcrVICW~ were the followlllg tlle 

entrepreneur, thc establishment of the t:nterpnse, the datly loutllle, the 1I1110vatlon, and the 

entrepreneur's perceptions. Especrally 111 the bcgllllllllg, 1 hat! a vcry lllHysh:lllatll 

approach to the se questlon~ WJth broad catcgOllc.., lll111llld, 1 attclllplcd tu ge, 1111..' 

participant to talk and 1 took note~. 111Itrally, 1 a~kcd hllll tu lellnlc li hulc bll abolllill" 

family. Sorne chose to start wlth the 1l11mcdiate famrly and ~()f11l; begalllllany gClleratt()l1~ 

earlier. 1 W:J.S mast mterested In pOll1b whlch Iclated to ~()CIO-CCOIl()llllC ..,ialu" 01 factol.., 

which may have encouraged clllreprenelll~h.p. Ncxt 1 a"h.ed the cntrepn'llellT to dl"Clh~ hl~ 

personal history. Thl~ included education, work cxpertence, travel, Illlpollanl eveilt:-., and 

people which may have ll1fluenced lm dcvclopmelll (~ce ('hapler 4, Sllmm({/ y 'Jjl<e.\()w('h 

Participants). 1 then a~ked for the ~pectflc "tory of how the current bU\llle"" got "taJ1ed 

and more information on ItS daily operatlOm CIo~ely related was a ~ene,> of quc~tIOIl" on 

the panicular innovation wllich nad called my attention to tht; entrepreneur\ ca ... e 
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The final stage of the mtervlew process was different from the four prehminary 

Mage~, a~ It rC4ulrcd more retlcctlOI1 on the paIt of the entrepreneur. Each paI1lcipant was 

asked to dISCll~~ and runk ~hc c1emenL'i which in hls vlew elther help or hinder hb business. 

Thc~c inlCIVICW\ luok place alter ail other IIHerVICWS had been completcd and after 1 felt 

sufficlcntly comlortahlc wlth the entlepreneuf anclmy knowledge of hls busmes:::.. In each 

ca~e wc ~pent fI o III 2-) hour, on thi:-, stage of the re~calch. TllIS allowed enough time for 

the el1tfeplcncUl Lü fccl comlortable WIth the fonnat anu content of the mtelvlew, which 

was considerably more strllctured than previolls II1telvlew:::.. 

A Note on Constructing Others' Identities 

As anthlOpoJogl~b wc spend 1110st of our time trying to tell the stories of other 

cultures. TraditlOnally. ethnograplllc research involved the collection of data concerning 

custOI1lS and SOCIal structures 111 "lrachtlOnal" :::.ocieties. Data were compiled and analyzed in 

such a way a~ to glYC the lI11pn:~~ion that the cthnoglapher, a neutIal observer, was simply 

explail/lflg the culture group tllat he/sile had observed III the field. Recent debates in the 

human sciences, however, have cali cd IntO question the very posslbility of neutral 

rcprcsentauol1s 01 other CllltUIC~.41 According to this debate, the ethnographer cannot 

conduct rcscaIch wlthout cmploying hls/her own cultural categories to "understand" what 

he/she IS observlllg. In Itght ot thls Illslght. cthnographie researeh is called into question, 

sincc it is 110 longer cohclCllt 10 mall1taill the parttcular conception of neutrality eharacteIistic 

01 cthnograplllc mcthod~ III tradillonai ~octal ~U1thropology. 

TI1\s IS Ilot to ~ay that we c,mnot ~pcak. about the SOCletIes wluch we spend hfetimes 

studYlllg It I11crdy IllghiIghts the pOlllt that repl esentatton in anthropology is a political 

act.42 A~ sllch, wc must assume the lèsponslbilny that cornes with 'representing cultures' 

hy calltng attenllon to thc lI1tcrplcllvc natllle of our work and by qmùifying the 

rcpresentallon!> that we put fOl Ùl. In keeplllg with ùlcse ideas, my resew'ch does not claim 

to prescJlt a complete or completely ace urate plcture of Comorian entrepreneurs, much less 

41 Scc lor c:\ampk Chllord & Marcus (1986), Mdrcus & Fischer (1986), Rabmow & Sullivan (1979), and 
Taylor (198J) 
42 J ohanncs Fahl.lIl (1983) c1ahoratcs t!lIS Idc.t. 
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of Comorian culture. lnsteuù, followmg GeeI1l (197 3), 1 am altl'lllptlllg 10 "Il'ad" ~pl'l'IIII.' 

aspects of a culture from over the shoulder of a slibsel of C\mlO1lan" who arl' IIllllldlll.'lIl1.! 

innovations into the local economy. 

For the purposes or this stlldy, then, \Vhat haVl' 1 donc wilh the 111101111.111(:11 111,11 \\,1' 

gathered 10 the interView process? As 1 ~at down to WIIlC the IIldIVldllall"I~l' ~llIdIC.~, i 

realised how far Ùle mformatlon had travclkd. ThiS IS takell dm:ctly Itnlllllly notrs, 

it's really intcresting how thcy Ilhl' l'nit l'prelll'ill -; 1 gd n'IU'C.,cllh'd: 

-i go to another cOllntq, tra\'el far away, loot.. for a .,tOl \' 
-i ask them to talk about 41 parliclliar ~lIbjccl • .,ay fanllly fOI in.,talll't' 
-i takc Ilotes, u'illally on what i thollght \Va., illl!lnrlant andlor mil', t'.,tlllg 
-Î translate .I~ i takc Ilote., 
-i leave my books .,it for a l'e", II\lIl1th~ 
-i enter the be~1 of my IlOl('" ill a file in III)' rOIll\lIllt'!" and 
-i ~hift things ",'ollnd in the lïlt' a., 1 hcgin 10 Idl'lIllf.\ 1111'1111'" 

-i !tometime~ ('hange what wa., ... aid l'rolll thinl IH'I.,:1Il to fll ... t 
-i !tometime~ change the ellln·,lrenCUr'., \HlI cl., l'III' ea".v Il'a<l1ll1-: 
-i ~ometime~ u~c <luote., Ihal i only di"'CIJ\'l'll'<I dunlJ/!, tht' \1l1-:~11I~,1 \ 
-i put ideas together in a \Vay thai he didn'I hut that "t'cm .. IO~Il'a\ 10 III t' 

lnitially, one of the obJcctlve,> ot thi:-. 1 e:-.e:\Ich wa:-. to "olllchow "!'-ct at tI a ('Ollllll tall 

way of doing busil1c~s. In order to do thlS, 1 plal1I1ed III lI"e a ClIltlll alllllldl'l appfuilLh, 

which looks at lexical pattell1~ and mctaphor~ in :-.pœch to fdcntlty the clIllUlal CO'lVl'f1ll1l11:-' 

which make up a particlIlar grollp'~ wOlldvu:w,4...J aut a:-- 1 bcgan Illy Ic:-.eall h Ircalt/cd 

this was too large a ta:-.\... Instead,l foclIsed on thc pnmaly ohjectlve, WlllCh wa:-. 10 

detelmine how Comorran entrepreneurs percclvc thell '>Itllallon, 1 c whal arl' ploblclll\ alld 

what things are not. In 01 uer tn do tlm 1 rcvlcwed the data collcctcd tilloligh a ,>cne\ (JI 

personal interviews and, armed wlth cOl1'>rdcrable knowlcll!!c of COlllona:1 ClIltwc, 

identified celtall1 recurnng patterns, or ,\/gllpO.\l.\, ut entreprcllcunal aCllvlty /Il the 

Comoros. 

43 The video loggmg proCl''''~ (vlcwtng lor Cdlllflg purpo'ie~) made mc awarc Ihal 11II1,>IIIIC'I'fCll'(j ',01111" 

commenlS that wcrc lakcll lrom Illy nole~. In a lcw lII~taI\CC'i, loggJlJg madc IIIC .IW;U~ 01 Idea,> or p01ll1'> 

thal dld Ilot appear m my notes. 
44 Sce Holland and QUlfln (19H7) lor more on the cullural m()dcl~ approach 10 anal y '>1', '1 he work of 
Stcphen Oudeman (l9H6), who Lall'i a(lenllofllo local knowledge by \howlIIg Ihe exll'lI110 wlllch our 
undcrslandlllg 01 CCOnOmK\ amI cconomlc~ 1'> cultunùly moddlcd, I~ aho il gex){J cxampk ollhl\ approa( Il 
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Summary of Research Participants 

Business/ Age/Sex Education Family Wealth Mar. Status Travel Languages 
Name Innovation 

Ahmed First Private 35/Male 3 hrs. high medium married; Tanzania Comorian 
English School sc 001; 4 yrs. wealth from 1 child ( 2 yrs.) French 

agricultural a medium- Uganda English 
training sized village (1 yr.) Kiswahili 

Hassane First Fishermen 29/Male hi~h school; medium married; Madagascar Comorian 
To Market Fish in di not pa 55 wealth from a no (3 months); French 
Mountain exit exam; relatively ~oor children 
Villages fishing school fishing vil age 

Ali First 24-hour 3D/Male several year5 fr00r family engaged to on business: Comorian 
Tire Repair KoranlC school; rom medium- be married Madagscar, French 
Service no further formai sized village Reunion, 

education Frt'nce, 
Méuritius, 
Salldi Arabia 

Sharif First Private 36/Male high school; very married; Mddagascar Comorian 
Radio Station 1 'hear of law wealthy wife lives ln (1 year) French 

sc 001; trained and well- France; no Libya (3 mos.) 
as mechanic known children France (3 yrs.+) 

Sabata First Full-Time 38/Male finished French medium married; Tanzania Comorian 
Tour Guide for primary school wealth from no children (5 years +) Frt.nch 
Professionals medium-sized several months: Kiswahili 

village Zanzibar; En~lish 
Ken~a; Ma agasy 
Ma agascar Japanese 
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Growing.!lI! 

ENGLISH SCHOOL OF THE COMOROS 

We Lcad and Others Follow 45 

Ahmed carries with him his father's first teachll1g assignmcnt. My father WOlS a 

primary school teacher and very proud of iL Ile never got intn IlOlitics. 

He was a teacher and not a politician.46 Ahl1lcd Îs 35 yeal S old, the III st of lIve 

children, and married with one child of his own. He contlllllcs about hl~ lather. We 

used to spend a lot of time together. 1 would sit in on the classes hl' 

taught...my father al ways discouraged me from going into fanuing. Ile 

wanted me to teach. He was kind of a dictator with Illy mother hccausc hl' 

wanted her to learn to read and writc. Ile was a.ways pushing her to rcad. 

Maybe she did it to make him happy .. .I see my mother cvery Saturday, hut 

we are divergiog because she doesn't waot me to continue my 

studies ••. You have to seod things to your mother to keell her haflllY. IIc 

smiles a big smile and 1 start to laugh. Shuah, he says, Moncy, c1othcs, alll1lianccs 

when something is sent to a Dlother, the whole village will kllow. 

Ahmed was a good student in primary sehool but when hc cntcred JlIllIor 11Igh school 

he began to have problems; he says he became very invo\ved in ~porl~. In 1 97.~ he I;ulcd 

the year and feH bad to see that his friends wcrc moving on whdc he had to rcpeat ln 1 <)75 

the Comorian independence movement causee! sweeping poliucal changcs, and schnols 

were closed for the remainder of the yeur. Like many students, Ahmed had lost aoothcr 

year and he began to feel very discouragcd. 

45 The followmg casc studlCs are prcselltcd JO the ordcr that thcy wcrc conducled over Ihe Ihree month penOl) 

Sorne narnes .md datcs havc bccn changcd to proteet those who partlclpatcd In thc rc,>carch. 'Illc slxth UN; 

study, DeGaullc--Comonan Fa.'>1 FooJ, IS not m;;ludcd; dutu lrom IlIS lIltCrvlcw~ Will he u,>ed III Ihe lhuplcr O/l 

findings. 1 have choscn 10 use bold for thc cntrcprcncur's "YOICC." 1 dccldcd ugalll<;1 U'>lJlg qUOll"., '>1IIet: Ihe 
mterviews wcre not tapcd and smcc the entreprencurs' word,> aie rncdlatcd by my flotc-laklIIg and lr;lIl,>laIHHl 
The use of ebpses IS tntcndcd to connect Idelli> wluch arc rclutcd but wcrc not prcM .. llted at the saille tune or 1II 

the sarne scquence. Takcn togcthcr, titiS l(lrm of prc,>cntatlon 1'> mtcnd::d to cull aUelll1ol1 10 Ihe re,>carlh 
process as wcIl as the proccss of reprc'>Cntal1oll wluch occur~ III elhllogruplllc ficldwork 
46 Ahrned was the only parllclpanl Wilh whom 1 conductcd mlervlcw,> ln Engh~h. 
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By 1981 hc had finished his second to last year of high school but chose to continue 

his studies by con'cspondcncc, At about the ~ame Lime, he began teachmg in a ~'rJmary 

school so that he could pay for hi~ cOllr~e; but lcachcr~ in the Comoros are patd on a highly 

irregular basls, alld nille months wlthollt a <.;alary meant that he couldn't keep up with the 

overscas fec:.., In 1982 he was approachcd by the PTA 111 hls town and asked to become 

hcadma~ter of the .JUIlIOI h1gh ~chool there, As headma~ter he was not earning a bigger 

salary. but at Icast he was paid on a regular basls. From 1982-1985 he stayed in this job, 

and he was Iclallvcly happy, but he still feIt a need to contmue his educatJOn. 

1 le made ~everal attcmpts at the secondary school exit cxam (the tClm used in the 

French cdueatlonal ~ystem 15 "BAC") and ;;lJphcd to various agricultural trailllng programs, 

but nothmg ~eemed to work. Ahmcd say~ fll~ luck changed when he heard about a 

forcigner who was runl1lng the agi icultural research center near Moroni and was having 

problems commumcating with Comorian workers. He asked for a job and was given a 

pOSitIOn as a manual laborcr. Effectivcly, he didn't know that 1 had an educati(in 

and expericnce as a tcachcr. When he found out, he called me into his 

office for a chat. He w~mted to know why 1 was moving dirt for a living if 

1 was a tcacher. 1 told him 1 wasn't interested in politics, 1 just wanted to 

further myexpcdcnce. Ahmed made comments to this effect on more than one 

o<.'casion. Ile secmed mtcnt on convincing me that he had no political ambitions. 1 found 

Comonans 111 gcneralle1uct;;mt to discuss thelr pohtical affiliations. 1 guess the coconut 

trees have Cat s, He liked me. Soon 1 was teaching him an hour of French 

cvcry day for 1000 CFA/hour.47 He was a good man, he nominated me for 

an agriculture scholarship and in 1986 1 went tu Tanzania to study. The 

scholarship wasn't enough, so 1 used to teach on the side. 

Al' ter two years in Tanzania, Ahmed arranged another scholarship, this time in 

U ganda. When he retuflled home in 1991 he had two certificates in agriculture, four years 

of teadung experiencc and he was fluent in Enghsh. He says he tried diligently to get a job 

1Il the COl11oros, but despite his credentials, he was not offered a position. He met with 

ministry ofticlals. representatives from local NOOs and project supervisors, but nothing 

came of his efforts. 1 did lots of running back and forth between the ministries 

47 Al the tUlIC the rcsearch was conduc!cd. one Canadian dollar was worth approximately 250 CFA; one 
Amcncan dollar W'L'i worth approxunatcly 300 CFA. 
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and no results: ln the Comoros, politics. No poli tics, no job. This IS whcn.' 

ESC begins. 

The Business 

When it becrune obvious to Ahmed that he wou Id not be able to lise his cxpclIisc III 

agriculture, he turned to what he knew next best: Engh~h. lbs Idea was 10 open a ~rhonl 

which would speclUlize in English, the hr~t of Ils kllld in the ComO\o~. 1 le would l'ail 11 

ESC--the English School of the ComOlos. You Imow thc go\'crnlllcnt failcd tn 

provide me with a job in the ficld for which 1 was prcparcd so 1 must makc 

use of my knowledge and expel"ÏcllCl' somehow, this 1 why 1 o!ll'Ilcd ESC. 

But 1 also want to Imlkc a contribution tu my count l'y. 0l)ening a sehool is 

like building a mosque, and ESC is dil'fcrcnt from othe.' schonls bccausc 

it's only English. The first private school in the Comoros was sUl! Il'd III the lllld-

1980's and led to a series ofprivate school openlng~. Ahmcd wallts lo be li pmt of thls 

increasing trend toward ~)l1Vatization in education, slI1ce he hclieves that pnv,tlc ~cho()ls 

take pressure off of inefficient, overcrowdccl government-run schools. 

To put the plan lJ1 motion, Ahmed began talkll1g with Ills frientl and dasslllate 

Mohammed. Mohrunmed abo rcccivcd a ~,chohll shlp and thc lwo bec:tmè tncnds will le 

studying together in Tanzania. They stayed fricnds allel 1 ctllllllng tu the ('011101 O~, and 

Ahmed approached Mohammed wlth his idea hccause he thought Mohammed Illlght makc a 

good English teacher. At first, there wasn't much planning Theyagrced that the llrst lew 

months would he a u'ial period. 

Right now we have one class that mects four days a weck and has l'rom 

8·12 students. Sorne students come more often than others. We hold 

classes from 5:00 till 7:00 because many of our stlldents work dm ing the 

day. If we get more students wc will have a second class ... One problclll 

noticed with Ahmed's c1as~e~ wa~ the dlffelence in the ~tudcnts' level 0/ Engllsh. 1 

thought he should get more students and dlVlcle them into lwo cla'i'>c,>, but Ahmecl wa~ not 

actively recruiting at that time. Needlcs~ to ~ay, thls problem compllcated the Icarnmg 

process. We want our students to benefit from learning by doing, so we 

emphasize a very practical methodology for learning, Ahmcd IS a fa~cinatll1g 
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tcacher. De~pite the fact that he ha!'> no fonnal training, his approach is very 

communicative Whcn he ~wJtches into teacher mode, he ~ounds as if he was reading from 

a wcll-rehear!->cd SCript. HI~ !->tu(knt~ have no boob. They are alloweJ ta take notes, but 

Ahmcd\ empha\IS I!-> on !->pcaking. J must encourage the students to speak out, 

they must speak to each other and correct each other's speech. No :-,tudent 

goes 1I1l1l0tlccd; the clOWII'> get ~illgled out and the tmud students get specml attention. At 

ESC the ~tudcnf~ can learn practically... 1 teach them a poem and this 

hclps them to learn the rhythm of the language. 

Ahmed and Mohammed II1vc~ted 25,000 CFA in start-up matenals (chaJk, board, 

papeI, booh.s, etc) and XO,OOO CFA for the first 11l0nth's rent. They rented a house 

olltside of MOI 0111 which serves as their home and thcir classroom. Th(.1andlord agreed to 

rent ta them on a tJ laI basi!'> and he includcd twelvl. cham and two mbles of different 

helghts. If wc ~uccced we will pay. If we don't succeed, we will not pay. 

Ahmed (fId Ilot spell out the terms of thelr agreement any more than that. Most of the 

Illoncy for stall-UP came from Mohammeà's savings. Aluned's accounting is hardly 

systematic. His flllancial records consist of two pieces of notebook paper with scratchy 

handwritillg which lists the money spent. He does not take a salaI)'. Any money that he is 

able to seclll e from hls new cllstomers goes towaI·d rent aIld electriclty. They bath agreed 

that l110ney is a conccrn, but not li priority. If we put only money as a priority, 

then it will become a I>roblem. Moncy is not a problem, it is a solution. 

The cost is 10,00(; CF A per month but if there is a student who cannot pay 

the whole thing, sometimes wc negotiate. At one point l figured that only 35% of 

his students wcre abk to pay in advance. In effect, ESC taught English on credit. Their 

ftrst studcnt ncvci actually plud at all. Ile was our first student. ft was 

important to give the imllression that we have a real schooI. 1 asked Ahmed 

what he thought the chances were that he would be able ta make a protït. Profit? He 

laughs. With one class, the profit is to steep in this house without lunch and 

dinner. In his hometown he wouldn't have to pay ta sleep, but the capital city was 

probably the only place lus business could function. He worked and slept in Moroni and 

llls \Vlfe stayed 111 the village. 1 ùünk she must have been suspicious since he was spending 

all his lime at work ,md still not making any money . 
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Getting Students 

One mommg wlllie waiting for Ahmed, Mohammed and 1 talkcd abolit how the 

business ide a devcloped. He told Ille about thclr attl'l11pts to get ~tudcnts. 'l'hl' flrst ~tl'p 

was a flier. At first it \Vas a handwrittcn noticc bC('llUSC Ahmcd is 

"menfoutistc" (carcless). Wc cullcd it "Quick English." 1 tnul\. 'hl' tlicr &lmt 

Ahmed had prCllal'cd hOllle with Ille tn tYlle up and 'hcn wc had if ('opiNI 

and enlal'gcd. We put up about 10 copies in ('onsllicuous 1)lan's al'Olllld 

Moroni. At first wc wanted to conduct classes 41t Ahm('d's ('(H1sin's house, 

but that didn't l41st very long and sv wc were stuck with fliers that htld the 

wrong information and wc did not have cnough 1lI0ney to make new unes. 

Actually photocopIes, even 111 Moroni, did not cost morc than about cight cents pCI page 

We (eft application forms in a few Il(41ces around the city and 22 stllden's 

signed up. Right now they are eleven. 1 did the signs. Ahmed said 'hey 

should be small at first so as not to attract govermnent 41UentÎ0I1. If thcy 

see a lot of advertising, they'lI think its a big olleration and Ihey'lI eithel' 

tax us more or come and make up sorne fines for us tn pay becau~e they 

think we're a good source of in come. ThiS situation kept Ahlllcd 11'0111 condul'tlllg 

large-scale advertising, but hls aversIOn to risk and lilnIted capital re~ourl'CS WCI c :tlso 

considerable obstacles. We don't want to attract too mueh attentioll. Resides, 

we're not sure we'lI have enough chairs if we get more students. Right 

DOW we only have space for twelve. This made It clem to me why Ahmed wasll't 

attempting to get more students; until he was sure the lclea woulLi work, he (lIcl not want ln 

submit to government scrutmy by calling attention to the busllless. Âl fJr!->t 1 thoughl hls 

pfC'blem was a failure to "think big," but this wasn't the ca!->c. 

Not only getting students, but also kecping studcnts, was a problcm. Âltcndancc was 

very irregular; of Il students only 5-6 showed up on a regular baSl~. Pcrhaps attcndance 

would have been better if more students were actually paymg for the serVlCC~. Âhmed 

attributed pOOl' attendance to "the Comorian mentahty" and the faet that he dlu 1I0l 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 sornething ... Staff is a big problem. After lhree months, Mohammed 
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had stop peel cornmg and Ahmed was teaching on his own. In addition, he had to contend 

with the l'eaee Curp.." wlllch for the last four years has been offering free English courses 

to Comonans m orller tn tram It~ IIlcollîmg vo!ullteers. 

1 wa..., very Intcre~ted 111 heanng more about how Ahrned sells hlS ~ervice given these 

hmitatiom. 1 a~kcd ~omc more questions about dlffcrent ways of getting students, and we 

bcgan talklllg about word of mOllth. How often do yUll talk to people about ESC? 1 talk 

about it to a lot of people, because 1 don't want people to think l'm doing 

poli tics. 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, wc are too corruptcd by modern advertising. He smiles wide and 1 laugh 

because wc buth know how casy It IS ta blame "les Français." Ahmed says that half of his 

students heard about ESC through ward of mouth. In the past, the village eiders 

would scnd mcsscngel's by foot to inform I)Cople of important news. 

Indlj;cnous MarketIn~ 

When 1 asked Ahmed if there was any relationship between teaching English and 

tourism 111 the Comoros, he answered by telling me about an innovation which is an 

IInportant part ot 11IS practIcal approach ta language training: the academic tour. On an 

acadcllllc tour Ahmed rounds up hls studcnts, puts them in the back of a pickup tlUck and 

takcs them around the the City, speaking ta them only in English, as if they were tourists. 

Wc will trcat our students as tourists because they will be able to learn by 

doing and they will appreciate thc democratic atmosphere. From the way he 

was talking, 1 gathered that they Il:.tdn't done this very often. Later 1 arranged for a car sa 1 

could observe 111111 ln action. We don't have a car, although we can probably do 

it without a c"r. Whcn Ahmcd ex.plained this ta me, 1 became very ex.cited about the 

mat keting potential of SlH.:h a tour and we began talkmg about how attracting attention to the 

tour 111lght be a good way to get more students. Comorians are very curious. "Wc 

could takc thcm to the pmt oftice, the market," 1 ~aid, "maybe even the beach." Then 

Ahmed stopped because Mohammed seemed somewhat frustrated with our enthusiasm. 

Mohammed hesltated for a moment and then said: Me personally, 1 don't see the 

value of doing academic tours, it has to bc something apart from 
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advertising, it has to be something for the students. 1 stoppcd too, for a 

moment, to think about how my ideas muy be affecting my researeh and Ahmed's language 

sehool. 

The Government 

1 asked Ahmed if the government is a problem for lus busmcss. Ile an~welcd: The 

government? We haven't thought about that. WhCll 1 :.l~!\.l'd what the gOVCI1l11lCIll 

wants from hi m, he mentioned three thll1gs. They don't want tu put thcir stamp on 

just anything. In order for ESC to be officially registered, the ministel" of 

education wants to be sure of Illy qualifications as a teaclu.'r and to gel this 

approval it wouldn't hurt if we were l'rom the same political 11at'ty as him. 

Then the minister of planning needs to he notified. This is not so dil'lïcult, 

but he needs to see my license, which may take a long timc to gel. The 

third person concerned is the regional governor. Ile looks al my license at 

the end of each yea .. and tells me how much hlX to pay. A license costs 

about 50,000 CFA. At this point Ahmed had 110t completcd ail of the stcp~. This is 

just a trial period. 

According to Ahmed, recognition of ESC by the govcrnmcnt and havlllg a chat ter j~ 

important for students so they can receivc a certificatc artel' their studics and for ESC ~() Il 

can have access lO funding sources for !'uturc expansIon. Dcspitc thcsc comlllcllls, Ihough, 

1 still had the feeling that Ahmed placed very little falth III the governmcnl. In allothcl 

interview he said: Comorians understand that if you want a gond education, 

you have to pay for it, because the governrncnt schools arc bad. They can't 

even pay their teachers regularly. By taking pressure off crowded govcrIlmcllt 

schools, private schools like Ahmed's are helping the government more than the 

govemment is helping them. 
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Discussion 

There are several pomt~ of discus~ion whlch emerge from Ahmed's case. First, his 

idea ta ~tart the busines~ was ba~ed on hi~ ~kills and experience and not on any assessmc •• t 

of the market for Engllsh cour~e~ in the COI11oros. There is no doubt that he is a qualified 

tcacher and cClti.unly thclc arc ComOliall~ who arc interested in learmng English. 

Ilowevcr, Ihe~c Iwo fact~ alone do Ilot guarantee a successful business. Ahmed did very 

httlc rescarch to dcwrll1l11e the extcnt of the dcm;md for his service.48 Consequently, he 

had ditfïcultle~ gctt1l1g and kccpll1g students. C10sely related is the second point, 

indl~enoll~ fonm. of l11ark.etl1l~. DespIte the fact that Ahmed had very little concrete 

information abOlit the market for English, he used several lechniques (word of mcutl1, the 

acadcl11lc tour, etc.) to plOmole hls busmess which were lI1expensive and cuiturally 

sensitive. The~c forms of mdlgcnous marketmg are Ilot obvious to the average 

busmcs~mall, who, having LOO much fmth in westcm-stylc adveltising, might have stopped 

aftcr reahzlJ1g that fliers and radio aels are too cxpensive. As Ahmed pointed out, 

Comorians are very curious; hls market1l1g efforts attempted to capitalize on this 

curi,)sity. Tlm is an Important aspect of Ahmed's entrepreneurialism. 

The third point pcrta1l1s to ~overnment. There is no doubt that tlle potential abuse of 

government taxation was one factor which discoW'uged Ahmed from expanelmg the seale of 

ESC. Otller factors, howevcr, also limited the t;lOwth of the company. As 1 suggest 

abovc, Ahmet! was not rcady to expand. He wanted to be sure the idea would work before 

IIlVcstillg ail hl~ reSOlllCCS. But pcrhaps more unportantly, the number of people willing 

and able to pay for ~Ul'h a service may not have been as f,'reat as Ahmed expected. 1 would 

argue tllut the govcrnmcnt per se is not Ahmed's most significant obstacle. He himself said 

he had Ilot givcn the government vely much thought. 

4HAccordmg 10 PCll'r Johnson. Dobson Centre for Entreprcneunal Studies, this is the most common reason 
101 laiIure 01 small bUSIllCSSl'S 11\ Qucbcc and other reg IOns in North Amenca. Personal communication, 
July 1993. 
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MABUKlJ 
Marketing Fish in the Mountains49 

Thcre is always someonc home at Hass<lllc'S house. The lïrst person 1 saw was hl~ 

mother-in-Iaw. She was feeling a bit SH':k. but munagcd to gel out a fcw greetlllgs alld .ISI-.. 

the other people in the roOIll \Vhar 1 \Vas dülllg thele. They tolll hel tltat 1 wa'> a Illend 01 

Hassane's and thatl had come to spend a fc\V days. 'l'hl" was SllIlIdllll, 11~llIlIg capital 01 

the south of Grande Comore The food IS on the table and the guest\ 1l10"'qllltO 1Il't I~ III 

place, but there's 110 ceremolly, no fll~s. I1as~,lIlc's hOll~e, lI\...e III a Il Y (\)1]1011\111 hou:-.l':-', 

is in a constant ~tate of becull1tng. li IS a cement sk.dcton wlth ~pacc whl'Il' the doO!:-. ,lIld 

windows WIll be. ln~ide there i~ a table wlth four chairs and on the table I~ a howl wIlh 

plantains, coconut milk and a chunk. of fish in the middle. ThIS IS WltCll' lla:-,~allc and 1 

began our work. 

Growing Uo 

Hassane tells me about his father: Everyday we used to go to the 

countryside to take care of the cows. My fatllcr would take us thcre tu 

drink fresh rnilk every day before goillg to ~chool...1 think about my father 

and his l'ole in society. He was vely conservative hut cv(~ry()ne rcs.,ected 

hirn .•. Hc loved children. These are our children, he would ~ay, (hey made 

sorne mistakes, itls truc, but if wc donlt. care for them, who will'! ... My 

father himself was not educated, but he valucd education. Ile ~()Id hi~ 

goats so that he coulu send his brothcr to school in Madagascar. And it 

was this uncle that made sure 1 went to school. 

49 The intervIews for this r~e study werc conductcd ln French. 
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Everyhody 

fJassane\ voice cut~ through the air. He speah sharply but never harshly and his 

l!yc~ sparkle when he sIm les. In Shindini, everybody wants Hu~s(lIle. Old women want 

11Is fish, young men want hi~ car, tnends want hls money, and anthropologlsts want his 

time. Evcryhocly wants to ~ce Ha~sanc, ~o 1 stUI1cd calhng him "Everybody." 

On thc day wc !Jegun wOlk, thc tïr~t pClson to vI~Il was theclujdu vil/age. There 

were rUl11or~ that a group of boy~ trom Fumbul1Il1'ld plans to ~abotage a mafriage 

ceremony lhat was to bc hcld li1 Shll1dlnJ 111 the coming week. Upon heanng this news, the 

tlu1 went dllcClly to Ila~~ane and a~kcd that Ha':>sane take hun to the police station in 

Fumbllni to prcvellt Il trom happclllng. Wc ail got 1Il Has~ane'~ tnIck and went together. 

1 le sloppcd 111 cwry Village on the way, ~omctlll1eS lwo or threc limes, picking up 

pa~~cllgcrs who ~topped when they ~aw LIS commg !Il OIder ta louk sttanded on the black 

lar. Whcll wc n:tlll ncd, an LInde was waIting at the door to ask him for ~ome money, 

hccall~e he nccdcd new ~hoe~ and he was feelIng ill: "When l tWist my an11 like this, it 

hurls ten Ibly." 

Hassane upologlzed for the mterruplions. 1 tried to convince him thut they weren't a 

problem. "lt\ totally nOllllal for us to stop what wc're doing when someone comes to see 

you. Imcan, lhls i~lù the U.S., people don't make appOil1Lments. Actually, l'm ev en 

taking noles on lhem. 1 dlllÙ know what you think, but from my point of view this is aIl. 

part of the joh yOll have ln do and Illy ~tLldy 1~ about yOlll Job." He ~eemed to understand 

and he let IlIC kllow once :l!!all1 that he felt bad that wc couldn't work straight ùlrough. Just 

thcn a young gll'l WIth tat cheek~ and huck tccth came in and beg(ln to rCl11ll1d Hass,me that 

he plOl111scd ln huy her ~OI11C c1othcs. She diJn't scem very needy; sbe was wcll-dressed 

and weil-l'cd lIassallc ~ays of course 1 haven't forgotten, but there are lots of 

1)I'obiems and no money. She slmles and asks Hassane for 50 francs ta buy a 

coconut 1 le glve~ her 100. 

Ikginnmg Work 

As a boy, 1 used to fish on the rocks and 1 used to get money .;elling 

tish tails. Then 1 would give the money to my mother to make it look Iike 1 
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wus contributing too; 1 think this b how 1 Icarnl'd tn miln .. gl' lU.' IIWlll'.'. 

Of course she would have to add IIIUIll'." of her 0\\ Il I)l'fon' ... hl' nmld hu." 

me something. Hassane wa~ bOl Il III 1 L)b2 and 1" the "Lcond ('1 ll'Il 1.:ll\ldll'll lit" 

posItiOn as the oillest SOIl requlIl'd Illm ln a\~lIml' a lot 01 lamlly 1l':-.pnll\lhlllly 11.1,,\.IIlC 

was still in school wheI1 Ills tather tïr~t tell dl, but hl' trIt Ob!lg.\lt'd tn mah' mOlle\' tll Ill'Ip 

his family. He lik.ed fishing, but ~.ly~ that 1I1ltwlly he W.I~ pu\hl.'d 1I11l. Il III ~lIpplHI h,,, 

family. He stopped ~ellll1g tï~h laiis and ~OOI1 bccaIllc <1 :-.pe('(alt~t 11111\:t Il:-.11111).', At the .lgl' 

of l6, he began spearfishII1g. He and lt friend lIscd wood and an \lILl 1I11ll'1 tllhe to dC\lgll .1 

speargun which they lIsed lIntil they had enollgh 111011ey tn blly equlpllll'Ilt 

Fishing School 

Hassane was a good student, but even after two attcJllrt~ he wa"l1 't ahle to pa~s thl' 

secondary school exit exam (the BAC). Somcltmc artel' 111:-' :-.econd faikd ,lttl'lllpt, Ilas~lllll' 

heard about the Fishl11g School, a profes~IOllal 11 alIllllg <.:cntel 101 yOllng ('OlllllJ lan 

tishennen. He applted 10 the ~chool, which was a pal t 01 a Ilt.:W plOgl alll belll).! devdopcd 

by the Japane~c Developmcnl Agcncy, and he wa\ llccl'pted Ila"~al1l' wa~lI't \un' about 

going to unother Island (An louan, the second largest 1~land 01 the ('()Ill(ll()~) 10 1 i ve .llili 

study. My family said "if you wantcd tu he ;'1 fï~herlllall why didll" yOIl ~Iarl 

before'? Why did you waste ail that time going 10 .,chool if ail yOIl W4IIit 10 

do is fish?1t But it seerned like a great ol>portunity and 1 wa~lI't doing 

anything cise, so 1 dccided to go ... The fir~t year wa., hal'd~ 1 (:ame hack 

homesick cvery HIrel' rnonths and 1 had to force llIy~clf ln t'ontillllc thc 

second year ... 1 think it was a good deci~ion, Ihere 1\ a CCI (alll dq'J(:l' of 

uncertainty 111 11Is VOICC. He e1aboratc\, a~ If he 1\ lryll1g tu COI1V!lIlC u:-. hoth that he lIIade 

a good decislon. now 1 have a trade .. .Ilrn a fhherman, hut unlikc oUlcr 

fishermen, lIve studied fishingj navigation, nlotor repair, management, 

electronics, oceanography and fibergla~s boat construction. 1 know how to 

do aH these things. HI~ training seb him apan from the va:-.t rnaJ0rJly of COlllonan 

tisherman. 

As graduates of the first cIass of the Japanese fishll1g sehoul, Ha~\alle and hl~ 

classmates ail had jobs waItmg for them upon graduation. Ha~sal1c wa~ a\\lgned 10 an 
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EEC fisherie~ projeçt. He enJoyed hi~ work at fiN, but before long he began to have 

conflict\ with lm ~uper\'lsor. He I~ ~keptjcal about the foreign development workers (in 

French, "cooperallt~") who clOwd the country. When the conflict~ worsencd, Hassane 

talked wlth a t0I111er cla~~mate l'rom the FI~htng School aboUllus frusu·ation on the job. 

Through penodic conver~atIOns, lIa~~ane Icallzed that he and his fnend Mohammed had a 

lot 111 cornillon and they began mecung ùn a regular basls Lo dl~cu",~ the possibility of 

starting thelr own company. Whcn they finally decided 10 Join forces it w~ . .., the first 

partnershlp to UCCUI alllOng FI~hlllg School graduates. 

Mohammcd caJrJe~ III~ bon\..\ in a briefca~c and wears httle round glasses with 

frame~, bulllO lenses. HIS nlckname, "Mabuku," cornes from the Enghsh word "book" 

and allucle~ to hls ~choolll1g a!'> weil a~ to the faet that he al ways çarries a book-lïIled 

briefcase. When Ha~sane and Mohammed bcgan their business, they dccldecl to eaU it 

Mabukll, so Ha~~ane abo became known as Mabu\..u. Mohammed is the paperwork 

specialist, l'm the one who fixes the boat. During my research, Mohammed 

Mabllkll was III FI ancc being treatecl for a medical condition. Hassune Mabllku was in 

chmge of the business 111 his partner's absence and sa 1 worked exclusively with him . 

The Business 

Mohammed and Hassane, both graduates of the Ftshing Sehool and both familiar 

with fishing on the southcrn shores of the island, make a good team. Their idea was to 

pool resourccs sa tllcy could increase the amount of fish they were catching and eventually 

save enough mOllcy to buy a car for the rcgular distribution of fish in their region. Now 

the two pm'wcl s havc a ~table and glowing enterprise. They employ six fishers50 on a 

full-ti me ba~l~ and own two bouts (see "Innovations") which spend a total of 5-7 days a 

weck in the waler 011 a rolaling schedule. Most fIshing trips last 2-3 days, but day trips are 

common also, and unpredi<:table weatJler sometimes keeps them from fishing for severa] 

wecks at a timc. After the fish art> caught, a portion is given to fishers and immediate 

family members, ~ol11e 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," hcslues bcmg more genuer ncutra] Utan the standard tenn "flshcnnan," allows me to 
UlstlllgUl~h bctwccll Hassanc anu Ule flshcffilcn who work lor hlffi. 
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The red and yellow Mabuku truck. balTcls along the coastallOud untilu sees tht.' for'" 

which takes them up the side of Mt. Karthala and tlu ough a handflll of villagcs where flsll 

are not availablc on a regular basi~ Kceping the trllc"- in runnmg conditIon IS qUltl' a 

challenge. Hassane al ways secm~ to make do \VIth tcmporary ~olll!lon~ and adaptatlOlls. 

but he spends a lot Lime tendlllg tn mechanicalmattcl~. Thel e IS a ho\c III the bed of the 

truck which allows ralllwatcr 10 rail lI1to the gas tank and e\hall~l tllll1e~ 10 ~el'p bad. IIllo 

the cabin, but the fish don't mllld Mabllkll doesn'{ sl'elll 10 mind l'uhel The tllIck. does 

what is expected of it; It bnngs MabLIku and ll1~ fl"h to pcople who hl.' say~ need 1lI00e 

protein. He announces bIS alTi val to cach village \Vith rcpcated bl'l'p~ l'Will a ~Il'k hOin and 

his sales pitch: Mba ireeee-oh! (a liule bIt of PIOtCII1) Ngabo ircwo! (l'oille gel yOlll 

protein). l'm good at selling, but it's nol eusy. A kilo is never a kilo. 

Hassane usually has to tip the scales with an extra chllnk of flsh 111 OIdcl 1'01 cUStOIllCIS to 

accept the transactIon. If that ~t1ll isn't enollgh, Hassanc WIll play haId to gCl, SOI1lCtilllCS 

pretending to leave so that people will buy. Wc can't come back tn Shindini with 

fish, what will people think? They'll insult us becausc we d~dn'l walll tn 

sell to them and now the fish are 12 hours less rresh. 

The first year was good but thcn things became difficult hccause we 

started establishing a clientele and pcop!e started asking liS for lhings. 

Hassane is referring to the incessant favors asked of thcm; ~ome people wanl a ride, SOIllC 

want money, some want fish. Almost everyonc wants creolt. Wc huve '0 givc credit. 

If we don 't, people will say we're mean, and they won't buy from liS. And 

if you have fish that's about to go bad, YOIi don't really have a choice hut 

to give it to someone. For Hassane, becolllll1g sllccessful has had It~ pIlee The 

first year was free and easy but now c"erybody knows Mabuku. It abo ~cell\~ 

that the novelty of Mabuku has worn off. When 1 first Inet the lealll ln 1990, they were ~till 

starting the business. At that point their enthusIasm was contagIOlI~. 1 a~kcd J la~sane lo 

talk about his marketing: 1 dont' know if what we do is marketing, hut people 

know Mabuku and they come to us when they necd fish. They mu~t have donc 

marketing of one fonn or anothèr. One man ~ent Ha~~ane a note aliklllg for 50 kil()~ 01 lJ~h 

with five days notice. The man sent his son for the fish, but the weather had bccn had and 

Hassane didn't have any. Then the man sent his slster, who insi~ted that Hassanc \)cll her 

50 kilos of fresh fish. 1 didn't know this man and he was acting as if 1 had a 
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freezer full of fresh fish just waiting to be sold. Mabuku's reputation brought 

him thi!\ busme~!\, but ObVIOU!\ly he was not yet prepared to be managing large fish 

Invcntone~. 

Innovations 

Wh en 1 firsl began working with Mabuku 1 thought there was only one innovation 

whieh eoncerned my reseafeh, but it soon became ObVlOlIS that this was not the case. Not 

long arter declding to work together, Hassane and Mohammed had the idea to go to theif 

tcaehers al the fi ~hmg sehool and a~k for help gettll1g boats. They were trained on large, 

orange flbergla~~ boats with bUlIt-in 'notors, large pontoons and space for cold storage. 

The boat.,>, callcdlapawa , were designed by the Japanese to approximate the traditional 

Comorian outriggcl fishing canoe, theGalawa.. Theil' idea was to ask that these boats be 

loancd or even rCl1tcd to the graduates of the fishing sel1001 with the hope that each student 

would staIt his own hJsll1ess. The way Hassane explained the story to me, he and 

Mohammed organizcd ail the graduates, drafted a proposaI and presented their proposaI to 

the direetor of the fishing sehoo\. We felt our tl'-3chers would Iisten to us. After 

hearing what the ~tlIdents had to say, the Japanese agreed to supply their students with free 

bouts and t'l'ce flshing tqü!pn'ent. 51 1 was skeptieal about how Hassane and Mohamed 

were ahle to eonvinee the Japanese to donate a fieet of such valuable bouts along with 

supplies. The faet remains, however, that they have the boats and they did not pay for 

them. This was Mabuku's flfst Innovation. 

The agreement was put through nonnal governrnent channels for approval and was 

aecepted, but the fishing sehool was asked to give sorne of the boats to the Comorian 

Ministry of Production. Tlus meant that the students would have to share; two students per 

boat. When the 1)l'csidcnt 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 

wcre looklllg up. The fishing was good. An average catch for one boat on a 

two-day tl'Ïp was between 75 and 150 kilos of fish. On a good trip we 

51 Accorumg 10 the E.l.U .. Japan donatcd 36 flshmg boats III 1989,m addition ta the 50 they had donated 
prcvlOusly (ElU 1992: 44). 
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eould come home with more than 250 kilos. Hassane \Vas Sl)(llCwhat libcral w1lh 

his estimates. One partlCular \Vt:ck in July. 1 saw (\Vo hoat~ l'Oille had. t'mpty. and a thltt! 

with about 70 kilos of flsh. This l11ay have bren. as llassane suggcstcd. due to (Ill' ~l'a~OIl 

Throughollt the intelvicw proccss, he tlIdn't dISCll~S the \wathl'I 1l111ch mOl t' thall thl~. 

After getting the bouts. catchll1g flsh \Vas no longcl dIltïcult. but -.dllllg thcllI \''.IS 

Enter innovation numbcr t\\'o: a cal At flr~t Mabuk.u ll~cd local uamportal1on belWl'Cl1 

Fumbuni (the leglOnal capital) and Morolll to ~clI its Iish. The bush hi'is wt'rc ahvays 

erowdcd and not ail the drivers would a~ree 10 lakc us wilh our tish. Nol 

to mention the faet that with bush taxis we h~ld to stay in onl' place for a 

long time. Soon Mohammed and Hassane began acuvcly look.lI1g fOl thelr own 

transportation. They had some savings from fIsh sales, but l1ellher caille Iwm 100 poor a 

backgrourd that he couldn't depend on wealthlcr fanllly I1lcmher~ 101 ~hOl Ht"111I credit. 

Their first chance was to buy a u~ed vehlcle that wa~ belllg s~)ld at the po~t ofj ICC III 

Moroni, where Hassane's sister-Ill-law \VOl ked. The velllc\e was a Renault Hl, Illodcl kd 

after the Renault 4L but Wlth a large, covcred rcUi section for carrylllg hcavy loads. At 

BO,OOO CFA, the priee was nght, so they bought two. They didll't IcalJl.c 11l1tIllatcl that 

neither of the cw's was operational. But that was okay, wc necdcd a second truck 

anyway for spare parts. Three mechanics and 900.000 CFA later. Mahllku had a 

running vehicle and an almost complete set of spare parts. They began dlstllhuLlllg Ilsh 

immediately. 

At frrst they encounteled problems because people who saw the yellow po!'\t offIce 

truck thought they were using a post office vehide to transport fï~h. l'II1ally they were 

stopped by the police and were told that if they didn't paint their vel1J(:\c they would he 

fined and put in jail. 1 went to get sorne estimates for paintin~ the truck, hut 

they wanted so mueh money, we said it's Ilot worth it, lct's du il 

ourselves. With an almost mtentional dlsregard for ae~thetics, they callcd togclher ail the 

children in their neighborhood, handed out bru~he~ and ~lowly conveltcd the ycllow truck 

into a red one (or as red as eight liters would permit). Wc didn'l care what it lookcd 

like, we just didll't want to get arrcstcd. It\ truc, the truck was ugly. '1'0 top Il 

off, they asked the village artis! to paint a picture on cach side: a ~hark wlth a book 011 one 

side, and a tuna with a book on the other si de. The tu na represents the Comorian 

fisherman, the book is to show that wc've studied fishing, the shark i~ us, 
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we arc thc ~harks among fishcrmen. Hassane's style was more like a tuna. 1 had a 

feeling 1hat the ~hark wa,> lm partner\ idea. At first people weren't interested in 

buying fish as much a~ they were interestcd in the picture. We must have 

explaincd what the Jlicture meant ten times a day. 

The only two ~tlldent,> to ~tay together ~ince gIaduating from ùle fishinE school are 

Mohammcd and Has~ane. Othcr fïsh1l1g ~ehool graduates contmue to fish, but since they 

work alonc they have had limited succcs~ and very few have managed to break into markets 

outslde of thelr homctowns Has~ane thmks the pannershlp is one of the reasons that 

Mabuku has bcell ~o ~lIcce~~flll. 1 dsked him what has enabled them to stay together up till 

now. As we got lo know each other we realized we have a lot in cornrnon: 

same region, same school, same poli tics. Actually, they even married into the 

same famlly. They also support the same politIeal figure, a man who is probably the 

region\ most powerful polttl<;ian. These eommon elements help the partnership advance 

and help kccp il intact. Has!lane gives another reason for their success: We only 

became friends in the second year of fishing school. But the most 

important thing is our philosophy; it's our business, it's our money. We 

do everything together. This is the glue that holds Mabuku in place. This 

collaboratIon was cenu'al to Mabuku's third innovation: theu's is a cooperative model of 

management. not ollly between partners, but also between the partners and their fishers. 

Hassane described the profit sharing mechanism: After operating expenses, ail the 

revenues al'c divided in half, one half for the fishers and one half for us 

(llassane 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 dt'cide how much to take for food and the rest is earnings. Hassane 

often arrives on the beach as the ftshers are deciding how to distribute the catch. His 

presence IS authontauve but not authoritanan; 1 found it difficult to determine who actually 

llIakes the decisioll Accordmg to Hassane, trust is not an issue dllring distribution since 

chcating cOlild not go unnoticed and skimming would mean less profit for everyone. Then 

wc record the eamings as salary, add it up and pay them at end of the 

month. If we didn't do this, they would spend it ail 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 hUll underst .1d wlll'rl' his 

money goes and how to manage it better. 

So what distinguishcs Mabuku flOll1 other flShcrl1lcll'! H's the ()q~'lI1i/ ... ti()n. 

because wc were the tirst to set ut> a scheduk whel'e Wl' ('ould ~o tu ~l'a l'or 

2-3 days at a time. 52 They \Wll' pcrhap~ nOl the fll"st to ~tay .11 ...ea OVl'lllIght lIhcll' .\ll" 

fishermen's staries about gettlllg lost al sca 111 an olltnggcr .Ult! landlllg wCl'k~ latcl UII tht' 

Tanzanian coast), but unhke many fishcnllcn, they have made Il .\ rl'gular p.u 1 ot thclI 

schedule. Also~ wc don't de .. 1 ,"ith .my middlemen. Most 11(.'0I)le who O'Hl 

large boats Iike this don't have anything to do ",itla the lishin~ 01' tht· 

distribution, they just hire a cousin or somcbody to do it l'or t11l'1II. With 

Mabuku, wc take fish from the water .111 the way to the peOI)le. We'rc there 

every step of the way.53 This pOlllt captures the most important (hffclL'ncl' bctwCl'1l 

Mabuku and other flShlllg operations. 

Entrepreneurshlp and Social Chan~ 

For Hassane, productivity is one of the ma st serious problems he faces. Dcspilc 

relatively advanced equipment and staff of six, Hassane says he is not able to catch cl10ugh 

fish, He wants to catch more fish so mat the priee will come down and he wanls the pIlee 

to come down sa that people can have more prolClll 111 thclI dlet.54 The I)rice oflish 

goes down and people eat bettcr. Therc's not enough protein fC)I" Pf~OI)le 

here, normally a family should cat 4 kilos of fish a day; wllen they know 

they cao buy more, they will. His plan is to II1vest 111 advanced IIShlllg cquipll1cnt to 

catch enough fish so that he can serve as a fish wholesaler to lïsh~cllers who dlstn hlIte 

within and among the villages in his rcgion. Hassanc knows that cven at a ~lIbstalltially 

lower priee, if he can sell more fish he swnds to make consIderable profit, but he IS hOllcst 

about his personal interests in thh venturc. If the pric(' cornes down, 1 stand tn 

52 "Going to sea" from Shmdml mvolves a day tnp across the water to Moheh, the ~OIalle,>t 01 tlle three 
islands and flshmg Ils shores for Iwo 01 threc days bcfore rciurnlllg 10 Grandc Comorc. 
53 Vertical intcgral10n IS nol common III small-cnterpnse ln the Comoros. For more on the subJcct .. cc 
Coase (1952). 
54 Sec Acheson (1986) for a dlScus~lon of the clleet., olllrm Sll.e on entreprellcunal sucees,> and the cl/ccl>; 
of economles of scale on local consumptlOn pattelll'i 
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make money. He abc acknowledges the confilct which may arise between himself and 

other local produccr~. The general popLllation may be ecstatic about fresh fish at half the 

prIee, but the other tï~her~ In lm village, many of whorn aIe Hassane's friends and 

cxtended fallllly, are Ilot the Ica~t bit happy about Mabuku's plans to catch/sell more fish 

and dOllllnatc the llIarket. Furthermore, Shmd1l11 ~till does not have clectnclty or cold 

storagc, whlch hccome more unp0l1ant a~ catches mcrease 111 Slze. It also seems inevitable 

that, wlth lIllle, consurncrs wIll adapt to lowçr fish prIees by bnnging less money, not by 

buytng more fIsh. Hassane dlsagrees. For him, ail of these factors are potential probIems, 

but they do not outweigh the possible benefits of his plans, both for himself and for 

Comonan ~oclcty. 

Wc wcre talking about the fishers in his village and somehow the subject got 

changed: 1 didn't al ways know that 1 wanted to be a fisherrnan. Ali my 

brothers are fishermen, ail my cousins are fishermen. After deciding to go 

to the fishing school, 1 had this plan to learn everything 1 could about 

fishing, come back hcre, teach thelll everything 1 know and then--then his 

mother comes in. It was lllght, she came by to visit Hassane. 1 listened to them exchange 

a few words and then 1 asked Hassane what his mother thought about his decision to go ta 

fishing ~choo1. He asked her and she sa id "Oh, 1 don't know." He asked her again and he 

hedged again. He rolled hls eyes and said to me in a discouraged tone, she canlt 

answer, she doesn't know what she thinks ... She tried to defend herself: "If 1 say 

it was a bad dccislon you'll say l'm a difficult mother, if 1 say it was a good decision you'U 

say 1 don't want good things for my son, so what am 1 supposed to ... " Hassane cuts in: 

What were you saying, Bob? 1 got the Impression that they might have had a similar 

conversation al some pOl11t in the past and that it might be better ta go on with my 

questions. 

Ali my friends are doctors and technicians, and me? 1 just fish. He 

pauses. 1 want to gel into politics. 1 want to be a deputy and get sorne of the 

glory. 1 walll to catch up to rny friends. Despite his ambitions, Hassane feels that 

people respect him for what he has done. 1 asked him how he is viewed by other 

Comorians: the headmaster said to his students: "Things are ha rd now; you 

have to go to school even to learn to fish. These Mabuku guys, they use to 

be my stlldents 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 mcans that thanks to us. bcing H 

fisherman isn't such a bad thing. Hassane is one of the four pcople who WCll' aS~l'd 

to represent Shmdinl at reglOnal PTA I11ceting~ Wc wantcd tu ,-alorisl' thc I)()sitiun 

of fishermen. The Japanese were very committed tu dl'veh)l)ing the fi~hing 

industry here too, because in Japan fhhermcn arc highly cstCl'lUl'd. 1 k 

thinks that Comorian flshcnnen lihould be lesp~ctcd III the samc way ... l'II never (Illit 

Mabuku, l'ven if 1 get offered a dcputy I)Ositiol1 tOIllO .... OW 1 cun IICVCI' 

forget Mabuku, it was my first stcp. It has a life of its OWII. 

Discussion 

ln the context of the Comoros, one of the most interesting aspects of thc Mabll~ll 

venture is its cooperative form of management. Partnerslups and oùlcr honzol1tal fDllllS of 

management structure are rare in the Comoros and, cxcept l'or Mabllku, lInhcard of in 

small-scale fishing.55 The model he and his partner have developcd, is of course, Ilot 

totally cooperative. Tht partncrs are responsible for certain strategie dccislOIlS on willeh 

the fishers have no say and shares in the profits are not equal betwccn fïshers and pal tncrs. 

This is expected given the investmeqt and responsibility asslllllcd by thc two pat Illcr~. 

Unlike a strictly vertical organizalion, however, the fishers are trained (and participate) III 

every aspect of the busmess from catch to sale. Hassane consldcrs this guidance an 

important part of his dut y as an employer. 

Another important marker of Hassane's entreprcncurialism are the attcmpts he has 

made at expansion. More so than any of the other entrepreneurs studlcd, Hassanc has very 

precise long-tenu goals for t11e growth of the bus mess. He is continually looking for Ilew 

technology and new combinations to make Mabuku blgger and bcller. Othcr cntlcprcncur~ 

talked about getting into more profitable lines of work (sec below), but Hassane's vision 

involves promoting what he and his partner have already set into motion. ThIS approaeh 

55 ln future research 1 will examine the constraints to cooperation 10 small-cnterprisc and manufacturmg in 
the Comoros, "Wc Are Mabuku," an unpubltshed manuscnpt. discusscs thesc Issues in greater dcllllJ. 
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distingui~hes Ha~sane from the entrepreneunal type which prefers to go from business to 

busme~:-" :-,ettlllg up and ~clling once the operation 1S up and 11111ning.56 

La~tly, thl:-' ca:-,e ~tudy Jl1ake~ c1ear the demand~ put on entrepreneurs' tlme, money 

and property hy famJly and fellow commul11ty member~. As economic leaders, 

entrcprencUl s III the COIl1()ro~ bccome social leaders because ùley have access to resources 

that the average C011101 tan doesn't. If they refuse requests made for materials, gifts, 

1110ney, etc, they Will mevItably lose the status wluch access to resources alone cannot 

provIde. 

BASE-COM TIRES 
Ali Day and Ali Night57 

Base-Com goes by the name of his business. His real name, Ali, is one that he rarely 

he,lrs, but that does not seem to bother him. He has a lot invested in his business, the first 

24·hour service in the Comaros, 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 wm; basically a famler. When 1 asked Ali questions about his family he 

was 1110st 1I1leresled in talking about his grandmother, Hanussl, who was very well-known 

in lheir C0llll11umty. She was the owner of the property that he now rents and Ali attributes 

Ills carly intclest 111 business to the basics that he learned from hlS grandmother. He was 

born in 1963. the fourtll of seven children and came to the capital to seek a living at the age 

of 17. Ait had \lever been to school except for the obligatory three years of Koranic 

Sdwol5X and sOllle literacy truming 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. 

Whcn it Ischoolj was hard, 1 gave up; 1 still can't write a leUer even in 

Arabie. but 1 ean read and 1 know the numbers real weil. 

56 1 have termcd tlus type the "buttertly entrepreneur." SceRadlO Karthala . 
57 The IIItl'rVICWS lOi thls ca,>e :;tudy were conductcd 70% 1II French and 30% In Comorian. 
5~ ('olllonan duldrl'n usually attend Kormllc school (a sort of lslmnic nursery school) from the age of thrce 
or Inur unhl thc age 01 SIX. 
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Be~nnin~ to Work 

When Ali was younger, his beya , or "age group," dccided to come ln Moroni and 

that each one would leam a u·adc. He chose woodworking but he IGst a IÏngcr III ail 

accident and decided to becomc a tailor lIlstead. 1 went to my mother :.md asked for 

her help to buy a sewing machine. Shc wantcd me tn s('11 a 1)lot of land t hat 

belonged to her. 1 said 1 can't do that, it's not good to sell sOlIIething 'ha' 

belongs to the family. In order to save the l110ncy he needed and lem Il the tlHde, Ah 

became an apprentice under a well-known tailor 111 MOlonl. In nine l11olllh~ he had ~avcd 

enough money to buy hlS own machine and after a ycar and a half he was '\cl hee" 10 

work for himself in 1983. By 1986 he had saved enough llloney 10 go 10 M:lI sCIlIc 10 Ic,u n 

more about the trade. There he found a job doing touch-up WOI k In a small shop oWIll'd by 

a Jewish tailor and whcn he returned to the COl11oros he bwught with Imll a wlde variety 01 

income-generating equipment: four sewing machl11cs, Iwo stereos, dl1ldrens' dOlhes, 

basic welding and mechanics' tools, an air complessor and soldering equipmenl. 

Everything 1 brought back was something that would enable me tu make 

more money. 

First Ventures 

1 was 24 when 1 opened my first store. ft went weil because 1 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. Saon he started travelling ta bring back thillgs to sell· .. nuions, 

dried fish, and clothes arc good items bccausc they're incxpensive tn buy 

and they are in high demand here. l've been to Madagascar, Nairobi, 

Mauritius, and Jedda. His business startcd out a~ a small shop III a new nCIghhorhood 

in Moroni. He sold Coke, crackers, clgarettcs, matchcs, undcrwcar, huttons, candy, 

sugar, soap -- lots of things. Now his shop is much blgger. It is lacated on the curve 
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whlch pa~~e~ through one of the mo~t dcn~ely populated neighborhoods in Moroni. His 

business ha~ becn ~() ~ucœ~~lul that the nClghborhood now bears the name of his shop. 

Selling "en détail" is Iimiting. With ~ high itcm inventory, you can't 

control the stock if yuu Icavc ~umc()ne cbe in charge. If you sell things by 

the gross yuu just count the things you have and you count the money you 

have. Ah deab wilh ~t:vclUl A"lan wholc:-.alels on a Iegular basls, but l think he has a 

sllIlpllSliC VICW 01 thl:lr (}pcrutlon~. They mu~t beur the ~tre~~ of In"cgulm' product supplIes 

and <lcal wlth lUI ge amount:-. of credIt ta C0l110llan retaJler~. Ta Ah, though, they are the 

big mell 01 COlllonan bU:-'llle:-." and they have Il ea:-.y because they sell wholesale. It'; 

mueh harder to gel away with ~omething [if you sell wholcsalel. There are only 

two people wlth whol11 Ali wlllleave the shop, hi~ best friend and his fIancée. U's really 

hard to Icave sOll1conc herc beeause they don'l know the priees and so how 

can 1 trust them? Not bemg able to Icave the shop rneans that Ali has lirnited access to 

II1formallon and goods wllIl:h arnve at the port [rom time to time. A good wholesaler 

nccds 3,000,000 CFA. What woulct you do with 500,000'1 Nothing. What would 

yOll do wlth I,OOO,OOO'! Invcsl in wholcsaling. 2,000,000'1 Start a gas station, 

24 hours. That's what 1 rcally want to do. l've al ways wanted to own a 

gas station. 1 like thc idea of selling gas beeause 1 know what rnoney l'Il 

h'lve aner l've sold everything. Bere he is refer. ing to the difficulties associated 

WIth contIOlling lI1ventory in "detail" retailmg. l asked Î1im if he ever got tired of spending 

ail hls time at the shop. 1 Iike being here. Il wasn't profitable to hire sorneone 

on with 3,OO() francs curning in pel' day; it's easie.· to just do it rnyself. 1 

wondcrcd if Ali rcaltzcd that working alone becomes more difficult as operations expand. 

ls the govc1l1mcnt a problem for you? 1 started ail this with 24,000 CFA for 

the liccnsc und they collcet laxes regularly. He didn't say yes or no. You go to 

tcll them lhat business is bad so rnaybe they ean reduce your taxes. In 

March ,md April the inspectol's come to verify your Iicenst. They don't ask 

whal )'OU makc. they just ask what you have .. .I know it's the governrnent's 

right tu takc these things, but still 1 know that sorne people take the money 

for thcir own pUI'poses. Maybe it's good fol' something, rnaybe sornetimes 

it pays for hospital repairs, or teachers who haven't been paid. You said 
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your shop ùsed ta bring in a lot of 11l0ney, whal changed? 1 used to have the only 

shop in the neighborhood, now they're ail around.5 9 

The Business 

The change is obvious. Buse-Com's store is must y and scttled. l'Ill' button .lUI san' 

all mixed up and despile their plastlc smilcs, the white dolIs look sad 10 he so fadcd and 

dusty. His shop is filled with hundleds of thlllgs that never p.ot ~old. This is whele wc 

work. "C'est pas grave," 1 think to Illy~df. This IS Base-('om's pa~t; 24-hOlll tlll' H.'pall I~ 

Base-Com's future. 

Just around the corner on the S-curve that wlIlds by Ali's stOiC I~ a shad. that flom 

the outside does not look noticcably dissimilm fi 0111 lm. shop Thclc ail" hll\VCVl'l, a kw 

key differences. Here Ba~c-Colll lioes serVICC, nol ~alcs. Thc two opela110n~ ;Ile 

completely sepaI ate; the accolll1t1l1g IS donc scp.u atcly and he ~ets a~lde I,()()() CI, A CVCI y 

day for separate electncity bills. With the money 1 saved, tlad Illy hruthel' St'IHI 

me some start up materials. The things 1 didn't have 1 wa~ ahle 10 mal\('; 

my friend had soldering cxperit:nœ, so we went to a few garag:es and 

copied the tools they were using. HI~ table is a worknench. Il hold~ a Vise, a ~aw, 

a ean of glue and an assortmcnt of rubbcr patches. Strewn ail ovel tht.: tlom ail" tl/CS Big 

tires, little tires, bald tires and lI1ner-tubcs WIth varyll1g amount" 01 ,ur. ThCIl" I~ a ... lIlall .ur 

compressor in the corner which, whcn opel ating, makes IIltcrvlewlIlg II11P()~~lbk, auached 

to the side of the shack i~ a SOI t of bubblc ~tatlon 1 krc, under the all-:-,caso/l protcctlon 01 

a eorrugated tin awnll1b, Ah and hls hdpel~ dOllse un:-,uspt.:ctlllp. IIlllel-lUhc~ III a dllty, 

water-filled, cut-away oii drum, to look for the aIr bubhlt.: ... that allow thcm to do thel/ lob 

Ali ean repair three ho les 111 about tïve mlnutc~ wlthuut the ... lIghtc ... t tran: of dm 011 hl ... 

clean white shirt and presscd slacks. He is doubtlc~s the Ix:..,t-drt.:"..,cd lire 1 t.:pall JlIi1I1 III the 

Comoros. But thls IS not the amazmg part. What's so amanng IS that he does hl" loh ail 

day and aIl J1lght. For the cl}lIIvalent of one Amellcan dollar, yOll cun waI.e up Ail at ally 

time of the night ta fix your fiat. 1 asked AIl why he rcp(lIr~ tJre~. 1 Iikc ~cwing:, but 

fixing tires brings in more money, and 1 still get to u~e my hand~. 

590ther entrepreneurs abo alluded to lIlnUvatlOIl as an ImpoftUll ~urVIVaJ Icdullqul: III COJllonall cntcrpml: 
(sec Radio Karlhala ). 
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Considering the state of most Comorian road surfaces and the old age of most cars, 1 

would say Ali made a good choice. 

Innovations 

Ali startcd the 24 -hour tire service in December 1988. From Oecember 25 to New 

Years is a very busy time, so that's when 1 started to open. 1 put up a 

small black sign with white writing. The sign reads: 

TIRE REPAIR 

AT B \SE-COM'S PLACE 

ALL DA Y - ALL NIGHT 

----------------;> 

Arter the tire ad, things started to change; 1 started getting a lot of 

business at night. Now 1 do more business at night than during the day. 

There's still a lot of variation, but 1 can get up to 25 customers at night and 

only 15-20 dul'Ïng the day, and 1 can charge more at night. Ali doesn't seem 

to I11l11d working lute. Sometimes our work would begin aftel' 11:00 p.m. Most people 

come bcforc twelve. Last wcck one person woke me up at 1:30, but this 

weck no one has waked me up so fa... 1 put up the sign, so 1 shouldn't 

COml)lain if peOI)le bug me late at night; 1 asked for il. 

How (lld yOll get the Idea? ';Vhen 1 startcd thinking about it, 1 was having a 

lot of fl'ee time because business was slow. 0 .. maybe it was because 1 

slecp next to my shop. l'm not sure. Anyway, it's changed my life. Now 

l'm relatively wcll-known. 1 go to the beach and people know me. That's 

why 1 want to stay herc. 1 don't want to go to France and have to start ail 

over ~lgain. l've just started getting somewhere . 
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It's Il :35 p.m. A car pulls up outside and honks polttdy. 1 put dnwn Illy nnlchoo'" 

and follow Ali. It's Omar Tamoll, former Minister of the Inlenol. Imake ,Ill d'foI! to 

exchange small talk: "Hello. How are you? Problem \Vith the tlle') It'~ awfulllll'l' to havl' 

24-hour tire l'epail', huh?" "It ccrtainly is," he an~wers and as Ait Il'mOVl'~ Ihl' nat tilt' 

from the minister's trunk, Tamoll starts singilig Rase-Col11's pr,\Ise~ ")'011 kno\\!. wlth tlll' 

state of our economy it IS wondclful to sec young people II'''e AlI \VOl "'mg ~o hilld, alld ~o 

commJtted ta making ~omethII1g of thelr lives. Whal hL'\ dOlllg I~ a ~crv ICl' 10 our 

communIty." Ah is smillng mildly, Icspectfully, and 1 beglll to takc nOlc~ III my hcad, 

"ThIS young man is nothing short of a l'Ole 11Iode!." 1 k tUlned to 1llL' as 1 t he L'xpccted il 

response. "1 must agl'ee with you, MI'. Tamou." 1 turncd to Ali, but hc was already 

looking for bubbles. 

Credit is a big problem for me, but the COll1oros is small and sn yuu 

have to be a good Muslim and give sOlllething to ~harc (h ... weaUh. On Ille 

wall, rather unnotlceable among the dust-covered llndcl weal and ~orccr c1eat~ 1\ a :--lglJ 

which reads: ABSOLUTELY NO CREDIT. Rcg:udlc:--" 01 the SlglJ, l'ledIt wlth cu:--tOll1t"\ 

is one of Base-Com's bIgge~t probkm~. If more I)Coplc worked, it wouldn'l he 

so serious, but people arcn't (laid. In France, it's okay, hCl'lHlse yOll dUII't 

know anyone, that's the big differencc ... Two or threl' people have 

accounts, because 1 know they'lI pay on a rcgular ha~i~. "or Ihe:--e CU\tOIlH':':--, 

he sets aside his last pack of Benson & Hedge~, They have a W-15,OOO CFA limit, 

but they're good fricnds. A normal limit is 2-J,OOO CFA. Ail t::--lIlllate~ the 

total credIt at any glvcn tIIne ut less the\I1 50,000 CI'A and :--ays that 7WYr, 01 the people who 

take credit nevel' pay It back 1 (\on't like to go running al'tcr I)Coplc who owe Ille 

money. When 1 do that, 1 have to c10sc down the ~hop, and this i~ a 

problem. But if someonc has outstanding crcdit with me, he won 't cOllle 

back because he knows that l'm alway~ hcre waiting Ïor him to pay ... Me, 

don't owe money to anyone. 1 hate to be in debt. 
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Good Hlisband 

Ah 1~ one of the few Comonall~ 1 know who never askea me for anything; people 

there u~lIally a~k for thmg~ IIke money, or mc(lIcine, or free English lessons. One day we 

were working late and both gettmg t1red. A~ 1 c1o~cd my notebook, AlI turned to me and 

said Uob, J want tu ask you somcthing. 1 prcpared my~elf for the bomb. 1 

wanted tn ask you--it 's my fiancée ... Our families have set up this 

marriage. 1 like her weil cnough, but the problem is she wants to get 

married now and go back to France. 1 don't know, l'm not ready. My 

heart isn't rcady. She wants tù go and 1 don't know what to do. 1 have my 

plan. AlI's plan wa~ long-term. ThIS kmd of foresight IS rare in small busmess, 

cspeciaJly in the ComOlos, and Jt IS one of the thll1gs that makes Ah a successful, young 

entrepreneur. 1 have a savings account, 1 put in a certain amount every 

month. If you gel married, you spend a lot more money and l'm not ready. 

l'm afraid it's going to mess up my plan. 1 was flattered to realize that aIl Ali 

wantcd was my advlce, or maybe just my open ears. But what really struck me was his 

sense of comrnitment. For ~ome rcason, the thought occurred ta me that he would make a 

good husband. A week later he announced his engagement ta Zakia and told the family 

they wou!d be marricd at sorne point in the near future. 

Businessman 

Ali Iikes to travel ta see other places and other businesses, once he told me 1 would 

kill for the chance to walk around in America and go in and out of different 

shops asking people how they do business, 1 told him that sounds like what 1 do. 

l'm not interesied in living in France, maybe visit from lime to time, or go 

to buy sorne things, but l'd rather live here. l'rn happy using rny hands ... 

1 like being an entrepreneur because you can get around. It's the only job 

where 1 can travel and get visas ail over my passport. In other words, it's great 

ta sec the world but it's always a pleasure to return ta your pond. l'm an entrepreneur 

because 1 want to be _. it's the job 1 want to do. Why'l As an entrepreneur, 
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you cao get ahead fastel· .•• I'm Dot cODceited. ln fact, he's very humble. Soft­

spoken and serious, 1 cOlild see how SOI11C people Illight l'onslder 111111 nmœned, but he\ 

not. He's takes pride In what he doe~ and he hk.e~ hls \V0Ik. If people s~ly l'm rieh 

that's good. One thing, though. 1 do want to build il house in my village-­

that would really make me hapl)Y. 1 ask. him another questlOll, but he doesn't 

answer. He's beginning to l'ail a~Jcep. Sumeone dl ives up and l'Oll1e~ III 1ll.lklllg a 10101' 

noise because he wanls Ali 10 re-do a patch that one of hls helpers dld pOOlI} the III st tl1lll' 

This is the problem wlth u'ymg to run a onc-man show. 1 closc Illy notehook. and (kl'ldc to 

try again tomorrow. 

Busy Man 

The next night 1 met Ali in his shop. We were supposed to continuc the intcrvlcws, 

but Ali wanted to introducc me to a friend. 1 agreed and wc set out togethcr on foot. Ah 

walks fast; it didn't take very long. Aftel' the VISlt we came back and he onlercd 1I~ dll1ncr 

at his friend's family restaurant across thc street,Chez Base-ColI/. lt wa~ a hllgC plate of 

rice pilaf and unfortunately 1 had already caten dinner. 1 ate emburrù:;ingly Imle 01 wha! 

was served to me and when Ah finished hls plate, we went back to hls shop lo staIl to 

work. As wc scttlcd in, Ali served a few latc-mght cLlstomers' a mo~qlllto coi!. thrcr 

Benson & Hedges, two cough drops. 1 asked ltim the first qucstlon and he gave IllC a shol t 

answer without rnuch thought. My second question dldn't scem to WOIk elth('1. 1 kcpt Illy 

head in my notebook, trying to find a better wording. 1 le (JJdn't an~wcr, so 1 lned tn 

rephrase, but the third question fell to dead cars. The pilaf had set JO and BascCom was 

asleep. 

Ali is a busy man with an almost North American work cthic. 1 don't likc to sit 

arouDd. 1 like working, 1 like to move. l'm young, 1 should work now 

while 1 cao, because 1 WOD't have the strength when l'm old. 1 think the 

day is just too short. 
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Discussion 

The mo..,t important ~ct of issues tG emerge from this case study is concemed with 

ClIstomer credit. SlIllllar to the casc~ of other entrepreneurs (see ESC and Mabuku ), Ali 

has a slgmf leant p0l11on of hls chentele reqllewng credIt on a regular basis. Base-Corn is 

locatcd ln a le<;ldential arca of the capital city. This means that many of his clIstomers are 

reglllars and many IllOie arc people he knows. To refll~e them the occasional courtesy of 

bemg able 10 pay later for a h.do of nec or a glass of JlIlce would seem lInnecessarily harsh. 

But add up ail these httlc credits and the entrepreneur ends up losing. In many cases, the 

extension of uedlt gets out of hand and the entrepreneur must go in search of the money 

owed. In Chapter Flve 1 disclIss thlS dynamie in gleater detall. 

AII's work cthle con~tltlltes another salient aspect of his entrepreneurialism. The 

impoltance he glves to hls busmess and the future of his business shows his cornmitment 

to the proJccts he ulldel1akes. It is lllteresting to heur Ali discuss the importance he attaches 

to work. He enJoys workmg. He prefers working ta sleeping and going out. This value 

sets Ali apart flOm the average Comorian businessman who works to make a living; Ali 

lIves to work. There are other example~ of work for work's sake among the entrepreneurs 

studicd here (seeRadw Karthala ), but Ali's story IS the best illustration of this point. 

It is perhaps AII's work cÙ1Îc that enabled him to conceive of opening a 24-hour 

service. ThiS innovation stands out mnong the other innovations in this study. The idea to 

off CI tire repair at any hour of the day glves drivers increased confidence in off-hour travel 

(bctwcen 7 p.m. and 7 a.m.), but It also gives the message (to consumers as well as other 

OWIlcrs of busllless) that customer service comes first. When 1 asked Ali what effect he 

thought thls Il1llovation would have on C"'.morian society, he said: Oh, 1 don't know, 

but 1 thillk I)retty soon there will be 24-h01lr everything . 
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Two Grandfathers 

RADIO KARTHALA 

Get Off My Radio60 

Sharif cOInes from a wealthy, well-known family. One gnmdl'uthel' was a 

religious figure and the other was a businessman. One had brains und thl' 

other had money. My mother's father WOlS un iml)OrtHnt reli~iulls figurl', 

People used to say he knew everything about ustmlogy, Ilhilo~()llhy, blam 

-- they used to say he could talk with the SI)irits. My father's falher, on 

the other hand, Iived hard. He had live wives and lots of kids. Ile \Va!'. :l 

rich businessman but he died poor. Thal's the way 1 want tn gn, Shan l'~ 

eyes light up when he talks about thls grandfathcr Ile lIsed to hire :111 orchest .... to 

put himself to steep l'very night. He was an "enjoy yOlll'self" (SIC) 1 didn't 

know him, but people say l'm exactly like him. Ile had a lot of lI10ney and 

he spent a lot of money, because money is made to be ~I)enl. Ile uset.! '0 
say, "money is Iike water in your haht.!s--you can't hold on tn it, bec.llIse it 

goes right through your fingers." Sharif told me thcse storics 011 li llulllhcr of 

occasions. 

1 know the stories about him have a strong innuence on me. Pcnple 

would say 1 am Iike him and 1 start~d to believe il. Born ln )9')l), Shunt IS the 

oldest of seven children. He IS married wlth no chIldrcn. HIS wlfc Ilvc~ ln l'rance whclc 

he spends part of every year. My wife does things differently, ~he • hink~ like 

westerners: you have to plan, you have to save for tomormw. She CHult.! 

never live here. Then he says today IS France's birthday, July 14. IIls hlrthday I~ 

coming up, but he doesn't like to cali attention ta il. mrthdays are too European. 

60 The interviews for tins case study wcrc conductcd In Frcnch. "KarthaJa" 15 thc naffiC 01 tJlC volcano 
WhlCh towers over the Island of Gr.mdc Comorc. Thc cratcr of the volcano 1') Ihe largcst (10 dlametcr) alllvc 
cmter ln the world and IS thc hlghest pOJ'lt on the 1!)land~. 
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Workjnl: for Myself 

1 asked Sharif to tell me about his work experience. 1 continued helping my 

father until about the age of 15; this is when 1 started working for myself. 

1 was in school. Not everyone went to school, but everyone that went was 

given money and a place to stay. 1 took my sehool money and built a shack 

to rent out to other students. With the money from the rent 1 bought 

bicycles. 1 ren~ed out the bicycles and with the money 1 earned there 1 

bought scooters. From the age of 16, 1 was independent. 1 used to give 

money to my family for food. His famIly probably wasn't suffering. Sharif cornes 

from a long linc of well-to-do bus\I1essmen and religious figures that for many years have 

occuplcd places of prestige from wlthin Moroni's oldest urban residential area. 1 was 

mostly interested in making moncy. My father was happy because he 

thought 1 was following in his footsteps; ail he talked about was business. 

At about 18 or 19, 1 starting getting into basket bail. 1 went abroad with the 

Comorian basket bail team. This travelling made me think more about 

continuing my studies. When 1 went to Paris to see about getting into a 

university, there was a coup d'etat in Moroni and 1 stayed in Paris instead 

of corning baek. The political situation was rough. Sharif is referring to the Ali 

Soilihi coup d'etat In 1976. Decause our family was not a part of the opposition 

and becausc 1 rcfuscd to return to the Comoros, the governrncnt arrested 

two members of my fal •• i1y. They were put in a cistern for more than a 

month, and then they were put on trial on the radio. 1 signed up in the 

French foreigll legioll to get revenge. 1 wanted to kilt the people who had 

don~ this to my farnily. 

ln 1980 he went back to Moroni. Soon after, he returned to France to study law. 1 

basically lost three years in the arrny, and 1 didn't have anything to show 

for it. 1 can't say 1 was a killer. 1 was able to talk to people and have 

sornething to say. 1 wanted to be somebody and 1 wanted to make my 

father happy, so 1 tried sorne different things. 1 trained as a mechanic and 

as an athletic coach. This diversity of experience would serve Sharif well in his future 

entrcpreneurial cndeavors. 1 was a rnechanic in Paris and 1 was doing weil. 1 
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knew my work. 1 wasn't thinking about coming buck until my uncle startcd 

trying to convince me. He came ail the \Vay to P.uis just tu talk tu Ille. lit' 

said France wasn't my home, and he said they \\'o11ld hell) IUt' out if 1 had 

problems. 1 agreed to give it il try. When 1 finally retllrnt'd. il \Vas il wild 

party and 1 loved it, but 1 couldn't stay. lt \Vasn't until a yem' later that 1 

decided to go back for good. 1 had received il tell'gram saying that Illy 

grandmother died. 1 didn't want to hear this news; 1 ripped L1p the telegram 

and one week later realized what 1 had done. 1 wasn't l'ven Comorian 

anymore, 1 was French. 1 left France as soon as 1 couic!' 

First Ventures 

Sharif has extensive experience in small business. He told me about tIuee of his 

more important ventures. The tirst real business 1 did was the night club. Il 

was very successful, those were two of the best years of my life. PeOI)lc 

used to come and dance in the rain until 8:00 in the morning. it was the 

Il big ambience" (si~). The clients who met there al most .111 got married. 

There was something special about thut place; it nceds a study to be JOIIC. 

look up from my notebook and he smiles. 1 guess he was fairly comfol1able. 1 asked Illy 

participants to choose the location for our interviews. Sharif wantcd to mcet ln lm; taVOrIte 

restaurant, where wealthy Comorians mingle with an odd assortmcnt of aglllg alcoholJc 

development workers. 1 agreed, since it was one of the few places 111 lOWIl whcrc wc 

wouldn't be disturbed. Sharifs other ventures mcluded a Itvcstock cxpcrimcnt, a 

woodshop, a car repair, and Radio KarÙlala, the Comoros' first commercial rucho statIon. 

1 do a little bit of everything. 

Radio Karthala - 88.8 MHZ 

Sharifs radio station is very simple. He operates the entire operation out of an 

unfinished room in the unfinished second noor of his family's house Just on the edge of 
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Moroni. The Radio Karthala ~tudIV, contain the following materials: one table, two chairs 

(in case of an interview), one turntable, two cassette dech, one microphone, one pair of 

headphoncs and the tran~mltter. My overhead is low, and 1 don't have to pay 

announcers a lot. There arc lots of people who want to be on the radio. 

The room ha~ hole~ wherc the doon; and windows arc supposed to go, but this doesn't 

seem to keep the sUWon from operatmg ail day long. Sharif gave us a tour of the facilities 

and II1vlted us to ~ee IHm go on the air: Okay, okay, okay, you're listening to 

Radio Karthala, it's 10:01 in the morning, l'm outa' here. "ere's a IiUle 

number from "Digital Ex()ress." Ali is up next, stick around for more 

music ... we're not done yet! 

Sharif start~ an exu'a long koissa-koissa61 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 un the air. l'm like the Chinese now, if what you have to say isn't 

more important than silence, then don't talk. At first 1 had announcers that 

would talk about everything and nothing. One guy said, "look, if 1 can't 

talk how 1 see fit, then l'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. Of course we have to talk over the music from time to 

time to keep IlCOI)le from recording at home. Now they never know wh en 

we'lI 0l)cn 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. l've becn back for a month and l'm already missing eight 

cassettes. Sharif has a distinct advantage over other would-be radio operators, since his 

frequent Havel permits him to II1U'oduce the latest music from abroad. As soon as the 

govcrnmcnt dccides what it's going to do about private radio, then l'II see 

about investing in sorne more music. For now, its no problem, 1 put on a 

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

61 Z:.urcan d,Ulcc genre l'rom the 1980·s. 
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You Can't Shut Us Down 

The frrst time Sharif tried to open a radio station it was seen as a dIrect challenge 10 

Radio Comores, the Comoros' government-run radIo station, but also 10 the stale, whldl 

up until that pOll1t had control over all forms of media 1 brought .. transmittcr into 

the country and told customs it was a radar dcvice for findillg fish. 1 

plugged it in and started transmitting the saille day. A few days latl'r 1 

realized that my house was completely su .... ounded by I)olicc. They blll'st in 

and told me to turu it off. They confiscated the transmitter and the.'e \Vas 

no problem. In most Afriean countries, ladio stations ale tlghtly conuolled by the fcllel al 

government. 1 was frankly sllrprised that Sharif dldn't reccive a harshcr pUllishmcllt to 

discourage him from transmitting in the future. A few months latcr 1 01)CnCf' again 

with a new t .. ansmitter. This time 1 was able to go for about tcn or clevcn 

days before 1 was stopped. But then they threw me in jail. .. and now, us 

far as 1 can tell, everything is fine. l've been lIl) and running for two 

months without any problems. He laughs, 

Throughout this tum of events, Shanf had considerable SllppOl t from people III the 

capital; those that weren't aIready avid fans of Karthala had ut least hcard of his daring 

move to open up the airwaves. Oceasionally you can still see somcone walkll1g around 

Moroni with one of Sharifs earliest promotional tools: a T-slmt which on the 1'1 ont 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 cxpect him to after 

only hearing his voice: tall, dark and handsome. Part of the rcason Sharif is ~o wcll­

known in Moroni (besides his family and his cntrepreneurial acuvity) IS the distll1ctlvc fonn 

of advertising he has brought to the airwaves. He writes, produccs, and pcrforms ail 

advertisements himself and, as with any commercial radio station, this is what fuels his 

business. When 1 did my fil st ad on Radio Comores, 1 realized 1 had a 
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kmllck for promoting. 1 wasn't even involved in radio and people who 

didn't know me came and asked if 1 would do advertisements for them. 

Sharif has a di~tll1ctive ~tyle for 1110st of lm ads which he callsfidjo. Roughly translated, 

thb mean~ "hype." He ShOllt~ the words out in rapId succession using a very loud voice. 

According to Shant', hIS listcncl s love it. Everybody likes fidjo but 1 can't do 

fidjo for everything. The ad for the beach getaway didn't sound l'ight with 

fast music and screaming. 1 knew 1 had to tone it down. 1 thought the ad 

for the junior high school party was great until the headmaster came to me 

and said the students were complaining bec au se they wanted jidjo. 

1 asked Shanf how he gels people to advertise on his radio station. 1 go out and 

1001, for them. 1 go to businesses, big stores, bakeries, video rentai 

plaees. 1 go to them and 1 say, "let me do an ad for you. 30,000 CF A and 

l'II put it on the air at least ten times." He knows a lot of people in the business 

community who have cnough 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, 111 part because it plays more contemporary music than the state-run 

station. Half of my ads come to me. Right now l'm working on one for the 

new cal' dealership thnt's arriving ned mon th. l'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 Shatifs final product before it goes on the air, and 

sometimes the ads have to be changed. Sometimes the customel' checks it before it 

got~S on the air, sometimes 1 just do if. If 1 don't Iike it, 1 change it. 1 

ha'fe to work hard to get these things good enough to be played on the air. 

The balIs of cmmpled paper on the floor in his bedroom attest to the time he invests in 

making ads. The ad shoult.. brag about the product; l'm proud of my ads. Do 

yOIl do thls all yourself! 1 do it ail, from start to finish. One matl 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 aIl the ads that 

have been p:ud for and slotted for that week. Ali the announcer has to do is stick in 

the ad cassette once during his shift and everybody's happy. 

1 asked him how people pay for their ads. They don't al ways pay tirst • 

Right now 1 have 360,000 CF A outstanding. One guy who did an ad 
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wasnlt able to pay on the spot so 1 gave him the ail- time on credit. Thun"-s 

to the ad he was able to sell ail his merchandise. With that money he \l'l'nt 

back to France to buy more things and he still hasn't paid me the mOlley he 

owes me. HeiJl probably want to do another ad. l'm tired of rllnnin~ at'tcr 

money. l'II refuse if he asks again. He doesn't sound S\Ill' that he will be ahle to 

say no. 1 tried to get Shanf to cxplain why he does so mally ads withoul hClIlg palti. Thc 

owner of the night club that 1 did an ad for lets me in for l'rel' and gins Ille 

free drinks, don't you think that's reason enough'! ThiS answer \Vas Witt y, but Il 

but it only alludeed to the social and econOllUC enVllonment that make It dlffll'uIt tOI 

entrepreneurs to refuse the extension of credit to thcir cllstomers. 

Sharif has also introduced several new types of proglUlllI1Ullg. Ile has a rcgllim wlk 

show, which, with its emphasis on issues (not p~ople), is a format prcvlOlIsly unlanllhar lo 

the Cornoros. He and hls guests dlSCUSS CUITent cvents and socml Issues sllch as 

corruption, brain dram, and the promotion of private enterpnse He abo has programs 

pertaining to Comorian culture, Comorian politlcs and new musIc from llIolind the world. 

Radio Karthala and Social Chang~ 

During one of Oill interviews, a young man carne in very politely, a bit ncrvolls, and 

told Sharif how his sister had been harrassed by four men dnving around 111 a gray 

Renault. Their farnily was very concerned and was looklllg for some way to lino 

information about the drivers. He listened very calefully, taklllg notes and askmg 

questions anà said he wou.ld put 1t on the air right away. IJsually a Imblic ~crvicc 

announcement costs 5,,000 CFA, but non-profits 1 do for free. 1 fccl like 1 

have to give something back to the community .. .In gClleraJ, Shanl ~CCIl1~ mOlc 

individualistic than the other entrepreneurs, but situations like this one rcmlllded IllC of hls 

concem for his comrnunity. You've never heard public debatcs on the radio 

here before Karthala. If things are going to change, it will bc because of 

radio. If a cop abuses someone, then 1 say it on the radio and the guy will 

be fired. People have to know their rights. Thal's why 1 did the COUr). 

Sharif is talking about a reeent attempted political event which look place on RadIO 
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Karthala. OppG~ition politicians were invited ta nuse questions about the CUITent 

government\ policie~ and its ability to govern. This raised many questions in Comorians' 

ml/1ds about the IcgltllTlUcy of the federal government and the role of new fonns of media 

such as Ka:thala. ft I~ bclteved that the announcement was made by people with whom 

Shanf has ~tlOng poliucal tic~, but he assert<; Ù1at eve/JO/le has access to his radio station. 

He consldcl ~ bold moyes slich a~ the~e 1I1lpOitant for Ùle politlcal development of the 

country. They have to know thnt there was sorne guy who wanted to do 

something for his country. They may say l'rn stupid, but 1 don't care, at 

least there will be one Cornorhm whose life meant something. Then he asks 

me who it was that ~ald "ast... not what your country can do for you, ask what you can do 

for your country. Il 

Buttcrfly Entrepreneur 

Arter rcturning from the Comaros, 1 had the pleasure to meet a good friend of 

SIHu'iCs who was pursuing lus stuches in Canada. We shared stories about Sharif. 1 told 

him about Illy lesearch proJcct and about Sharifs recent activities. "You know," he said 

"that's the problem wlth Shan!. 1 toid him, 1 said, 'you're good at business, but you never 

settle clown, none of your businesses grow.' He's just like a buttertly." 1 could only agree 

partmlly. It was true that Shanf didn't want to stay with any business for too long. But 1 

thl/1k thls cun be seen a~ a sucngth. Llke the African fanner who spreads out his risk by 

plantll1g a variety of crops, Shanf nevel has his eggs m less than Ù1fee or four baskets and 

this allows him to Identify I1CW niches and enter into new markets. Sharif and 1 went to 

visit "ENJOY," the filst night club 111 Moroni to open during the week. He started the club 

a yCaJ or so cadiel and thought 1 might be interested in meeting him thete to see il. 

1 askcd 11IIn why he dldn't spcnd more time at hlS bar. It's a dive he answered, 

matter of faetl)'. A sII11Ilar stoly happened with his video rentaI store. It was a very 

lucratIve and C\C1tll1g bllSll1CS~ in the early stages, but as SOOl1 as competition began to 

crowd the Vll!eU rentai mark.et, Shanf felt it was time to get out. He gave the business ta an 

umcmplnyed cousin. When 1 arrived to bcgm the research, Karthala was the only private 

radio station in the counn-y. Three months later, it was one of four. This meant it was 

soon tlme to l110ve on to somethll1g else. For Shm'if, bemg an entrepreneur means staying 
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one step ahead. You have to be ahead of the ~ame. you canIf think bi~ hCI"l'. 

the market is too small, the only way tu makc if is to innovaft'. 

Discussion 

Of aU the entrepreneurs cùnsidered in this study, Sharil is the must ,ntn.:~)r,nl,,'\IlJ.\l 

He is a buttertly, moving ti'OIl1 ventUle to venture, al ways thinklllg. of how hl'st 10 ~Iay 

ahead of the game. This is not to say he IS WlthOlil purpose or dlll'L'I1011 Ill" pL11 p(l~l' I~ 10 

be the first; his direction is innovation. 'l'lm a~pccl 01 Shallf's cnlleplclll'lll ~hlp 111111 .... 

expansion ln his bllsinessl.~s, but ensures hllll a place of ~tallls w II III n Ihl' ('0111011.111 

business comI11ul1lty and guarantecs him ùle illCOIllC to live a lite~lyll' whlch I~ 10 11I~ hklIIg. 

Many of the lIlnovations which Shan!' has attemptcd 10 IIllroducc II1to the loet! 

economy are based on ideas or practices which he has ohscrvcd wh de l!YlDW_L~).!.!l! 'l'hl' 

time he spent in France contribllted significantly to hl~ rcpclIOI!'e 01 t'ntreplcllclIIlal aCllvlty 

From these stays he returned with technology to lal~l' illlllllah, catch fl~h, alld \lall~lIl1t 

radio signaIs. His advertising style is looscly borrowcd flom we~teln "hypc" ... tyln 01 

promotion and he told me on a number of diffelcnt occasions that Ill' kcb lIIore 

comfortable promoting in French than in Comonan. CCItalllly the ekll1cl1l~ he hOiI ()W~ al C 

not simply impOIted and transplantcd 111 thelr onglllal fOlIll. Fa~clI1allllg COJllhllll\IIOIIS 

come of the borrowing of foreign Ideus.62 

A third point which is made c1ear in ShanCs case stlldy IS the Importancc 01 

innovation to slIccessful sm ail enterpnse 111 the COl11oros. Al'cordlIIg to Shant, 

consumption in the Comoros IS 11lsuftïcient at the moment For any glvcn producl, the 

market is limited. In older to makc a profit you mll~t oc olle 01 the fll:-,l to ollci the plOduct 

and you must be ready ta leavc the plOduct when competItlO1l lor a IIIl1lted 1l1l1lltx:1 01 

consumers become~ too stitf. Shant VICWS lIl110vatIoll 111 thls small cconollly as a 

prereqllisite for the survlval of small entcrprise. 

62 See Background section for a rcfcrcncc 10 Colc's notJon of compctJltvc Imltalton. 

71 



• 

• 

• 

SABATA 
Entrepreneurial Tourism63 

1 only have a few wecks left ta complete my lcscarch. 1 have not been able to get in 

touch with Saba ta, the last pmticlpant III my ~tudy, and tune is running out. It's 9·00 p.m. 

Despite the wll1d~ and a faulty headllght 1 get on the motorbike and strnt for his town. It's 

usually a 25-minutt: ride ln Bangwa, but tOI1lght it takes an hour and fifteen. l'Ill really 

nelVOUS about dropplllg III on Sabata, but 1 telll11y~elf It's only fair, cOllsidering he missed 

0111' last threc appollltments JI1 MOlonl. 1 pullup ln flOnt of hls house, pull off my helmet 

and walk mto lm, IlvlIlg loorn wlth l11es~y halr and a gnn. He gnns too; it's hke he was 

expcctmg IllC. ComOllan~ have ~o much composurc. MI'. Bob, this is my w'f\'. 1 

nod and ~hc otfcrs her hand. This is our brother. They al: seem Vl-ly glad to see me. 

1 declde that Sabata, thc Comoros' flrst full-tnne tour guide, IS in the right bus mess. Get 

him a 1JaI>kin, cherie. Sit down, Mr. Bob, have sorne chiclœn. That night 1 

slaycd in Bangwa . 

Family 

Befmc Sabatt could get to the hemt of his life history, 1 was watching the words in 

my notcbook go in and out of l'oeus as 1 began ta fall aslcep. Sabata was very 

ulldcrstandlllg. He puHel! down the sheets on the bed wl1Jch took up the majoflty of the 

IIvlI1g roOIll wherc wc wele workmg. ThiS was the guest bed, and 1, presumably, was the 

guest. 1 apologlzed loI' bcing so tlred and Sabara reassured me lt \Vas not a problem. No 

l)roblcll1, MI'. 8ob, wc can tl'y again tomorrow. 

Sabata's father wa~ born 111 Bangwa Koulli on the North of Grand Comore. He went 

to Zanzibar at the age or 17 ta sludy the Koran. He also ~tudied masonry and later he 

bL'GlIllC a bluldmg cllgllleer. He Icturned to Bangwa to marry Sabata's mother and then 

leturned with her to Zanllbar, whel e Sabara was barn. Sabata's fathel travelled 

considerably 10 kccp III tOllch \VIth famlly members III the Comoros. After Sabata's father 

died SOI11C ycm·s latel, his 1110thl't" leturned wlth her children ta live in the Comoros. Wh en 

Ô \ The Interviews 1'01 tlus casc stmly wCle conductcd 80% 10 French and 20% m English. 
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Sabata first <UTived in the Comoros, he stayed \Vith lus Illolher. hm Whl'Il sltl' rClllalrtcd. 

she movt!d to another town and Sabata staYl'd 111 Bangwa wllh nillel fallllly Ilt~ 11111IIll'r 

was marned four tllnc~. 

When 1 came here for the first lime 1 \Vas nilll' yea .... , nId. Il wa~ 

.January 22. 1964. 1 rcmemher datc~ l'cal "l'Il. 1 <:anlt.' lu Bal1~\\'a "il h III)' 

father's sbler, who C~"l1C 10 hclp \Vith 1lI~ "i:-.Il'r'~ "~rand llIari;q~I.'." \\.~. 

fatlter had already Icft for thc l'umuro .. 10 hl'~il1 thl' pn.'paralioll:-'. Il \\a~ a 

big marriagc. My fatller killed Il ('()\\:-.. Shl' "a~ lïllall~ lHalril'd in 1t)()7. 

And me, l've been hcre l'ver SiIlCt'. 

When 1 \Vas in ZarlJ:ibal' 1 hm! to go to Koranic ~dlO()l. 1 Ill'J~all gOÎng 

to English school in 1961 and sta)'cd for thrcc ycars. 1 a~kl'd hlIll how (lL'llpk 

viewed him thcre. 1 was a Mgazidja Mgl'ni (iOll'lglll'l tWill the (OIlI()IO~). t\10~1 ut 

my friends \Vere Comorian lJr Aral>. 1 calllc to IIw ('tHlIOro~ afh- .. thl' 

revolutïon in ZanLÏbar. H \Va,; had; 1 saw Illy OWIl grandlllollH'" l'lillo 

pieces by the rcvolution. Whcn 1 came herc 1 ('ontilHll'd sdwol. lit' gol ,1" 1.11 

as the fifth year of Flench eIementalY "cl1llol, but only completcd tllll'c wCt·b. Attllal 

time 1 started turning intn il clown. M) father \Vasn'. afCHlIId alld Illy 

mother didn't takc very good care of me. 1 \Vas lJ in 19MI and 1 1 l'ft 

school. 1 \Vasn't working or duing anything ulltit 1974. 

First Jobs 

Sabata seems somewhat embarrassed about his education and the l'au that he Id 1 

school to do nothing. My tirst job \Vas at the Restaurant Islam. Did yOIl {'V('" 

hear about this place? l told him 1 only knew the Ilew Rl:~talll :lIlt hlal1l My fÎr~1 

job \Vas dishwashcr. 1 did that for three year~, 1'1' 0 III 1')7~ 10 le)77. Anel' 

that 1 began with businc~s hy sclling hread. 1 .vould huy br('ad al 'JO CFA 

a loar and sell at IOn. For each loal" 1 made 10 CFA. 1 did t hi~ for t ft l'ct' 

months. Why dlcl yOli "top'! 1 thought 1 had to team a trade. 'l'hl" wa~ 

understandab1e considering al! the odd jobs he had occupied ur unIr! Ihat pomt 1 wanfcd 

to learn ho\V tu make shoe~. 1 used tu ~ell brcad in the moruing, and when 
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my brcad was ail gone 1 would go to Ali Shitati's. He was a shoemaker. 1 

bccame an apprentice and studied under Fundi Ali for one-and-a-half years. 

V/hen wc ~tarted, there were tluee of U~, we \Vere ail from Rangwa. 

l'undi Ali had oJlencd his ~hop one year earlier. He was a good friend of 

our family so 1 w:.t~ the fir~t one to begin learning. In four months, 1 Imew 

cverything. TllI~ ,>truck me a,> a rmhel shO! t pcriod of time to master shoemaking. 1 let 

him continue 1 had about 42,600 CFA in savings. Either Sabata has a numeric 

Ille III 01 y, 01 he was makll1g ail tlll,> up. 1 was ~urpriscd how relatively easy it was to 

dlSClISS Ineome alld sa"mgs wlth most of the entlcprcneurs in the study. 1 left there and 

went 10 0l>en my own shop. This was my first business. 1 bought a 

bygolc,64 hammer~, a ~cwing machine from my sistcr, and 1 paid 3,000 

CFA a month to rent_ a kiosk made of sheet metal. Refore long, 1 had (hree 

students of my nWIl. Saoata ha~ a knack for makll1g things sound effortless. 1 had 

lots of clients because l'm nice and 1 know lois of languages. 1 did this for 

about 19 months. 

1 left my workshop becausc it was getting difficult. 1 was having to 

buy ail my materials under the table from the large wholesalers. Materials 

wc 1"(' hard to get. Still, it was a good job because you work for yourself. 

My boss is the client. But 1 had tn close and look somewhere cise for 

work. My sel1~c i~ that Sabata fccls the periodlc need to trave!. With the money 1 

had saved, 1 was able to go see my family in Tanzania. Then 1 started 

doing tourisme 1 ~tartcd going to IlOrts to look for French tourists. 1 got 

to know ail the captains and they would let me travel free on their boats. 

Sabata ha~ a gllt for ~Ol:Hllisll1g. He knows almm.t everyone, everyone knows him, 

especlally the foreigners. He say:-. that other Comonans are jealolls that he has so many 

forl'Ign fnends. 1'0 il cc11all1 extent, Sabata is a foreigner too. This might set him apalt 

from other C'oll1onans, but ail of the entreplc'1curs 1 worked with had travelled before. 

This time 1 didn't stay long. 1 rcturned to the COllloros in early 1979 and 

had somt-' othcr jobs. 1 had one job where 1 was working for a statc-run 

I11cat housc. 1 only lasted about fivc months, they weren't even paying me 

------ --------------
64 A Iype of moIti lOf shocs. 
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on a regular basis, so 1 left. Then 1 n'as sclling matcrial in a fabric SllOl) 

and when they needed a driver 1 voluntccred. 1 didn't "-now how to drin', 

but 1 wanted to learn. This is ho\\' 1 became im'ohcd in tourism in the 

Comoros. 

Driver Guide 

After 1 left the fabric shop, 1 begilll looking for ways thut 1 could gl't a 

car to find work as a tour guide. 1 mostly went artel' Swahili husincsMlll'u 

who were visiting the Comoros. ThIS would prove to be .t lI~dlll Icdllllqm' III 

Sabata's future work. 1 used to borrow il rricnd's car and makc s,non ('FA on 

15,000 CFA. Then s,ometimes 1 would take Illy hrolher-ill-Iaw's ('ar. In 

1987 1 started working with a man who gave me a small van to do transport 

and tourism around the island. Sabata apparently had ace cs'> 10 a 1I11111hl'r 01 t",I1~ al 

any given time. We split the maintenance and rCllair co~ts. 1 W.lS ablt· to saw 

about 40,000 CFA per month. So in seven months 1 had 280,000 ('FA. 

With this money 1 started making bricks for my house. 

In 1987, Ali Hadji took me on as a guide cluwJJ't!ur (driver guid(') al 

his new hotel Villa Karibu. 1 was rcsponsiblc for ail the English-SI)Caldng 

tourists that came to his hotel. 1 would I)ick up the guests, bring them hat'k 

to the hotel and make sure ail their necds were taken ('arc or. AI'll'r onc 

year, the other guides left and 1 was thcre with the b()~s's ~on. Ile Imt Ille 

up in the hotel, gave me my own car and 15% of the Ilrolit. 1 was making 

between 80-150,000 CFA pel' month. 1 left thcre thi~ year, Why did yOll 

leave'! 1 had a problem with the boss. What happencd'! 

One day sorne clients came and sorneone heard that they wanted tf) go 

to Villa Karibu, but actually they wantcd tu go to a dil'fcrent hotel ... My 

boss accused me of trying to di vert customcrs for my personal henefit and 

the next thing 1 kncw 1 had bccn replaccd ... that's no way to treat someonc 

WhOIS worked for you for 2 years. Then he show~ me the paper which containcd 

his complaint to the courts regarding what hl~ employer had dOTle. Ile ~eemed proue! 10 
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~how me hIS complalllt and tell me the story of how his integrity had been féùsely 

questioned Ile hasn'l paid me for 17 monlhs. He'H gel his. When 1 fifSt met 

Sabata, he was worklllg for VIlla Karibu. Even then it struck me that he seemed out of 

place workmg for someol1c cise. 

Sclf-Employed, "ull-Tlme 

The tirst tllne Sabata had a car and was working for himself full-time, it was made 

possible by a deal wlth an in-Iaw. His brother-in-Iaw's brother ar;reed to let Sabata use his 

car. If hc made a ccrtam :.unount of money after paying to rent the car, then he could buy 

the car for himsclf. But as soon as he saw that 1 was doing weil, he changed 

the program. Ile wanted to kccp the car and try to mal<e money Iike 1 was 

doing. Sabata gavc back the c:.u', The car he use~ now belongs to a man from outside of 

Moroni who approachcd Sabata with a similar proposition. When he came to look for 

me 1 wasn't rcady. He came back a few limes. When 1 finally agreed it 

was on my conditions. Now 1 do as 1 please; itls like my car. If 1 bring in 

300,000 CliA then 1 get 100,000. If H's 200,000 then 1 get 75,000. It 

wasn't obviolls 10 me how thcsc condItions differed From previous ones. Sabata was still 

rCllting somconc c1se\ car. He hasn't tried to change the conditions yet. In the 

fil'st l110mh 1 made 110,000 CFA, in mouth two 85,000, and this month 

only 35,000. But right now, there just areult many tourists. This drop in 

carnings was probably al~l) due to a drop 111 Sabata's encrgy level. This irregular client 

base IS one of Sabata's Illost SCIIOUS problems, Tourism in the Comoros is a seasonal 

busincss {depcnding on the lypc of tourist) and the market for tourist services is still very 

lil1llted 

The Business 

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

the bank bccause he (':.ul take out money on the weekend, which is very important for him 
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to be able to aeeomodatc tounsts. He notes expenses in a hook. l'very d,IY and add~ up :tt 

the end of the month. In a good month 1 can {' .. sil~' worh. 25 days. SOl11dilllt.'S 

1 even rent out the car l'III usiHg to ano'her driwr guide. Ile gin.'s IUl' 

15,000 for one day, sign~ Illy contruct, and 1 sit at home and wait. Sabata 

showed me his aCCouIltll1g sy~tcm lt was very ~ll1lpk One cnlullIll lm gas, ,1Ild 0I1l' t 1lI 

maintenance, pelllay. MalIltcnancc over il llIollth long pCllod llsually cll"h 7 12.()()() CFA 

He needs 10 hter~ of ga~ pel day at 2~5 CFA pel IUcl 1 le ~ay~ hl' l'ail l'Ie:!1 ,Ihllllt S(l,()()(l 

CFA per month. He abo sells hooks about the ('011l01OS and ~Illall pad,agl'~ lit Illl'ally 

grown cloyes and vallllla, WhlCh he keeps III LI box III the tlllllk 1 ask.ed hlllllt Iw, ~y"tl'Ill 

of aecounting is adeqllate. The HUll' 1 know is cn()ugh l'or my husim'ss and thl' 

kind of books 1 keep. 

When 1 asked Sabata how he dlvldes hls IUlle, he mcntlOllcd lour tlllllg~: alTOlllltlIl g, 

looking for customers, tounng, ancl advel tl~lI1g. He spends l1Iost of hls tHlle look.lIIg 101 

eustomers, less time condueting the aetual tours and about ail hour a I1Ight on aCl'olllltlllg. 

Looking for eustomel S IS the most demanding part 01 Iw, loh Snme'imrs 1 can wail a 

whole day for customers. !lit secms Itke yOll do mOlc than yOlI dld whclI yOll well'lI't 

self-employed." 1 make much more money on my own. 1 can do johs cm the 

si de and it's ail for me: change money, sell tour h()oli.~, sOllv('ni .. ~, v.mill ... 

It's much easier now. l'm making 2-3 limes what 1 made hcfore. Dc:-,plte the 

faet that he works longer hour~, at least he is working for 11I1llSCIt. 

Sabata has two priees for his driver gUldc ~erviccs: 15,000 ('1''/\ pel' day with 

insuranee but no driver and 20,000 CFA with insllrance llnd drrver. (;as i:-, pald hy the 

eus tomer. 1 have lwo kinds of customel's: those wh() want to sec the i~lall(J 

and those who want to sec businesses. 1 I>rcfcr businessmen over tourÎsts. 

Businessmen know exactly what they want, and they usually stay longer. 

know the economy and ail the busincsscs herc and 1 can ~how them 

everything. Sometimes they pay for my lunch. Somclimes they give me 

gifls Iike sunglasses, c1othes, watches. During our rcscan.:h, he was glven a lar ge 

eleetrie orange suit from NIgeria. 

1 asked Sabata to talk about the problcms wlth his husincs:-.. 1 don'. have any 

financing. 1 want to open a tourist agency. Especially for the average 

tourist. 1 have lots of people who are willing to give me their cars tu renl. 
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1 could do car rentais, tours, maps, books, translation, hotel 

advertiscments. Dcspitc!lb enthusiasm, the plans didn't sound very weIl thought out. 

If the country devclops, it will develop thanks to tourism. 1 had to press him 

to admIt that toun~11l cali abo have negative effects on host cOUI1U"ies. He was willing to 

accept lhal toun~ts shouldn't wear ~hort shorts in town, especially on Friday. Also, 1 

wallt lo study tourism. 1 also don't know enough about the history of the 

Comoros to bc a good tour guide. 1 know a few corn mon stories, but 1 

don't know the history. Very little lS written about the history of the ComOl'os, but 

most of what is writtcn IS available 111 Moroni; he didn't need to go far to leam this. 

Sabata didn't mention tramportation. Since beginning in this business, he has never 

owncd 11IS OWI1 car. This is not surpns1l1g for someone of hmIted means, but given the 

myriad of problems that go along wlth operating a car in the Comoros (bad roads, 

expensive gas, no spare patts, people asking for favors, etc.), it seems an impOltant point 

to consider . 

Innovations 

Usually 1 go to the airport and look for businessmen who need help 

gctting around Moroni. Whcn a bFsinessman cornes here who doesn't know 

the CODloros but wants to do businc'is here, 1 know exactly what to do. 

Sabata is tall and grélclOus '1'0 differing degrees he speaks Kiswahili, Comorian Swahili, 

English, French, Japane~c, Alabic, and Malagasy. They usually stay at least one 

wcek. somctimcs a month. 1 introduce them to ail the important merchants 

and busincssmcn in Moroni. They ail know me. 1 take them there, introduce 

thcm, translate and stay there with them unless they want to talk privately. 1 

takc thcm to a nice restaurant. 1 saw Sabata with his customers on a number of 

occasions. When hc'~ 0:1 dut)' hc's even more accomodating than usual. Sometimes 1 

takc them to cat with a Comorian family. As we go along 1 tI'y to explain to 

thcm SOI1lC of thc il11lJOrtant 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. 1 tell them how people in the Comoros get b)'. 

knew he did this weil. ln effect, this is what he wa~ doing for me. 

If 1 don't know them. 1 start by asking if they nel'd "l'ar. 1 a~kcd 111111 10 

pretend that l'm a potential custoll1er. He agrecs alld tnes III ~dlllll' on hls SCIVIL't'~. MI'. 

Bob, don't you nced a car? You know l'm not Avis, l'm a pl'ivatc toUl' 

guide. Kind of like that. Sabata, probably IllOlC Ihan any of thc entti.'pICIICllI~ III Ihl\ 

study, has to hustle to get buslIlcss. TOllUSI11 IS not yct sufflclclllly I.kvdopcd tOI Ihi.'Il' ln hl..' 

a clear demand for his selvlces, but somehow thls doesn't kccp 11Il11110111 tllldlllg pOlcllllal 

clients and convincing them that he is the 1 ight man fOl tlll' Job, Theil Ull'Y v,cf in Uu' (.'ar 

and they see my "Livre d'Of'," my golden book. SomcwhcH' along the way Sahalil 

had the ide a to start keeping a record of ail his custOlllcrs He hought a hlank book wlth a 

nice cover and began asking his customers to slgn thcir nalllc and ~ay a JUtle hl! abOlit rhell' 

trip and their driver gUide, Sabata, He encourages people to wnle III ally language lhcy wl~ll. 

1 had one man begill to write in Jal)anese. 1 understand Japancsc if yOIl 

speak to me, but 1 can't read il. Then six months latcr 1 had &lnuther 

Japanese customer. When he saw what was written in Illy book in .hIIUIIICSC 

he was so happy ... By each person's name 1 write tht; dale and lheil' {'olliltry 

of origin. 1 want to copy it so 1 can put it into an album and have a liUlc 

country f1ag by each person's name. His golden book IS alway~ hundy. Ile kceps Il 

in the back window behll1d the passenger'~ scat. Il uctually ~elvcs him as a sort of 1 é~lIlJlé, 

1 want everyone to sign my book. Then 1 cali show il to 11eol>lc and they will 

know that l'm the person to show them the COIIIOroS. 

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. Peop:e get ideas from meeting foreigncrs. Thc governrnent gels 

money from airport and immigration taxes. TlJcle are nu ncgatlYC con~cqucnce~ 

from tourism? Weil, the tourists walking around in bathing suit~ is a 

problem, we are Muslim. But thal's the fault of the government. The 
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government should be rcsponsible for explaining to its visitors about its 

peoples' traditions. Thi~ doe~n't ~eem a realistic undeitaking for the Comorian 

government, wlllch ha~ changcd the Minister of Tounsm ncarly a dozen timcs in the last 

two ycar s, hut Sabata I~ nght to palOt out the necd for ~uch an awareness-raising 

campaign l'CI hars It ~hOlild bc pru1 of ùle agI eement made between the government and 

the South AI ncan hotd company. You know thcrc are 432 people ernployed at 

the South African hotcl. l'm working in tourisrn to learn about the world. 

Sabata wants to know ~omethmg about cvery natIOnal!ty. Take the Swiss, for 

exarnple. The Swiss never offer to pay for you. So when 1 go there one 

day, l'II know to put sorne money in my pocket before going out. 

Discussion 

Two points are raised by Sabata's story. First, it is obvious from the case study that 

Sabata thrives on bclllg self-employcd. This is true of most of the entrepreneurs in the 

study (sec especlUlly Bme-Cofll ), but it seems to be a motivating force for Sabata. If he 

Cilll oper<!tc on h;,\ OWIl time and under his own conditions, he is content with having to use 

SOlllcone elsc's car or wlth bClIlg waked up at unreasonable hours to chauffeur his client for 

a last-mmute meeting. Unfortllnately, this aspect of enu'epreneurialism is overlooked in the 

litcraturc on Afncan cntreplcnelll s (sec Mode/s of Entrepreneurs ) and it may be one of the 

fcw tnllt~ which lS truc of entrepreneurs cross-culturally. 

Second, tor the purposes of thls study, Sabata's innovative business tours are an 

Important aspect of his entrepreneurialism. By combining his extensive knowledge of local 

commercial nctworb and hls talcnt for hospitahty, Sabata has discovered a very lucrative 

niche cLU'ly on 111 the developmcnt of touriSlll, RegIOnal trade 111 East Africa and the westem 

Indwn Ocean has eXlstcd for centuries; modern u'anspOitation and communication has only 

made it accessible to more people. But more than simply finding a niche for himself, 

Sahata l~ tanhtating contact hetween commercial players and interests that will inevitably 

lcad to illl'lCased II1vc~tmCl1t in the Comoros. This kind of capital inflow, primarily 

through privatc interests, has l11uch more promise for economic development than 

u'aduional f0I111S of intcmational aid, which in Immy cases are inefficient and misdirected. 
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Problems and Priorities 

CHAPTER FIVE 
Findings 

How do Comorian entrepreneurs characterize thcir situation? This qlJestion will bl' 

answered by synthesizing entrepreneurs' responscs to ~et of specitïc questions ahollt lhe 

factors which either help or hinder thcir buslI1esses 1 had hoped that a structulcd 

interview would cnable me to make some generalizatlolls about the pClccptlons of 

Comorian entrepreneurs, but the final stage of tllc interview procc~s rcqulled 

improvements along the way and thus was not used 111 a ulllform fa~hlol1 wlth aIl 

partici pants. 65 

1 began by asking the entrepreneur to talk freely abolit thc problems he faccd III 11IS 

business, and then asked him to give possible explanatlOlls lor the SllCCCSS of his busllles~ 

up until that point in time. At this stag, di~clls~ion was 111101 mal and open-cndcd III case 

the categories used by the entrepreneur to charactcl ize hls sItuation dltfcred t 10111 those 

which 1 was employing.66 1 then discussed bricfly the tive catcgolles wlllch accordll1g to 

my preliminary research could he seen as enabling or con~tJall1111g t'actOls ill :-omal! 

enterprise: indivldual, fami Iy, coml11l1l1ity, statc, and maI ket. None 01 the categOlles wa~ 

completely unfanuliar to the enU'eplcneurs, but ~OIn~ categoIies 1 cqlllred addlllonai 

discussion to he sure that we agreed on the exact mcanmg of the term 

The "lndividual" category, for cxample, call~ed somc COll fll~lon ft seclllcd to me 

that the entrepreneurs were not accustomed to talklllg about thclr own ~trengths and 

weaknesses with regard to thelr enterpn~c, but when 1 cxplall1cd that thts was the aim of 

the question, the y slowly began 10 generate answef~ "MaI kct" abn tequtfcd ~omc 

clarification. 1 lIscd the tClm to mcan the ~et ot factor~ whlch together make ur the 

65 This accountr.lor the differencc III the numbcr of respondenb III Tahle~ 1 ami 2 AddllJ(lIIal data lOf 
these tables arc Included in the appcndlx ("Calegory Runklllg,> l)y bnlrcprcncur"). 
66 Besides the mention 01 sOllle laclors wlllch 1 had Ilot c()n~ldel cd (Ior examplc the pfllC of clCClnCJly, Ihe 
wcathcr), the entrepreneurs' calegOiles dld 1101 ~eem ,>ub,>tanIJally dlffcrenl lrom nllnc 1 am skcpllcal, 
however, about my abIllly allha! tlme 10 chcl! or hc !lcn'>lllvc to t:atcg()f1C~ olher than rny own. 
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ec.:onomic envlronment in wlllch busmess is conducted.67 In two cases, this clarification 

proved useful JI1 ordcr to distmguish between "markets" and "marketplaces." 

The other three categories were fanuliar to the entrepreneurs and we found it 

rclativcly ca~y to agrec on the bOllI1danc~ of the definition~, "Family" refelTed to any 

famJly rnemhcl, c1o:-,c 01 distant, Iclated through blood or marnu!:;e, who could make 

c1aIIl1S on the cnlIcpl cncuI 's ICSOUICCS based on kll1shlp ties. "Commllnity" meant any 

non-family mcmbcr of the same nClghborhood, social orglmization, VIllage or CIty with 

whom the cntrcplcllcur II1teractcd for busll1ess pUl'poses or otherwise. "State" refen'ed to 

rcglOnal and fcdcIaI govermllcnt or government-relatcd institutions. 

Thcn 1 asked the entIepl cncur to talk abOlit each of the fIve categones and to say 

whcthcr 111 hi:-, vlew they helped or hmt his business. This step helped the entrepreneur 

foclis on the suhjcct of the IIlterview and it helped me by providing a secondary source of 

data agulIlst wlllch 1 could later check the final stage of the interview process. Finally, l 

asked the entrepreneur 10 Illnk the tïve categories from most constraining to least 

c.:on~traillIng and lIom most cnabling to kast nablmg. 1 asked for two separate ordered 

IIsts, one correspondlllg to constrainmg factors and one cOITesponding to enabling factors . 

The lluestlOn forms "qu'est-cc qui atde l'entrepnse le plus'!" and "qu'est-ce qui empêche 

l'entreprise le plus'!" proved effective tor 1i10st of the mterviews, but in some instances 1 

Val led the exact wOldmg of the qucstIons.68 For each decision, 1 asked the entrepreneur 

to give ~evcrall ea:-,ons for his chOlcc. The use of two separate hsts (constraining and 

enabIJng) wa~ ll1ilIally II1tended to selve as a cross-checking device, but it SOOI1 be~ame 

de:u that the two Itsts provided ditferent types of infOlmation and that keeping them 

scparate was a necc~slty (sec bclow). Carrying out these steps enabled me t0 generate a 

pnOlltlzed IIst of "constralllts and creativity" for each enu'epreneur (see opposite page). 

ThiS information \Va~ then compiled in the fonn of tables and was used in the analysis 

presented below. 

6711us rckl~ 10 laLlOl~ 'iuch il'i cOllsumer buymg power, competItIon. trading infrastructure, access to 
CXpOJ Is/lmpOll '\, ullcmpioymcI1l, cash lIow. clc. 
(Il{ \lere 1'\ a sample Il.mslatcd J'rom Illy noLes' "Okay, hkc we werc say mg bcforc, wc'vc got thcsc l'Ive 
call'gollc~ "(1 glVè Ir.,L). "SOIllC ollhesc caLcgollcs help your buslIless, SOIllC hurt your business, maybe 
"'Ollll' do hoth Lcl's ~Iall wllh the olle" Illat hurt your bUSlIlCS~. WIllCh one of the lIvc categones ... "(1 
gl\e ltsl agam) "Wluch one huns your hUSlIlCSS MOST?" (pause) "WIllCh Olle causes the Illost problems 
tOI your hU"IIIl'~~')" (thc ClltlCplCIIClII contll1ucs 10 ûunk and iUlswelS "colTImumty") "Why?" (he glvcs two 
n'aSlIll" 101 lus aB'i\Vl'1. 1 l,lkl' 1l0Ll'Ù "Wh:ll'S Bex!') Alter "co III 111 umty," wlllch caLe gal)' glves you the 
1Il1l,,1 pllIhil'llIs')" 
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CategOl'Y 
Rankings by 
Entrepreneur 

Mabuku 

8asecum 

Sabata 

Radiu Karthala 

ESC 

What hurts your 
business most'! 

1) market 
2) stute 
3) community 
4) family 
5) individual 

1) community 
2) market 
3) individual 
4) stute 
5) family 

1) family 
2) individual 
3) market 
4) community 
5) stute 

(not available) 

(not available) 

What hdps yOllt 
business 1ll0sl" 

1) \IH!lvlllual 
2) matket 
3) .. tate 
4) falluly 
5) COllllllllllity 

1) individual 
2) market 
3) family 
4) state 
5) C0I11I1111llity 

(not avallahle) 1 

1) indivldual 
2) state 
3) family 
4) market 
5) t:omlllll III t y 

1) individual 
2) family 
3) c.,omlllullIty 
4) market 
5) :-.tatc 

Il du.l not fini1>h mlaJy~ing the data unltl after retuflung from the IH:ILI, 
thls accounl-; for incon"l~tencle~ ln data collettlon 
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Obviously a ~ample of six participants chosen on the basis of some type of 

innovation hold~ limlled posslbilities for statistical analysls. Furtherrnore, one of these six 

did not partlclpatc ln the fmal ~tage of the mterview process,69 and several of the 

particlpant~ fOffi1Ulated one priontllcd list instead of two. There are some interesting 

p01l1t~ wlll<..:h Ù1C table~ suggc~t, but ally ob~ervauon based on them must be considered 

tentatlvc. The wblcs a1C not II1tcndcd to be ,U1 accurate repre~entation of the Comorian 

~ntrcprcncllllal pcrccption~; the sample ~Ize IS too small ta permIt any such cJaim. Instead, 

lhey alc 1I1cJuded only a~ an Illustration of a method which, wlth a Im'ger and more 

,carcfully chosen :-.amplc group would be effective for mapping the perceptions oi a set of 

,~ntrcpreneur~. 

In each of the tables (see opposite page), the rows correspond to the flve categories 

which 1 had Identitied fwm the literature as possible factors intluencing entrepreneurial 

,!1ctivity. The colullln:-, ~how numbers, t'rom 1 to 5 (l being "most important" and 5 being 

"lcaSl impOltal1l"), which correspond to the Importance assigncd to each category. For 

I.:xamplc, "lIldlvldual" III the constraints wb le ('l'able 1) recelved one "2", one "3" and one 

"5". This I1lcal1~ that one partiCipant rankcd this category second, another ranked it third 

,and a thinl partIcIpant lanJ..cd It l<1st 111 Imporwnce among the factors that constrain his 

actlvltlCS ln thc crcaUvlly table t'fable 2) we ~ce that the same category received four 

lirsts'?O The totals mc slIllply the result of adding up the Humber of wClghted responses. 

Sa, tOI' cxamplc, the numhcl~ 111 the lIldividual category add up ta 10 (2,3,5), which is 

shghtly hU'ger than the avclage (9), thc total number of points (45) divided by the total 

Ilumbcr of catcgoncs (5). 

,59 For leusons slaled III the Illelhods sec lIOn. 1 c1wse notlo mcludc a case study for thlS partIcIpant, 
DeGaulle, who was the IÏIsl pCI~on mlhe ComOfos to sell lood on the street. He lIltroduced lhls 
mllovatlon sOllle 15 yl':m, rlIevlOUS to my rcscarch .md has smcc become a succcssfui shopkccper and an 
,.ISplllllg wholcsalcl. NOllcthekss. SOIllL' 01 the generalllliormallon whlch hc gave me about bemg an 
,~nlrcplelleur III Ihe COlllOlO,> {llOvcd 10 he very hclplul and 1 havc mcluded SOIlle sectIons of hls mtervlcws 
111 tlus chaptcr. HIS answCIS 10 the l'mal stage 01 the IIlterview plOC css arc not mcluded in the tables. 
'70 The symbol "x" IS used to denole an :tllswer III the conslrillnts lable (Table 1) and the "+" symbolls used 
IIIlhl' CH\lîlvlly labll' rrablL' 2) The u~c 01 Ihc~c symbols WIll aIJow thc reader to more easlly dIstmgUlsh 
I:he two l'all'golles III T.lhlc 3. 
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• Table 1: CONSTRAINTS 

Factors which entrepreneurs sny hinder cnlerprisc 

l's 2's 3 's 4 's S's TOTAL 

individuaJ x x x 10 
family x x x 10 
community x x x 8 
state x x x Il 
market x x x 6 

TOTAL 45 

N=3 (A verage: 9) 

• Table 2: CREATIVITY 
Factors which entrepreneurs say help enterprisc 

l's 2's 3's 4's S's TOTAL 

individu al ++++ 4 
family + ++ + 12 
community + +++ 18 
state + + + + 14 
market ++ ++ 12 

TOTAL 60 

N=4 (Average: 12) 

• 
85 
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Several ob~ervation~ can be made From Tables 1 and 2. The categories that differ 

most From the average are lfldivldual in Table 1 and lfldividual and commul/ity in Table 2. 

The IIldlvldual category IS cho~en as the most enabling of the five. To a CClta1l1 extent ÙllS 

i~ a fllfletlon of the faet that innovation was an important cntcrion for partIcIpatIon in the 

study. The paruclpant~ were ownelS of ~ll1all or micro-enterprise, which is heavily 

dcpendent 011 ùle lllitiaLIve of the indlvidllal entreplenem. Second, communÎty :md market 

:'lIe the two 1ll0~t cOIl~trainjng categories. In Table 1, market IS more constrainmg Ùlan 

(,on/n/ul/ity and III Table 2 commumly i~ lc~s cnabling than markeT, but these d!fferences 

Illay be 100 lïne to be slgl1\tieant, e~pecIally consldellng the small samplc ~lze.71 

An cxample slIch as thi~ points to umbiguity in Ùle data. It is not cleur, for 

cxamplc, If the 5'~ for the COIJ/IllUfllty catcgory in Table 2 me an that community is 

con~tlainillg or ùlat It I~ :;illlply not CI1,lbling. It is pos<,ible that that the elicitation 

lechmqllc used 111 the con~trall1ts category was not clear to respondents.72 Another point 

01 intcrest is the fact that Table 2 dlsplays slgnificantly more elusters than Table 1. This 

Illay Icflcct the tact tllUt thele i~ one Jess responclellt in Table 1 or it may indicare that 

('oll1orian entrepreneurs do not characterize lh~ir situation 111 the same way l do, that is 

uSlIlg a constraints/creativIty opposItIon to describe their efforts (see Models, Chapter 2). 

71 Note Ihal a smallel total III Tahle 1 means "morc constraining" anô a smaller total in Table 2 means 
"IllOll' cnahhng." 
nI rcall/ed lai CI thallhc vClh "cmpcchcr" could havc bccn subsitutcd wllh "limiter." 
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Table 3: CONSTRAINTS & CREATIVITY 
Entrt'prenellrll' pcrceptionll of l'aclm'lI which I!l'Ill/h illdt'" l'lltC'lll·i!>.l' 

2 3 .~ 5 '\'()TAL 

individual ++++ x x ;.. -() 

family x + ++ x/+ x 2 

community x x/+ x +++ 10 

state x/+ + x/+ x/+ ] 

market x x/++ x ++ (, 

TOTAL 15 

(Avclage. 3) 

Table 3 combll1cs Tables 1 und 2 on the same grid for compansoll. In tlll~ tahle, 

Îndividuaf andcommunity stand Out as sigmficant arca~ of agrccment bclwecll 

particIpants. Table 3 ulso highlights the dlsperscd natUlc of Ihe rcspon~c~ in the famdy 

and state categories. This may be cxplained 111 paIt by Ille discomfOlI a~~()cJated wllh 

making judgements about the institutions of famlJy and govcrnmcnl 01 by the vanatloll 

among indlvidual famihes. The state category al~o ha~ the hlghest IIlll1lhcI of I1llxcd 

responses (2,4,5), painting agall1 to !lIghly vaned rcspon"c~ 10 the goyellllllt:nt 

Perhaps the onJy cerlUIll ob..,crvatlon 111 thl~ analy~l:-' i:-. thatth<.: IIIfOllllatloll 

contained In the~c tables is not complete and that Il is mOle tclllllg whcII cOII:-'ldered III 

conjunction with information tram II1tcrvlCWS with partlclpant~. ACCOldll1g to Ilw data 

presented, enu'cprcneurs view il/lillyidual as the categoly whlch hclp~ thelr bL1~lIIe~:-. 1lI0"t 

Of the four entrepreneurs that gave a ranking for lactor~ that cnable btl:-'Jnc,>,> to '>lIcœc.:<l, 

ail four put individual fll~t on the list. They ail :-.eemed conficknt that they ,Ire good i.It 

what they do. Mabuku con~iders hllmell a good mechanic. !Je\ jatlile "ay., l'm gond 

with customers, and Shanf i~ always ahead of the gamc ()lIly olle partiCipant 

thought lm Jack of knowledge/skills was holdlllg back the bU~Jllc.),>. Dc'>pltc his cxtell<"lve 
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contacts and thorough knowledge of the island, Sabata insisted that his business couldn't 

really he successful until he had the opportunity to finish his studics. 1 also need to 

know more about the history of the Comoros, he said.7 3 

The two most constraining categories (commll1lity and market) correspond closcly 

with comments made during the interviews, as weIl as with observations 1 made 

throughout the research process.74 Entrepreneurs, who made relutively few dispamging 

remarks about the government or about their families, hud much to say about communily. 

Sharif complained of people who think they deserve credit for ads simply because thcy 

know who he is. According to Base-Corn, there are a lot of people thut tI·y to 

take advantage of me by getting tires repaired and not paying. Ahmed had similar 

experiences with students who wanted "free English." During interviews 1 obscrvcd 

considerable tension between entrepreneurs and members of the community. In some 

cases, these were customers requesting products or services on credit, Iike the taxi driver 

who paid regular visits to Base-Corn without money or any intention of paying. In other 

cases, community members requested favors of the entrepreneur slich as lifts, c1othcs, 

food and smaliloans. Mabuku had regular visits from people usking favors (see 

"Everybody" in Mabuku ). 

From my own observations, it seems clear that the market category is a/so a 

constraining force on entrepreneurial activity. Most of what Mabuku discus~ed with Ille in 

our interviews had to do with fish pricing and competition from wachuzis or fishselling 

middlepersons. Sharif correctly pointed CJut that consumption in the Comoros is 

constrained by an economy with limited cash flow and by high unempJoyment.75 In 

addition, a small population (the capital has Jess than 25,000 people) means that the 

numher of consumers is limited and that attempting ta capitalize on economies of scale is 

very risky. Further examination of entrepreneurs' statements (in formaI and informaI 

73 It is possible that the explanatiùn of my research and motivation bchind uJld(;rtakmg such a project (I.e. 
the pursuit of higher studies) may have influenced Sabata to emphasizc education in his answcrs. r am 
skeptical in general of the results 1 had from Sabata. He was the lIDlt cfltreprencur 1 worked with and his data 
lead me to believe that 1 didn't allow enough time to establish a comfortablc and rcliahlc working 
relationship. 
74 1 chose to focus on these categories for two reasons. Ficst, thcy both excced the conslntints average in 
Table 1. Second, they were both questions which received consider'lble attention from entreprencurs 
throughout the interview process (sec C0n10r;an Signposts ). 
75 Comorians often refer to the "periode dt' crise' as a generalized form of economic recession. 
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interview ~ettings) 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 

cnU'cprcneurs or culture is necessarily tentative. Even the term signpost is tentative. It is 

not my intention to "explain Il Comorian entreprenelU's, a project which is constrained by 

the diversity among Comorian entrepreneurs, the complexity of Cornorian culture, and the 

nature of the research process. Instead, my research attempts to point out certain recurring 

uatterns in Comorian entrepreneurship. Sorne of the signposts covered in this section run 

counter to generalizations made in the literature. This may he due to differences in the 

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

Corn munit y is a Constraint 

111e mc.'~t striking element to come out of the data analysis is the degree to which 

entrepreneur~ viewed other rnemhers of their community as a constraint to their 

entel'prise.77 Entrepreneurs view this group, which is made up of fdends, 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 commlluity were clearly more common when 

76 (am indcbtcd to Profcss()r ~on Bumett. Director of Gmduate Program in Communications, McGiU 
University, for this lerm. 
77 "Family" rcferred 10 'Uly family member, close or distant, relatcd through blood or marriage, who could 
makc claims on the entrepreneur's rcsourccs based on kinship ties, "Community" meant any non-family 
mcmber of the same ncighborhood, social organization, village or city with whom the entrepreneur 
intcractcd for business purposes or othcrwise. 
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discussing "constraints" than when discussing "creativity." According to entrepreneurs. 

demands on their money. time and resources are by far greatel,t l'rom tiü~ {;atcgory: 

PeQple think we're rich because we trnvel .and wc hnve a car. M'lbulu. drivillg il 

distance which usuaUy lakcs 5 minutes. stops four tim!!s on lhe way 10 pick IIp l'copIe who asl 
for a ride. 

Mabuku on his social obligations wilhin his communily: If nmong ull the lish wc enteh 
we don't give sorne away, il looks bud ... Overnll, 1 think 1 give them more th"n 
they give me. 

Mabuku talks about how local traditions constrain his cnterprise: Otlter fishermen lire too 
tradition-bound for us to get together and buy this new net us n group; they 
think we're going to overfish the waters. Ovcrfishillg without l'lrge-scalc cllmmelcml 
fishing seems highly unlikely. And on anolhcr occasion: People don't work bcclIuse they 
don't have to, it's embarrassing if an old man bus to work, a Comoriall provcrh: 
kudja sllinda wahantsi mbabaho? You can't take cllre of your fntber'! 

The eiders want to sell sand and l'm ugainst it. Sand and sca coral arc impUllall1 
resources in the Comoros, as lhey are mixed with importcd cement 10 reducc lhe cosl ni 
construction. The collection of sand and cornl for evcnlual sale by members of the commulllty 
lhreat"ns the fragile marine lire cCI.,'-system which supporls the Mabuku cnlerprisc. 

Ahmed on his obligations as a teachcr: 1 have to look good und be in good lteaUh, bul 
it's hard. My students dress better th an 1 do. But this docsn't mcan they arc Ilaylng 
customers. Ooly 4 of 11 students were paying in advance. They \Vlan' Engli!'lh, 
but they don't waot to pay ... 1 agreed to let 4 or 5 students tnke clusses without 
paying. We try to understandj people puy less according to thcir meuns. 

Entrepreneurship in the Comoros doesn't work because people don't consume 
(Sharit). People rent video cassettes and refuse to pay late fces. Very few pcople hu} Original 
productions of local music; home-made copies are much cheaper. In theory the communily 
is the gas that fuels the machine, but here tbey don't help the business lit 1111, 
tbey'rc !~st a bassle. 

Individual members uf 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 movc his 

boat on the beach when his fishers were sick, and he says they help him during 

catastrophes and emergencies. Base-Corn entrusted his shop to a friend when he Icft the 

country on business, although he makes clear that he can't trust anyone to run the 

shop. There were no other references ta 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 cnmmonly 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 smalJ enterprise.78 Instead, 

scholarly wtiting in thi!-; area has given more emphasis 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 entreprenc,urs in the Comoros. 

Many Credits 

Credit is a very common topic in the literature on economic development. U sually, 

however, the discussion centers around ways in which credit can be organized and 

extended ta small and medium-sized enterprise. Marris and Somerset (1972) focus on 

issues surrounding SUGh formaI credit mechanisms for small enterprise. Hart (1972) and 

Nafziger (1977) also attempt to demonstrate the importance of institutional credit for the 

development of small business. It is true that this set of issues is important for 

cp..:ouraging entrepreneurial growth, but its prominence in the literature on entrepreneurs 

ignores a related set of important issues: those con\;erning entrepreneurs' credit with their 

customers. On the whole, entrepreneurs scemed much Jess concemed with formai credit 

mechanisms being extended to their business and more concemed with credit agreements 

between themselves and their customers:79 

Seventy percent of my customers who take credit don't pay it back. Base-Corn did 
not have 10 Ihink bcfore giving me this figure. He had obviously spent time thinking about it 
bcforc. 

7S Barth's "social rclutions which hamper" business (1963: 8) address sorne of the social costs of 
cntrcpreneuriaJ activily. Gccrtz (1<)63) discusses how cultural values can limit the growth oflocal 
cntrcprcncurial initiatives. 
79 For a discussion of credit and customer relations in West African trading networks, see Bauer (1963), 
cspcdally his note on Ihe cffccts of indebtedness, p. 214. Abner Cohen (1965) discusses how traders 
attcmpllo limitlosscs Ihal can be incurrcd from extending credit 10 customers. 
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- -~~~-- -----------------------

There are a lot of people who try to tuke udvuntllge of me. They \nant to get 
their tire fixed for free. They say, "no problem, l'II puy you tomorrow." Thl'~ 
never do. As Base-Corn was hnishing hls semence a taxI dnver mils III for Iwo Bcnson & 
Hedges (2 cigarettes. not two packs). Base-Com usks for the money wlllch the drivel owcs lin 2 
tires ceparrcd last wcck. "You know l'Ill gonna' pay, 1 just don't have Ihe money now." l-k dllw-; 
off and when 1 look ta Ali he says: He's not even a friend of mine. 

Sharif on credit problems assoclated with advertising: l'm populu!' but there lire I)('opll' 
who think 1 should give them free ads just beclluse they know me. S ha ri 1 
explains why sorne people think he is wealthy. Sorne people count the nds. 1 tllik 
about my money problems und they sta'" to count the IIds. Unpalll crclht aceollnls 
for approximately 30% of his business. 

Mabuku on credit: People won't buy from you if you're 100 meun 10 ~ive 
credit ... 1f you sell fish with u freezer then you don't nccd crl'dit und if you 
don't give credit you don't get customers. Credit is bud, but wc don't luave Il 

choice ... Wl' have to give credit because the fish"ellers do--we ulWllylt gel SOIlIt' 

payment, l'ven if it's only 5% of the total. 

It was clear, even during the interviews, that credit is a recurring problclll for 

Comorian entrepreneurs. Customers, acting Iike old friends, would request a "small tl 

exception to the credit rules which are posted in almost every COl11orian store,80 

attempting to take advantage of Comorians' inability to say no.81 To a certain cxtcnt Ihc~c 

requests are a function of the fact that unemployment is very high in the COl11oros. Thosc 

that are lucky eno1lgh to have a job (usually with the govemment) onen reccive ùlcir 

salaries after three to six-month delays. Noneùleless, the Iiterature on African 

entrepreneurship neglects the issue of credit between entrepreneurs and thcir Clistolllcrs, 

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 wlth no 

persona! savings and without incurring substantiaI debt.82 This signpost. which shows 

80 There is a wide variety of "no credit" signs in stores 111 the Cornoros, most of which ure not dlsplayed Hl 

prorninent places. One such sign reads: "Moi pas donner credit. .. toi fachcr ... rnoi prefere tOilacher." 
81 A cam mon Cornorian refusai technique begins with. "H's not that l'rn saying no, it's just that..." 
82 The start-up rnoney for ETC came in part from Fuad's partner Mohammed and later from the lew 
students who were able ta pay their course fces. 
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that (''Nners of small and micro-enterprises in the Comoros do not view the shortage of 

money a~ their most ~:ignificant problem, contradict~' one of the Jl1l)st cornmon myths 

about African economi(' development: that Africans need more money. Capital is certainly 

important. and Comorian entrepreneurs know it is a necessity for entrepreneurial activity, 

but there arc good examples within this study which show how ingenuity and frugality 

overcome materj~! constraints (~ee ESC, Base-Corn, andSabata ).83 

Sabma, who was renting a vehicle in the same way that a taxi driver would from a 

privatc OW1l1er, required only gas money to start his business. His daily earnings paid for 

persona! expenses and maintenance of the vehicle. Hassane and his colleague petitioned 

the Japanese .Mid ageney so that upon graduation, the fishing school's fIfst graduating 

dass would rcœive boats. This enabled them to begin fishing and soon after begin 

accumulating c"llpital. Ahmed's Englîsh school had very low start-up expenses. The 

house he rented J1ad a livint; room which served as a c1assroom and the tw~lve chairs were 

ineluded with the ,luouse. Ahmed already owned basic teaehing materials like books, 

chalk, erasers, and paper. He had a blaekboard made for the eqivalent of $25, spent a 

smaU sum on photo.topies and he was ready to begin teaching. Since the landlord was 

having a difficult tinl\lC renting his hou se, 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 

!TIonth's rent. WeIll gel more chairs when we get more students. Obviously 

there are situations that could arise, eausing 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 Ilot necessarily a barrier to entry into small business. AlI 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 fuet, sorne of the participants (Sharif, Base-Corn) had very high start-up costs 

83 Harris & Rowe (1966) show !hal capital is not a "limiting factor" for Mrican entrepreneurs. Sirnilarly, 
St;halz (1977) argues Ihat failurcs in African industry are due la the econornic/political environment, alld not 
a lack of capital or know-how. Gecrtz on lndonesia: " ... the central problems the leaders in development 
face arc organizalional. Lack of capital, shortages of skilled labor or disciplined labor, insufficiency of 
markets. lack of technical knowledge and so on are all, la sorne extent genuine problerns. But none of 
thesc secms in .my proper sense an immedialely limiting factor on economic development" (Geertz 1963: 
74). Il rnay also be argued that a sample of businesses that are "up and running" will he irnbalanced in 
(uvor of those entrepreneurs thal ulrcady have the ability to save or generate their own sources of capital. 
84 This may Ilot he !he 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 he reitcratcd that the 

entrepreneurs in my sarnple are owners of small or micro-cnterprises, which are gencl1l11y 

less capital-intensive than meèium-sized businesses. esperhùly in manufacturir.g. 

However, in each case the entrepreneur was persomùly responsiblc fOi raising "tatl-up 

money, a large part of which usually came from personal savings. lt was clear from ûle 

interviews that Comorian entrepreneurs do not depend on institutional credit to mect l11cir 

needs. 1 could probably get a Ioan from the bank but il wouldn't work 

unle&s 1 knew someone (Ahmed).85 Only two of the entrepreneurs had attcmpted ln 

obtain 10ans or credit through formai channels (National Bank. United Nations 

Development Project, Mission de Cooperation Française, etc); neither of them sllccccdcd. 

Despite plans for expansion (a net for Mabuku, (J car for Sabata, etc.), only one of the 

entrepreneurs cliscussed money when asked to talk about the problems faced by his 

enterprise.86 When 1 pressed the issue, Ahmed said Money is second ••. because if 

wc put oOly money first that will be a constraint. Money is not a prohlem, 

it's a solution. 

This signpost can De attributed to a number of factors which stand out on the 

Cornorian culturallandscape. Comorian entrepreneurs are good at saving moncy. Base­

Corn, who cornes 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 1 lose one franc, it worries me. The ability 

to save can he attributed in part to the aallda, 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 

8S Access to credit is one area where the "community" category might have becn dlscusscd as an enablcr, 
but throughout the course of the interviews, this never occurrcd. 
86 Nafziger (1977) suggests that capItal is a common concem for new cntcrprises and Marris & Somcrscl 
(1972) give numerous cxamplcs of succcssfui small cnterpriscs which bcgan without large amounL<; of 
capital investment. To a certain degrec, 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 society.87 Traditionally, 

preparation for the "a~.:Jda" 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.88 

The Role of Government 

Contrary to man y ex amples from other parts of Afriea, the Comorian government 

does not seem to be a significant problem for entrepreneurs. Hart (1972) dernonstf'cltes the 

degree to which govemment pollcy 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 Zaïre. The Comorian government, 

however, despite numerous authoritarian regimes and mercenary-Ied military takeovers, 

does not seem to pose a fonnidable threat to small-scale entrcpreneurial activity.89 

Three of the six participants were operating outside of the govemment's control, 

and those who had acquired the appropriate operating license had no complaints 

conceming the fees and revenue taxes they paid. Base-Corn called tax collecting the 

"daula ya circali," or the government's right It may be argued that govemrnent is a 

constraint since sorne entrepreneurs make efforts to avoid govemment scrutiny, but this 

point seems unimportant when considering howeasily govemment control can be 

avoided. Ahmed explains how he runs bis business without government interference: 

We round tbis bouse just outside of town and put up a little sign near tbe 

87 From Soilihi (1988). For more infonnation on the Comorian Grand Mariage, see Ottenheimer (1985) 
or Rouvcymn & Djabiri (1968). 
88 1 did nol colleel any primary data on indigenous savings and credit institutions in the Comoros. Based 
on infonu:tl qucstioning 1 was able 10 identify scverJltontilles which are common among vendors in 
Moroni's centml food market, but lhe entrepreneurs with whom 1 worked were not involved with any 
orgmlizalion of this type. 
89 DeSOla (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 infonnation on enterprises of 
vurying sizes. Although this Sludy gives examples of only small-enterprise from the Comoros, the work of 
thcse scholars is important in order to show how relatively unobstructive the Comorian govemment policy is 
loward smaU business. 
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road. \V~ don't want too much attention right now. According to Ahmcd, to 

attract a lot of attention would mean th~ possibility of having money extractoo for personal 

use by govemment officials. It is true that 'ESC cannot issue official diplomas to ils 

students, but these are trade-offs for Ahmed, who was reluctant at tirst to participatc in 

this study since ESC was only working on a trial basis. Ahmcd attributes his 

success in part to the faet that govemment-nm schools are inefficient imd over-crowded. 

This means that familles with moderate means are more likely to send thciI' children to 

private schools like ESC. Mabuku also listed the state as an enabler for his business 

since, as a fishennan, he is not taxed and does not need a license to operate. He cxplains: 

1 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. Whcn Sharif 

frrst opened his radio station, he was the first to attempt ta share the airwaves with Radio 

Comores, the country's long-standing govemment-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 eoming of Karthala 

that the government actuaIly put lùm in jail; this time they took almost two weeks before 

shutting down his operation and confiscating the transmitter. After several weeks he was 

released fromjail 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 govemment media commission is still considering tJ1C 

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 govemment as totally hannless or 

benevolent. DeGaulle complains that because of govemment priee control mechanisms, 

he makes an aImost insignificant profit for each ton of rice that he sells, but a store 

without riee in the Comoros can't do business. Sharif attempted to sell the 

govemment on an idea for the Comoros' fifst nationallottery, 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 ingcnuity in Zaire. 
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Other Observations 

The categories of market and family were also discussed by the participants, but 

lhey 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 exarnple. 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 rnany opportunities, but there is an overalilack of jobs and 

spending. The price of electricity, which is said to he the most expensive in the world,92 

is also given as a constraining factor. 

Entrepreneurs seern ta 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 hi ring people to start a good business and then give the 

business to my family after it's up and running (Sharif). Family employces can 

be paid less, but they also prQduce less. They drain the entrepreneur's already limited 

resources. l'm the oldest, even my uncles' wives come to me for things 

(Sabata) and My family is very large, l'm even related to the chef du village 

(Mabuku). The other three entrepreneurs view family as an enabling force. Family 

rnernbers are a cheap source of labor, they can be trusted, and they fully support the 

enterprise since in sorne sense it carries their name. Family doesn't constrain me at 

ail; if 1 don't have my family l'm not happy (Base-Corn). The stability 1 

have fl'om family enables me to take this on (Ahrned), and Business is beUer 

with family .•• 1 have to provide for my brolher anyway so 1 might as weil 

just bire him (Degaulle). 

91 According to Schatz. there is usually a limit to potential earnings in any given line of work in many 
African cconomies (1977: 94). 
92 Pcrsonnl 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 catcgory 

is almost never a hindrance to the enterprise. On the one hand, this may suggcst thm 

enrrepreneurs are not nble to see their personal shortcornings or limitations. Makolm 

Harper claims that small-scale entrepreneurs orten see their most serious problems as 

those things that are out of their control, such as access to capital. marketing dH\llIlcls 01 

credit (Harper 1984: 66). On the other hand, their responses c1early suggcst that 

individual entrepreneurs are responsible for the success of the enlcrprisc and lhat wc may 

need to question the common assumption that entrepreneurs need more fomml training or 

education. The entrepreneurs in this stlldy have travelled extensively (Sharif. Sabata. 

Base-Corn), have learned foreign languages (Ahmed, Sabata), and have servet! as 

apprentices in various fields (Sabata, Base-Com), ail examplcs of invcstmcnts 111 human 

capital which do not reqllire fonnal education. Local systems of u'aining and knowlcdge 

can provide important insights into detennining regional or local needs. Mabuku cxplaills 

what it was like to have development workers visit him while he was working on lhe 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 l'm a goalie, have 

been for a long time. 1 know my players and 1 know the terrain. Don't 

come here and tell me how to play soccer, especially if you don't know 

b"w to play yourself. 

Discussion 

The infonnation that emerger from this chapter comes to us in two forms. First, an 

atlcmpt is made to understand entrepreneurial perceptions through a very simple syl\tcm of 

quantitative analysis and mapping (Problems and Priorities). The Iimited sire of thc 

sarnpte and an llnsystematic elicitation avvroach mean that the results of this analysis arc 

too imprecise to be significant. The tables submitted and the written analysis that 

accompany them are perhaps best seen as a methodological exercise which, witlJ some 

improvements, may be used for similar pUl'P0ses in different circumstances. Second are 
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the signposts, which stand out as reculTÎng themes and patterns discussed by the 

entrepreneurs in our interviews. 

Both methods of representmg this infoffilation attempt to answer the sarne 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 rcsponses. First and foremost thcir responses highlight the tension 

which exists between the entrepreneur and members ofhis community. Entrepreneurs 

vicw non-kin community members as a constraint to their activities, since as "friends" and 

potential clIstomers they request favors, money, and most importantly~. 

Entrepreneurs' responses also show that the Comorian government is not perceived as a 

m~jor 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 smaU 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 

cnU'cpreneurs and in doing so suggests the possibility of an indigenous agenda for the 

promotion of private enterprise in Afriea . 

99 



• 

• 

• 

CONCLUSIONS 

What then can be said about the mie of enu'epreneur~ in C'olllorian SOl'1l.'ty? Thi~ I~ a 

difficult question to answer given the limited nature of the sam pic dlOsen for titis H.' Sl'; Il dl 

However, even if the entrepreneurs in this study are not reprcscntatiw of Comorian 

entrepreneurs on the whole, their stories do give certain insights into the Il.Hlm.' 01 

entrepreneurial activity and development in the COl11oms. 

Socially COQscious Sçlf-Actualizatjou 

Case studies from the Comoros show that motivations (litTer from on'~ cntreprcncur to 

the next. They also point to the multiplicity of motivations. ranging l'mm tOlall, sclf­

interested to totally altruistic, which characterizes most enu·cprcneurs. According to ('Cl'IU. 

(1963), entrepreneurs in one town followed an "ego-focused" pattern of change (self­

interested, individualistic and pioneering) and entrepreneurs in anothcr town followed li 

"group-focused" approach (supportive, egalitarian and tradltional). FlIldings from tlw. 

research suggest that more significant variation occurs among individuals. 

Be1shaw (1955) argues that this variable is a function of the social distance bClwccn 

the entrepreneur and his "home group." 93 According to this analysis, an cntrcprcnclIl 

who shares values in common with his community is less hkely to accuInulatc wcalth thall 

one who has'symbolically "broken away" from his home group. 1 le c1airm that 111 Africa 

"many leaders of initiative are motivated by their concern to raise the level uf living of thclr 

own people, and to provide a more promising future for their children and grandchlldrcn" 

(Belshaw 1955: 158). This claim seems naive, especially when compared with Gecrll. 

who writes of Modjokuto entrepreneurs that their "ruthless" individualism is "dcstroylllg 

customary constraints on enterprise in a traJitional society" (1963: 12G). 

93 Belshaw gives four categories for understanding this vanation: 1) the entrepreneur IS complètely brokell 
away from his home group, 2) the entrepreneur ha,; made an inl'omplete break from the home group, 3) the 
entrepreneur identifies with bis home group and ha') expansive motives in commerce and 4) the 
entrepreneur identifies with the home group but has no intention to expand operation" (1955: 149). 
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Perhaps bath accounts are somewhat exaggerated. Is it not possible for an 

individual, especially a local leader or in this case entrepreneur, ta be self-interested and 

altruistic simultaneously'! Evidence from the Comoros shows entrepreneurs with bath 

selfish motives and a concern for community welfare. This socially conscioJ,ls self­

actualization is especially clear in the Mabuku case study. Hassane made Mabuku's 

resources readily available ta certain members of his community (the truck and credit for 

fish are good examples). He attempted ta sell more fish, which, according ta him, would 

bPnefit Comorian society as weIl as hirnself. In addition, he was preparing his "grand 

mariage," a long and demanding process which demonstrates a commitment ta the 

community and ta traditional values. Sharif, tbe most "enterprising" of the entrepreneurs in 

the study, feels it is his responsibBity ta wake up Cornorian8. and make them aware of 

what they can do and he. He often talks about being a medium for the arrivaI of global 

culture, which according ta him is a good thing. 

ln the Base-Com case study, there is evidence of the entrepreneur's efforts ta 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 bis home 

group. Sabata discussed plans ta rent bis video equipment to the youth groups in his town: 

It's for a good cause. 1 won't charge a lot, but l'II still make sorne money. 

Ta differing degrees then the entrepreneurs who participated in this study are concemed 

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. 

Entreprepeurshiv apd Social Chanee 

Most of the participants in this research had something to say about the effect of their 

enterprise on Comorian society. Ta 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 priee, and 

Comorian society (himself inc1uded) would stand ta benefit. He aIso talked (without my 
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asking) about his attempts to "valorise" the position of fishennen in Comorinn society. 

Fishermen .n the Comoros are highly stigmatized as a social group and Hassane saw it ns 

his dut y to project a professional image to improve the status of those who tish for 11 living. 

What 1 was and what 1 am isn 't the sarne thing ••. and titis makes my family 

look good, we're no longer just another poor fishing family. 

Sham was aIso aware of the potential hi~ business had to affect Comorian society. 

He planned bis radio programming to stimulate debate on issues which affect the political 

and social lives of many people in the Comoros: structural readjustment, ruml exodus, 

Comorians living in France,jealousy, traditionaI 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 mlks 

about the work ethic and Radio Karthala: 1 give some sort of education, it gives 

people an idea of the Karthala Iifestyle. Every morning he starts his programming 

with a Haitian work song: IIWhen you sleep your whole being sleeps. White other people 

are sleeping, you could be doing something to have a future." 

Ahmed says he had the idea to open the English School bt:cause of his experience 

teaching English, but aIso 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 (IIUp countryll) to integrate and feel at ease in the capital city, a relative!y 'Jfban 

environ ment. Base-Corn was surprised to leam 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 aet of opening a business is in ilSelf a Conn of 
social change. According to this ar&ument, people come to sec business as a rcliable source of income and 
this leads more people into small business. The subsequent proliferation of small businesses changes the 
way people earn a living as weIl as the way thcy consume. 
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Later, when 1 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. 

Sorne Cowparjsons 

Staries of Comorian entrepreneurs do not confmn Geertz' (1963) fmdings on 

entrepreneurship in developing economies. Geertz shows two kinds of entrepreneurial 

activity: bazaar-style trading, dominated by "entrepreneurs with(\ut enterprises" who lack 

the "capacity ta form efficient economic institutions" (28) and the fonnation of new 

commercial interests by a local aristocracy who are struggling to move "from a peasant­

viIlage type economy toward a frrm 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' "peddIers," however, Comorian entrepreneurs are able to 

accumulate and re-invest in new fonns of economic organization (from fisherman to 

fishery; from corner store ta 24-hour service; from night club to commercial radio). Unlike 

his "princes," they art: able to exercise individu al initiative in the market without upsetting 

local traditions and relations (see above, Socially COlIscious Self-actualizatioll ). 

Stories of entrepreneurs in the Comoros more readily support the findings of 

MacGaffey (1987; 1991) and Barth (1963; 1967), whose attempts to analyze individu al 

agency examine more closely the nature of change resulting from entrepreneurial activity.95 

MacGaffey's entrepreneurs are working around institution al constraints to accumulate 

wealth and, in the proce&s they are contributing to the emergence of middle class 

consump~on 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 la explain how social change occurs tbrough the action of entrepreneurs. This 
task. though. has proven to he a difficult one. Greenfield and Strickon (1981) give a fascinating account of 
how economic and social innovations get accepted and adopted by society. AUWood (1992) describes 
similar processes in Western India. 
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practices (see for exarnpleSabata). Case studies of Comoriun entrepreneurs show tJ1Ut 

even under the most unlikely circumstances (Le. a stagnant local economy and limited 

infrastructure) economic and social change can oceur through the activities of 

entrepreneurs. If we agree that no culture or e<.:onomy is static, it is more accumte to 

assume that change is happening and to set out ta study the effects of these changes us thcy 

occur. 

These examples show how studies in the lit<;ranu'C on entrepreneurs diffel' with 

regards to the emphasis they give to change. Structuralist studies (such as Geertz 1963 und 

Berry 1985) are less concerned with change than with existing structures und institutions. 

Individualist studies, however, (MacGaffey 1987 and Barth 1963), make the question of 

social and economic change central to their analysis. Stories of Comoriun entel'preneurs, 

which show individuals innovating in an economic space constrained by commanity 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, sorne perspectives place the "future good 

of humanity" in the hands of entrepreneurs, arguing that economic developrnent could not 

oceur 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 exarnple, examines the role that entrepreneurs play in 

the process of econornic development and not the particular characteristics that make them 

successes or fallures.97 The latter point is a common criticism brought agai nst socio­

psychological theories of entrepreneurs, which are more concemed with socialization and 

personality traits than with the activity flf the entrepreneur (Greenfield & Strickon 1981: 481). 

To what extent can the entrepreneurs in this study be considered heroes'l They are 

heroic insofar as they exemplify the dynamism of econornic activity which this research 

sets out to examine. These are the stories of individu.lls who, despite considerable 

96 See for example the work of DeSoto (1989). Bernard Bclasco (1980) presents an hisk>rical analysis of 
the symbolic importance of entrepreneurs among the Yoruba in Nigeria. 
97 Barth (1963) and GIacJe (1967) are also good examples of this apprœch. 
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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 ~::lstomers; 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 traditional economic activity (Mabuku, Sabata), but they may 

also create jobs and bring down consumer priees. 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-Corn). Lastly, he is not a commodity, since entrepreneurs, even 

in the small 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 v&.rious models put forth by scholars, demonstrate the 

importance of local perceptions to an understanding of local problems . 

Indi~nous Knowlede;e and the Discourse of Development 

1 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 th.~ir 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 tenns of a constraints/creativity opposition which is eharacteristic of 

much of the social scientific writing on this subject. 

The findings in this research show that Comorian entrepreneuTh are concerned with 

customer/credit relations and the constraints imposed on enterprise by imperfect markets 

and opportunities (see Signposts). The social science literature on Aïrican entrepreneurs, 

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

105 



• 

• 

• 

- -------~~~----------------

important aspects affecting entrepreneuriaI 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-fonnal channels to start or expand thdr business. Sharif hus 

travelled extensively and conducted business abroad. Subatu depended on fumily membcrs 

and friends to learn how to makc shoes and how to drive. In his travels he has learned to 

speak six languages. Ali aIso 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 

fonnation can occur in many ways, many of which are not provided by fonnul training. 

What do these differences teHus about the policies which are implemented on behalf 

of local entrepreneurs (credit programs, entrepreneurial training programs, indusU'ial 

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 reully 

need is greater access to credit (Akeredolu-Ale 1975),99 then govemments may run the risk 

of throwing valuable funds at people who haven't proven their ability or commitment to 

making their business work. lOO If we assume that entrepreneurs are in short supply and 

the job of the state IS to create more (NrJziger 19~7), then precious federal monies and 

international aid will go toward 'making' entrepreneurs,lOI a policy which may work in 

Nigeria, but has had limited success in the Comoros.102 And if we believe, as the 

98 l have argued elsewhere (1993) in greater detail that the categorizations of social science arc insensitive 
to the perceptions of local entrepreneurs. For discussions of these categories sec: Kennedy (1988); Hart 
(1972); Nafziger (1977); Kilby (1969); Schatz (1977)~ Okercdolu-Ale (1975). 
99 This concern figures prominently in much of the development literature. Sec for exarnple Dinwiddy 
(1974) and Mann et. al. (1989). 
100 Recent successes in micro-credit programs such as the Gf'dme'~n Bank have lcd lending agencies to 
question the assumption that the poor are a credit risk. Il is probably also truc, howevcr, that most Icnding 
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 One major flaw in the social science literature is ils failure to distinguish bctwcen progrclms aimed at 
creating entrepreneurs and those intended for helping entrepreneurs who are a1ready in business. 
102 Entrepreneurial training programs in the Comoros were first formaUy organizcd through the Centre 
d'Etudes et Recherches sur la Cooperation Internationale (CECI). They have changcd structure and hands 
severa! limes and are currently being coordinated by a private sector pro;llotion project which is funded and 
organized by representatives from the UNDP and the ILO. Accordinr. to the former CECI represenJalive, 
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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Iiterature suggests, that entrepreneurs are more constrained than creative, then we run the 

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

Suggestions 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 a 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 stucty 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 specifie about the Comorian economic and cultural 

context, it is easy to overlook the elements of small business which may be cornmon 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 

enb'epreneurs 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 genen~lize cross-culturally about entrepreneurial 

values. 

103 Hcre 1 am using the tcnn "marketing" in the management sense of the word, to mean activities 
ussociatcd with the promotion and/or advertising, not the distribution/sale of goods. 
104 To date there has been very littIe research in this area. Kilby (1965) describes "production" and 
"markct-oricnted" entrepreneurs. Kennedy also discusses the importance of marketing to expansion in 
smalt enterprise (1988: 164), but issues rclated to marketing are given limited attention. 
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