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Foreword

Alistair R Anderson

Situating Our Scholarship: African Entrepreneurship  
in Context
It is always pleasing to see new additions to our pool of knowledge about entre-
preneurship and entrepreneuring in Africa. This diverse context offers so many 
opportunities to understand enterprise and to recognise how entrepreneurship 
can develop economies, places and people. Africa presents us with a rich tapestry 
of cultures, histories and people that are woven into the socio-economic fabric 
that shapes enterprise practice and outcomes. Like many western-based schol-
ars, my own work has barely skimmed this surface. Yet, I recognise how African 
cultures and institutions shape enterprise and how mechanisms to support and 
encourage entrepreneurship must be adapted to suit local circumstances. Yet, I 
am impressed with the agility, adaptability and clever use of resources in how 
entrepreneurship is practiced. We need to share the delight of the many entrepre-
neurial success stories. Like so many African entrepreneurs, we need to see the 
bright side of their achievements, avoid dwelling on problems and realise how 
much we can learn.

Many of my colleagues and students have collected and used African entrepre-
neurs’ own narratives to shed light on entrepreneurial experiences. These tell us 
about how some face social and economic exclusion and formidable institutional 
barriers, but they also contextualise the ingenuity and resourcefulness that char-
acterises so much of African enterprise. This ‘entrepreneurship in the raw’ may 
lack the glamour and glitz of high tech and fast growth, yet it signifies the micro 
power, the agency of entrepreneurship to make life better. It also signifies and 
even shows us entrepreneurship empowering the weaker members of our societies 
to help themselves when institutional support is absent. Each tiny, micro victory 
of survival, each instance of achievement and each example of improvement cel-
ebrates how African women and men employ entrepreneurship to work around 
and overcome the formidable obstacles of disadvantage.

However, we also know the weak explanatory power of importing theory from 
the affluent west. We recognise a pressing scholarly need to develop indigenous 
and local theory to celebrate and explain how entrepreneurship works in this con-
tinent; how we can foster, nurture and shape the change making mechanics of 
entrepreneuring. It is our academic responsibility to report and develop African 
theories of entrepreneurship that are inclusive, responsible and appropriate. It is 
not sufficient to glibly recite the mantra that entrepreneurship is the engine of the 
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economy; for this to be true we need to know how and why. We need to know how 
African entrepreneurship can include the excluded; how growth can be promoted 
and enterprise encouraged. To do this, we need scholarship, good scholarship 
that explains the role and potential of entrepreneuring as integrated bottom up 
and inclusive development. This calls for much more than economic theory, it 
demands an understanding of context and practices and an appreciation of the 
many rich examples of the nature and practices of entrepreneurship that charac-
terise African enterprise. Only then will we fully realise the potential and role for 
entrepreneurship as bottom up development that is socially integrated and inclu-
sive. In turn, we can then apply these theories to develop better entrepreneurship 
outside the continent.

Engagement with practitioners seems a progressive way to develop solutions. 
This seems much better than any impassioned handwringing of we must do 
something for them. Learning what they do and how they do entrepreneurship; 
learning from practice is promising. Engagement, especially informed scholarly 
engagement, will show us how entrepreneurship works in these African contexts. 
Such engagement, close observation, careful thinking and appreciation will serve 
us well for understanding problems and for providing entrepreneurial solutions.

I alluded earlier to the rich socio-economic fabric that supports and shapes 
enterprise. The chapters in this book provide us with accounts of some of the 
wefts and insights into the weaves that form this African fabric. They offer exam-
ples, rich and informed examples of contexts and practices. We can learn and 
advance our scholarship from studying these chapters.
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