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Joutia: street vendor entrepreneurship and
the informal economy of information and
communication technologies in Morocco1

Hsain Ilahianea� and John Sherryb

aIowa State University, USA; bIntel Corporation, USA

This paper provides an ethnographic and cultural analysis of the ‘informal sector’ in Morocco.
In this age of globalisation, no firm can afford to ignore the vibrant informal sector that makes
up the bulk of GDP in many developing economies. And yet, the informal sector is routinely
misunderstood and mythologised as ‘pimps, drug dealers, counterfeiters and pirates’, and is
particularly despised by the high tech industry. Based on fieldwork, the authors’ goal is to
examine this dynamic economic phenomenon and to dispel a few myths by providing an
ethnographic description of one exemplary case. While the study focuses on the experience of
an articulate entrepreneur, who happens to operate in the highly dynamic underground
economy in new, used and black market information and communications technologies, it
speaks to such themes as entrepreneurship, global products flows, economic relations, and the
implications of the informal sector for global flows of goods and services.

Keywords: informal economy; enterpreneurship; information and communication technology;
high tech corporation; ethnographic marketing; Morocco

Move and you will confound your enemies, sit and they will confound you. (Moroccan proverb)

Much of what we took for granted in our free market system and assumed to be human nature was not
nature at all, but culture. (Alan Greenspan)

Introduction

It is late afternoon in the Joutia, a section in the old market district of Rabat known for its wide avail-

ability of electronics goods. The narrow market street is teeming with men, women, and children,

buying and selling wireless phones, computers and software, satellite dishes and televisions, video

games, movies, and CDs. Space here is the premium and overcrowding is the norm. Slowly moving

throngs of people are jammed into an ‘L’ shaped alleyway that is perhaps 75 meters long and three

meters wide, too narrow to accommodate a third of them. It is a space where pushing, shoving, and

elbowing is the norm among buyers and sellers. The place is loud and crammed with vendors – or,
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more correctly, with traders who can buy, sell, fix, or otherwise provide value to these technologies,

all at prices that are fractions of those across town and beyond.

A 32-year-old man sits on a mat made from a detergent carton. He is dressed in a fisherman’s

jacket with many pockets, a baseball cap, an ‘authentic’ pair of Ray Ban glasses, shiny and

baggy sports sweats bearing the Bouygues Telecommunications logo. He has a fanny pack

around his waist and wears a relatively new pair of Nikes. Placed carefully on a detergent

box before him are dozens of new and used mobile phones. A pile of mobile phone parts lies

on a plastic sheet on the ground: chargers, batteries, antennas, plastic panels and buttons,

leather and plastic cases, along with a new pair of New Balance running shoes. His toolkit, com-

posed of a dozen screwdrivers of all sizes and shapes, a toothbrush, and a bottle of cleaning

liquid, is making the round among his partners. Behind him a beautifully designed wood box

showcasing new and expensive wireless phone brands hangs on the wall. ‘People admire the

wood box, and many people wanted to buy it, but I keep it to attract the eye of the strolling

shopper’, he tells his interviewer. ‘It is my al-ishhar, my advertising.’

He calls himself the Samurai, another strange and telling influence of globalisation in this

marketplace area, known generically as a suq. ‘Why do they call you the Samurai?’ the

researcher asks. ‘Because I know everything about what goes on here; I am very well connected;

I buy and sell good quality merchandise from everywhere. I help people, and I am very honest.’

Indeed, there was far more to it than that.

To interact with the Samurai is to be engulfed in a sea of gestures and talk as he displays the

functions and features of one of his mobile phones. He has none of the sluggishness that one

might associate with the stereotypical, stuffy bazaar merchants of Moroccan cities. His eyes

dart about as he talks, and his movements, whether sitting or standing, are quick and sometimes

abrupt. He is the very embodiment of the Joutia’s agile capacity to serve as a processing conduit

for global products. Global providers hoping to do business in emerging markets take note:

remember this man’s face. Whether you like it or not, his is the face of your product for a

large and growing number of the world’s consumers. The ‘official’ sales staff in the gleaming

shops on the other side of town, with their studied friendliness and neat attire, serve what

may soon be the minority of those using your product.

This paper provides an ethnographic and cultural analysis of the ‘informal sector’ in Morocco.

In this age of globalisation, no firm can afford to ignore the dynamic informal sector that makes

up the bulk of gross national product in many developing economies. And yet, the informal

sector is routinely misunderstood and mythologised as ‘pimps, drug dealers, counterfeiters

and pirates’, and is particularly despised by the high tech industry. We propose to shed a bit

more light on the world of the informal sector by focusing on the experience of an articulate

and exemplary entrepreneur, who happens to operate in the highly dynamic underground

economy in new, used and black market information and communications technologies (ICTs).

This paper is original in many ways. First, it adds to a growing but still limited awareness

concerning emerging markets. A number of firms are beginning to look towards emerging

economies in the quest for continued growth, particularly with the recent slowing in mature

markets. As Moore’s law and new technological developments drive the cost of goods of

ICTs ever downward, market growth in the ICTs sector will likewise come from emerging

economies. Meanwhile, a growing body of literature (e.g. Prahalad and Hammond 2002) has

drawn attention to the supposedly vast potential at the so-called ‘bottom of the pyramid’.

Despite all these developments, except for the important work of such researchers as De Soto

(2000), the large and vital informal sector, accounting for the bulk of GDP in many economies,

remains mostly unexamined. This paper is an attempt to remedy that situation.
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Second, the paper provides a humanised view of the informal sector, based on in-depth

ethnographic research. We present the story of ‘The Samurai’ – a shrewd and thoughtful entrepre-

neur who deals in cell phones in the Medina (Joutia or the street market of the old city of Rabat). The

Samurai’s story is emblematic of many of his informal sector peers. Our hope is that by presenting a

human face, readers will be encouraged to learn and understand about this important area of human

endeavour (and intense business activity), not avoid it out of fear or misunderstanding. The informal

sector is more than just product counterfeiters, drug dealers and smugglers. And Joutia, or Suq, is

itself an intensely interesting place. The street markets of such places as Rabat and Casablanca

are renowned throughout North Africa for their thriving markets in ICTs. Here one can find just

about any high tech product one needs, often available as soon as they are released in Europe or

North America, at prices that attract not just peasants from the countryside but local doctors, pro-

fessors, even government ministry workers. Most importantly, Joutia is where most Moroccans

prefer to do their shopping for a wide variety of goods. The place has a history and sense of import-

ance in people’s lives. The locals are comfortable there. Foreign firms are decidedly not.

But, of course, the paper is more than just a vignette about an individual in a certain place. We

situate our account of ‘The Samurai’ in a concise historical, cultural, and economic account that

explains the rise of informal sector entrepreneurs in Morocco, examines how they traffic in both

foreign and domestic products, and explores in some depth the nature of their multiple and

complex business relationships, all of which present both challenges and opportunities for

non-local firms.

Third, the real world implications of this work should be obvious. Firms hoping to expand into

emerging markets need to be aware of the on-the-ground realities they face. It is impossible to

hope to do business in emerging economies without understanding some of the dynamics of the

informal sector. The Moroccan example is particularly interesting because it is charged with the

highly controversial issues of ‘black market’ piracy, counterfeiting and other non-sanctioned

dealings in ICTs. While we dwell on the Moroccan case, we refer variously to research and lit-

erature on a variety of other settings, demonstrating the general significance of the informal

sector in the business landscape of various regions. By comparing the main narrative of the

Samurai with judiciously selected examples of life in the informal sector elsewhere, we hope

to highlight the dimensions along which the informal sector differs from more formally organ-

ised markets and forms of labour, and alert readers to the kinds of issues they might expect not

just in Morocco but in China, India, Latin America or other regions.

The research methods underlying this paper are primarily ethnographic in nature. Employing

the ethnographic practice of participant observation and semi-structured interviews, the lead

author has spent the last two years developing a richly detailed understanding of the role of

ICTs as tools for economic development by focusing on their role in small and medium-sized

Moroccan enterprises. His research led him inevitably to the Suq, where many people go not

just to purchase cell phones or other devices, but to learn about them from the numerous

vendors, both stationary and mobile, who can be found there. As mentioned, the Suq is fascinating

not only for the range of products available there, but also for its long history, which has produced

what well-known anthropologist Clifford Geertz (1979) called a ‘complex mosaic’ of business

relationships. This mosaic is currently being reconfigured by the influx of both a large number

of new entrepreneurs and a rapidly changing stream of products coming from around the globe.

The work thus combines detailed participant observation research with historical and docu-

mentary research showing the economic trajectory of Morocco that gave rise to the current con-

ditions. Like many other developing countries, Morocco pursued large-scale development

projects in the 1960s and 1970s, creating a massive government bureaucracy, only to shed
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this large state apparatus in subsequent decades in the face of neo-liberal economic reforms of

the International Monetary Fund and the World Bank. In the wake of this change two develop-

ments have collided: first, a whole class of underemployed entrepreneurs was created, and

second, the government has pursued policies to develop its ICT sector, which has partly resulted

in the greater availability of products to these informal entrepreneurs.

The informal sector and the gray market

The ‘informal sector’ is defined variously as own-account firms, household-based operations or

self-employed individuals operating without formal licensing or outside regulatory purview, includ-

ing labourers or employees operating without legal contracts. It is a vast and highly diverse sector,

mostly ignored (and thus penalised) by policy-makers, accounting for some 50% of GDP of many

developing economies, and 90% or more of all employment. The urban informal sector of Morocco,

for instance, comprises about 300,000 micro-enterprises, contributes more than 15% of gross dom-

estic product, and employs more than 50% of the active urban population (Malaval and Shadeck

2000). Academic research and applied development studies by government and international

agencies have shown that the informal sector can be among the most dynamic and sustainable

sectors in developed and developing economies (ILO 1972, Hart 1973, De Soto 1987, Castells

and Portes 1989, Chickering and Salahdine 1991, Stoller 1996, King 2001, McMurray 2001).

From the perspective of the technology industry, the informal sector and its denizens may

commonly be confused with the ‘gray market’ – products sold without the authorisation of

manufacturers – but the two are quite different. One of the arguments we make in this paper

is that participation in the informal economy does not – should not – require entrepreneurs

to be gray market dealers as well. We also argue that, at least with regards to technology

products, they are likely to be in the informal economy precisely because they are invisible to

most technology firms.

Consider the opinion of the CEO of a Casablanca telecommunications firm. For him, the

informal sector is underdevelopment at its worst. Street vendors and anchored shops dealers

of consumer electronics ‘. . . are death. They stand in the way of foreign companies, foreign

investments. Alcatel and Nokia wanted to establish a service centre, but they could not,

because of Joutia, this bunch of amateurs. Their level of instruction is very low. They have

no horizons. They are cannibals; they have education, but no expertise. They just put a piece

here, and a piece there. Ninety per cent of the time it does not work.’

Strongly worded, perhaps, but the sentiment is not uncommon. Sadly, it is also mistaken. The

trait of individualism encountered in the informal sector provides better conditions for the cul-

tivation of rationalistic individualism characteristic of modern economic life than do the large

state-run enterprises (Weber 1958, Sen 2001). De Soto (2000), for instance, argues that the

only true capitalists in many emerging economies are those operating in the informal sector.

Besides the economic functions of the informal market, freedom and the spontaneous culture

of entrepreneurship provides essential socio-economic training in and preparation for

globalisation practices. Whether the multinational firms of North America, Europe and Asia

choose to actively participate in these markets, they are affected by them.

The creation of the informal sector entrepreneur

Perhaps the most straightforward step in understanding the dynamics of the informal economy is

gaining some insight into the abundant supply of entrepreneurs that operate there. In this regard,
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the trajectory of the Samurai resulting in his arrival at the Joutia is perhaps not atypical. His is a

story of experimentation and diversification, of ‘travel east and west’, as he put it.

In the 1950s and early 1960s, following the Marshall Plan’s success in post-war Europe,

a Western model of ‘economic development’ affected policy and practice throughout much

of the world. Conceived within the theoretical matrix of modernisation, the belief was that

traditional society embedded in outdated modes of economic production had to give way to

modern, scientific, and bureaucratic interventions in reorganising the environment and the popu-

lace (Escobar 1995). This development philosophy fuelled state-driven economic policies that

focused on large-scale, capital intensive, and state-run enterprises as the tool of development.

The move to bureaucratic industrialisation not only displaced rural workers, but created an

increase in urban employment.

By the 1970s, its failures to deliver high standards of living were evident. Its major outcome

was that it produced dual economies in the Third World: the formal economy of large enterprises

subsidised by government and a small-scale producers (craftspersons, artisans, small-scale agri-

culturalists, not yet an entrepreneurial class like the Samurai), operating outside of the formal

economy and its state sponsored policies and institutions.

During the 1980s and early 1990s, the disruptive impact of Structural Adjustment Policies of

the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund on the public sector led to widespread

factory closures, austerity measures, and to a drastic reduction in government and parastatal

employment. Economic growth rates were low or often negative, and foreign direct investment

was almost non-existent (see Henry 1996, Henry and Springborg 2001). Millions of displaced

workers in these large bureaucratic projects found themselves left once again to their own

devices. This pattern has been repeated in numerous other countries throughout the Middle

East, Africa, Asia and Latin America, and can still be seen in variant form in China.

One of the most common responses has been migration. Some of the Samurai’s first gainful

employment was beyond the borders of his own country. In the late 1980s, ‘Allah’s way took me

to Saudi Arabia where I worked as a plaster mason assistant for three years. Work in Saudi

Arabia was all right, but I could not make much money. I was also far away from my family

and relatives. It was a tough experience.’ Migrant labour, both between countries and from

rural to urban environments within countries, has boomed in the past three decades. Some

175 million individuals now reside outside their country of origin, the large majority of them

for economic reasons (United Nations 2003).

For the Samurai, like many others, the move was temporary. Unwilling to put up with the dis-

tance and limited earning potential any longer, he returned to Morocco with the money he had

earned in Saudi Arabia and dabbled with his own self-employment, first by opening a car repair

shop in his neighbourhood in the early 1990s. The choice was never entirely satisfactory to him,

primarily because of cash flow problems. According to the Samurai, ‘people would not pay for

repairs, and even if they did, they paid very late’. But cash flow wasn’t the only thing he didn’t

like about being a mechanic. ‘It was filthy work’, he adds. It wasn’t until later that decade that his

real entrepreneurial opportunity became clear.

Global product flows

In the 1980s, facing negative balance of payments, severe budget deficits, and the burden of servi-

cing international debt, Morocco subscribed to the World Bank and International Monetary Fund

packages of structural adjustment policies, or the so-called ‘Washington Consensus’.2 This led to

a fundamental shift from the state-based economy planning to a free market strategy in which
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Morocco opened state-run monopolies to foreign competition. In the mid 1990s, there was also rec-

ognition of the importance of promoting production of high tech industries, given their potential to

create wealth, jobs, and revenues for the state. The state revamped its tariff regime and established a

new legal and administrative framework for rapid adoption of information technology. The Moroc-

can government has since that time increased investment and adopted policy favouring the use of

mobile technologies such as wireless telephony, computers, and the internet to boost business,

enhance connectivity and efficiency, reduce bureaucratic red tape, make government machinery

transparent, accommodate the new international requirements of E-commerce with the European

Community and other trading partners, and improve the population’s economic and social standards

of living (see Williamson 2000, Rodrik 2006).

No other sector in the Moroccan economy has felt the impact of these economic policies

greater than the telecommunications sector. In 1994, the old Poste, Télégraphe and Téléphone

system was broken into two major sectors, one covering the traditional postal system, the other

becoming the semi-private Maroc Télécom, which was opened to foreign investment (35%

owned by French Vivendi).3 At the same time, the Moroccan government established two

new agencies (Agence Nationale de Réglementation des Télécommunications and Département

de la Poste, des Télécommunications et des Technologies de l’Information) whose objectives

were to facilitate e-commerce, empower the private sector as well as government ministries

to use information technology, promote technology and research parks, to infuse the educational

system with new information and communications technologies, and provide a legal framework

for the telecommunications regulation and law (Hajji 2001).

Beyond simply awakening to the prospects of ICTs as an engine of economic development, one

of the most significant impacts of the changes in the Moroccan policy-making matrix of

telecommunications deals with what is called the new culture of the market. As one Moroccan

telecommunications official put it, ‘by catering to the diverse needs of consumers, the new

Telecom operators have been successful in fostering not only a culture of “consumer is king” but

also managed to smooth the transition to getting consumers used to the idea of new technological

features and types of mobile technologies’. Adoption rates of cell phones in Morocco, for instance,

are pegged directly to the appearance of prepaid calling cards and plans. Even when they expire

these plans still allow customers to receive calls, providing a crucial bridge in service and

marking an important business innovation in a culture once dominated by state level bureaucracies.

Despite such innovations, the large Moroccan telecoms firms have failed to woo all of their

consumers away from the very place many of them are most comfortable doing business –

the suq. Historical legacy is not always easy to erase overnight. The suq remains the traditional

place of buying and selling goods for perhaps the majority of Morocco’s people – and their

counterparts throughout much of the world. The increased availability of technologies rapidly

colonised (or was colonised by) a large underemployed class of ready entrepreneurs. The infor-

mal flow of goods into the country was further fuelled by an increasingly sophisticated clientele.

An informal economy in ICTs has thus gained momentum in Morocco. Places such as the Joutia,

and even more so Darb Ghallaf, in Casablanca, have become renowned as places ‘where you can

get anything that is anything. The latest technologies get to Casablanca before they hit the wider

markets. It is the source of innovation.’

Entrepreneurs such as the Samurai recognised that the artisans, peasants, plumbers and taxi

drivers, these new beneficiaries of technologies, would look to the suq as their ‘retail outlet’

of choice. When he was introduced to mobile phone technology in 1998, the Samurai abandoned

his auto shop and set up his stand for selling and repairing mobile phones – in this new technol-

ogy he recognised a number of beneficial opportunities.
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The primary attraction, of course, is the earning potential. ‘I started with ten bucks – and look

where I am here. You can start with a small investment. Your capital investment doesn’t need to

be big. All you need is a good mind and a good idea, to make things work’, he said with an achie-

ver’s attitude. Whatever you make, it is all profit, and there is always profit here. In the street,

there are no taxes, no workers, no rent or utilities to worry about. As a mechanic, on average, he

made about $4000 a year with sweat and trials. One year, in the early days of the mobile, he

made $12,000.

But beyond the obvious economic reasons were carefully considered lifestyle choices. On

multiple occasions the Samurai characterised the work of mobile phone dealing as ‘cleaner’

than the work of auto mechanic, echoing a traditional tendency for commercial activities in

the Moroccan marketplace to be hierarchically ordered, with the cleaner occupations accruing

more prestige and being located closest to the main mosque (others were located on the second-

ary streets or outside the ramparts of the Medina). Yet despite the difference, the work allowed

him to apply many of the same skills. It ‘comes natural to me because I am a mechanic’. He is a

snay’i, he knows how to fix and fit parts together. ‘Repairing cars is about knowing what is

wrong with the engine, missing or broken parts. I can apply that type of “brain” to mobile

phones’, he says with a sense of confidence.

In addition, despite the occasional risks associated with operating out of sanctioned bound-

aries, he prefers the movement and freedom of the life of a dealer in the suq. His apparent pre-

ference for the unfettered lifestyle crystallises when he compares his old anchored profession of

a mechanic with the footloose Joutia alleyway street vendor he has become. It’s not simply a

matter of no overhead and no taxes. In the street, one is in the flow of the people, relationships

and earning potential that comes with being in circulation. ‘Why don’t you work for Maroc

Télécom?’ a researcher asked the Samurai one day after a tough and slow market day in the

Joutia. ‘I don’t want to be a government clerical worker. It’s suffocating. I want to do something

I can learn from and benefit from. I want to know people. I am a people person.’

Perhaps just as importantly, the advent of the mobile phone industry provided the Samurai and

others like him the opportunity to reassert what can either be viewed as a healthy competitive

drive or an act of outright political resistance. As the Samurai talks about his business, it is

clear that some of his motivation lies in the desire to reassert a historically Arab/Muslim identity

of mastery over technical achievement and local autonomy in the pursuit of economic goals. The

appropriation of foreign imported goods is, in many ways, as much a political as an economic

strategy.

It is best illustrated in the following brief exchange. During one conversation, the topic of

goods from ‘the North’ was broached, which the lead author assumed to refer to a specific geo-

graphical location. The Samurai, sensing the researcher’s misunderstanding, posed him a

Socratic style challenge, ‘What is “the North”?’ The researcher responded: ‘It’s a geographical

place, where contraband comes from . . . the Spanish enclaves.’

‘No’, replied the Samurai. ‘You’re wrong. The North is where better quality products come

from.’ This underscores a popular belief, if not an article of faith or fact for Moroccans: higher

and better quality products come from the North and outside Morocco. When talking about

product quality, the Samurai distinguishes between what he calls the ‘interior of Morocco’

and the North. The interior refers to Casablanca products and the North means European,

Asian, or foreign-made products.

According to the Samurai, Moroccan-made goods ‘do not have al-̀ ilem [‘science’].

Moroccans do not make things or create them. Products need specific studies.’ The Samurai’s

choice of classical Arabic to offer this explanation to the ethnographer is not meant merely to

The Journal of North African Studies 249



impress, but to invoke the long history of Arab mastery of technical expertise and knowledge.

The Arabs in the golden age of Islam, after all, provided the world with major contributions to

the fields of mathematics, geometry, astronomy and medicine.

This classical Arab technical mastery is distinguished from the substandard contributions of

the closely held systems of production currently in place in Moroccan society. ‘They (Moroccan

firms) are thieves. They are careless and they don’t know what they’re doing. Local products are

corrupt. They’re about tobacco, alcohol, lies and corruption.’ The ‘North’ products associated

with the smuggling circuits, he adds, are framed in terms d’origine products (the real thing),

while locally manufactured goods distributed throughout Morocco are considered second rate,

corrupt, or simply Casablanca-made that is ordinaire.

Economic relations in the suq

The previous section briefly outlined the historical forces that gave rise to a class of informal

sector entrepreneurs. This section focuses on their functioning within the suq.

It has been more than two decades since anthropologist Clifford Geertz characterised the

bazaar economy of Morocco as a ‘mosaic’ of relationships, in which one’s occupation correlated

closely with a complex array of ethnic, tribal, religious and other delineations. This complex

ordering – sufficiently accessible to insiders – enabled tremendous fluidity in the conduct of

commercial trade (distinctions between buyers and sellers were not made) and permitted

various institutions in support of the traditional suq economy such as the organisational frame-

work of the caravanserai, credit arrangements or qirad, security agreements, and the Sufi

brotherhood (Geertz 1979).

This mosaic has dissolved, largely as a result of many of the forces of industrialisation and

dislocation described above. The traditional urban mercantile groups, Arab and Jewish, trans-

ferred from the Medina’s bazaars to modern districts of the new cities built during the French

Protectorate, especially Casablanca. Later, a large number of the Jewish population departed

to Israel, France, and North America, and newcomers, such as the Samurai, have arrived. The

correlation between ethnic/religious identity and type of occupation has given rise to hetero-

geneous and diffuse patterns of trading arrangements; ethnicity and provenance are no longer

the primary factors in providing the bazaar with a solid social matrix for its operation. Today,

one is likely to buy a used foreign mobile phone from a footloose Arab on the side of the

street, and one is also likely to take it to the anchored Berber hacker to decode it. Street

vendors are far freer in their commercial activities and more open to entrepreneurial innovation

than the traders of traditional bazaar commodities.

Yet, in many cases, Geertz’ insights still ring true. In the suq economy, the flow of commerce

is fragmented into a number of unrelated, face-to-face transactions. There are competitive goods

and services traders; and the system can absorb a large number of people, but at the risk of

turning away businessmen from economies of scale and the development of markets towards

petty peddling and hawking. Within this context, street vendors capitalise on opportunistic

moves and tend to adopt a ‘carpe diem attitude towards commerce’ (Geertz 1963, p. 36).

Two regulatory mechanisms operative in the suq are a sliding price system and a carefully cul-

tivated set of interpersonal relationships. The sliding, and not fixed, price system of commodities

is about communicating economic information in a vague pricing environment. In Morocco, as

elsewhere in the Islamic world, there is a great deal of seller–buyer aggressive and competitive

bargaining regarding the price of goods and services. Even more importantly, the bargaining

sessions place primary stress between the seller and the buyer. Lacking fixed prices, brand
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names, advertising, and other economic indicators associated with modern firms, the buyer pits

his cleverness and fund of information of the market trends against a similar strategy on the part

of the seller. In fact, under some circumstances where the intention is to resell goods, one is not

able to tell the buyer and the seller apart, as the seller can switch camps and become a buyer,

and vice-versa. What is at issue is getting someone to buy at a desired price.

It is not as explicitly competitive as the analysis portrays it, however. In his dealings and

movements, The Samurai ‘bedazzles and enchants’ buyers with information – he makes all

sorts of stories. He seems always to be building a montage for his scene. He is smooth; he

uses this to gain the trust of shoppers and vendors. When one goes to the cellular store in the

modern district, one will never be invited behind the counter. But in Joutia, vendors will sit

down with their customers, show them how to navigate the interface, and discuss the relative

merits of various technologies. The Samurai and his associates spent an average of at least 30

to 40 minutes with potential buyers: ‘we provide free services here and there so that we can

build trust; people are illiterate and we explain to them the functions and the basics of mobile

phones. All they need to know is how to use the phone for talking. That is how we do our adver-

tisement. Good work and good words lead to social networks; and people come from all over,

even people from the Moroccan Radio and Television, to search for the Samurai.’

In short, successful traders in the suq bear all the hallmarks of master salesmen everywhere.

For the Samurai, selling and buying in Joutia is ‘about people. You really have to know how to

deal with them. People come from the “bureaucracy” (government employees), you have to

know how to deal with them. They are spoiled and selfish. But don’t be afraid of them; be

afraid of Allah, only. You’ve got to deal with them fairly. You’ve got to deal with them in

good faith. Don’t let their pompousness get in the way. If you deal this way, you gain

rewards from Allah. Some of them are short in terms of reasoning or thinking. You’ve got to

have this profession in your blood. You’ve got to have the tongue – it really brings down walls.’

Sellers are constantly searching for possibilities to make deals, and for chances to build a

reputation and stable clientele. Unlike trading in traditional commodities of the suq, street

vendors are aware of new development in mobile technology, and being aware of this fact,

they see their present and future activities as a set of related exchanges with a very wide

variety of trading partners and ‘customers’, which taken together forms the basis for a steady

flow of clients in search of new versions and features of mobile phones, or just good deals

(see Geertz 1963, 1979). Thus, the sliding price mechanism provides the flexibility needed in

an environment where market information is poor, market economic conditions unstable; and

it mitigates these economic deficiencies by creating social capital in the forms of trust and a

vast network of interpersonal relationships.

Equally important in shaping conduct in the suq is the role of Islam as an ethical and cultural

force. In the traditional suq economy, the anthropological literature tells us that the most success-

ful entrepreneurs and innovators are traders combining commercial frugality with religious prin-

ciples of asceticism (Geertz 1963, 1979, Waterbury 1972). The Samurai talks about ways in which

Islamic ethics have shaped his attitude towards commerce. ‘This is what our religion says – it’s

how you deal with people. It’s not in the diploma you have; it’s in the type of mind you have. You

know, the Prophet Mohammed, peace be upon him, told us to teach our children, trade. You know,

the Prophet was a trader. Trade teaches you how to deal with people, teaches you character, and

teaches you morality. That’s what it’s all about.’

Furthermore, he adds that ‘this is a sacred place. This spot here is my mosque. It is a gift from

Allah that I can do this. The prophet gave us trade. This is a holy place. I come here to pray. This

place is imbued with baraka, divine power. Use your tongue – give people time and advice.
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No need to rush them. You want to possess them. I have kids. I want to take halal – honestly

made and lawful money to them. I don’t want to take haram (illicit money, or the forbidden)

to them. I don’t want to be one of those people who is cursed by his parents.’ The capitalism

of the suq is infused with an Islamic ideology no less than the spirit of capitalism in the West

is infused with the spirit of the Protestant work ethic.

Many studies (Polanyi et al. 1957, Bourdieu 1960, Bohannan 1962, Dalton 1971, Waterbury

1972, Kapchan 1996), also on peasant and traditional markets, underscore the fact that traders

are able to shield commercial ties from social relationships with partners, friends, and kin obli-

gations; that is, they treat partners, friends, and kin on a strictly business basis. This phenomenon

is evident among the street vendors: ‘we are Muslims; we are brothers; we help each other; but at

the end of the day we do our calculations’. Good-natured conflict, teasing relations, and compe-

tition among partners seem to maintain the accountability and the right conduct of individuals to

one another and, if need be, for the application of sanctions (for instance, if street logic of

mediation fails, street vendors resort to the police in spite of breaking the laws of the state). Indi-

vidualism of traders refers to the fact that they operate independently of any social pressures,

make decisions entirely in terms of their own interests as they conceive them, and relate to

each other through separate person-to-person deals, but this does not mean that alliances or part-

nerships among traders are not important. The individual trader is the centre of series of linkages

of composite trading coalitions and social networks.

Thus, the Samurai is not alone with his wits in the competition for customers. Another social

and spatial dimension of order in the street market value chains deals with the role of what the

street vendors call al-nasaaba or trappers. At the peak of heavy trading, usually at dusk time, a

line of about 30–40 young men standing and peddling all sorts of mobile phones forms in the

middle of the street, just a few feet from the main street vendors. The trappers dress very well, in

contraband clothing, with European and American labels – Spanish sweatshirt, Nike shoes,

Levis, Ray Bans resting on their heads. They don’t just sell ‘stuff’, they embody globalisation.

These young men, or what the Samurai calls ‘the unemployed young and retired cadres of

Morocco’, are there in the line one day, but they disappear the next.

For his part, the Samurai was critical of the al-nasaaba: ‘these people just sell to make ten bucks

or so to go get drunk, or get high. Make their ten bucks and go. They are the “Satans”. They dress

nicely so they can gain people’s trust.’ Like other vendors he claims that the al-nasaaba are ruining

the reputation of the market: ‘Don’t buy from those guys, they will rip you off, buy from us’. But in

fact like other vendors he works fairly closely with them. The al-nasaaba work as loosely affiliated

contractors, engaged to sell the lemons, the stuff the street vendors themselves can’t move. Even to

would-be ‘buyers’ of technology, the al-nasaaba are not entirely useless – they can and do provide

useful information, if one knows how to get it.

Besides the often downplayed relationships with the al-nasaaba are relationships with the

Joutia shopkeepers themselves. Regarding relations with the shopkeepers, the Samurai says,

‘yes, they are legitimate, but they are greedy. They’re never satisfied with how much money

they make because they have to pay some to the state. As for me, I’m a nomad. If I make

five bucks in a day, that’s great. That’s the mercy of Allah.’ In his eyes, he is a peer of the

men who own the Joutia shops. ‘You have to be professional and skilled’, in dealing with

them. ‘I get parts from them; I give the store owners publicity. Their stuff is expensive,

because of taxes, overhead, etc. I bring people to them, I bring them business, I bring activity.’

The Samurai gets a discount on parts (below what ordinary consumers would pay) at the shops.

The owner of the store also lets him use the electrical outlet to test chargers, mobile phones, and

other elements.
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Street vendors thus maintain crosscutting patterns of information sharing and services with

anchored shopkeepers of Joutia. By virtue of their place and function, street vendors appear

to constitute a restless community as they move between the standing al-nasaaba and shop-

keepers. This sense of commuting between al-nasaaba and shopkeepers reinforces Joutia’s

agile and flexible marketing patterns in the sense that ‘no one in the bazaar can afford to

remain immobile. It is a scrambler’s life’ (Geertz 1979, p. 187). This mobility, like his

‘power and skill of the tongue’, is what gives the Samurai his edge. ‘Store owners must also

respect me’, he says. ‘They sell some of the contraband that I supply to them. I have the connec-

tions with people in the North.’

Conclusion: what this means to non-local firms

The Samurai has thus become an important economic force, the face of technology, to a whole

generation of consumers more at ease in the traditional marketplaces of this world. He occupies

and has helped to shape an ecology for the conduct of commerce quite different from that ima-

gined by Western firms, but yet one which exists in an intimate and dynamic symbiosis with

Western producers. The functioning of the suq stands in sharp contrast to the post-industrial

model of doing business among the diffused global firms sustained and maintained by the

power of the Internet’s integrated economic functions and institutional values (Sherry et al.

2003).

There is no doubt the temptation to view such a symbiosis as merely the workings of parasites,

and to see the suq as ‘standing in the way’ of business and economic development. It may be

more fruitful, we argue, to investigate how the suq and similar arrangements throughout the

world provide both opportunities and lessons for firms from the world’s wealthy industrialised

nations. These economic and social forces, we believe, combine to make the suq experimental

and innovative business models for integration into the global economy (see McMillan 2002).

As a model for innovation, the informal sector offers much. It is a place where the exercise of

economic rationality is carried out far away from the constraints and suffocating norms of

bloated state bureaucracies. It is a ‘free trade zone’, albeit informal, where economic actors

trade global goods and are very familiar with global trade circuits, and they fiercely compete

with each other. As we’ve seen in the case of Morocco (and by extension in other places), his-

torical factors have created a situation where the practice of trade in the suq is shaped but no

longer shackled by the weight of conservative traditions and social obligations that once charac-

terised trade in these zones.

In addition, the suq and its global counterparts are places where the voices of new customers

can actually be heard. Street vendors capitalise on information and knowledge funds developed

within the context of the suq, and they have managed to direct them towards the creation of

wealth far more efficiently than the suq economy had previously been able to achieve. The

Samurai stands at a vital point of intersection between those producers from ‘the North’ and

vast (but highly diverse) markets throughout the world.

As the cost of technological goods continues to fall, more and more products are going to be

affordable to a larger class of consumers. Roughly one billion of the world’s people currently use

a cell phone; there are perhaps 600 million PCs in use. Reaching beyond this wealthiest ten to

15% of the world’s population will require innovative business strategies (cf. Prahalad and

Hammond 2002, Prahalad and Hart 2002). Growing numbers of consumers are no longer satis-

fied with generic finished products; they demand brand names and require identification with

products. Informal sector entrepreneurs operate in the very market places and streets that this
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vast population of humanity is more likely to visit for commercial trade, and so provide a

potential bridge between these two currently disjointed worlds. Street vendors could be key

players in providing needed insights to manufacturers, and in shaping transitional structures

within which many offline cultural values and commercial ways are incorporated into – or at

least inform – more mainstream ‘online’ value chains.

Street vendors engage in a type of participatory marketing that generates feelings of identi-

fication and ownership of consumer electronic products, in fact, they are their ‘unpaid’ sales

representatives without job descriptions. ‘People leave my spot with their products happy and

with a peaceful mind; relaxed’, says the Samurai. The informal economy can thus serve as a lab-

oratory for disruptive innovations, marketing insights, and discovery (Christensen 2000). It has

tremendous potential to provide important lessons to multinational corporations trying to inte-

grate global and local economic growth and expansion models. These lessons are very important

in the competitive age of global flows of ideas, goods, and services, particularly when traditional

markets are sluggish and the search has intensified for new and evolving markets. Multinational

corporations looking to enhance competitiveness and raise productivity by adopting more flex-

ible and agile productive systems to soften supply-side swings, by producing services and goods

upon demand, and by getting closer to clients and customers before and after delivering the

goods and services. This is the sort of approach mastered by the informals – flexible and

light inventory, face-to-face approach, and hyper mobility – and always in search of the next

‘in thing’.
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Notes

1. This paper was presented at the annual meetings of the Society for Applied Anthropology on 28 March 2007, in

Tampa, Florida.

2. The Washington Consensus ideology, also known as economic neo-liberalism, is based on three major forces.

First, sound macroeconomic policies favouring low inflation, minimal budget deficits, and balanced external

accounts. Second, economic reforms require that countries open up their economies and embark on the path

of free trade and financial liberalisation. Finally, countries should promote the role of the market much more

than that of the state through privatisation and reducing the role of the state to essential tasks such as deregulation

(see Williamson 2000, Rodrik 2006).

3. In 1999, a private consortium of national and international interests (including Group BMCE Bank of Morocco,

Group AKWA, Caisse de Dépôts et de Gestion, Telefónica of Spain, Portugal Telecom) established Meditel

Telecom, the sole competitor to Maroc Télécom.

References

Bohannan, P., ed., 1962. Markets in Africa. Evanston: Northwestern University Press.

Bourdieu, P., 1962. The Algerians. Boston: Beacon Press.

Castells, M. and Portes, A., 1989. World underneath: the origins, dynamics, and effects of the informal economy. In:

M. Castells and A. Portes, eds. The informal economy. Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 11–17.

H. Ilahiane and J. Sherry254



Chickering, L. and Salahdine, M., eds, 1991. The silent revolution: the informal sector in five Asian and Near Eastern

countries. San Francisco: ICS Press.

Christensen, C., 2000. The innovator’s dilemma. New York: Harper Collins.

Dalton, G., 1971. Economic anthropology and development: essays on tribal and peasant economies. New York: Basic

Books.

De Soto, H., 1987. The third path: the invisible revolution in the third world. New York: Basic Books.

De Soto, H., 2000. The mystery of capital: why capitalism triumphs in the west and fails everywhere else. New York:

Basic Books.

Escobar, A., 1995. Encountering development: the making and unmaking of the third world. Princeton: Princeton

University Press.

Geertz, C., 1963. Peddlers and princes: social development and economic change in two Indonesian towns. Chicago:

University of Chicago Press.

Geertz, C., 1979. Suq: the Bazaar economy in Sefrou. In: C. Geertz, H. Geertz and L. Rosen, eds. Meaning and order in

contemporary Morocco: three essays in cultural anthropology. New York: Cambridge University Press, 123–225.
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