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Our destination is never a place, but rather a new way of looking at things

John Pearson, British theologian.
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foreword

I am most heartened by the theme of this book, which tells the African
story from the standpoint of an African who lived through the winds of
change. It is not surprising that at first glance the reader will think that it
is an abbreviated African history book with focus on the early 20th
century. On deeper analysis it becomes clear that the background provides
vital understanding of the unique characteristics of the African people
which has tended to be overlooked in business situations.

This book so aptly draws educational parallels between the concept of
customer service as a cultural phenomenon and practice in the prominent
business enterprises around the world. That is a unique feature, which sets
it apart from any customer service literature so far produced. Most
fascinating is the story-telling style of analysing the successes and failures
to uphold the concept of service excellence in the many fields of human
endeavour. These include all the vital components of a modern nation
such as business sector, political arena, quasi-government institutions, the
public sector, the professions and the grass-roots community. The
anecdotal presentation of real life situations encountered in all these
areas so clearly orchestrates the importance of a positive service attitude.

Another inviting feature of this book is the lucid manner which, as far
as possible, captures trends and practices around Africa as a continent.
This lends weight to the uniqueness of Africanism, which a eurocentric
writer may find difficult or impossible to fathom. Whilst this book is a
simple easy-to-read material it has tremendous value to a wide cross-
section of society. This embraces all citizens of our continent, especially
Southern Africa, who will see their behavioural reflection in the book,
non-Africans who will learn much about the special service orientation
nature of African people, the student of management and commerce,
who will gain much guidance, and the practising business person who
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I am a proud African, bom and bred in southern central Africa in a typical
peasant rural environment. | hailed from these humble beginnings, for my
father was not a chief, or a distant member of royalty, or an established
employee at some level of any trade. These were the early 1950s and the
African continent was almost a homogeneous large village characterised by
the following:

+ The British, French, Portuguese, Italians, Belgians and Spanish in that order
had brought about wide-scale imperialism.

+ Nearly 100% of each nations indigenous population was either based in
rural areas or highly migrant.

+ The economies were predominantly of subsistence level interspersed with little
smokestack industries based on the agricultural natural resources.

+ The colonising powers of the West had exerted large-scale influence on the
cultural, ethical and social fabric. This was manifested in areas such as
religion, education, public administration, political structures, local autho-
rities and in social demeanour.

2 2 3 32&3 2

African society had a unique political system that blended democracy with
benevolent dictatorship. National identity was based on tribal groupings.
For instance, the Shona tribe of Zimbabwe was the nucleus of several
smaller language dialects; the Ndebele tribe was the same; the Zulu tribe in
South Africa sees itself as a nation to this day, and so does the Xhosa
aggregation of related tribes. The pattern is repeated throughout the
continent, with some countries with large populations such as Nigeria
having hundreds of tribes, such as the Ibo, Yoruba, Hausa and umpteen

SIGNPOSTS TO SERVICE EXCELLENCE



8 I I+ I ++ +B 1 ! *

$1 B E!* $1* 35 61 B
=+ % @ 0 B65 D + D7
! + 1 * 18,
++ 5+ $ 3 !
* 1+ ! +118
6 * 4 * +7 "
"+ ]+ ! 1 80 AR
1 + 14 * "+ 1 + + 186
" o+ + 1 * ok 4 0F 18
6 I + L | +
"8 >l 1 +
"+ 18, * + o+
| + 8
6 * * o+ 1"+
! " * @ 8 H " ! !
++* 1 * 1 1" + + ++
+ 7 +8 "+ o+ ++
+ 1 ++ 1 * '+ 8H
* 4+ + + + "1 8
> + *@ + 1 7 + !
! ! 1 8 H
-t *@ ] ++ ! ++ * * o
" ! ++ 8 # !
] - ++ + J1 - 1+C
*@ 8
6 + P "+ 4+ +
"+ + 1 ++ 8
"t + I + ++ -+ * ++
" + + 1+ * o+









& & & && &
&& < &

Generally, across the wide continent value systems are similar, with an
emphasis on helpfulness, participation, humility, love for humanity,
conciliation, spiritual gratification and consensus rather than confrontation.

2 4 &2 & 3 2

The colonisation of Africa was the most important social, economic and
political mega event that drastically changed the fabric of many societies
on the continent.

The dominant colonial power was Britain, which had the grandiose
plan of establishing the British Empire around the world. As a result it
occupied the largest portion of Africa for the longest time with the
resultant effect on the cultures of the inhabitants. The empire spread from
Egypt, Nigeria, Ghana, Gambia and Sierra Leone in the west through East
Africa to Malawi, Zambia and Zimbabwe in Central Africa, and Botswana,
Lesotho, Swaziland and South Africa in Southern Africa. How did it
influence the inhabitants of those countries?

The British exported a developed bureaucratic public administration
system, which laid the foundation of present-day political structures. Because
of this, Africa has produced some of the pre-eminent international
diplomatic personalities. Among them are Boutros Boutros Ghali of Egypt,
who became UN Secretary General, Kofi Anan of Ghana, who is the current
UN Secretary General, Emeka Anyeuke, who is currently Secretary General
of the Commonwealth, Sibusizo Dlamini, now Prime Minister of Swaziland,
who became an executive of the World Bank, and Salim-Ahmed-Salim of
Tanzania, who is Secretary-General of OAU.

British influence on the social fabric of the native people was far-
reaching and permanent. The West African people maintained their
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as an educationalist in Ghana and began his political career there. These
and many other historical influences created a common pan-African value
system of measuring what is adequate or not and right or wrong. In so far
as that represented a paradigm shift from parochial to a mega-African
society, one can correctly conclude that it created a new and different
value system in that vast portion of Africa.

SMALLER COLONIAL POWERS

We have discussed the influence of Britain as the largest colonial power of
the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. For brevity, the smaller colonial
powers such as Italy, Spain, Germany, France and Portugal will be
discussed simultaneously in this section. They also imposed social and
political systems that influenced the social fabric of the societies they
occupied. France colonised parts of North-west and Central Africa. Its
influence can be seen today in the architecture of the main cities, the
mode of dress, and social patterns of the people of those countries. A
prominent feature is the way in which the interface of French and African
cultures has produced world-class musicians such as Pepe Kale, Kanda
Bongoman, Mbilia Bell, Tabu Ley and many others from Congo, Senegal
and Cote d’lvoire. The majority of them repatriated to French cities,
where they were easily assimilated because of the influence of French
culture on their societies.

In the broader scheme of the scramble for Africa, nations like Germany,
Italy, Spain and Portugal can be considered small colonisers. Their
occupancy tenure, and consequently cultural penetration, was not as long
and deep as that of Britain. Italy only had small interests in the Horn and
north of Africa. Spain and Belgium shared short-term interests in Central
Africa and Germany occupied South West Africa, which was later taken
over by apartheid-ruled South Africa and degenerated into a battlefield in
the 1970s. Portugal exerted a fair amount of influence over present-day
Mozambique and Angola. The remnants of its colonisation are still evident
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in the culture, work ethic, official language (Portuguese) and architecture
of the cities in those countries. The Portuguese imbued the local people
with the trading and artisan skills for which they are highly regarded in the
region. Another area of influence was in economic life, where you find
Mozambicans and Angolans have adopted the Portuguese work ethic of a
long day starting early, with an extensive lunch break from 12 noon to 2
pm, and finishing late. The long lunch break was introduced by the
Portuguese to allow for siesta because of the hot and humid climate to
which they were subjected in their home country. Similarly, cooking and
eating habits have been permanently transferred to native societies. Once
again what does this hold for the service excellence theme?

The colonial influence tampered with the traditional cultures of those
African societies, creating fragmented value systems against which service
standards are measured. The once-homogeneous broader African tradi-
tional culture has become a heterogeneous landscape of societies whose
common thread is Africanism. The need for revival of cultural similarity
but accommodating modern evolutionary influences gives credence to the
now-much-heralded African Renaissance. It is a bid for the restitution of
service excellence for Africans to Africans by Africans.

Throughout the last century the influence of various colonial powers
has crystallised into clear socio-economic manifestations across the
continent. East Africa can be seen as the region of traders because of
the influence of Dutch, Portuguese and Spanish sailors, who linked the
east coast with Indians and Arabs. Central Africa became an agrarian
society because of the emphasis of the early foreign powers, while Southern
Africa became the region of miners owing to the nineteenth-century
scramble for gold and diamonds in South Africa, Botswana, Zimbabwe and
Angola. Agrarians are the food providers, traders are the middlemen and
miners unlock the mineral wealth. This forms a complete value chain of
service at the macro society level peculiar to Africa. The extent of
urbanisation, social and political transformation became proportionately
related to these mega trends.

SIGNPOSTS TO SERVICE EXCELLENCE
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The emergence of the new African was more circumstantial than the
result of a calculated social plan. The major driving force was the quest for
political change which started around the continent in the 1940s and
persisted until the mid-1990s, when South Africa became the last country
on the continent to be politically liberated. The second main driving force
was sheer social evolution spurred by cultural cross-fertilisation caused by
colonisation, racial interface, exposure because of travel, and the force of
consolidation from disparate tribes to nations.

In South Africa some legendary names spring to mind. In the early 1950s
the African National Congress produced such leaders as Chief Albert
Luthuli, who became a Nobel Peace Prize winner in 1961, which put him
into the international limelight. The need for defiance against apartheid laws
also spurred young ANC leaders like Nelson Mandela, Walter Sisulu and
Oliver Tambo to seek alliances with Indian and coloured political activists to
gain critical mass. Similarly, in 1959 Robert Sobukwe became the first
president of the newly formed Pan Africanist Congress (PAC) with the
dream of building a new united Africa. He is famous for his proclamation
that: ‘World civilisation will not be complete until the African has made his
full contribution.” All these people represented the emergence of a new
African person destined to create and pilot change not only for him- or
herself, but for the majority of society. Other new Africans came via the path
of religion as trained clergymen, which made them influential community
leaders. Archbishop Desmond Tutu fits well into this description as a latter
key player in that sphere. There were many other South Africans who took
up the role of new Africans in other areas of life such as music, the arts,
journalism and the like. For example, in the early 1960s a young black
journalist, Nathaniel Nakasa, left South Africa on a one-way ticket to the
USA in protest against apartheid. There he joined musicians in exile such as
Hugh Masekela, Mirriam Makeba and Caiphus Semenya. All these great
pioneers qualify as participants in the long evolution of the new African.

SIGNPOSTS TO SERVICE EXCELLENCE



In Botswana, similar torch-bearers such as Sir Seretse Khama, who
married a white lady during his stay abroad, also brought new influences to
their people. In Namibia such names as Toivo ya Toivo and Sam Nujoma
feature prominently in that category. In Mozambique early leaders like
Eduardo Modlana fit into the category of the new African, followed by
proteges such as Samora Machel, who became the first president of their
free country. Malawi also boasts the likes of the late Kamuzu Banda, who
studied in the UK and returned home to lead his country to freedom.
Congo also had leaders like Patrice Lumumba, Moice Chombe and Ben
Bella, while Ghana had Kwame Nkrumah. Nigeria had its first statesman,
Sir Abubakha Tafewa Balewa, who led the change movement in the late
1950s. Tanzania had the late Julius Nyerere. Kenya had the late Mze Jomo
Kenyatta and Tom Mboya. Zimbabwe had trade unionists of the calibre of
Charles Mzingeli and politicians like Hebert Chitepo, Joshua Nkomo,
Ndabaningi Sithole and Robert Mugabe.

Why are all these people important and many others before them from
different walks of life? They influenced their societies’ way of thinking and
responding to the demands of that time to enable them to cope with the
stress of change. In that sense, the new African was a catalyst of change
from the traditional mould to the new world. These forces continue to
carve out various destinies of our societies across the whole continent. The
motivation and determination of these pioneering personalities is the
hallmark of service excellence in a non-commercial sense. It was at great
personal risk, loss of freedom and forfeiture of the leisurely indulgences of
their contemporary folks that they chose to chart out a new course of
events. They put themselves last and their society first, sometimes
enduring irreparable damage to their lives through imprisonment, torture,
intimidation and, in many cases, their own deaths and those of their loved
ones. What causes such selflessness and courage?

Irrespective of their field of endeavour, those who contributed to the
emergence of the new African were social visionaries and champions who
dared to dream of something different. They were foolhardy change agents
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compulsion white settlers cohabited with African natives of the opposite
sex. In some cases it was the white employer who coerced his or her black
employee into a sexual relationship. Yet in other cases parties from across
the colour line did this by consent, a trend which continues today among
couples from different racial groups. These unions produced the so-called
coloured African, who is slightly lighter in skin colour than the native
African. For purposes of this discussion this category will be referred to as
the second-generation Africans. There are larger concentrations in those
regions where there were large contingencies of settlers such as South
Africa because of the gold rush and East Africa because of the influx of
traders of Arabic and Portuguese origin. Consequently, this society
sometimes took a middle of the road culture, borrowing from both sides
of its biological extraction. In later years of political development across
the continent this group was exploited by the colonial political structures
since members of the group were not seen as white enough to belong to
the privileged society. In deeply discriminatory societies such as pre-1994
apartheid South Africa they were mainly classified as native Africans,
although sometimes accorded one step better. In places such as Zimbabwe,
East and Central Africa, where racism was not as irrevocably entrenched
by law, this group was clearly the halfway point between two racial poles.
How did this influence this grouping?

In many ways they felt social and economic deprivation because of
disenfranchisement in the same way as the natives. Consequently they
struggled for survival in a similar fashion. Some are now fourth or fifth
generation in Africa and can only refer to this soil as their true home.
Their personality and cultural reflexes originate from the African context.

The second significant twilight society in sub-Saharan Africa is the
Indian community. It is predominant in South Africa, East Africa, Central
and Southern Africa, in that order. This is a society of commercial traders,
who play a major role in the formal business sector, particularly the retail
and wholesale sectors. They also produce fine doctors and accountants for
the professional sector. Their origin in Africa dates back to the nineteenth
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century, when they were conscripted to work on sugar cane fields on the
east coast of South Africa or voluntarily left India to trade in Africa. The
strong bond between this society and the Africans developed from the time
of Mahatma Ghandi, the great passive resistance Indian leader, who began
his defiance of white oppression in South Africa. His selfless sacrifice was
of major inspirational value to African political leaders as well as the rank
and file. In the fullness of time Indians became integrated with other
African people in the region in one large heterogeneous society called the
black community, which fought for the same rights and democratic status
in many countries in Africa.

The invaluable contribution of Indians to the commercial sector was
amplified in Uganda in the 1970s when dictator Idi Amin expelled Indians
from the country. Their exodus dealt an indelible blow to the economy,
from which it still has not fully recovered over 30 years later. Thus, in their
own way Indian Africans are service champions of note who have played
this role for several generations, and which has won them their de facto
place on the continent. Because of their keenness to trade with any
customer who walks into their business place, they have earned the
affectionate nickname in central Africa of Buya tikapangana which means
‘Come in, let’s negotiate even if you do not have enough money.” This is
surely the epitome of service excellence behaviour.

THE UNIQUE AFRICAN SITUATION

Having described the African in the context of this book, let us see what
makes this group special in any way. First, the economic history of the
African continent is common. The colonisation of Africa was motivated
primarily by economic imperatives and secondarily by the need for political
domination. Invariably countries on the continent served as suppliers of
raw materials to their Western power from agricultural, mining or marine
resources. This should be viewed against the abundance of mineral wealth
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eurocentric culture encourages eye contact as evidence of engaging the
attention of the other person.

It is seen as a sign of mutual respect to debate and seek consensus
instead of unilateral dictation. If an issue of common interest is being
heard, the whole family will gather. The presenter of the matter addresses
it to the youngest person, who refers it to the next in age, who does the
same, until the matter reaches the oldest person in the line. The response
comes through retracing the same steps. This is done to involve everyone
in the deliberations regardless of age or sex. Such inclusiveness is designed
to ensure that enough reflection is done by several people on the one issue.
The objective is to eliminate all possibilities of reaching a wrong decision.
In other words, this is teamwork in pursuit of service excellence.

The African greeting style has inherent caring in it. Most people give a
three-step handshake with the right hand to show appreciation of the
other person. The whole ritual of greeting is a sincere mutual exchange
which is a calculated move and is not rushed as in ‘Hi, how is it?” One
would say ‘Hallo” and pause a bit before asking ‘How are you.7 Sometimes
the process is done through the referral process discussed earlier, if there
are more than two people involved.

In most Central and Southern African Nguni-based languages, greeting
emphasises acknowledgement of the worth of the other person. In Zulu one
says Sawubom (singular) or Saniborumi (plural) which literally means ‘I can see
you are well’. This may be followed by clapping hands in unison, and invoking
totem and clan names and seniority references. Almost always one would
inquire about the wellbeing of the family or those left behind. In Shona
(Zimbabwe language) one would ask Mhuri dzakadiyi7 (How are the families?)
This is indicative of the caring disposition of African culture.

Some societies in Africa hand a calabash cup of cold water as soon as
they greet a person. The rationale is that the visitor must be thirsty,
because of the high temperatures prevailing in most of Africa. Of course
this practice is predominant in circumstances where the visitor would have
journeyed on foot. From a customer care point of view the aim is to serve



the visitor by satisfying his or her most urgent need. | recall again as a
young boy that in some of the general dealer stores that we bought from
(owned by Indians and Greeks) they would keep a bucket of water and a
cup for thirsty customers.

Following the same line of caring, one is not allowed in traditional
African culture to ask a visitor whether he or she wants food. The host just
prepares food and offers to the visitor. This is done to save a stranger from
declining an offer of food because of shyness, while he or she is really
hungry. Surely, this is the height of caring for others.

In fact, the ultimate in African customer care is that a visitor is given
the best food in the house while hosts make do with lesser delicacies. |
remember vividly several incidents when | was a young child and visitors
came to our house. A chicken would be cooked but | and other children
would be given the less desirable parts of the chicken while the visitor had
the juicy flesh. This did not hurt because we were socialised to please the
visitor. In many ways this childhood teaching grows with you to become
second nature.

It is fully acceptable that a stranger on a journey in a rural area can go
to a home and ask for food and overnight shelter. The host considers it an
honour to have been chosen and will provide for the person without
expecting remuneration. In contrast to eurocentric cultures the African
man was expected to walk in front of his wife and children carrying
nothing but cultural weapons to defend his family in the event of
encountering dangerous animals in the forest. Even in today’s less
traditional dispensation, in some societies the man comes out of the house
before the woman to ensure there is no danger awaiting her.

42 3 & 5 2 5 &44 3 4

Communal living is manifested by congregations such as a village, kraal
and other close-knit constellations in which African people live. It is not
communism either by philosophy or practice. This aspect of life symbolises
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SERVICE EXCELLENCE FROM AFRICAN CULTURE

Having painted the backdrop of traditional African culture rich with
humanism, humility, altruism and industriousness, we will now look at how
this is translated into various permutations of customer service. The
illustration will comprise many everyday events that have been contrived
over time in various African communities. In pursuit of balanced reportage
in later chapters | discuss cases of corruption and bad governance in
political and business spheres around Africa which will ostensibly tarnish
the African people’s image. The following treatise seeks to counterbalance
in advance the negative impression that may be created due to generalised
perceptions by various readers.

ENTERTAINMENT INDUSTRY

Today Africa is well endowed with world-class musicians who all came
from humble beginnings and were deprived of the wherewithal to start a
music career. To mention a few, South Africa has music maestros of the
calibre of Miriam Makeba, Caiphus Semenya, Hugh Masekela, Ray Phiri,
Ladysmith Black Mambazo, Tsepho Tsola, Yvonne ChakaChaka, Brenda
Fassie, the Soweto String Quartet, African Jazz Pioneers and hundreds
more. These creative musicians were not motivated only by money to
venture into this vital entertainment industry. More than anything else,
they were propelled by love to change the lot of the masses for the better.
When apartheid had made South African townships urban dormitories
without the same social amenities as the white suburbs, musicians filled
the void by creating their own music with hardly any musical instruments.
An even more significant role of music was to build and sustain a
psychological defence against the dehumanisimg effects of apartheid and
unequal opportunities. In the same way as gospel music sustained African
Americans through the ordeal of slavery, music was multifunctional as
therapy, entertainment and a culture building effort in Africa.

SIGNPOSTS TO SERVICE EXCELLENCE
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the first and now most established social services is the burial society. This
is a social organisation formed and run voluntarily by members of a
particular community to finance the funerals of their members. All
members pay a nominal membership fee regularly and an elected
committee administers the money, including investing it wisely. As the
cost of living continues to rise, pushing up the cost of dying unbearably,
and as people are now living further away from one another than before,
this has become a vital institution. In South Africa and Zimbabwe it first
blossomed among migrant workers from Malawi who had to fortify
themselves against the deprivation of being a minority community in a
land far from home. The Malawi burial society system was so successful
that it became a model for many other communities in southern Africa.
This has become a flourishing industry with millions of dollars flowing
through it per annum. It is a successful example of service to the people
run by the people. Coincidentally, these are the basic tenets of democracy
which guided the American constitution. Many other examples may be
seen in the successful savings clubs, agricultural production and
marketing cooperatives that flourish in many communities across the
continent.

PROFIT-MAKING SELF-SERVICE

As the self-help initiatives such as these societies were growing, a parallel
system of profit-making ventures also flourished in urban areas, boosted by
the rural to urban exodus which began in the late nineteenth and early
twentieth century in parts of Africa. This is particularly true of mining-
based cities like Johannesburg in South Africa, the Copperbelt of Zambia
and the Democratic Republic of Congo in Central Africa. This was the
establishment of the ‘shebeen’, which is a private liquor selling outlet in a
domestic house in the townships. You now find thousands of these outlets
in African cities at various levels of prosperity. In many cases, as the black
African elite move out of the townships in Johannesburg, Harare, Nairobi,

SIGNPOSTS TO SERVICE EXCELLENCE
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