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INTRODUCTION

Beyond Silicon Valley

              Sometimes it is the people who no one imagines anything of who do the things that no one can imagine.

—THE IMITATION GAME (2014)

Just before I turned eight years old, my family and I traveled to my parents’ hometown in central Turkey. Having made the long trip several times before, I braced myself for a summer of dirt roads and diarrhea, which the hole-in-the-ground toilet made abundantly more dreadful. This was a poor and underdeveloped country that had missed the Industrial Revolution and most of the advances that came along with it. There was electricity, but only intermittently. Telephones could only be found at the post office. On that trip I learned, much to my horror, that Turks did not even have—ketchup.

“Why can’t I have ketchup?” I cried to my grandmother when she made me a plate of French fries.

“This isn’t America,” she consoled. In America, anything and everything was possible. Not in Turkey.

“Why doesn’t someone just make some?” I asked indignantly.

Paved roads, clean water, proper plumbing, reliable electricity, and working phones require organized civil society and government. Having heard my parents complain about Turkey’s inept leaders, I understood that the country my parents had left could not enjoy those things. Prosperity was something to be had in another language.

Ketchup, on the other hand, as only an eight-year-old mind can deduce, requires little more than tomatoes, which are plentiful in Turkey. Why, I asked my grandmother, had no Turk started a ketchup factory?

“Oh, hoh,” my grandmother exclaimed, “it’s so much trouble to start a business in Turkey.”

Too young to understand what she meant, I took my grandmother’s response as some sort of explanation for why Turkey was poor—and why my parents had made the difficult decision to emigrate to the United States. That realization stayed with me, along with the struggles my family faced in letting go of Turkey and adapting to America. Straddled between these two worlds, I became, at an early age, captivated with the idea of “saving the world”: helping those who lived in places like Turkey, where little seemed to work.

Saving the world, I naïvely assumed in later years, could only be done by government, by the people in charge. Business to me was synonymous with Wall Street greed. Having held a summer job over several years at the white-shoe law firm Sullivan & Cromwell, where brothers Allen and John Foster Dulles—the former director of the CIA and secretary of state under President Eisenhower, respectively—once served as senior partners, I had witnessed the private sector’s ugliness, its relentlessness and ruthlessness. There was just one way to look at business, and that was dog-eat-dog. That experience led me to believe that prosperity could only come from the public sector, through bureaucrats who were not caught up in the world of money.

Armed with degrees in political science and Middle Eastern studies, I joined the State Department in 1993, working as an assistant to Madeleine K. Albright, first when she was the US ambassador to the United Nations and then when she was secretary of state. At the State Department I grappled with the pressing and often heart-wrenching challenges of Rwanda, Bosnia, and Iraq, to which the only credible answer seemed to be government action.

During a four-year stint in Bosnia-Herzegovina, where I had signed on to a mission to help Bosnians recover from a brutal series of wars, I realized that I had overestimated the government’s ability to resolve global challenges of economic development. I spent the majority of my time writing reports and navigating a bureaucratic maze, not contributing to the rehabilitation of a country and a people who had just survived war and genocide. While the government intended to “do good,” it couldn’t get out of the procedural straitjacket it had created for itself.

Procedure trumped people. Process trumped action. My work was confined to milestones that I was expected to achieve rather than being contingent upon improving the circumstances for Bosnians: rebuilding their homes, improving their education, and creating jobs.

“We need jobs,” an older Bosnian woman told me during a visit to the country’s east. “We need work to rebuild our country. But we don’t have work. Our men go to Europe to find work.” Bosnians needed businesses that would help the economy grow and bring jobs that would enable people to earn a decent living.

Job creation hadn’t yet factored into diplomacy or aid work. Aid was squarely focused on human rights and democracy, which, as the same Bosnian woman pointed out to me, meant nothing when they couldn’t make a living. By the time I left Bosnia in 2006, I was disillusioned with the State Department as well as outside intervention and handouts. Diplomacy alone could not improve lives. More than roundtables, confidence-building measures, and platitudes, places like Bosnia needed jobs, markets, trade, and commerce. They needed to develop their economies. They needed entrepreneurship.

By the start of the new millennium entrepreneurship had become all the rage. It seized the imagination of businesspeople, celebrities, and politicians and became a buzzword that could be heard everywhere: a better way of making a living than an office career, a better way of creating jobs and wealth, a better way of solving problems, and especially, a better way of saving the world. After joining the New York–based nonprofit Endeavor, which supports emerging market entrepreneurs, in 2006, I came to understand what all those things meant—and what they didn’t mean.

Many consider entrepreneurship to be the culmination of an idea or a dream. But this conventional wisdom barely skims the surface of what actually happens. In coming face to face with individuals around the world who had started businesses and scaled them up to be million-dollar-plus enterprises, I came to understand that there was much more.

While entrepreneurship does start with an idea or dream, it is in fact the ability to overcome obstacles and embrace, as economist and godfather of innovation Joseph Schumpeter noted, “creative destruction.” Creative destruction is the elimination of old methods and activities, replacing them with new approaches, new markets, and new paradigms. That is what makes entrepreneurship different from a small business such as a dry cleaner, a diner, or a repair shop. Whereas a small business provides a good or a service and employs a handful of people, entrepreneurs are the manifestation of an opportunity that not only generates wealth and produces prosperity, but also remakes the socioeconomic landscape. Entrepreneurs create new business models and give rise to new industries, which enable new possibilities. In the wake of globalization, individuals everywhere—in Africa, Asia, Latin America, and the Middle East—were enabled with those new possibilities.

Globalization in the post–Cold War era had made it easier to communicate and travel across borders. That stimulated tremendous economic activity. High-tech companies in Silicon Valley outsourced production to countries such as China, India, and Israel. In doing so they created jobs and, more significantly, transferred knowledge and inspiration.

Today the next Steve Jobs lives in the likeliest of places: in Turkey, Nigeria, Pakistan, Mexico, Russia, India, China, and beyond. It is only a matter of time before we see his or her big idea, an idea that will no doubt change our lives, and if we’re lucky, maybe it will be an idea that saves the world.

It’s the Obstacles, Stupid

            Obstacles are those frightful things you see when you take your eyes off your goal.

—HENRY FORD

Invincible—that’s the only way to describe eBay at the start of the new millennium. The Internet company not only survived the dot-com bust that wiped out thousands of Silicon Valley startups in 2000. By 2004 it netted over $3 billion in revenues. Hundreds of millions of people in nearly two dozen countries were buying and selling on eBay’s platform. It was well on its way to becoming, as its slogan boasted, “The World’s Online Marketplace.”

In 2004 eBay decided to conquer new customers in new territory. China stood high on its list. With a billion plus people and a rising economy in which millions had moved into the middle class and were eager to spend their newly found wealth, China would make eBay the most valuable company in the world. The company didn’t think twice about expanding into the country—and the approach it would take to do so.

Perhaps it should have. When eBay entered China in 2004, it encountered a rapidly evolving and ambitious market, filled with rapidly expanding and determined—even relentless—entrepreneurs, entrepreneurs like those in Silicon Valley, with big dreams and unconventional methods of operation. Jack Ma, a former English teacher in southern China, was one such entrepreneur. He stood ready to foil eBay’s plans.

Following a visit to the United States in the mid-1990s, where he discovered the Internet, Ma brought this technology back to China. While he, like many others at the time, had no real idea of the Internet’s true potential and impact, he saw it, much as others did, as a new tool to advance business. Advancing business was something everyone in China, particularly its heavy-handed government, took an interest in.

Ma launched China Pages, a searchable listing of Chinese companies, in 1995. It flopped. Yet instead of retreating to teaching, Ma soldiered on. The Internet, he suspected, would only increase in importance. Therefore he not only kept his hand in the tech space, he followed Web trends with a religious fervor. He even agreed to spend some time running a state-owned information technology company, the China International Electronic Commerce Center.

A few years later the Internet did explode. It had entered the mainstream, especially for business. More and more companies used it as a resource to improve their operations as well as their bottom line. More and more online startups sprouted. The future of business lay in the digital realm. Honing in on this development, Jack Ma rolled out Alibaba, a site that connected China’s businesses to one another—the Google of supply chains.

Alibaba took off. It had become a hit with businesses and those wanting to start a business in China, which made it one of China’s fastest-growing websites.

Jack Ma felt, however, that he could not stop there. In order to survive in and eventually win the tech space in China—let alone emerge as a contender on the world stage—Alibaba needed to move beyond being a site for business. The site had to offer value to individuals and convince them to use it.

The tech startups in Silicon Valley that had survived the dot-com bust—Amazon, eBay, and Priceline—had done just that. Each in its own way had become an integral tool for those who used its site. As time passed, these companies—especially eBay—looked abroad to persuade others to see them the same way.

“Someday, eBay would come in our direction,” Jack Ma once told a reporter. Ma was prepared to stop it—and to do more. He wanted to prove that China could also innovate. Given its history and political circumstances—China was a communist state—Chinese talent had not been given an opportunity to do anything beyond laboring in factories. Throughout the twentieth century, China not only lagged behind the West, it suffocated under dire poverty and underdevelopment. This impeded Chinese potential.

“Chinese brains are just as good as theirs,” Ma told seventeen people who had gathered in his apartment in 1999 to work on what became Alibaba. The “theirs” he referred to were the engineers and techies in Silicon Valley and Seattle who had pioneered the tech and Internet revolution.

“If we’re a good team and we know what we want to do, then one of us can defeat ten of them,” Ma said.

This was not just mere trash talk. As the Internet grew, Jack Ma saw the potential for it to emancipate China from its assembly-line economy, which merely put together Western products. This new technology could make it possible for Chinese minds to come up with their own products and services—for China as well as the world. The Internet transformed customers into participants: critics, inventors, and troubleshooters. The Internet gave people a voice to share their concerns, ideas, and stories. And that started to turn progress into a two-way street. Though China, along with many other countries outside the West, still had many obstacles to overcome—a lack of skilled labor, poor infrastructure, a lack of capital, insecurity, monopolies, corruption, a weak rule of law, and the status quo—it finally could compete with advanced economies such as those of the United States, Europe, and Japan. China even had a shot at beating them.

Committed to competing with the likes of eBay, Ma launched an eBay-like consumer-to-consumer marketplace in 2004, Taobao. He did so just as eBay landed in China and stood ready to capture the market. eBay had acquired EachNet, a Chinese e-commerce site. Because the Internet and, in particular the e-commerce industry, had not reached any type of tipping point in China, Ma aimed to influence and shape both and thus thwart eBay’s efforts. China, Ma felt, no longer had to import from the West. On the Internet, China could make its own mark.

The strength Jack Ma built into Taobao was the very thing that had underpinned eBay’s success, but that the company had lost sight of: customer satisfaction. Ma made sure that Taobao, which translates into “hunt for treasures,” resonated with Chinese consumers, who were different from those in the West. Chinese customers valued social interaction with sellers—they wanted to know them. Taobao’s instant messaging and chat feature met that need. Taobao was also free. Though eBay’s management criticized Jack Ma, noting that “free is not a business model,” and continued to charge both buyers and sellers for transactions, Ma remained steadfast. He chose customers over profit.

Within two years, Alibaba and its subsidiary, Taobao, had captured 95 percent of the Chinese online marketplace share. eBay had put up a fierce fight, pouring hundreds of millions of dollars into its efforts in China. It even offered to acquire Alibaba and Taobao. eBay’s chief executive officer (CEO) at the time, Meg Whitman, famously invited Jack Ma to Silicon Valley for a visit to eBay’s headquarters. It was not, however, enough to persuade Jack Ma to sell or to beat his company. Ma had brokered an agreement with the search engine Yahoo, which invested $1 billion in Alibaba. That deal, along with Jack Ma’s persistent efforts to build a world-class company, forced eBay to fold. Alibaba had won. And that win was a warning to Silicon Valley: global entrepreneurs have arrived.

Entrepreneurs like Jack Ma—not only from China but from many other places outside the West—are building high-growth companies that are challenging established businesses in the West and the newer Silicon Valley tech titans. These individuals are shifting the axis of global innovation and entrepreneurship. As they do so, they offer important reminders about entrepreneurship and the entrepreneurial process. Entrepreneurship isn’t about a place. Regardless of locale, entrepreneurship is about community, fortitude, persistence, resilience, trust, and values—and using those qualities to overcome obstacles.

•  •  •

THE ASTONISHING ascent of former “developing” countries such as China in recent years supports the excitement surrounding entrepreneurship. Their transition from aid dependence to economic growth has come not at the hands of corporations and conglomerates, but through startups. Indeed, entrepreneurs have catalyzed progress in previously downtrodden and hopeless places.

Yet it is a mistake to see Jack Ma and other entrepreneurs around the world as a new phenomenon. The developing world has long been filled with entrepreneurs who have brought few results or benefits to greater society. Lacking alternative educational or employment opportunities, people’s very survival has depended on their launching their own endeavors. Because of a lack of support systems, these microenterprises haven’t grown into roaring businesses that generate jobs or revenue or stimulate investment. To paraphrase economist and historian Ranil Dissanayake, what distinguishes techies in Silicon Valley from a roadside seller or a shopkeeper isn’t their sophistication, but simply the presence of conditions that are necessary to sustain and scale a business idea. This is a key reason that rich countries are rich and poor ones are not. It’s the obstacles, stupid.

Obstacles are the bane of every entrepreneur. Anyone who has started a business, anywhere in the world, has confronted some barrier that has made running that business difficult, if not impossible. In weak and underdeveloped societies, these barriers are so numerous and entrenched that they represent a profound impediment to economic growth and national development.

In my work with entrepreneurs around the world, I found seven recurring obstacles: lack of skilled labor and management, poor infrastructure, lack of collaborative space, monopolies, corruption, weak rule of law, and the resistance of the status quo.

From the Other Side of the World examines these obstacles and how seven entrepreneurs from seven countries are battling them. They are bright, creative, and ambitious people determined to realize their respective visions, in their own countries. Undeterred by the roadblocks in their way, they have focused on building culture, leveraging networks, creating collaborative spaces, collaborating with the competition, leading with values, harnessing talent, and simply using technology. Their approaches bypass barriers, create jobs, generate revenue, and draw in investments—ultimately aiding in their respective countries’ development. And that is redefining entrepreneurship globally.

This book contains eyewitness accounts that open a window on new kinds of entrepreneurs who are disrupting markets and forcing a universal shift in business, investment, economics, politics, and society. Their work, as well as their approaches, offer business and leadership lessons to entrepreneurs and everyone looking to lead—everywhere:

       •   In İstanbul, Turkey, Bülent Çelebi, an experienced engineer, struggles to find the right talent to roll out his cutting-edge wireless technology across his country as well as in Europe and the United States, where his company has expanded.

       •   In Lagos, Nigeria, Tayo Oviosu, a former Silicon Valley executive, grapples with poor infrastructure to bring financial services to Nigerians and all Africans—and thereby jumpstart African growth.

       •   As CNN displays images of the latest bombing in Pakistan, Monis Rahman, a computer engineer, uses his Internet business to reframe the world’s perceptions of his people.

       •   In Monterrey, Mexico, Enrique Junco Gomez, an entrepreneur running an energy-efficiency business, battles his country’s monopolies.

       •   In Mumbai, India, Shaffi Mather, an activist, tries to tackle his country’s endemic corruption through a for-profit ambulance service.

       •   Yana Yakovleva, the founder of a chemical company in Moscow, Russia, who had been unjustly jailed, stands up to the Kremlin and refuses to be defeated by her country’s weak rule of law.

       •   Finally, in Beijing, Lei Jun, the so-called Steve Jobs of China, develops cutting-edge smartphones and software applications in an environment hungry to unleash Chinese innovation but resistant to social and political change.

These entrepreneurs’ stories offer important insights into and important lessons about building enterprises under impossible conditions—and succeeding. They are lessons not only for entrepreneurs but also for companies and investors eager to move beyond global markets and supply chains and step into, understand, and collaborate on global innovation. As Turkey, Nigeria, Pakistan, Mexico, India, Russia, and China grow in wealth, so too do their capacity and capability for developing groundbreaking inventions. Apple, Facebook, and Google may have come out of Silicon Valley, but with the rapid pace of globalization, it is almost certain that the next “big thing” will hail from another corner of the world.

The greatest dynamism in the business world today is no longer confined to Silicon Valley. Entrepreneurship and innovation—along with the lessons they beget—now thrive overseas. Entrepreneurs around the world are changing the Silicon Valley startup story into a universal one.
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