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Preface
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Archives. The British Council financed a visit to Malawi. David Beach, Ms
Alison Izzett, Steven Kaplan, Paul Richards, Robert Ross, Megan
Vaughan, Dr Jean-Luc Vellut, and Nigel Worden supplied unpublished
material. Books by Dr Polly Hill and Professor Olwen Hufton provided
many ideas. Seminars at Birmingham, Cambridge, London, and Zomba
made suggestions. Peter Kinyanjui, Lorne Larson, and John McCracken
helped with travel in Africa. Tony Hopkins, Gilbert Lewis, and Michael
Twaddle gave advice. Jack Goody provided the stimulus. John Lonsdale
and the Cambridge University Press showed me their habitual kindness. I
am grateful to all those who have helped me.

StJohn’s College, Cambridge JOHN ILIFFE
October 1986
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1

The comparative history of the poor

There are three reasons for writing a book on this subject. One is that
poverty is growing today in sub-Saharan Africa, terribly in the form of mass
famine and insidiously in the declining living standards of remote villages
and urban shanty towns. Contemporary poverty has become an important
subject of research, notably in Nigeria,' in the numerous country studies
sponsored by the International Labour Office and the World Bank,? and in
the massive Carnegie Inquiry into poverty and development in southern
Africa.® The hope that research and practical thought about poverty may
benefit from a historical perspective is one reason for this first attempt to
provide one.

A second reason for writing the book is a belief that Africa’s splendour
lies in its suffering. The heroism of African history is to be found not in the
deeds of kings but in the struggles of ordinary people against the forces of
nature and the cruelty of men. Likewise, the most noble European activi-
ties in Africa have been by those — often now almost forgotten — who have
cared for the sick and starving and homeless.

The third reason is academic. The old imperial history was marred by an
elitism which, because the elite was often a tiny white minority, could de-
generate further into racialism. The national histories that have replaced it,
by contrast, are marred by their parochialism. To escape both defects
requires a comparative social history which treats peoples on a basis of
equality rather than subjection. The history of the poor permits an exper-
iment on these lines. Historians of Africa have much to learn from recent
work on the history of poverty in Europe. They can also draw something
from parallel work in other continents, although this is more fragmentary.
In particular, European historians have identified major questions about
the poor which need to be asked in Africa: their identity, numbers, charac-
teristics, and location; the reasons for their poverty; what they thought and
did about it; and what the larger society thought and did about them.

Yet a comparative history of the African poor must first surmount three
obstacles. One is to find a usable definition of poverty. This could be dis-
cussed at great length, debating the advantages of analysing absolute
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The African poor

poverty (measured against the minimum necessary to maintain a person’s
physical efficiency) or relative poverty (measured against the average living
standards of a particular society).* Yet beyond showing that the superiority
once attributed to the notion of relative poverty is no longer obvious,’ such
a discussion would have little value for the history of Africa because both
definitions rely on measurements which were not made there until the
1930s. For earlier periods the historian must rely largely upon descriptions
of behaviour which either the describer or the historian identifies as indi-
cating poverty. Moreover, the poor are diverse, poverty has many facets,
and African peoples had their own varied and changing notions of it. A pre-
cise and consistent definition is not feasible. Nevertheless, poverty has an
inescapable connotation of physical want, especially in poor countries.
Examination of the sources suggests that two levels of want have existed in
Africa for several centuries. On one level have been the very large numbers
— perhaps most Africans at most times — obliged to struggle continuously to
preserve themselves and their dependants from physical want. These will
be called the poor. On another level have been smaller numbers who have
permanently or temporarily failed in that struggle and have fallen into
physical want. These will be called the very poor or destitute. Of course,
there was no sharp dividing line between them. Yet the distinction has
cross-cultural validity. It existed in ancient Greece.® It was identified by
Charles Booth’s pioneer study of London during the 1880s, which defined
the poor as those ‘living under a struggle to obtain the necessaries of life and
make both ends meet’ and the very poor as those who ‘live in a state of
chronic want’.” The distinction between pauvre and indigent was drawn in
early modern France, where ‘Both pauvre and indigent knew hunger, but
the indigent were never free from it.’® In Africa the distinction existed in
some, but not all, pre-colonial languages® and has appeared frequently
since, most recently in accounts of South African resettlement sites during
the early 1980s.'” Because a history of the African poor in the wider sense
would be almost a history of Africa, this book is chiefly about the very poor,
but it is also about the circumstances in which the ordinarily poor became
very poor, either temporarily or permanently.

The second obstacle facing a history of African poverty is the inadequacy
of the sources. This is true in any continent: the poor leave only sporadic
traces in the record. In Africa the problem is doubly difficult because lit-
eracy was rare until modern times. The impressions of poverty to be
gathered from oral traditions and from generalised descriptions by foreign
observers can be seriously misleading.'! More reliable are the incidental
references to the poor in contemporary or near-contemporary records:
Ethiopian hagiographies, Islamic chronicles, missionary letters, travellers’
journals, anthropologists’ observations, administrators’ reports. The list
looks impressive and sources for the social history even of the poor are
richer in Africa than is often realised, but the subject can be studied
seriously only where written sources survive. Moreover, Africa character-
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istically lacked the charitable institutions whose records have provided
much material for the history of poverty in Europe. It happens, too, that
this book has been written under circumstances which have made it difficult
to study unpublished sources surviving in Africa. It rests largely on
published sources and certain documents available in Europe. For this and
other reasons, it attempts only to rough out a subject for further study.

The third obstacle to this project is the widespread belief that until re-
cently there were no poor in Africa, because economic differentiation was
slight, resources were freely available, and the ‘extended family’ supported
its less fortunate members. Only with the coming of colonial rule, market
economies, and urbanisation, so it is often claimed, did things begin to fall
apart. This ‘myth of Merrie Africa’? was widely held during the colonial
period. ‘The rules and regulations of every African Community leave no
ground for idle women, prostitutes or vagabonds, and create no possibility
for the existence of waifs and strays’, a Lagos newspaper explained in 1913.
‘No Barnado’s Homes, no Refuge for the Destitute grace the cities; because
the conditions producing them are absent.’’® Black South Africans often
agreed:

There were no poor and rich; the haves helped those who were in want. No
man starved because he had no food; no child cried for milk because its
parents did not have milk cows; no orphan and old person starved because
there was nobody to look after them. No, these things were unknown in
ancient Bantu society. !

White South Africans, colonial officials, and anthropologists widely ac-
cepted this view and transmitted it to nationalist intellectuals and inter-
national agencies. The United Nations Regional Adviser on Social Welfare
Policy and Training, Economic Commission for Africa, explained in 1972:

In rural Africa, the extended family and the clan assume the responsibility for
all services for their members, whether social or economic. People live in
closely organized groups and willingly accept communal obligations for
mutual support. Individuals satisfy their need for social and economic secur-
ity merely by being attached to one of these groups. The sick, the aged and
children are all cared for by the extended family. In this type of community,
nobody can be labelled as poor because the group usually shares what they
have. There is no competition, no insecurity, no big ambitions, no unemploy-
ment and thus pe%ple are mentally healthy. Deviation or abnormal behaviour
is almost absent.!

When expressed in so simplistic a form, this view of the African past or pres-
ent is scarcely worth refuting. Yet there is a more penetrating claim that
poverty existed but was relatively rare in pre-colonial Africa. The most im-
portant statement is Professor Jack Goody’s attempt to isolate the main dif-
ferences between African societies and those of pre-industrial Europe and
Asia. Generally, so he has argued, Africa lacked stratified classes with
distinct subcultures, because it lacked the plough, intensive agriculture,
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literacy, and world religions, but possessed ample land and practised exoga-
mous polygyny.!® Since ‘poverty ... implies the opposite, riches, in the
same way that slavery implies freedom’,!” poverty was generally absent
from these unstratified societies, along with such ancillary phenomena as
asceticism, religious charity, and systematic begging.'® Only those excep-
tional regions — notably Ethiopia and perhaps the Central Sudan — which
did have intensive agriculture, literacy, and world religions also possessed
stratified subcultures and, by implication, conditions breeding numerous
poor.'? This book neither challenges Goody’s general analysis of Africa’s
distinctiveness nor disputes that both differentiation and poverty were
especially overt in Ethiopia and the Central Sudan. Rather, it argues that in
normal circumstances the forms of poverty existing there had little to do
with technology, landownership, intensive agriculture, or even (in a direct
sense) the pattern of social stratification, although these did affect the be-
haviour of the poor. The point is that the nature and causes of poverty in
pre-colonial Africa — and indeed most of Africa to this day — were not those
implied either by Goody’s analysis or by those of historians who have writ-
ten on the subject.?’ This explains why very poor people existed widely in
pre-colonial Africa, not only in Ethiopia and the Central Sudan. It also
explains the manner in which poverty has changed in Africa during the
twentieth century.

In order to introduce this argument and the main themes in the history of
the African poor it is useful to compare their experience with that of the
poor in Europe and other continents. Two initial distinctions are valuable.
One is Dr Gutton’s dichotomy of structural poverty, which is the long-term
poverty of individuals due to their personal or social circumstances, and
conjunctural poverty, which is the temporary poverty into which ordinarily
self-sufficient people may be thrown by crisis.?! The second distinction is
between the structural poverty characteristic of societies with relatively
ample resources, especially land, and that characteristic of societies where
such resources are scarce. In land-rich societies the very poor are character-
istically those who lack access to the labour needed to exploit land — both
their own labour (perhaps because they are incapacitated, elderly, or
young) and the labour of others (because they are bereft of family or other
support). In land-scarce societies the very poor continue to include such
people but also include those among the able-bodied who lack access to
land (or other resources) and are unable to sell their labour power at a price
sufficient to meet their minimum needs. The history of the structural poor
in Western Europe during the medieval and early modern periods turns on
this distinction. Until perhaps the twelfth century Europe was a land-rich
continent which nevertheless contained many structural poor, who were
predominantly the weak, especially those bereft of labour. ‘The poor of
North Italy, in the tenth century’, it has been written, ‘are the unfortunate,
the disinherited, ‘“widows, orphans, captives, the defeated, the infirm,
blind, crippled, feeble”. There is no poor class but men in a situation of
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poverty.’?> Landless labourers with varying degrees of freedom certainly
existed in many areas, but they were generally absorbed into the labour-
hungry rural economy.?® During the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, by
contrast, Western Europe’s growing population pressed upon the available
land in many regions. To the incapacitated poor were added men who
lacked viable landholdings and could not sell their labour.?* Many migrated
to towns, where by the early fourteenth century wages were so low that
even men in regular employment might not be able to support themselves
and their families.?

During the fourteenth century Europe’s population declined again and
the pressure on resources eased. Two centuries later, however, demo-
graphic growth once more transformed the pattern of poverty. In England,
for example,

In the villages and towns of the fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries,
poverty had not been regarded as a major social problem. It was limited in
extent and generally the result of particular misfortune — the death of a spouse
or parent, sickness or injury — or else a phase in the life cycle, notably youth or
old age ... By the end of the sixteenth century and still more by the mid
seventeenth century, the poor were no longer the destitute victims of misfor-
tune or old age, but a substantial proportion of the population living in con-
stant danger of destitution, many of them full-time wage labourers. In both
town and countrzl a permanent proletariat had emerged, collectively desig-
nated ‘the poor’.%®

In later eighteenth-century France, similarly, the incapacitated still formed
a large proportion of the poor, but observers were more concerned by the
poverty of the able-bodied who lacked land, work, or wages adequate to
support the dependants who were partly responsible for their poverty.
Whereas in early medieval Europe the most common beggar had been aged
or blind, in later eighteenth-century France, by one account, the most
common beggar was a child.?’

This transition from land-rich to land-scarce poverty has taken place in
other continents. Most poverty in Asia today is due to land shortage, unem-
ployment, and low wages. Poverty in India is closely associated with large
families.?® Only in Europe, however, has the history of the transition been
written systematically. This book is a first attempt to chart it in Africa. It
argues that the structural poor of pre-colonial Africa were mainly those
lacking access to labour. Because poverty took this form, attempts to relate
it to landholding systems, agricultural technology, or world religions have
little relevance. Historical record of those lacking labour in pre-colonial
societies is uneven, partly because vulnerability to misfortune varied with
time and place, partly because mechanisms to prevent such unfortunates
from falling into extreme poverty varied, and partly because the availability
of sources is uneven. Yet the structural poor of this kind appear to have
been numerous everywhere. They appear most frequently in folktales,
which often identified a category of weak individuals — the old, the hand-
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icapped, and the very young — who lived in destitution but triumphed over the
strong, usually by magical means. To help such unfortunates might bring
praise and fortune to the helper.?

By contrast, structural poverty resulting from land scarcity appeared only
slowly in Africa. This gave the history of poverty there its special character
when compared with Europe or Asia. That Africa was a land-rich continent
is a commonplace of African studies, but its implications for the poor have
been overlooked. Although historians have claimed that certain pre-
colonial rulers used political power to deprive subjects of access to land,
thereby reducing them to poverty, the sources for these claims are question-
able. There is stronger evidence for landlessness due to personal misfortune
and for poverty resulting from lack of cattle in societies heavily dependent
upon them. Extensive landlessness first emerged in South Africa during the
eighteenth century. In colonial Africa it was limited to certain areas of ruth-
less alienation or unusual population density. Both there and in the south,
however, land scarcity was slow to breed extreme poverty because many of
the landless could sell their labour at wages which at least ensured subsist-
ence. Only slowly during the twentieth century did Africa — and chiefly
southern Africa — see numerous able-bodied men lacking land, work, or
wages sufficient to maintain physical efficiency. Only slowly did possession
of a family, rather than lack of one, become a cause of structural poverty.
By the 1980s southern Africa had certainly entered a resource crisis as acute
as that of thirteenth-century Europe. Even there, however, the new poor
had only been added to the older category of incapacitated and unprotec-
ted. Structural poverty has been a cumulative phenomenon which has dis-
played the same continuity over long periods as in Europe.*

Conjunctural poverty, by contrast, has exhibited greater change. In pre-
colonial Africa, as in Europe until the seventeenth century, the chief cause
of conjunctural poverty was climatic and political insecurity which might
culminate in mass famine mortality. It was at these moments that resources
were acutely scarce and exclusion from them by political or other means
became the chief determinant of poverty. With time, however, these crises
grew less common. In England the last famine to cause mass deaths
occurred in 1623, in France early in the eighteenth century.?' Devastating
famine mortality generally disappeared from Western Europe during the
1740s, from India (with one exception) at the beginning of the twentieth
century, and from China somewhat later in this century.?? It was not that
food shortages ceased, but that they ceased to kill great numbers. This book
argues that twentieth-century Africa experienced a similar change in con-
junctural poverty, although unevenly and incompletely.>* The chief reasons
for it were broad increases in wealth, diversified sources of income, more
effective government, better transport, wider markets, and improved hy-
giene and medicine.>* The cost, in Africa as at times elsewhere, was that
epidemic starvation for all but the rich gave way to endemic undernutrition
for the very poor.*> Conjunctural and structural poverty converged.
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The comparative history of the poor

As in understanding the nature of poverty, so in studying the means by
which the poor survived, much is to be learned from historians of Europe
and Asia. They have emphasised four means of survival. Their sources have
attracted them especially to institutions which the wider society created
either to care for the poor, to confine them, or to help them escape from
poverty — in Europe the history of institutions broadly followed that
sequence.* Informal and individual charity offered a second means of sur-
vival.”” A third was organisation by the poor themselves, either by under-
world groupings*® or by the Untouchable communities which characterised
Asian poverty.* Finally, historians have stressed that the poor relied less
on institutions or organisations than on their own efforts, ‘devious, ugly,
cruel, and dishonest as these might be’.*

These means of survival existed also in Africa, but the balance among
them differed. A scarcity of formal institutions characterised poverty there.
Even where they existed, as in Ethiopia and the Islamic regions of West.
Africa, they were secondary to an individual charity attuned to the
personalised character of mobile, colonising societies. Where institutional
provision existed outside Christian or Islamic influence, it often sought to
conceal the poverty of beneficiaries. The scarcity of institutions not only
makes the history of charity difficult to recover in Africa but also meant that
Africans had, and often still have, much hostility to institutional care for the
poor. Informal benevolence, on the other hand, did flourish in some
societies little touched by Islam or Christianity, implying indigenous evol-
ution of the idea that the poor merited special sympathy — a notion virtually
absent from Greece or Rome.*! Organisations created by the very poor
were rare in pre-colonial Africa and in the twentieth-century countryside,
although more common in modern towns. Although stigmatised groups of
untouchables are often held to be associated with world religions,** they
existed in several parts of Africa but were a far smaller proportion of the
poor than were the Untouchables of India or Japan.*?

Given the scarcity of institutions and organisations, the African poor
sought their survival in two directions. One was the family. Although much
nonsense has been written about African families as universal providers of
limitless generosity, it is nevertheless true that families were and are the
main sources of support for the African poor, as much for the young unem-
ployed of modern cities as for the orphans of the past. In several African
languages the common word for ‘poor’ — umphawi in the Chewa language
of modern Malawi, for example —implies lack of kin and friends,* while the
weak household, bereft of able-bodied male labour, has probably been the
most common source of poverty throughout Africa’s recoverable history.
Equally important, however, is the fact that Africans lived in different
kinds of families, from the Yoruba compound with scores of related resi-
dents to the elementary households of Buganda. Each kind of family had its
particular points of weakness and exuded its particular categories of unsup-
ported poor — orphans in one case, barren women in another, childless
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elders in a third. Moreover, family structure was not an immutable ethnic
characteristic but could change to meet changing needs. The intimate con-
nection between poverty and family structure has been neglected by his-
torians of Europe and may be Africa’s chief contribution to the
comparative history of the poor.

Yet in another respect the African and European poor were entirely at
one. Both relied for their survival chiefly on their own efforts. Like pre-
industrial Europe, Africa was and is a harsh world for the weak. By protect-
ing themselves from famine, by exploiting the resources of the bush, by
hawking or begging or stealing, by endurance or industry or guile, by the re-
sourcefulness of the blind or the courage of the cripple, by the ambition of
the young or the patience of the old — by all these means the African poor
survived in their harsh world. These are their inheritance amidst the harsh-
ness of the present.



2

Christian Ethiopia

Ethiopia to the end of the nineteenth century is the logical place to begin a
history of the African poor. Its hagiographies of saints and chronicles of
kings are early written sources of a quality unique in Africa. Its Christian in-
heritance facilitates comparison with both medieval Europe and the rest of
Africa, illuminating the distinctively African and the distinctively Christian
elements in Ethiopia’s pattern of poverty. Such comparison reveals that the
Ethiopian poor were not unique products of a social order unique in Africa
- plough-using, stratified, Christian, literate — but were chiefly the poor to
be found in any pre-industrial society rich in land. In the long term it should
be possible to write a true history of the Ethiopian poor, showing how their
identity and experience changed between the thirteenth and the nineteenth
centuries, but this will need a knowledge of Ethiopian languages not avail-
able here. Instead, this chapter indicates the broad character of the poor
and their means of survival over some 700 years as a basis for comparison
and change in sub-Saharan Africa as a whole.

The Ethiopian poor were innumerable and ubiquitous. In 1520 Francisco
Alvares, the Portuguese priest who wrote the first European account of
Ethiopia, described ‘more than 3,000 cripples, blind men, and lepers’ at a
miraculous shrine close to the ancient capital at Axum.! Although he and
other Portuguese visitors came from a society familiar with extreme
poverty, they were appalled by its prevalence in Ethiopia. “Their Charity to
the Poor’, Father Jerome Lobo observed in the seventeenth century, ‘may
be said to exceed the proper Bounds, that prudence ought to set to it, for it
contributes to encourage great numbers of Beggars, which are a great
Annoyance to the whole Kingdom, and . . . afford more exercise to a Chris-
tian’s Patience, than his Charity.’? Nineteenth-century Europeans, less ac-
customed to mass poverty, experienced in Ethiopia the fascinated revulsion
recorded by the extravagant Cornwallis Harris at a religious festival in the
early 1840s:

In the adjacent enclosure a crowd of horrible and revolting objects formed
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the most miserable of spectacles. The palsied, the leprous, the scrofulous,
and those in the most inveterate stages of dropsy and elephantiasis, were min-
gled with mutilated wretches who had been bereft of hands, feet, eyes, and
tongue, by the sanguinary tyrants of Northern Abyssinia, and who bore with
them the severed portions, in order that their bodies might be perfect at the
Day of Resurrection. The old, the halt and the lame, the deaf, the noseless,
and the dumb, the living dead in every shape and form, were still streaming
through the narrow door; limbless trunks were borne onwards upon the
spectres of asses and horses, and the blind, in long Indian file, rolling their
ghastly eyeballs, and touching each the shoulder of his sightless neighbour,
groped their way towards the hum of voices, to add new horrors to the appal-
ling picture.’

The important point about these descriptions is that in Ethiopia, as in
early medieval Europe, the very poor were chiefly the incapacitated.
Prominent among them were cripples, who were frequently described as
paralytics and may often have been victims of the poliomyelitis which in the
early 1960s was found to have attacked 85 per cent of infants in Addis
Ababa.* The healing of cripples was a miracle often ascribed to Ethiopian
holy men. ‘There was a shrine of our father Takla Haymanot’, it is recorded
of the greatest thirteenth-century saint,

and on the day of his commemoration a woman who was a paralytic came
there to beg for alms; now her head and neck were bent down to her knees,
and she was unable to turn either to the right or to the left. Now she could not
drink water from out of a cup, but only from a plate, and as she was drinking,
our father Takla Haymanot laid hold upon her head and neck, and drew them
back behind her with an unseen hand, and her body was made straight.’

The same account, possibly written about 1515, describes the saint visiting
the Wifat district of Shoa: “They collected all the sick folk who were with
them, and their numbers were thus:— dumb folk, twelve; paralytics, thir-
teen; epileptics, seven; blind, ten.’® The dumb were occasional benefici-
aries of miracles,” while the prevalence of eye diseases struck not only
Alvares and Harris but twentieth-century doctors.® Another incapacitating
malady was epilepsy, known as ‘the slaves’ disease’,” which was thought
infectious and greatly feared. In the twentieth century epileptics not cured
by spirit exorcism ‘are almost certain to end up as demented and disfigured
beggars around the churchyards and cemeteries’. '’

Leprosy sufferers formed a special category among the poor. The disease
was less common than in many parts of Africa. It was concentrated, as is
usual, among the poorer people of isolated rural regions like Gojjam,'! but
its victims tended to leave their homes for centres of wealth and population.
Many lived as beggars, often clustering into distinct communities.'* They
had their own patron saint, Gebre Christos, the son of a rich king who gave
away his wealth and prayed successfully for leprosy in order to suffer like
Christ.'® Ethiopians viewed leprosy with ambivalence. They thought it
incurable.!* The church taught that it was a punishment for sin or a test of
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faith: there is a twentieth-century account of monks refusing treatment
because ‘The more miserable their bodies the purer their souls would
grow.’! Other sufferers at that time blamed heredity, sorcery, evil spirits,
or breach of taboos. In Gojjam leprosy was apparently thought hereditary
in certain families with whom others did not intermarry, but sufferers were
not otherwise isolated because their complaint was not considered con-
tagious.'® Others were less certain and combined a degree of avoidance!’
with a charity which won European admiration. ‘There are many lepers in
this country’, Alvares reported, ‘and they do not live away from the people;
they live all together; there are many people who, out of their devotion,
wash them and tend their sores with their hands.”'®

In early medieval Europe the structural poor included many who were in-
capacitated by old age, but in Ethiopia, although the unreliable Harris men-
tioned them, there is otherwise no evidence that old age as such caused
destitution, perhaps because age was much respected and there were insti-
tutions to which the elderly could retreat.'® Widowhood, on the other hand,
was a common consequence of insecurity and early marriage which led
many women into poverty. During persecution in the 1620s, Portuguese
priests were ‘continually crouded with Widows and Orphans, that subsisted
upon our Charity’.?° As elsewhere in Africa, childless women were prob-
ably especially to be pitied; modern study has found a positive correlation
between female sterility and conspicuous psychiatric morbidity, while the
helplessness of unmarried women is a recurrent theme of modern Amharic
literature.?! Orphaned or abandoned children existed, as the Portuguese
priests and later travellers found. In Adwa in 1818 Nathaniel Pearce re-
corded several children abandoned at rich men’s doors by women who
hoped to reclaim them after escaping from poverty, not always with suc-
cess.?? By European standards, however, such children were rare® and it is
striking that the family poverty so prevalent in early modern Europe
appears to have been absent from Ethiopia, except during famine.
‘Curiously with patriarchal people living in communities’, a British traveller
wrote during the 1890s, ‘a large family is a source of wealth; just the reverse
to what it is in England.’** What worried Ethiopians was not that children
were born but that so many died. A missionary who had visited Jerusalem,
the earthly paradise of Ethiopian imaginations, was asked ‘whether it was
true that children did not die there’.?®

Ethiopia’s poor also differed from their European contemporaries in that
some belonged to stigmatised, endogamous groups more common in Asia.
Among those who lacked ‘clean bones’ were craftsmen. ‘Literally spit on,
cursed at, and considered lesser men’,?® they were often suspected of sor-
cery and forbidden to own land, but were not necessarily poorer than their
neighbours. Several rural communities had similiar outcaste groups per-
forming tasks considered degrading.?” Their status had some parallels
among small ethnic groups on the edges of the Christian kingdom who were
reduced to dependence as it expanded. By 1900 Addis Ababa contained
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depressed slave communities from many southern groups, supplementing
the ‘Shanqala’ from the western lowlands who were the main historic source
of slaves.”® Some slaves held high positions of trust and they cannot all be
numbered among the very poor.?° Rather, a distinct lower stratum existed
among them, at least by the early twentieth century:

Among the rich, and especially in the palaces of the Negus, the Rases, and
other important chiefs, there is a class of especially disinherited slaves who
are designated by the soubriquet tchintcha-achker, ‘servants of the waste-
land’.** They have hardly any share in the affluence of the house. Subject to
the most degrading tasks, they are despised by all, even by their more fortu-
nate companions. They clothe and feed themselves as they can. What every-
one else disdains is abandoned to them. They do, however, receive a regular
distribution of grain. They are the dregs of the class: infirm, aged, sick of dis-
ease or from birth.3!

That slaves should have included a destitute stratum which exactly paral-
leled the very poor stratum among freemen supports the hypothesis that inca-
pacitation was the chief reason for severe structural poverty in this society.

Visitors to Ethiopia could not escape the structural poor. They might also
be so unfortunate as to witness one of the natural catastrophes which tem-
porarily reduced ordinary Ethiopians to conjunctural poverty. Famines
were the most common. Most were due to drought, although locust in-
vasions caused eleven recorded famines between 1647 and 1900, while one,
in 1611, resulted from excessive rain and cold.>? Perhaps the most terrible,
in 1889-92, was chiefly due to cattle plague. Menelik II's secretary
described it:

All the large stock had been exterminated by sickness; and, since this was an
unprecedented occurrence, the people, instead of hoeing the ground,
remained inactive. Hence the following year . .. a general famine broke out.
Since there was no grain, people began to eat roots. Believing that the King’s
house was bursting with grain, the people arrived from the four corners of the
land . .. and the town of Entotto was full of the poor and famished.

Atie Menelik and the Echege,*® unable to endure the sight of so much suf-
fering, had a large rectangular shed constructed to the right of the church of
St Mary of Entotto. All the poor found a refuge there. They were so numerous
that the porches of the three churches of St Mary, St Raguel, and St Uriel, the
constructions raised on the tombs, and the environs of the neighbouring
houses overflowed with unfortunates... To acquire merit, leading men
each took five or six to feed at his home.

At this time, bread was cut and enclosed in serving baskets; beans, corn
and peas were put together in iron pots where they were cooked. It was all
served in large baskets and the stewards of the King and the Echege caused
this food to be carried out and themselves distributed it in equal portions.
But, as food in times of famine can scarcely conserve life, the number of those
who died exceeded that of the survivors. ..

Seeing that the herds were destroyed and that the famine still raged, the
King said: ‘The cattle have completely disappeared, and now, until the Lord
turns His face towards us, I have prepared for myself a hoe to dig the ground
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and an axe to cut wood, in order to give you an example.’ He then sent several
small hoes and axes to King Takla Haymanot, Ras Mikael, and Ras Walie,
telling them: ‘Imitate me!’. ..

But the famine still continued. People ate the flesh of horses and don-
keys.** Men ate one another. A woman of Wollo ate her own child. In another
region named Ensaro a woman ate seven children. The wild animals, for their
part, took control everywhere. Lions, leopards, hyenas came to devour men
where they stood. ..

Since the famine and plague continued to rage, the King and the Echege
passed day and night in the prayer house raised beside the reception house,
appealing to Mary, in the company of their friends the monks. . .

In speaking of this famine, we have wished to say that the plague ravaged
the whole country, but we must add that at the court, as before, nothing was

lacking.®

This account illustrates the recurrent features of Ethiopian famine behav-
iour: initial resort to famine foods; abandonment of homes when local re-
sources were exhausted; convergence on churches, monasteries, houses of
great men, and especially the court; wholesale but ultimately inadequate
distribution of relief in expectation of spiritual reward; the king’s recourse
to prayer and symbolic encouragement of self-help; the collapse of men’s
control of nature and themselves; and the fact that even so widespread a
catastrophe weighed most heavily on the poor. Although other accounts state
that in 1889-92 even the court experienced austerity,® nevertheless certain
categories were especially vulnerable during famine. There were regional
differences: deaths in 1889-92 were most numerous in the dry lowlands,*’
while the arid lands of Tigre in the north suffered repeatedly.>® There were
occupational differences: herdsmen suffered especially when their cattle
died or could no longer be exchanged for grain, as did those who had re-
cently adopted agriculture and were still unskilled in it.>** And there were
social differences: children were often abandoned or sold during famine,
for their own good, and missionaries found that the aged, the infirm, and
the very poor who could not take the road to church or capital were most in
need.*’ In Shoa during 1831 the price of grain rose until only the rich could
buy it, ‘whilst the wretched poor were left to die’.*!

Not only did the poor throng public places in good times and overflow
them in bad, but Ethiopians placed poverty at the centre of their culture.
Fasting, self-mortification, and charity occupied quite special places in
Ethiopian Christianity. ‘Abyssinians consider fasting to be the essence of
religion’, wrote an acute observer, for ordinary Christians were supposed to
fast (usually until midday) on 165 days of the year, while for zealots the
figure might rise to 250 days.** The self-mortification of ascetics, although
similar to that throughout the Eastern Church, astonished even Portuguese
priests, themselves no sybarites. ‘The Life of a Religious among them is a
perpetual Abstinence’, wrote Jerome Lobo, while Alvares tried a hermit’s
diet and pronounced it ‘the most dismal food in the world’.** Even the black
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Jews of Ethiopia, the Falasha, contrary to Jewish custom, had borrowed
monastic and eremitic practices from Christians.**

The problem is why the poor were so numerous and visible in Ethiopia and
why poverty was so central to its culture. The most suggestive answer lies in
Professor Goody’s argument that Ethiopia ‘lies geographically inside the
African continent but culturally outside’, sharing with pre-industrial
Europe certain cultural features which bred both a poor stratum and a reac-
tion against conspicuous privilege by elite members who instead practised
charity or asceticism. These cultural features were the plough, a large agri-
cultural surplus, wide differences of landownership, a culturally distinct
ruling class, literacy, and a world religion.* The difficulty with this argu-
ment is that in Ethiopia, as in early medieval Europe, the very poor were
impoverished less by lack of access to land than by lack of access to labour:
they were chiefly those incapacitated and bereft of care, as the preceding
description has shown. Only in times of disaster did Ethiopia see the desti-
tute families which characterised the land-scarce poverty of early modern
Europe. Tigre was a partial exception, for its density of population struck
early travellers, its poor seem to have been most numerous, and by the
nineteenth century it contained paid agricultural labourers and exported
them to other regions.“® Able-bodied poor certainly existed, for a homily at-
tributed to emperor Zara Yaqob (1434-68) distinguished ‘the poor and
needy in worldly goods who, besides their poverty, are sick in their whole
body and feeble in all their limbs’ from ‘those who are poor in worldly goods
but healthy in their bodies, who even possess nothing whatever ... they
stand in service to the rich’.*’ Almost nothing is known of the second cat-
egory, but, as elsewhere in Africa, they may have been victims of insecurity
and personal misfortune rather than of lack of access to resources, given
that direct evidence of land shortage is absent even in Tigre, while in the
Ambhara highlands landlessness was rare even in the twentieth century.*®
Ethiopian noblemen were not primarily landlords but tribute-consumers.
They probably took a larger proportion of the crop than was normally
extracted from African cultivators, but much less than in land-scarce
societies. Professor Crummey has estimated that highland peasants in the
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries may on average have lost at least 30
per cent of their produce by exactions of all kinds, but he has stressed that
their average loss was not the point, for the important thing was that they
lost their produce irregularly, through the random exactions of the power-
ful.* As everywhere in Africa, and perhaps also in early medieval
Europe,> insecurity was more important than land pressure as a cause of
poverty. The insecurity could take the form of great natural disasters or it
could be the recurrent physical insecurity of a turbulent and violent society.

Armies were the curse of the Ethiopian peasantry. ‘The Poverty of the
Souldiers impoverishes the Countries through which they march’,
Ludolphus recorded in the seventeenth century. ‘For in regard it is a diffi-
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cult thing to carry Provisions over such steep and rugged Mountains, and
long wayes, they take by force what is not freely given them; and by that
means lay wast their own Countries no less than their Enemies: whereby
the poor Countrey people are constrain’d to turn Souldiers, and so taught to
deal by others, as they were dealt with themselves.” The Emperor
Tewodros put it more tersely two hundred years later: ‘Soldiers eat;
peasants provide.”>! Repeated depredations discouraged agriculture or the
accumulation of famine reserves. They also bred intense anxiety. During
the 1840s a traveller was directed to lodge with an elderly widow:

She half in her dotage, mistaking us for soldiers or robbers, set up such pierc-
ing cries, that the whole population was in a short time about our ears. The
matter was soon understood, and the old crone’s fears were in some measure
explained away; but she was still anything from happy, and I felt pity for her, as,
remaining near the hut, she kept prowling about on some excuse or other,
and (as she thought unobserved) making off with sundry little articles of her
property, which she had carefully concealed in holes of the thatch or else-
where, and then returning for others, talking to herself and sobbing all the
while in a most piteous manner.

A twentieth-century student of the drought-free but much-pillaged Gurage
people noted their unnecessarily labour-intensive agricultural practices,
their obsessive hoarding of food, the austerity of their public eating habits,
and the massive clandestine feasts by which poor men exorcised the awre
spirit whose symptoms — loss of appetite, nausea, and stomach pains —
suggested intense anxiety.>® Nor was insecurity confined to warfare. The shefia
or bandit was more common in Ethiopia than elsewhere in sub-Saharan
Africa. Although often admired for defending their honour or property and
defying authority, most were led by dissident noblemen who used banditry
as a means of political competition and preyed ruthlessly on the poor. ‘For
most peasants’, a recent study concludes, ‘sheftenat was a burden of tribute
and fear.”>* ‘O God’, bandits were said to pray, ‘give us the property of old
weak men, the property of the blind and limping, the property of orphans
and women, the property of him who has no power and who does not
remember, the property of him, who curses [but does not act].”>
Insecurity helps to explain why the very poor were numerous in Ethiopia,
but it does not explain why they were more visible than in other African
societies which also suffered insecurity. For this there were perhaps two
reasons. One lay in the family structure of the dominant Amhara people.*®
They were a bilateral people who reckoned descent and inheritance from
both father and mother. Instead of being bound into a corporate descent
group, each individual therefore had a range of social identities and rights
from which he could choose the most advantageous. Bilateral societies are
characteristically individualistic and mobile, both socially and geographi-
cally. This was so among the Amhara. At marriage, Amhara commonly left
their parents’ homes to establish a new elementary household wherever
their manifold claims to inherit land could be realised most conveniently.
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As a proverb said, ‘A fire and relatives warm best from a distance.”” Ex-
tended kinship ties had little significance, except among noblemen.’® Ob-
servers of twentieth-century towns were to find that the Gurage were the
only Ethiopian people with an extended family system which assisted its
members.” Like other bilateral peoples in Africa, therefore, Amhara who
were threatened by poverty found little support from kinsmen. Their vul-
nerability was intensified by marriage patterns. Amhara married young:
boys at about eighteen, in the early nineteenth century, and girls at four-
teen or fifteen. Even in Alvares’ day marriage was unstable and divorce
common.® This probably bred numerous people bereft of support:
divorced (especially barren) women, childless widows, solitary aged men.
It could also have bred numerous abandoned children, as was the case in
the twentieth century, but in earlier periods children were said generally to
remain with one or other parent.®! That Amhara family structure provided
unusually little support for the poor is suggested by the fact that European
travellers rarely eulogised family solidarity (as was common elsewhere in
" Africa) and gave the impression that the poor were exceptionally solitary.

Yet the main reason why the Ethiopian poor were so visible was probably
not that they were especially numerous but that they clustered together
where they could be noticed. In studies of European poverty it is a truism
that the poor were made in the countryside but seen in the town.®* The same
principle applied in Ethiopia. Its hagiographies show that poor people
abounded in the countryside,*® but Ethiopia was by African standards a
large-scale society and possessed institutions which attracted the poor from
wide areas and made them visible. Leprosy was most common in the
remote highlands, but its victims were noticed in towns, at healing shrines,
at festivals, or wherever the emperor might be.** Handicapped people, who
in many African societies would have remained unseen in their villages,
were led in Ethiopia to display their sufferings in order to benefit from
Christian charity. They were not necessarily more numerous than in
Africa’s small-scale societies, only more visible. This point is at the heart of
the history of the African poor.

For the present, however, it has been argued that the centrality of the
poor in Ethiopian culture was due not only (and perhaps not primarily) to
the social distribution of resources, but also to insecurity (both climatic and
political), family structure, social scale, and the existence of institutions and
charitable practices. These practices and institutions are best considered
from the viewpoint of the poor.

Poor people have two strategies of survival. They can struggle for indepen-
dence, scraping a living by any available means. Or they can struggle for de-
pendence, seeking the favour of the fortunate. In practice, of course, many
alternate between the two strategies, which are not entirely distinct. But for
analytical purposes it is well to consider them separately.

In Africa as a whole, as in Europe, the poor survived chiefly by their own
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efforts and ingenuity. In Ethiopia, however, it is the lack of evidence of
such enterprise that is striking. There was, of course, the land, and one
must assume that it was the first recourse of those who could work it. Yet
the very poor were usually either incapacitated or had been ruined by agri-
cultural disaster. Wage-labour — a crucial resource during famine in
twentieth-century Africa — was virtually confined to Tigre until the mid
nineteenth century.®> An able-bodied man could often find employment as
a soldier, but many of the poor were not able-bodied. A gifted man, even if
blind, might become a bard or remembrancer, but most of the poor were
not gifted. They could indeed exploit bush produce, for there has been an
intimate connection throughout African history between the poor and the
wild.® In 1891, for example, a missionary watched hundreds of famine vic-
tims ‘spread into the villages, carrying a little wood, water, straw, hay, to
sell them and buy grain’.®’ In Addis Ababa at that time urchins made a
living by collecting cakes of dung from the streets to sell as fuel, ‘and you
can see poor old women, Galla or Shanqala, who carry them on their backs,
in high pyramids, to sell them in the market’.®® Old women also supplied
Addis Ababa with much of its firewood — the environs of Ethiopian towns
were deforested even in the 1620s — while surrounding peasants brought in
their food crops and the women of the lower classes sold bread in the streets
each evening.®® By the 1840s there were also women obliged to subsist by
prostitution, in addition to a long-established pattern of more prestigious
courtesanship.”®

Yet the striking point is how few were the urban pickings available to the
poor, for Ethiopia was almost uniquely bereft of substantial towns. ‘In all
the country’, Alvares reported in the 1520s, ‘there is no town which exceeds
1,600 households, and of these there are few, and there are no walled towns
or castles, but villages without number.”’* Gondar, established as the
imperial capital in 1636, may have housed up to 80,000 people at its peak,
when one of its quarters was a refuge for courtesans, outlaws, déclassés,
wandering monks and nuns, and the indigent of all kinds.”> By the early
nineteenth century it was much decayed, however, and probably the only
other town with over 10,000 people at that time was the Muslim commercial
centre at Harar.”® Substantial urbanisation began only with the foundation
of Addis Ababa in 1886.

Thus the Ethiopian poor lacked many means of independent survival
which towns provided in other cultures. This may partly explain why they
relied so heavily on begging. In polite Amhara society it was shameful to
solicit a gift, but the ritualised context of begging appears to have dissipated
the shame, so that a man with ‘clean bones’ would rather beg than practise a
despised trade.” This was one means by which Christianity robbed poverty
of some of the shame which caused it to be hidden and disguised in other
African societies. Ethiopia’s beggars were extraordinarily diverse. At their
core were the incapacitated and largely immobile, such as those described
unsympathetically at the Shoan court as ‘two rows of noisy beggars, male
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and female, old, middle-aged, and young; who, leprous, scrofulous, and
maimed, exhibited the most disgusting sores, and implored charity for the
sake of Christ and the Virgin Mary’.”> These permanent beggars were sup-
plemented at intervals by the victims of famine and insecurity, as a visitor
saw them at Massawa in the early 1830s:

The number of beggars is relatively very large and most of them perish from
hunger or other distress. To be precise, they are mostly people from the
neighbouring mountains who have lost their cattle, their sole source of
income, through some robbery or sickness, and have come to Massawa to
earn themselves the most necessary means of subsistence by carrying fire-
wood or drinking-water. However, since foodstuffs, as imported articles, are
rather dear here and great competition exists among the people engaged in
any kind of work, their earnings are not sufficient to satisfy their hunger. If
then one becomes sick or weak, he can maintain himself only by begging, but
gifts come so sparsely that day by day the unfortunate grows leaner and loses
strength, until at last starvation at a street-corner ends his life.”®

Generally, however, Ethiopians impressed observers by their generosity to
beggars. ‘They sit at every street corner’, it was remarked in Addis Ababa
in 1906, ‘and I noted that the natives seemed rather generously disposed
towards them. The people going to the market . . . rarely passed these beg-
gars without dropping something at their feet; it might be a few sticks of
firewood, something to eat, or whatever they were taking to the market.””’
Food was the normal, but not invariable, gift. Generosity could be stylised:

Sometimes, when the mendicant goes from one house to another in a country
which he does not know, he is conducted to the neighbouring house; thence
he is led again to another house, and thus in sequence to the exit from the vil-
lage.

The rich give not only dollars but, if they meet a leper on their road, they
may even be seen to make him a present of their mule with the saddle and all
the harness.”®

Emper%r Tewodros was remembered for distributing horses to leprosy suf-
ferers.

The Ethiopian church distinguished the deserving poor from able-bodied
vagrants. The Fetha Nagast (‘Law of the Kings’), a Coptic legal code in use
in Ethiopia by the seventeenth century, outlined an elaborate machinery to
ensure that charity was given only to ‘those who truly have need’; to give
alms to others, it warned, was to rob the poor.®° Ethiopians ignored the
distinction. ‘It is the Abyssinian doctrine to give, according to your means,
to all that come, without distinction’, a careful observer wrote in the
1840s.8! Consequently, although ‘sturdy beggars’ were probably less
numerous than among West African Muslims, they were nevertheless
common. They included students at religious schools, often peasant boys
far from their homes who lived by begging food in the villages, crying, ‘For
the sake of the name of Mary, for the sake of God the generous, please
remember (to give me) my daily bread.’®? For them begging was a spiritual
training, as in the Islamic and Buddhist traditions. ‘The life of mendicant
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students is a model of comradeship based on humility and concern for one
another’s welfare’, a twentieth-century teacher has explained.
Students are taught to practice humility and hospitality, to wash the feet of
the “guest of God”. They visit the old and the feeble with food and cloth-
ing; they visit the sick and those confined in prisons, and thus perform the
Six Commandments of the Holy Gospels.”®® Their teachers might also be
mendicants, as were many poor monks and priests, whose training for ordi-
nation included a year or more wandering from church to church, sleeping
in churchyards or the open, and begging their living. Other churchmen
begged through the towns in a quasi-ceremonial way at festivals.®* Yet no
special merit seems to have attached to charity given specifically to a
churchman, nothing comparable to that attending gifts to Indian ascetics,
for in Ethiopian thought the virtue lay simply in the generosity. Gifts might
as well be made to the servant who had broken a household utensil and was
driven out to beg until he had replaced it, to the manacled debtor obliged to
beg until he could repay his creditors, or to the murderer who begged his
blood-money in the market, crying, ‘For my life! For my life!’

Because Ethiopia had no inns, villagers were legally obliged to entertain
passing strangers, a provision eagerly exploited by vagabonds.®® ‘The
beggar’s trade has its ruses’, visitors reported,

and travelling deacons know them thoroughly. When the heat distresses them
and they see an attractive village, they hide in the neighbourhood to await
sunset, because they know that travellers who stop early are accused of idle-
ness and receive hospitality only with difficulty. As night approaches, they
cover their clothes with dust and, feigning to be harassed by fatigue, they
present themselves before the villagers, who are not always deceived by their

stratagem.®’

Minstrels and praise-singers were a special category whose entertainment
value was ambiguously joined with moral blackmail of the wealthy; they
were classed as women and were the most despised group in Ethiopia’s
social hierarchy.® The strangest beggar of all was the lalibila, who was de-
scended from a leprosy sufferer and could escape the complaint only by beg-
ging and singing in the villages before dawn.®”

The lalibdla was notoriously importunate. ‘They sometimes even openly
plunder in the market’, it was reported, ‘. . . and generally their insolence is
beyond belief.”® As in other cultures, begging often contained a latent
menace. Leprosy sufferers were said to abuse even a district governor with
impunity.”! ‘The pauper may show himself exigent, have menace on his lips
and sometimes ‘‘daggers in his eyes’’’, a missionary wrote; ‘one gives to him
just the same.’? One traveller claimed that it was not unusual for a beggar
to ride up to a house on horseback and send in his servant to demand alms.*?
Once gratified, however, the mendicant should show humility. A visitor
noted that noblemen were expected to eat noisily, beggars with ‘unosten-
tatious quietness’.”* Whatever their approach, beggars couched it in
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religious terms, asking alms for the sake of God, Mary, St Takla Haymanot,
or another saint rather than referring to their infirmities. It is particularly
noteworthy that, with the exception of a single reference to an orphan,
accounts of Ethiopian mendicants do not appear to mention child beggars
(other than religious students) until Addis Ababa was founded, when beg-
ging by street urchins became common.® This contrast with the prevalence
of child beggars in early modern Europe is perhaps further evidence that
family poverty due to scarcity of land and employment was not yet common
in Ethiopia.

Those among the poor who sought not independence but protection
might turn to religious institutions. This did not necessarily mean the Chris-
tian church. The zar spirit possession cult, which incorporated survivals
from Ethiopia’s pre-Christian religions, probably provided limited support
for some poor people. Little is known of it before the twentieth century, but
it attracted many deprived people, especially barren or unhappy women
and marginal men with sexual difficulties.”® In addition to cathartic satisfac-
tion, the cult, especially in the Gondar region, provided initiates with mem-
bership of a community. This may have been little material advantage to
most, for initiates had to make offerings. The poorest, however, could work
off their dues by ‘serving the tray’, and in the twentieth century it was
common for informal ‘assistants’ — often unattached and impoverished
women — to cluster around a cult leader, living in his compound, performing
services, spinning cotton, and receiving their subsistence from offerings
made by initiates and patients. Occasionally the leader might find employ-
ment for a cult-member.®’ Similar informal clientage relationships existed
in rural spirit cults outside the Amhara highlands.’® They were typical of the
subtle and disguised means by which Africa’s indigenous institutions often
provided for the very poor.

Nevertheless, it was chiefly to the Christian church that the very poor
turned for religious protection. Parish churches were almost the only
meeting-points in the Ethiopian countryside and were very numerous. ‘It is
not possible to sing in one Church or Monastry without being heard by
another, and perhaps by several’, Jerome Lobo reported in the 1620s.”
Churchyards, although haunted by dangerous spirits, were places of refuge
for the very poor. Researchers described such a ‘churchyard community’ in
Addis Ababa in 1973. It comprised 97 people living in 55 burial houses,
which were mud huts with tin roofs over or around a tomb. Each hut housed
either men or women of similar age. There were no young women. Young
men, who formed the larger groups, were mostly students. Many men and
most women were elderly. Of the 48 residents studied, 45 were sick and 29
were seriously disabled (6 were paralysed, 4 had leprosy, 3 were blind, and
5 had chronic eye diseases). Only 22 had ever married and 15 of those had
no living children. One-half had lived in the churchyard for more than ten
years. They saw it as a place of security. ‘People were mainly dependent on
begging: all of the nuns, and the majority of the monks, students and the
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lay-people’, the researchers noted. ‘Only 13 of the 32 people who were beg-
ging ever left the church-yard for this purpose. The others just stayed inside
and went to the gate whenever there was a celebration.”'® No earlier de-
scription of a churchyard community survives, but they certainly existed,
for the chronicle of the Emperor Galawdewos (1540-59), written before
1605, records that ‘by his power he delivered the captives and the afflicted
who dwelt among the tombs’, while the account of the famine of 1889-92,
quoted earlier, also refers to them.'?! Several early travellers describe the
unfortunate making their homes in church porches or on the broad veran-
dahs surrounding the circular churches of central and southern Ethiopia. !
As in early Christian Europe, these resident poor were expected to attend
services and were fed after them. Alvares, in 1520, noted that two of the
famous rock churches at Lalibela each had at its entrance ‘a good big house,
with a bench which goes all round it on the inside’, where ‘alms are given to
the poor, who sit on these benches’.! The resident poor were periodically
joined at times of danger by whole communities taking refuge in the sup-
posedly inviolable grounds of church or monastery. Even in normal times it
was common to deposit valuables in a priest’s house.!*

The church provided many services. Its dabtara (broadly, deacons) in-
cluded many medical experts, while miraculous healing — always especially
attractive to the poor, because cheap and quick — could be sought from a
living holy man or a saint’s shrine. “‘Who was there, man or woman, who
came to him to be healed, carried on a bed, and who, having left his bed, did
not go forth upon his feet?” demands the hagiography of Marha Krestos,
fifteenth-century abbot of Debra Libanos, the greatest of Ethiopian mon-
asteries.'% Since the monastic tradition stretched back continuously to the
fifth century in Tigre but developed only from the thirteenth century in
Shoa and neighbouring provinces,'® one unanswered question about the
history of poverty in Ethiopia — a question needing expert knowledge — is
whether the monastic contribution to poor relief changed significantly with
time and place. Taking the period and the country as a whole, however,
monasteries certainly provided much institutional care. Their rules
required monks to practise charity towards the poor and detailed the pro-
vision to be made.'”” Some charity was casual, for travellers frequently
sought hospitality at a monastery. Much was more permanent. An early
sixteenth-century document from Dabra Wagag in eastern Shoa records the
existence of a hospice for the poor, close to the church,!®® while Alvares
wrote at the same period of Debra Bizan in Tigre: ‘In my opinion there
were in all always a hundred monks in this monastery, most of them old
men of great age, and as dry as wood, very few young men [, and many boys
whom they bring up from the age of eight, and many of the lame and
blind].”'® As this passage indicates, monks not only cared for the poor,
many of them were the poor. At Debra Damo in Tigre, in the twentieth cen-
tury, the monastery was divided into two sections, one being significantly
poorer and confined to those coming from a distance.''° More commonly,
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however, the monks included many orphans and especially the aged, for it
was common for elderly people of all ranks to retire into a monastery either
after the death of a spouse or, by agreement, when both partners saw death
approaching:

When the Abyssinians arrive at an advanced age, most of them become
monks or nuns, whether they be rich or poor, married or unmarried: the rich
then deliver over their possessions to their children, who support them till
their death with much filial piety. The poor live on the bounty of others. The
men become monks at any period of life; but the women seldom become nuns
till they are forty-five or fifty years of age.!!!

In this manner Ethiopia’s monasteries and convents provided some sol-
ution to the problem of old age in a society whose elementary family struc-
ture rendered it acute. Nor was it only the aged who found such refuge.
Alvares was appalled to find even the priesthood used as a form of social
welfare:

A monk had come [for ordination] entirely blind: how was he, who had never
seen nor had eyes, to be made a priest for the mass: also another entirely
crippled in the right hand, and four or five who were crippled in the legs:
these also they made priests, and a priest had to be sound in his limbs. The
answer came, that ... with respect to cripples, I should speak to the Ajaze
Raphael . .. He asked me what such as these would do if they had not alms
from the church.!?

The practice was still common three centuries later.!!?

The poor who sought dependence might also look to lay charity. During
the famine of 1889-92 corpses lay not only around the churches but along
the roads to the capital and the houses of the rich. Emperor Menelik
opened his granaries and ordered noblemen to care for the famished.''*
Iyasu I had taken the same steps during the famine of 1701 and Susenyos in
1627. When his home was plundered by royal troops during the mid nine-
teenth century, Gabru Dasta joined those waiting at court for the emperor
to distribute largess.!'> Royal generosity extended also to the structural
poor. That Emperor Amda Seyon was ‘especially kind to the poor’ was
known to a writer in the Arab world as early as the 1340s. Five centuries
later the King of Shoa fed some 200 persons daily and reserved certain
articles of tribute (notably a coarse black cloth) partly for the poor.'!¢
Alvares reported that tribute from certain royal estates was designated for
charitable purposes. At his accession Yohannes I (1665-82) is said to have
distributed the precious metals and clothes he found in the treasury, while
his successor outdid him by breaking up his crown and giving the gold frag-
ments to the poor.!” Once a fixed capital was established in 1636, emperors
organised feasts which the poor could sometimes attend.!'® Zara Yaqob
(1434-68) ordered that Christian festivals should be sanctified by the distri-
bution of alms and once gave the abbot of Debra Libanos a thousand loaves
and a hundred pots of beer to distribute to the poor on the feast of St Takla
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Haymanot,'!® which became an especially popular occasion for largess. ‘On
this day’, a missionary wrote from Shoa in 1839, ‘the King gives money and
salt to the poor, and mules to those who cannot walk, in memory of Tecla
Haimanot, who cured cripples and other sick men.”'?> Emperors also distrib-
uted alms when they or those close to them were sick, but their charity was
expected to surround them wherever they went, for the hordes accompany-
ing their progress included many beggars and at every place of pilgrimage
or ceremony the poor were assembled to await largess.'?!

This flow of charity was not confined to the emperor. His empress, in par-
ticular, was expected to personify female compassion.'?? Provincial gover-
nors shared the obligation. A district official in Shoa fed 80 religious
students and orphans every day during the 1830s.!% ‘In their Villages’,
Ludolphus learned in the seventeenth century, ‘they appoint the Chiefest of
the Inhabitants for the Relief of the Poor.’'?* Individual noblemen had
reputations for generosity or miserliness, while Gondar’s merchants, who
prided themselves on their charity, made weekly distributions of alms.
Every pious man was expected to give an annual feast for the poor on the
festival of his patron saint.!?> On St Takla Haymanot’s day in 1830, for
example, the Echege

had from three hundred to four hundred persons in his house, to whom he
caused bread and beer to be distributed; which is looked upon as almost equal
to the bread and wine of the Lord’s Supper . .. I had my house full of people;
and the silence with which they drank their beer, and the vows which they
offered up from time to time for all the individuals in the house, although
mixed with superstition, were edifying to me, and reminded me of the love-
feasts of the first Christians.'?

When Menelik II appointed Ethiopia’s first modern ministers in 1907, he
granted two the special honour of holding a celebratory feast for the
poor.'?’

One sixteenth-century hagiography of a fifteenth-century saint records
that his parents ‘built two dwellings: one for the monks, the other for the
poor’.'?® Generally, however, private charity was less institutionalised. A
wealthy man expected the poor to be present at the major rites of his life —
at his marriage, for example, and especially at his funeral. Almeida re-
ported in the 1620s that alms were given to the clergy and the poor on the
third, seventh, thirtieth, and fortieth days after a man’s death, and on its
anniversary. 129 The most important distribution, however, was at the teskar

banquet some six months after the death:

Before any one of them [the clergy] can taste a morsel, the ‘haioh’, which is
the feeding of the numerous poor who may be congregated outside the gates,
must take place. On such occasions these poor people never allow any one to
eat till after they have been served. With loud voices they adjure the as-
sembly, for the sake of the Saviour or one of the saints, not to commence
eating till they shall have first had their perquisite. A man then counts them,
tapping each on the head with a stick; and to every one of them is handed a bit
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of the entrails, liver, or meat, rolled up in a cake of bread. When all have been
served they hold their portions in both hands under their mouths, and then
shout ‘Hai-oh!” with a long sostenuto** on the last note. Liberally translated,
this would express a prayer for the resurrection of the dead to a new and
better life. This part of the ceremony is very important. Few persons would
dare to neglect it, or to hazard the maledictions of the assembled poor, by
treating their importunities in any way harshly, as such conduct would be a
perpetual reproach and a lasting source of annoyance.!3!

Perhaps the most remarkable forms of Ethiopian philanthropy were
charitable clubs, which existed at least by the early nineteenth century.'*?
The sembete was a club whose members took turns to bring food and drink
to their church on Sundays and distribute them to travellers and the poor,
eating the residue themselves. Club members helped one another in misfor-
tune, while the poor whom they aided were expected to repay an unfortu-
nate benefactor, perhaps by collecting timber to rebuild a house destroyed
by fire. The serkehebest functioned in a similar manner except that the food
was displayed beside a road and travellers were pressed to partake of it.'*?

Behind these forms lay a theology of charity. It was set out most systemati-
cally in the Fetha Nagast.">* Alms, this explained, were ‘a loan made to God
... secure and advantageous’. The reward to the giver was remission of sin
in proportion to his intention. Alms must be given gladly, either publicly or
in secret, the latter being more admirable. Only the truly needy should be
helped, but they should be aided regardless of faith or character: the chron-
icle of Iyasu I records that he ‘always had something in his hands to give,
and at the moment of grantin% charity did not say “this one is a Jew, that is
unfaithful or a murderer”.”**> In return, the recipient’s chief duty was to
pray for his benefactor. Yet even the poorest could themselves earn merit
by giving, as was explained in Zara Yaqob’s beautiful homily on Christ’s
Nativity:

The poor shall not say, ‘I am but poor, with what shall I celebrate his [the
Archangel’s] memory? I have nothing of the things of this world.” Poor man,
you do not lack cold water or edible, not bitter, wild plants and fruits to cel-
ebrate his memory . .. These are more acceptable to the Lord than splendid
cattle or any kind of mead or wine, as once the widow’s mite was more accept-
able than the sacrifice of the Jews... Among the poor there are two kinds:
Those who are poor in worldly goods but healthy in their bodies, who even
possess nothing whatever, man or woman. These certainly do not lack food to
celebrate a festival. For they stand in service to the rich and earn from their
work for the rich, so as to be able to celebrate a festival. Such are all those
poor who chop wood or carry stone and wood and make clean the houses of
the rich. All these healthy poor have no lack of means to celebrate a festival.
Listen, then, we will tell you of the poor and needy in worldly goods who, be-
sides their poverty, are sick in their whole body and feeble in all their limbs!
They too can celebrate the memory of the guardian Archangel ...
for they receive alms from good men, friends of the poor, be it that one
gives them half a loaf or even a whole loaf, be it that one gives them half
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a cup or a full cup. Whoever thus receives alms, great or small, and gives
another poor person a little of his food, fulfils the prescribed celebration of
his festival.*

This passage is especially revealing of Ethiopian attitudes towards
poverty. Although men welcomed the prayers of the poor, there was no
notion that the poor were especially close to God, in the sense developed in
later medieval Europe by St Francis of Assisi and his contemporaries.
Rather, in this and in other ways, Ethiopian attitudes towards poverty re-
sembled those of early medieval Europe. In the hagiographies of Ethiopian
saints, miracles benefiting the poor are jumbled together with all kinds of
wonders, often wholly trivial. Poverty, like famine, was seen as an act of
God. The poor served a purpose by enabling others to be charitable, but
there was nothing virtuous or honourable about poverty as such. Virtue and
its reward lay rather in the act of giving, so that Zara Yaqob exhorted even
the poorest to give. The idea was embodied in the popular legend of Balaya
Sab, a notorious cannibal who was saved from perdition purely by giving a
goblet of water to a beggar.'®’ Perhaps this stress on giving was linked to the
heroic ethic and notion of honour pervading Ethiopian society'*® and many
other African cultures.

To Ethiopians, poverty was noble not in paupers but in holy men. They
were the spiritual heroes, the counterparts of warrior kings. In their hagio-
graphies, poverty had almost stereotyped places.'* The story began with
the holy man’s parents. They were already charitable people. ‘They gave
alms of what they had to the poor and needy. For this the Lord gave them
great wealth; they were rich in gold and silver, in servants and serving-
maids.’**° But they were poor in children. St Takla Haymanot’s mother told
her husband of her desire for a son: ‘Come now, and give unto the church
whatsoever it hath need of, and that of which the poor have need give thou
unto them . .. and let all the furniture which we have left in our house be
for the poor, so that God Almighty may be our creditor.” When her hus-
band agreed, the future saint was conceived and the pair celebrated with ‘a
feast for the poor and needy’.!*! When he grew to maturity, the holy man
himself marked his vocation by distributing his possessions:

He gathered together all the goods which were in the house and in the field,
and he began to distribute them among the poor and needy, and among the
widows, and those who were ready to die of misery . .. until at length there
was left unto him nothing whatsoever. And when the men of the city and all
his kinsfolk saw that he was giving away broadcast all his possessions, they
gathered together round about him, and said until him, “‘Wherefore dost thou
scatter abroad all this property at one time?’” Then our father the holy man
Takla Haymanot said unto them, ‘I am not scattering my property, on the
contrary I am multiplying it so that it may become a bond for me.’'*?

From this moment of abnegation, the holy man entered a career of self-
mortification. Towards the end of his life St Takla Haymanot withdrew to
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the desert, where he ate and drank only on the Sabbath and occupied a cell
which was just large enough to stand in and had eight iron spikes sunk in the
walls. ‘Now when he had remained standing up for a long time’, the hagio-
graphy tells, ‘one of his thigh bones broke and dropped off . .. and after-
wards he stood upon one leg for seven years, during four of which he drank
no water whatsoever.”'43

To such heroes the sick came for healing and the hungry for food. When
the thirteenth-century abbot Iyasus Mo’a prayed during a famine, God
promised ‘that neither in your monastery, nor in your town, nor in your
cave shall anyone ever suffer either hunger or thirst, either affliction or
distress’.'** Nor did the holy man’s death put an end to his blessings. A list
of the miracles wrought at his shrine or by invoking his name generally con-
cluded a hagiography, along with a promise, made by God to the holy man
during his lifetime, of the benefits guaranteed to those who honoured him:

Whosoever receiveth a wandering beggar in thy name, him will I receive
when he beggeth before Me, and I will make him to abide in the mansions of
My house. Whosoever satisfieth the hungry man in thy name, him will I
receive and him will I satisfy with the bread of life; and whosoever giveth
drink unto the man who is athirst in thy name, to him will I grant to drink of
the fountain of blood which floweth from My side ... And whosoever com-
forteth any man that is poor, or any man whom affliction hath visited, on the
day of thy commemoration, or who shall send, according to his means, a load
of garden herbs, or a bundle of wood, or a supply of water, or if he help him in
any way whatsoever, him will I place in the kingdom of the heavens.!®

Reading these wonderful legends, it is well to mark the relationship they
reveal between the holy man and the afflicted.'*® The poor enter the story
purely as recipients. Their functions are to display the hero’s sanctity and
receive the charity of those who would imitate him. The holy man, for his
part, is generally of aristocratic birth and, in addition to his personal asceti-
cism, is a powerful abbot. He does not share the poverty of the afflicted.'*’
St Takla Haymanot (d.1313) belonged to the same century as St Francis of
Assisi (1181/2-1226), but he exemplified that aristocratic condescension
towards the poor which St Francis sought to replace by participant frater-
nity.'*® In terms of physical austerity, as Alvares observed, the Ethiopian
ascetic was incomparably the more self-sacrificing, but it was the austerity
of a heroic ethos, whereas St Francis sacrificed nothing less than the heroic
ethos itself. This contrast between heroic and participant charity was to run
through the history of poverty in Africa.

The general pattern of Ethiopian society was a loose and limited institu-
tionalisation allowing for much individualism. Its monks, for example,
were not characteristically the individual ascetics who dominated Syrian
monasticism, but nor did they necessarily live the cenobitic life of the
Benedictine rule. Monastic organisation showed much diversity, but the pre-
dominant pattern, taken from a Byzantine model, was for monks to inhabit
individual huts or cells scattered around a church, kitchen, and assembly

26



Christian Ethiopia

hall, attending these with varying regularity.'*® The poor sought aid both
from the institutional resources of the monastery and from the personal
charity of the individual holy man. Institutions exclusively designed for the
poor did not exist. When Alvares complained that the halt and blind were
ordained, and was asked ‘what such as these would do if they had not alms
from the church’, he answered
that in our country such as these, being given to the church, might serve and
would have alms in the churches and monasteries, and such as the blind would
be [organ players and] organ blowers and bell ringers, and do other things
which there are there, and which there are not in this country. And if they did
not serve in monasteries or churches, that the kings of the country had in their
cities and towns large hospitals, with big revenues, for the blind and cripples,
and sick and poor. The Ajaze answered that this all seemed very good, and
that the Prester'> should know it, and would be very pleased. "'
Nothing happened. ‘Ethiopians have an instinctive aversion for civil or ad-
ministrative uniformity’, a nineteenth-century French visitor observed;
‘they see it as a means and also an effect of tyranny’.’>> When foreigners
urged Menelik II (1889-1913) to segregate leprosy sufferers, he replied,
‘Haven’t I enough crimes on my conscience?’'>® Moreover, the poor them-
selves were remarkably unorganised. Some beggars lived and travelled in
groups, especially if they had leprosy, and a distinct colony of leprosy suf-
ferers lived outside the walls of Harar.'>* But there is no further evidence of
organisation and certainly nothing on the scale found among West African
Muslim beggars and in many parts of Europe and Asia.'>> Almsgiving, in
the main, was similarly unstructured, for the Fetha Nagast was largely
ignored. Imperial charity was controlled by a Grand Almoner, at least by
the late sixteenth century.!>® The degree of institutionalisation involved is
suggested by a description of the Feast of St Takla Haymanot at the Shoan
court during the early 1840s:
An annual muster-roll being kept as a check, all who were ascertained to have
been participators in the distribution of the preceding year were unceremon-
iously ejected by the myrmidons of the purveyor-general, who has the
interests of the state revenues warmly at heart. The mendicants were next
classed in squads according to their diseases, and the dwarf father confessor
... proceeded, in capacity of King’s almoner, to dispense the royal bounty
with a judicious hand. Sheep, clothes, and money, were distributed according
to the apparent necessities of the wretched recipients, whilst each donation
made was carefully registered by the scribes in attendance; and half-baked
bread, raw beef, and sour beer, in quantities sufficient to satisfy every monk
and beggar in the realm, having been heaped outside the palace gate, all ate
their fill, and dispersed.’>’

Shoa was the best-administered province at that time.

Poverty and charity were themselves only loosely defined. The terms
used for these and related concepts over several centuries would repay
expert study, but to an unskilled eye it appears that by the seventeenth cen-
tury, at least, Ethiopians used two words (apparently interchangeably) to
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mean poor, meskin and deha,"® in addition to a rich vocabulary describing
various kinds of poor (orphans, blind, etc.). It is interesting that neither
meskin nor deha specifically connoted lack of wealth, power, or kin, as was
often the case with African terms for poverty. Deha could mean anyone
who worked the land and did not possess a fief. !> Meskin seems to have had
an implication of destitution, at least by the twentieth century,'® but there
is no indication that a clear distinction was drawn between the two. Alms-
giving, similarly, was not clearly distinguished from other forms of gener-
osity, either in language'®! or in practice. At his coronation, for example,
Menelik II spent several hours distributing ‘alms’, but the recipients in-
cluded European residents.'®® Begging, similarly, merged indistinguishably
into gift-exchange between clients and patrons, so that a nineteenth-
century visitor listed, as one of his four categories of beggars, ‘respectable
persons who would not dream of begging or singing in public, but made gifts
of clothing or other small presents to the nobles in order to obtain in return
a present of twice the value’.'®?

In a fluid society where the poor were so strongly involved in unequal
personal relationships, it is not surprising that criticism of inequality itself
was rare. Peasants were certainly conscious of their exploitation and revolt
was common, often with millenarian elements. The most serious social pro-
test was led by Isaac the Inciter, a stigmatised metal-worker who told his
judges that ‘not finding anybody ... who could pay me enough to clothe
and feed myself, driven by poverty, I departed for Shoa’, where his insur-
rection began in 1686-7. ‘After him’, the royal chronicle recorded, ‘went all
the foolish and wicked who were escaping from poverty. All the people
from the borders rebelled with him.’!®* Yet the fact that Isaac claimed to be
the rightful emperor shows that inequality as such was not at issue, any
more than it was at issue in the miracles of saints whose intervention trans-
ferred the wealth of the evil rich to the pious poor. Moreover, rebellion by
‘all the people from the borders’ illustrated the regionalism — often in social
alliance with local noblemen and priests — which characterised protest
and allowed it to be suppressed piecemeal. ‘Abyssinian social history is
markedly less turbulent and markedly more stable than that of medieval
Europe’, an authority has written.'®> That is true, but only if it is
remembered that major social protest was also rare in Europe before the
thirteenth century.'® In this Ethiopia again shared the patterns of early
medieval Europe.

Ethiopians did not criticise poverty, but nor did they idealise it. They saw
it with the weary realism of those who lived with it every day and had no
thought that it might be prevented. ‘When he sees a poor man, his eye
closes’, ran a proverb. ‘Thinking that I would be righteous, I put her on my
back, but she remained hanging there’, said another. Excessive benevol-
ence was thought to bring madness.'®” The poor were often brutally treated
and there are accounts of respectable citizens petitioning that the swarms of
mendicants should be dispersed as a public nuisance.!®® Yet visitors were
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almost invariably struck by the generosity and kindness shown to the
poor.'®° They were simply a normal part of society.

If Christian Ethiopia is compared with its closest Christian parallel — early
medieval Europe — certain similarities and contrasts appear. The poor were
equally visible and central in both societies, yet their poverty was rarely a
result of land shortage, so that both family poverty and child beggars were
rare. Instead, the structural poor were mainly the incapacitated, while the
conjunctural poor were especially numerous in Ethiopia because drought
and famine bred destitution there, in addition to the consequences of in-
security which both societies shared. In both, however, the poor were indi-
viduals; categorisation remained imprecise and unimportant. With regard
to means of survival, land was available but the poor were almost by defi-
nition those prevented from exploiting it. Other means of independent sur-
vival were notably lacking in Ethiopia, owing to the scarcity of towns. This
partly explains the proliferation of beggars and the extensive recourse to
charity. As in Europe, Ethiopian Christians saw charity as a means of win-
ning merit, ‘a loan to God’, and practised it indiscriminately, with a
panache which matched the heroic ethos. Yet individualism and the legacy
of the Eastern Church bred in Ethiopia a lack of specialised institutions for
the poor which was the most important difference (along with the preva-
lence of drought-induced famine) between poverty there and in early medi-
eval Europe.

If, on the other hand, Christian Ethiopia is compared with other pre-
colonial African societies, a different pattern of similarities and contrasts
emerges. Ethiopia’s poor were broadly similar in origin to those elsewhere
in Africa: they were the incapacitated, outcaste groups, and victims of cli-
matic or political insecurity. But the Ethiopian poor were probably more
numerous and unquestionably more visible than anywhere else except in
Muslim Africa, because insecurity was extreme in Ethiopia, bilateral kin-
ship provided little family support, and the scale of Ethiopian society
created both a large reservoir of rural poor and institutions which attracted
them and made them visible. The most important such institution was
Christian charity, but even in terms of physical institutions — parish church,
monastery, court — Ethiopia was generously endowed by African stan-
dards. Elsewhere in Africa, except in Islamic regions, the poor had fewer
opportunities for dependent survival and, therefore, a greater incentive to
independent struggle.

This, however, is to anticipate later arguments. For the present, the im-
portant point is to have shown that even if Ethiopian treatment of the poor
was distinctively Christian, the poor themselves were mainly products of a
land-rich society. For this means that they may equally have existed in other
land-rich societies of pre-colonial Africa.
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The Islamic tradition

The written sources from the Islamic societies of the West African savanna
before the twentieth century are less numerous than from Ethiopia but
more abundant than from most other parts of sub-Saharan Africa. In both
regularity of contact and similarity of social organisation, the savanna was
closer to the wider Islamic world than Ethiopia was to the rest of Christen-
dom, so that patterns of poverty within Islam had much in common. Never-
theless, abundant land, political and environmental insecurity, lack of
institutionalisation, distinctive family systems, and a pervasive personalism
characterised poverty in the savanna as elsewhere in Africa. What most dis-
tinguished the region from Ethiopia was that towns were more important in
the savanna.

Both in number and origin, the very poor of the West African savanna were
similar to those of Ethiopia. In normal times most were incapacitated.
Early in the twentieth century a scholar named Imam Imoru wrote that in
the Kano Emirate, the heartland of the Hausa people in what became
Northern Nigeria,

there are rich people, tajirai, and there are poverty-stricken people, matsi-
yata, who barely eke out a living.

Kano has more diseases and illnesses than any other Hausa land. There is a
vast number of sick people there: many lepers, kutare, cripples, guragu, blind
people, makafi, and people with spinal deformities, kusanti. There are also
mentally ill people, mahankata, some of whom walk about spitting. Some of
these sick people drag themselves about on their bottoms while others lean on
sticks.

In all the towns there are many sick people who sleep in the markets; when
the market closes they remain there as if it were their home.!

An Ethiopian who observed these unfortunates might have found leprosy
sufferers less prominent than in his own country, for leprosy was not
especially common in the savanna and although its victims were tolerated
and allowed to live within some savanna towns — as they were not in North
Africa — they held a less central place in Islamic tradition than in Christi-
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anity.2 The blind, by contrast, were more visible and culturally central than
in Ethiopia, although blindness itself was not exceptionally prevalent.’
Kano city alone was said to contain 1,300 blind people in the later nine-
teenth century,® while in Kukawa, the capital of neighbouring Bornu, a
traveller remarked in 1870

the unbelievable number of blind people, who sit beside the road, half-naked
and half-starved, in strident tones appealing for their wretched sustenance to
the kindheartedness of passers-by, or in long rows of ten or more, one behind
the other, grope their way along the busiest streets with the most experienced
among them as their guide.

Islam offered the blind sympathy, charity, and imaginative fulfilment. One
wrote:

O my Lord, answer my prayer,
That I may behold myself praying for [Muhammad] at [Medina]
And raise my eyes and look
And see the dark sheen of the Ka’ba there,
And be happy without boasting.°

With the exception of the relative importance of leprosy sufferers and the
blind, however, an Ethiopian would have found the incapacitated of the
savanna familiar enough. It would not have surprised him to find few desti-
tute families or children, except during famine.

Like Ethiopia, savanna societies also contained endogamous castes of ar-
tisans, but they were not necessarily the impoverished outcastes of India or
Japan. They were indeed stigmatised and polluting, but even among the
despised entertainers and praise-singers known to the French as griots,
‘towards whom every insult is permitted’,’ the only specifically poor group
were those who directed their praises to ‘people of common status like culti-
vators, hunters, herdsmen, strangers passing through the country’ and
dressed in rags to emphasise their need.® The same principle applied to
slaves, who were more numerous in the savanna than in Ethiopia. They
practised almost as wide a range of occupations as did freemen, extending
from the slaves who held one-quarter of the titled offices in nineteenth-
century Maradi (in modern Niger) to the great majority of slaves who, as
cultivators, labourers, and domestic servants, formed part of the working
poor.® Acquired chiefly by raids on non-Islamic peoples to the south, slaves
were most destitute when newly captured:

A single horseman rode first, showing the way, and the wretched captives fol-
lowed him as if they had been used to this condition all their lives. Here were
naked little boys running alone, perhaps thinking themselves upon a holiday;
near at hand dragged mothers with babes at their breasts; girls of various
ages, some almost ripened into womanhood, others still infantine in form and
appearance; old men bent two-double with age, their trembling chins verging
towards the ground, their poor old heads covered with white wool; aged
women tottering along, leaning upon long staffs, mere living skeletons; — such
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was the miscellaneous crowd that came first; and then followed the stout
young men, ironed neck to neck!!'’

Slaves could generally expect their material condition to improve with
time, but there were exceptions: in brutal slave-dealing chiefdoms like
Damagaram (in modern Niger), where in the mid nineteenth century ‘the
slaves of the Sarkee [ruler] of Zinder are double-ironed, like convicts, and
in this condition jump through the streets’;'' among profit-orientated
traders like the Maraka of the middle Niger, whose slaves were found by
early twentieth-century French officers to be ‘poorly fed, mistreated, and
poorly clothed’, receiving well under half the grain ration they needed;'? in
the harsh environments of the desert fringes and oases such as Tibesti,
where men were known to kill themselves rather than become slaves;' or in
the hell-on-earth of the Saharan salt-diggings.'* These circumstances were
exceptional, however, and there are indications that slaves — especially
when incapacitated — were treated better than in the brutal frontier con-
ditions of nineteenth-century East Africa. Yet one must not minimise the
degradation of slavery. ‘People have nothing but contempt for slaves in
Hausaland’, Imam Imoru wrote, and when the French emancipated slaves
in Segegal in 1848 many immediately bathed in the sea to wash away their
past.

Beggars were as numerous in the savanna as in Ethiopia. The most
ubiquitous were religious students who supported themselves by begging,
in a tradition found throughout the Islamic world and said, like the
Ethiopian begging tradition, to be an apprenticeship in humility. In
Timbuktu they toured the town each evening, crying, ‘A foreign student,
friend of God’.'® Kukawa alone was thought in 1865 to have 2,000-3,000,
varying in age up to 25:

In place of all clothing they wear a goatskin slung about their hips. A wooden
board, a small earthenware inkwell, a few reed-pens, and a gourd bowl make
up all their belongings. Thus they traverse the streets begging all day long,
making special demands on those who sell foodstuffs, for only a proportion of
them receive board and lodging in the houses of the notables, among whom it
is the custom to have their sons instructed together with a few students.!’

These young men came from societies where youthful violence was ex-
pected and institutionalised: youths from different quarters of Hausa towns
competed for girls and fought one another, in neighbouring Nupe age-
grades fought annual battles on New Year’s Day, the four quarters of Tim-
buktu celebrated the end of the rains by playing a kind of mass hockey, and
pitched battles governed by elaborate rules were fought by young men of
rival villages in Wadai, Nupe, and Maradi.'® Given these traditions, the re-
ligious students — educated, rootless, and numerous — were potentially the
most radical social group in pre-colonial Africa. When a jihad in 1818 made
Hamdallahi, on the middle Niger, a major educational centre, its notables
were so harassed that they demanded that the students be expelled, only for
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the jihad leader, Shehu Ahmadu, to join the column, carrying his bundle
and writing-board, ‘since I am the doyen of these undesirables’. He agreed
to stay only when the notables promised that each family would provide
food for students three times a day.'?

Adult beggars, by contrast, were dispersed less evenly across the
savanna, with the exception of the griots who were found everywhere
among the longer-Islamised peoples. French accounts of Senegal in the
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries emphasise that although beggars were
common, all were either griots, religious students, blind, or cripples. ‘I
never saw a single poor beggar’, a traveller wrote after touring the coast
from the Senegal to Sierra Leone in 1785-7. ‘... In Africa, the only men
who demand charity are the blind’, who were treated with great gener-
osity.?’ ‘The only unfortunates are the blind and the crippled’, Abbé Boilat
" confirmed in the early 1850s, although he also mentioned griots and
students.?! The same pattern existed in the Mande-speaking region centring
on modern Mali. As René Caillié found when he walked through this
region in 1827, begging was relatively rare and confined to important towns
such as Jenne, where ‘a number of beggars, reduced to mendicity by old
age, blindness, or other infirmities’, were found especially around the
mosque.?* By contrast, further east in Hausaland was probably the largest
concentration of beggars in Africa. Heinrich Barth, who had travelled
widely in Mediterranean lands, found ‘the most troublesome beggars in the
world’ at Sokoto during 1853.2 As elsewhere, Hausa beggars were
generally those disabled by blindness, leprosy, crippling, or simple-
mindedness. ‘The beggar’s best friend is his cough’, said a proverb, and
Kano had a special officer to bury those who died in the market.?* It is not
certain that pre-colonial Hausaland also possessed the able-bodied pro-
fessional beggars common in the Islamic world, but it is likely, for they exis-
ted there as a small but well-rewarded category in the early twentieth
century.?

There were several reasons why beggars flourished in the savanna. They
performed a necessary function where almsgiving was a religious obli-
gation. Savanna societies were highly commercialised, admired lavish gen-
erosity, and (unlike Ethiopians) used a currency of cowrie shells which lent
itself to largess. Yet these considerations do not explain why beggars were
more numerous in Hausa than Mande areas. The reason probably lay in dif-
ferent family systems. Mande-speaking peoples lived in large patrilineages
which could provide strong support for unfortunate members. ‘In all these
countries I never saw a mendicant’, Caillié reported. ‘The aged who are
unable to support themselves are always maintained and treated with
respect by their children.’?® Hausa, too, often lived in complex patrilocal
families, but their kinship system had a bilateral element which narrowed
the range of significant kinship relations, encouraged individualism, and
perhaps — as Professor Cohen has argued — bred numbers of unfortunate
people who found begging better than family support as a means of
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survival.?” That two bilateral peoples — Hausa and Amhara — should have

produced Africa’s most numerous beggars was a revealing example of the
importance of family systems in the analysis of poverty.

Moreover, the same societies, probably for the same reasons, bred
exceptional numbers of unsupported women. Many were widows, for early
marriage of girls (commonly at thirteen or fourteen), polygyny, the notion
that old age began at menopause, and the special misery of childless women
meant that Hausaland had far more solitary widows than widowers, at least
in the twentieth century. Other unsupported women were those ‘who have
refused to marry’, as Imam Imoru chauvinistically described them.?®
Known as karuwai and often misleadingly called prostitutes, they were
women of marriageable age who had not yet remarried after divorce or
widowhood and chose to live apart from their kin. To support themselves
they might take presents from lovers, their houses were recognised centres
of a bohemian lifestyle, and in the twentieth century most were not well-off,
but they were distinct from prostitutes, who accepted any client for a fixed
fee and were known by a different term. Regarded with an amalgam of ad-
miration, envy, and contempt, karuwai were products of early marriage,
easy divorce, a commercialised economy which gave women much econ-
omic independence, and a bilateral system which provided little scope for
an unmarried woman within the family.” Among Mande-speakers, by con-
trast, there appear to have been no counterparts to karuwai except among
trading groups.>® Probably the cohesive Mande patrilineages gave women a
more dependent but secure status. In modern times Mande-speaking Bam-
bara homesteads have eagerly welcomed even elderly women.>!

In twentieth-century Hausaland karuwai existed in both town and
countryside, but little is known of rural poverty in the West African
savanna at earlier periods, for indigenous written sources are of urban
origin and European travellers passed swiftly from town to town. Some
modern studies of Hausaland which have attempted to penetrate into the
nineteenth century have stressed that a grain-based agriculture dependent
upon a short and unreliable wet season bred numbers of very poor culti-
vators whose condition resulted less from shortage of land or accident of birth
than from ill fortune, personal inadequacy, or, no doubt, incapacitation.*
On the other hand, the countryside as a whole was probably more prosper-
ous in the nineteenth century before modern transport systems concen-
trated trade and industry in towns,>** while many devices existed to preserve
even the poorest from starvation, save during severe famine. Apart from in-
herited skills in agriculture and crafts, poor Hausa could establish a client
relationship with a wealthier patron, working on his farm and performing
menial tasks in return for subsistence and help in establishing an indepen-
dent household. Poor men could hope that rulers would forgo taxes and
open granaries in bad years. The incapacitated might have their fields culti-
vated by kinsmen or a work team of young villagers.>* Sheer self-interest en-
couraged reciprocity. As an early British officer in Hausaland wrote, “The
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fact that a man can always get a handful of grain here and there is probably
due to the simple charity inherent among peasant folk; but it may perhaps
be also due to an instinctive feeling . . . that bad times may place them, too,
in a position dependent on other humanity.”®> Yet the extent of rural
poverty must not be minimised. Hausaland was the savanna’s most
favoured region — ‘one of the most fertile spots on earth’, according to
Barth®® — yet only three days west of Kano, in 1825, a traveller found ‘a
small wretched looking village’ whose inhabitants ‘were miserably clad, and
exhibited signs of extreme poverty’.*’

Elsewhere such poverty was more pervasive. It might be due to shortage
of good land, as in the upper Senegal floodplain, or to insecurity, as with
non-Muslim peoples huddled into mountain retreats, or to extreme en-
vironmental conditions, as with the ‘ragged Tubu, struggling with extreme
poverty and constant hunger’ in their desiccating Saharan outcrop.*® Nor
was community support always forthcoming. The most miserable villagers
were often elderly people, male or female, who were either childless or
abandoned by their children. Early missionaries had to open refuges for
them.* In Mande-speaking villages, dominated by large founder-families
who controlled access to land, more recent settlers were often severely
deprived.*® Agricultural slaves might suffer similar deprivation. In some
areas the expansion of slavery and of the use of firearms during the eight-
eenth and nineteenth centuries tended to reduce free cultivators towards
slave status. When the Mande-speaking Vakaba Toure created the Kaba-
dougou chiefdom (in the north-west of modern Ivory Coast) in 1848, his
subjects complained that he converted all the free villagers into slaves.*!

This was only one instance of the political insecurity which caused much
rural poverty, if perhaps not so brutally as in eighteenth- or nineteenth-
century Ethiopia. Some was the work of bandits. Highwaymen infested the
forested areas separating settled regions, pirates operated on the Niger
near Jenne in the eighteenth century, the internal delta of the Niger (like
the British Fens) was a traditional refuge for outlaws, and the wonderful
masquerade of the Dogon (of modern Mali) included a highwayman
equipped with arms and leather beer bottle.** Yet, as elsewhere in pre-
colonial Africa, insecurity owed less to outlaws than to the forces of ‘order’.
As Dr Hill has written, the rural savanna world of 1900 was ‘harshly inegali-
tarian, heavily-taxed’.*> The Muslim warriors who ruled it believed, as
Sokoto’s first caliph wrote, that ‘man is urban by nature’, and they had little
but contempt for rustics whose faith was, at best, susceptible to syn-
cretism.** Nineteenth-century Hausaland may have had the best government
in pre-colonial Africa, but the governors’ chief rural activity was not patron-
age and largess but the despatch of horsemen — ‘lazy, vicious plunderers’, as
a missionary described them* ~ to bring in the annual grain tax, from which
each level of the ruling class took a share.*® In 1892 the Emir of Kano re-
sponded to an epidemic of cattle plague by raising the cattle tax.*” The rest
of the savanna was convulsed by warfare throughout the nineteenth
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century. Jihad brought famine to the Senegal Valley in 1859-60 and bred a
generation of hunger in Senegambia thereafter.*®* When Shehu Ahmadu’s
successors quarrelled with Timbuktu and its Tuareg allies, the resulting vio-
lence plunged the middle Niger into ‘an abyss of anarchy and misrule’.
‘Great numbers . . . were hovering round us, all of them begging for food’,
a traveller reported in 1854.*° Thirty years later the borders of Samori’s
Mande-speaking kingdom were wastelands of hunger and devastation.>

Political insecurity was only one cause of the periodic famine which was
the chief form of conjunctural poverty in the savanna. Locusts were first re-
corded on the coast of Senegal in 1606 and were occasionally responsible
for dearth, as were other insect infestations.>! Cattle disease could reduce
pastoralists to destitution. An unprecedented Niger flood destroyed crops
around Timbuktu in 1616, while both Senegal and Bornu experienced food
shortages in 1872 owing to excessive rainfall.>? Yet the most common cause
of famine was drought. Within the generally dry and cool climatic phase
which began in the third millennium before Christ and still continues, there
have been shorter cycles of better or worse rainfall in the savanna. The six-
teenth and seventeenth centuries appear to have enjoyed generally good
rainfall until the 1680s, when acute drought affected the savanna from Sene-
gambia to Darfur.>® So severe was the famine of 1697 that a chronicle from
Agades records with horror that men even ate their herds and sold their
books.>* Several decades of climatic instability culminated in the mid eight-
eenth century in the savanna’s worst recorded drought and famine. The
chronicles of Timbuktu state that rich as well as poor suffered and that half
the town’s people died, while Senegal’s slave exports reached an unpre-
cedented peak.>> Major famines occurred again throughout the region
during the 1790s and 1830s, although most of Hausaland may have escaped
the latter crisis. Thereafter no very extensive drought afflicted the savanna
until the end of the nineteenth century.>® Smaller regional catastrophes did
take place. Hausaland experienced severe famine in 1855, localised short-
ages occurred there almost every year, and a careful study of the upper
Senegal Valley has shown repeated food shortages between 1858 and 1897
but only a single major famine in 1867-9.%7

Agriculturalists took elaborate technical and social precautions to mini-
mise the risk of famine. Their rain-making rites ranged from the humble
‘drought salla’ of Hausa Muslims to the transvestite dances of some Senega-
lese women.>® If rain and crops failed, women exploited their knowledge of
wild plants. During Timbuktu’s terrible famine of 1741, ‘The most dis-
tinguished people ate nothing but . .. seeds of grasses ... or of any other
grain which ordinarily were eaten only by the most vile and impoverished
people.’>® When all food resources were exhausted, women and children
might concentrate on conserving energy, while men, helpless and dis-
honoured, might abandon their families, seek work or a benefactor, or sell
themselves into slavery.®

What is not clear is whether the rural peoples of the savanna flocked to
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the towns during famine, as in Ethiopia they flocked to monasteries, pro-
vincial noblemen, and the emperor. The savanna was much more urbanised
than Ethiopia, but, especially in Hausaland, it was the urbanisation of
numerous small towns and large villages rather than the great agglomera-
tions which dominate the African countryside today, so that there was a
marked rural-urban continuum® and little historical evidence of rural hos-
tility to towns, except among pastoralists. Even Kano, the commercial capi-
tal of Hausaland, was thought to house only 30,000-40,000 residents in
1824. Timbuktu, for all its fame, had only 10,000-12,000 residents four
years later. Saint-Louis, capital of the French colony of Senegal, numbered
some 15,000 in 1865.%% The larger towns were chiefly governmental centres
and places to trade with foreign merchants.®® Their high mud walls often
enclosed large unbuilt areas where crops were sometimes grown and
countrymen and their stock could take refuge in emergency. A chronicle
states that when the ruler of Jenne converted to Islam he prayed ‘that he
who, driven from his country by indigence and poverty, may come to inha-
bit this town, may find here in exchange, by the grace of God, abundance
and wealth’,** and the towns did indeed give sanctuary to unfortunate indi-
viduals of all kinds. In Saint-Louis, where written sources survive, these
refugees included famine victims. In 1794 its Governor sought to deport
them back to the mainland, while seventy years later dearth and disorder in
Saloum ‘led to Dakar a crowd of people devoured by hunger and poverty.
They were to be met with in every street, eating grass or earth and strug-
gling against death.’®> Towns in Kano province closed their gates to
countrymen during famine in 1908, while a greater catastrophe five years
later brought hordes of starving people into Hausa towns.®® This suggests
that such behaviour may have been normal during dearth, but there does
not appear to be a single account from the pre-colonial savanna (excluding
Senegal) of a mass influx to town during famine.®” This may be because no
European traveller in the region described a major (rather than localised)
famine,® but the indigenous chronicles are also silent. The alternative ex-
planation would be that there was little advantage in migrating to town in
famine because food was as scarce there as in the countryside, given the
limited economic domination exercised by towns. Food prices certainly
rose dramatically in Hausa towns during famines, despite the existence of
officials to control prices.®® Whether towns attract the starving depends on
the towns: in the large Tswana towns of nineteenth-century southern
Africa, which were artificial political creations, the normal response to
famine was for townsmen to disperse into the countryside.”® There is no evi-
dence of that in the West African savanna. Perhaps an equilibrium between
town and country existed there. Certainly the region had the best animal
transport system in sub-Saharan Africa. Legend said that Kano’s prosperity
rested on the grain trade.”! Nineteenth-century Hausaland, at least, may
have made some progress towards establishing control over famine
mortality.
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If the poor of the West African savanna were broadly similar to those of
Ethiopia, their means of survival were often different. This was not so in the
countryside. There agriculture was, of course, the chief resource and land
was scarce only within the close-settled zones around the major Hausa
towns, in certain areas of flood-irrigation, and in the most densely packed
mountain refuges. Many marginal roles in village economies fell to the
poor. Most villagers practised a craft during the long dry season. In the
twentieth century, at least, those performed by the poor often used reeds,
grass, wood, dung, or other bush products, which here as elsewhere were a
precious resource.’” In 1827 Caillié saw women carrying firewood into
Jenne from 12 or 15 miles away. Later in the century a missionary met ‘a
woman from Egga [in Nupe], who had been deserted by her husband, made
her way to the Binue, and took to collecting india-rubber for a livelihood’.”?
Between foraging and petty trade the line was thin. Traversing the im-
poverished region within the Niger Bend in 1853, Barth met

from 150 to 200 people, all tall slender men, half naked, with nothing but a
poor ragged cloth round their loins, and another rag still poorer round their
heads, and each armed with a couple of spears and a ragged shield. . .

They were poor people from G’ao ... and the neighbourhood ... carry-
ing as merchandise on a couple of asses and bull oxen nothing but cotton
strips, or ‘tari’, rice, and a few mats.”

Trade also merged into porterage, an important resource for the able-
bodied poor. At Wanangi, the river port which supplied Bida with fire-
wood, a missionary saw ‘little girls [and] old negresses with unsteady steps
gaily supporting loads which would have made our most vigorous European
workers tremble’.”> Other wage employment was rare in the countryside,
but some poor villagers earned food by agricultural labour, while by the end
of the nineteenth century labourers were migrating from Bornu as far as
Tunisian farms.”®

It was the proliferation of small towns that gave the poor of the savanna
opportunities for independent survival lacking in Ethiopia. The only exist-
ing estimate of the numbers of poor comes from Nema, in the north of
modern Mali, where at about the time of the First World War the popu-
lation of 1,167 included ‘a hundred poor (miséreux), a floating population
who come to seek some pickings (quelques ressources) in the town’.”’
Skilled urban craftsmen were not poor, but most crafts employed appren-
tices, who probably lived close to subsistence, and unskilled rural migrants
who did heavy or dirty labouring jobs which even slaves despised. In late
nineteenth-century Jenne these labourers earned only one-half as much as
journeymen, while in Kano the man who mixed mud for building earned
less than one-third of a mason’s wages. Such migrants were employed in
Kano Emirate’s highly capitalised indigo-dyeing industry, alongside re-
ligious students.”® Moreover, certain crafts were specialities of the poor.
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‘Hausa people say, ‘‘Calabash mending is the last way to make a living’”’’,
Imam Imoru wrote; ‘‘“‘after that, may God give one the means to sur-
vive!”’” In Bida rope-making was a speciality of the blind. Poor elderly
women in Jenne had a reputation for medical skill. Presumably they were
also the majority of Senegambia’s hired mourners. Brick-making was a
poor man’s trade in many pre-industrial cultures; bricks could be bought
ready-made in nineteenth-century Kano.®* The most important means of
survival, however, were scavenging and hawking. Firewood was a major
problem for savanna towns, then as now. The country around Salaga and
Sikasso was denuded of timber for 5 or 10 miles. The firewood sold in
Hausa towns was so expensive and poor in quality that it had to be supple-
mented with other fuels.®! ‘In some places they leave the [millet] stalks and
whoever likes can gather them’, Iman Imoru recorded, ‘but in Kanoland,
where there is no ‘‘bush’ and firewood is scarce, the stalks are valuable and
one does not touch those which do not belong to him. People sell these
stalks in towns and villages for a high price.” In return, the city exported its
nightsoil to fertilise surrounding fields, transporting it in head-borne bas-
kets or fibre sacks slung on the backs of donkeys.®? Fodder for horses was
expensive, especially late in the dry season; in Zaria many young boys lived
by collecting it. Others sold water from house to house or retailed it from
large pots to passers-by.?* Foraging thus merged imperceptibly into hawk-
ing. ‘The people of Soccasso [Sokoto] cry their provisions round the city’,
Richard Lander noted in 1825; ‘and milk, fish, &c are daily hawked through
the streets by the lower orders.’”® Along with the cries for grain, mutton,
beef, and camel-meat, he listed that for wheat-cakes, because urban Hausa
bought much of their food in the streets ready-cooked, providing employ-
ment for both children who hawked it and mothers who cooked it. In Tim-
buktu, similarly, most trade (except in cloth, salt, meat, and shoes) was in
the hands of women, commonly slaves or lower-class Africans.?> Whether
the poor also found a means of survival in crime is unknown, but a study of
eighteenth-century Daura hints at the existence of an underworld, while
Kano closed its fifteen gates at sunset, enforced an 8.00 p.m. curfew, and
was said to harbour many thieves.3¢

Not only did savanna towns provide means of independent survival rarely
available in pre-colonial Africa, but Hausaland and neighbouring Nupe
(much influenced by Hausa culture) were the only areas of sub-Saharan
Africa where organisations of the poor existed. These may in part have imi-
tated models elsewhere in the Islamic world, where there were both under-
world gangs and official guilds of beggars, whose purposes included
taxation.” But there were also models nearer at hand in the craft organis-
ations found in savanna towns. Nupe had true guilds, ‘closed occupational
groups, the members of which live together in one locality and practise cer-
tain hereditary crafts’; as elsewhere in the Islamic world, but not in
medieval Europe, ‘the guild-heads receive their titles ... from the Etsu
[ruler]’.®® The situation in Hausa emirates is less clear; they may not have
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had true guilds, but each craft had an appointed chief (sarki) whose func-
tions often included collecting occupational taxes throughout the emirate.
Each craft tended to concentrate in one quarter of a Hausa town. Although
a craft structure could exist — as in Bornu and Timbuktu® — without being
imitated by the poor, it was nevertheless probably the pattern for their or-
ganisations in Hausaland and Nupe. In 1824 Kano city had distinct villages
for the blind and for the lame, within the walls but separate from other
built-up areas. ‘“The lepers’ quarter of Kano is very near our house’, Imam
Imoru reported. ‘... The blind have their separate quarter ... That sec-
tion is like a small town. There is even a “ruler of the blind”, sarkin makafi.’
Bida too had a special quarter for blind people in 1891, with their own sarki
and chief mallam, both blind.”’ Among Hausa immigrants to Ibadan in the
twentieth century, the sarki of each group of incapacitated organised its
begging activities, taking for himself the alms collected on Fridays but per-
forming onerous duties of hospitality and representation.®’ Nothing is
known of such organisation in earlier centuries.

The other group of marginal people who were organised were the karu-
wai. Those of a Hausa town had either a woman chief recognised by the
ruler or were subject to the chief woman grain-seller, whose compound was
a recognised hostel for unattached women. Since karuwai commonly lived
together in separate compounds, they doubtless practised much mutual aid.
In addition, they provided many devotees of the bori spirit possession cult
which survived from indigenous Hausa religion as a cult of affliction closely
comparable to zar in Ethiopia.”® Like zar, little is known of bori before the
twentieth century and there is no direct evidence that it served welfare func-
tions, except in the sense that its rites were believed able to cure barren-
ness, leprosy, or other afflictions.”® Yet its informal services were probably
substantial. Thus a twentieth-century séance involved much exchange of
gifts, a sacrificed beast might be distributed as alms, and there is evidence
that the cult and the karuwai compounds were sanctuaries not only for mar-
ginal men but also for the widowed and forsaken.®® In Tunis, shortly before
the First World War, the bori cult provided accommodation for newly
arrived Hausa members, sometimes found work for them, cared for them
when destitute, and protected them from the final indignity of a pauper’s
funeral.®® No such functions are recorded in West Africa.

Despite this limited degree of organisation, there is no evidence that the
poor had any political role in savanna towns, not even the menace of riot
which they exerted in Muslim cities elsewhere.”” Notables might fear re-
ligious students, but the only evidence even of a food riot seems to have
come from Kano in 1908, when a missionary (himself a hundred miles
away) reported during a famine that ‘a mob of people infuriated and in
despair of ever getting justice or relief, infuriated with hunger went to
attack the Residency’.”® No popular action is recorded during Kano’s civil
war of 1893-5. There were several reasons for this quiescence. Like the
North African towns which were their chief models, those of the savanna
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were not autonomous commercial communities but administrative centres
dominated by political rulers.”® They had no representative institutions:
‘public apathy ... is the Hausa criterion of a successful regime’.'® There
were no popular military units of the kind found in Syrian towns, no carni-
vals to mock authority, no tradition of ‘town riot’ such as was so vigorous in
the Yoruba area of West Africa.!®' The Islamic teachers who provided
popular leadership in North African towns did occasionally denounce mis-
rule in the savanna'%? but may have been too vulnerable to organise popular
protest. One in nineteenth-century Daura who declared, ‘Courtiers belong
to kings; the peasant belongs to our Lord God’, was promptly driven from
the town.!% Moreover, many clerics accepted the established structure of
society. Even Shehu Ahmadu, despite his sympathy for mendicant
students, responded to a suggestion that the caste system should be abol-
ished by offering the proposers a meat stew mixed with lizards.'** Within
the small savanna towns, moreover, there was a ‘manifold gradation of
social rank’'® bound together by ties of patronage and charity which gave
positive status even to the poorest. Writing of Nupe in the 1930s an anthro-
pologist noted ‘the ambiguous attitude of many individuals in the lower
classes, vacillating between bitter resentment against the ruling class and
readiness to identify themselves with its glory’.'%

These constraints on popular action were reinforced by the very structure
of savanna towns. As in North Africa,'?” they were usually divided into two
zones. The central zone consisted of wards with occupational or ethnic spe-
cialities, but it was not divided economically between rich and poor, who
lived jumbled together. The peripheral zone, by contrast, was generally oc-
cupied by the straw huts of recent immigrants and casual labourers. This
was the pattern of Timbuktu, for example, while in Sokoto Barth noticed
‘the part nearest the wall being rather thinly inhabited, and the people
being evidently reduced to a state of great poverty and misery’.'% Saint-
Louis had a similar structure until the mid nineteenth century, when the
French authorities sought to clear temporary housing from the central zone
and create ‘a fine central quarter fit to compare with those of our towns in
France and Algeria’.'%”

Most savanna peoples distinguished linguistically between two broad
classes of the powerful and the weak. Indeed, in the Malinke language of
the Mande family the normal word for both ‘poor’ and ‘indigent’ in the late
nineteenth century, fangantan, was the negative form of a word, fanga,
meaning both ‘power’ and ‘wealth’.!!% This was a particularly clear example
of the categories used by a people with strong traditions of militarism and
centralised power, as was the Wolof word for commoners, baadoolo, which
meant ‘powerless’.'!! Elsewhere, however, both language and categor-
isation were more complex. The chronicles of Timbuktu, as a religious and
commercial centre, distinguished a class of notables, who included clerics
and merchants as well as rulers, from a broad lower class including both ar-
tisans and slaves.'!? In Bornu, by contrast, the state dominated stratifica-
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tion and a sharp distinction existed between office-holders and commoners.
In a loose sense the commoners were the poor, but Bornu also recognised a
stratum of destitute who approximated closely to the very poor as under-
stood in this book:

To be poor is one thing, but to be destitute (ngudi) is quite another, since it
means the person so judged is outside the normal network of social relations
and is consequently without the possibility of successful membership in on-
going groups, the members of which can hel? him if he requires it. The Kanuri
say that such a person is not to be trusted.'3

This identification of destitution with lack of normal social relations, and
hence lack of support (other than charity) when incapacitated, is helpful
when seeking to understand the nature of poverty in the savanna. The
neighbouring Hausa used similar categories. They distinguished office-
holders (masu sarauta) from commoners (talakawa); the latter word conno-
ted humility and was derived from an Arabic term meaning to be
subordinate.''* But Hausa also distinguished talakawa from the destitute
(matsiyata), not without ambiguity but with a clear difference of emphasis.
The earliest Hausa dictionary, published in 1876, translated talautsi as
poverty, humility, meekness, and matsiata as distress, poverty, anxiety,
care.'’> Imam Imoru put the contrast more vividly: ‘The common people,
talakawa, make their soup [i.e. relish] without meat, and the destitute, mat-
siyata, are forced to make it without salt.’''® Thus while formal poetry con-
trasted poverty with riches,!'” ordinary usage contrasted it also with
sufficiency.

In providing for the poor, savanna societies showed a characteristically
African preference for personal relationships over institutions which was as
unique within Islam as Ethiopian practice was unique within Christendom.
In Islamic towns elsewhere — and especially in North Africa — the chief form
of philanthropy was wagf, a permanent endowment in property or money
to support a mosque or provide schools, hospitals, public baths, bread for
poor students and prisoners, or a host of other services. In some North Afri-
can towns most shops and many houses were wagqf, as was one-fifth of
Egypt’s cultivated land in the late eighteenth century.'!8 In West Africa, by
contrast, waqf appears to have been confined to the single region of Tim-
buktu, Jenne, and Masina. According to the chronicles of Timbuktu, Askia
Mohammed of Songhai, who controlled the region, founded a hostel for
West African pilgrims at Medina while on pilgrimage in 1498 and then, on
his return, presented a casket to the central mosque of Timbuktu as wagf to
hold copies of the Koran.!' Later in the sixteenth century a successor
especially rich in slaves, Askia Daoud, ‘founded, for the poor of Timbuktu,
a plantation which was maintained by thirty slaves and carried the name of
“garden of the poor”’.12° He also presented the central mosque at Gao with
27 slaves to undertake its upkeep. In the early twentieth century a few wagqf
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still existed in Timbuktu for the support of mosques and the distribution of
food to the poor. In Jenne and Masina, too, the chronicles recorded wagf -
in the form of houses, cattle, or books — for the support of mosques,
students, and the poor, although they had disappeared by the early twen-
tieth century.!?!

These are the only indications that wagqf existed anywhere in West
Africa.'?? In some parts of the region it is specifically said not to have been
practised, in one area even the notion was unknown,'?* while in Hausaland
— a major centre of Islam — the silence of the sources implies that wagf did
not exist.'?* Its absence appears to have been unique in the Islamic world
and is difficult to explain. Dr Trimingham suggested that West African land
tenure made permanent endowments of property impossible,'?> while an
endowment of slaves was obviously ephemeral. The difficulty with this ex-
planation is that the most common forms of wagf elsewhere were business
properties and urban houses.'? Even if such houses were relatively easy to
build in savanna towns, they were not valueless, for although there was not
a single rented house in Kano in the late nineteenth century, houses were
bought and sold.'?” Nor was there any obvious impediment to wagf estab-
lished by the means employed in Jenne and Masina or by endowments in
money, such as were often made in Istanbul.!?® It is true that many features
of savanna life — insecurity, polygyny, partible inheritance — militated
against the use of private wealth to create charitable institutions, but that
was presumably also true in other Islamic lands, where wagf was designed
precisely to counter such tendencies towards impermanence. Perhaps the
answer lies more in the strength of West Africa’s traditions of personalised
largess.

The consequences are clearer. The rarity of wagf encouraged mendi-
cancy. Religious students begged in the streets because, unlike their coun-
terparts in Fez and Tunis, they were not fed from endowments.'?* The old
and handicapped, lacking institutional provision, clustered around the
mosques and relied on informal means of support, much as others relied on
the bori cult. Caillié observed that mendicants were always to be found
around the Great Mosque at Jenne, while blindness was a qualification for
appointment as muezzin in some savanna mosques and elderly women
earned a pittance as sacristans.** Above all, the absence of wagf gave
special importance to almsgiving.

Islamic law divided alms into two categories. One was the compulsory
zakat, which was partly a poor-rate, normally payable to the state for redis-
tribution, and was fixed at one-tenth of the annual harvest and a compar-
able proportion of other wealth above a certain minimum. The other
category was voluntary almsgiving (sadaka) to the needy.'*! Whereas zakat
was necessarily institutionalised, sadaka was characteristically person-
alised. Their relative importance was therefore a valuable indicator of the
nature of charity in Islamic West Africa.

At one extreme, sadaka was an act of personal generosity designed to

43



The African poor

procure worldly prosperity in an instrumental manner. Hausa gave wheat
to the poor to drive away fever epidemics, while in 1940 an anthropologist
heard an elder tell a child in Timbuktu, ‘Give half your earnings to your
parents and alms to the old and the poor and you are certain of success in
life.”!3? Almsgiving was also a source of social prestige. A chronicle of
Timbuktu tells that the ruler of Songhai’s chief slave once exceeded his auth-
ority by giving the produce of a royal slave farm to its poor residents in
order to win himself honour. In the twentieth century the town’s Arabs
claimed special rights to give alms as a concomitant of the aristocratic status
they asserted.’*®> Rulers especially used voluntary almsgiving to display
power and win popularity. Nineteenth-century emirs of Zaria were said
never to wash their clothes but to give them away after wearing them a
week.!3* As the Emir of Nupe returned from the mosque in 1879, ‘a man
threw to the crowds of people cowries for which they scrambled; and all the
way, the people greeted their King by loud cries of Father! Father!! and
prostrated themselves in the dust’.'* Eighteenth-century Daura had an of-
ficial who ‘administered the distributions of sadaka (alms) and chiefly lar-
gesse to malams and presided over distributions of sadaka that
accompanied the rites of death, naming, and marriage at the palace’.!3¢
Largess reached its peak at Sallah, which marked the end of Ramadan and
was the savanna’s great annual festival. A sixteenth-century ruler of Son-
ghai is said to have asked at Sallah whether a single person at his capital had
not received a gift from him during Ramadan, and to have been met by
silence.!®” Here almsgiving was absorbed into the whole network of redistri-
bution which tied these societies together.

Yet good men knew that the Koran taught that alms were best given in
secret.'*® When Caillié visited the mosque at Timbuktu disguised as a poor
Muslim, ‘a middle-aged Moor stepped up to me gravely, and without saying
a word slipped a handful of cowries into the pocket of my coussabe. He
withdrew immediately, without affording me time to thank him.’*** Schol-
ars taught that specific acts of generosity could atone for specific sins. A
peck of grain to each of sixty poor persons was recompense for breaking the
Ramadan fast, according to a tenth-century legal authority, while a peck to
each of ten persons atoned for a broken oath.'*° More broadly, almsgiving
had its reward in Paradise. “The Prophet said’, the jihad leader Uthman dan
Fodio reminded his followers, ‘“The generous man is near to God, near to
men, near to Paradise and far from Hell.”’'*! ‘Give alms frequently’, a
Senegalese preacher exhorted his congregation, ‘for alms avert calamities
and unhappy accidents. They attract good fortune, and on the day of the
Last Judgment they form a shade to shelter him who has given them.’'*?
Dying men were exhorted to a final generosity, while popular belief in nor-
thern Ivory Coast at the beginning of the twentieth century held that pagans
would be tormented in hell by a serpent formed from the alms they had
neglected to give.'*® Among the evils which would prefigure the Mahdi, so

Uthman dan Fodio wrote, was that ‘men will beg from the rich in vain’.'**
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As in Ethiopia, there is little to suggest much discrimination between de-
serving and undeserving poor. Only the destitute had a legal right to receive
alms — and even, in dire necessity, to steal — but Islamic tradition was am-
biguous on this point and it does not seem to have been the duty of a pious
man to make enquiry.'** As in Ethiopia, too, almsgiving was part of many
domestic rites. A Hausa family might make a rule of leaving enough at each
meal to feed a beggar.'*®

. These acts of charity were voluntary and personal, but a particular obli-
gation to care for the poor lay on Muslim clerics. Some benefactors sought
merit by making them gifts to distribute. The chronicles of Timbuktu tell of
a fifteenth-century mallam who promised paradise to anyone who gave him
a thousand mithqals of gold to distribute to the poor during a famine; he
received both the gold and a dream warning him, ‘In future make no more
promises in Our name.’'*” Where there was no Islamic state to collect zakat,
the imam might call for an annual sadaka from all believers and distribute it
himself, as was the practice among the Maraka of Banamba cercle (in
modern Mali) at the beginning of the twentieth century.!*® In the area of
Jenne and Masina, at that time, sadaka and zakat were combined and the
clergy and notables of a village distributed them in the mosque ‘to the poor
of the village, travellers bereft of resources, the clergy and their students,
old \lx‘/‘g)men left without husbands or children, the imam, the muezzin,
etc.’

Collection and distribution of zakat by the secular authorities was an
accurate indicator of their administrative capacity and commitment to
Islam. It was normal in the area of Timbuktu and Jenne before the French
conquest and also to varying degrees in the theocracies created by
eighteenth- and nineteenth-century jihads. In Futa Jalon it was collected by
village chiefs, who theoretically sent it to the central government but
actually distributed it themselves. Centralised collection was more effective
in Futa Toro, where it was a critical test of political power.'>° Zakat was col-
lected in at least parts of Hausaland before the early nineteenth-century
jihad; in Daura much of it was distributed to officials, royal slaves, and
clerics. The jihad made it theoretically the only tax collected from Muslims
in the Sokoto Caliphate. Most seems to have been disbursed at emirate
level, as was legally correct, but it also continued to feed the rulers’ house-
holds and supporters; by the 1840s Uthman’s successors were accused of
failing to distribute it as alms.'>! In the Hamdallahi Caliphate zakat was the
chief tax and seven-thirtieths are said to have been given to the poor. There
was also a levy of grain at the end of Ramadan — a kind of obligatory sadaka
— four-fifths of which are said to have gone to the poor and the clergy.>? Fol-
lowing the Tukulor jihad of 1854, zakat was collected in Kaarta, the most
thoroughly governed province, but perhaps not elsewhere.'>* In Samori’s
military empire zakat appears to have been simply a 10 per cent tax, while
pious purposes were met by an obligatory sadaka at the end of Ramadan.'**

West African reformers did not regard the canonical regulations as
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exhausting a true Muslim’s charity. Writing of his hero, Uthman dan Fodio
stressed the Caliph Umar’s personal acts of mercy: ‘He used to take care of
the blind, the chronically ill, the decrepit and the children by night; he car-
ried water and wood to them by himself and removed dirt from them.’!5
We do not know whether Uthman himself performed such acts of mercy,
but Shehu Ahmadu concentrated the poor of Hamdallahi around him. ‘The
whole western part of the compound’, it was remembered, ‘was reserved
for lodging passing strangers, for orphans, for the old, for all the people
without resources who were housed and fed at the state’s expense.’>®
Shehu Ahmadu came closer to a Franciscan participant approach to the
poor than did St Takla Haymanot. Yet, in striking contrast to Ethiopia,
Islamic holy men were not expected either to heal the poor or to perform
miracles on their behalf. A list of miracles associated with the Tukulor
leader al-Hajj Umar does not contain a single work of mercy, while those
attributed to Uthman dan Fodio are wholly banal.'>’

Savanna Muslims viewed poverty with much ambivalence. Their tra-
ditions stressed the values of wealth and generosity. At their best, these tra-
ditions evoked the largess of the rich and the hospitality of common people
which many European travellers admired.!>® At their worst, the same tra-
ditions bred contempt for poverty, both in others, expressed sometimes in
mockery of the handicapped, and in oneself, for the shame of poverty could
lead men (but apparently not women) to suicide.'® Like Ethiopians,
savanna Muslims lived too close to poverty to idealise it. ‘Beg from a beggar
and you will see the blackest miserliness’, said a Hausa proverb. ‘Poverty
you hate it and are hated for it’, added the Fulani.'® Yet Fulani combined
display of wealth with admiration of altruism and the cultivation of a per-
sonal austerity'®! which probably explained why the Islam of their state in
Futa Jalon was so joyless!®? and why they took the leading role in Islamic
reforming movements. Certainly their jihads were directed in part against
the conspicuous consumption of Jenne and Alkalawa. Once Islam domi-
nated, it coexisted uneasily with the hedonistic traditions and commercial
materialism of savanna towns. It bred much shallow verse about the world
as ‘an abode which passes away’,'® but it bred also a serious admiration of
self-abnegation. Was it not the Prophet who ‘took upon himself poverty
[talauchi], it was better to him than wealth, that all his people might look at
him, that we may follow his example’?'®* Ascetics vowed to spend their
lives in the shadows of mosques in Futa Jalon. Sufi mystics in Bornu were
reported to ‘dig a hole and make a tunnel and provision it with a little flour
and water . . . and the reason for their staying forty days underground is so
that they may perform Sufism’. Uthman dan Fodio was said to own only
one pair of trousers and one cap.'®® Theoretically, at least, rich and poor
were equal in the mosque. They were certainly equal in death — Islam’s
simple and uniform funerary rites found rapid acceptance — in the severe
mortification of the fast,'®® and in the appalling rigours of the Pilgrimage,
which the exceptionally pious occasionally made as voluntary beggars.
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There is an account of a crippled mendicant from Kano who walked to
Mecca and immediately gave away anything he received as alms. ‘A pilgrim
for Mecca is a dead man’, said Fulani.'®’

The spiritual uneasiness of these mercantile and acquisitive societies was
soothed by the professionally poor. This was especially the function of as-
cetic mallams. Abbé Boilat, who hated them, wrote that the mallam, ‘in
the eyes of the public, is a man of privations, he rigorously observes his fasts
and vigils’. In Hausaland, too, he was expected to shun wealth and office.
Some were truly poor: the Fulani term for teachers, torodbe, means ‘those
who solicit together in groups’.'%® To give alms for their support was an act
of special merit. In 1352-3 Ibn Battuta noted that on the night of 27 Ramadan
the King of Mali - still somewhat unschooled in the Faith — ‘distributed
among the qadi and the khatib and the fagihs a sum of money which they
call zakah’. Several centuries later, in 1892, a Christian missionary found
that even non-Muslims saw superstitious value in giving alms to a
mallam.'®® Yet ambivalence surrounded even these gifts. Unlike much
Indian practice, it was not meritorious for a mallam to live by charity. A tra-
dition attributed to the Prophet declared that ‘the upper hand is better than
the lower hand’, i.e. that charity was better than begging. Uthman dan
Fodio urged his hearers to ‘give up going about begging for anything’ and
supported himself by making rope, as did several of his successors.'” The
chronicles of Timbuktu tell of a fifteenth-century scholar who took to trade
late in life because ‘I do not wish to be a charge on anyone’, although this
meant seeing the Prophet in his dreams only once a year instead of every
night.’”* In the chroniclers’ view, the greatest merit attached to mallams
who were both ascetic and generous, who gave away to the poor what they
received as alms.'’? It was a satisfying blend of traditional and Islamic
values, comparable to the heroic Christianity of Ethiopia.

Poverty was as central to the large-scale societies of the savanna as to Ethi-
opia. The very poor were similar in origin: they were the handicapped and
unfortunate individuals who lacked family care, supplemented periodically
by victims of political or climatic insecurity. They survived by similar
means, except that towns gave the savanna poor more opportunities for
independent survival. In both regions the wider societies aided the poor
chiefly by personal generosity rather than the institutional provision found
in other Islamic and Christian lands. This, it appears, was the broad pattern
of poverty in those areas of pre-colonial Africa from which indigenous writ-
ten sources survive.
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In those areas of pre-colonial Africa beyond the influence of Christianity or
Islam, the chief problem in reconstructing the history of the poor lies in the
sources. Many regions have no written records until late in the nineteenth
century, while most oral traditions focus on dominant groups rather than
marginal people. For this reason, this and the two following chapters con-
centrate on areas with especially rich sources.

Even in these regions, however, the records are difficult to use. They are
chiefly of three kinds. One category contains the formal accounts of African
peoples written by European visitors, ranging from sixteenth-century
traders and missionaries to nineteenth-century travellers and the earliest
anthropologists. As the work of foreigners, these accounts may contain mis-
understandings. More seriously, as formal accounts they may be coloured
by the preconceptions with which the writers approached both Africans in
general and the poor in particular, preconceptions often drawn from
notions of poverty current in Europe. These sources, it will be suggested,
offer stereotypes of African poverty which can be misleading. The same is
true, for different reasons, of the oral traditions which form the second cat-
egory of sources. Where these say anything of the poor, it is often coloured
either by ethnic or social stereotypes or by the social conditions existing
when the traditions were recorded.

Formal written accounts and oral traditions, taken alone, suggest that
poverty was widespread in pre-colonial Africa but differed from that in
Ethiopia or the West African savanna. These sources depict the poor as
social categories rather than individuals. They view them as those excluded
from resources rather than as victims of incapacitation or insecurity. In
some regions they suggest a more institutionalised care of the poor than
existed in Ethiopia or Islamic West Africa.

These three chapters do not deny that this picture contains truth. Pre-
colonial Africa was large and diverse enough to embrace many kinds of
poor. It will be argued, however, that the picture is heavily coloured by
stereotypes and anachronisms, that it obscures the distinction between the
ordinary poor and the very poor which is central to poverty in Africa, and
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that a more accurate picture can be obtained only by examining also the
third available source: the references to poor individuals contained, often
in passing, in contemporary letters, diaries, and other papers — references
inevitably made chiefly by foreigners, but without much of the categorising
and conceptualising which marked their formal accounts. These scattered
references suggest that the very poor were closer to those found in Christian
and Muslim Africa: individual victims of misfortune and insecurity. Yet the
similarity was not complete. Poverty in Africa varied with time and place.

The three chapters follow a broad progression from societies known
chiefly from formal written accounts and oral traditions to those whose
documentary sources have been searched for individual cases of poverty.
By chance, this progression partly coincides with a chronological sequence.
But the unevenness of the sources and the labour required to search them
mean that only scattered case studies have been attempted. A comprehen-
sive history of the African poor is still decades away.

One of the first parts of sub-Saharan Africa to be described in detail by
Europeans was the West African coast, especially the Gold Coast and
Benin where much trade was concentrated in the sixteenth and seventeenth
centuries. In the small commercial states which composed this region,
towns dominated the countryside and each state was controlled by an urban
nobility of hereditary political and military leaders, successful merchants,
and priests. Noblemen headed coresident descent groups which might
number scores or hundreds of people. In clothing, demeanour, and some-
times food, noblemen distinguished themselves sharply from commoners,
whose poverty was emphasised by most observers.! ‘The remainder of the
negroes of this kingdom’, a traveller wrote of Issiny (in modern Ivory
Coast) early in the eighteenth century,

are very wretched and impoverished (gueux et misérables), having not a cloth
to cover themselves, nor rightly anything but what the Brembis [nobles]
choose that they should have. Most of the time they die of hunger, which
obliges them to work every day, and often even to engage themselves as per-
petual slaves to the nobles in order to have the means of life.?

Most free commoners were rural cultivators. According to Dr Kea’s study
of the Gold Coast in the seventeenth century, they were continuously
threatened by the exactions levied by urban rulers, who possessed military
forces and exercised political control over access to land. On admittedly
slender evidence, Dr Kea believes that cultivators may have paid between
one-quarter and one-half of their output to the ruling class.® They paid in
gold, which required them to market much produce and expose themselves
to market risks. In addition, cultivators were subject to corvée labour, mili-
tary service, and other exactions. Inability to meet these exposed the culti-
vator to legal penalties or loss of access to land. Unsuccessful cultivators
often joined the urban strata who formed a minority of free commoners.*
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Free townsmen ranged from the modestly prosperous, through the
skilled craftsmen, the numerous fishermen, and the wage-earning day-
labourers (who ‘were scorned by all’’) to the lowest-paid domestic servants,
water-carriers, charcoal-burners, and the like. The payroll of the Dutch
West Indies Company for 1659 shows that its highest-paid local employee
on the Gold Coast earned 32 times as much as the lowest-paid.® Day-
labourers were especially rootless, for many were young, they often moved
to new towns in search of employment, and a proportion were probably
dispossessed cultivators or runaway slaves and freedmen. Active
discontent took several forms: ‘fishermen rioting against the fish tax,
impoverished peasants abandoning their farms and becoming bandits,
mutinous militiamen unwilling to lay down their arms, and hungry urban
paupers stealing crops from farms’.” Several towns held annual festivals
at which the poor ‘may freely sing of all the Faults, Villanies and Frauds of
their Superiours’.®

The final element in the seventeenth-century Gold Coast population
were slaves. They could be acquired by capture, purchase, or legal process.
Although the distinction between slave and free was firmly maintained,
slaves were as sharply differentiated as commoners, some acquiring wealth
and exercising authority while others lived miserably. As retainers to noble-
men slaves were joined by a semi-free category of bonded commoners, who
might be debtors, pawns for debt, those condemned to bondage by legal
process, or those who had chosen bondage as a source of protection. There
is no evidence of slave revolts, but some of small-scale defiance.’

For the free poor, the first lines of defence were cultivation and wage-
labour. Banditry is recorded, while many ‘vaggabones’ were recruited into
state armies. ‘Common whores’ existed in several towns.'® Collecting bush
produce brought the lowest recorded earnings, and it is an indication of the
exceptional degree of exploitation on the Gold Coast that those collecting
firewood owed fees to the nobleman owning the bush concerned.!! Visitors
said there was no professional begging,

The Reason of which is, that when a Negroe finds he cannot subsist, he binds
himself for a certain Summ of Money, or his Friends do it for him; and the
Master to whom he hath obliged himself keeps him in all Necessaries, setting
him a sort of Task, which is not in the least slavish, being chiefly to defend his
Master on occasion, and in sowing time to work as much as he himself

pleases.'?

Dr Kea believes that these bonded commoners who swelled the retinues of
noblemen included many indebted peasants and families impoverished by
dearth.'® An early seventeenth-century visitor to the Gold Coast mentioned
‘young children who are sold by their parents because they lack the means
to feed them and to provide for them’,'* while pawning of children was
common in Benin.'> Noblemen were expected to be liberal. A self-made

man who purchased a noble title had to feed the whole town for three days,
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while a rich nobleman would hold several festival days each year on which
he would display his wealth and dispense food and drink to all comers.'®
Royal charity was especially conspicuous in Benin:

The king being very charitable, as well as his subjects, has peculiar officers
about him, whose chief employment is, on certain days, to carry a great quan-
tity of provisions, ready dressed, which the king sends into the town for the
use of the poor. Those men make a sort of procession, marching two and two
with those provisions in great order, preceded by the head officer, with a long
white staff in his hand."

On the Gold Coast, however, Dr Kea believes that during the seventeenth
century individual largess was unable to support the growing numbers of
destitute and was supplemented by institutional provision. As early as 1600
a traveller recorded that ‘Those who are blind or who have some physical
defect such as being crippled or lame, so that they cannot make their own
living, are put by the king with the blacksmiths to work their bellows, or
with those who press palm oil or grind dyes . .. or to similar tasks in which
they can be useful and earn their living.’'® A later account added that the
state also provided for young men by enlisting them as soldiers.'® Priests
supported poor people from offerings made at shrines.?’ In 1645 the town
council at Kormantse imposed a fine on the town’s ruler and distributed
one-third of it ‘for the poor’. Elmina town council distributed a fine to ‘the
poor’ in 1646 and another ‘for the use of the common people’ in 1659. Euro-
pean companies occasionally distributed to the poor either confiscated mer-
chandise or fines levied on company employees.?’ From a single
anonymous statement of 1665 that after the main harvest the cultivators
‘furnished the poor for gold’ Dr Kea has suggested the existence of a poor
tax.?? However that may be, descriptions of the seventeenth-century Gold
Coast suggest institutional poor relief at least as elaborate as in Ethiopia or
the West African savanna.

In contrast to those two areas, however, accounts of poverty on the Gold
Coast and in Benin, chiefly during the seventeenth century, suggest that the
poor were victims of political exclusion from the means of production. As
Dr Kea writes,

Urban paupers constituted a propertyless group of manouvriers or adwu-
mafo®® without ‘corporate’ ties to the production (and reproduction) of their
means of subsistence. They did not own or have direct access to the means of
production and were therefore separated from the conditions of production
which would have made their social existence as self-supporting producers
possible ... Paupers were dependent upon public relief assistance; their
economic conditions compelled them to live on a day-to-day basis.**

This account presents two problems. One is whether it is distorted by its
sources. Not only did European travellers read and plagiarise one another
extensively, but there seems to have been an oral tradition of the European
forts which attributed stereotyped behaviour and characteristics to Africans,
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despite much real ignorance of them.> Moreover, the travellers came
from European societies which habitually distinguished small upper and
large lower classes, rarely described the latter precisely,?® expected poor
people to be victims of land scarcity, and were accustomed to institutional
poor relief. The second problem is whether it was the poor, as described,
who benefited from the poor relief system, for the only recipients whose
identity is mentioned were not the working poor but handicapped people
who received either sheltered employment or charity.?” The very poor, it
would appear, lacked access to labour rather than access to land.

Where so much uncertainty exists, all that can be said is that the poor of
the West African coast in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries appear to
have been unusually numerous and more commonly the victims of political
exploitation than was normal in Africa. However, the stereotyping ten-
dency of the sources obscures the distinction between the poor and the less
numerous very poor, who were probably often victims of incapacitation.
The latter were probably the chief beneficiaries of an unusually institution-
alised poor relief system.

The tendency for formal European descriptions to obscure the nature of
poverty recurs in the Kongo kingdom (in the north of modern Angola),
which in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries was the other area of sub-
Saharan Africa best known to Europeans. A summary of missionary
reports on Kongo prepared in the Vatican around 1590 put their conclusion
concisely: ‘There are no poor among them, because all are so. Nobody,
however, lacks what is necessary to life, for they are content with little.’®
The missionaries were struck by how little that was. ‘The poverty is
extreme’, one wrote on arriving at the coastal province of Sonyo in 1645.
‘Foodstuffs are in very little abundance. The blacks content themselves
with some provisions and vegetables, with millet, panic®® and manioc roots.
The most fastidious drink of the rich is only a little palm wine, and they do
not have much of that.”*® Conditions were worst during drought, which
afflicted the kingdom each decade between 1640 and 1720, and during the
great famines which tended to occur once in each man’s lifetime.?! Yet it
was the lack of storable wealth that most struck the missionaries. During the
mid seventeenth century one listed the possessions left by two ‘people of in-
ferior condition’ for whom he had acted as notary. One left three pieces of
cloth, a ‘beggar’s wallet’ (besace), some calabashes and clay dishes, and a
cooking pot. The other left an imported clay bottle, two cloths, a bow, some
household utensils, and two cooking pots.*? Dr Thornton has argued that
these repeated accounts of extreme poverty are misleading, because analy-
sis of baptismal records shows that infant mortality rates and average life
expectancy were comparable to those of other pre-industrial societies of the
time.>® That may be true, but its implication is significant: such pre-
industrial societies had many paupers.

Amidst this common poverty, the missionaries identified two special cat-
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egories. Slaves were the lowest stratum, for here there was no suggestion,
as on the Gold Coast, of a free stratum impoverished by denial of access to
land. Some formal accounts gave slaves a wholly distinct status — ‘The slaves
alone work and serve’, declared the summary of ¢.1590** — but missionaries
on the spot realised that this was an over-simplification. Kongo social struc-
ture rested on the kanda, an exogamous, corporate, territorially based,
matrilineal descent group controlling land. Slaves were people torn from
their own kin groups and made dependants of a kanda. Their status could
improve with time and they were not always sharply distinguishable from
junior freemen.?® Yet slaves performed the most burdensome tasks,
especially long-distance porterage. ‘If these people could offer to God the
work and poverty they suffer, they would derive great merit from it’, a
Jesuit wrote in 1625, ‘for I do not know a saint reputed for his poverty who
was poorer than they.”>” There are records of strikes by seventeenth-
century caravan porters, and of their severe repression.3®

The second category whom missionaries distinguished from general
poverty were aristocrats. They clustered in the capital, Sao Salvador, and
the nine provincial centres, for towns dominated the countryside in Kongo
as on the Gold Coast.>® Missionaries stressed that even aristocrats were
poor. ‘The greatest gentleman when most gravely ill has no other bed than
the hard earth and a poor straw mat’, one wrote, adding that during a severe
famine in the 1640s even the provincial ruler of Sonyo - the second man in
the kingdom — was virtually without food.*’ Yet aristocrats practised a
distinct subculture. They ‘infinitely despise any sort of work and of occu-
pation there may be, even those which are in some fashion honourable’, a
missionary reported in the 1660s.*' Contact with the Portuguese
strengthened the cultural distinction by providing new sources of power and
exotic goods. Slave holdings expanded. First the king and then other noble-
men created slave armies. By the seventeenth century aristocrats were raid-
ing the Kongolese countryside itself for slaves, while the concentration of
their interests on the capital increased the impoverishment of the prov-
inces.*? Tribute was recorded in writing and became less flexible. Villagers
withdrew from the roads and occasionally rebelled, as in a rising against
over-taxation in Mpemba in ¢.1652* or more famously in the millenarian
Antonine movement of the early eighteenth century whose followers, as an
unsympathetic missionary wrote, came chiefly ‘from the forests and the
wilds, ruder than rudeness itself, more ignorant than ignorance itself’. 44
The common people of the towns apparently took advantage of royal
deaths to riot and plunder.*> While aristocrats continued to eat the pre-
ferred millet, common people adopted higher-yielding crops introduced by
the Portuguese, especially manioc (a symbol of poverty in many parts of
Africa) and maize (which in the sixteenth century was thought fit only for
pigs).*® The sources do not suggest an indigenous tradition of aristocratic
largess, although missionaries — like other Europeans in pre-colonial Africa
— found commoners generous to them and to one another.*’
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Although many missionaries to Kongo were ascetics — sometimes bare-
foot mendicants eager to share the life of the poor*® — and although they
came from southern Europe where poverty was widespread, they were
nevertheless shocked by the material poverty of the Kongo countryside.
And yet their formal accounts never moved beyond stereotyped categories:
all Kongo save aristocrats formed the poor, among whom only slaves were
distinctly unprivileged. That there was such a gulf between aristocrats and
commoners, and that commoners in general were poor, seems beyond dis-
pute. The problem, as always in Africa, is whether the poor were distinct
from the very poor. The linguistic evidence suggests that they were not,*
but there are occasional references to people in special need. A missionary
in the Bamba province in 1666-7 reported, for example, that ‘several Crip-
ples came to beg of me, and I gave them some of those [cowrie] Shells that
serve instead of Mony’.>° Abandoned infants are also mentioned.>! Empha-
sis on the expansion of the kanda may have put barren women at special
risk; a missionary reported that they were repudiated by their husbands and
there is evidence from the early twentieth century that unwanted widows
could be harshly treated.>* The kimpasi spirit possession cult provided some
support for the unfortunate, for a missionary described a kimpasi enclosure
as a ‘place of superstition destined to the care of the ill and other pagan cere-
monies’ and its officers included cripples, dwarfs, twins, albinos, and others
considered abnormal, who were regarded as incarnations of the spirits.>

Stronger evidence of the very poor comes from missionary charity. The
earliest accounts of almsgiving for the poor in Sdo Salvador date from the
arrival of Jesuit missionaries in 1548.°>* A diocese of Sio Salvador was
created in 1596. By 1612 the King of Portugal gave its bishop 80,000 reis
each year to distribute as alms.>® In 1631 the bishop also received almost as
much — 175 cofos of cowrie shells — from the King of Kongo as tithes.>® In
Sonyo in 1688 a missionary distributed (presumably to the poor) the baskets
of food which Christians brought to honour their ancestors on All Souls’
Day.>” That such almsgiving was a European innovation may be indicated
by the fact that the late nineteenth-century phrase for alms, lukau lua-
nkenda,’® seems unconnected with the ordinary vocabulary for generosity or
wealth. But the great emphasis which missionaries laid on works of charity
had the result that in the mid seventeenth century an exhortation to ‘be a
friend of the poor, give alms for the redemption of captives and slaves, help
the afflicted” was part of the coronation ceremony,” while as late as 1813
King Garcia V of Kongo assured his brother of Portugal that ‘we are very
charitable to the poor’.%

The earliest suggestion of more institutionalised charity is a statement by
an ambassador from Kongo in 1595 that there were six confraternities in the
kingdom whose functions included ‘works of mercy’ and whose members
included ‘benefactors’.®! In the early seventeenth century they were supple-
mented at Sao Salvador by a Confraternity of the Misericordia, the tra-
ditional Portuguese institution caring for the poor and sick. ‘Not only

54



Poverty and power

Portuguese, but also Ethiopians [i.e. Africans]’ took part in its charitable
works, the bishop explained in 1619.5% Twelve years later the bishop (whose
see had been withdrawn to Luanda in 1625) reported that the confraternity
had its own church and ‘is administered in common by the Portuguese and
the blacks ... It has its regulations for the exercise of charitable works,
spiritual as well as temporal, but it has no hospital, as its constitution
requires, because the blacks are very poor and the kings not very powerful.
The Portuguese living in the town, on the other hand, are very few at pres-
ent and do not volunteer to guarantee the costs.’®®

However, the question of the hospital is more complicated. There was
none in Sao Salvador in 1609, but one witness affirmed that there was a
‘House of Compassion’ (Domus Misericordiae), and this was repeated in
1621 and 1626. The term might have been used loosely to mean the confra-
ternity itself rather than a building, were it not that the witness in 1626, who
was exceptionally knowledgeable, described it as ‘a House of Compassion
in country fashion’ (domus Misericordiae ad modum terrae).®* Presumably,
then, for a few years the confraternity supported a building for works of
mercy in Sao Salvador, although it may have disappeared by 1631. Perhaps
it existed only during and shortly after the brief period when a bishop re-
sided at Sao Salvador.

By the later seventeenth century missionary work was concentrated in
the coastal province of Sonyo, where a missionary described elaborate care
of Christians at the provincial capital in 1682:

During their Sickness, and after they are confess’d, we frequently furnish
them with Refreshments out of Charity ... Besides this we have several
Slaves belonging to our Church which are skill’d in Phlebotomy, Surgery,
Physick, and what not, who all do what lies in their power to recover these
People when sick, or out of order: This we take care is done for them gratis, to
the end they may have no occasion to run to the Wizards for help. For those
that are poor and old, fatherless, lame, blind, or the like, there is an Hospital
built near to our Convent, where both their spiritual and temporal Wants are
supply’d by us as often as there is found occasion, or that it consists with our
Abilities. This is a Charity which has not a little promoted the increase of
Christianity in these parts.®

Surprisingly, no other record of this institution has been found.%®

This analysis of the Kongo kingdom in the sixteenth and seventeenth cen-
turies suggests that the missionaries were probably right to see the broad
and growing gulf between aristocrats and commoners as the main social
division. Yet the formal picture they gave of the common people — that,
with the exception of slaves, ‘there are no poor among them, because all are
so’ — is belied by fragmentary evidence, especially the provision which
missionaries themselves made for very poor individuals. As on the Gold
Coast at this time, exclusive reliance on formal European accounts gives
only a partial and misleading picture of poverty.

55



The African poor

The Kongo kingdom was one of a group of states known as the Kingdoms of
the Savanna which occupied the grasslands spread in an arc around the
Congo forest. These small kingdoms were the major states of Central
Africa, but few were visited by Europeans until the nineteenth century. For
accounts of poverty in this region, therefore, we rely more on oral tra-
ditions recorded by anthropologists or historians than on formal European
descriptions such as exist for Kongo and the West African coast. In ad-
dition, some scattered references to individual poor people exist in late
nineteenth-century publications. Unpublished sources have not been ex-
amined.

Amid much local variety, the picture of these kingdoms taken largely
from oral accounts closely resembles the formal picture of Kongo given by
early missionaries. The chief feature was a sharp distinction between rulers
and subjects, a distinction created and maintained by force. In his account
of the wealthy and culturally sophisticated Kuba state of central Zaire, for
example, Professor Vansina has stressed the contrast among freemen be-
tween the small minority of conquering Bushoong patricians and the far
more numerous commoners. Among free commoners the chief distinction,
as in Kongo, was between people of the capital, where power was concen-
trated, and rustics in the villages. Below the free commoners was a large
category of ‘menials’.%” The structure was held together by force, ideologi-
cal domination, and tribute. ‘Surplus grew out of political demand’, writes
Vansina.® An equally sharp distinction between rulers and ruled, capital
and village, marked the Lunda Kazembe kingdom in the Luapula Valley of
modern Zambia. ‘The first class in the nation . . . are the Chilolos [chiefs]’,
a Portuguese visitor remarked in 1832, ‘and the second and lowest are the
Bashoya or servants, among whom are counted the peasantry, craftsmen,
etc.’® In the Bulozi kingdom, also in Zambia, patricians grew long finger-
nails to demonstrate that they did no manual labour.”’ Since free com-
moners throughout this region had access to land, stratification rested on
political power,”! a pattern taken to its extreme in the Bemba kingdom,
again in Zambia, where an exceptionally autocratic polity was imposed on
an exceptionally crude agriculture. Because these kingdoms occupied
varied environments, the material prosperity of ordinary people ranged
from the relative security of Kuba country, where only one pre-colonial
famine is remembered, to the extreme vulnerability of Lunda and Luba
regions or the bleak aridity of Bembaland where food was a constant source
of anxiety.”? In terms of consumption, the advantages of power might there-
fore be expressed in conspicuous luxury, as among the Lozi, or merely a
more secure food supply, as among the Bemba.”?

Within the lower stratum there was generally a significant distinction be-
tween free commoners and a servile category who, in contrast to the slaves
of Ethiopia or Islamic West Africa, seem to have had no chance of high
office. In the Kuba kingdom these ‘menials’ included inhabitants of subjec-
ted villages (who paid more tribute and had less autonomy than free com-

56



Poverty and power

moners), pawn wives (who had fewer rights than free wives and did the
most menial household tasks), and slaves (who were obtained by capture or
trade and did ‘all the hard work or all the boring tasks’, including those
otherwise reserved for women). Slaves could be sacrificed at patrician
funerals, but their descendants gained freedom after two generations.’*
This pattern was characteristic of kingdoms with rich environments and
complex economies. In the Zambezi floodplain, for example, the labour-
intensive Lozi economy depended on numerous slaves, who were harshly
treated and barred from access to advantageous economic resources.’>
Lozi, like Kuba, were slave importers, whereas the simpler economy of
Bembaland used relatively few slaves and exported many. ‘No one would
know the difference between a slave and a poor relative’, Bemba told an
anthropologist, ‘... except that the former worked harder and only ate
the food left over by the household.”’® Outlying non-Bemba tributaries
seem to have borne a greater weight of exploitation.”’

As in Kongo, these distinctions between rulers and ruled are thought to
have widened as a result of long-distance trade. The exploitation of slaves
in Bulozi appears to have increased in the late nineteenth century as agricul-
tural produce became marketable in exchange for firearms, so that the king
created a police force armed with whips to supervise slaves. Atrocity stories
about Kuba kings increased during the nineteenth century.’® In the Tio
kingdom around Stanley Pool, long-distance trade reduced slaves and
poorer freemen towards a single lower class, a process paralleled up-river
among the Bobangi trading peoples and with some analogies in Bulozi.”® As
earlier in Kongo, such changes could provoke the poor to resistance. Rebel-
lions by ‘menial’ groups in the Kuba kingdom were severely repressed on
several occasions.®” ‘When I tried to explain to King Liwanika [of Bulozi]
... that a poor “matlanka” (lowest slave) might be seated in the palace of
God, and a king or chief shut out, he got very excited, forbade me ever to
say such a thing again, or ever to teach such things to his people’, a mission-
ary recorded in 1883. ‘.. .“Those are not people”, they say; “they are our
dogs.” 8! A slave rebellion took place ten years later. When European con-
trol was established, the first concern of Bulozi’s rulers was to assure their
subjects that ‘you are still our slaves’.%?

As in Kongo, unprivileged commoners and servile groups clearly formed
the poor of savanna kingdoms. If, however, one asks who were the very
poor among them, then the broad social categories which are the language
of oral traditions are little help. It is revealing, for example, to compare
Professor Vansina’s account of poverty among the Kuba, which is
expressed in terms of social categories, with his analysis of the more com-
mercialised Tio, where rich written sources and individual life histories
identify poverty as ‘not having many kinsmen, being alone and powerless
... The role of kinship as a system of social security is clear.’® This identi-
fication of poverty with weak families is an important early example of
a pattern which was to be widespread in twentieth-century Africa, but it is

57



The African poor

unlikely to have exhausted the causes of extreme poverty. Certainly the scat-
tered references to very poor people in European descriptions of other
savanna kingdoms suggest a wide range of individual misfortunes. Living-
stone’s account of Bulozi in 1855 suggests that orphans were especially at
risk. He described ‘poor boys going about picking up grains of corn which
[had] fallen in the kotla [meeting place] — almost skeletons . . . Boys and girls
may be seen undergoing absolute starvation when their masters or rather
owners are scarce of food.”®* In Msiri’s kingdom in modern Shaba a late
nineteenth-century missionary quickly accumulated a ‘little family of waifs
and outcasts’, while others acquired many infants whose mothers had
died.®> There are references to aged paupers in Bulozi.® Its climate
favoured leprosy and its tributary peoples, especially the Lovale, had ex-
ceptionally high proportions of leprosy sufferers. Among the Lozi these
were rusticated to an area where they would not threaten the purity of the
royal court, as also were the insane.®” In several remote regions early
missionaries found leprosy sufferers or epileptics abandoned to die.*®
Kazembe’s kingdom segregated leprosy sufferers and also, like Bulozi, had
unusually large numbers of blind people, although there is no record of how
they were treated.®

Just as stratification in these kingdoms was politically imposed to a
remarkable degree, so provision for the poor rested more completely on
political authorities than anywhere else in Africa. There is some evidence
that secret societies cared for their members. The widespread Butwa
society’s ‘help in sickness or need’ was ‘much to be desired’.”” But there is
no evidence that the numerous spirit possession cults — studied with special
care in this region — had welfare functions other than treating such con-
ditions as childlessness.”! References to family care are surprisingly rare,
although doubtless it was common. There was no begging tradition, but
among Bemba there was a recognised procedure, ukupula, by which
anyone in straits could offer temporary labour to a wealthy person in return
for food.?? Rich Lozi also practised patronage, but, as Livingstone saw, it
had limits:

There is not among them that constant stream of benevolence flowing from
the rich to the poor which we have in England, nor yet the unostentatious
attentions which we have among our own poor to each other. The rich show
kindness to the poor only in expectation of services in return; while a poor
person who has no relatives will seldom be supplied even with water in illness,
and when dead will be dragged out to be devoured by the hyaenas, instead of
being buried. Relatives alone will condescend to touch a dead body ...
Having thus far noticed the dark side of the native character, I must not omit
to add that I have witnessed frequent acts of kindness and liberality. I have
seen instances in which both men and women have taken up little orphans,
and carefully reared them as their own children.*?

Nevertheless, it was to the chief that men normally turned. Kuba kings kept
huge storehouses.” Bemba chiefs, too, were expected to maintain food re-
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serves against scarcity and to support those too old or young to provide for
themselves. There, ‘To give with a flourish was the glory of chieftainship.’®®
Livingstone wrote that Sebituane’s generosity to the poor was one reason
for his popularity in Bulozi in the early 1850s.°° Another alien conqueror,
Msiri, ‘would befriend a down-and-outer for no other reason than his
poverty, giving him a house, a wife, and a granary of food. He was accus-
tomed daily with his own hands to distribute cooked food to the lepers and
the aged who would gather in his compound.’’” At the capital and in each
province of Kazembe’s kingdom, tributary labour cultivated cassava fields
which could be allocated to people in need or used as food reserves for
those facing starvation.”® Even in Nsama’s relatively small Tabwa chief-
dom, east of Lake Mweru, an experienced missionary found in 1905 ‘a very
large grain store — the largest I have seen among natives. It is 15 to 18 feet
high and about the same in diameter . . . His big grain store was explained
as due to the fact that he is expected to feed the poor, the outcast and the
stranger — it is in fact the first African poor law supply or better the patriar-
chal principle of the Shepherd of his people.”®

The welfare functions performed by political authorities in the kingdoms of
the savanna certainly exceeded those practised in the interlacustrine king-
doms of East Africa. In Buganda, for example, late nineteenth-century
sources reveal both a poor stratum and very poor individuals, as in Central
Africa, and show that a growing cultural gulf separated the capital from the
countryside.'” Numerous foreign slaves formed the lowest stratum, supple-
mented by a few Baganda, ‘men and women who had been sold by a relative
in trouble, children who had been kidnapped, or who had been pawned to
raise money in an emergency’.'%! “The poor eat sweet potatoes without salt
or relish of any kind generally, to them plantains are a great treat’, a
missionary reported, and there is evidence that poor men without relatives
were especially vulnerable to the state’s indifference to human life.’°> The
Luganda oral literature was exceptionally rich in proverbs about poor men,
emphasising their isolation as individuals: ‘A poor man is like a yam; he
creeps alone.’'%? To judge from twentieth-century evidence, these solitary
individuals probably included many elderly people, who often enjoyed
little respect and were barred by custom from living with their married chil-
dren.'® Solitary individuals certainly included men destituted by debt,
women widowed by violence (the common word for a widow connoted a
woman seized in war), victims of famine, epileptics, and especially leprosy
sufferers, who were treated with a ruthlessness unusual in Africa.'®
According to an idealised missionary account, poor individuals could seek
support from kinsmen or patrons:

The Baganda were charitable and liberal; no one ever went hungry while the
old customs were observed, because every one was welcome to go and sit
down and share a meal with his equals.

Real poverty did not exist ... when a person got into debt, the clan
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combined to assist him to pay it, or if a clansman was fined, the clan helped to pay
the fine. There were no orphans, because all the father’s brothers were
fathers to a child; and the heir to a deceased person immediately adopted and
became responsible for the children of the latter. . .

Chiefs . . . had the care of many women related to them who had lost their
husbands, or who had never been really married, and, as they grew old, had
been turned away or made into household drudges; such oppressed women
escaped from their former homes and took refuge with their relations.'*

From the king, however, the Baganda poor could expect nothing. He does
not appear to have fed them ceremonially, as did Msiri, nor to have kept
granaries or special plantations to provide for them. The poor did not
throng his court, as they did in Ethiopia, but avoided it as a place of danger.
In the neighbouring and related kingdom of Bunyoro the coronation oath
included promises to treat poor and rich equally and to care for orphans,
but a king of Buganda was told rather that “The peasants are like sorghum —
whosoever mows it down, owns it.” %

The most interesting evidence of poverty in the interlacustrine region
comes from Rwanda and Burundi. It raises again both the reliability of oral
traditions and the question whether numerous Africans were impoverished
by lack of access to land imposed by political power. That this did happen in
Rwanda was asserted in traditions which Dr Vidal collected there during
the late 1960s, a decade after the revolution in which the Hutu cultivators
(over 80 per cent of the population) destroyed the predominance of Tutsi
pastoralists.’® Her informants explained that the crucial issue for most
Hutu in pre-colonial Rwanda was access to arable land. This was controlled
by Hutu lineages until King Kigeri Rwabugiri (1860/5-95) — the real creator
of Rwanda as Europeans knew it — forcibly asserted Tutsi control over
arable land, first at the centre of the kingdom and then increasingly in its
newly conquered peripheries. Tutsi chiefs gradually broke the autonomy
and solidarity of Hutu lineages, leaving the elementary families vulnerable
to exploitation. The chiefs gained direct control over unoccupied land and
indirect control over occupied lineage land which they asserted by demand-
ing tribute in return for the right of continued occupation. The tribute was
paid partly in kind and partly in labour on the chiefs’ fields. In the most fully
dominated regions, this corvée, known as ubuletwa, amounted to two
days’ work in every five, according to Dr Vidal’s informants.

With regard to the poor, the informants claimed that under Rwabugiri a
large proportion of Hutu lost their economic independence and even their
possession of land, not generally because land itself was scarce but — as Dr
Kea argues for the seventeenth-century Gold Coast — because they could
not meet the politically imposed qualifications for access to land.'” Ubu-
letwa was imposed on the holding rather than the individual, so that a land-
holder with no other adult male in his family might find it especially difficult
both to meet this obligation and to grow his family’s food. The difficulty was
compounded in time of famine, which was common in nineteenth-century
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Rwanda. Moreover, any misfortune or failing — sickness, civil violence, vic-
timisation by the chief, personal idleness, or irresponsibility — might pre-
vent a man from meeting his tributary obligations and threaten him with
dispossession and dependence.

The wholly landless man became a day-labourer (umucancuro) cultivat-
ing for another from dawn to noon in return for a day’s food, conventionally
defined as a basket of beans. Those slightly better situated combined a pro-
portion of day-labour with a plot of land inadequate to provide independent
subsistence. ‘It was shameful to be a day-labourer’, Dr Vidal was told:

The wife had no clothes and must go and cultivate to obtain a used cow-skin.
The day-labourer was a pauper who cultivated for everything: milk, clothes,
food. He ate no matter what: a goat which had died suddenly, an aborted
heifer. They were truly poor. They were the very lowest people in the
society . . .

The day-labourers were despised. Look: I am drinking beer with you and
other people of my rank; a day-labourer could not come and sit with us; he
stayed on one side waiting for someone, moved by compassion, to call him
and give him the dregs left at the bottom of the pot.'*

Because land itself was not scarce, day-labourers were generally held re-
sponsible for their own misfortunes. ‘They were dogs’, the informants
declared. ‘Nobody prevented them from cultivating for themselves!"'!!
Individuals did indeed escape their condition by hard work, but Dr Vidal
concluded that this was difficult, for the labourer’s reward provided so little
margin over his daily subsistence needs.'!? Nor was the class small or mar-
ginal. Dr Vidal’s informants declared that day-labourers — defined as those
who worked for others but never employed others — were about half of all
cultivators in central Rwanda.!!?

If this account is correct, Rwanda’s labourers and poor peasants were the
most numerous and clearly defined class of poor people in sub-Saharan
Africa, and they were created chiefly by the use of power to exclude men
from land. In early twentieth-century Rwanda, Dr Vidal wrote, ‘the social
formation was such that the wealth of some provoked the poverty of
others’,'* a qualitative difference from the poverty created by incapacita-
tion which existed widely elsewhere. The distinction correlated with the
fact that Rwanda had no slaves.'!® Instead the kingdom had created a de-
pendent labouring class which was formally free.

Dr Vidal knew that her information might be contaminated by experi-
ence of the colonial period and especially by the Hutu revolution. She
devised means to counteract this, discovering, for example, that Hutu and
Tutsi informants gave similar accounts of stratification.’'® Yet she found
only a single individual who confessed to having been a day-labourer.!!’
The claim that half the cultivating population were labourers finds little sup-
port in the first written accounts of Rwanda. The most interesting study was
made in 1907-8, when European control was still slender, by a Polish
ethnographer, Jan Czekanowski. He identified four strata (Stdnde): royal
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officials; ngabo warriors (who occupied their own land, did not perform
ubuletwa, and were most numerous in outlying provinces); biletwa (whom
he described as ‘free peasants without landed property [Grundbesitz]. They
cultivate the land of the Crown and pay the chiefs a two- or three-day com-
pulsory labour [Frondienst] during the five- or six-day week’); and the Twa
pariah group.''® As a Pole, Czekanowski was quick to see that the Tutsi
ruled Rwanda as conquered territory in which ubuletwa was the core of sub-
jection:

In Mulera the clans have been subjected by the King and pay taxes. The Tutsi
have driven the natives from some hills and have permitted homeless mem-
bers of fragmented clans to settle themselves there. This rabble must render
compulsory labour and support their master in return for the protection they
are guaranteed. These are new communities which one must really regard as
analogous to proprietary districts (Gutsbezirken).''

Nevertheless, Czekanowski never used the word umucancuro or described
day-labourers as a substantial class. Some sub-chiefs, he noted, had their
fields cultivated by ‘their clients, whom they have made serviceable through
loans of cattle, as also by wage-labourers, who are paid with butter and
milk’."?° This was his only reference to such labourers, although ‘poor folk
who needed something to eat or who worked for beer’ are mentioned in
recollections of early twentieth-century Rwanda.'?! In general, Czeka-
nowski described a rather undifferentiated biletwa class of tributary but
land-occupying peasants. Indeed, he thought that because there was still
ample land, ‘power in Rwanda can be exercised much more simply by mon-
opolising cattle’, as was Tutsi practice.122 He added, moreover, that ‘The
power-holders must show consideration for their subordinates or run the
risk that, abandoned by their followers and subordinates, they may be wors-
ted by their rivals.”!?

Czekanowski’s picture of a much-oppressed class of land-occupying peas-
ants with a smaller number of very poor people dependent upon labour was
broadly confirmed by Dr Vanwalle’s oral research in western Rwanda
during the late 1970s. She found that Kigeri Rwabugiri had subjected Hutu
lineages to ubuletwa service. She also identified the umucancuro, but as a
man temporarily obliged to undertake day-labour, especially during famine
or the hungry season before harvest, and able to abandon this status or
change his employer at will.'?* The picture also has a parallel in Dr Botte’s
work on nineteenth-century Burundi. This, too, is based on oral sources
which are difficult to use. ‘Informants present two irreconcilable and con-
tradictory versions of labour tribute’, Dr Botte writes: ‘corvée for some, it
is without importance for others. And why be astonished at that, seeing that
they reflect existing social relationships, the division of society into social
classes, and therefore the manner in which surplus labour weighs on one
and the other?’'?> Moreover, leading Barundi historians reject Dr Botte’s
analysis, insisting that tribute was levied only by the monarchy and not the
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aristocracy.'?® And it is especially dangerous to draw parallels between
Burundi and Rwanda because Burundi did not experience the degree of
centralisation and aristocratic domination which Kigeri Rwabugiri imposed
on Rwanda.'?’

Nevertheless, Dr Botte’s analysis deserves careful attention. Like Dr
Vidal, he holds that the terms of access to land were the basis of society in
nineteenth-century Burundi and that in the central provinces, at least, Tutsi
succeeded in the late nineteenth century in making land tenure contingent
on the provision of tribute, mainly in periodic gifts to the chief but also per-
haps in labour service at one of the many royal demesnes scattered through
the country.'®® Such demesnes had staffs of permanent cultivators, ser-
vants, and retainers who were landless men who had volunteered to enter
royal service. In addition, at peak seasons each demesne employed neigh-
bouring Hutu ‘recruited from the poorest stratum of the peasantry: people
too poor to offer a pot of beer to the chief in order to escape the corvée’.'*
Outside the royal demesnes was a category of poor peasants (abagererwa)
who cultivated a plot of land belonging to a richer man in return for a cer-
tain number of days’ labour each year.'*° Finally, abashumba were landless
men — perhaps orphans, victims of famine or civil war, debtors, men with
uneconomic plots or inadequate sources of labour, victims of dispossession,
or those simply unwilling to meet tributary obligations — who attached
themselves as servants to a patron, living in his enclosure, subsisting at his
expense, and performing whatever duties he directed.'*! The earliest dic-
tionary of the Rundi language defines umushumba as ‘one who is in the ser-
vice of a master who in return gives him food and lodging, a domestic, a
slave (in the Barundi sense).’'*? The word had connotations of taking to the
road and of poverty, while the standard Rundi words for poverty, ubworo
and ubukene, had implications of humility and labour.'** The umushumba
could leave his master, which no doubt reduced antagonism, as perhaps did
the use of kinship terminology to describe the relationship, but in practice a
landless man found it difficult to free himself, and proverbs said, in effect:
Once servile, always servile.!** Yet the abashumba were permanent ser-
vants rather than day-labourers and they were fewer than Dr Vidal’s in-
formants held day-labourers to have been in Rwanda.!* Burundi, it
appears, had a stratum of landless individuals who supported themselves by
dependent labour, much as in early medieval Europe. A proverb recorded
in the mid twentieth century suggests an awareness of family poverty rarely
found in tropical Africa: “The poverty of the solitary is exceeded by that of
the woman with a child on her back.’!3¢

Dependent labourers were not the only poor people in Rwanda and
Burundi. There were bandits on the edges of the kingdoms, ‘roving girls’
who were either widows or unmarried women and might end up as concu-
bines or prostitutes, and especially the victims of warfare and famine.'*’
Generally, however, the poor were absorbed into relations of dependence.
‘I went to offer a gift to an overlord in hopes of getting a cow ... I was
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dressed in rags . .. My job was to clean the drinking gourds’, a Hutu later
remembered of the early twentieth century. A woman recalled that ‘I was in
such poverty I had nothing to put on but a goat skin, the skin of the poor,’
when her father sent her against her will to serve his overlord’s wife.'*® Re-
lationships of dependence were all-pervasive. ‘To disengage from client-
ship was impossible’, Dr Linden has written. ‘No sooner did the
missionaries weed out one set of patron—client relationships than another
sprang up.’'*

Clientship was the normal context for provision for the poor. The royal
rituals of Rwanda and Burundi did not mention this as a royal obligation, '’
but Kigeri Rwabugiri is remembered in western Rwanda as a generous king
whose residence attracted the poor and needy and whose storehouse, rut-
sindamapfa (‘conqueror of famine’), was opened in time of dearth.'*! Smal-
ler men, not surrounded by the legend which clothes Rwabugiri, were
remembered less charitably. “Who desires a corvée goes to the chief’, said a
cynical Rundi proverb.!*? “Those who were content to come and beg some-
thing to eat, without working for the shebuja [patron], were not received by
him’, Dr Botte was told. ‘... He said this: ““Are these my own children?
Too bad for them if they die of hunger. It’s nothing to me.”’!** The royal
courts of Burundi are said to have burned their unused sorghum stocks at
the end of each year ‘in making fire for the cattle’.'** There could be no
more vivid illustration of the brutality with which poverty was made overt in
these kingdoms, in contrast to its concealment in less stratified societies.
Rwanda and Burundi were among the worst parts of Africa in which to be
poor.

This chapter is necessarily inconclusive. That poverty existed in these pre-
colonial states, despite the absence of land shortage or world religions, is
clear enough, but the extent and nature of that poverty remain uncertain
because of the scarcity of sources and the difficulty of interpreting those
that exist. Generally, the poor were probably rendered so by the use of pol-
itical power; on the Gold Coast and in Rwanda and Burundi this power may
have acted by limiting access to land, but the sources may exaggerate this
point. The very poor, by contrast, are less well evidenced but seem mostly
either to have suffered personal misfortune 'or to have lacked access not to
land but to the labour of themselves (through incapacitation) or others
(through solitude or neglect). Certainly poverty here was, as ever, com-
plex. With regard to the survival and care of the poor, the striking feature
was the importance of power-holders in providing relief. That was a natural
corollary of their importance in creating poverty. Here too, however, the
sources may mislead, for they probably neglect the less spectacular but per-
haps more important actions both of family members and of the poor them-
selves. Problems of evidence dominate the study of poverty in these
societies.
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Poverty and pastoralism

Unlike land, livestock were a scarce resource in pre-colonial Africa. Pastor-
alists did not live in the egalitarianism often attributed to herdsmen but
instead provided some of the continent’s clearest evidence of poverty,
defined — as they themselves defined it — by lack of livestock. Differentia-
tion was accentuated by the riskiness of pastoral environments and the im-
possibility for a domestic unit to practise pure pastoralism unless it
possessed a minimum number of animals.' The importance of pastoralism
in breeding poor people was a distinctive feature of poverty in Africa when
compared with many other regions.

This chapter pursues these issues in three pastoral areas: the Saharan
edge of West Africa, the Rift Valley and its environs in the east, and the
cattle-keeping areas of southern Africa. Two problems receive special
attention. First, pastoral peoples had to choose between two diametrically
opposed strategies for dealing with their poor members. They could incor-
porate them into openly inegalitarian societies, as was the practice of
Tuareg and Moors in West Africa and Tswana in the south, or they could
exclude them from ostensibly egalitarian societies, as was done by East
African herdsmen and the Khoi of southern Africa. The reasons for choos-
ing one or other strategy are obscure, but the result was two quite different
patterns of social organisation. The second problem concerns evidence.
Pastoralists rarely attracted early literate observers, so that their history is
especially dependent upon oral traditions and the stereotyping to which
these are liable when discussing the poor. In West and East Africa it is
rarely possible to escape this constraint. In southern Africa, however,
literate observers lived among cattle-keeping peoples long before Euro-
pean conquest. There, and especially among the Tswana, something of the
complexity of poverty can for once be glimpsed.

The inegalitarianism of pastoral societies was especially blatant in West
Africa. The Tuareg people of the Sahara and Sahel pursued the strategy of
incorporating all levels of wealth into a hierarchical society. As a desert
people who had spread southwards into better-watered regions, however,
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their hierarchy varied in detail from one region to another. The best-known
desert group were the Kel Ahaggar of the mountain massif in southern
Algeria which dominates the central Sahara.” Kel Ahaggar society was con-
trolled by a small minority of camel-owning warrior-nobles (ihaggaren). Its
most numerous members were vassal warriors known as kel ulli, ‘goat
people’. From among the vassals had emerged specialised clerics (inesle-
men). Blacksmiths (ineden) formed a distinct caste. The pastoral camps
also contained black slaves (iklan). Finally, during the 1860s, but appar-
ently not before, the Kel Ahaggar incorporated sedentary, dependent culti-
vators (izeggaren, called haratin in Arabic).

Further south, in the Sahel, Tuareg groups differed from one another in
social organisation, but all displayed one major difference from the Kel
Ahaggar. Although the nobles remained a pastoral (and commercial)
group, pastoral vassals were less numerous; indeed, the most southerly Kel
Gress and Kel Ewey of modern Niger had no pastoral vassals at all by the
nineteenth century.® Instead, the most numerous group were the freed
slave cultivators known as Bella in the western Songhai-speaking regions
and Buzu in the eastern Hausa-speaking areas. Tuareg penetrating the
Sahel had presumably found themselves a small minority among cultivators
and hfd adapted Tuareg social organisation to assimilate and dominate
them.

Accounts of the Kel Ahaggar in the late nineteenth century show that the
least privileged category were the izeggaren cultivators, a relatively small
group of share-croppers who kept only one-fifth of their produce and paid
the rest to noble landowners. Kel Ahaggar despised agricultural labour, did
not intermarry with izeggaren, and regarded them with contempt. By con-
trast, the kel ulli vassals, although tributary, enjoyed some reciprocity with
nobles. So to a lesser extent did the slaves. These were true slaves of indi-
vidual Tuareg, did the heavy household work and much herding, could be
inherited but rarely sold, and could not marry without consent nor
bequeath possessions to their heirs. But they were raised with their masters’
children, incorporated into their masters’ households as fictive kinsmen,
bore arms and accompanied their masters on raids, adopted their masters’
tribal loyalties and enmities, and had important pastoral and commercial
functions. Among the desert Tuareg, therefore, the economic status of a
dependent category correlated with its social proximity to the masters and
the antiquity of its incorporation into their society.’

This pattern also applied in the Sahel. The status of Bella or Buzu cultiva-
tors varied widely. Those who spoke the Tuareg language, acknowledged
Tuareg superiority, and claimed no other origin enjoyed higher status than
those more recently incorporated. A study of a Bella community in modern
Niger has shown that long-assimilated dependants were proud to have
served heroic Tuareg warriors and despised more recent slaves.® Bella and
Buzu are said to have owed their masters an annual leather sack containing
80-100 kilograms of grain and to have been obliged to lodge them when
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they moved south in the dry season.’” Perhaps worse — because less predict-
ably — exploited were those agricultural communities such as the Hausa of
Adar in modern Niger who were preyed upon by competing Tuareg groups
without being incorporated into their society.®

It is known that among the Kel Ahaggar the elected chief (amenukal) had
the duty of charity to the poor of all strata and that among the Kel Ferwan
of Air the vassals owed their master an annual sadaka in stock which were
sold for the benefit of the poor.® Apart from this, however, no evidence is
available on individual distress among Tuareg, so that the study of poverty
can penetrate no further than these generalities about social strata.

Among their desert neighbours to the west, the Moors of modern Mauri-
tania and its environs, slightly greater detail is available. They too incorpor-
ated the poor as dependants into a blatantly inegalitarian society.
Warrior-nobles (hassanis) chiefly exploited free pastoral tributaries
(zanegha), whom René Caillié thought in 1825 ‘the most wretched of the
Moors’.!Y They paid an annual tribute in grain, stock, and services, as well
as other exactions, in return for the doubtful benefits of ‘protection’. Cleri-
cal tribes (zawaya) who shared power with the nobles chiefly exploited
slaves (abid), whose treatment Caillié described in terms which contrast
sharply with those used by twentieth-century anthropologists for Tuareg
slavery:

They treat their slaves with barbarity; calling them by insulting names, beat-
ing them, and requiring a great deal of service in return for very little food,
and having no other garment than a sheep-skin. I sometimes protested
against the cruelty with which these wretches were treated. ‘They are slaves,
they are infidels’, was the reply.!!

Both nobles and clerics also drew exactions from haratin comparable to
those among Kel Ahaggar: freed slaves, either Africans or with much Afri-
can blood, used as dependent cultivators or herdsmen. According to an
early French report, ‘the tribute (horma) which haratin pay is generally
lighter-than that paid by the zanegha. The normal rate is two cloths a year,
i.e. the same as that paid by the slaves living in the tribe.’*? It may be an indi-
cation of the harsher social order of the Moors that, unlike Tuareg, their
exactions do not seem to have varied with the social proximity of depen-
dants.

As to individual poverty, Caillié noted that among clerical tribes ‘The
poor who have no herds of their own are maintained by their tribe, every in-
habitant of the camp in turn giving them the milk of one cow.”"* A poor stra-
tum also existed among nobles:

There are amongst the Moors a sort of vagabonds called Wadats; these are the
very poorest hassanes, who have often neither tents to lodge in, nor cattle to
feed them; and being too idle to work, which indeed they consider as a dis-
grace, they like better to run from tent to tent and beg for a living. .. The
parties of Wadats are chiefly composed of women and children; there are
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seldom any men amongst them: they travel on foot and mounted on asses,
and always apply to the chief of the camp, who is obliged to find them pro-
visions.*

Among servile categories, too, women and children were especially liable
to poverty. Mungo Park, who lived in great misery among the Moors in
1796, thought the lot of female slaves especially wretched.!® Caillié pointed
also to the neglect of young boys:

Such of the Moors as have young slaves ten or twelve years old, send them to
the enclosure where the calves are, at milking time; and from every cow they
let them drink a mouthful of milk; which is all the food they receive, so that
they suffer much from hunger.'®

In all pre-colonial Africa perhaps only elsewhere in the Sahara was the con-
dition of the poor so wretched as among the Moors.

In contrast to Tuareg and Moors, East African pastoralists incorporated
only certain poor people into their societies and obliged the remainder to
seek their livelihood outside the pastoral economy. The most important evi-
dence here comes from Dr Waller’s study of the Maasai of the Rift Valley
during the nineteenth century.!” Although Maasai obtained food from sur-
rounding agriculturalists, they did not themselves cultivate but relied upon
a ratio of stock to human beings which had to be unusually high if the
pastoralists were to survive periodic drought.’® Marked differences of
wealth resulted. ‘Rich (il karsisi) and poor (il aisinak) had always coexisted
and, to some extent, complemented each other within Maasai society’, Dr
Waller writes. ‘“The herds of the wealthy provided a local surplus for redis-
tribution in the form of hospitality and stock loans; and the poor might seek
some security as the clients of the rich. The two were particularly linked
through the demand for labour.’'® Large stock-owners kept the delicate
balance between their herds and the labour needed to shepherd them by
recruiting dependent herdsmen, chiefly from poorer families lacking the
stock to support their members. Early in the twentieth century, for
example, most Maasai elders on the Laikipia Plateau of Kenya had up to
three or four herdsmen. ‘The relationship between the herder and his
employer was originally conceived of in quasi-kinship terms’, Dr Waller
explains. ‘.. .It can best be seen as a form of patronage.’?® While the rich
formed a stratum with some permanence, the poor were only mobile indi-
viduals, especially as some herdsmen were young non-Maasai who might be
adopted into Maasai families or return to their homes when they had
earned a beast or two. Maasai claimed that any energetic man could build a
herd. ‘One heifer is worth a man’s head’, said a proverb.?! In practice it was
more difficult, especially after the mid nineteenth century when repeated
civil wars concentrated stock into relatively few hands and reduced the
status of herdsmen towards that of ‘menials’, as they came sometimes to be
called.??
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Only a proportion of poor Maasai were herdsmen. Others who lost the
struggle for stock, grazing, and water might join one of the agricultural
groups — either Maasai- or Bantu-speaking — who surrounded the Rift
Valley; they might even resort to the common expedient of the African
poor and exploit the free resources of the bush as ‘Dorobo’, a Maasai word
which had come to mean ‘poor folk without cattle or other possessions’.?*
As Dr Waller writes, “The two ideas of poverty and hunting are closely
linked in Maasai history and thought.”®* Yet the successful hunter or agri-
culturalist who acquired enough stock to pursue a pastoral life could return
to the Rift Valley arena and become Maasai once more. Like Tuareg
society, Maasai identity contracted in drought as poor men were forced to
hunt or cultivate, then expanded again with the rains when the milk supply
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