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nc:.tur.:1.1 o r mr.:.n.-mCl.d() (' i ;-: 't;-j tGr:_~ , hG.s bo\~ n 0. CO!11r:lon oc curcnc ..) OV G r 
the l ong h isto:"'7 of c,;thiopicl . 

occurre d; :mn SOJTlU of the bost ' -ritine;s h~,vo triod to explore its 

t a ckled . Tho ~oc i 3 1 dim0nsion of ~his cnt~s trophe ho~ever , hac 
b e on g iven little uttention . 

Tho p urpo slJ of this study , thc rGforc: , ..; (~ 
~,' to th'.;JTlSlticully 

ana lYGo f rlJ 'lino-in3pi rod l;'r:l.h:~lric orrl pootr;y, c~ncl by so do ing gai n 
sOrlG i n::: i ght into t he pcycho l oe;cT of f.'cI,lino victiJTl,; ; t~lO ir 
fuolingc , hopes L:...rv.l. ~u;p ir.J.t i ()n.s . 

T'1ic thesis L ; divided i nto f our c h:1p t CJ rs . 

Chaptor on,,) d(;~,ls ",· ith t11C purroso , SCOpG , siGnific 'lnc,-" and 
limit ,".t ien of tho r;tudy ",':1d ells o ,'it:l do fillitions of terms . 

I n chnpt ~ r two , n soc i o - ocono~ic ~n~ historical survGY i s 
mndlJ with tho o. im of pr()vidinf~ SOI'1\: o f the necessnry cont ext for 
a cri tiC:ll '"pprclisnl of tlw collGc tcd 1'o::oos . 

Cho.pt o r thr()o c1o~,L3 " it h JTlothodolor;~' , :L. l' " the methods of 
collucting nnd elass ifyinrr t ho 1'O(;JTls. 

Th", f ourt h e ll. lp~ o r, i. s d"votO(l t e the c1iscu,,~;ion of tho 
Dnjor th0JTl~3 of tho pOOGs . 
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Finallv , the conclusion summarizes the importgnt ~le~e~ts tlle r r!senrc l-JB r JHlf3 obs -:I'V(~r1 i n th::~ C OllY'S£.: 0 f '1 i c-: s t l1c3~r . 



CHAPT1';H I 

INTHODUCTION 

1.1 Purpose of th0 Stu£y 

The prevalence of drou~ht conditions has create~ strain on 
t he basic necessities of life and has further complicated the 
already poor life situation of the peasants in Ethiopia . 

One of the \'luys in which people express their deep feelings 
of hardship and miseries is throup;h verse of sorro1'!, '.Ihich is 
commonly known in Amharic as, 1 env,ur[~uro - [\ word e'1ui valent to 
the En;;lisl} term lament at ion . Be 101:1 is a popular limhari c couplet2 
"Thich reflects the abominable conCiitions in vlhich the peascllltry i n 
a poor countr" like EthiopiC\ live . 

\ (!). () OIJ ..,. \ (!). fl.U 
~<1'l.m rl] Cl'" (!). y: : 

Lamentinv in verses Is cOJ:lm"on for t'le poor man As the vlate r he drin}:s is [\1[l3Ys muc'rjied . 

1It is very often imbued with feelings of loneliness, disappointment, grief, and the like , and in many instances , chanted or sun~ in sol itude to express private or social matters . 
2The '[lord ' couplet ' refers to the two line ilr:lh3.ric poem ';;hich, literally translated in Engl ish is ' poeIC '. Of the forty-six samples selected for the rese[\rch , forty- four arc Gouplets. Hence , the nord ' poem ' has been alternatively used with ' couplet ' in this study . 
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Tho image of the mu(l(1y viatElr here, utomcls to express the 
general conditions of his existElnce, 'iihich is all the more 
complic a ted l>:r recurring and persj_stent naturnl (lisastors , mainly 
drouf,hts. 

The above couplet in thu s , the reflect~on of the fact of life 
one s ees in the poverty- stricken segmcnt of the Ethiopi:m socicty . 
It i s in fact , more appl i cable to the l'oasant majority , vThich 
time 'l:1d ar;ain s uffe r eo under the hard blons of fam ine . 

The problem o f the p oor man , particularly in the rural areas , 
is not only non-availflbj_li~v of rotahl" '-'~ter '-,nc' the const"aint 
i n fetching it, as the curfnrEl meanin~ o~ the coup l El t sur~ests , 
but also in the ~~ncrnl lqck o~ othor , hnsic necessities of life, 
especi a11;r food . He is i 11--feel., Dl- clad , ano i.ll - she 1 tered . 
Th e i nne r meaning of t his coupl'lt Elxpre8ses in full , a ] 1 the 
hazards he faces. Couplets li.ke the above ,mel other p oems have 
b ec,n composed to express the l'1 i.seri os cLIld unhnpIlY experiences of 
p () ople \'Iho, a t one tiDe or anoth0:r', felt or vlitnessed, or suffe red f rom the consElql1oncos of famine or hunger . 

The purposo of ~his study is, therefo re, to thematic a1 1y 
anal yse famine-inspire~ A~haric oral poetr~ an~ by so doing 
gain sOIJe insight into the psycholo[;y of victims of famine , the ir 
feelings, hopes , and aspirations . 
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1 . 2 Scope of the StuCl" 

Famine probleI'ls have bec,n cOmJ~on features among the Ethiopi an 

peasantry . Their responses to such problems ho.ve also been 

expressed in various "laYs , of 'lhich oral lit",rature is one . 

Oral literatur e rer;ardinf; famine ann related com1itj,ons, 

could be found in various forms and In c1ifferent vernaculars of 

the Ethiopian people. As the topic of this stuc1y sUG~est 9, 

the focus here is solelv on famine -inspired Amharic or al poetry , 

v,enerated as a result of famine [(nc1 related conc'itions in the 

country . 

Amhar ic noems (inhe~itec1 or topical, evcnt - attach0 c1 or not), 

that S2Gln pertin.-'nt to t]lis stnc1v a n c1 nhich v'ere aV'l. i l ahle to the 

wr i t e r of thin stur'y 'lave be r ,, ', i,r':'lte(l h 'c re . 

1 . 3 Signi ficance of the Stuc1y 

This study hets been conceived as a result of the researcher ' s 

long years of service in the Relief and Rehabili t ation Commission , 

an organi zation , responsibl e for ameliorating the sufferings of 

d i sast e r v i ctims in Ethi opia . 

During these years of service , the writer had the opportunity 

to closely v/itness tlw sufferings of people -:Iho had bCEm vict i ms 

of natUral anCi man-I:mr'le c a lamities ; anCi was also deeply involve d 

in the Clay to da:' activitips of t hG orp;anizqtion which has heen 

connucten ~ith the aim of alleviating the suff0 ~in~s and plight 

of Ethi opian compatrj ots affJicteo b~ the cala~ities . 
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Most of the -Tit ten docm:lCnts that 'Ire rel,ted to famine t end to 1'ecoro a historical (lccount of the f(l1:1ine that has take n place, ann some of thl' best vlriti!l~S have; t1'ie(l to explore its causes , r.ama!~e '1l1(~ the \/a:'s and moans ',Ii tll \-Ihich it c('ul d be tackled . Some a uthoritins are of the opinion that the social dimension of snch a cntastrophl' has been r;i ven li tth- att ention. 3 
Insir;ht into the soci~tl il'lplic[ltions of farnine can a l so be gained by a comp!'ehens ivp ('(,sc ription of ima<,;in:::tive works r e l ated to f!'unine; vrh i ch hor:eve r, Iv'.ve been ir;noY'e r1 so frtr. 

The lack of comrr~hensi v<: 1'e[",'1Y'ch on social imrlic8.tions of f amine from a liter!lr~ peY'spe~tiv8 , e n~ t~e topicalitv of fanine as the sllb,iect of st,;(,,, in 8.1 1 its ramifications has motiv8.ted the r esearche r to undertake 8. critical examination of Amharic oral poetry dealing wit h famine and related conditions. 
Furthermore, the collection and COP1I, il l.tion of these poems i s attem:rted 'lith the b e lief that it ',7ill hf, lp stimul(lte furthe r studies in the field of literature , sociolor;y, 9.nthropology and other r,:)lated soci ,1 sciu!lces . Such stu'i i es would be worthwhi l e in a country like ours, Vlher,> c:rc lical and r eCU1"'ent clrou (';ht and famine conditions have become part and parcel of the complex life system of tho society . The outcomes of s uch studi es would also undoubtedl~T contribut E: their share townrr.s sol vin~ the perennial drought fln(l famine problom5 

-
3Alula Pankhurst, "80ci ,1 Cdmsequences of drour:ht 1'lJld Famine : 

An Anthropolo~ical Approach to Selected African Countries " 
(Unpublished 11'1ster ' s thesis , The lTni VflT'si tv of Irhnchestor, London , 
1985), p . f> . 



1 . 4 Limitation of the Study ___ --.JO_ 

Unlike poems " hich d.':11 Ii i 1;h such subj ects a s love, courage , 
death, and marriage , field-collGctcd and printe~ work data scem 
to indicate th~lt poel'ls relat;'.' to fafl ine 'In<'1 its consequences 
are very rare . One of thE' r0asons for this could be that , the 
former on(:s are in l.1any cases If'!attf' r ~;i of' evc: r:vc1a"':" life situations 
involvi,w; '~roups of p:,ople WhOS 8 actions can eas il:" be r8cord ;:;d 
dpT'in;c the p'lrtic111,r occasion or eVe'nt ; .,hile tl1e l atte r i s in 
~ost i nstances , a private affair ; a r09ult of ~()solate conditions , 
i ntoned dl)rin~ flOMe nt s or t i mes of dist r ess anf desnair . 

Poems that evolve 1n Dllch conditions sur face in a numbdr of 
cases to the point of bf!cominp, r :'cofSnizablo and popul"lr amonr; the 
cOflmunity throup,h time . It is the~efore difficult for 1; b ,' rese a rc he r to succGed in collecting iJnough r~aterial f::oom a spec i fic area 
wi thin a specific period of tiL~e , unless he lives amonr; t he p eople for quit " a whi l e . This , of course has implications for the 
researcher who i s not lucky enough to Get the necessary resources 
to spend some t im.) wit h the people in question . Beca~se of such 
problems th" researcher could not restrict th0 collection of th·.} 
poens to one r(;fiion :l lone ; for instance, Shoa or Hello , ::md a lso 
to ~ certain specifi c period of tine . Thi s has been the najor 
linitation of the' pipe r on t'w p.:1rt of t'1e reJ(~archc r. 

that '.'lOuld be take", as T'qpr : sentativ2 in expr ,qsinp; t>-' e Mi sery , 
fear , anc1 tl-t. hope , rr;} t bv the hunp;cr- strick"n maS'1ec; . Thus , all 

• 
the ge~8rnlizations pruscntc~ in tho conclusion ~~e has cd on the 
PO~ms treated in the stu~v . 
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1 . 5 Definitions of 'l'IorDS 

1 . 5 . 1 A~haric : -

The couplets use~ for this stu~y arc basicnll~ of Amharic 
ori~j.n , Rnd i t is technical]" ~pp~oprj.at8 to ~~for to thcm 2S 
'Arrth:lric rOG!'1 s ' or I c011plets I. 

But the r e'l lity i s th'lt , A~haric, bv 'lnr< lRr,:,;,o , i;:; not n 

fnct , it is a I nn":1l<:tr;e thclt has :J. 'Iirlp currnnc" th~our;ytout the 
countrv . FurtherlJcr ' , the proh l ems exp"rienced i n Etl-' iopia as a 
conseqlJenCe of disasters, ~r0 'lot linitc-d to those peop l e vlhqsG 
lanv;uaf.j(: is Arlhnric . Tl-).t:! ]J]"'obler1G h~lV·~ also b(~e n cornnOIl to other 
r;roups of pc:ople "ho share coonon values ' lOCi ':!::le'S of life , and 
respond to such catastrophes i n a more or less similar Dannor . 
And as 'JUch, tILe po,-~ms and <)xpressions though r epr esent ed in 
Amharic, have 11 uni vers'll upplic,lbili t:l anej carry similar 
significance among other groups as well. 

1 . 5 . 2 Fo lv.lor0 : -

Oral poe t r:r , "'hich i :-1 t"'e rni'l sllb,icc t of thi s ,s tud:r , is part 
and parce l of the brond bO(ly of kno"ll c r1 r;0 l~nor'TI 'W I "olklore I. 

3. Controv.3rsiaJ iS 31JC f0T a lonr; time . 

Regardinf\ t 11i '1 po i'lt , AIRY) Dundes hilS the follo\'ring to sny: 
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Debates about hO\l folklore should be defin"d have been '.-mged continuousl" eVe;r since the \'lord was coined in 1 8~6 by Villiam Thomas . Most Clefinitions concern tho ' lore ', hut some conc"rn the ' folk '. Lore - the rrwtt:rials of folklore rather than tho people who usc the materio.ls - ha.; h.)o'" d ~scribei! in ter~s of ori gin , fo r m, transmission end function ~ HOT;H;vr~ """ , there has h8:11 no W]_0espr en.d El~r,~emr;nt among fo lvlorists nhont nrhFl t fol1rlore is . 4 

subject - Folklore . Out of th~se definitions , the foJlo"in~ 
two are g iven holo~ t o at least point out the basic i~eaG embodie~ 
in Folklore , with the sole purpost~ of givinG a firm basis for 
the discllfJsion and analvsis of j;he pOc:r1S CIt hand , and also make 
the read .... r sc.nse the exi sting controversies ov" r ita definit i on . According to Gaster , f olklorc is umk r stood in the f ol l owing 

manner : 

Fol'dore is that part of a people ' s culture ~hich is preservcCl , conscio~sl~ or unconsciously , in beliefs , and practices , customs and ohG(~rvn~ces of ~enQr[l l currenc~r , in l'1~Tths , l e'cc'1rs, and telles of common 3cceptancc ; and in i\rts ano crafts ;7/hich express the tenpc;r and p;e'1itJs of Fl r;r 01rp r'lthf' r than of 

4Alan Dund,)s , The Stuoy of Folklore (Nel7 J ersy : Engl wood 

Cl i ff , Prentice Hall , 1q~5) , p . 1 . 



an i n(\ i vidual . Because it is reposi tor71 
of popular ' climat e ', folk l ore serves 
as Q constant SOllrc(; anr1 fran!;' of 
r of()renc c for more forma l lit ur;·,tl1rc 
~n~ art ; but it is distinct thcrefro~ 
i '1 tha t it i s cS:-'~ntiall-r of th .. ; 
people , by tho peopl e , ~md f or the peopl e .5 

Al tlcOl1["'l the HON1 fo 'l~lo" " i n l~o"e t 11Bn 
a c ":·r, tnr:v 010 , no exact a'-"r(~8m0.nt has 
BV(,r be n r'-·(lch')('. ;1 ': to its Fo" min;~ . 
The CO['110" ic: c' pr nr:. 'nt ~n !1 '_1 folklore 
i s that of tradition , something handed 
ilo'7n fro r.l one person to anothe r and 
preserved e ithe r i n memory or practice 
r a the r th::m vlrit i;en r ;cord . It involves 
the dances , songs , tales , l e gEmds 'lJld 
traditions , the beliefs a nd supers titions 
and the proverb i !11 sa;ring of p e oples 
ev.-, r YHhere . It also i nclud.,s si;ucics 
of customs, of traditional ap;riculture 
and domestic practic"s, types o f 
blJ1iJ.J.d i ngs and u tonsilis, and trad itiona l 
aspect s of soci(!ty orgunizntions .. . 6 

Based on the above definitions , one cnn r ealize that, 

' folklore ' embra Ce S the p;r oater part of t radit i onal culture , 

of which oral l i t(!ratllro i s ono. Oral litel'ature on tho other 
hand eJllbo r1 i es v arious ot' ''' r forpls' , inclu(linp; oral ]'oet ry - the 
sub,iect of this st,,(lv . 

Accorc' i YJr; to t'1is paper, thc;ro;ore, ' foll:lore ' r ef'l rs not 
on1" to t "'e uYl"'ritt cm , ite r ·<1.tll r e 0'" pnop18 , but [! l so to the 

Cl1stoms, bclicf~ C\Ylr1 tr~~itio'1s that people hav~ hanr1 ed do~n 
from ~ene rat io" to ~onn rqtion . 

\ h ria L,,~ ch , ( ed . ) , StDnr1"rU Dictionar;T of Folklore, Mytholog:v and k :;c:"d UL;.'! YO"l\:; Funk & Vlngnalb Company , 1(0), p . 399 ' 
6 Ibid ., p . 1+03 -



q 

Folklor" thus , d0~otas ~an ' s socinl a~d nnterinl ~eritage , 
vlhile ' oral Ii t0r.~. t1 ) T'e ' r·f ,rs to the w~rhnl forro] of t~e heritage , 
characte r ized bv its artistic qualities . 

1 . 5 . 3 Or" l Poetry , 

Oral poo t ry i s one' of t'H! i nportunt b r :mc h ;" of or a l 
literature . It is also regarde d as the oldest form of verbal 
art . The various types of songs sun~ on different occ f.18ions 
and for differe nt purposes , poems and dirges, for instance , are 
i nclucled under the heaninp; of oral poetry . 

The ul1'!ri tten lite rature of pc;ople, both in tho forPJ of 
prose and ,ve r se is in f",ot , an 01'.'1,1 act i vit" . But there exists 
a difference b~t~~en the m~thods of nRl i vorv of poe tic and 
prosaic elanents . 

Accor dinf'; to OVlOrovln , " ,.,heT'~as t:le pro c;;'ic conpolw ,-,ts are 
delivered i n the saflle Pl[l'ln 2 r .::-t s o.rr'jn,Qr"<r sreec1-; , th~ poe t ic R"(,8 
d i stinctly rhYChric GT'C1 t"k Hoice is 1Jsl~:lll" moCiulat"l(i. ,,'7 T~i s 
refers in shor t , to the choico and 'Irran~em0n t of "or ds empl07Bd 
in t he composition of pootr~T ,mel a lso thu \7'1'.' it is presentee' , 
to eventua.lly cr:oate n specific ",notion'l l response . Thus , 
"poetry is , by ,v\d large, diffur(:nti~lt",rl fr'OJ1l prose :lS b l'ing 

70YCkan Owof11oy eln , African Literatu!'os : icn In'trocuct i on (U .S . A. Africnn Studie s Assoc i ation , 1970 ), p . 8 . 



10 

mark8d by great" r sfdcialisn . ,, 8 Such special.ism in the pr act ic e 
of poetic composition Rn~ performance, also su~~ests the fact 
that ori-' 1 po·,t r ;T i n gen"r'll , i :~ (mployed for moru sur ious purposes 
than i s prose . 

Like al l other p;enres of ora'_ literature, the study and 
analysis of oral poetry has been affected by "iff8rent 
theoretic a l approaches to folklore . The Structural- Functiona l 
School of British anthropo lo h:' , for instance , Gave more emphas is 
to sociologi cal and anthropological aspec ts rathe r than the 
lit e r a ry . The concentration was purely on the func t ion of 
literature in a society . These functions, amon~ others , range 
from , justifvinR (ai~ed at mRkin~ rRorl~ accept a ~ivQn status 
quo) , pedagogic (used to i nstil i n the DdT'lbl: r s of the soci(;tv 
skills or behaviours that are considAred ess-,ntia l) , to en t a rtain-ment. The ·'1esthet i c .'1Sp"ct , hOllc -··e r nas ir~nor,"r' . It tllqS assumed 

Re p;arclinf, t he i mplicatio', of t 1: is approach to the collecti on and analysis of oral lite r atur c , Finnegan r~Narked thllS : 

Thl: r esult is that o'ru r the Inst Benernt i on or so practically no collection or anal~siG of oral lit e r nture have boen mad" by British scholars . Uhon oral literature ,/as nentioned , the fashi on I'/US to play donn the aesthetic aspoc t in favour of the functionaL .. pro s~ narrnti ve 

SRuth Finnegan , Oral Lit e r ature in Africa (Nairobi : Oxford Unive r sity Press , 1984) , p . 82 . 



11 

was moru oft i!n referrad to t han sun~ yoetr y , since it was c 8sie r to make a quick r ecord of it and since it was more sui table , particularly in the form of ' myths ', f or usc i n functional an(l l ys i s . 9 

The dominance of this functional approRch is thus re garded 
as one of the maln fRctors tha t hampered the study of ora l 
li t erature in this centur;T . 

The HistoricRl- Gf!or;r aphical School of f olklore hRS a lso 
its negative il'lpacts on the stud:T of this oral art . Thi s approach has bee n popular i n the 1']ine teenth B'1U th e t l'7entieth c entllries . 
He r e the focus Has on t he 'l r en of ori <,; i n an<'l spr ea<'l of' o-.:'al tales . 

As Finner;an rE~!'1.arks i1'] this connecti on , "dptail.p rl 
i nvest i gatio'l of the [\Ct1121 soc inl literarv 1'01 '; of for111s of 

10 
oral liter'lt 1.! r e i n pa rt:i.culqr cll1t'.1r·:;s " '.JT'e thus not called for . 

The Historical-Heco'1structi ona l approach , on the ot '1e r hand , 
concentrnte~ on making usa of folklore and folklife materia l s to 

11 recapture vanished historical Rcc ounts . As VlG. S the case of the 
t wo prev i ous approac hes , the study of oral lit erRture i n its own 
right was a lso played dmm he re . 

These and a nUl'lbe r of othe r theoretical po ints of view have 
thus affec t ed the study of oral lite r Rture in genc:rRl. 

9Ibid ., p . :,\Fl . 

10Ib i d ., pp . 39- 40. 

11Richard M. Dorson, ( cd . ) , Folklore Clnd Fo l lc]ife (U . S .A. The University of Chic ~~o Pr ess , 1a~2) , p . 12 . 
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It is generally agreed that the attitude of Westerne rs toward Africa a nd its tr~ditions in the past has been opinionated , and this , on its part , has haC' further implications in the study of its oral literature . The wir1ely held b (l lief has b een to view Africans a .s destitute of trad i tions, in fact , having no o r al lit e r ature . 

The follol'linr; r Qsh remark quoterl by Bl1rton a c ontury ago rei5urdin'~ the litc ~'lt\1re of non-literiltc Africans illustr,tes t'lC point: 

"Thn savnp;c custOM of ~oin~ nnkecl. , II ~1~, aT'? toln , " has (i0.n1J(1f),1 t'1(; mind , nnn c1 ~ Rt;ro:ved 'Ill (1ecor\1!O in the lR. nr;ua~f). PO !"'.It Y'v t~GT'(; is (l(P1C; t~1e sO~P.'S are mos t l-'r rnnet:; it :Len.s of a fel"! Jr·~erholical p.Y]1ressions . Ther., is no metre , '10 rh-'111e , nothing that int8rests or soothes the feelings , or arrest the passions; no admiration for the he :lVcn17 bodies , no tClStu for tbc buauties of creCltion . W~ miss the cultivat ed mi nd \7h ich dulights in s >, izine; on these objects, and embonyine; theD in suitable wo rds . "1 2 

Such generalization and cri ticisJ'l \/ilS , ln fact the reflection of a widespread assumpt i on equating literature Hi th \"lri tine; . 
Be that as it r:Jay , some remarks have to b e made on the definition of t'1C term ' poetr:T ' . Various direct Clnd indirec t definitions have heen g i v(m by several prominent personalities. 

12Rich 'lrd F . Burton, Wi t ano l\Tisdom from "{,.'s t A fricCl 
(New York : Non;r o UnivPT'sit" Press , 1Q6Q) , p . XII. 
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Here a r e t hr ee dcfinitions13 of poetry Hhich give sOr.Je 

i ns i ght i nto its nature . 

"Poetry is 0. spont aneous overflow of pOl7erful emotions ." 

William Wor dswarth 

"Poet r y is life seen thronfjh a tel'lc)erament ." 

Wi l l i aM Wor<1sHarth 

Poe t ry shonld he, brip.f, passio nat e , int;ens(> . " 

E(!",'\r Allan Poe 

<1 i stinctl'T r l1:,rtl-tl'1ic , ','ri ttc' n me t ric a ll~' in 0. lo.nr;uRCc~: cbosen 

and nrranC!;cd to c r eat ') a specific "mot ion:l l re s ponse through 

I'leo.ning , sound and rhythr.J, and employed for more serious purpos(;s 

than prose . This gene ral dofinition eqnal l y appl i cs to Ethiopian 

oro.l poet r ;r as VJe 11 : thus , t hi s a lso appli e s to 1,villaric oral 

poetry , which is the subject of thi s study . 

1 . 5 . 4 Famine /hunger/ 

The po ems contained i n this study arc , in the main , woven 

out of the i ntense fee lin[';s of people , arulinr; from the shortage 

of f ood . Famine and hunge r , t e rl~s d i rectly or innirectly recurri ng 

13Sto.n l ey C. Glnss0", ThA Groundr~rk of BnRlish Compos ition 

(Lon(!on: The Claredon P~ess , 1051) , pp . 10q_2h . 
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in these poems , denote the hunGry ~nn ' s quest for food . These 

terms, therefore , d~serve some introduetory stntements. 

Famine is understood by different people differently . 

Because of the existing confusions in terminology , ordinary hu nger, 

und(,rnourishm"nt , malnutrition and ff1!!linc arc used interchane;cabl y 

as " f h 14 1 t c~r etre s:vnon~rfJOus . 

Mesfin 001d0 Mariam ' s definition of fn~inc fa lIoNs thus: 

Fam i ne is a gen3 r al an d widespread 
prolonged and persistent, 8"rtra- ordinnrv 
nnd insllfrer~hle hun~er lastin~ for 
several months Rnd ~~re~ting the 
majorit~ of th!! ~Jrnl population ov~ r 
More or loss c .... ti)nsiv.:; area , res11ltinr-; 
in tot" l social and economic 
disorg~nization and mass dC"lth hv 
stnrvation . 1 5 

If fal'l i ne ~'~'lns that much in t,~rmG of its duration and effect, 

how about hungur , a ter~ ~hich , in most instances, is confused 

with it? 

Hare again , a distinction i s made bctrJeE..:TI vrhat i s termed as 

f Sp0Cific l and ' Kenera l ' hunger . 

' Specif ic hunger ' is taken as a tendency of an ani mal to 

i ngest certain foodst u ffs s(llectively , 16 while ' genera l hunger ' i s 

14!.leSfin Vlolde MnriaJ11 , Rural Vul nerab i lity to FaI:l i ne i n 
Ethi opi a : 1958-1977 (India : Vlkas Puhl lshlnf, House PVT Ltd., 
'1 984), p . 4 . 

15Ibid ., p . 9 . 

16I bid . 



equat ed witl) famine , affecting largo numbers of people in rural 

aroas as a consequence of non-availability of food for n relatively 

lone; time . 

Thus , gena r:11 hunger, h0ro:1ft,;r, hunger, ~n this study , which 

is quit·:} often seen to be synonymous I.vi th fnriine 1.8 a condition 

where a t otal lack of food i3 e~pcri0nced, lending to dp:1th nnd/or 

to the mi l~rrttion of pooplo in SGarcl1 of foon :1\"1:1:' from their homes 

,pd locAlities . Since l-JungC'r ,ncl frt,lino lnve come to mean 

subst~.ntinll'r the CJ~\T".' thin r; , tho r,) s"'1"~hcr h-,s tnl reY1 the, liberty 

of using th0!l1 int eT'ch.:trr:,'l~l"(T in this :>tl1ChT • 



C HAPT ETl. II 

ETHIOPIA : SOC IO - T;COnOl UC .'cND HISTORICAL 
PERSPECTIVE 

This c haptnr 'ttt':Jl1pts to rnnl~c, LFl : x [l1'1 i nst ion of tl:e '-'icler 

backECr01P10 agai nst "Ihich the ['\loine pro1-Jlel'l o f t'1e Et1''ciopian 

rural masses 3houl ~ he G (~en . 

Fa ctors related to the recurruncn of disastrous foo d 

short:J.r",os in th'" country are> numerous . They range from 

unfavoura ble climatic cond itions t o backwardness both in terms 

of Llrming methods nnel the Innd hold i ng system . 

Any anal ys i s of Ii t (j r a ture Vii thout SOI'l8 backGround to contrast 

with is, of course , a futil" a tt empt . lLS Finnegan succinctly puts 

it : 

I n Africr! , as e ls(,wherc , liter:1ture is 
pr~cticRd in a societv . It is obvious 
thn t 'lily anJ.l:'s is of . ' . . literatur e !'lust 
t."tlw account of social and historical 
context - and never more than in the 
cns~ of o ral lituI'ature . 1 7 

I t is (1)i t " trlle t hnt '1. Pull al"COll:1t of the cOllntr" ' s social, 

poems tre~ted i n th0 stu~" coulct be ~iv~n by 'tuthoritio d i n the 

resp '" ctiv., fields . Th is ch!J.rter hov18vt)r, poul(' onl-r VGnture to 

g ivo a bri e f i ntrod 11ctio'l 01' th;o sllb .4" cts qith th" 8. i m of providing 

somd c ont e xt which is e s sentia l for a critical Qx nn i nntion of the 

POCtls . 

17Fin no gan , Op . cit ., p . 48 . 
16 



CHAPTER II 

ETHIOPIA: BOCIO-:r:;CONOlIIC ,'eND HISTORICAL 
PERSPECTIVE 

Thi s chapter ~tt2~ptS to mn1;e an 0xnnination of the "ider 

back&:roll"ld against "Thich tho f ' lJ~ino problel'1 of t"lo Ethiopian 

rural masses Ghoul~ h e S 0 8n . 

Factors related to tho recurrunc e of disastrous food 

short:l~()s in th'3 country i:~re numorous . The y range from 

unfavourable climatic conditions to backvlRrdne s s hoth in terms 

of f .:-trming methods and the land holding system . 

Any analysis of literature without some background to contrast 

with is, of course, n futile att cnpt . ,,8 FinneGan succinctly puts 

it: 

In Africa , ~s elsewhere , literature is 
pr:lctic e d in a society . It is obvious 
th'lt 'lny an:ll;Tsis of ... lite rature must 
take account of social and historical 
context - rind never more thrm in the 
cnse of oral lit e ~aturo . 17 

It is olJit" trllc that '1 f'ull ar-count of the conntrv ' s social, 

economic 'lnd '1istorical .f',.'ltU~D S th".t '11' ,.' b'3.cl'f';roll"lds for the 
, 

pooms tre'lted i n the stll~ v could he ~ivsn by '1uthoritied in tho 

glve a bri"f introdl1ction on the sub,i " cts "lith the Cl im of providing 

s ome cont ext which is ess ential for a critical uxnnination of the 

po(ms . 

17Finnugnn, Op . cit ., p. 48 . 
16 



17 

2 . 1 GeoGraphy nnd Clirlatu 

Ethiopia , on~ of th~ oldcot nations in the ~orld, io 

s i tunt ed in the> horn of Afric(l . Ph:TGically , it consists of a 

wid" riln rse of r;"o~raphic(ll feat ures , ch::tr::tcteri zed by v e r,r high 

plateaus ~itll pr3cipitollO ed~Gs , tow~rin~ mount::tin peaks , deep 

P:O T'gC8 anc1 v;).llevs , rnig~t:'I{ ri vcr s"-rstc;ms , 1 '1.1n:s, great grnsslRn(l s , 

'7o.rm and ariil 10"11'1"10" . The 1 OIfJ 1 ,nvj "1"''3.S iT' the ,,,n.st , south , 

Ethiopia ' s n3tuT'Rl r~sourCH is its rich and larg~ ar;riculturnl 

consid2r"d to be sli it 'lble foT' cuI ti v'ltion Clnd pqstor::ge , though 

ctt pres.c"1t le ss t '·w."1 t;'!C'nt y p :rc c nt of thG tot',l nr 'lble l::md lS 

It ' t' 18 
cu lva vc . . The c ountr;r ::tlso Ins abundant surfClce and 

underground ·:·nte r r"sourC8S for irrie;ution ·md drinking . But v e ry 

little of this has be"n utiliz.]d . 

Th(: rlountainous tcrr:1in hns 'l consid,' rnble eff ec t upon the 

country IS clin:1te . ThouC;h Ethiopia is situated in the tropical 

zone, its hiC;h altitu8e i s r esponsible for the cool and bracing 

climate . 

18Reli~ f Clod Reh'lbilitntion Connissio" , The ChnllGngcs of 

Drourrht: Ethio in I s D,(':'lc' of StY'1)"',;l" i'1 Re,ll..; f "no 

Ra hnblll ,'l. 
.d., 1 llS')) , p . 34 . 
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Th~ rulationship hetw~en t eMperature nn~ populntion density 

is :llso clc',rlcT l'mrbJi il1 tlv countT:' . Thr] nost r1 'nncl:' populat~d 

par t is the platc 'lll to tlJ r , north- ',mnt of th" Rift V",11 e ;r . 19 Due 

to this f :lvo ur~\b l, ) clim\tj,c cO'loition , ont of tIL' tos"-l fort:'- tyrO 

million , thirt'-- (c ircht rillion of t'lc: l'OTJUlntj,on ( i. e., n i nctv 

pcrc0nt) li V i' h&:""" " , 'r"lic'l cO'lstit'lt,:) S "ort :c-llj n0 D(;T'Cent of the 

"() 
COl1ntY''',r ' s 311rfqr.(.' nren . '-.I Tly' r,~r:-~i.llinr; t?]l') r: T'C -nt i n'lnl-) it t'l1c 

even c e~SQ totall~T , ~ivin~ ris e to dT'011~ht . T~c African contin 0nt~1 

problum of desert -o)ncroaC11rl"nt ho.G 0.1so, :'"""r to year , its inp,:lCt 

on th(; lifo of the: Etl1iopi.:m f 'l rner , by a ff"cting th(, ro.inLl 11 

pnttl:rn . lI..t tiP1\.Js , th€..:ro a r c di['H13turs froLl h ,J,~lVY rains and 

floods , ann at other tin~s f r om drought . Such em iwbala nc e of 

nature is wcll (,xpressc(l through a popu l a r :<nllw.ric folk poerl in 

tho following wanner : 

19Reliof 'lnd Rchnbilitntion COl'lDissio'l , Tncklinr; the 

~av,:t?;es of Droui}ht (1\00i3 Abobo, : 19S5) , p . 3 . 
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'Ht:;" f1. l n fH l1J ?A,W ?hi\U 
IT) ~l n .ttO IT) tM\ lJ ? M l; 

t H?(]}9" AlQ lJ. '1' 1J<;>f1. J iMU: 

You s i"nd tll ," Re,iT' 
Th~t [Joor , 0 Go~ , 

Anrl t1 ~ (~ 811"1 I ') ~I' '1t 
Thnt score l.~ : 'J • 

Ttl )Y' . ) j.t j s, :1'T ti1l,"r' 1'1'111 for "0\1 

To 80l'! i j- von:rs:,} f . 

The se nrc th~; lon~~ (lr~r S ( ~' 1S0n , bega , and the big r~lin~;~ sc 'l.Gon , 

kcrm~t . ---

Since '1~ric\lltur,! l " ., tlw dOl1in'1ut :!ctivity in the country , 

the importance of rain in the '1pl'r('pri<lt<! S'."lson is :l prime concern 
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populCltion of the highLmd r,:. r;ions of th ,~ countr;r . 21 Ovcr-

popul~tion in these arcas ~s i!ldic:lt ~ d earl i or, is also anothe r 

proble]1 nhich further 3~r;rav:lteG the situation . 

Furthermore , l;incL' the highl 'mn population tota l ly oopond 

on rai!1-furl agricul,\;u 'r (~ , [Ul(l th~~ topof';:r-aphy of the n. r d3. no.kcs 

ir r ilVttion ::tf5ricn11;1l-e 'llmm;t inpossi,)le; ':lhSCflCO or sho r tnr;c o f 

This al .so holc1s tT'll? foT' t'i" nornnic 'me' s " ""i - nol'!'lnic 

Scholars !n.ve r'i:fcr"d on the D1mbe r of l:ln;\ua ges th-lt exi s t 

22 
i n Et hiopi 'J . Sone bulLlve that oVur ::kvc:nt:r Vln(5uages a r e s p ok un , 

while 0 chora put the nUf1b()r J.S high as ni!l()ty . 23 I n both c ases , 

it test i fio13 tho linf,uistic divc;],:3ity of the nc-ction . 

21Rel i ()f 8.no Reh."tbili tation COrll'lission , COPlbatt i nr; the 

Effocts of C? clical Drour;ht in Ethiopia (Andis Ab a ba , 1Cj8::,) , p . 9 . 

22 M. L. Bendc' '''', (eQ . ) , I",c.nr;unr;e In :~thi opi'l (Lon(lon : Oxfor d 

Un iversit~ Presn , 1Q76), p . 13 . 

1 972 
2 3;'"c1dis Ahaha. Uni VOT'si tv , 
(Ethioni c.n Cal~ noar . ) , p . 

ACl TIl.'1S 
2 c\ .. 

(Va] . 1 , No . 2 , Add i s Abab~ : 
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Three mO,ior lin~uit1tic fnmilibs :ire found in the country . 

These ar'] , Cushitic ( p r 2domin'lY1tl" spok"n i n the southe rn hal f 

of Ethiopio , i nc ludi Ylr; Oror·o, Som .. ,li , Sic '1mo , -md M~nn), Nilotic 

(spok.m mainl:' :.<lonr; th" no rthurn and \/Cs t i) rn ()sc"rpme nt le [tding 

to the Sudan) and 8 (;]l i tic, spoken rmin l y in the northern hnlf 

24 
of thu country . 

Amharic , in which the collec t ed poens for this study nrc 

expresnGd, is G.I!1ong the Ttl<1n;' l ~lnp;U:1R"';s found in Ethiopia . It i s 

Senitic i n origin and i 8 hoth spoken Rn d writt en . 

;,mh'lric h',S bean s poke n in Ethiopin for cEmturi os , though 

no one kY1017S Cl x'1ctly for hO" 1 lonr; . But still theI'P nrc SOLle 

scholnrly specul'ltions 3lon~ this line . 

Dr . Sil'r; i w Ihhle S:, lRssic, ,m Et1,iopion schol'll' '1n<'l histori3.n 

he lie v (:s "chat , il.r1h'lric , 1'10St nT'ohnl)lv bcr;o"l to bt~ spol~ .?'I'l ·n i(1 ·.~ 1 y 

durin r-; t1l', r e ir;n of :;;l1p ;~ ror Lalibaln (1185- 1220) , 2 5 while Wright 

believ-3 s th9.t, A]l1>':lric c 'm" into oxl.stenc 'J by 1300, '1no thl) 

carliest Amhar.ic r:1"'l11Script d:1t e s from ilhout 1800 . 26 

24SirlOl1 D. !i18s"iw-:, "The' lIir:hlrmd- Plat<e<tu Ar,h.clr & of Ethi opia " 

(Unpublished Doctor ' s the sis , Tho Ul1l v e rsi t :r of P ensyl Vanlo. , 

U.S. A. , 1957), p . 4 . 

25S irgi w Hable Selassiv , "lu lharic nn a Lit e rary Lcmgu a ge 

Prior to the 19th Century" (Addis Abnb(\ Uni versi ty , l\ddis Itbo.bn : 

1969) , (MimeOGraphe d . ) 

26Stephen G. \7right, JiDh(tric Li turatur() , " SOL~c thinft ' the 

lit erary Do.gnzine of University ColleGe of Addis 'baba , 0 . 1 , 

(Addis Ababa : 1963) , p . 12 . 
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Three mD~or lin~uistic families ~rc found in the country . 
These ar·:] , Cushitic (pr2domin:l"tl" 3pok:;n i n the southorl1 hal f 
of Ethiopia , includinr; Orof'o, Som.l li, Sic.:tmo, 'md ilV,Dll), Nilotic 

to the Sudan) and Semitic, spoken l"lainly in the northern half 
24 of thl: country . 

• mharic , in which the collected poens for this study are 
expresBGd, lS ll!!lOng thu P1rtn7 l:)nr~u3.f,C s found in Ethiopia . It is 
SEmi tic in orir;in nnd i s hoth spokc;n and writton . 

;cl"llnric 11'1S b ew n spoken in Ethiopin for crmturi(~s , thoup;h 
no one k,,0173 CX'lctl:l for ho", 10nr; . But still there nrc sone 
scholarly speculations :tlon~ thi3 line . 

Dr . Sirp;i1!J H,ble S:, I0.ssic , em Ethiopian schol'1r '.In(i historian 
helievl:s th'lt, Anh:lric , most n~oh0.1)lv bep;a n to b~ spok~n ~iccly 
during tIl', r(:ip;n of'~nri,t'or Lalibala (1185-1220),25 while Wri p;ht 
be liev,')s thDt , Al">'ario c '~f1 " 

uarliest Amhn ric m~'lllScript 

into existel1c~ bv 1300 , and 

26 dates from about 1800 . 

the 

24SirlOD D. Me sninr;, "The IIi~,:hlnnd-Plat"nu Ju,h.'lr ol of Ethi opia" (Unpublished Doctor ' s thc slS , Tho Unlversi t y of Pensyl vnnla, U.S . A. , 1957), p . 4 . 

25S irgi w Hable Se lnssic , "Ju1haric as a Literar,r L~Ulguage Prior to the 19th Contury" (l,ddis Ahaba Uni v e rsi t~" Addis ,'cbabn.: 1969) , (Mimeographed . ) 

26Stephen G. rlright, lcJ:'h;tric Li tl .. raturc , " somothinft , the literar y magaz i n e of University Collego of Addis ~babn.,o . 1, (Addis Ababa : 1963) , p . 12 . 
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Bnsed 01, th" l:.1tu:::;t ::tv:cil",)l: d:lta , t1'.0 corl1'1onlc' hi,ld view 
'"1.1"01:'('; r1:1n~' scbol'u' s is thnt , th"" oldest knO'iln l1"riti"l[';s in ADharic 
'"1.rG pO']Jns or song:::; O'ltinr: h",ck to the fourteenth century. These 
TJoew, !nvc, b0.:n '.,rr'it tell, ill Jer'.ise of tIEl Ethi opi :lll Empc:rors Al!lda ~nYOD , Yesh~q :IDO ~!ln~dios . 27 

Thoue;h ;unlnric :lfplnr uo i~1 \:!'it inr; In t~lu 14th century , it 
only i~~ tho 1:lir:r1le of th" nineteenth c(lntury that i t be gnn to 

be: used (18 n l1ediul1 of -;Irit ten cO!1lJUnico.tion by g r Eldu:l11y replacing 
GOEl Z, th(! .,mciu!l.t ·:mo liturgicnl l 'Ulp;u 'lge of Ethiop i n. . ].c cordi ng 
to Ullundorff : 

It I"as . . . king Th<!odor,) 'Iho r;:.lv e the 
gr, ..... tnst il1puliw '1"1(l ,mcoura[';f>!1ont 
to iLrlll.'"lric ] it(::r'"1.tllre ::IS '1 pl.'lDk i T'!. 
bis r;()1'·2r~~ ~ pro~rnT'l of If1p ~:) ri '11 
Unific~tions .• . 28 

Since t'E! :reir," ()" Enp,,:ro:r ~l:)ne 1i.k II , i t l-Jas fu~ther r;ro'lfn 
to ho tl-Jo onl'! ni(l,-,lv writte"l l~.n";llnR;O of' Etl-Jiopi3. . 

BefoY'(: t",:, 1"'711 Et'ljJ']:,i."" Hevoll1tion , t110 CO'1cor"l of tho 
f';ove~""1!l .. ,,..,t h'lG b8"" 1;0 f'll~t'lt':r <,L',V" lop AT'1'"r i c t''Tourrhout the 
C01Jntrv , b'.., p:)vi nn: IOEis or n(l 'lt tt.'''tion to the Ot~2 r. l:-!Y'J,,:uo.p;es. 
Al tl-Jour,}l A"h~ric , r,y virtllc of b",ir!o;, ':Tri tt8Y1 l "lnr,uap;e , played 
~n ir.lport~qt rolc III thu n.'lst, the ~e D~~-; ~lso obher eq\1211y 
i mport,'lnt r.llljor l~mr:;llnr;(![; ITith larg(! nllrlbe r s of spe2ke r s . These 
are the OrolDi g'1il and Ti e;rip;na '.'Th i ch should have "Iso dese rved due 
a t teDtion . 

27Tho J:lGS Leipe r Kane, Ethi opiCln Li terat uro i n ,\ohnric (Wiesbadcn : Otto Harrasso'Nitz, 1975) , p . 3 . 

28:::; . Ul lc:'~dorff , T',c Et'1iopians (Lond 0 ' 1 : Oxford Un ive rsity Pr ess , 1~GO), p . 155 . 
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nation~l r ovolut ion co~pletolv ch,ng8d this p,st tr~nct . 

Accordin~ to t~~ N,tion,l DCMocr,tic Revolution Pro~r'Dne issued 
i n 1976, " DO nation llit"! '''' ill d(lmin'lte~rothc; r on,; Gincc, the history , 
cultur0 , Lm,;uap;c and reli[';ion of 8;\c11 n'ltion,lit;T lIill have 
equCl l rocogni tion in :lccorct"nce vi i th the spirit of socio.lisn . ,, 29 
He nce , tht~ way tho..: vn.rious ethnic grouI)s ~~n d 1 ::tnf~ u'-le;8s of 

Ethiopia is looked at , o.t th0 mor~cnt is, ago.inst the background 
of the nbove policy . 

It is quite true that Amh'lric pre-dominates on the p l nteau 
of north- I'J0st c cntrnl Ethiopia , sp()cificnllcT i n Shoa , 1[10110 , Gondar, 
Clnd Gojj,m rc~ions . But bi'C'IU~~ of tJUl position it h~s Maintainod 

rl.l~oincd tl'il COl:1pwn ,"cr' i um of c onmllnic ,tion (Linp;uJ. Francq ) for 
th.e lar[;e r c 'mtJ1"8 of pOl'"1nti01] in t'l" othe,.,., p,0rts of' th.e country. 

those i n r '0 1igiou8 c irclos . It 'ns s,'T'ved ilS a mediupl fo r criticism 
:lnd for p rofound rJi ttici~>~I . But it 11'18 :11:;0 b 8"n rer;arded o.s one 
of th,o stUl1blin[i blocks for thos" ';110 v .. mtu::,," to 10'lrn the L:nguag" , 
mninly foreigners . 

29The Provisional llili tClry /,dninistrrlti ve Counc II of Ethl opln, Progr:lI1 of the No.tional Del'lOCr:1tlc RE'volution ("c1dis "bnba: 1976) , p o 
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The l ::.'1rr,u'1 c -'1",rl "t""'jc ro lic" l)T'OUf"l,t -.,bO\lt; h" t'v, 1<174 

n'1t i on'll revolution conpletJlv ch'1n~~d this P'1st tr2'1rl . 

Accordin~ to t~2 N'1tion'11 Dunocr~ tic Re volution Pro~r~~ne i ssued 

i n 1976 , " no nation llit7 ''' i 2.1 domin'lte .'lrothc;r on ;, since; the history , 

cultur~ , l~n~unvc and religion of oach n'1tion'llit ~ 11ill have 

equal recognition i n accor dccnc(; -,;ith the spirit of socialisIl . ,,29 

Hence , the way th" v',rious ethni c groups ::nd l:mr;u'lges o f 

Ethiopi :1 i s looke d at , a t th0 m0I1(ll1t is , ngainst the background 

of the rlbove policy . 

It i s qui to true that AClh-lric pre - doninates on the p l ilteo.u 

of north- I'18st c,:ntr<\l Ethiopia , spc,c if ic:l11y i n 8ho:\ , 17,, 110 , Gondar , 

::tnc1 Gojj 'lm r(cgions . But b ii C'IUG .' of t]1;) position it h~,s MBintEl inod 

throu~h c t"": nturic s ns tl;0 nntiJ)ll I S of.rici '11 11.n~lJn.:~c , i t hi1S '.llso 

T.'1}ll'1inerl t'", cormon roe(iUl!J of conmunic'ltion (Lingu:l FY' 'lncq ) f o r 

tlJ.e lar[,;oT.' c mt,"rs of pop" 1atio1, in t}, ,~ oth -' T' p~rts of' t1-)e c ount rv . 

Among the most C10 ~T'lv ohsc T'v:1hlc f e 'ltuT'0 S of t he Allh 'lric 

l:ln c;u.:lp;-..: 1 3 , it s 118 ( ; o-f' pUY'!s or dOilh l c: f'1~'-~n i ngs . Such lJSo.n;~ of 

those i n r i] l i g ious c irc l(;s . It h-'lS s, ' T'ved R S <1 mediul'1 for critic ism 

2nd for profound v i ttici3·1 _ But it h'ls ~130 be, n ra~3rddd as one 

of th0 stul'1blin~ blocks f or thoSJ -iho v~ntu~2 to le~rn the l nnguag0 , 

m~inly f or e i gne rs . " .. . Amlnric Ins :11':1 \?S <'bliGhtdd i n the 

29The Provisional rlili t:1ry ;,drnnistr'ltl V0 Councll of Ethl opia , 

Progr~tl of the Nat i onal Dellocratic Revolution (~(ldis "baba : 1976) ,p o 
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innuendoes :1Dd witticisD .. . "no circur110cutor~l constructions ," 

k d \" ' J t ")'" t 1 ~ " ~ f ' 1 ,,30 
rCDar_ e ',rlg 1 , ,,' nc" 'lre _le ,f{'SP,ll T' or orelp.;h enrnprs . 

2 . ? People , CuI tllro .''1''1(1 ;;co)'1on~,-

That , Ethiopi2 is n COU"~T'V or oiv~rs . ' cthnic ~roupR , 

on" hundred et'l.n ic groups '-'i thin tl}e ccuntr~'; nlthouo:h most of 

theSe) groups are nUPlc-.:'ic'llly v"rv 811.'111 . 31 

Among these ethTlic r;roupe 'lr" included, tho Scc i tic sp,,,aking 

Anharn :1.nd Tip;re , prodofJinnntly inhabiting the conLral rmd 

northern highland,] of Ethiol'i,'l . Th,; Jll'IhC'lras OCCUp;T nainly the 

rogions of Gondar , Goj,1aT.1, Shon ,mel Viollo (tht: district of L:1.sta 

in tho main). These S(mi ti c speakinG r.;roups nr(i characterized 

nnong other things, by their o("lply rooted faith in Christ i an 

rcligio Y"t . Th~re arc '"llso othe:r Senitic speaking r;roups , s uch as 

the Gurng" '1nd "dor(, . The rTilotic tribes '\re found , roup;h l y 

Oromo (thJ TTl",ior eth'1ic n;rollp in thn countr-') , the Si dama , the 

Somali ~n~ the Af'lr trjl) r, ~. 

30 
~ri~ht , Loc. cit . 

31John I:brlnkis, Et':1iopi , : M13tOlTT of Tr,('ition"l Polity 

(A~dis Ab~ba: Oxfo~d UnlvurSlt~ Pross, 1Q74) , p . 51 . 
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i nnu ondoes and wi tticisrl .. . <J.nd circuT110cutor~1 c ons tructions ," 

r cnarked Vlri e;ht , " ':hich '1re the (It;spni T' of foreir;n learners ." 30 

2 . ') Pe ople , Cult1\ro and ;::c onon;v 

That, Et hiop i 2 is a c()unt-r"Tr of niV0rs ;_~,' et~~ic r~T'OUps , 

lanrua~8s ,'l.t)r cultvr8s ,,·'1.8 11') ": T~TiJ ll-lrnorrn foT' rJ. lonr-: time novr . 

onu hundred et'mic g r oups "Iithi n the cGuntr;l' ; 1l1thour;h most of 

31 
these grou ps aI'8 numeric 'l l ly V'l r~r sl:1.:111 . 

Among tlwso ethrlic fjro ups Ctr" included , th0 Sc~ itic speaking 

dl'1hara and Tip;re, prucloJ:linrmtly inhab i t ing the cont r a l and 

nort he r n highlcmds of EthioI'i:1 . Th.) J·mh<J. r as occupcT nainly t he 

r C[,;ions of Gondar , Goj,ian, Sho~\ and \jullo (thu district of Las t a 

i n the main). These S ell i tic speaking gro up s are characterized 

among other things , by their Q(,oply root e d faith in Christ ian 

reli [!;i o 'l . Th"re nrc '11so other Seni tic speaking r;roups, such as 

tho Gura[';o and ,\0 (H'(, • The Nilotic tribos 'H'e fo und, rouv,h l y 

Somali Ctn~ tho Afar trjho s. 

Loc . cit . 

31 J ohn !'Ic!1:,lnki s , Et'l i op i l. : 1\>1:1 tot.,.,)' of Tr1(! i tional Poli t;v 

(il~dis ,\b ·'1ba : Oxfo""d UnJ.v"'T'sJ.t ~T Pr:)ss , 1Q'/4), p . 51 . 
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Tho histo~ic ~i~~atio~ of the Oronos , he~j~nin~ in the 

sixteenth ce~tur" , c'lrriecl th<ll' f roc the lO "TL"1ds of the Horn 

of Africn t o the hir;hl",,,,'.'1 of tlv: :Sthiopi ," plo.t" .lU, 'ilho~e they 

s0ttlod . 32 Thus, tho Orol1os hrtvo not heon confined to the southern 

regions of tho country nm.wly , j{'lrro.re;o, Bo.le 'lr.cl Arsi , but thoy 

are a lGo found in Gdr1inistro,tive r,;gions of Illubabor, Vlol l ega , 

parts of Shan, W8110 ~!l~ otl10r nrCltS . 

The mCljori ty of the Oro~os arc r.1lls1iPls; but there are also 

Christiar. OroMos, nnd Bone of thee adhere to animist beliefs . 33 

Ethiopia is ens8ntinlly a rural country, whoso econOMY is 

l1la i nly b.'lsen on agricultur" . It is (]stir.lO.torl th::lt , out of its 

forty-two f.l illion people, ovor '·:i"htv-six pcrc(';nt34 live in the 

countrysid~, enITa~a~ in v'lriol)s for~s of trn~ition~l a~riClllture . 

Henca , l~,~ is t~c n~i'cipal nRtural r~sourc ~ of life and subsistence 

Accor(lir'~ to th,·) stu~~' M'l0 ' " the Ethiopi ',n ruri1.1 population 

tot·'ll populntion . The 10vll:no p::.stor'llists 'lCCOU'lt for only nine 

32Ibid ., p . 52 . 

33Frod Hnllidn;)' , M::lxine f:lolynet:x , The EthiopiR'1 Rl)volution 

(U .K. Umvin Broth()rs , vlOrkinp" 1<)81), p . 60 . 

34Roli e f nn(l Hehabilitntion COl'mission , The Challenges of 

Drought : Ethio ills Ducnde: of Stru,r;lo Hcli()f nnd Roh'lbITItation 

(London: H L COf'T1Unlcntlons Ltd., , p . 34 . 
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perct,,,t . 35 

The basic econor1:' of hi:>;hl'1'1d cc'.ltr·'11 Ethiopia froLl ',Ihure 

part of tlld po,ms for this study lnve b,-, en colh:ct,-,d is clr;ricul ture . 

The p80pL, in this rq~ion ar" cainly '1g;riculturists '.;110 use the 

plough to cultivatc! their l'md . 

Seve r a l r.ajo r food crops, such '1S tef£ , r1a izG, sorghum, 

barely, wheat , j: ulses, are Grrll"lll, \/h,;ne v eT' and vlhGre v er clir:Jatic 

and othor conditions pernit . i njorn, tho recurring \lord i n quite 

'1 nunber of the POUMS in this s t udy , lofty bread, a home-nade 

die t of c'.})1tral h i ghl'lTlC'hrs arC othe C's, is I'D.de out of barely , 

na izQ, SOl'r;hUT1 , teff ,'1'1d sinil'1r other crops . 

il.lthour,h t'''" countrv ' s ar;ricultllr '11 pot enti'11 inpressed !'lany 

direc tly respo'1si~le ~or t~,. nl1tb~Qnk of f~ni'1o e r e i da"t i f i ed '15 

drnup;l1t, o r erT':ltic r'tinfr'.ll. But Pl'l,ior C'lUS'.o5 of f'1min'l r.tr,') a la o 

found i n the count:r:-y ' s SOci(1 -"CnnOl~ic s~,'steL1 'md i n the l·~ve 1 of 

producti Vit ;:7 of po.:'l.s :' Y)t fo.rndrs . 

I~proPQr use of l'1nd and continuud d3struction of veget'1tion 

o.ro :1 1so C'1USGS of f"".nine . I n l'nny northern hip;hlnnd parts of the 

35Relief 
(i.delis Ab'1bn : 

and Rehabil i tation ConnisGion ,- Food 

Septenbor, 1985) , p . 2 . 
Supply Prospoct ," 
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f l ' . '16 
:.lr" ',::; 0 1:1no ,r:ric ul tur 'll y unpro(Juc t l vu . ' ' 

+ 

i mplGDcntcd by the count r y over tllC p::t3t fUll 7wlrs hav;,· no t on l y 

b~0ll1il1drl at J:J'lkin f~ drought victiJ.1f-' s()lf'- supportinr~, but "11so to 

g l VC '1 rc,sp i te to tll(; overused I nnds :l.J1U nnk i n[; them :tvo.il "1bl C) 

f or re!l(Cb i lit;:tion 'lctivitics . 

The I ,cnd t """lur c s;,'ntcn , ('~l ich was t '1c pr:1ctice Ilri or to the 1975 

1 "1no r;,forfl th:lt tr 'l.J1sferr ('cl t11f"l oln1urshir of ·,11 th,: rural l (1no 
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tho S'1]'10 l:~ '1'1 ' 1 eld cOT1T1lln'llly , '·i".~ 0.1so 'wId 'lG r;ult or fief by 

the nobles or V' , ....... 
I " •. ' ·~t itl;~ to collect 

tr~bute frol~ pens l"t f'lT'l'lC)rs, ] 1, tl1 "0 " [1 of' agricultuT','ll produce . 

~lj"u-l] clUeS , t''11~ (~ i;":n: up to ~ift.,,. n ~,T'r :--.t o r ":-.ven S~V ·,t"'T- f i v-! p";rcont 

of th.,.ir crop pror1uctiOD ,3'" tllu3, killi"" t'lI) inC8'1tiv ,;s of' 

Bec~uB .. of Guch find oth?r M~n-mad~ probl 1'1B 'lnd n2tu r nl 

diG~st Qr5, Ethiopi~n p~nsnnts ~J~ru un~hl~ to prO~UC0 rnor~ food 

1t SincG tine 

in1.i0I1ori n l, th~ EthiopiCll1 p0 ,],3 'l~lt hILS be en 'ilJ :lk , unde r - nourished 

a:ld tcct0rinc I)n the brj,nk of starv:,tion . 38 

For p eop l -, livinG und,.r S ' IC}'l conditions of sov' .• re food 

scarcity , i t i s quite n.'1tur0.l th'1t tll(~ prin;lry conc n rn woul d be 

the 'lcquisition of tl"'i r (bily br"nd . 

of life i n rUT'l l Ethiopia : 



Vlhen as}:ed "h'1t is t h" ir chief co::t l 
i n lifo , Anhnr 'l pe,'lsants fr equently 

r uspo!l(1. "i th tIle) e xpr<.)ss ion s'1rt o 
nablnt ( "hll.vinr; 'Jorkod , t o e,'lt "). 

TJt lS T C!3pOns C S~l~rs fFl..ny things . It 
r <' fl cc ts tlw ir cons t.:1.llt p r .}occ upn t ion 

ii i th theJ nucd t o O'lt . It SUfm()sts that 

h~ving onough to feod one s elf onc ' s 

f ,:l!1ily , '1nd one ' s guests is t h e 
f a rthest horizon toward which tho 

p() '\(nnts nor.,w lly "spire . It also 

inpli (~s thnt i n order to ont , one 

should lIork by the s\'Jeat of his 
brow ; it pr:cises indepGlldcnce '1nd 

self-reli~nce . 39 

2.4 Fanino in Ethiopia 

visitor nf Et', iol'i '" r·,~s ~nts t~rou~~out the n~cs . Hardly hnlf 

2 c ~ntury p~sscs ~it hol1t t~e OCCU~Jnco of ~~tur=l l c ~ l ~nities 

"S,S". cl''1t'''d 'Iit'l f-,".'l ]·,"'·' . Th~t 1"t1ll' OPl' " l~ p~rtl'cul"'T'lv rlrou"'ht pron " 
.. ~ ._ .,. ~, , .. ' 0 ~ '. ,,' ,, - , '" , 

n ducnde norl, if not (jJ rli () r. Dro u [';ht :;.cco rJpnn i r.d by f ::u:linc , 

disest"rs 'md dO'1th of 'lUm:m b Ui:l[l;S end livestnck ho.s been :\ 

phenononon iT' '1 countr:r \'Ihich hns enough land ani! nanpower r esources , 

but 1" :1ich is econonicnlly too ',/8'\1-:: to ov e rcon0 this prob~er.l . 

39Don 'l ld lJ . Le vine , Wax 8" Gold (U . S . il . T~e Uni vcrsi ty of 

Chic~go Press , 19 72) , p . 81 . 



Th.; ScOCO"c1 '.t V til ,hle rr:cord is th 'l t of thl' thirt·"e!1th c'cntury ' s 

outbre3k of f lQ in~ ~0d uridunic . 

;,ccording to Dr. Ric hard P1.nl<1hurst ' s h i Ettor i ca l accounts , 

th"r" vlCre suvc:n f'lP i ncs in th~ thirt"c:nth cc:ntur,r , four in the 

fourtecnth, uleven in the suvuntc')nth, fi V B i)l the cighteenth , 

a:ld ' Th,J Gr,,:lt F'Cl'line ' of the n i ne t eenth ctlntury \}ltich occured i n 

40 
1888-1892 . The la.tter, \"hic

'
1 VI'1S the last recor<1c[l f:tr'line in 

the nineteenth c0 11tury VeS not only disastrous in t e r ns of the 

loss of hur:!~,n ,no 'u1irl:cl lives , hut 1.lso , '"mll docunent o d 1.no 

still r c.y.1GDburod b:,; the: Ethiopi'm Tkopl,.) to this present 1'l0[h:nt . 

In vividly dcsc rihj,Y1f1: the j 10rrifyi ng sitll,::ction of the f't!1ine , 

Afe .!o rk G"hr ... Y8".l1S not·:s th'1t: 

i n 

Th~ p~0p10 ~arD (~~Tin~ 0f st ~ rv~tion 

'11011 (" tl~e D'1t', S i" the f1. 0 103 , in 
r,'1urch~T8.:r(l fj :l;·n i r t'L :~ C0T11i ounds of 

t~e nohilitv . T1v; t LT1() . '"l.S ~_ tiT'1[: 

of festivit 'T for 1-t:Vv'c'l S ,."Q vllltur28 

'.~n rl or T'lis0r"tr f or' hUf1.'l'1 bcin3S . l":tr 

fron r ~;opl(, S110 in:; synp:l.th:v for u:l.ch 

otlh!r , '1 r.lOth.,r '1fJ l ancer \"i-Jpt for 
her child nor did n c~il~ for h i s 
I1othcr . Buri1. 1 ()f tl-Je, d,,'\d bvc:me 

Cl rt1.re (pher~onenon ) . At th:lt tirle , 

to be buriod ~~s reserved for tho 
fortull:l.te ones . T'1e rest ';Jere 

40Ri chard Pankhurst , "Th·' History of F:l.l1ine :l.nd Epiclcl1ic S 

Etlllopia Prior to tho 20th cuntury ." 1984 . U'lin8or;ruphed . ) 
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' buried ' i n t}! ~ stun~c11e8 of hY0~'S 

~~d vultur~s . I n, (fortile) country 

lik~ Ethiopi~ , th~r~ v's nc CON i n 

ell() fiulclG, no c 11 f in t]-;e st·lbl" s 

no f 'l rr1 in the ecuntr:v . 41 

r osul ts l ed t o tIll.' O!1crr;encc; of ' unt''ltur:l1 pr(lctices ' i n the country , 

such as tho "ltinf'; of tr:\di tiorl'111y f orbidden fo ods , t110 nb~,ndonment 

o r s "1 1e of children hy the ir pnrents , T'lurdm~ , suicide 'end ev"n 

·b 1 · 42 
C'ln l a lsn . Cont,)r")porar;' folk poef's, " hich survived to this 

day also e xpress the n ise r'! of the tir.Jc , ' s Hill b ,) seen i '1 this 

It wa s nlso thcl i nmed i :lt e c~usc 

for trigg",rinr, th<.: 1CJ74 Ethiopi 1'\ R)volution . 

This in turn brour;ht ,buut the ' dst :;.blis:l!:!tlnt of :m institution 

e lnrg(; d ,;xclusiv,) ly ,·ith thd task o f s')vin~ the livos of the f ::lnine 

strickon peop l e and rdh:clJilitflting the!"1. Tl·W i nstitution , tho 

41 1 · 
9 

Re l o f and Rc h,bilit,tion Connission , Op . cit ., p . 5 

42Ibid . 
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Re lie f ,~cl R'Jh'1hilit"t:'.()l' CO'l"issio'l , \'f'lS tl12 first of it s 1ri~d 

e ver to h.} "st·l.bl i nh,:rl il' tl-l" 10"'''; 'll.StOT"l of Ethiopi'l , ".'1<1 -ro,-, 

th ... ) first tii:10 ~~Y'ti -drou r;~'t :t,:cl f -~ T1i ;;v rl..;:lSUr(;s husl'.T'lc syst0P1r.:tic . 

Si'1.cl..; i ts i 'IC :ptio'~ , th ~ COIT'i~3sion h.'18 ~1. 1\Tl."'rs oT'I_'nl;,r son~ht 

:lSSist':l,C,' fro!" the: irr t ., r nc'.t j (lYle:l con"lun it;T I n ord"r to r101p 

puopl c nadu dest i tute by d i s'1stDrs . 

s i ttE\tions i n the \mk'" of r,-,currinr~ c1rou f;hts. The 1984/85 fnnine, 

which is the l'1tust i n the. lent; li"lC: of thv count ry ' s dis,wtcrs 

i s regarded P.S the Hors t of '111 the c '11·1l'1iti.es record8d so fnr . 

It not only Han '1 lot of synp'1thy '1n<1 hun'1Jrit'1ri'ln concern fron 

the "!orlcl co,",nuni ty, but '11so r'l3ul t 'c'cl i '1 tho intG"lsific ~.t ion o f 

th0 c ountry ' s r~h 3~ilit~tion p r ogr'1Dl'1U ~hich involves tho novin~ 

of pc-,op l e fr oJ:' the: c' rour-:lJt - '1£'f"cted '-" .)f,; i onc: ()f th., north to the 

J css populr'.t r1 :~n T"'O rf"· f~' T'ti I f~ fl."'.:"'C:l.3 nf t;h..: sout.~ T'T) rc~n: i (nlS . 

J~ltl.-,_o ll'~h t~l: settlcf1("li; SC h)'[T!~: t l1'1t ltnr. h c:!''!'1 c'"'rT>i2d ont OVf!r the 

D·'l.s t f \)"r "'T1::lr.c.i, h'18 rut T'1:-:n:,"T ,s.;]i.:;t;]r-I"rs OYJ t~l' T'i rht tr"lct to'w1.T'd 

s ~· lf- .suf rici G"lc :v, it h"\8 not be'.:n '·rit".ou t probloms of its own , 

'lssoci:lte C] '-,ith 80ci ~.l '1'1d r,cononir. f'l.ctors . 801'10 o f th. ']so probl,)f'.s 

Vlill be r:..:fl :·c ted throw·11 the t()pic'll folk pOi.--ns i n tllis stud;r and 

they I:il l bC! cl i sClliiSvcl i :1 th..:: fort!lco~inr, cl~"1.pt . .Jr . 
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The Oral Trn~itions 

In Et~1iopi '1, '1G if' l'l'1ny otlwJ' tr ',di tio"11l1 societies , Hhere 

Ii tlJr'lcy h'1s be"c COl'lp'~~'1tivcly vurv lOll , ornli ty Ins beG') pl.'lying 

n~ inport ~~t ro10 . 

i~ro~sihle. Tho i~1l'irv into th~ study of thn orn l tJ''1ditiop of 

ever. one li?1p.;llistic ~r0up P08f:S i nr unerable n-t f.f'iclll tics . 

N8v'~J'the less, t " e follo"'ip,,: ori"f i n troduction about th'3 oral 

litljr'1tur~ of th" Ethiop i 'lll >"ol,le is hopvd to give SOj"lt! i nsi;;ht 

l-hny obsurvlors in the, P'1st h:ld '1 \"Ironr; vi('I/ of the :trt istic 

culture of the 2t'liopi'l.'1 p80plu, T'li1inly of thoir 01'0.1 traditions. 

ThE<f even lient to the; ,,::tunt of bdli"vinp; tlwt the Ethiopi'l.ns are 

urJcre:ltivc; , [lJvl tIl[} countr~" s culturil o.s being a prohibitive force 

t hClt provi ded no outlets for cre'lti va exprt)ssions . 43 Such r.:'lsh 

ganero.liz'1tion h'1s "ninly en'1n'1ted frol'l those who have a d istorted 

i no.ge of Afric'1 i" goneral , 'l.S indicated in tho introductory c~apt er 

long .'l.go , hv those; '''ho h'1"8 t'1kc'1 the tine to c 10s C' 1 'T nT1(l deeply 

43Levine , Gp . cit ., p . 2r,Q . 



34 

Ar.long them is Dona ld Levine , rrho rel~arken thus: 

The ,.byssin ian genius free ly disclose s 
itself i n the stories, verse an d proverbs 
t hat raak e up its very rich ora l lite r a ture. 
Within this oral trad ition , e specially 
i n its ve rse , a good deal of origina l 
express i on ['.nn pe rsonalized commentary 
rany be f ound . 44 

He r e , t he t er~ ' Abys sinia ' us ed t o ~ofer t o the Semitic 

lingui s t i c gr oups of people i n Eth i op i a . But t he fact still 

rew~ ins tha t t ho unwritte n trani t i ons , althou~h they were far 

le s s Ni~e ly knONn ~~n ~pprec i ateA i n t he past, cut across re~ioll s 

t o encompas s othe r ~ nt ~o,.,q litie~s of t he country a s "foIl. 

It is qu i te t rue t~~t or n l lite r ature i n ~enern l is a 

re f l ection of peopl (" ' s l i ves, th :~ ir thi nl~in~ and ac tivitie s, I n 

like manner, t he st orie s, pr ove rbs, s ongs , ridd l e s and other forms 

of or a l Ii t e r nture t o l d noonp; a cert~l in [!;r fJ up of peopl e in 

Ethiop i a depict t he life, t he be lie f ::md the activitie s of these 

particula r gr oups; f or the i mages and figurati ve expressions used 

i n thero are d r a\711 fro m t he peop l e ' s own sur~oundings . This, however, 

do e s not rae'm tha t the or " l lit e r at ure s of diffe ring groups do 

not expre ss i dG ntic a l t heme s or i nen s thnt could be sha r ed by 

ot he rs . 

44Ibid • 
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Regardiw; thi s po i pt , :en ::lu thor, wh o se·:,:!s t o h 3.v (" clos e ly 

obs e rve d t h e, Et h iop i an or a l lit eT" cltur e i n [,;e,wral ::1. '1d t he t a l e s 

i n p a rtic u l .'l r re rn rks thus : 

Thou e;ll the r e a r e ncmy l a n gu age s (lllO 

mnny tribe s , t he stori u s t he people 
te ll a round the ir f ires a t n i ght a r e 

the seme . In t he o l d clays , pe rlnps 

it wa s diffe r ont . But ltOVI the t a l e s 
you nay hear i n tho v i lla ge s of the 

,'lJh:lras you !!lay a l so hear o.Dong the 

Ga l l a s and the Gurage s , nnd e v en 
be~TOnd tho Et h i op i a '1 borrl e r i n the 
L mcl of the) Shilluks a n n Dinkas, 
fo r t hey h nve b een c arrion back a n o 

forth for c ,mturies in t he mi gr a tions 

of c attle h !c r dc rs , b y cano l Cllr 'lv':'.n s 
a ,1'1 by th \) trade rs I'lho cross the 
nount ,'lin s I'l i t h or-ace l r;t s , k n ives , ·'.'-nd 
SprJ:-l r s t o s~l l . 

Wh e r e t he s tories Car10 fr-on i T' t h e 
ve r y ~(!~i ~nj_~g ~0 O~8 1c~ows . SomA , 
perhaps, c~rn fr olJ I ndia uno Ar o.bin , 
othi):rs "rol' t h', SU(1 a1" "1''1 '" t'le Conr;o . 

But nnn:J , no r,Ol1b t 17l)rl, t o l d f or t h ·" 
f irst tine by ~i s? 01", "en in 
g r 3. s s - c ove r-0 d h Ilt s i n Ethiopi llg ... 

, 11 4S Vl ap.;c s . .. 

The a bove obse rva tion has clo s e r e l e v nnc e to the r e a l ity of 

the Ethiopi ,~n s i t 1la tion . As r~ rutte r o f f a ct , i t not on l y p0rc e i v e s 

the r eo.li ty i n t e r ns o f Ethiop L m or d l li t " ri~tur(-) , but a l so l ooks 

i nto the linksge eff e ct of or~ l t raditi ons wi thin and without tho 

bord0r of 8. soc i o-politic "- l entity s uch as Ethi op i a . 

45 "Fo l kt a los fron Ethiopia " , ( addis Abab a : I nstitut e o f 

Et h iopian Stuclie s , Addis i,ln b :1 Unive rsity , 1967) , p . 2 . 
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It is :lppropriat e to treClt :, t tl1is juncture the role Ethiopi:ln 

or:11 literature pl:,ys i ll t he society . Tho} func tion s o f orn l 

li tcro.ture :"Ire rrl a~lY and varie d. Sone o f the LlOS t connon ones are 

pre sent ed here with the a irrl of giving r e:lders :1 gli npse of its 

si r;nific !mce in !1rti n tnininr; thu nho l esonencs s of the individual 

Cl~1d the st ·'1bility of the s oc i e ty in general. 

I n trrtdi~ion Cl l Ethiopia, as is tho case of nost societ i es 

where t"' e lit or.'l.cy r C"te h.'1s b ean v e r y lot., for ·'v,e s, orfll liter·:1ture 

has s e rve d ' ). S '1 Pler' iul1 fo r tr".nsloi tti ''If; ,'1d p r es nrviY'€'; soci ,1 

educ~tion . Indivuflu"ls , DJ.rticlll ,'1 rJ-'T the: YOUMi, l(J 'l. rn t l-le v.1.1ues 

,nrJ n orl'1S of th" cOl'1l'1U n it:T ("'hich of c ours e) th. 'v TT" suppose d to 

con form ,nd n ~her(J to), throu~h stories , songs, ri~d10 s, and oth ~r 

for l'ls of 01'-"11 art . Or:11 lit ~ r"tl)r'J ::I l s o provides poople mith 

m'~nt 'l l r elie f . It anSllers th·~ir qUest i ons regarding the) natura l 

phenomcna .1.nd the ir sur'('oun~in(;s . 

Or" l li t <: raturc has s " rv8d tlK Ethiopi:m society to 

une qui v OGally expr 0ss its distast e cend indignat ion tOI'/:lrd 

authorities , to r e j ec t oppre ssiolls and prot e st against i mpo sitions. 

Finally, it offers an e njoyable e scape from re a lity, such as 

injustice , dis:1st e rs, povurty , f :lm:1,ne !mel l'1ise ry which had 

accompani ed the Ethiopinn soci e ty sinc e tine inr-wI!lori , l. 

Poe try, one of the nnjor [;lm.res of or'll li toro.turo ,md the 

subj e ct o f this stu~y is on0 of the old e st forms of nrt 1n 

Ethiopin , nnd deeply r oot ed i n the or,l tr,rJit i on of the pe ople . 
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In ilmh'lric, tho lnngu J.[,;'c In vlhich th e collected poems have 

bC l;n cOl'lpos c-d , it i n cor:monly kl1017l1 :1S g itil'l, liternlly l!1eaning , 

rcJfcring speci f icnlly to thE) genre , poet r y . The git i fJ i s mostly 

rhyJ:!ed nnd usu:"lly in cCluplnts on the p.'l.ttern aabbcc nnd infinitum~6 

No discussion of l~rJharic poetry is cOl"plete vii thout some 

Gention of snrn- ennn- worq, ( l iter ally J:!cnns wax nnd [';o l d) , t~e 

f:1Vorito form of verse of the peopl() . Lik" othe r Ethiopicm 

l ::lngu ng;Js , AmhC'.ric off " rs r '.: sourc c s for punning or obscure ncnnings . 

Ve rsos compos er'l in snn- enna-worq arc, distinr;ui shcd froJ:! orCli n.J.ry 

v e rs es , o.nn it i s g ~ethod of c omposin g poetry in puns or in 

anbiguity of ~'ord f.l{'.'l.nirr;s , "lhich hn.s its roots in Geez po"t r v . 

It is built 0.(' t'IO semantic l·'.vers; tl1 ,., ' VI'l.X ' b e in9; tlk flpp.'l.J':J"t 

hidddn actual s i r;nific'l.ncu i s th ! ' r;old '. 

L eViC10 ' s ~(·n'l.rk on tl:(, fnnctions of t'l is forT'] of vel's" , 

p .J.rt ic ularly i n tll", trt\ci tionnl ilT'!hara soc i (; ty , i s vlorth quoting 

46 

It provi des the r.H(' iUJ:' for em 
inexha ustibl e supply of hUf.lour . .. 
a means for insultillg ono ' s fellows 
in a SOCially approved r1::mller , n 
techniquJ for defending the sphere 
of privacy against excessive 
intrus i on , i n a soc i al order that 

K'lne , Op . cit ., p. 23 . 
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thriv ~:s on runor ~~d ~ossip R"a puts 
most of its poopl ! ~t th, ~drcV of 
sU}J :.~ riors .... Fi1l .... 'l.11v, i t pT'ovid ,") s 
the one outl ., t for criticis.· of 
G.uthorit;T £,i,\ur\":~:1 ill. '1. noci l: tv \nhich 
strictly controls GVdrv kind of oV8rt 
u~Gru ssion towar d a~thority, b0 it 
p'lrent~l , ruligious , or po litical . 
ThuG, it h:IS buun '1 SClf ':1 ty v,"lu8 for 
c e rt 'l i n soci~l t onsiol1 .... 4 7 

Th<Jre .'"1re various oth<Jr forns of A:~haric v e rs ·.! eithe r sung , 

ch::mtud or spoken , diffe ring according to subject natter and 

occasion. H<Jgarding the conposition of those v<Jrsos , Levine has 

also tho followinr; to s~y : 

T~') composition of oriGinnl vorsc is by 
no J1(:: ans r c strict l!(1 to a cla,ss of 
profossio'1a,1 poets. Every F,ood Amhnr a 
is more or 18ss adept '1.t it . Extempo­
rizinr; vers" is Cl favourite nctivity at 
feasts, vro ~din~s , :l~d in the aimless 
cJ.r:18.ra,r'erie of the c1rink-'lOIlSO . 
Som~ti~~ s '"1 ~in8trHl i s on hand to be~in 
t" " ·'n t ,· ~t '-linr'nnt , but t'1" \lsurel P;lttlJr 'l 
is ';01" hiP'} to h '~ f"~::n V ,; T.'GC:8 exterrporizcd 
bv otl' ,)rs p,~,,,~;,::'"t "''1ich ho then e ''''b u llishes 
n it 1'2 11u8ic . 4 8 

The above r ·)m:n'ks r"r;.'1.T'('inr-; the" composition of v ,orses a l so 

The colle ct :d couplc,ts pr(:dorJinilntly do:'.l \7ith the; 

d ifficultic s of surviv[tl in 'm cnviro=cnt where drought .'lnd f1:lrJinc 

47L · 0 . t cVlnc , p . C 1 ., p . 9 

48Ibid ., p . 271 . 



r3.G(~ cOYl_st:~p-tl'T . Th'!v c ~H1 ,· out fronn p'Jopl c l:rho \7 (_: """:: C ': l=--tT!li ty-rir1 rl c:1 

:lS '" )11 :li3 fron tbos " ",b.os " lJO'\T't "'"s hT'ok,' h,< th " 'lff1iction of 

t1-]"ir cor·'p ,'triots . Th';s, c')up1~;ts , liJ.~ ·. , """1 otrur forrc.s of ora l 

0:1-., of t11; nn.in functions of tJl<..;[h: coupl,;t f~ is, of COUTS "': , 

to somuhow l i e;htcn the: hccrdships of people brouf;ht :lbout by drought 

2nd fnni:1c~ . Sin~;inf; or ch:'..nting such couplets vlh(~ n ~rinding or 

pounding cor"'! , \'1orkine; ill tlw fi"lds , te:nding cattle, build i ng tho 

cot t :1ge and FJ)wn perfornir.r; "iT~ilrtr otll·?T duties, :1nd when ono 

lS I n a 10noso11e situation, helps ona to o.t loast tUl1porrtrly 

fight f'i~~.inst hFtrd ship :1nd n isary. Tho coupl,·ts ':tlso reco r d t he 

f2nines :1~d other crtl'lnities th"t befe ll the nnss"s , thu noo.sures 

t'lke:n to J:1i tigr1to then , '1110 prrlise h,rd work to,lort poop l e 

.~lF, ~ inst suc!J. ov:..~ntunlitics. 



CH/,PTER III 

I.lliTlIODS 

This ch'.1pt"r de,ls ',-;i th rHot110C:S uS8d in g:cth,-, ri n[~ :end 

classifyiEg data . Furthe r[;]orU , it rnisc?s 0. feV! points on the 

translation nnd selection of the p00~S included in the study . 

The 110thocls en-ployed In the process of carrying out thc 

rcsc'1rch inclu(le , pre- fi:clclr/orl{ pru}lar:ctions (such ns the 

iduntificntion of pc?rtinQ"t ",;rittcn OJ' ()t~:2r sources to beGin the 

study with) , illt arviewi nr; , ,~, 'l(I supplcJ;lcntinr; fieldwork by printed 

or writton Mnteri~lf; . 

Tl"tl)'lslntinp; 9. pOI'" fr()r t'l" Ol"i,"i.~v',l, i "tn anoth ,r l~nr;u,p;e 

c Jrt :; j '11y poses i ,..,:Ju ;:1G r 3.ble Ai ffi~1l1ti,·s . Dll· to this ' ,,..,r1 oth'!r 

pro~l~rns , injustice ~QS '1t tina h '0'1 ~0no to thc o~ip;in ~l ~ntorial, 

for bad tr~nsl .' ti()ns ~ i stnrt f'1cts . I n order to nini mi z e the 

l ose of 1:'0 ~'1 i '1r.: end thonp;ht Of t h .. -, orir;in:J.l , thQ n,:!(,d for exp:lnrl i ng 

the Enr;lish V,]rSlOn c:uri'1r, tr'lTIsl'1tio" vns founel useful i'1, the 

study . 

3 . 1 Method of Datn Collection 

The need for folloV!in G bnsic nuthods In collecting prin~ry 

datn for the study vms hiGhly felt by tile rese~\rCh0r fro'1 the 

outset . 

40 
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Sirc" S'/St(>'" ltic fi81 dwork usu',lly h"p'i,,:,; "i t'o prc· - fiGlcJ 

pr~p~r2tj.O~3 , libr~ri~G '1"'(1 oth~r ~011rc~:s lq)r~ n3d0 11S U of 

b0for'.;il'l.YJd to Oht'li 'l h:lc]<r;round i'lfor,,·'t io:1 0'1 V, llntur·) of th" 

study propost; rl to b e: unc1.),~t :lb,n h :l tit, .. n,s ... :!rch"r , -mel on the 

[,;3'.1" r : l th~ory o.no rr:ccticv of t:~ckling SUCD :: stU(lV . Tho 

colloction '/od: bcC [;'ll". i ll 1.Tte 1983, l11w'l the) rtJsc a rcher vias on 

:1 busin0ss trip to trw v' ,rious drouc;ht - affected loc:~liti c s o f 

Vlello AdL1inistr 'l tiv(, r f'r;i0n . This has continued up to tho end 

of 1985 , uEtil J. ru: tsoJwhle nu nb c r of poeI's hRS b 8en obt ~\ ined . 

The' t,"lsk of collection in the fie 1,] vns dor\G , i n the I'm i n , 

whcn2ver the r" s G'1J:'ch" r h,"d s inil:cr opportunities to visit the 

r egio'" Cit0d '1hov\ . . Thf: 'l.ssist'l.nc:{) or colll}'1p:uGS -.,7orv il'r: in 

t"npOr'1r7 !,,' liCJf sl-) .: lt e ~s, p:Y"'i" c1is trihuti on centre's , 'lrt(\ those; 

ex~cutirtg 8 i~il'r t~sks to ~icJ cJ rou~~t-victins wns us,' cJ i 'l the 

s ~~ l '~ ctioY} 0f i nfOT''Jo.ntG '~Yri i'l ' lY>"Y""'~"!~i~:;-J' ~J'Doi1'tn·_j :"\tq in· ..... i ~torviG Trrs. 

T'10ir s drviccs · ·~·; r8 nlso v 4 1u~1)1~ ill l! s~~~li8l\ i ~rr ~~rnort - -ith 

p ',op l ~ i~ t~~ r~~ion ~ 

B." f or,:: dir" ctlv '"Oi 'l': i nto ';"'c: 1'1,i~ topic of di5Cllss i o~1 , 

st :lrting rlith p;," .crnl c o·w.,rs"ltio', ',l,'S found to bu v ·~, lu:.1ble) i n 

cOnductinr; the" intervi ;.M nith th" ir fo r '".'},l tS . T'L topic for such 

c onverS"ltio~1 ,r.,s prcc,ol.1i· \antly on qlwstions r c; r;i1rdinp; drouc;h·t '1!ld 

f, n ine) , and the; assistwlC" th',t 11'15 b"en ren<lc r (;d t o ,'lvc;rt the 

C.'1Lllli t OllS si tU'lt ion i: \ the :lr8,'\ . 'i'llis was io fact L\ provoking 

subject f o r thosn who h:1vl, b eell f ."lcinp; :11\d witness i nc; , tine rlnd 

aGai n , p r obl(Jr.1S a ssociated VIi th drought (lnd f"nine . Sone ()V(:n 
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on p".tpe r :olon(, '''ith sor.~ otlh .. r us e ful detJ.ils . 

Be cflusl; of the uifficult i " s nontioncr1 i ll chnpttJr one , 'lnd 

oth0r probl'x1s r "latin r; t o obt,tiniJl.g dnt:1 , t he neerl' to supplenent 

the collection of POU1;S by othur source 11aterinls b a cnne appnr ently 

n noc c ssi ty . Th~; J:' t] s(:nrcho r by r(;sort i nf~ to one of DorsoTl ' s 

su(';c;est io '1.s on c oll f) ction , " th, . fo l kloris t obt'lins his priTT'.r.y 

. 40 
dnt""1. ... b~,r VI,"..:' nf prlr:t c:r1 G'I lj roc es ,lI f(;11 b 'lC k O~l vl"r i ~tel1 source 

t he y wur~ tr~nsl~t ~d i~t o English , th.l~ fild~ . Tho tr~ns l at e d 

v,~ rs i on llrts ;11so beuT' r e che cked afS'}.:Lnst t ho 0ri b i n:cl, to f i nd out 

49Riclw rrl M. Dorso, \ ( ed .), Folklore ;c)1d Folkl if.c (U . S . ;, . 

The University of Chicago Pruss , 1972), p . 465 . 
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pOe!1S llostlv in c;ouplet fnl'" "' lie}) " • . • '1re 'lot 0:0)'" COt:lP'1ct but 

[llso Cll1tlJr8-G0'isitiv(] . 11 50 Sir:c,; I::Iuch n'~' .'1'-li"l'~ i~: -: 18(1 C()y)Vc;r'~d 

t'l"r.OUZ'1 sounds, this too PUS8S ·~not!w r difficulty in thu i r 

trn::.sl'-ltio'l, C.3 it is tru'2 VJ it~l oth~:r SOD[jS or pocns . 

Thu tr:Flslntions in this study ar, in !:lost C"-S()S not li ternl. 

succc8d in convGyinf~ the cssenti~l qunliti (]s ~tnd nC~llinGs of the 

original . lill'lost ~,ll of the o r ir;in.n l po ,.' IJS hnve b een exp::mdcd 

when tr"lnsl~tc(l, b~l nddil1f'; phrrtscs or s cnt c'lces th:tt :l.rc hOPdd 

would cl[tri f~1 0. cO'1cept cont[li)'l,, (l in riOrds o f th" pOEms . ;.lthou"h 

P08 MS , it should h· ~oted thnt nbso lute 3ccurncv hns been inpossible. 

plisht :l.Y!O f ccl in p:s of f'1r1ine - victins th~~ v r uf lr.ct . 

50Hailu Aranyn , "Ethi opi o.:l Folk Poetry Rccrl)[lted" (Addis 

Ababa : Fucultv of Arts, J~dis Ab3hn Univ~rsity , 1978) , p . 6 . 

(~! i '1(Jol~rc,ph8d . ') 
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SOUle P00:-S h"vc b"en l ·;.,ft out fpT proble)"")s .:tssoci"ted with 

tr.:tns l .:ttion "1'1d for vi!rious ot!!.er r".:ls ons . 

The orii,;initl ;hharic <1"(' tl18 tr"1nsL!tuu ]~nc;lish versions of 

t Ile: po ens are put in close proxinity in tho r:ni::t body of the t ext 

for .:In easy reference . 

3 . 2 Mcthoft of Classificatioll 

The cl"1ssific.:ltion of t~c collect0d poons , based on the 

donin"1nt tlleno Tcflcc t ~~ in eac h of tho ~roupin~, has undcr~one 

various stn~es blfor t~is firal ono . 

I lJiti'111"'lT , t h·:; ~l"-~"~ ~W1·., to ~T'Ol1P '1nd :1ne.l"Vse th(~ pocrs 

1"i thi" a fr.'1.'"8"oTl,: oT "list, T"', - for i ns tnYJcC' , 'listoric·:!l 

w"1torslH'(~s of crought--fauil1'-' rorioos , BUC'1 as t'1'-~ ' Great Ethi opi an 

Fa:Jine ' of 1888- 1892 , t",-, ' HidrG": HU!lger ' of Vi eo llo of 1972/74 , and 

the 1984/85 Etlliopian f'I'Jine . The) scanty lnture of the collected 

poens befittin[; tl<is cntq;orizatio'l ;;1.'1.S too srmll to wr:rrCtnt any 

rc;tsoJ1 1ble :malysis. Tllis r',et'lOu :elso pro" lude<1 nost of the pOG:1S 

crhich have been difficult to nssocintc with event at n certain 

point of tir.h.!, but still v"1lu',bll' ,enel cnpable of enrichi nc the 

sturly . I t W:lS trwrcfore:tbandolled . 

Tho s e cond rltterlpt to cl~\ssify involved the putting togethe r 

of the poe:1s by !'1i!jor subjects the3T cOT'.tC!in; like , the v:11ue of 

.:tn iYI ,lc,r·"1 f or the hU'1r;ry niln, the scour"c of far'ine , fenr o f 

res~ttlir~ ~WQ? fron hon~ , ':tnd the like . T~is classification w~s 
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c.lso rojecte;o, for it Vl',_S f"lt th'lt, it vlould invite; nonotony 

through nost o f th') discllf'sion of til-- PO,)'lS l:lter, besides other 

problt,ns . Furtlwrr.JOru , if we t -Jw under this '~.;tliOd of 

cortf, lOneriltion of sevnral :l!ld i;jpo rt~tnt t~10T10 S , which would have 

better boon discusse d in other i'loivi du'll th(;ilC S for n better 

affect . 

FolloVlin.[; nre fU V (;!1 trIO v -- :rs ,-s to c'-x:cn['l i f~T the above points: 

,,9" \, h 1 Q. n lP t f Ij i\ ? faD f(J). 

~i 11). 1 "H Ij r,y - i\ 19.. '1'1 i\(" f(J).: 

T Il - II "'1v:-,s II 'iInuld i c<:"ore 

Th_, val1\<, of :1~ i'l,i 2r'l. 

Th -· ll hnvc -~-'ot" CT'n.v~ s 

For :1 ~in,rl{ hitn . 
VJ1 lic h hi· finds h'1rd 

Ev"y' to C~tC':1 '1 r"lil1pS -~ of . 

n1Pt r-,,, {l(r hE. \'1?9" "Q Y 

t1/ '1 C f, ~ ~ ,~ ?qn Ij (!\.1 (j'"U: : 

':'L 11 E(,t the llUEgry rlrrll 

!l Tlh .. re is i :~ ,i tJ ra yonder , IT 

Lest l,u risk his lif" 

~cross flo od i nB w~t J r . 

It i s qui te true that, both porms , lik" fn:1Y others, tnke 

in,j(;ra , (the: nost pers i st (;nt topic [mone; the pensCln try :IS we ll 'IS 

the r c l at io"ship b etv!lJen the hunr;r;v ;-jan and the dilily bread . 

But d espit e this , the Sil'1(; subject is tr0nt o r. diffe rently u!1der 

t" c' two CCluph)ts; bcts r,(I 0'1 th2 ki',d of nessar;,: th u couplets 



to b r 8oJi , whil '; t
'
,., suco' ,d a~) facHs"s on '~h(] ki"! c' of f i orce a"1d 

survi Wll . T:,8 V,j ry f (lCt t:.wt both pO'.T1 3 t r0~lt the (DnJ3 top i c , 

put i T! tho srwe cntugory . 

Tho (I i " of po~try in Gone ro.l, is not lini tc;d to the uxpr0ssion 

of f:lc ts a l one . I ts rWimings rathe r br.-mc:l out to convey several 

thought hidden i!" 'lny p[lrt i cuLlr pO em . ;,s j,lmnnoc r Pope puts it : 

A paeTl is :-11. cxplornt io'1 rl.thl'r than 
G disquisition , It is 'lOt .'1 Vl'ly of 
stat ing 0ff uct i vcly 0. ' , r~ l reacly known 
ideo. or ncss[lga . It is 0. way of 
strllr;g l i ng '!Ii til tlk " xc:!. tl.1(J ' lt s rt'ld 
tonsio'1s of the FlO ro s surrou-:di'1['; .00'1d 
v!!hodvinp~ 0;\1.,; r S ,qttitll(ll~ tOl"'<1T'O~ ::1. 

pllT't icul:lr suh;kct u'ltil t'lOse 
cxc i te f"cr ts '1 pcl tr: Y'l sions T"~S 111 t i ~) th(·.; 
CT'J~ti01 ' of a p0tt : r n ~11d 3t l~n st Q 

tp:rtDOrf1 r -Q co'''' vict;:i,()1; of h'1vi n!;~ 'lchit~ve(! 

SO" ,;; 1-i'10 0" T' '' s o llltio., .5'l 

ve nE: urod by ordi'1::try f'lcts . "ThQ' ne'lninc; ' of a pOU~I " Grahan a l so 

assert s t hat, " is ~ ot just th ., uv ,!"ts of story it c O'l tai ns , b ut 

the ir significCl'1ct] ," . . . no t si:Jp lv t he, pros s c (jnt "'~lts , .. . but it s 

51Quotud in , Robin Sk elton , Th" Practic e of P00try (London : 
HG i neoan , 1972) , p . 1 . 
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whole 8ff Gct . ,,52 

The th0~es id0~tified arong t~~ poers s0lcctud for thi s 

(1) EIl",,;uish , (2) i nsecurity , 0) dis-

illusio"U'lc;!".t , (t.) r0S(;y' tTJc:nt, (5) gr:ltitude and (6) t enrtcity . 

52DGsnon<1 Grnhnr , Introc1uction to Poetry (Lonc1.0!1 : Oxford 

UTl i v o rsity Press, 1968), pp . 13-14 . 



CII1,PT2R IV 

I.I1,JOR THE/,1ES OF THE COUPLETS 

In this chapter , the theTJes of 'lnr;uish , inse. urity, 

disillusiow1(mt , r e seOltnent , GJ'Rtitude [l!1d tenncity etre c'lisc u ssed. 

Of course , tbese thencs 'Ire- not r1uturclly exclusive . A certain 

,}Dount of ove rlnppino; is unavoid::lhle as the content of any poe!1 

is ~ot rigic'lly circunscribe~ '"Ind it is i p its very nat lIre t o be 

sur-~gc:st;i V0 . 

The th0~atic nn~l,rsis of t 11C couplets is bnse~ 0 n opA ~ational 

definition or c'[plaT'cltio>' of t l1e c'1tuo;orv (t"ere) . Each cRtep;ory 

is definec'l or given 8xplanqtion at t~e outS0t, i -· order to bring 

i r t.o focus t!10 nulio'!' t l18!.1e t~D.t i s r.:oint~ to be' ciiscussed . 

Since content [m d st;'lc.: nT'e ';0 inter-relRted in any work 

of literature, t .he literary techniques er,ployed i n the couplets 

no doubt deserve inc'lepe:1dent trentr:ent. I n this study hovlever, 

the lite rary Clspect has been de a lt with side by side i n the process 

of anCl l ysing the b'}sic contellts of the couplets , whenever thought 

helpful to elucidnte their I1Nll1in[, . 

4 . 1 Anguish 

Tl1e poems catep;orized under t1lis sub-heading express the pain , 

distress, s uffering , despair , affliction , ~eIRncholv, ris0 rv and 

agony of people in hunl';Gr . 

48 
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ilI10ng the enrliest P060 S depictin'~ the n iseri<:s :lIld rlc l anchol i c 

si tuat i ons of fa! .ished people , ,78 have those cOllposed during the 

' Greo.t FLlnine ' of 1888- 1892 and ci t ed in sone written docummts . 

The followin~ couplet of tim peri od , for exanple , wh i ch is a lso 

v ery populn r to thi s dn;V ~nong the people , sllo'vs i n a ve r y s i npl e 

and strai ght fOT07Llrd Tnnner tho nisc!ries of tllOsO , oq)ri v ed o f 

t~le basic necessities of lifo , 'lS J. result of tho raci nr; clrour;ht 

a n d fa~inc of the perioo . 

tn"l nc;- t (I). y mOli"l 71 t 
1- -'1 t l 011 1 J(]). JC\ J I)lJD 'I' \ t: 

0 , Pot1H-:r , I I T'" hunr~:rv , 

0 , sister , 1 f T"1 tl~irst~T , 

W~O kn0 l's '1:r B1Jfff-)r~_~r,s 

Exc·,pt TT' '-,; irdJ'.7 . (1) 

T~l") re fere",ce to ' J 10t110r ' and ' sister ' SOlons us the victin ' s 

ardont desi r " to cO!.l!"uni cate thruur;ll Vie nediur' of poetr;T his / he r 

unfortunnte s i tuation , to those )loSt closely r~lated to h i e/he r 

and would syr-;pathi ze 'dith hi! /11er , thus prov i ng utter 

he l p l essnes s i n the faco of cliSnt3tcr . The ' r;irclle ' on the o t her 

hallc'. , synbolizes the n8',ISUrPGnt of tho extent of hunp;;er that has 

p u t strai n on people , for it has t o be a cljusteo to the s i ze o f the 

vm i st , every tine one p;ets thinner cluG to st'lrv'ltion . 

Another couplet of th, s~~e periocl , '.'!hich has tried to cen sur e 

the actions of poop1(0 ",1,0 h·,\v,· bee)~ involven in on,! n'rtY or Cl'1other 

tl-)u far.!in" . 

1 
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The couplet is said to allude to 'l ':10,'2'1 \1hO nt e he r own 

child during the ' Gre:,\t Fcn:ine '. 

l ~· u. 

" literal transl'ltion of the surface f18'lnlnp; of this couplet 

h 'l Q. 1'0 lID \ 1 ,(2.. h lID (]).L Q. lID t<1lJ 

(")IT) 'too £ 7')1) :'\ 1'o(")l'ot ht-tO'I : : 

Rat '1er tlJa!1 [';0 dovm to Ihtw':1 , 

To trad() in civet , 

Better is the incense 

For the o,dl:" suppeT'. (2) 

also nea"'ls ' little, c'1:Ll(l ' . Ih''1ce , '' !.it '}T''ll trR"'sl,tion o f' the 

Rather th~'1 r;o ~0<''''1 to Ilatn~a, 

To t ~~dn ill civet , 
Botter i~ the littl.! habv 

For the daily supper . 

1:1 a count ry like Ethi opia '7herlc h u nge r and disense arc 

endellic , the young 1ll1ve ahlLtys h ',un :1t risk . IYl fanine situations, 

nost parents 1V0ulCl have no r,eans to C:lre for the i r children . And 

yet, t ho hungry yOUYlg persisteYltly risks for food and confort , whi ch 

even no thers could not provi de . 

Here is n poe' l \'Ihic h reflocts suc h painful li fe situat i ons 

in a soc i ety unCleI' the pangs of hunger . 
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t\:g. " nlI'?: nlI'? : " nc;-t: 
n 1'\.V .I'r\ (j).l II ~(JDL T r\ U' ~ MD : : 

,. ~Mo I ~Mo I" 
, , 

The chi l d inc8ssRntly persists : "injera!, in,iera ! " , " 

The nother cannot but cry : "Yelen ! , Yele: '') " , "53 
Alas ! there is no greater RGony t}~,1TI this , (3) 

The dialolSue useo hc,re (the hungry chilel cryinG, and the 

poor nother with nothing to p; i vt') is very descriptive "nd powerful 

in pres0ntinr; to our inL\p;ination a vivid picture of CT'Ushocl 

hUI1unity , 

Th8 option loft to such helpless children as it has C\lways 

been , is to crY 1mtil r1e'lth overtakes t1;en , as exrresser' i'1 the 

follo Hinr- poe",: 

n r\ 1'(J t\ ~ n r1J 9'> 9"[ [ n I'\­
n?fl ~n r\ m 9" 1 .1'11''1 n 1'\-: 

The c}'ilo wept s o bittarly 
R8~li zing thert! was nothinf:i :lore 
Debilitating 
Than the pangs of llUnger. (L,) 

The Ethi opi cm rural population has been living for ages under 

condi tions of St)vure foo(l scurci ty, '18 historical accounts tell 

us . This in turn has Given rise to people ' s preoccupat i on wi th 

is s ues concerninG food a!lo the neeo to alleviate hunger . Host of 

the pocr's in thi s stU(l,Y reflect this f .~ct of l ife in various v!ays , 

53r,le'lns ' theY'e is none ~ ' 
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The followinr- poe~1 .sho",s '10\1 qrduous t}w se'lI'ch [or clnily 

tread is , an(l also hoy, 'lnxi ous ·'re p"ople in crisis to sat isfy 

thoir hungc: r. 

n ') 'Q t ;'1\ M"'i ~ffiL J2-rHl io 

h Ti t ,'\ sn f/ !1 ~fl,') J e rIl\ io: 

Stones as sharp as daggers , 

My bare foet, had to 

Cope with, 
Upon henT'inG , the r c) vrlS 

injera bolo~ . (5) 

The poer> exhibits the dospernt() attceT1pt of those in hunger , 

wh ic '.l l oads T'any to risk r1anfjo r 0us courses in o rn er to fu lfi l 

]: siMill1r , but "o:ro eX"j) r ',,,c;ive 8.!10. profoun0 P00fl reflects 

n ') 'Q t hI\ n I\- ;, £, \ 0' ? 9'" 1\ fl, y 
t1/ "1 C' e ~ 'U ~qr' t\ (lVl ([l. Y : 

Toll not t}18 hungry lJ"l.n 

" The~e is in j e r a yond o: r " 

Lest he risk his li ft] 

Across flodding ~lter . (6) 

The connon sense thnt tells ':li:-, that he shouldn ' t junp 

i nto a flood or i n t o torrontial waters , seems to d isappear i n a 

situat ion of gnaVling hunger. The poet brinGS out t his ab nornal 

condition by t c llin(,; us th'.t we shouldn ' t tell a starving nan th~t 

t here is food across tnrre~tial rivo ~,
 because he is S0 drspe r 8.te 

that he risks his life . 
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My friend , lih, those r obed in no(lt,rq sterle 

You tell no the..t you 1:rlO"! ne not . 
Haven ' t you been i n uy stepfnth(~r ' s hOllse? (8) 

Sinc(! t he pu n lion on the first 'ilOrd of t!w second line of 

the original , (injerfl.bate) *, the inner neaning thnt the hungry 

nan i s norC' concerned with and '."Torriud alJout (~oes , thus i n 

trans l at ion : 

Mr. in ,j o r a, 
Li ke t1-] oso robed in !1ocle rn style 
You t~ 1 1 De tInt vou kno'.?! :1( ' no t 
Haven ' t you b~v~ ~n ny fntl\or ' s house? 

Here , i n j or.'l , vrb ic 11 in t'1C "fli " nrooccllpation of those st 'l t'V00 , 

I!!ediu::l o f po :, trv . 

anonynous poet Di c;ht have boe'} once UpO"l a ti"G a respectco D8J"b e r 

o f the society . But thC'~, he seens to havd lost ove r ythi.ng thClt 
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used to bo eLtsi l:T ilvai, l able to hiD . lIe hilS , howov e r , succ ee0 ed 

in Givin3 us the tru8 an~ ;rot sarldcnin~ p ictupo of f~rine -ri ri d en 

p e rsons i n so feu, but "ffecti ve "'0 rri s . 

as usua l . 

me U1l il t1 '" (!J. ill e 0 Q.!\, 1 flC h (!J. 

tJ '\, t </'Q Q (][ n 1 ?QI1 h (!J.: : 

O! I,ord , fortllne or r;oor' luck 
ET100'7 I !(: lff i t 11 , . 
For n;v bell:' i s hcing torn apart , 
As ~unger forcGs ~~T f inr~ors , 

To scratch it . (9) 

The h ,:lg'JS of the n,stless fi c.;8r s 8.nd t he torn ::1purt b e lly 

dCl1oYlstr:',t0 the torture s and torll8nts rocci,ved by victins of 

f3 T.:ine . 

Tho po en not onl;:; rcfll'cts the affliction or injury of the 

fan inc-victins , but also the fatalistic views of the rural l)e ople 

wrlO g iv0 ' ~ ore FJnphils is t o God I s Ifill than to Iluran effo rt in the 

attain"\()nt of n p;oal . 

Past fa f1 in '.' s arc silid t o hA.V8 a lv'wfs l ,ft vi.vid i '1pr uss ion s 

on th e f" il"ds of p ,OpId livinc, ) n C01""Ul1i t i )s . This f.:lCt FJ"tS 

e st 2b lis"' 3d !'Ifter 'listori rms !'Ine1 ant;l, rOnolop;ists '1'w e founel 

of f an ino i n ti.nes of pl~ntv . 
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M .. (\ H9" t lfl n<;'!l" i'l ~ \(1). 
i'l JA, n(l). fc. r')L 1 <;,l(l).: : 

Grain h~s returned froD battle , 
S0f10 of u.s VJ8-"-'d fnrtunn.tc to .s(~e it rpturn. 
But '1n'Y1~T ~N(;T:'(-,"'bscnt (T1(jCl.ni n[; = don.d) 
To 1';0 nn(1 I."(,lco"", it . (10) 

M .d) 'I( M2 c. n fifo y;; er() 
:n t') t n lQ A,() (!). n (Jl. n 1'\ (\ 1 Q () : 

Tl-Je crop keeps i.ts"lf srtfe OlltSi.(lU in t'H riGld , 
As thnlln:h i t h.!:ts ~() (~np.n~T it 1") R0 CT'P.fltt-':(=! . (11) 

eal3ily . Those who BOl1ehow survi ve the hunger threat, and i n a bet t e r 

position latc:r on, still fu v l the) sllO.ttc)rinf~ uff~ct of the f:mine 

in their norrxll life) pattern bllcaus··, on", ',m,v or 'motht.r they have 

lost the i r f rienCls and f,.wily n.:nbc;rs . Thus, thu enGDi t y between 

Another P0011 , whic~l i s snict to be of '1 r t:c ,:nt oriGin , and 

vory popular af1on~ tho nroU[;ht :mr1 fa '·l in'::.victi l1 s of l'ie1.10 , recal ls 
. . 

the' days of trial ~mc1 tribul,tion in t~;(. flllloviinp; "1".nn" r : 

Ii ? n ~ tr') t\ "iC £; n t')" n e., 
h ~: -I >' ~fi" fl i'lll \ fi e.,: 

The in~oc~nt ox , ~r~ZOR on ~r~ss 
Phil~ A s,rynrd is s~p~pe~c~ , 

To chop nrf its h0~CI . 
Alas , ~0 too, ifl th~ PQst , 
E'1~i 1'C l <~(l h-' f~rti1'" I S t~r()rtt 
D'J:l.t} l W'l.S on ...... ar.'n.itir.r~ f.qte . ( 12) 
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On the bAsis of SOIle of t~8 p00 n S discuss 'l~ ahove , one CRn 

of it. 

Tllour;ll 

on th0 V0) r i;O of death or starvation . At tin<J s , the poems do 

C')nSUre the actions of' Boci"ty by the enployr'nnt of <'Ioubl e ~18anings 

in the 'wax o.n(l ,,;olCl. ' st;~,l( ' of .. l\. nh~J.ri.c ge nd .. 

4.2 I nsecurity 

The following pocns e xp r ess the helplessness an(l unstable 

situations 01' lwople in f'l:j,nc. , beset hy f ear nnrl ar.xiety . 

These e r'lotions s ';t",:!1 to be best exnreGsc(l r\'1inly t~rou~h P08DS 

lS the O'1e \/1'>0 fe ,,18 1"1(, f'l'1j l y. Trw rlnoth of '1 ~other crc;.1tes Q 

fe . l in~ of lon01iness also lends to thu fAoling of insecurity and 



58 

the neer' for cO'1f ort nnc1 protection becones of gre'lt i nport ance . There fore, nother fi[;urati v(, ly tllrns into '1. s;mbol of she 1 te r and securi ty . 

SUCf> crmfort 'lnd p rotection C'lP onl" he fon1'](1 i n tender hearts and ',;one rous hanrls , ",hos(' I'T'one r t" the" a r e surel:v of n othe rs only , as the follo"'ip~ ro"r' i ndic'lt,~s : 

nil h i"i n t;" 1; M n, "1 t ,!{!,. ffi. t'1"1 n U? Ii .,\ (l t 11') 9"'1:-(1),: 

Please nother , r eprinnnd n y hunger , For i t wi ll l i s t e n to you When you frO'lJil o.t it . (13) 

The Vl3.y trw anonynous poet , in hunger , ndc1r0sses h is nother , "pleuse ",other " , evok(;s tile emot ions . It not only Dilkes us think nore about the deep affection und nt t nclment existing betvl8en no t her und Child , but also focuses our attent i on on the helpless situution of the fnnished , who wishes to rer;ress buck t o his childhood throuf':h h is i ::1D.p;inGt i on n:',d cr;r out for he r to relieve hin of his burddn . 

Suc l-] e'lOtiono.l attach:1ent to a I )10ther I 1'" C'Vfm stronge r and more lorig-last inr~ , i n povort"- stric1w'1 soc i ot i es l i k'~ ours , where 

sUT'vival . ThlW , th" ir ~ 'l th .~,t "others i n p",.,..ticlll·"lr as beinr; the unif:ving factors, and Bust~ineT's or f'lnilios I-]as alw'lvs heen ma i ntained and !1irr,h l :v valued . Th,.\t i s why t he l oss or absonc e of a !'lother sY1'lbo li zes th~ ever- 1FlBtin~ r:Ji~ery fine torture f o r those 
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who T'ely on her even in their iIV1r;in3.tions . 

nt n, n tJ '\, n I'd" H c'. H c'. 7, <;' -to" (l t tJ 1 f 'l £<\ ) \ n c'. : 

Mine hunr;,., r , 
Sprouts 3nd t1nselos i~ ~y belly . H[1<1 ny '.lo the r D' .·,:n fit l-jand She 'gOUl(l h'lVr" n0"le<1 j_ t clown for nu . (14) 

Th e t i ne it t8.kes for huD'",," to he conceiv80 to he horn , ll"ld to grow to "'atllritv i n th.-, beJ.lv of" th.} r1 ':J f"'nse less p(!)"son throws 
li~ht on his continuins niSQ~T an~ hulplessness . 

mi sery is reifninf~ in the abs0~ce o~ any O~.~ to avert it. 
But the one in 1l crisis ku~ps on el"sp"rately seeking for 

the assistanc" of th e rlo~r 110the r to relieve him fran his nngglng anel persisto~t hunger. 

tn, H'1' t tJr;"{l ) 1( mt 
'" ("11 Q-. \'{]). t\ 9" fT) h <;' t '1 M" n, t : 

Intense is ny hunr;er That gnaws at ny beJ.ly . L" t n, r;o to nother ' s dc"ar hone Vlhe:re I nay have it subdued . (15) 

Both the ~bove poens , i . e ., (14) & (15) stinu11te our 
inn~ination to look dsep i nto the prohle~s nnd f in0 out the r ea sons foY' ours elvGs '~_lh:r those C::llF:.:l:.t b:" hun~er prn~s P./'t GO insecure . 

ahsolute helplossness ~nd i"lse~urit'T of tho stRrv~ cl MBn: 
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t()l>-t ?'l r'r 11 C; ~- n 1 Q () (/h 
1-"f! [JJ [t ~ 9" f,i. C (] (!). : : 

!.lother , 
Capable of d isrnnt lin~ The cottage of hunp.;cJr 
I s s ent enc ed to death 
As if she v.'o r e a hunan b e inr; . (1G) 

These poens , i . e. , (1 3), (14) , (1') 1nd (16) Clre organically 
linkc r'l . They I"ove 1'T'0p;T'c: ssiv,,117 to '1 clil13.x . I n this I nst piece 

H", r eproA. c hes t he in;1Jc i n1r" ,iu(lr; :8 '7ho pnsse" 0. death sentonc e on 
her for bringinr; he r down to tl'e lev.~l of nn oroinar v !'loJ't,l hU!'lan 
bei rr; . But he t e lls us she i s not ~ hU:!;1n he in ~ becQus8 , a he 
annihilates hun~er whic h no oth,r hUD-ln b e i ng cnn . Now th,t she 
is sent enced to deat}l ; the foe ling of helplessness ano insecurity 
is "-PPClren t on the part; of those l.'iho dcsp<]r.:tt(~ l:· s ee}; for hlJr 
confort and prot ection . 

Th0 thene of insecurity is also ,-,xpress<](l in poens other 
th.m those which dwell pure ly on issue s J'el .'1 tinr; to nothers . 

Rccurrinr; ::md c:'clicnl drought hns b een d isrupting the life 
of t he Ethiopinll peas ·,nt; fn r:~ers for Clges . Faj l.lre of rains neClns 
no ploughing or sowin r; ,nd e v enturnlly no hnrvcsting . 

81mh a host ilo clinatic cono iti oll h~s always crRnt8~ CI s ense 
Of i '1sec n r itv !\1"(I 'lnyiet" a .... ODf?; th r> Ethi opi'ln rl1rnl population . 
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n Ii t an 1\ 9" -j. e r 1 ([1.9" an 1\ 1 ([1. .n f(J Ii f( n, 00 l' :'\ ,n 1\ 1 (j). : 

Look out for 'CeRns and iclens For iclo2o. s thens elvl's i'ny rendGr pnrtial I1(Jans . If ve ar<: hungry in the mmth of To.hsas54 Whc~ n.r2 '.J:(~ ever g()inf~ to htlVt~ 2. bite? (17) 

Becnusc nf' rJrour:ht 'In(l oth·:~-r ilisrtsttJrs, Tnhc.s"s at ti:les 
f~ils to be the ~onth o¥ plenty . The rurql p ~opln , on such 

subsiste~cc nne~~\Jhich o.dds up to tho nlready existinG problcD . 
Such f) th.!"0'1"l%ill!"" situ:.tion, () r COllT'S\] , cr 'It·~s uYje~_ ~i'1esG [{nd ~ 

fec linr;s of iT'lGf)cnrit'~r :tr'lo"':-~ t~ (~ 1''1.3('-;09 as cxprcsscn in the nhove 
couplet . 

Suc h shortar;o of foorl n;-]otl'\ tb" rurRI COT'Clunity arlO the 
8!10tionCll disturbance p,"oplc: felt as n result, is best expressed 
furth"r , by the follor.'inp; POCl' of an oarli(: r origin : 

nU l' ~;, hr'r ~p, n,~Q). 
~Ol) £ f( q: n ,p lJ 1 nC: n lP- l 1'2<m Q). : 

Th0Y say , I"lr . , Grain h.~s f~llen sick L,) t us ';0 ',nc] pelY hin a v i sit . Fer , if he is not ~oinr; to slITvive Vic should sur" ly b e; tl-Ju first to c1 i o . (11'1) 

The synbolic sickness o~ the crop nar,nificently pro"ccts the 

S4 , DGc :J ",bor , t'oe l"Jonth ('nri "'" ":'lic 11 Bth iori ,~ f'l. rT1crs co llec t t1' eir harvest,; . 
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The inovitClbility of soci'll clisintegrntion has '11so been felt , 
ilnd be faTe this }wppens pearle h"v,~ tu supplic ;lt e . 

PleC'-se , ny Lord , 
EniloVl re vlith [';ood luck , 
So that , I 1:t~I:V not r1ivorce "v chililre~ ' s noth~ r 
Be c '111 S" 0 f lmngu r . ( 1" ) 

Unlike :po<;-~(34) to be discussed under the 'In.,lor t1H,ne of 
r;r;-'_tit;uo(~ , the }'()Pt h"~T'r: s0,;'!ks (levine 'l.ssist :lncc , to flvo i d the 

The l'o'·m,s c1 i'1c 1.ls'leil ill this ser:tio'l , point ont tl-J.e ::tnxi-at:" 
and worry of peopl e in c~isi~ o~ fuo~ 3hortC\~Q . Whc~ the v i ctins 
lose hope t":l(~y 7,ot50 ins "cure to the extont th:1t thuy r92;ress in 
their i [la[,;in2tion to their childhoor1 period "h" n they lJsed to seck 

" 0 for the assistnnce ano protection fgrn mother Clnn tho grownups . 

4.3 Disillusionnent 

By disillusionment is [want hero disappointrr'l1t , frustration , 
displeasure and dissCltisfClction fiS C\ result of unfulfilled 
expec t ations . 

Alnost Clll of th& poens in this section are divine - oriented 
declarations , i ndicClting loss of direction ~nd inclecisiveness in 
the fnce of disaster . 

I 
I 
J 
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The::-e is :lhmys Q b n l i e f in Gorl. that He ',lO ulo cone to he l p his c"U~ture s in tines of need . Such n ~li e f gets stronger in tiCl8S of. trial and t ribuL,tion . But ~,l]e n Goc] fnils to shop up ourin~ such ti~es of c "isis , the fnelin~s 0 9 hopelessness ~no 

evervtiu', tl-J';v :;or' r w"s Hin, i t is l'ith Touch aV'J C1,.,rl hUl"bleness . InSl1 i t'J 0 9 th 3 fact th'lt tr.e v h"v" observ"d the "ules of the ir reliGio ~ . 'lnd i llplored Go~ to l Hssen their niseries , His response hO';J()ver , has bo) 'n wJ.favourable . Hence. i n the :J.ppo.r ent abs'~nce of God ' s holp s ane ber;an to even question Hi s sinc e rity by r ec:l lling the sevoro expe riences they h :lVO held n iLh Hi:"1 in the PCl st . 
'rho) next poen ':Ji th cloublo l1e::minrss, f(' r e:nnp1 0 , very c ::tr"fully att:J.cks Gael, for beine; i n(liffu r ent to th" plight of Hi s ol'ln crentur es . 

Thu lite"'al trnnslntion of the surface ncaning of this poen v,oes thus : 

n 1 H,[ '1> i'\ l Q (l(j). 'l II t. 11 ~ (T: r\ n 1,Q. 11 l"Q t'- {] r\ ([l. atJ..t ~ r\ '10 n r\ : 

Even th;, Alni""ht v , I,ik0 the f r "iJ hUl"'ln b8illics Ihkes falsc) '1ssr::J'tions . FoT" , "T~(!n I 'l.sknrl Hin .f' 0 1"' !'""l.Y1 in,llJT'rt !lt~ ~ssllr -'rl .", thqt He h'1(l ncli:e:-r20) 

S i n c e t he s !con~ lin' in tho o"'i~inQl . cnntains tbe pun , (nut) * the h id(l,::,n l1Q:lnin.' of th,c pooP is: 

• 



Bvun the A1r'if"hty 
1JiJ:o th,; fr',i1 hWJ"l'l beinfrs , 
HnJ(DB f ~:lflu 'l.ss t! T'tions . 
Fe">" , when I 'lSk,!(""l Hin fC'lr'l.n in(jera 
!Ie sai<'t , "cTOll die, for I ' V.l nothlnp; 
To ~~i VQ out . 11 

tel 1 in~ ~ 1i2, ~ n~ condei!nin~ hi~ to de ~th . One could not think 

of t'Ja or:mipot8nt pewer '·I11icll [1utes clisnster unto Ei s hcl1p1ess 
croaturo , nCln . 

In this sioile , God, the Cr()ator is reduced to the st~tus of 

hunan boinp.;s, in an inoire ct 'U;i.Y . 

Such n nove taken by the starved peopla , in a way , lS .'1 

beginninG of q dcp'1rture freD their boliefs and custons . 

There arc sono othe r s ad stories to he told agninst God , 

"Ihich o.ocl to their frustrntions anr di;J:1ppointr>ont . 

}j~' f1.1 II jH 1fl ~;V\ U ~M u 
!Tj 1'-1 (I j(j)iI) ~~,(\U ~7h~U 
tHt(]).;i" h1Ql,). 'f>fl'f>f1. Jm.~U : 

Y01] S ( ,y)(l t",; R::.i ns 
Th~t flood , 0 Gor ! 
Anr t~e Sun ' s h~at 
Th,t scorc'18s 
The ~e it is , ~v tillc~ lnnr , for you 
To sow it yourself . (21) 



This is R C ir,'ct cri ti.cis" of Gorl b'.' f~rqel'8 '!Iho WUl'e forced 
a",'"inst thei.r ';;il.1 , to ab111,lon thei~ uswll D.'r,riC1l1tural 3ctivities , 
boc,'\uSE: of ,;h.' inhal;vlC,.' 0 r n~ture . The ness'lge of the couplet 
indir,·;ctly presupposes tlt" nb',',doll:1ent, 'met destruction of 
cor~r.1unitics . 

God, tulls how cO!'llUnitics unduJ up In total chaos and destruct i on . 

(; 1 KC en rJ "i til) : t\ 9" rJ h £ il rJ "i .''\l) tl fl n T (; 1 Q lJ. fl,Q n, T J(l),;\ lJ : : 

'l'f) heck Hi th You, Lord To heck ryith You! 
If th:'t is ':That You dc'siru Thel'e is my ahandoned house for You . (22) 

its " lf seens to ~Tet v'orric(l ~hnllt its o>"'n Jyre~r ' S plirht . But the 

iiistrust . 

Ii '!' 71 1 ~Q. il :\" (]) £ t rt v~ ]. hH_J il/H,C ~/)9" CDe : M{U ~"'~J (ll.'I']. '? 

My foolish Conro.clo Hunger Asked ;Jf.' to 'lCC'J;'lp':my hin to Sho'L Doesn ' t he rC'11izc th'1t , The S'l.f 1l. Goi1 1:/110 kno\7s 118 h~;T'0 Also exists th(,re? (23) 

Such pessirlisn on tho pnrt of victillS, asserts their r.;rowlng 
d is appoint::lcnt \'lith (l ivinc providence . 
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count r y , h1VO tba i r o~~ doubt i~ th~ oyistonca of God , ' Allah ' , 
o.s the folIo i i m; topic 'l l pac I" f r oll '1 M'.lslin cOT1mmity r ef l ects ; 

'1'::- (] ~ '1 ~I['- ()C I'- 'l'~!\l 
t,r)d" UJ6.&. mLQ l7D()!\1 :: 

Looking up in th8 sky, 
No tr'lce of clou d I sec . 
No trace of nnjesty 
He'lV8n soens to be .'lbrlndoncrl . 
11n:T be, Alln.h too 
Has been t:\lwn mmy :mo n,sc;i;tlo(' . (24) 

All tlH, chnr ':ctdristics I'lit'l ,'Ihich Gorl i[3 presented in the 
noel'S niscuss o(l '1bov,e , tr,stifv to tlv (lisillusionno nt of rlesti t\ltes 

~ore O~rin~ stntenent D~ninst norl , for not~inr hns co~e out of 

(1 'L /) i\ () 1 9-(\ U 9"" e n l 0tl U n U (\ 
/) l t CIl- f] Q L h fD. ~ '1'Q.( IJ l Jl' (\ : : 

I nnn ' t bo~ to you God 
Let the gr~in no it lnstead. 
For you lnvl: provic1 ..,() it 
Wi t11 tllClt nOl'ler of Yours . (25) 

This poo~ , inniroctly '1nd yet profoundly su~gcsts th'lt , it 

is Go d "Iho d c l L. r;a t"s powur to grain , to carry out Hi s cruel acts 
" r;ainst nankind . Thus, Grain to tho starveo nn.n :,ssunes the 



Perennilll instc.hilit-,' , absence of' i nstitlltionnl [1 ,)chanisns 
to protect th.] pe',s'lllt ar;ilinst lootinf5 and plund,~r by shift ilS 55 
~md r::idinr; troops k,ve kept t110 fJ.rners O~l the vurgc: of st::trv(1tion . A c:inor crisis \70111d thus lO'1d to fnnine situation . 

lWmro of this f:lctor , th(, peasants h:,vo ahmys been express ing 
t'loir bitterness 11p;ainst harrassn,mt :me' suppri'ssion through the ir 
oril l literature . 

n{l(l.l9" 0()QQ). AnnQ). nC He; n L. \1.19' \'l Q} ilc',QQ). \l): me; n V ()'1 9" H U. ([\. n !) Q). <fA {l te; 
11-1" ? 'l'c', J '1' 1:1' l1 O1!C e; 9" \ Q). LJ Q-. ilf?, H C';' ,., C 6'. n 1 Q-. te; : 

My ~'1rne~ts m0r· cn"fisc'1t~d And f~ror=, hv I:;hoJ ~'l..r'l1Jr'r; """S 
/Cl(\inin~ t o hr, ill-cl~d . / r~"'r ox ~l'l.S (1 rj_ v,..;n -'YTCJY f> An ~ slQu~'t0~n~ h,r t~e n0 ~t0~n~5 Mv f"r ~n Flr;r >ns ')l"nti ,0 Bv t1) c:' I'Y'iY'lC(; I [) 11; ' ~lcl·)n .. ~..., _ 
0 , "r01Jr fi "..i (] r.;tv , 
You h'!.v~ fOTf\(,t t,: !l" ;iu,",t on(: t~in;; : I.Iy stO'l'1cll ! 
ilh" don ' t 'rOll rob tlnt too? And 1 ,t ~o sleep in ponca . (2G) 

'rhis poeLl is s:licl t o hav ,c be(m conpos"d at t:." tin" of Enporor 
Theodore (1855- 1868) I7ho , in ord() r to punish the) p,-"ople of " r egi on 

550ut l mvs . 

56!\. soldier of n princ e in feud:ll Ethiopia . 



t~.o OYltir0 countr:vsioe . ~ntir.':~ cOf"lTiuniti : ') Y.':}re th'';l) cL:;v].stited 

This pOdrn is of high qU'11ity bllil~ins up oet'! i l by dut~ il 
to stronG clinnx . It i s n tcstnncnt to tIle! surfcrin~s ~nd 
injustice' sU3t'1ninecl b;T tl18 ]Joor l-'()[Js:mt durinG the oppressive 
rc.:gi,me s of feud'll Ethiopia . 

The conclennntion of the nassC)s lS thus , not linited to 
celest i nl powers only , '1S expressed in couplet(25) . It conc1enns 
e:1rthly pow~;rs :IS \'le ll, as roflectec1 in tho '(1)ove poem . 

The tho!"!G of ninillusioTI"Jent is '1150 Innifested throur;h 
the victi~s re '_ct ion :-!f';',i!wt frhmds or rel'ltives . This h'lppens 
'lninl~! -7hen thc" tr~. (l ition cf nutl)".l :lSsist'lnce f.',ils to henefit 
t~0se in c~isis . 

~un~ H~n ~. ?1 Ql£ l 
h t 9" 1 r\.LJ 1 \ (j). m., IJ-. m £ t\ : 

thture t",sUI"ed its cot'di'Jlitv ~h~t is ~oin~ to h~ppen to those VJ l lO f'istre',t8d frienc,s 
During h'1t'c' chys . (27) 

Rer" thcl p.:lSt \'lounc1 see~lS net to he"l very e',s i ly even "-t t i nes 
y"hen l1:lturc resunos its GO!1ero sity . 
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The peas 'J nts I r esponse to drou~ht '1nd f:lr>ina si tun tions , is nanifes t ed tllrough v"tri ouG enot i on~ l reactions , ns soen froD the poeDs treated so fnr . The theMe of d i s illusionnent , whi ch i s predoL,in~,ntly di vine-orcnt ud , as is the c ase here, shows one of the fund:'!'ent .'1 l f C:1tures i n tho cultur~l life of the Tlthiopi a n rur~1 l popuL~tion . The irmlici t '1nC! explicit r e f e r en c es t o God, in tir:es o f griof .':"tnd d i s;~,3ter , Sl-:OVi pcopl(~ I s preoccup:l.ti0ns with T'eli~ious b e liefs . 

Th is i n tur"1 8-;plni r-s t110 f,,,t t""t , Go rl lS vi el'lec1 by th8 pe~S'1nts '1.5 t}1 -, T)O"' ''' T' ,,,110 i ntc)T'Peres i n th:'ir rcff 'l irs , - God ~s ~he c ~us e f or b0th SUC~CS3es ryn~ f~ilurps . 

4 . 4 Rescntnent 

Po(.;~s i nc luded i n this c :tegory expr ess fee:lin!'<;s of i ndi ~~nant displeasure , d i ssatisfact i on or unhappiness . 
Those pocr,s :t re preclonin'1ntly topic .. tl , d\:el linc on the country I S ong0ing r escttl t.:nent pr ograL!ne , s tJ t up t o a llevi at,~ the sufferin~~s o f d is 'ts t e r vic tins , throu[jh the utili z a tion o f o.vo.ila ble r e sources . 
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settler'ont or rl-'settle:",ent issucs , :md Yl,t c~lPQble of explai ning 
the rcsontr;ent of people 'It thair Tl i sfortunes i n r;c :oer ~,l, is worth citinG here . 

?1C(1 antfl, n JQC el'l/\ 
tfl.(1 aD r) t 
(ll£1C nr)t; 

Tilling 1.:.nD , (lncl Suffcrinp; fro'1 'lunr:fT , f~110( ... ti ng "."ith ~{ r;un , '-:'}1C1 f1issin~~ thE: Cn(~T;;r Thc'l9 '1 re "ircoss"nt torr'eni..s Lih, firo bur',in'" thp. soles of our f')ct . (2Fl ) 

i n'!.::;es . The f'uT'er 1'1110 f 'l ils to fJenefit fror his l;,l'our is 
like t ~:e w;:rrior 17ho niss::'s his Shrit;S . 

,mothc.:r c(\uplot , v!hich is ,Iso not r C'lo ttler'tmt - oriented 
drou6ht ~md the kind of ",,' :o tion.,l feeling cY.'u 'lted ano ng , its 
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Inadequacy or absence of rains has always conspired against thb efforts of farmers in the agricultural activities. Farmers whose crops fail or get dgm~ged due to such calamities have this ironic way of celebrating ~aster : 

r, c;' ? 1 f1 L 1 <i. (tf] I1.IJ1' f1) nl7'i 'i 'i'nl nrll]l'l\.t ;n'1): : 

Uho cares for Easter feasts? \Ie will enjoy ourselves liith grain that has missed Its ripeness 
/because of drought/ (29) 

The haster holiday which concludes two months of fasting for the: Christian Lthiopians turns into a day of sorrow for the starving peasant . 

The Amharic term Sefer:.t , (meaning ' settlement ' or ' resettlement ' ) has been a popu l ar topic of discussion, mainly among the drought and famine - victims, since recent years . The measures t:.tken b:, the government to move out people from the drought - prone r egions of the country ilnd resettle them in the more fertile areas h"1Ve attractud not only the att(mtion of drought-victims t'lGmselvcs , but also the wor ld community at large. Becguse of social , cultural and other factors , the resettlement pro[ramme set up , with the hope of benefitting a segment of peasant farmers has at times seums not to have r eceiv ed positive responses from the beneficiaries themselves . 
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Out of the collected poems for the study , there arc those which 
purely dwell on this lssue of settlement or resettlement. The following couplet reflects how a fo.mine - victim being assisted in his place of origi n at Wello , wiews the resettlement 

effort. 

~n 0lJ.1I ') tI Vb ':laD- 'I'? InC CIW\ IJl. 'n JQ? tld..? rp Inc : 

Full of flavour is the Rel i ef Commission ' s wheat Were it not used eventua lly For resettlement. (30) 

Here , the rel i ef rucepient at Wello is worried about the 
eventuality of being resettled in one of the new rehabilitation 
sites , which of course , he is not fqmiliar with. Although ' full of flavour ', he took the relief aid he h3s been receiving 

from the Commiss i on as a bait for resettlement. This establishes 
his negative vieH o.go.inst the rehabilito.tion progri1mme , which 
invo l ves the moving out of people from their places of origin to 
a quite new environment . 

Somo consider the programme unfit for respectable people . 
They see it as undignified and unworthy of proud people , as the 
fol l owin g couplet which comp:oires t h e rEsettled peqsunt to chicken, 
demonstrates : 



73 

'~G I ~ Wi? pC e@n~ (!l.()Q""\ [fIC ar;~ Ilm-i.o,. wiC 

What is life r e - settled1 Like chicken idly perched . Take me to the battlefield To join the wa rriors instead. (31) 

To the Amhara , morc importanc e is glven to fighting and d",fendine; the mother- l'llld than to rehabilitation issues . 
The views of resettler s at the new r~settlement sites , do not seem to differ much from those i"!ho stay '1.t their places of origin, as regards the r ehabilitat ion programme . The following topical poem, f r om one of the resettlement sites at Bale r egion illustrat es this point . 

hQ7!ii- lJt;' £I'C .11 n ?(,1i T 1'l1fl. rLt;' 10. t (1(1 t n ?anA ()T ?;,\ ;t2):1 Mj t 11 i\, PrY) 11 U T : 

!lending her rUFs , Sitting in front of her house . }o'or evr.;ry wor d uttr.;rcd Triple W'~s her accusdt i ve reply , vJhat a t urr i blc pr"dicam8nt for th e man , He hud no cho i ce .i3ut to run away And join the Bale resett lement area. (32) 
Here , family disputu is taken as the cause of resett l ement . 'rhe man h:1s opted for being r esettled not because he is in favour of the resettlement effort , as the tone of the poem suggests , but because of the absence of "'::trm ann smooth family relationship at the place of origin . 
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The deep nttnchment of the lcth i opian people to symbo ls of 
t erritory, l :mguo.ge and religion is also one other det ermining 
factor f or t he peasant ' s outlook towards the r ehabilito.tion effort. '" e JM' Ji'\ 71 ([l. e JtJ (\ all M Ilt\ h<'.9" h..~n t(lC"qo Jt :: 

dnven ' t you so.id my de~r , th~t , 
Misfortunes were unbear able . But no ! I di d bea r them ~nd thus I d isproved you ~Jhen I s ettled \,ith the Oromos in 30.1e . (33) 

Here , the n ew settler i s lost in the middle of a new culture 
and environment. He sec s himse lf a misfit :J.mon g the n elV community. 

Ac cording to thn mess~ ue of t his couplet , the cultur:J.l cohesion 

between the Ghri s tio.n settl er f rom nort hern ~thiopi a , and the uromo 

of the south , seems not to ga i n n firm ground yet. iii th t he exc eption of po em( 28) in thi s s ame category, the othe r 

po ems ar e topical , discussine: issues of r ec ent ev ents. The r eferenc e 

to ' s ettlement ' or 'resett lement ' in t hese poems give s an idea about 

the possible date of t heir compositi on , definit ely nfpcr t he 1974 
.t.thiopi an [{evoluti on , since i t W"1S '.lf t er t ;]8 8s tnblishment of RRC 
that r esettl ement proe;rammes wer e highly int ensified . Hence , these 

po ems u.r e a lso import ant for their hist oric a l c,nd- sociologic 'l l 
values besidES their contributions in the field of or al literature. 
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4.5 Gratitude 

Poems under this section express fE.elings of thankfulnc;ss, appr eciation and gr :.ttefulness . 

It is very customnr y 'lmong th" bthiopian population , the peas~nts in the main, to thank 'md bless all those with helping h::tnds. The people show such f ( ,]lings of appreciation usually with much humbleness and sincerity. 

There could be vJ.rious e Xpl'1n'ltions for such widely exhibit ed habit among the pens.'llltry . But one thing is obvious. Because of th e ir l owly posit ion In society , their only available wealth with which to reciprocat e is their sincere words of t hankfulness and gr3.titude. 

Her L is a poem , popular nmong the li.!!lhara society, which eluc i dqtes the nbove points . 

Jn~~? efi ~ J~m' cm~ 1'1 en}') InC LWr 'n 1Q \, rLJ~: 

Let t hose be fed 
Ilho fed me . 
Let the ir thirst be quenched , \-Iho quenched mine . \Jhat would have b""n my lot If all of us were In the same prl;dic8.ment 'f (34) 



The deeper meaning of this poem, howcv"r , goes beyond the mere express ion of gr atitude . It r ef l ect s the tradition of mutual ass istance . Th~ poem t el ls us that if eV0rybody was deprived , it would r esult in un iversGl des titution. It exp r e sses in so few words man ' s dependence on man in time of d irest n eeds . 
There a r e other v ers es of similcr nature dwellin~ on famine emergency-a i d progr ammes. 

The fo l lowing poem puts on r t;co rd , how an organized gov er nm"nt r elief assi '. tClnc e benefits f Gmine vict i ms . 

~? () 7\ n t 1{) t (]I) 11 Q.. r'l.,0 t'l "'i ~OD J' /I" t OC 'I f Q[ (1 .{ ([In"'i : : 

The f ire of hunger , Drove me on to th e' hit':h road. And I was saved By the governm~nt ' s aid. (35) 

The poems show us the sev erity of the drought in terms of a rampGnt fire imagery . 

Th e government ' s aid is likened to the f ire squad which r eaches t he emergency spot and J.v<crt s d:mgcr b efor e; it spreads out. The poems expr ess ing feelings of gr-lti tude not only indica t e th e inflictions of peop l e rfcsulting from the ' fire of hunger ' , but a lso the root causes for such inflictions , - f a ilure of ra i ns i n this particul a r casco 
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1-1,(1'1' 1 'IC t £."l"i[ "iC n.1\ 1 tr) L? at; 12 til'\, lID rry 0\ 1 : : 

When the rains failed Havoc r eie;ncd . 
\~heat from c b ro3.d arrived And our lives were saved . (36) 

Like) in verse( y;) , ass i "tanc e rendered in t iIacS of direst necd is the best manefestation of solid~rity. The very mention of ' wheat ' coming ' from :lbro3.d ' also indicntGB that thE; task of s'lving famine victims f ell not only on the nat i on but o.lso on the intern:ltional community as lvell. 

In th8 n,~xt couplet , the cxpr6ss i on of g r 1.titude is direct and spocific. 

tr'>"rn '1 e Il) fq Ej: il c,' 'III). '1 U 'I ffiQ-'1'1 'lCt1 InC (112:11[ t>1'1 :: 

Hadn ' t it buen for Wello ' s :lppeo.l , And Co.nada ' s posit ive response. Ours would have been The fate of the de3.d , Stalk in the dry se ·lson. (37) 

This poem of course , shmvs the deep o.pprecilJ.t i on of foreign aid , of Co.n.'.da , in po.rticul"lr . But more; th~\I1 th:J.t , it uxpr essus indirect ly thl: deep f,:;"ling of misery felt b, t'w cooillunity in general. 

hDothcr poem , which also pays tributt: to those who came to avert the crisis goes thus: 
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I was choke d by hunger , And in the; clutches of d8ath . "nd so! Jap:"-nese aid Pulled me out by the hands. (38) 
Both po~m , i.e. , (37) & (38) stress the inevitability of 

death due to huncer , had it not bt!cn for the assistance rendered 
by foreign countri c:::; . S ) , the sincf,ri ty of words of appreciat ion 
on the part of aid - recepients is unquestionab l e. The inminence of 
de"th due to hunger is a~ain r eiterated in the first two lines 
of the following poem . However, the succeeding lines show , life 
instead of death , pl enty instead of st~rvntion. 

7-, \() (]?- InC lin!) hU' h-) 

Cert ain was I 

r, .i. C I (J'. 1'1'\ n, trTj?-l n~n,:: 

That ~arth was to be my meal To my surprise , however, I subsisted on brend and butter. (39) /Brcad and butter which Ins of ceurse 
suppli ed from abroad as there vlere none 
BT:1 ilabl.., in the country./ 

In this poem , ' bread and buttc;r ' connot e s the aV'l.ilab i lity 
of nutrit i ous food which was out of reach of the peasants even 
during normal times. Thus , the outbre:;.k of droughts 'md the f,mine 
that subsequently resulted s eems to be a blessin~ in disguise as 
expressed in the poem composed by the aid-recbpients thems elvl~s . 
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The f 'lmine victims left no stone unturned in a n effort to put on r ecord th" contribut i ons of thos e c ountri E;s and organizations . The assistance r endt r ed not only saved lives, but also helped in facili t:::.t i ne; thE; r eunion of f amily mel!lbers , which were previously disloca t ed b e c a us e of the calamitits. 

The following VLrs e r eflects this fact . 

?fl<;, 'TJC f)l e JrJUIi rJ ;'\ fL 1 fL t tl (JlLIi 1 (1D ilJ i\ Ii : 

Listen to me , 
You who fl e d y our village , Come back and r e -j oin your husband For thE; Helief Commission Is on your side . (40) 

'1'h e poems d iscussed abov e genural ly emphas ize not only the tr8.dition of mutu:'1l a ssi s t anc e , but also such trad itions as being symbols of lif e inst e'~d of dC8.th , social cohe;si on instuFtd of soci9.l d isintigr ntion. Since they dwell more: on ::tctua l happenings , i. e . , on ev ents CIt '.1 ct-rtain time i n th", life of the fami shcld , t heir value lies more ln th" ir h i storica l or sociological s i gnificance , r ather than in t hL; ir lit e r 'lry or a rtistic qualitius. The inclusion of new or a lien terms in t hese poems a lso ind i cate the penetration of for e i gn 'lid int 0 th(; countr:r , cmd thus point to the approximat '" time of their composition which must be r ecent. 
4.6 Tenacity 

Poems under t h is l ast c atef,ory expr e ss determinat ion, strong will, self-re lia n ce and persi stence . 
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It has time "nd again bL ..:n said th:lt hunge r has always been 

a constant v isitor of the l£thio])i:m p easants. It therforc, COllie s 

as no surpris e t o find th,lt , for pe~lsants familiar ~Jith t he 
cru (; lti8s of hunG er, food production i s their constant pre- occupation. 

This pr(; - occuD:ltion is we ll expr es sed through th8ir oral tradit iou 2. 
The pe:.sants chunt or sing these vcrs.', s as they work , as t hey 

plant the c r ops or h 'lrVGs t t hem . Thes.-, p o ems stress not only the 

importance of h3.rd work ':Ind self- suffici • .mcy , but a lso warn against 

possible dangers of hun ger. 
Here is a poem to e lucid:l.t e the 3.bove points. 

'}() H ,\ 11? T lJ. '}()h l1e T) 11 <'. () 11 ? (!) r't n lJ. • \ )2. 11 J IM 'P () : : 

Gobez! 
List en t o my advic e . Listen to my advic e \/ork hard on your farms. \Jork hard! Ur e l se , you Hon ' t be abllc to withstand 

The t ~ar s of your offsprings . (41) 
It starts out b y callinr-: 'Gobez ' - a Vlor d which m(,ans 

' the brave ' or ' the strong ' . It also connotes int egrity and 
comrade ship . 

The p o em is C\ warning to people t :nt unl e ss they apply 
thems e lves s eri 0u sly to f"rmine; , food crisis would d e finit e ly set 

in . The ' Gob (" z ' who a r e expected to help out anybody in d:l.!lger , 

must not compromis e themsplves to hunger and t o the t ears o f their 

children. The call for h''l.rd work cannot be more succinctly expressed 

than in the ab ov e couplet. 
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nn \ !l)e <I.&. f] 9'r\ he 9"' <I.&. .1 "r ,111< ? nJ\ (l). n J!..(] Ml<l. &. &. : 

He who Advances l'u;w excus (;S , Of the Sun ' s hoat in June , -md of the downpours in July, ¥rightens his kid, Demanding in,jura, By the story of 
Hll approach of a devourin[ hyena. (42) 

The couplut gives us an ins ight into the troubled hearts of t hose people who , out of negligence or laziness , fail to work hard and are ev entually overwhelmed by problems , the solutions of which a r e out of their r each. 

(iii L II \ (fr. h 1 'I. 1', [q: n II iii an T )'II Q \I rrj~ an (i fl li.l n, :: 

line has to plough The land with vigour. Els e , fuarful will it be , When one ends up \Jith an empty bread basket. (43) 

The imagery of th" empty br·3,qd b asket symbolizes destitution , hunger , =d the <oventu:llity of death by starvqt ion. Hence , the n eed for hard lVork is given e;r eat emphasis . 
Som e , Iii th li tt 1" or no foresight , might think that LuninG could be avoided v ery "as ily. 'i'he next couplet indirectly expos es such a false vi ew, 'md advocates t he c orrect solution : 
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l)\,/i 11[01llJ. rlo~I1DL[9" 
TJ[ nCf1l'l/i: nf'J)L[ 9": 

I plough the land 
!'loan I not • 
.b'or, hunger can I t be 
Chased away with a sling . (44) 

This is another coupl ~t which in only t wo lines states t tl~t , 

no weapon c an vanquish faI'lin" exc ept hard ''1ork. It also tea ches 

th'-lt no amount of self- pity would help against f .:m ineo. Th" only 

way out is to farm Jnd to f a rm and to farm. Cne has to sWint eVen 

on r (J ligious hol i d'lYs , violat ing the long- li Vc.d tr:lc' i ":;ion as thE; 

followine: coup10t pr ol1osCo's : 

9" \ (['. ~ '11" n. JC (). ~"\ a· ~) lJ.Q. n. J[ (). 
h()IlG J n,t h ·;r'G!J/)Il ()' 

Better to L lrm on Saturdays 
Better to f 'lrm on Sundays! 
Hatter tha n runninv Clft 'T h'mdouts 
From the afflu"nt. (45) 

Saturdays ,md Sund:J.Ys , .'lnd t ilu numDrous Saints I days have 

b een obsorved fo r mi llenia in christi ·:J.n lOth i opia . Vio l atinp; them 

i s tant amount to bru i'ddne; a t a boo , btc a us e anyone who dO leS so could 

very wel) be excommunicated . It h:1S bLen held t:,roughout th E.. , 

centurie s that working on these days would br i ng disaster not only 

on the individual but also on the community as a whole . But thu 

me s .age of the 'lbOVt coupl e t is precisEly to break t his anc i ent 

t r ad i tion . To c ommit this sacrilcwe is d , emed to 1)0 much b etter than 

t o humiliat e oneself by b "ggi ng for a p i'~ ce of bread from the I hClVtS I • 
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The couplet is :"l rcvolution:J.ry call for h'l.rd vlOrk :md 

self-rol i ancc. 

'riw l ast couplet showine; th o f ruit ful life obt:J.ined through 

hard work runs thus: 

qDle" ra;c~ ~i nUl' (It (It 
annhU' £ \J :\ mq:([,i"' nJJj-: 

Sharp a re his ploughs 
And his oxen of a bor:J. colour. 
And his grinding mill ·C0Cl.SLS not to rO'lr 
Until well into Maskbram , 57 th u new year. (46) 

.bvcn during periods of good harvest , there are l",an monthS. 

But in the above poom i s a harclworking pO.'"l.sant , whose labours are 

rewa rd 8d by plentiful results that his grinc1 ing mill roars evun 

throughout SeptembLr when most OtlHTS roamin silent. 

Tho couplets cited so far in this last section of the chapter, 

expross the n8ed to oVe;rcome hungsr through hard work. They 

agitate thE; society to be i ndust ri ous. Underlying these couplnts ; 

th ern is a call for a spirit of self - reliance , for tenacity against 

hardship and for doggedness in work. 'l'hey also carry a message to 

fight against fat3.1ism . 

Thu last poem to conclude the discussion with , is chosen 

because its optimistic content and realistic solution to the) problem 

of hunger which can be , in the) final analysis is solf-relianc e; and 

hard work. 
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C U N C L U ~ I U N 

In the preceding discus"ion of the dominabt themes of 

famine - inspired ll.mharic poems , the study h'1S Rttempted to bring int o 

focus the p lie:ht of the hunf'er - strikcn i"thiopian peopln , the peasant 

masses in the m~in , and their responses to t he mis. f ortunes meted 

out to them. 

Although these r esponses that (,:ot their express ions through or a l 

poetry are treo.t ed under separ'lt e hcndings, the gener ',l impression 

we get from them is th~t the maJority of ~thiopian rural masses have 

lived under food crisis situ'ltion for ages , and thus , in constOJlt 

preoccupations with the a c qui s ition of their d:lily bread . 

F~ctors directly r esponsib l e for the outbreak of famine in 

EthioDi'l are usu:llly identified 'lS drought resulting from unfavourable 

clim:l.tic concitions. But m'ljor c'tuses of famine hilve their roots in 

the country's socio - economic system and in the low- level of 

productivity of pe'ls=t farmers , which has been pointed out in chapter 

two oJ this study . The archaic land tenure system , hum= settlement 

pattern , primitive techniqu8s in food production and land use, to 

ment ion some, h'ive b een the big sturrb ling blocks for proper 

development :llld for self- sufficiency in food. Thus tto ~thiopiM 

masses h~ve lived for ages in an environment where food crisis has 

been ro.cinc; const:mtly. 

The oral trarlitions have not fqiled to register the problems 

and miseries people have been facinG for a[Ls . The poems classified 
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under t he theme of anguish for examp l e , express this fac e of 

lifo through the \-JOc:S and cries of hunp; ry childrtcn and the 

never - improving food situat ion for thosu with dr-sperate needs to 

s3.ti s fy thGir bunger . llnxi (, ty and holplossenes:; in th e; face; of 

dis3.st<-rs is exp r ossEcd by couplets under thu theme of insecurity . 

Bec ause of t heir difficult positions , people have also been forc ed 

t o conde= not only the e'lrthly pOVler , but also the celcsti3.1 as 

well, which further shows thei r dis i llusionment with humanity as 

well as div inity. 

i'o<cms under r eSGntment theme show people ' s displuasur u and 

dissutisfaction in life ; to the ext ent of disregarding some of t he 

e fforts made t o impr ove their own lots. 

The poems have a lso r egistered tho contributions made by the 

'.'!orld community a t lare;G, to 3.11uvi3.te problems of f 1mino . 

T(3nacity , which i s the last t1l0m,) in th<; :mlysi r; of the poems , 

is vvry optimistic , and a r c,volution:1ry c a ll for hard work and 

self-rcli:mc e . The n OE:d to ov..;rCOlilC: hunge r through t ae concert .. d 

e f fort s of all thos e conc "rncc1 is highly emph as ized. 

e 
~he couplets included in this study have attm~pted to r egi s t er 

the coll ect ed exp eripnc es of famine -vict i ms in so f ew but effect ive 

words . 

They a r e valued not on l y for their literary merits , but also 

for th eir historic:tl and sociological significan c e as well. 



'.C her e is no doubt that, for a deepe r und ,;rst :mding of 

Ethiopian society , a mor e conccrt "d and institutiona lized collection 

of oral lit "ratur e of the Ethiopi~p e opl c in Bencrnl is needed. 
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