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+BSTRACT

Famine, whieh followed in the wake of drought =nd othor
natural or man-mado dimasters, has bocon a common occurence over

the long history of Athiopia,

Most of the written documents thot are rzlated to famine
have only reecorded a historicnl accourt of the famine thet has
occeurred; and some of the best ritings have tried to explore its
causes, damage and the ways and means with which it could he
tackled. The zocial dimension of thig catastrophe however, hasg

been given little attention,

The purpose of thig study, therefore, is to thematically
analyse fanine-inspiraed Amharic oral poetry, and by so doing gain
somé ingsight into the psychology of famine victimg; their

feelings, hopes anda 2gpirationg,

This thesis ig divided into four chaptors,

hapter ono dezls with ths purrose, scope, significqncu, and
limitation of the ctudy and also with definitions of terms.

In chapter two, a socin~cconomic and historica survey is
made with the aim of providing some of the necessary context for

& critical appraisal of the collected rocns.

Chapter three denls vwith methodolopy, i.¢., thc methods of
collecting and classifying the rocms,
The fourth chapter, is dovotea te the discussion of the

major themes of the poemns,
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- CHAPTTR I

INTRODUCTION

1.7 Purpose of the Study

The prevalence of drought conditions has Created strain on
the basic necessities of life and has furthep complicated the

already poor 1ife situation of the peasants in Lthiopia.

One of the ways in which people express their deep feelings
of hardship and miseries is through verse of sorrow, which is
commonly known in Apmharic as Engurguroq - & word equivalent to
the English term lamentation. Below is a popular Lmharic couplet2

which reflects the abominable conditions in which the peasantry in

a poor countrv likes Ethiopia live.

AW D 90 6%4 40 ay
heRden emmmae @y -

Lamenting in verses
Is cormmon for the Poor man
4is the water he drinks i1s alvays mucdied.

th is very often imbued With feelings of loneliness,

disappointment, grief, and the like, and in many instances,
chanted or sung in solitude to express private or social matters.

gThe word 'couplet' refers to the two line Anmharic poem
which, literally translateqd in Inglish is 'poer’', Of the
forty-six sanples selected for the research, forty-four are
couplets., Hence, the word 'poem' has beon alternatively used
with 'couplet' in this study.




The image of the nuccdy water here, stands to express the
general conditions of his existence, which is all the mnore
complicated by recurring and persistent natural disasters, mainly

droughts.

The above couplet ig thus, the reflection of the fact of 1ife
one sees in the poverty-stricken segnent of the Fthiopian society.

It fe in fact, more applicable to the reasant majority, which

time and again suffered under the hard blows of famine.

The problem of the poor man, particularly in the rural areas,
is not only non-availabilit« of potahle water and the constraint
in fetching it, as the surface meanineg of the couplet surgests
but also in the general lack of other. . basic necessities of 1
especially food, He is ill-fed, ill—clad, and ill-sheltered,
The inner meaning of thisg couplet expresses in full, all the
hazards he faces, Couplets like the above angd other poems have
been composed to e¥Xpress the miseries ana unhappy experiences of
ptople who, at one time or another, felt or witnessed, on suffered

from the consequences of famine op hunger,

The purpose of thig study is, therefore, to thematically
analyse famine-inspireq amharic oral boetry and by so doing
gain some insight into the psychology of viectims of famine, their

feelings, hopes, ana aspirations.



1.2 Scope of the Studw

Famine problems have been common features among the Ethiopian
peasantry. Their responses to such problems have also been

expressed in various ways, of which oral litcrature is one.

Oral literature regarding famine and related conditions,
could be found in various forms and in different vernaculars of
the Ethiopian people. As the topic of this study suggests,
the focus here is solelvy on famine-inspired Amharic oral poetry,
generated as a result of famine and related conditions in the

countrv.

Amharic roems (inherited or topical, event-attached or not),
that seem pertinont to this studv and which were avallable to the

writer of this study have beern troated here,

1.3 BSignificance of the Study

This study has been conceived as a result of the researcher's
long years of service in the Relief and Rehabilitation Commission,
an organization, responsible for ameliorating the sufferings of

disaster victims in Ethiopia.

During these vears of service, the writer had the opportunity
to closely witness the sufferings of people who had been victims
of natural and man-made calamities; and was also deeply involved
in the day to day activities of the organization which has bheen
conducted with the aim of alleviating the sufferines and plight

of Ethiopian compatriots afflicted bv the calamities.



Most of the ﬁritten docunents that are related to famine
tend to record s historical account of the fumine that has take
place, and some of the best writings have tried to explore itg
causes, damape ang the ways ang neans with which it could be
tackled. Some authorities are of the opinion that the sgciajl

dimension of such a catastrophe hag been given little attention.5

Insisght into the social implications of famine can also be
gained by a Comprehensive description of imarinative Works related

to famine- which however have been ignored gp Tar.
9 9 &)

The lack of compr=2hensive research on social implications of
femine from g literary Perspective, and the topicalitw of famine
as the subject of studv in all its ramificationg hag motivateqd
the researcher to undertake gz Criatieal examination or Amharic oral

poetry dealing with famine ang related conditions.

Furthermore, the collection and compilation of these poemg
is attempted With the belief that it wilz help stimulate further
studies in the field or literature, sociology, anthropology and
other rclated Social sciences, Such studies would be worthwhile
in a country like ours, where cveclical ang recurrent drought ang
Tfamine conditions have become pars and parcel of the complex life
system of the society, Dhe outcomes of Such studies woulq also
undoubtedly contribute theinp share towards solving the Perenniagl

drought ang famine problemg

5Alula Pankhurst, "Social Consequences of drousht and Famine:
An Anthropological Approach to Belactad African Countriggn
(Unpublisheg Master's thesis, The Universite of Manchester, London,
1985), p. 6,

——
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1.4 Limitation of the Study

Unlike poems which deal with Such subjects as love, courage,
death, ang marriage, field-collected and printed work data scem
to indicate that Poems related to famine and its consequences
are very rare. One of the reasons forp this could be that, the
former ones dre in many cases matters of everyvday life situations
involving Sroups of pzople whose actions can easily be recorded
during the Particular occasion or event; while the latter ig ip
most instances, a private affair; a pegylt 0f dssolate Conditions,

intoned during nomenss or times of distress ana despair,

Poems that evolve in such conditions surface in a number of
cases to the point of bncoming Tecognizable ang Popular among the
community through time. It is therefore difficult fop the researcher
to succced in collecting °nough material frop 1 specific areg
within a specifie period of time, unless he lives anong the pPcople
for quite a while, This, of course has implications fop the
Tesearcher who is not lucky ¢nough to get tho_necessary resources
to spend some time with the people in question. Becaase of such
pProblems the Tesearcher could not restriect the collection of the
poens to one region Alone, for instance, Shoa or ello, and also
to 2 certain Specific period of time. This has been the major

limitation of the paper on the pPart of the researcher.

Howevor, effortg have besn mage to include in the studw, roems
that would be taken asg rapresentative in eXprassine the misery,
fear, ana the hope, felt by the hunger-stricken hasses. Thus, all

1

¢ conclusion are based on the

B

the generalizations pregented in th

Pooms treated in the studw,



Tab Definitionq of Termg

e e

154 Amharic: -

The couplets usad forp this study are basicallv of Amharic
origin, and it ig technicalls Appropriate to rafer to them asg

"Amharic poemg! or 'couplets!,

But the reality ig that, Amharic, bv ana large, is not a
lanFua~e that ig confined to the Amhara nationality alone, In
fact, it iz a lansuase that has a wide currancs ﬁhﬁoumhout the
countrv, Furthermoré, the probloms exXperienced in Ethiopia ag a

A

consequence of disasters, are not limited +o those people whose

lansuage ig Anharic, Tne problerms have algo beéen common to other

groups of psople who share common values ang ways of life, and
respond to such catastrophes in g More or less similar nanner,
And as such the poems ang eXpressions though re resented in

’ D 5
Amharic, have g universal applicability ang carry similar

significance among other groups as well.

1.5.2 Folklore:-

Oral poetry, which i the main subject of thig study, is part

And parcel of the broad body of knowledge knovm s 'folklore,
The quz2stion of determinine the A=finition of folvlore hag bzen

a Controversiajl issue fopr g long time.

Regardine thiq roint, Alan Dundes has the following %o say:



Debateg about how folklore should

be defineq have beep waged
continuouslv EVET Since the worg was
Colned in 1846 by William Thomasg,
Most definitiong Concern the 'lore!,
but some concern the 'folk?', Lore

= bhe nMaterialg of folklore rather
than the beople who yge the
materials has boagn described in

terms or Origin, form, transmiosion
and function Howovo“, there hag
27n no Widespread agroemant among

fol?lorists about rhat folklove is. 4

This existing diversit- is further illusthateﬂ bv Marig

Leach'g Staodard Dictionarv nf Folklore. Mvtholoqw and Logend,

which carries the twontvaone dofinitions miven to this same

subject - Folklore, Out or these dofinitions, the fo]lowinq

two are given helow to at least Point oyt the basic ideas embodied

in Folklore, With the sole Purpose or Slving a firm basig for
the discussion 4nd analvgig of the poems at hand, ang also make

the readop Sense the eXisting Controversjeg Over ita definition.

Aooording to Gastor, folklore g understood ip the following

manner:

Folklore ig that papt gf = People'g
Culture which ig Preserveq,
consciopsly or unconsoiously, in
boliefs, and Practices, Customs ang
Observanceg of menepal Currency,

in mvths, lenonds, and tales of
Common acceptanco; and in argg and
crafts which eXpress the tempar ang
8enivs of 3 Group rathap than of

—_—

4Alan Dundos, The Shudy of Folklore (New Jersy: Inglwoog
Clirff, Prentice HalT, 1065 Ba 1,



an individual. Because it is repository
of popular 'climate', folklore serves

as a constant source and frane of
reference for more formal literaturc

and art; but it is distinct therefrom

in that it is essantiallv of the

reople, by the people, and for the
people.D

Thomson seems in arreemeant with Gaster wthen he savs:

Althoneh the srord folklors is more than

a caontury old, no exact arrcement has !
ever be'n reachad as to its meaning.

The cormon ides present in all folklore
is that of tradition, something handed
down from one person to anosher and
bPreserved either in memory or practice
rather than written rocord. Tt involves ;
the dances, songs, tales, legends and j
traditions, the beliefs and superstitions '
and the proverbial saying of peoples '
everywhere. It also includes studies {
of custous, of traditional agriculture |
and domestic pbractices, types of

bumikdings and utensilis, and traditional

aspects of society organizations.. .6

Based on the above definitions, one can realize that,
'folklore! embraces the greater part of traditional culture, E
of which oral literaturc is one. Oral literature on the other |
hand embodies various othar forms, including oral poetry - the

subject of this stndw,

Aecording to this paper, therefore, 'folklore' refsrs not
onlv to the unwritten literature o* people, but 2lso to the
customs, beliefs and traditions that people have handed down

from generation to generation

sMaria chéh, (ed.), Standard Dictionary of Folklore, Mythology
and Lomend (Maw York: Funk & Wagnalls Company, 1960), p. 399 s

SIvid., p. 403




Folklor~, thus, donotes mant'g social and material heritage,
while 'oral literatime:! refirs to the verhal form of the heritage,

characterized by its artistic qualities,

1.5.3 Opal Poetry

Oral poetry is  onc of the irmpertant branches of oral
literature, It is also regarded as the oldest form of verbal
art. The various types of SONgs sung on different occasions
and for different purposes, poems ang dirges, for instanoe, are

included under the heading of oral poetry.

The unwritten literature of people, both in the form of
prose and.verse ig in fact, an oral Activity. But there exists
a difference between the methods orf delivery of poetic and

prosaic elementg,

According to Owomowla, "theraas the prosaic components ara
delivered in the 58me manngr as ordinary Sreech, the poetic are
distinctly rhythmic and the voice isg usuglls moﬁulateﬁc,”r'7 This
refers in short, to ths choice angd arrangement of ropds emplovad
in the composition of boetry and also the war it is Presented,

to eventually create a Specific emotional response. Thus,

"poetry is, by and large, differsentiated from prose as being

7Oyekan Owomoyela, Africayn Literatures: ain Introduction
(U.S.A. African Studies Association, 19701, D. B. -
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marked by greater Specialism, " Such spacialism in the practice
of poetic composition and Performance, also Suggests the fact

that orel Poctry in general, is emnployed for more Serious purposes

than is prose.

Like all other genres of oral literature, the study and
analysis of oral poetry has been affected by different
theoretical approaches to folklore. The Structural-Functional
School of Britisy anthropology, for instance, 84Ve more emphasis
to sociological ang anthropological aspects rather than the
literary. The concentration was purely on the function of
literature in a society. Theso functions, ameng others, range
from, justifyinx (aimed at making peopls accept a Ziven status
quo), pedagogic (used to instil in the members of the socictw
skills or behaviours that are considered essantizl), to entertain-
ment. The aesthetic aspect, however wag ignored, It wag assumed

.

that oral litepatn-e 19 not worthe of studv in itg o'm rircht

Regarding the implication of this approach to the collection

and analysis of oral literﬂturo, Finnegan remnarked thus:

The result ig that over the last
generation or so bractically no
collection or analyvsis of opral
literature have been made by
British scholars. When oral
literature wasg mentioned, the
fashion was to play down the
aesthetic aspect in favour of

the functional, .. Prose narrative

8Ruth Finnegan, Oral Literature in Africa (Nairobi:
Oxford University Press, 1984), . 82,




Was more often referred to than
sSung boetry, since it was e®@sier
to make a quick record of it and
since it was more sultable,
particularly in the form of
'myths', for use in functional
analysis.
The dominance of this functional approach is thuysg regarded
as one of the main factors that hampered the study of oral

literature in this century,

The Historical-Geographical School of folklore has also
its negative impacts on the study of thisg oral art., Thig approach
has been popular in the nineteenth and the twentieth centuries.

Here the focus was on the area of origin and Spread of oral tales.

As Finnegan remarks in thig connection, "detajileq
investigation of the actunl socinl literarpw rol2 of forms of

oral literature in rarticular cultures wore thus not called i’or.’IO

The Historical—Reconﬁtructional approach, on fhe other hand,
concentrated on naking usas of folklore ang folklife nmaterials to
recapture vanished historical accounts.qq As was the case of the
two previous approaches, the study of oral literature in its own

right was also Played down here,

These and a nunber of otherp theoretical points of view have

thus affected the study of oral literature in general,

YIbvid., p. 3s.

O1vi4., pp. 3940,

Mpichara . gorson, (ed.), Folklore and Folilice (U.S.A.
The University of Chicago Press, 1972), p. 12,
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It is generally agreed that the attitude of Westoerners
toward Africa and its traditions in the past hag been opinionated,
and this, on itg bart, has hag furthey implicationsg in the study
of its oral literature., The widely helg belief has been to view
Africans ag destitute of traditions, i faet, having no opral

literatura.

The followinﬁ rash remark quoted by Burton & century ago
repardineg the literature of non-literate Africans illustrates

the point:

"The savape custom of going naked, "
W2 are told, "hag dennded the mind,
2nd degtroved all decorum in the
languace Poztry thare is none;
the sones are Mostly repetitiong ol
a few hperbolical e¥nprassions.,

here is ng metre, no rhme, nothing
that interesgts O soothes the
feelings, op arrest the Passions;
no admiration forp the heavenly
bodies, no taste for the beauties
of creation, Ve miss the cultivateq
nind which delights in S2izing on
these objects, and cmbodying them
in suitable wordg,n12

Such géneralization ang criticigm Was, in fact the reflection
of a widespread assumption equating literature with Writing,
Be that as it DAy, some remarks have to be made on the

definition ¢ the term 'poctry!, Various direct and indirect

definitiong have been given by Several prominent beérsonalities,

1gRichard F, Burton, Wit ang Visdom from Wogt Africa
(Mew York: Negro Univergifs Press, 109607, P. XII.




o 1 . .
Here are three definitions > of poetry which give some

insight into its nature.

"Poetry 1s a spontaneous overflow of powerful emotions."

William Wordswarth

"Poctry is life seen through a temmeranent .”

William Wordswarth

Poetrv should bhe brief, passionate, intense."

Edear Allan Poe

Folk poetrv in general, therefore, is understood in this
paper as bzinm one of th- major cenras of oral literature,
distinctly rhvthmic, written metrically in a languass chosen
and arranged to create a specific emotional response through
meaning, sound and rhythn, and emploved for more sSerious purposes
than prose. This general definition equally applies to Ethiopian

oral poetry as well: thus, this also applies to Amharic oral

poetry, which is the subject of this study.

1.5.4 Famine /hunger/

The poems contained in this study are, in the main, woven
out of the intense feelings of people, arising from the shortage

of food. TFamine and hunger, terms directly or indirectly recurring

158tan1ey C. Glassew, The Groundwork of FEnplish Composition
(London: The CGlaredon Press, 1057), Dp. Ta0=-2010,




in these poemrs, denote the hungry man's quest for food. These

terms, therefore, deserve some introductory statements.

Famine is understood by different people differently.
Because of the existing confusions in terminology, ordinary hunger,
undernourishment, malnutrition and famine arc used interchangeably

. 14
as 1f they are synonymous.

Mesfin Wolde Mariam's definition of famine follows thus:

Famine is a genzaral and widespread
prolonged and persistent, ewtra-ordinarv
and insufferable hunger lastine for
several months and a®fecting the
majorit™ of ths rural population over
nore or less evtensiva area, resulting
in tot~l social and cconomic
disorgenization and mass death bv
starvation.’

If femine means that much in terms of its duration and effect,
how about hunger, a ternm which, in most instances, is confused

with it?

Here again, a distinction is made between what is termed as

'specific! and 'general! hunger.

'Specific hunger' is taken as a tendency of an animal to

ingest certain foodstuffs solectively,q6 while ‘general hunger' is

m

1'Mesfin Wolde Mariam, Rural Vulnerability to Famine in
Ethiopia: 1958-1977 (India:™ Vikas Publishing House PVY Itd.,
19845, p. &.

51vig., p. o.

Woryiig
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equated with famine, affecting large numbers of people in rural
areas as 2 consequence of non-availability of food for a relatively

long time.,

Thus, genesral hunger, hereafter, hunger, in this study, which

is quite often seen to be synonymous with famine is a condition

vherc a total lack of food is evperienced, leading to death and/or
to the migration of people in search of food awav from their homes
and localities. Since hunger and famine have come to mean

substantiallv the sama thine

©, the rescarcher has talen the liberty

of using them interchargahl~ in thig atndv,




CHAPTER II

ETHIOPIA: SOCTIO-TCONOMIC AND HISTORICAL
PERSPECTIVE

This chapter attempts to make an axamination of the wider
packground against which the farine problenm of the Ethiopian

rural masses should he scen.

Factors related to the recurrcnce of disastrous food
shortages in the country arce numerous. They range from
unfavourable climatic conditions to backwardness both in terms

of farming methods and the land holding systen.

Any analysis of literature without some background to contrast
with is, of course, a futile attempt. us Finnegan succinctly puts
it:

In Africa, as elsewherc, literature is
practiced in a society. It is obvious
that any analvsis of... literature must
take account of social and historical

context - and never more than in the
cage of oral literaturec.

Tt is owvite true that a full account of the countrv's social,
sconomic and historical fatures that are bachgrounds for the
poems treated in the studv could he given bv authoritied in the
respzetive fields. This chapter however, woul? onlv venture to
give a briesf introdnction on tha subjects with the aim of providing

some context which is essential for a critical examination of the

pocmS .

17Finncgan, Op. cit., p. 48. i
— ) —



CHAPTER ITI

ETHIOFIA: SOCIO-FCONOMIC AND HISTORICAL
PERSPECTIVE

This chapter attsmpts to make an axamination of the wider
background against which the famine problem of the Ethiopian

rural masses should be scen.

Factors related to the recurrcnce of disastrous food
shortages in the country are numerous. They range from
unfavourable climatic conditions to backwardness hoth in terms

of farming methods and the land holding system.

Any analysis of literature without some background to contrast
with is, of course, a futile attempt. aAs Finnegan succinctly puts
ik

In Africa, as elsewhere, literature is
pr"ctlced in a society. It is obvious
that any analvsis of... literature nust
take account of social and historical

context - and never more than in the
case of oral literaturc.

It is ovite true that 2 full account of the countrv's social,
economic and historical .fraturcs that aro baclmrounds for the
poems treated in the stulv could be Fiven by authoritied in'the
respzctive fields. This chapter however, would only venture to
give a brief introduction on tha subjects with the aim of providing
some context which is essential for a critical ecxamination of the

poems.

r;’Flnnp zan, Op. cit., p. 48.
- 16 -



5,1 Geography and Climate

Ethiopia, on¢ of the oldest nations in the world, 18
situated in the horn of Africa. Thysically, it consists of &
wide range of guographical features, charncterized by very high
plateaus with precipitous zdges, LowaTing mountain peaks, deep
FoTEes and vallevs, mighty TiVeT grstbems, 1aKes, great grasslands,
garm and arid lowlands. The lowland areas in the =2ast, gouth,
south-e¢ast and wast ar? characterized BT hich tamperatures,
sxcessive avaporﬂtion, scanty rainfall and 1imited vogctqtion.

Ethiopia's natural resource ig its rich and large aaricultural
1and. Abont sixtv-five paercent of tha total 1and aren 1is

congidered tO be suitable for cultivation and pastorage, though

at prcscnt less than twenty poreent of the totnl arable land 18

. 8
cultJ_v:?d:c».d.,,1 The countTy algso has abundant surface and
ynderground wwater TEsSources for irrigation and drinking. But very

1ittle of this has becn utilized.

The mountainous terrain has considerable offect upon the
country's climatc. Though Tthiopia is situated in the tropical
zonec, 1its high altitude is recgponsible for the cool and bracing

climate.

18pe1inf and Rehabilitation Commission, The hallenges of
Drought: Rthiopia's Docad of Strugele in ReTicf and
Rohopilitaglion (Tondon: H & T ConmunicAatlons T3, O85), P- AL,
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The relationship between temperature and population density
is also clearly marked in the countrr. The nost donsely populated
part is the platean to the north-wost of the Rift Vallcy.qg Due
to this favourable clinatic condition, out of the totnl forty-two
million, thirtw—eircht million of the population (i.e., ninety
percant) 1live here, fqhich constitutes fortr-nine percent of the
countrv's surface nrea.go Tha romzinine ten parcant inhahit the
1owland arcas, which censtituta fthe fiftw-on~ parca:nt of the 1and
mass. The highland arcas have nlanty of rains at times, but there

are nlso times when thav £a1l short of the exmectud amount, or

aven cease totallw, riving rise to drourht. The African continental

problem of desert sneroachment has also, Tenr to vear, its impact
on the life of the Ethiopian farmer, by affecting the rainfall
pattern. ab times, therce arc disasters from hoavy rains and
floods, and at other times from drought. Such an imbalance of
nature is well expressed through a popular Amharic folk poen 1in

the following manner:

quelicf and Rehabilitation Commission, Tackling the

Ravages of Drought (Addis Ababa: 1985), D- 3,

2OIbiﬁ.




Hemy N AH Y ehau  ehav
n & agon Fhau  ehau
FHEOP AU e SONAV

You gend the Rain

That flood, O God,

And the Sun's heat

That scorcha3.

Thers it 18, mv tilled land for wou
To sow it voursalf.

The posm roflects the nisfortunss that hav: befallen the

paasant farmers and made them despair to th: point of resignation

or aAnger.

The scasons of the country are hroadly divided into two.
These are the long dry scason, begd, and the big rainy scason,
kerant.

Since agriculture is the dominant activity in the country,

the importance of rain in the apvropriate season 18 & prime concern

of people. The availability of an adequate amount of rainfall
which at times fails in nany vears, strongly determines success

in asricultural production.

Both th: keramt and bega rains roceived by the Ethiopian

highlands, espocially the santh-eastern hirhlands, in the end

amptv themaalvas to the low=lwing arcts in th~ form of Mmim-offs,

thus acczlemating soil erosions and grossly limitine rroductior

]

of food-rrain for the more than seventr-five parcont of the
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population of the highland regions of tho country. Over-
population in these areas Aas indicated earlier, is also another
problen which further ageravates the situation.

Furthermore, since the highland population totally depend
on roin-fed agriculture, and the topomraphy of the area nakes

2

irrigation agriculiture almost impossible; absence or shortage of

roins in these arens will have a catastrophic effect.

This alse holds truna for +3e nomadic and somi-nomadic
population (dip The 2nv lowlands surrounding the contral hirhlands),
whoge livelihood dap=nd mainlv on animal hushandrv,

2.2 Langunge

Scholars have differed on the number of languages that exist

R e . £
in Ethiopia. Some belicve that over scventy languages are spoken,

while obhers put the number as high as nincty.25 In both cases,

it testifies the linguistic diversity of the natlon.

e Rellu? and Rehabilitation Cormission, Combatting the
Effccts of Cyclical Drought in Ethiopia (ﬁ@dl bhaba, 1085), P. 9.

2
22y, T. Bender, a.), Language in Bthiopia (London: Oxford
n.

(e
Universitw Press, 1076), e 15,

Eﬁﬂddis Ababa Universitv, Admas (Vol. 1, No. 2, Addis Ababa:
1972 (Zthiopian Calandar.), P. 20



Thres mIJ10T linguistic families are found in the country.
These are, Cushitic (predominaﬁtlv gpoksn in the gouthern half
of Ethiopia, including Ororo, Somali, Sidamo, and Agau), Nilotic
(spok=n mainly along the northern and western gscarpnent leading
to the gudan) and Senitic, spoken mainly in the northern half

of the country.

Amharic, in which the collected poems for this study are
expresscd, ia among the many langEuages found in Ethiopia. It 1s

Semitic in origin and is both spoken and written.

Amharic has bcen spoken in Ethiopia for centurics, though
no oné knows exactly for how long. But still there are some
scholarly speculations alone this linz.

Dr. Sirgiw Hable Sclassie, 40 Ethiopian scholar and historian
helieves that, Amharic, most probahly begon to be spokan widaly
during the reign of ImpsTor Lalibala (ﬂ185—ﬂ220),25 while Wright
believes that, Amharic cam: into cvistance by 1300, and the

I : . 2
carliest AmharTlC manuscript dates from about 1800, .

24 - . 3 : . . = ; .
Simon D. Messing, "phe Highland-Plateau Arthara of Ethiopia"
Shi

(Unpublished Doctor's thesis, The Tmiversity of Pensylvanla,
U.S.A., 1957), P- b

25Sirgiw Hable Selassic wimharic as a Literary Language

. s ATHE : ‘ , nguag
Prior to the 19th Century" (iddis ihaba University, nddis Ababas
1969) , (Mimeographed.)

26gpephen G. Wright, Amharic Litorature," Something, the
1iterary nagazine of University College of Addis Lbaba, No. 1,
(Addis Ababa: 1963), p. 12.



Three mojor linguistic families are found in the country.
These are, Cushitic (predominantlw spokzn in the southern half
of Ethiopia, including Ororo, somali, Sidamo, and Agau), Nilotic
(spoken mainly along the northern and western escarpment leading
to the Sudan) and Senitic, spoken mainly in the northern half

of the countrj'f.glL

Arharic, in which the collected poens for this study are
expressed, is among the manv Ianpguages found in Ethiopia. It is

Semitic in origin and ie both spoken and written.

amharic has boen spoken in Lthiopia for centuries, though
no on¢ knows exactly for how long. But still there are some

scholarly speculations alone thia line.

Dr. Sirgiw Hable Sc:lassie, an Ethiopian scholar and historian
haelisves that, Amharic, nost probably began to be spoken widely
during the reign of Fmpsror Lalibala (1185~1220),25 while Wright
believes that, Amharic cam: into ewistencs by 1300, and the

. % . 26
earliest Amharic manuscript dates from about 1800, :

@

UL , . ; ; I .
Sinon D. Messing, "The Highland-Plateau Arhara of Ethiopia"
(Unpublished Doctor's thesis, The University of Pensylvania,
U.S+A., 1957), p. 4.

25Sirgiw Hable Selassic, "Amharic as a Literary Language
Prior tg the 19th Century" (Addis Ababa University, 4ddis Ababa:
1969), (Mimeographed.)

26Stephen G. Wright, Amharic Literature," Somethin , the
literary magazine of University College of Addis-EBEEET—ﬁo. 9 s
(Addis Ababa: 1963), p. 12.




Based on thoe latest availahlas data, the commonly held view
among many scholars is thot, the oldest known writings in Amharic
Are poems or songs dating back to the fourteenth century. These

poems have beon written, in praise of the Ethiopian Emperors Amda
Ly ]
14

8
Sayon, Yeshaq and Gclawdios.g
Though Amharic appeared in writing in the 14th century, it

is only in the nmiddle of the nincteenth century that it began to

be used as a medium of written communication by gradually replacing
Geez, the ancicnt and liturgical langua g of Ethiopia. sccording
to Ullendorff:

It was.., king mheodore who gave the
greatest 1mpa1 and encouragenent
to Amharic 11t~r1tur\ a8 a plank in

his genaral program of Irparinl
Uﬁlplcqtlﬂhj..-g

Since tha raipn o Emperor Menclik IT, it has further grovin
to be the onlv widolvw written lansnage of fEhiapia,

Before the 1094 Ethiopinan Revolution, the concarn of the
governmant hag beon ko frrther dovelop Amharice throurhout the
country, bv pavine less or ne attevtion to the other lancuages,
Although Amharic, by virtue of bring 2 written lanmuage, plaved
an important role in the nast, there wor: also obher equally
important major languares with large numbers of speakers. These
are the Oromigna nnd Tigrigna which should have also deserved due
attention.

PThOLuo Leiper Kane, Ethiopian Literature in Amharic
(Wiesbaden: Otto Harrassowitz, 1975), p. Bs
28,

Zs Ullendorff, The Bthiopians (London: Oxford University
Press, 1060) n. 155!




The languar: and athnic polic hrousht about by the 1074
national revolution completely changad this nast traend.
According to the National Dermocratic Revolution FProsramme issued
in 1976, "no nationalitv will dominate another one since the history,
culturc, langsuage and religion of cach nationality will have
equal recognition in accordance with the spirit of socialism.”29
Hence, the way the various ethnic groups 2nd languages of
fthiopia is lookag at, at the monment 13, against the background

of the above policy.

It is quite true that Amharic pre-doninates on the plateau
of north-west contral Ethiopia, specifically in shoa, Wello, Gondar,
and Gojjam regions. But because of the position it has maintained
Throuch centurics as the nation's official lanmuage, it has also
remained the common medium of conmunication (Lingua Franca) for

the larger canters of porulation in the othar parts of the countrv.

Anong the most clonvrlw observable features of the Amharic

language is, its usc of puns or double mzanings. Such usace of

language has alwavs bran the dalight of the Amharas, mainly of

those in religious circles. It has scrved as a mediun for criticism

]

and for profound witticism. But it has also been regarded as one
of the stumbling blocks for thoso who venture to learn the language,

mainly foreigners. "...Amharie has always delighted in the

29The Provisional Military Administrative Council of Ethiopia,
Progran of the National Denocratic Revolution (4ddis ababa; 1976015




The languai: and athnic polic™ hrourht aboub b tho 1974
national revolution completely changsd this past traend.
According i ThHe National Democratic Revolution ProsrAnme igsued
in 1976, "no nationalit™ 7111l dominate another one B81nce the histoTy,
culturc, 1ansuage and religlon of cach nationality will have
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equal recognition 1n accordance with the spirit of sociallSTi.
Hence, the way the various cthnic @roups and langunges of

mthiopia 1s 1ooked at, at the moment 18, against the packground

of the above policy.

Tt is quite true that Amhnric pre—dominates on the platesau
of north-vest central Ethiopia, spacifically in Shoa, Wello, Gondar,
and Gojjinm TCrions. But becauns of the position it hnos maintained
throush centurics as the nation's gfficial 1anfuage, it has 2180
remained the common medium of communication (Lingua Franca) for

the larger c3nbeTs G populntion in the othaT parts of the countrve.

Among the noat clearly ohservable features of the Amharic
1anzuage 13, its usc of puns OT double M=anings. such usace of
language has aluavs boan the dolight of the Anharas, mainly of
those 1n religious cipreles. It has sorved AB 24 medium for criticism

and for profound witticism. Bub it has also been regarded as ONe

£

of the stumbling blocks for those ~ho wventure O 1garn the 1longuage,

mainly foreigners. w_ ., Amharic has alwnys dslighted in the

29 ne Provisional Military sdministrative Ccouncil of Ethiopia,
Progran_of the National pemocratlc Revolubion (Ladis Ababa: 1976) 4P -




innuendoes and witticism... and circunlocutory constructions,”

o ; . ~ . 0]
remarked Wright Nahich are the despalr ol foreigh 1earn@rs.”5
i ] D

2.% Pegople, Culturc and Tconomny

That, Ethiopia 1s 2 countrs of diverss ethnic ~Toups,
lancuages and cultures has baoan well-lnovm for a lona time now.
Most stvdiss nlones this line indicate that, thgre ars more than
one hundred ethnic grOups ~-ithin the country; althoush most of

. 1
these groups arc numerically very small.5

Among thesc ethnic groups arc included, the Semitic speaking
Amhara and Tigre, predoninantly inhabiting the central and
northern highlands of Ethiopia. The Amharas OCCURY nainly the
regions of Gondar, Gojjan, Shoa and Wello (the district of Lasta
in the main). These Senitic speaking groups arc characterized
among other things, by their dceply rooted faith in Christian
religion. There arc nlso other Semitic speaking groups, such as
the Gurage and Adere. The Nilotic tribes are found, roughly

speaking, alonr the wostern border areas of FBthionia.
Trom the speakers of tho Cushitic languages, vie have the

Oromo (thz major ethnic aronp in the countr—), the Sidama, the

Somali and the Afar trihes.

50
MWpight, Loc. cit.

5/IJohn Markakis, Ethiopia: Anatomv of Traditional Polity
(Addis Ababa: Oxford University Pross, 19/4), P 5%
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innuendoes and witticism... and circunlocutory constructions,”
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remarked Wright, nwhich are the despalr Ol foreigh learners."5

2.3 People, Culture and Tlconony

That, Ethiopin is a countrr of diverss ethnic sroups,
lancuages and cultures has hozxn wall-known for a lons time mow.
Most studiss nlonm this line indicate that, there are more than
one hundred ethnic groups “ithin the country; althoush most of
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these groups arc numerically very small.

Among thesc ethnic groups arec included, the Seritic speaking
Amhara and Tigre, predoninantly inhabiting the central and
northern highlands of Ethiopia. The Amharas 0CCURY nainly the
regions of Gondar, Gojjan, Shoa and Wello (the district of Lasta
in the main). These Senitic speaking groups arc characterized
among other things, by their deeply rooted faith in Christian
religion. There arc also other Semltic speaking ErOups, such as
the Gurage and Adere. The Nilotic tribes are found, roughly

spenking, alonm the woabern border areas of Ethiovia.

From the speakers of the Cushitic languages, We have the

Oromo (thz major ethnic oronp in the countrr the Sidama, the
¢ 1 k) 9

Somali and the Afar tribhes.

%0
MYpight, Loc. cib.

5quhn Marknkis, Ethiopina: Anabtony of Traditional Polity
(Addis Ababa: Oxford Universitby Press, TO7E), R O s
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The historic mimration of the Oronos, beginning in the
sixteenth centbur™, carried ther from the 1owlands of the Horn
of Africa to the highlands of the Tthiopiin platean, yhere they
scttled.aa Thus, the Oronos have not been confined to the southern
regions of the country nanely, Harrarge, Bale and Arsi, but they
are also found 1n adninistrative reglons of Illubabor, Wellega,
parts of Shoa, Wello and other areas. |

The majority of the Oronos are muslims; but therc are also
christian Oromos, and 8one of thenm adhere to animnist beliefs.55

Ethiopia 1s easentinlly a rural country, whose eCONomny is
mainly based on agricultur:. I is ostimated that, out of its
forty-two million people, over sirghtv-81X porcent34 live in the

countrvside, enmaged in various forms of tpaditional agriculture.

Hence, Land is the principal natupral rasourcs of life and subsistence

in rural Ethiopia, whare hoth forms of agricnlture, i.e., CTOP

production and animnl TeaTine have heen going on for &ges.
Accordine to the studw made, the Ethiopian rural population

consists of highland croppuTs, who make sishty percent of the

£otal population. The lowland pastoralists account for only nine

521p3d., Pr 52

35pped Halliday, Maxine Molynevx, The Ethiopian Revolution
(U.K. Unwin Brothers, working, 1981), p. 60.

54Ec1ief and Rehabilitation Cormmission, The Challenges of
Drought: #thiopids Decade of Struggle in Relicf and Tehabilitation
(London: H & L Sormunications Ltd., 1962)s P. 2L,
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percent.

The basic econony of highland central Ethiopia from wthere
part of the poems for this study have besn collected is agriculture.
The people in this repion are rainly ngriculturists who use the

plough to cultivate their 1land.

geveral major food crops, such as teff, naize, sorghum,
barely, wheat, pulses, are grown, whenever and wherever climatic
and other conditions pernit. injera, t£he recurring word in quite
A number of the poums in this study, lofty bread, a home-nade
diet of central highlandsrs and others, is made out of barely,

naize, sorghum, teff and similar other CTOPS.

Although the countrv's agricultural potential impressed many
y B e the aea £, ] ¥ o ] - ~
observds in the past, Taninz of onc kind or ancther has occured
several times causing saveTe damage. In most instances, factors
divectly responsible for the outbreak of famine are identified 2as
drought, or erratic rainfall,  Bubt major causes of faminsz ara also
found in the country's socio-cconomic system and in the level of

productivity of peasant farners.

Irnproper use of land and continued destruction of vegetation

are also causes of famine. In many northern highland parts of the

55Relief and Rehabilitation Cormission,” Food Supply Prospect,"
(Lddis Ababa: Septenber, 1985), p. 2.
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countrv, pornlation Aanaitwr, both of prople and Amimn1ls, and over
exploitation g¢ the Landy hee ~agulted in the destrnetion of

guch of tho veretation and ~0il erosion. Population concantration
in the hiehlands that are free from axcasaivn temparatuTe, coupled
with wears of poom 1qricnltur;1 rractice, deforastation and oveEr-
grazing have resulted in dspleted soil conditions, making large

6

areas of land arriculturally unproductive .-

The settlement OT resettlenent progranmes adopted and
jmplencnted by the country over the past few years have not only
been aimed at making drought wietits gelf-supporting, but 2lso to
give a respite to the overused lands and naking them available

for rehnbilitation nctivities.

The land tenure ysten,(Whioh wag the prﬂctice priortoth34975
1and roform thob transferrad the ovmership of all the rural land
to tho people and alterad the institutional structure of agrarian
productiOﬂ), nad also its bism shame in nepatively affecting food
production. Thon, the majoritv of the ™ asnntg ware subject to
archaic propert™ »elntiong and thaey WeTe forced to pev ront oT
tribute to the 1andlords, The nobility and church institntions.

Tn northern Ethiopin, ryral land tomuare chieflv consisted of

communal ommershir of 1land, hoged on kinship rolntions. But, since

36p.140f and Rehabilitation Cormission, OP. cit., p. 156.



the same land held commumally, Was also held as gult or fief by
the nobles or the clersr; the 1attor wore asntitled to collect

tribute from peasant farmers, in the form of agricultural produce .

Unlike the northern r.rions, th+ seoutharn rorions vere
characterized br a feudnd mode of production involvine landlordism,
ftananes and rent. In thos romions, tanants weTs forcad to pay

-

hish dugs, vanging up to £ift~ parc:mt oT 2ven gevontr-Ffiva porreent

)

r3
of thaeir crop proﬁuctloﬂ,3 thus, killinm the incéntivaes of

peasants to producs more.

Because of such and other man-made probl ms nnd natural
disastors, Ethiopian peasants wore unable to produce more food
that would safely take thon through the lean years. "Since tine
immemorial, the Ethiopian peasant has been weak, undcr-nourished

; ; 5 - A8
and teetering on the brink of StﬂerElOH.)

For pcopln living undcr such conditions of sevare food
scarcity, it is quite natural that bhﬁgi)primury concarn would be

the acquisition of their dnily bread.

The following observation made by Levine, reflects this fact

of life in rural Ethiopia:

57Hallidﬁv, Op. cit., p. 6.

58Reliszf and Rehabilitation Commission, The Challences of
Drought: Ethiopia's Dacad: of Strug~ls in RoTisr a1nd Renabilitaticn

(Tondon: H & L Nommunication Lid., 1082), P e



When asked what 1s their chief goal

¥

iy lide,
respond

Amhara peasants frequently

sith the expression sarto

nablat ("having worked, tolenf‘i.
This Tesponse S1ys Lany things. It
reflects their constant preoccupation
with the
having enough to fecd oneself one's
and one's guests is the
farthest horizon toward which the
peasants
implics that in order to cat, one
should work by the sweat of his
brow; it praises independence and
self-relinnce.39

family,

need to eat. It sugrests that

normally aspire. It also

5.4 Famine in Ethiopia

Famine resnltine from natural 1nd man-made disasters, such
as droughts, post infestation, woer nd S0 on, has haan A constant

visitor of Ethioninn Pansants throughout the ages.

a cantury passes vithout the occurence of watural calamitiss

agscciated with famine.

has begn

a decade now, if not earlicr.
digsnsters and death of hux

phencmenon in 2 country which has snough land and manpowe

That BEthiopina

T
i

well known to the interrational cormunity for more than

Drought acccompanied by famine,

an beings and livestock has been 2

but which is ccononically too wenk to overconc this prohlen.

39onnld W. Levine, Wax & Gold (U.S.4. The University of

Chicage FPress, 1972), P. 81.

Hordly half

ig particularly drought-prone,

T Tesources,



Not 21) of the famines in Et™iopia am? racorded in written
docurents. The aarliest recordsd Pamine wig in the ninth contury.
The second svailable record 1is tnat of the thirteenth century's

outbreak of famino and epidenic.

iccording to Dr. Richard Pankhurst's higtorical accounts,
there wWere Seven famines in the thirteenth cenbury, four in the
fourtcenth, eleven in the seventecnth, five in the eightecenth,

and 'The Greut Pamine' of the nine centh century which occured 1in

1888—%892.40 The latter, which was the 1ast recorded famine in

the nineteenth century was not only disastrous in terms of the
1ogs of human and animal lives, but also, well documented and
atill renembercd by the Ethiopinn people o this present nmoment.
In vividly deseribine the horrifying situation of the famine,

Afevork Gzbre Yesus notas that:

The prople were dwvinm of starvation
alone the paths in the fislds, 1w
churchvards and ir tho compounds of
the nobilitv. The time "Mms & time

of festivitv for hvenas nd vulturss
rnd of miserv for human beinzs. Fa
from pzople shoving sympathy for each
other, a mother no lonper wept for
her child nor did a child for his
mother. Burial of the dend becane

1 pare (phenomenon). st Fhat tife,
to be buricd wus reserved for the
fortunate ones. The rest were

) 4_1C_)Richau:'d Pankhurst, "The History of Famine and Epidenics
in Ethiopia Prior to the 20th century.”" 1984, (Mimeogruphed.)



1puried! in the stomaches of hyenas
and vultures. In 2 (fertile) country
1ike Ethiopin, There was no cow in
the fields, no calf in the stables

no farm in the country.H

The sale source indiecntes that the famine's devastoting
results led to the energence of tunnatural practices’ in the country,
such as the cating of traditionally forbidden foods, the abandonment
or sale of children By GCHeiT parents, murder, sulcide nnd even
. . 42 s 3 : : :
canibalisn. contemporary folk poers, which survived to thie
day also express the nmiserv of the time, a8 will be scen in this

stndy.

In the twentieth century, 2 Aumber of severe famines broke
out in the wale of racur—oni droucht sitvatiors. This has

continued right throuch to tha prasent dnv.

Tn 1072/74 md intensc and prolonged drou~ht built up to its
peak in the qarthern resgions of the countrv. The Trninc of this
period, popularly known as 'The Hidden Hunmoer' 1s believed to have
claimed over 200,000 human iives. It was also the immediate couse

for triggering the 1974 Ethiopi.an Revolution.
This in turn brought ~bout the ostablishment of an institution
charged exclusively with the tagk of saving the 1ives of the famine

stricken people and rehabilitating ther. The institution, the

4qRolief and Rehabilitaticn Commission, Op. citey P- 59

421pi4.
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Relief and Reshabilitation Commission, was the first of its kind
ever to be established ir the lons history of Ethiopia, and for
the first time anti-drous™t and famine mzasurcs becane systaematic.
Since its inc:ption, the Conmission has always openly sought

assistance from the internntional community in order to help

poople made destitube by disasters.

The 'Hidden Hunger' was also followed by several other faminég
situations in the wak: of recurring droughts. The 1984/85 fanmine,
which is the latest in the long line of the country's disasters
is regarded as the worst of all the calamities recorded so far.

It not only won a lot of sympathy and humanitarian concern from
the world cormmunity, but also resulted in the intensificntion of
the countrv's rehabilitntion programme which invelves the moving
of puople from the drousht-affected regions of ths nerth to the
less populat~d and more fartile areas of the south resions,
Altrouch thae settlement scheme that had bean carried out over the
past few wears, has put moany sshtlers on the richt track toward

gzlf-sufficieney, it has not been without problems of its own,

associated with social and economic factors. Some of these problems

will be reflected throuch the topical felk poenms in this study and

they will be discussed in the forthcoming chapter.




2.5 The Oral Traditions

In Ethiopia, as 1n many other traditional cocietics, where
literncy has beon comparatively very low, orality hns been playing

an important role.

The studw of oral traditions of the diffarine liﬁﬁuistic
groups in this multi-lirsunl nation 1is svtrenalv taxing if not
impossihle. Tho inquirv into the study of the oral tradition of
sven one linguistic group posesinrumerable Aifficulties.
Nevertheless, the following briaf introduction about the oral
literature of the Ethiopinn puople is hopud to give sone insight

inte the literary milieu in which the famine inppired poens oCCur.

Many observers in the past had a wrong view of the artistic
culture of the Dthioplan people, mainly of their oral traditions.
They even vent to the eitent of believing that the Ethiopians arc
uncreative, and the country's culture as being a prohibitive force
that provided no outlets for crentive expressions.45 Such rash
generalization has mainly enanated fron those who have a distorted
image of Africa in gencral, as indicated in the introductory chapter
of this paper. The cencralizntion, however, has been dignmissed
long ago, by those who have taken the time to closely and deeply

observe the objective conditions of the cultural 1ife of the country.

IS :
Stowine, Of: Cibes B 269.



Among them is Donald Levine, Who renarked thus:

The Abyssinian genilus frecly discloses
itself in the stories, verse and proverbs
that make up its very rich oral literaturec.
Within this oral tradition, especially
in its verse, a good deal of original
expression oand personalized commentary
nay be found.

Here, the term 'pAbvgsinia' used to refer to the Semitic
linguistic groups of people in Ethiopia. But the fact sHill
remains that the unwritten traditions, althoupgh they were far

less widely known and appreciated in the past, cut across resions

to encompass other nationalities of the country as well,

Tt is quite true that ornl 1iterature in gmeneral is a
reflection of people's lives, their thinking and activities, In
1ike manner, the stories, proverbs, songs, riddles and other forms
of oral litcrature told among a4 certain group of people in
Ethiopia depict the 1ife, the belief and the activities of these
particular groups; for the images and figurative expressions used
in them are drawn from the people's own sur-oundings. This, however,
does not mean that the oral literaturcs of differing groups do

not express identical themes or ideas that could be shared by

others.

441pid.

————



Regardin~ this poinrt, an author, who secnis to have glosely
observed the Ethiopian oral literature in general and the tales

in particular renarks thus:

Though there are rany languages and
many tribes, the storics the people
tell around their fires at night are
the sane. n the old days, perhiaps
it was differcnt. But now the tales
you may hear in the villages of the
Anmharas you may also hear among the
callas and the Gurages, and even
bevond the Ethiopian border in the
1and of the Shilluks and Dinkas,

for they have been carried back and
forth for centuries in the migrations
of cattle herders, by camecl caravans
and by the traders who Cross the
mountains with bracelets, knives, and
spaars to scll.

Where the stories cama from in the
vary bepinning no ong XNOWS. Sone,
perhaps, caina from India and Arabin,
othors from the Sudan and the Congo.
But many, no doubt wers t0ld for thsz
fipst time by wise old men in
grass—coverzd huts in Ethiopian...
villages.4~

The above obssrvation has close relevance to the reality of
the Ethiopian situation. a4as 2 natter of fact, it not only percelves
the reality in ternms of Ethiopian oral literature, but also looks

into the linkage effect of oral traditions within and without the

porder of a socio-political entity such as Ethiopia.

ASwpolktales from Ethiopia", (addis Ababa: Institute of
Ethiopian Studies, Addis Lbaba University, 1967), p. 2.



It is appropriate to treat at this juncture the role Ethiopian
oral literature plays in the society. The functions of oral
literature are many and varied. Some of the most common ones are
presented here with the aim of giving readers a glimpse of its
significance in naintaining the wholesomeness of the individual

and the stability of the society in gencral.

In traditional Tthiopia, as is the case of most societies
where the literacy rate has been very low for ages, oral literature
has served 1s 2 mediunm for transmitting and preserving socinl
eduction. Indivudunls, vparticularly the young, learn tThe values
and norms of the commurity (~hich of course thev ar: supposed to
conform ~nd sdhere to), throush storics, sorgs, riddl=g, and oth:r
forms of oral art. Oral literaturs 21lso provides pcople with
mental relief. It answers their questions regarding the natural

phenomena and their surroundings.

Oral literature has scrved the Ethiopian socicty to
unequivoeally express its distaste and indignation toward
authorities, to reject oppressions and protest against impositions.
Finally, it offers an enjoynble cscape from reality, such as
injustice, disasters, poverty, famine and miscry which had
accompanied the Ethiopian society since time immemorinl.

Pootry, one of the major genres of oral literature and the

subject of this study is one of the oldest forms of art in

Ethiopia, and dceply rooted in the oral tradition of the pecople.
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In Amharic, the languags in which the collected poems have
been composcd, it is commonly known as gitim, literally meaning,

poem; whercas its modern nnd technical tern is sine gitin,

refering specifically to the genre, poetry. The gitim is mostly

rhymed and usurlly in couplets on the pattern aabbcc and infinitum%6

No discussion of Amharic poetry is complete without some

mention of sam—enna-worq, (literally means wax and gold), the

favorite form of verse of the people. ILike other Ethiopian
languages, Amharic offers rosourccs for punning or obscure meanings.

Verses composcd in sam—-enna-worq are distinguished from ordinary

verses, and it is a method of cemposing poetrv in puns or in
ambiguity of word mearings, which has its roots in Geez poctrv.
It is built of tro sémantic lavers; tha 'wax' boeing the apparasnt
or the surfac: meaning of the words, wheraas thoair more or lass

hidden actual sigrnificance is tha 'gold'.

Livine's remark on the functions of this form of verse,

particularly in the traditional Amhara socicty, is worth quoting

It provides the medium for an
inexhaustible supply of hunour...

a means for insulting one's fellows
in a socially approved manner, a
technique for defending the sphere
of privacy against excessive
intrusion, in & social order that

46Kane, Op. gits, B E5.



thrives on rumor and gossip and puts
most of its peoplse 2t th: mercv of
superiors.... Finallv, it provides
i onfe oublet for eritiecism of
authority fisgurcs in 2 society which
strictly controls ¢very kind of overt
aggression toward aathority, be it
parental, religious, or political.
Thus, it hus becn a safety value for
certain social tension....%

There are various other forms of Amharic verse either sung,
chanted or spoken, differing according to subject nmatter and
occasion. Regarding the composition of these verses, Levine has

2lso the following to say:

The composition of original verse is by
no means restricted to a class of
professional poets. Every good Amhara
is more or less adept at it. Extempo-
rizing verse is a favourite activity at
feasts, weddings, and in the aimless
camaraderie of the drink-housc.
Somztimes 2 minstrel is on hand to hegin
th: amtoertainmant, but the usual pattern
is for him to b~ fad verses extemporized
by othurs present which he then embellishes
with music,48

The above remarks regarding the composition of verses also
applics to wngmuriure as well as to othur verses such as those

performned at funeral coremonies.

The collect:d couplets predominantly deal with the

difficultics of survival in an enviroanment where drought and famine

47Levino, Op. eitv, s 9

“B1pid., p. 271.




rage constartlv. Thev cam: out from puople who wer:z cnlamityv-ridden

as w21l as from thoss» whos: heart was bhrok-n» b the affliction of
their compatriots. Thass coupl=ats, like any other forms of oral

art, have social purposss.

One of the main funetions of thuse eouploets is, of course,
to somchow lighten the hardships of people brought about by drought
and famines Singing or chanting such couplets when grinding or
pounding corn, working in the fields, tending cattle, building the
cottage and when perforning sinilar othor duties, and when one
is in a lonesome situation, helps one to at least temporarly
fight against hardship and misery. The couplets also record the
famines and other calanities that befell the masscs, the measures
taken to mitigate them, and praise hard work to nlert pcople

agninst such eventualities.




CHAPTER TII

This chapter deals with methods used in gothering and
classifying data. TFurthermore, it raiscs a fow points on the

translation and sclection of the poens included in the study.

The methods employed in the process of carrying out the
regearch include, pre-ficldwork preparations (such as the
identification of pertinent written or other sources to begin the
study with), interviewing, and supplementing fieldwork by printed

or written materinls.

Translating a poern fron the oririnal into anoth:r language
cartainly poses jnnumerable Aifficultics. Due to this and other
problaens, injustico has at time baen éone to thoe original matorial,
for bad translations distort facts. Ir order to ninimize the
lose of meining and thought of the origiral, the need for gxpanding
the English version during tpanslation was found useful in the

study.

7.1 Method of Datzn Collection

The need for following basic rethods in collecting prinary
data for the study was highly felt by the rescarcher from the

outsct.



Sine: svstematic fieldwork usunlly beping ith pre-field
preparations, 1ibraries and other =ourcss were made use of
beforehand to obtain background information on th naturs of the
study proposcd UO be undertaken by tho reacarcher, and on the
general theory and practice of tackling such & stucyv. The
collection work began in late 1983%, when the researcher was on
4 pusiness trip to the various rought-affected locualities of
Wello Adninistrative region.  This has continucd up to the end

agf 1985, until 2 reasonable nunbeT of poens has been obtained.

The task of collection in the field was done, in the main,
whenaver the regenmrcher had sinilar opportunities to visit the
region cited nbove. The nssistance of colleagues working i
tenporary reliet Bholters, Broin distribution centres, and those
cvecubing sinilar tasks to ~id Arourht-victins was uscd in the
selzction of informants nnd in arraneing appointments for interviews.
Their SerViCeSs TuTe also valutblas in cghahlighine rapport with

peopls in the TaEloNa

Bafor: directly roing into the main topic of discugsion,
gtarting with georeral conv.rsation was found TO be valuable in
conducting the interview with the informants. The topic for such
conversation was predomiwantly on gusstions regarding drought and
famine, and the ussistﬂqcé that has been rendered to avert the
calanitous situation in the area. This was in fact a provoking
subject for those who have been facing and witnessing, tinc and

again, problems associated with drought and fanine. Sone even



broke into toonrs 1M the micAla of the convorsation and told th~
researcher such gaAdamine stories of how on~ lost heloved childrsm,
wife, husband, cnttle, and 80 Cm, 99 a yasnlt of the disastars.
guch a sgnsitlve foric of convarsation at tho haeginning and nlsy
in the middle of an interview NAS sepved the resgarcher as a balt
for extracting the required information from informants. Whenever
the information nseded has been nade available, 1t was token down

on paper flong with sorme other useful detalls.

Because of the difficultics mentioned in chapter ONe, and
other problems ralating to obtaining data, the need ' to supplernent
the collection of poens by other source naterials becanerapparently
a necessity. The regearcher by regorbing to one of Dorson's
suggestions on collection, "tho folklorist obtains his prinary
antn... by way of printed Sﬂu”cus,"ug fcll back on wribtten source
matorials. Thess are, regearch and sceminaT PAPETs, books and other
printed materials, which includc wors of prominent DD“SOﬂﬁlitiBS
such as Balambaras Mahters Selassie Wolde Maskal, and Dr. Richard
Pankhurst. These works, of coums:, tpont othzr thrmes OT presant
the famine situations fron a Aiff re-t persaective, bub also casually
include some couplets roelated to famine and sinilar corditions.

Ev.ry time poums purtimc#t +to the study have hoen collected,
they wWeTld translated into Fnelish, then filed. The translated

version has 1180 been rechecked against the original, to find out

49pichard M. Dorson (ed.), Folklore and Folklifec (U.5.a.
The University of Chicago Press, 1972), p. 465.
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whether sone improvensns in the translation should bz mads OTF noT .

The 1amgnas: ©F poatTs has A1ravs caused aifficulties 8monfs
gpranslntors, for 2 ppant dsal of informatlon conld b corprsssad
in a sinzlo gord 1in 2 Pposl. This 15 pﬂrticulvrly teue with Amharic
poens nostly in couplet forn which "... AT€ not onlv compact but
o 50 . 5 .
also cultU?c—50951t1vm.”' ginco much mMeaning i 2lso convevad

fhrough sounds, this too poses another aifficulty in their

translntion, &3 it is true with obher songs OT DPOETIS.

The translations in this study arc in most cnses not literal.
However, cfforts have been made TO nake the translated vorsions
succeed 1in conveying the cssentinl qualities and meanings of the
original. Klnost all of the original pouns have been expanded
when translated, by adding phrases or sentences that are hoped
would clarify 2 concept contained in words of the poens. Although

care has becn takan to convey in translation the message of the

poens, it should b noted that absolute accuracwy has be

The task of tpanslatine WAS folloved bv classifving the poens
by theme. OF the manv pooTs collected, onlwv son: have bhean usaed
in this studv. The gsarplins has heen made on the basis of the

plight and fealings of fFamine-victins thov reflect.

O« . S : 5 .
504,11y Araaya, "Ethiopian Folk Poetry Recreated" (4ddis
Ababa: Faculty of Arts, Aaddis Ababa University, 1978), p. 6-
(Mineographed.

an impossible.

-
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Some Ppoers have peen 1left oub for problems associated with
granslation and for various cther TecaAsSONS.

The original Arharic and the translated Inglish versions of
tne poems are put in closd proxinity in the main body of the text

for an easy referencc.

3.2 Mcethod of Classification

The classification of the collectad poems, based on the
dominant theme reflected in each of the rrouping, has undergone

various stames poafors this firal ona.

Tnitinllyw, the plan Va5 to srounp and analvse ths poems
within a framevorl of history, = for instance, nistorical
watersheds of adrought-fanine periods, such as the tgreat Ethiopian
Fanine' of 1888-1892, the 'Hidden Hunger' of Wello of 1972/74, and
the 1984/85 Ethiopian famine. The scanty nature of the collected
pOLTIS befitting this categorization Was too small to warrant any
reasonable anolysis. This method also procluded nost of the poens
which have been difficult to agsociate with ovent at a certain
point of time, but gtill valuable and capable of enriching the

study. 1t was therefore abandoned.

The second attenpt to classify involved the putting together

by major subjects they contain; 1like, the value of

‘epa Tor the hungry man, the scourge of farmnine, fear af

) -

resettling away from hone, and the 1like. This classificatinn wos



also rejected, for it wes felt that, 1T gould invite monotony
through rost of the discussion of the: poens later, besides other
problens. Furthermore, 1L we t-ke under this method of
classification, thie subject, injera, it would end up in 2
congloneration of several and inportant thenes, which weuld have
better been discussed in other individual thenes for a better

cffect.

Following are given two versaes to exernplify the above points:

APY AG hBe EAN 9 4w TO
Ay AHAAY ATes e AR B L

Phe "havas" would 1gnore
Ths value of an injara.

Th» "have-not" craves

For n sinsle bhite.

Which he finds hard

Even to cateh 4 rlimpsa of.

wADe AA A RENTLE ARY
A0 g usn fADY U

Te1l not the hungry man
uThere is injera vonder,"
s e P e el
Test he rvisk his 14T
s oross flooding waboT.

It is quite truc that, both poens, 1ike many others, take
injera, (the nost persistent topic anong the pecasantry as well As
nthers), as the core of thc subject, whose neaning establishes
the rolationship between the hungry nan and the daily bread.

But despite this, the sane subject is troated differently under

the two couplets; pased on the kind of message the couplets



address to our Senges ., i ""-li“(':.%' and inbelliesnee. Th- first neamn

reveals the hunory nman's anxiousness and his smetional attachmort

to bread, whils tho second ors focus=s on the kind of ficrce and

dangerous strugsle the hungry man makes, in order bto assure his
survival. The vsry fact that both poums treat the same topic,
injera, thercfore, does not nccessarily nean that they should be

put in the sane category.

The aim of poetry in general, is not limited to the expression
of facts alone. Its neanings rather branch out to convey scveral

thought hidden in any particular poen. 4s Alexander Pope puts it:

A poem is an exploration rather than
a disquisition. It is not a way of
stating cffectively an nlready known
idea or ressage. It is a way of
struggling with the oxcitments and
tensions of the words surrounding and
embodving one's attitude towards a
particular subjcet until those
exciterents and tensions vrasult in the
crzatior of a patterr and a2t lenst a
temporarr conviction of havine achieved
gomz kind of rasolution,d?

Thus, Pope stressss the search for 'mearing' in poatrv,
veneered by ordinary facts. "The'meaning' of a poem" Grahan also

asserts that, "is not just the events of sbtory it contains, but

their significance,"... not simply the prose contents,... but its

51Quotud in, Robin Skelton, The Practice of Poctry (London:
Heineman, 1972), p. 1.




whole effect."52 \

Althoush the ov:rlapping of thames from one categorv into the
other is evident, the pocns have hoen as much as possible asscssad
and teassessed before this final classification.

The themes identified armong tho poems sclected for this
study therefore, are: (1) anguish, (2) insecurity, (3) dis-

j1lusionnment, (4) resentuent, (5) gratitude and (6) tenacity.

52Desnond Graham, Introduction to Poetry (London: Oxford
University Press, 1968), pp. 15-14.




CHAPTER IV
MAJOR THEMES OF THE COUPLETS

In this chapter, the thenes of anguish, inseeurity,
disillusionment, resentment, gratitude and tenacity are discussed.
Of course, these themes nrc not matunlly exclusive. A certain
amount of overlapping is unavoidable as the content of any poen
is not rigidlyv circumscribed and it is in its verv nature to be

suggestive.

The thematic analvais of the couplets igs based on operational
definition or explaration of the category (theme). Each category
is defired or given explanation at the outsst, ir order %o bring

into focus the najor there that is going to be discussed.

Sinece content and stvle are so inter-related in any work
of literature, the literary techniques employed in the couplets
no doubt deserve independent treatment. In this study however,
the literary aspect has been dealt with side by side in the process
of analysing the basic contents of the couplets, whenever thought

helpful to elucidate their neaning.
4,1 Anguish
The poems categorized under this sub-heading express the pain,

distress, suffering, despair, affliction, melancholv, misecrv and

agony of people in hunger.
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Armong the earliest Ppoers depicting the niserics and nelancholic

situations of fanished people, we have those conposed during the
'Great Fanine' of 1888-1892 and cited in sone written docurents.

The following couplet of the period, for exanple, which is also

very popular to this day anong the people, shows in a very sinple

and straight forward nmanner the miseries of those, deprived of
the basic neccssities of life, as a result of the raging drought

and fanine of the period.

ANT RG E Ty MBT A
Ha AT ®Y M PA SA® Pyt

0, rother, I'm hungrv,
0, sister, I'm thirstw,
Who knaws v sufferings

Excopt nv girdle. (1)

The reference to 'mother' and 'aigster' shows us the victin's

ardent desire to comrnunicate through the mediur of poetry his/her

unfortunate situation, to those 108t closely related to hin/her
and would sympathize with hin/her, thus proving utter
helplessness in the face of disaster. The 'girdle' on the other

hand, synbolizes the neasurrent of the extent of hunger that has

put strain on people, for it hes to be adjusted to the size of the

waist, every time one gets thinner due to starvation.

Another couplet of the same period, which has tried to censure

the actions of people vho have been involved in ono way or another

in sone unnatural practicas gives an insiht into the severitv of

the famine.
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The couplet is gaid to allude to a woran who abe her own

child during the 'Great Fanine'.

i literal translation of the surface meaning of this couplet

Hﬂﬁhhmﬁﬂﬂ ne M. 8~ @ 0
aq ® LHAN AOAT heTdi:

Rather than go down to Matara,
To trade in civet,

Better is the incense

Tor the daily suppeT. (2)

The pun lies in the Armharic word For 1ncense, (itnn)* which
also means 'little child', Hence, 7 1iteral translation of the
jpner neaning of this same poar would bhe:

Rather than go dovm GO Matana,
G b
To trade in 01vet,

Better is the little babv
Tor the daily suppeT.

)
)

In a country like Ethiopia where hunger and disease arc
endenic, the young hwave always baen at risk. In fanmine situations,
rmost parents would have no neans to care for their children. And

yet, the hungry voung pers sistently asks for food and confort, which

even mothers could not provide.

Here is a poen which reflects such painful 1ife situations

in a society under the pangs of hunger
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AT “hRAT hOEAT hG T “?h@!?h@l"
nay AN IRFAG PAF:: .

he child incessantly persists: "injeral,
The nother cannot but cry: "Yeleni, Yclenl...
Alas! there is no greatcr agony than this. (3)

=l
=
A Y
o
Ij
3

The dialogue uscd here (the hungry child crying, and the
poor nother with nothing to give) is very descriptive and powerful
in presc¢nting to our inagination a vivid picture of crushed
humanity.

The option left to such helpless children as it has always
been, 18 to cr¥ imtil death overtakes then, as expressed in the

following poen:

hA 0 A% NM® PCC N
hefl enAm £ 91757 N :

The child wept so bitterly
Realizing there was nothing riore
Debilitating

Than the pangs of hunger. (4)

The Ethiopian rural population has been living for ages under
conditions of severe food scarcity, as historical accounts tell
us. This in turn has gilven rise to people's preoccupation with
issues concerning food and the need to alleviate hunger. Most of

the poens in this study reflect this fact of life in various ways.

55Means tthere is noned!
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The followinf poer shows how arduous the cearch for daily
bread 18, and also how anxious Are people in crisis tO satisfy

their hunger.

WATL hA U QML eI B
et enNnNa eE-1 R NA B

Stones as sharyp ag dagEers,
My bare feet, had o

Cope with,

Upon hearing , there was
injera below. (5)

The poem™ exhibits the desperate attenpt of those in hungel,
ghich lcads many to risk dangeTous courses in orfer To fulfil

their dreams OT hopes of findina food.

p  girmilarm, but rore expronsive and profound poen reflects

the situations of those in 83VeTE rood shortag.s.

sTL hA e NEYTEE AT
WIC £yad WAGT BV

Tell not the hungry nan
nphere 18 injera vondzr"
Test he risk his 1life
Leross flodding water. (6)

The common Sense that tells himn that he shouldn't Jurp

into a flood oT into torrential waters, seeris to disappear in a
~s out this abnornal

situation of gnawing hunger. The poet bring

condition by telling us that we shouldn't tell 2 starving nan that
there is food across torrential river, pecause he is SO desperate

that ne risks his 1ife.

i

e
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It is usval for the povertv-stricken neople to lament

indirectly (like poen(2)), throusgh couplets enbodying the principle

of double meaninms, which is commnn in Arharic vers~.

The following ccuplet, lila (couplet(2)), exprasses the

painful feelings of the Mmers mamn in an arnbiguous mMaAnneT.

AADRUP  9aNTH MeHme
mgznhq-t Nt ha tNCHF 087

My friend, like thosc robed in nodern style
You tell me that you know I not.
Haven't vou been in ny stepfather's house? (8)

Since the pun lies on the first word of the second line of

the original, (injerabate)*, the inner neaning that the hungry

&

nan is nore concerned with and worried about @oes, thus in

translation:

Mr. injera, .

Tike those robed in nodern style

You tell me that vou know me not
Haven't wvou bsen in My father's house?

Here, injera, which is the main preoccupation of those starved,

is personified. Thus the famished one finds at least some relief
from.his gnaving hunger by add=cgsine it throush the artistic

flediun of postry.

From the tone of thie coupl-t, on- zats the foeling that, the
anonymous poet misht have been once upon a tine a respected nember

of the society. But then, he scens to have lost everything that
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used to be easily available to him. He has, however, succeeded
in giving us the true and vet saddening picturc of famine-ridden

persons in so few, but effectiveords.

When the injera fails to respond san appesfl is madd to God
Frmcdisol 8 e ks 1 t

as usual.

ne UN 41 h el 08 6eAN NCNhE
Usa +90p ACNT eaNM-: :

0! Lord, fortune or &00d Tuck
. Endow me with, '
For riv belly 1is being torn apart,
As hunger forccs Ny fincers,
To seratch it. (9)

The images of the restless fimers and the torn apart belly
genonstrate the tortures and tornents reccived by victims of

fanine.

The poern not only reflects the affliction or injury of the
famine-victins, but also the fatalistic views of the rural people
who give nore enphasis to Cod's will than to human effort in the

attainment of a goal.

Past famines are said to have alwavs left vivid impressions
on the mirds of piople living in cormunities. This fact was
established after historians and anthropologists have found
evidences in the oral traditions of paople thev hav: been

rescarching. In like manmner, SomMe of the collected moerms vhich

fall in this first catemomv corroborata this 1d=13 bhv tre repemberance

of famine in tines of plentv.
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ALa HPE 10 AT A 94D
hoA Nl $L NETGTIM:

Grain has returned from battle,

Some of us were fortunate to see it return.
But marnv woere absent (neaning = dead)

To go and welcone it. (10)

WA &0 hRL 11 FBP %A
NAT AILAAT Nl K180 1QA

The crop keeps itself safe outside in the field,
As thoush it hag no enemv it had created. (11)

Ir these poems, the wounds of the past secem not to heal voery
easily. Those who sonehow survive the hunger threat, and in 2 better
position later on, still feel the shattering effcet of the fanine
in their normal life pattern because, one way or another they have
lost their friends and family nenmbers. Thus, the enemity between

thenm and the 'erop'! is kept alive.

Another poery, which is said to be of a rucoent origin, and
very popular among the drought and faninZvictins of VWello, recalls
= A

the days of trial and tribulation in the following rnannaer:

Née hAednA YL ENAN Né&
AL® O PHT P AT Y H

The innocent ox, grazes on grass
Uhile a sword is sharpened,

To chop off its hend.

Alas, e too, 1in tha past,
Encircled bv famino's threat
Denth was our avaitine fate. (12)
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On the basis of sore of the poers discussszd above, one can
realize that the theme depicting the ﬁnruish, pain, distress and
miscrizs of people in famine, is eupressed anone othoers, through
the inaess of the woes anf grios oF hunsry children and he
1AL ferant atbitire of irdsra bowards those Arsparately in need

of it. It is also raflenten throuch tha helplessnaas of parents

to assist or support th~ir own hungry children.

Though the poens are in coupl:t forms oach containing few
words, they are capable of expressin:- profound feelinms of those
on the verge of death op starvation. At tines, the poems do
censure the actions of society by the enployrment of double neanings

in the 'wax and pold' style of Anharie gene .

4.2 Insecurity

The following poecns express the helplessness and unstable

situations of people in farine, beset by fear and anxiety.

These emotions gsen to be best expressed nainly throuch poens

using the imnge of A riother,

Under norral Circurstanc.:s, whan food is availabla, mothar
1s the one who fe s the family . The desth of - mother creates a
sense of insacuribty in the family, Vhen a normal pattarn of life
is disrupted, it affrets the whole sociatr, =nd this in turn
creates uneasiness, and the nembers meth sociallw unstable. This

fe:lins of loneliness also leads to the feeling of insecurity and
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the neead fop confort and protection becomes of great inportance.
Therefore, nother fimuratively turns into 1 Synbol of shelter and

securitywy,

Such confort and protection can only be found in tender
hearts and Zenerous hands, whoge rroperty thev are surely of nothersg

only, as %he following Po2m indicates:

MM Ae+ hena +egg
AVIY £LeTIO N 1A PTN |

Please nother, reprimang ny hunger,

For it wilj listen to you
When you frown at it. (13)

The way the anonynous Boet,, in hunger, addresses hig nother,
"please mother", evokes the eriotions. It not only makes us think
nore about the deep affection and attachment existing between
nother ang child, but also focuses our attention on the helpless
situation of the fanished, who Wishes to Tegress back to his
childhooqd through hisg imagination and ery out for her to relieve

him of his burden.

Such emotional attachment to g 'mother' ia Cven stronger ang
more long-lastinq, in Povertv_striciken Societies 1ike ours, where

interdependence nong family narbers or kinsmen ig essontial fop
survival, Thus, tha jidng that »otherg in PArticular ag being the
unifying factors, ang Sustainers o* families hag alwavs heen

maintained ang highly valued, That is why the loss or absence of

a nother s¥mbolizes the evel-lastipe nisery angd torture for those



-~ 59 _

who rely on her even in their inaginations.

hd—-ﬂ, HU% ne i Hde
L I R 0 A T (e M SV

Mine hungor,

Sprouts and tasscles in ny belly.

Had my nother bo.on at hand

She would have nmoweq it down for nme. (14)

The time it takes for huneer to he conceived to he born, and
to grow to rmaturitvw in the bellv of the dofenscless bperson throws

lizht on his continuing miserv and helplessness.

The poem zives us a poverful acconnt of the situations where

nisery is reigning in the absence of any on: to avert it.

But the one in a crisis keeps on desperately sceking for
the assistance of the dear nother to relieve him fron his nagging
and persistent hunger.

N+ F USNT
M0 Rk AFM her dA® A, .

Intense is ny hungenr

That gnaws at ny belly.

Let ne go to nother's dear home
Where I may have it subdued. (15)

Both the above poens, l.e., (14) & (15) stimulate our

inagination to look deep into the problems and find out the reasons

for ourselves whyv those causht b¥ hunser pancg 7ot 50 insecure.

Here is anotheanr nNolenant po ™ which is avocative of the

absolute helplossness And insecuritv of the starved man:



NGt ot AA ho oy hr8 N
TIC W owC 4 Ll AN T

Mother,

Capable of dismantling

The cottage of hunger

Is sentenced to death

As if she were a human being. (16)

These poens, ice., (13), (14), (15) ana (16) are organically
linked., Thev move Progressivaelly to a climax. In this last piece
however, ths poet elevates 'mother! to a status of g devine being,
He reproaches the inaginap Judges who passed a death sentence on
her for bringing her down to the level of an ordinary mortal human
beine, But he tells us she is not n hunan beine beca se, she
annihilateg hunger which no other human being can. Now that she
18 sentenced to death; the feeling of helplessness anad insecurity
1s apparent on the part of those who dgspcrqtcly Seck for her

confort and pProtection.

The theme of insecurity is also eXpressed in poens other

than those which dwel] urely on issues relating to rnothers,
<3

Recurrine ang ¢yelical drought has been disrupting the life
of the Ethiopian pPeasant farrmers fop ages. Failuare of rains neans

no ploughing or SOWing and cventurally no harvesting.
Such a hostile climatic condition has always created a sense
Of insecuritv ang n¥ietw among th@_Ethiopian rural population.
In the Pean that follows, for example, such faear snd HOTTY

anong the rural pPopulation in Bensral;, is raflected in the

simple and vivid mMinner,

folloving



At oA P+ g0 e ™A 0w
nMmn Ny woF ANA Y

Look out for moans and ideas

For ideas thenselves nay render partial reans.
If we are hungry in the nonth of Tahsas

When are we ever going to have a bite? (17%)

Because of drought and other disasters, Tahasas at times
fails to be the nonth of plentv, Dhe Tural prople, on such
occasion, will have no neans OF satigfvive sven thair usval rinimpal
subsistenca needs, which adds up to the already existing problem,
Such a threaﬁ?iné situation, or course, cruntes uneansiness and
feelings of insecnurity anong the masses asg €xpressed in the above

couplet,

Such shortage of food anong the rural community and the
enotional disturbance pcople felt asg a result, is best expressed
further, by the following poen of an earlier origin:

AUN 435 hdw 407 A og
PHE 4SS Fngpe AT ATEY 40w [ -

They say, Mr., Grain has fallen sick

Lot us zo ana Pay him a vigit.

For, if he ig not going to survive

We should surely be the first to die. (18)

The svmbolic sickness of the Crop nagnificently Projects the

doonn of the beasnnt-farmners,

H4 ; s .
" December, the Month durine which Ethiopi«» farmars collect
their harvests.
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The inevitability of socinl disintegration has also been felt,

and before this heppens people have to supplicate.

MDY 4 AmTie Anmg
PAR Y ACt NAMt AAT 4+

Please, ny Lord,

Endow rme with good lueck,
So that, I may not diverce
My children's mother
Because of hunger. (1)

Unlike poem(34) to be discussed under the major thenme of
gratitude, the poet hare scoks devine assistance, to avoid the

bresking up of his farilv ap- to poverty ard hunear,

The roems discussed in this section, point out the anxietwv
and worry of people in crisis of food shortame. When the victins
lose hope they get so insecure to the extent that thev rezress in
their imagination to their childhood period when they used to seck

R i . o /]
for the assistance and protection f&rm mother and the grownups.

4.3 Disillusionmoent

By disillusionnent is neant herc disappointrent, frustration,

displeasure and dissatisfaction as a result of unfulfilled
expectations,
Almost all of the poens in this section are divine-oriented

declarations, indicating loss of direction nang indecisiveness in

the face of disaster.
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There ig always a belief in God that He would cone to help
his creatures in times of neced. Such 2 elief gets stronger in
tines of tpiagl and tribulation, But when Gog fails to show up
during such times orf Crisis, the feelings of hopelessness and

helplessnegs overvhelm the vicitms,

The poor Peasants have always heen loyal 4q theinr God, ana
evervtine thaw addresg Him, it ig “ith ruch aw, and humbleness,

Inspits or the fact that thew have obgeryv:g the rules of their

relipgion, ang inplored Goa to lessen their miseries, His reésponse
however, hag benn unfavourable, Hence, in the apparent absence
of God's help sone began to even question Hisg sincerity by recalling

the severe eXperiences they have hag vith Hinm in the past.

The next boer with double neanings, forp exanple, very

carefully attacks God, for being indifferent 4o the plight of Hisg

own Creatures,

The literal translation of the surface Neaning of thig poen

goes thus:

NTHCZ 29200 nnt, A pop
NG AIBe NAD m o478 pp .

Even the Almiwhtv,

Like the fr21i1 human beines

Makes false assertions.

FO“, "hen I nasked Him for an injera
Ho ngsuraa ™, that He hag nene. (20)

Since the Second linz in the original, contains the pun,

(mut)* the hiddaen "eaning of the poon ig.



-~ 64 -

Bven the Almichty

TLike the fﬂtll hurinn beings,

HMakes false assertions.

For, when I asknd Him for nn injera
He said, "wou die, for I'va nothing
To give out."

thus chansing the meanine antirelv,

This is a hierhlv loaded couplet. The anonymous poct is
blaning none other than tha Alrmirchty Himgself, o accusaes Him of
Lelling o lie, anA condemming him to death. One could not think
of a mor»e concentrated and a mo™e poignant expression in the Tace
of the omnipotent power which metes disaster unto His helpless

creature, nan.

In this sinile, God, the Creator is reduced to the status of

hunan beings, in an indirect wav.
Y '

Such a nove taken by the starved people, in a way, is a

beginning of a departure fron theirp beliefs and custonrms.

There are some other sad stories to be told against God,

which 2dd to their frustrations and disappointment.

HEY A AHIN 9RAU  PRAU
MY NN Phayu erAU
THEGM " M2 #N% 9B :

You gond V¢ Raing

Tt flood, O godl

And the Sun's heat

Th2t scorches

There it is, my tilled land, for wyou
To sow it yourself, (21)




This ig = direct eriticig= of God bv farmars vho were forced
agrinst theirp w1ll, te abandon their usual agricultural activities,
beeause of sho inbalance of nature. The hessage of the couplet
indiructly Presuppeses the abqndonment, and destruction of

cormunities,

The following poen vhich nakes nnotherp explicit reference to
God, tells how corrmunities endeg up in total chaos and destruction.

ATHE 20ATAUT ARAR gnA=ay
TUATE Kol 0L Nt PoAU: :

To heck with You, Lord

To heck with You!

If that ig what You desire

There 1ig MY abandened house fop You, (22)

In the followine poem, in a SUrprising turn of fancv, fanine
itself seerms to et vorried nboit its pwm Prey's plight. But the
victins look at the solution put forrgra b= hir vith georn ang
distrust.

NF hrvee pAT TE &)

| g P F
NHEP NIHC oA ® CeT AHyY

P P 3.2

My foolish Conrade Hunger

Asked ne to Accompany hin tc Shoa.
Doesn't he realisze that,

The sare God who knows rne h=re
Also exists there? (23)

Such pessinisr on the part of victing, asgerts their growing

disappointnent with divine providence.
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Those still in the Arourht reciona, unliks the others vho

have bean moved out and resettled in the ovher parts of +the

¢T

country, have their own doubt in the evisterce of God, 'Allah',

as the folloiing topical poer from a Muslin community reflects:

T NQ NP AT R PAAT
RALP Wde 040 maAT:

Looking up in the sky,

No trace of cloud I sece,

No trace of najesty

Heaven seens to be abandoned.

Hay be, Allah too

Has been taken away and resettled. (24)

A1l the characteristics with which God is presented in the

poems discussaod bove, testifv to the disillusionment of destitutes

with the divinitv., Theipr unending miseries lead Then to ev
more daring statenent amgainst God, for nothine has come out of

the love -na resnect thev had for Him,

NEAANTBAUS eATeAU hUA
hytl NG 94eC U 9uA:

I don't bow to vou God

Let the grain do it instead.
For you have proviacd it

With that power of Yours. (25)

This poem, indirectly angd yet profoundly suggests that, it
is God who delegates power to grain, to carry out His cruel acts

against mankind. Thus, grain to the starved nan assunes the




proportions of a Goc.

reason for viectims to how for saomeone

Buf, still, ths balinf that, God is Power, is

clearly indicates that,

their "Creator', thev have not conpletbely abandoned /i

Percnnial instabilitv, absence of

to protect the peasant against looting

naintained,

2lthourh dastitutes oot disgahi

Howaver, ther» ssemg to bz not the slir! test

who cond-mnad them to death.
who oo !

This
sfied with

strusted/ Hinm.

institutional nechanisns

-
and plunder by shiftasBJ

apd Teiding troops have kept the farrers on the verge of starvation.

A minor crisis would thus lead to fanine situation.

Aware of this factor, the peasants have

their bitterness against harrassnent and

oral literaturc.

ANAYY 0NCO- ANAG ACHT
NLRVP 140 AT 46T
hAIS HELT NATG A1 +o

TR P T gr paCT
P40 U ABHC Y AL 4 hAo4T:

My sgarments wors confiscatad
And worn bv the naraudarg
/Cleimine +o0 bhe ill-clad, /
Mv ox mas driven WA
And slaughtarad by the
My eranapv wag ampting
By the prince's hanghman ,

0, wour Mnjeqtv,

You have foreotten Jdust one thinm:
My stomach!

Whv don't vou rob that too?

and 1t re sleep in peace. (26)

4"" fEY s alrs i
nefteona

This poen is said to hav:

Theodore (1855-1868) who, in order to punish the people

55Outlaws.
56

A soldier of g prince in feudal Ethiopia,

been composed at the tine of

always been exXpressing

Suppression through their

Lnperor

of 2 region




in revolt, haa given orders to hisg trooms to plunder ang Pilla~e
the entire countrvside, ntirs cormrunitincs vere than devastited

and fanmine had set in as o result,

This poem is of high quality building up detail by detail
to strong eclinax. Tt is a testament to the sufferings ond
injustice sustanined by the 2oor peasant during the oppressive

régimes of feudnal Fthiopia,

The condernation of the nasscs is thus, not linited to

celestial powers only, as expressed 1n couplet(25)., Tt conderns

earthly powers as well, as reflected in the above poern.

The theme of ﬂisillusionﬂent is also nanifesteqd through
the victirmsg resction against friends or relatives. Thisg happens
nainly when the tradition of matunl assistance felle o benefit

those in crisisg.

NAG HeN €327 proy
Nt P37 AU 40 name fnea:

Nature resumned its cordialits
Vhat is soing to happen to those
Vho mistreateqd friendsg

During hard days. (27)

Herc the past wound Seens net to heal Very cuasily even at tines

when nature resures its generosity,




The peasantg! résponse to drought ang farmine situations,
is nanifested through varioug eriotional reaetions, a8 scen fron
the poens treated so far. The theme of disillusionment, which
is predominﬂntly divinemcr%ntcd, as is the casge here, shows Oone
of the fundornentas features ip the cultyra)l life of the Tthiopinn
rural Population, phe implicit ang explicit references to God,.
in tires of grief and gi “ster, show People's Preoccupationg

with reliesioyg belierg,

This in turn e mlains the Tagt that, God ig viewed hv thg
e2sants as tha NDowar who interferes in theip affairs. _ God
7

28 bthe Chuse for hoth Successes and fﬁilures.

4,4 Resentnent
——=xttnent

Poens included i this Category exXpress feelings of indisnant

displeasure, dissatisfaction Or unhappiness

These poeng are predominantly topicnl, dwelling on the
country's ongoing resettlenent Programme, sct up to alleviate

the sufferings of disnster viotins, through the utilization of

available resources,

—
e
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Tho following poen, howevHr, which ig not related to
settlerent orp resettlenent issues, and yet Capable of eXplaining

~

the resentnent Of peonle ot Gheir nisfortunes in seneral, jig

Worth Citing here,

"Nn esfe O o+
hoOC gg7y h1ec A+

Tilling land, ang
Suffering from hunger,

ﬁhnotinﬂ with = gun, ang

Missine the eneny

These apa incessant torment g

Like fire burnine the soles of oup fegt. (28)

Here, the. themg of Tesentment ig eénriched hv concrete
iuages., The farrer whe fails o benefit fpom his 1ahour is

like the Worrior who Nigsoesg his shots,

Another couplet, which i1s 2lso not Tesettlerent - Orienteqd
is the following One which shows the danapges Yrought by
drought ang the kind of eriotional feeling Created amon its

= O 2,

victing,
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Inadequacy O absence of rains hag always conspired against
the effortg of farmers ip the agricultural activities, Farmers
whose crops fail or get damaged dye to such calamities have this

ironic way of celebrating saster:

DT P FILY dan apg
UNGREE nnmAy 27

Who cares fop Laster feastg?
We will €NJoy ourselveg
With grain that has missed
it8 ripeness )
/because of drought/ (29)
The Lastep holiday which concludes twg months of fasting
Lo the Christian Lthiopiansg turns inteo g5 day of sorrow for

the starving Peasant.

The Amharic term Sefera, (meaning 'settlement or
"esettlemeﬂt') has been g Popular topic of discussion, mainly
among the drought ang faminewvictims, since recent Jéars. The
Leasures taken by the government to move out people from the
drought—prone regions of the country ang Tesettle them in the
more fertile areas have attracted not only +the attention or

drought—victims themselves, but also the world community at large,

Because or Social, cultura] and other factors, the resettlement
Programme set Up, with the hope of benefltting A Segment of beasant
farmers hag at times Secms not ‘to have Teceived positive responses

from the beneficiaries themselves°



Out or the Collecteq Poems for the Study, there ape those which

Purely dwell on this issue or Settlement or Tesettlement

The following couplet reflects hoy a famine—victim being
assisted ip his place Of origin at Wello, Wiews the Tesettlement
effort.

METY N4 g, T inr
8. ¢, na4nc . .

full or flavour jg the
Relier Gommission’s wheat

Were 4t not used eventually

For Tesettlement . (30)

Here, the relief Tecepient at Wello ig worried about the
eventuality of being Teésettled ip one of the new rehabilitation
Sites, which of Course, he jig not familiap with, Although
'full or flavour’, he took tne Telief aid pe has been Teéceiving
from the Commission 95 2 bait fap Tesettlement, Thig €stablisheg
his negative viey Ag2inst the rehabilitation programme, whieh
involves the noving out of people from theip pPlaces orf origin tq

2 quite ney environment

Some Consider the Programme unfit fop T'€spectable bPeople,

They sce it &= Undignifieq and Wmworthy of proud bPeople, as the

following Couplet which Compares the Tesettled Peasant tq chicken,

demonstrates:



- 73

P& g g EC emny
BNRT pC ma N34 wec . .

What 1s life Te-settleqy
Like chicken idly berched.
Take me tq the battlefielg
To join the WAPTiors ingtead. (31)
To the Amhara, more importance is given to fighting ang

defending the mother-lang than to rehabilitation issues,

The views of resettlers at the new Tesettlement sites, do not
sSeem to differp much from those who stay at their placesg of origin,
8. regards the rehabilitation Programme. The following topical
poem, from one of the Tesettlement Sites at Bagle region illustrates
this point.

heRq g CC 2% homuw

NI NS4t Ans A emA AT
PABIY ANt na 5 AELTF:

Mending hey rugs,
Sittimg in front of her house,

f'or EVery word uttercd

Triple wag her accusative reply,

What 4 terrible bredicament forp the man,
He had no choice

But to pun away

And join the Bhle Fesettlement areq, (32)

Here, family dispute ig taken as the cause of Tesettlement,
The man hag opted for being Tesettled not because he is in favour
of the resettlement effort, ag the tone of the poem Suggests, but

because of the absence of warm ang Smooth family relationship at

the place of origin.



The deep Attachmen+ Of the Lthicpian People tq Symbols of
territory, lqnguage and Teligion 4g also one Other determining

Tactor for the Peasant 'y outlook towardsg the rehabilitation effort,

heFa®  oang. EFAN mhy
NA Ne Ay tHip 90,

daven g You saig Iy dear, that,
Misfortunos were unbsarableo
But no! I diqg beur them

And thug 7T disproved you

When T Settled

With the Uromos in Bale, (33)
Hero, the ney Settler ig lost ip the middle of a4 new Culture

and environmento He geeg himgelr a2 misfit among the new community,

According to the essage of this Souplet, the culturs] Cohesion
between the Ghristian Settler Tron northern ﬁthiopia, and the Uromo

of the south, S€ems not t, gain g firm ground yet,

With the €Xception ofp Poem(28) in thig Same category, the othep
Poems apeg topioal, discussing issucs of Tecent CVents. 1pe Telerence
to 'settlument' or ’rosettlemsmt‘ in these Poens giveg an idea aboyt
the POssible date of theip composition, dcfinitely afber the 1974,
Lthiopian Revolution, Since it Was aftep the establishmont of RRC
that Tesettlement Programmesg were highly intensified. Henoo, these
Poems are also important for their historioal und'sooiological

Valueg besides their contributions in the fielqg of ora] literature,
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4,5 Gratitude
Zabltuce

Poems under this section €Xpress feelings of thankfulncss,

appreciation ang gratefulness,

It is very customary among the thiopian population, the
Peasants in the main, to thank and bless al3 those with helping
hands. The People show guch feelings of appreciation usually

with much humbleness and Sincerityo

There coulg be various €xplanations for Such widely exhibiteqd
habit among the Peasantry. Byt one thing is obvious, Because of
their lowly position in Society, theip only available wealth with
which to reciprocate is their sincere words of thankfulness and

gratitude.

Here ig g poem, popular among the Amhara society, which

elucidates the above points.

SNATIR  2NA SANT emn
T3 OENPT 4nf W Aoy nem: :

Let thosge be fed

Who feqd me,

Let theip thirst be qQuenched,
Who duenched mine,

What woulg have been my lot
If all or us were

In the same bpredicament? (34)



The deeper neaning of thisg poem, however, £ocs beyond the
meré eXpression of gratitude. It reflects the tradition of
mutual assistance, The poen tells us that if everybody was
deprived, it would result in universal destitution. It expresses

in so fey words man's dependence on man in time of direst needs,

There are other verses of similer nature dwelling on famine

emergency-aid Programmes.

The following poem puts on record, how an organized government

relief assi<tance benefitg famine victims,

Pel Moyt 91

@1 FLEA™
P o4 0C 5 + et n

0N, .

The fire of hunger,

Drove me on to the high road,
4nd I was saved

By the government's aig, (25)

The poems show us the Severity of the drought in terms or g

rampant firc lmagery,

The government's aid is likened to the fire squad which

Treaches the emergency spot and averts danger before it spreads out,

the inflictions of People Tesulting fronm the'fire of hunger', but

this particular cage,

—



HenF® 4 40 ¢ EYICIC AA A
Mud o N4 MMANY:

When the rains faileq

Havoe Teigned,

Wheat from ebroad arrived

And our livesg Were saved. (3g)

Like in verse(}S), agsi<tance Tendered ip times of direst
necd is the best manefestation of solidarity, The Very mention
of 'wheat! coming 'frop abroad' alse indicatesa that the task of

Saving famine Victinmg fell not only on the nation but also on the

4nd Canadg'g POsitive responge.
Ours woulg have been
The fate of the dead,
Stalk in the dry secason. (37)
This poen of coursc, shows the deep APPreciation of foreign
aid, of Canada, in Particular, But more than that, it CXpresses

indirectly the deep feeling or misery felt by the community in

generagl .

Another boem, which also pays tribute to those who came to

avert the Crisis goesg thus:



Both poen, leeay, (37) & (38) stress the inevitability of
death duc tg hungor, had it not been fop the asgistance rendered ;
by foreign countrices 8, the sinoority of words of appreciation
o°n the part of aid-recepients is unquestionable, The imminence of
death due to hungep 18 again reiterated ip the firgt two lines
of the following poen, However, the Succeeding linesg show, lire

instead of death, pPlenty instead of starvation,

AL T o T A0
04 NEPRA '8y ran.

Certain was I
That Lapth was to be ny meal |
To my Surprise, howover, .
subsisted op bread ang butter, (39) :
/Bread ang butter which WAaSs of coursge f
Supplicd frop abroad as thepe Were none ;

a¥ailable ip the country, /

In thig poem, 'bread ang butter! connotes the availability ;
of nutritious food which Was out of reach of the beasants even f
during normal times, Thus, the Cutbreak of droughts angq the famine J

that subsoquontly resulted seemg to be a blessing in disguise ag

€Xpressed 4ip the poem composed by the oid—recopionts themselveg, !
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The faminc Victims lort no stone unturned in an effort to
put on recorg the contributionsg of those countries ang Organizationg,
The assistance rendered not only saved lives, but also helped ip

facilitatlng the reunion of family nembers, which were bPreviously

dislocated becauge of the calamititso

The following verse reflects this fact,

o8 FIC NIL sncen
Y 2 ¢ hand moan., .

Listen to me,
You who fled your village,

Come back and re-join Jour husband

For the Reljer Commission

Is on your side. (40)

The poens discusseq above geénerally euphasize not only the
tradition of mutual assistance, but algoe Such traditiong 48 being
Symbols of 11fe instead of death, Social cohesion instead of Social
disintigrationa Since they dwell more on actual happcnings, l.e,,
On events at g certain time in the lire of the famished, their valuye
lies more ip their historical OT sociological significance, rather
than in their literary Or artistic qualiticg, The inclusion of new
or alien termg in these Poems also indicate the benetration of
foreign aig into the country, and thus point to the approximate

time of their composition which mugct be recent,

4.6 Tenacitx
Poems underp this lagt category eXpress determination, strong

will, Self-reliance and persistence.
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It hag time ang Again been Said that hunger hag alwayg been
4 constant Visitop of the Ethiopian Peasantg, iy = therfore, Comes
a8 no SUrprise tq fing that, fep Peasantg familigp With the
Crucltics of hungor, Tood Productionp i1s theip constant pre—occupationa

Thig prc—occupution is well €Xpressed through theip oral traditions.

The Peasantg chant op Sing thege Verses ag they work, ag They
Plant the crops or harvest them, Thege Poems stregg not only the
importance of hard Work ang self~sufficiency, but alge Warn againgt

POssible dangerg of hunger,

Here ig 2 poem to elucidate the above Pointg,

JIH 4992 F 0 909, " A
NPOA ST, AFOA S Ay

Gobeg!
Listen to my advice,
Listen to my advice
Work hard op Jour farms,
Work hard!
Ur else, yoyu won't pe able tg Withstang
The teapg of vour Offspringg, (41)
It startg out by calling 'Gobez ' _ A Word which meang
"the brave! gp 'the Strong' It alse Connoteg integrity and

comradeship.

The poen is g Warning g People thyt unlegsg they apply

& £ o (M The 'Gobesg ! who are ©Xpected tq help out anybody in danger,
nmust net Compromige themselves to hunger and to the tears of theip

childreno The call fop hargd WOrk cannot be more suocinctly eXpressed

than ip the above Couplet,



108 08 44 nop Hed 4o
YR NP4 nag nma hOded ;.

He who advances lape CXcuses,
Uf the Sun'g heat ip June,
And of the downpours ip July,
Frighteng bis kid,
Demanding injers,
By the story of
Al approach of g devouring hyena. (42)
didel Couplet giveg g an insight into the troubled heartg
of those Dcople who, out of Negligence op lazinoss, fail toawork
hard ang are C¢ventually Overwhelmed by broblems, the solutions of

which are out of their reach,

GLn v AR ACE N tA@ P
PR 1 ma RO TA D e .

Une has to plough
The lang with vigour,
Else, fearful wil] 1t be,
When one énds up
With an “mpty bread basket, (43)
The imagery of the empty bread basket Symbolizag destitution,
hunger, and the cventuality of death by starvation, Hence, the

need for harg work is given Ereat emphasis.
Some, with little or ng forusight, might think that famine
could be avoided Very edsily, The next couplet indirectly €Xposes

Such a false view, and advocates the correcet solution:

——



AN AL AAL hamdC P
FIC NOE AENLCP:

I plough the land

Moan I not.

For, hunger can't be )
Chased away with a sling. (44)

This is another couplet which in only two lines states that,
no weapon can vangquish famine except hard work. It also teaches
that no amount of self-pity would help against famine. The only
way out is to farm and to farm and to farm. Cne has to sweat even
on religious holidays, violating the long-lived tradition as the

following couplet proposes:

PG 497 LA Pyl AU~ LSC
nNNAgEJ Nt hemAAN

Better to farm on Saturdays

Better to farm on Sundays!

Rather than running after handouts

From the affluent. (45)

baturdays and Sundays, and the numerous Saints' days have

been observed for millenia in christian Ythiopia. Violating them
is tantamount to bresaking a taboo, because any one who dozs so could
very well be excommunicatced. It has been held throughout the .
centuries that working on these days would bring disaster not only
on the individual but also on the community as a whole. But the
message of the above couplet 1s precisely to break this ancient
tradition. To commit this sacrilege is d¢ emed to he much better than

to humiliate oneself by begging for a pitce of bread from the'haves'.



The couplet is a revolutionary call for hard work and

self-reliance.

The last couplet showing the fruitful life obtained through

hard work runs thus:

rdd _fmﬁ,”; Né&lk Ne e
PANLT L9470 DEEM A 974

Sharp are his ploughs
Anid his oXen of a bora colour.
4and his grinding mill ceascs not to roar
Until well into Maskeram,57 the new year. (46)
tven during periods of good harvest, there are lean months.
But in the above poem is a hardworking peasant, whose labours are

rewarded by plentiful results that his grinding mill roars even

throughout Secptember when most others rcamin silent.

The couplets cited so far in this last section of the chapter,
express the need to overcome hunger through hard work. They
agitate the society to be industrious. Underlying these couplets;
there i1s a call for a spirit of self-reliance, for tenacity against
hardship and for doggedness in work. They also carry a message to

fight against fatalism.

The 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 self-reliance and

hard work.

57D_—ecombcr(?)
September



CONCLUOSBIUN

In the preceding discussion of the dominabt themes of
famine-inspired amharic poems, the study hns attempted to bring into
focus the plight of the hunger-striken ithiopian people, the peasant
masses in the main, and their responses to the misfortunes meted

out to Tthem.

Although these responses that got their expressions through oral
poetry are treated under separate headings, the general impression
we get from them is that the majority of bthiopian rural masses have
lived under food crisis situation for ages, and thus, in constant

preoccupations with theacquisition of their daily bread.

Factors directly responsible for the outbreak of famine in
kthiopia are usually identified as drought resulting from unfavourable
climatic concitions. But major causes of famine have their roots in
the country's socio-economic system and in the low-level of
productivity of peasant farmers, which has been pointed out in chapter
two of this study. The archaic land tenure system, human scttlement
pattern, primitive techniques in food production and land use, to
mention some, huave been the big sturbling blocks for proper
development and for self-sufficiency in food. Thus the Lthiopian
masses have lived for ages in an environment where food crisis has

been raging constantly.

The oral traditions have not failed to register the problems

and miseries people have been facing for apcs. The poems classified
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under the theme of anguish for example, express this face of
life through the woes and cries of hungpy children and the
never-improving food situation for thosc with desperate necds to
satisfy their hunger. anxiety and helplesseness in the face of
disasters is expressed by couplets under the theme of insccurity.
Becausc of their difficult positions, people have also been forced
to condemn not only the earthly power, but also the celestial as
well, which further shows their disillusionment with humanity as
well as divinity.

Poems under resentment theme show people's displeasure and
dissatisfaction in 1life; to the extent of disregarding some of the

efforts made to improve their own lots.

The poems have also registered the contributions made by the
world community at large, to alleviate problems of famince.

Tenacity, which is the last thoeme in the anlysis of the poems,
is very optimistic, and a revelutionary call for hard work and
self-reliance. The neced to overcomc hunger through tne concerted

efforts of all those concerned is highly emphasized.

The couplets included in this study have atthgpted to register
the collected experiences of famine-victims in so few but effective
words.

Mhey are valued not only for their literary merits, but also

for their historical and sociological significance as well.
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There is no doubt that, for a deeper understanding of
Ethiopian society, a more concertcd and institutionalized collection

of oral literature of the ﬁthiopiafpeople in general is needed.
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