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    Preface

    The two essays in this study1 are part of a larger work on coping with rural poverty which I hope to complete in the near future. The dearth of material in Ethiopia on rural poverty in general, and peasants’ responses to it in particular was one reason I Was first drawn to the subject. In the course of my investigations, however, I came to realize that coping with poverty is far more complex than just « making ends meet ». True, the response to poverty is the stuff of everyday struggles for existence and viability, nevertheless, the economic struggle to make ends meet employs such a wide variety of social and cultural idioms, and is such an important element of human and social relationships that to separate the economic from the social, cultural or « ideological » is quite difficult. Coping with poverty draws on both the natural and socio-cultural resources of the community as well as on individual peasant initiative. It may be said that the history of rural Ethiopia is, at least in good part, the history of the struggle of peasants against poverty and vulnerability, and the legacy of this history is evidenced in the social and value systems of rural communities today. Coping with poverty, like coping with calamity, thus offers us greater insights into the workings of peasant society, and reveals to us in sharper relief the dynamics of social relationships, community values and human loyalties.

    Rural poverty and the dynamic responses to it are important in our particular case for reasons having to do with policy choices and reform management. The subject is however too involved for us to deal with here, but the critical problem that has enfeebled reform measures and distorted government policies for the last half century in this country lies in the perception of state authorities and policy executors regarding peasants and their endeavours. All too often, the image of the peasant that emerges from policy documents, official pronouncements, and even academic research is very negative, and on occasions down-right insulting. Peasants are believed to be ignorant, backward, lacking in initiative, and often given to indolence. It is hoped that this study will help put to rest unfounded perceptions such as these, and help counter the heavy urban bias and petty bourgeois prejudices that so frequently inform government attitudes and even « public » opinion about rural producers, their day to day struggles and their value systems.

    The material for this study was collected in Bolosso woreda, Wollaita awraja2, southern Ethiopia in the period 1989-1990. Both Bolosso and Wollaita are in the heart of what is known as the ensete culture complex which is the dominant agro-ecology in central and south-central Ethiopia, and which involves some 6 million people. A detailed description of my field research method is given in Annex 1, Essay 1. This is a micro-level study, and while I recognize its limitations I believe the conclusions I have drawn have wider implications. In particular, peasants in the ensete zone are faced in the main with similar problems and weighed down with similar burdens, hence micro-level studies of this kind are useful as comparative tools. The central arguments briefly sketched here have not been fully teased out due mainly to the pressure of time and the shortage of funds. However, I hope to debate the issues and analyze my findings soon, and in the meantime I present this short study for discussion and criticism.

    Some theoretical issues

    Coping with poverty assumes that the poor are active agents responding to their life conditions in ways calculated to ensure their survival and their esteem in their communities. In the context of Wollaita, the poor are all those who are considered poor by their fellow peasants, who have insufficient means of livelihood (land, livestock, capital), who depend greatly on the traditional cooperative institutions of their community for a great part of their sustenance, and who are involved in elaborate ties of social and economic dependency. The poor are also culturally identifiable : a poor head of a household in Bolosso, for example, is often forced to let his wife work (a mark of poverty among peasants here), is more likely to be polygamous, and tends to devote a considerable portion of his labour and income on cultural and esteem-oriented investments as opposed to « productive » investments bearing immediate material benefits (see Essay 2). For purposes of this study, we have excluded from the discussion persons at the lowest level of the scale of destitution, viz., beggars, the homeless, the handicapped and in general the absolutely destitute. Such people are not only wholly dependent on others for their survival but have lost their social esteem, and have dropped out of society as a consequence.

    It is significant that while the general literature on rural poverty is fairly extensive the subject of coping with poverty has been largely ignored (for the general literature see El-Ghonemy 1990, FAO 1986, Lipton 1985, Saith 1990). Coping with crisis brought on by social, political and environmental disaster has attracted considerable attention (see Dessalegn 1991), but peasant responses to poverty and the strategies of everyday survival have not been seriously explored. This is surprising considering that the subject of rural poverty in Africa began to attract attention, albeit as an element of rural modernization initiatives, as far back as the early 1970s, and one would thus have expected a closer examination of everyday peasant strategies both as a subject in itself as well as an issue relevant to development choices. However, this has not been the case to date, although the works of some economic anthropologists (eg. Polly Hill 1972) and agricultural historians (Palmer and Parsons 1977) stand out as exceptions, even though neither one or the other covers the subject in full.

    The general literature on rural poverty - I would have liked to add « in Africa » but as the references cited here show, the works in question are not exclusively on Africa, and many of the specialized studies are in fact on Asia - suffers from several inter-related shortcomings. First, many of the works in question were, or appear to have been prepared either to satisfy the demands of donor agencies or to attract their attention. Such works often reflect, or generally conform to, the concerns, assumptions and outlooks of the institutions which hold the purse-strings of international development assistance. Such donor bias continues to inform research choices and priorities, often determining or influencing in subtle ways what subjects, issues and frames of investigation will be promoted, funded or in other ways rewarded.

    Secondly, the dominant approach in much of the literature, particularly the donor-supported literature, may be termed the « head-count » approach, i.e. it reduces poverty to quantifiable dimensions often on a broad aggregate scale. This approach lays heavy emphasis on measurement, statistical comparison, and quantitative « history », all based mostly on what are considered to be valid universal indicators such as assets, income, nutrition/consumption, and employment. (ILO 1988, Lipton 1985, 1983, Srinivasan and Bardhan 1988, World Bank 1986). Essentially, the head-count approach views the poor in their aggregate, and considers them as statistical inputs to be employed for argumentation and policy prescription. The underlying assumptions here are : a) that the poor have the same needs and motivations whether they are in Africa, Asia, or Latin America, and b) that they all respond to the same « benefits » or « incentives » in the same way regardless of their individual experiences and socio-cultural environments - assumptions which are difficult to sustain as evidenced by the failure of a large number of internationally supported development programmes in rural Africa and elsewhere. Moreover, as the focus of measurement is the primary household, the head-count approach ignores or hides intra-household variations in hardship arising out of gender or age-specific relationships. It should also be noted that many of the works in question depend for their basic information on sources whose reliability and accuracy is questionable. The information often comes from FAO, other UN institutions, or World Bank data banks whose original sources are surveys and censuses prepared and published by individual member countries. Obviously, the standard of data collection, and the accuracy of the data so collected differ from country to country, and comparative analysis based on such information is always suspect.

    The foregoing criticism is not meant to be a total rejection of the quantitative approach, on the contrary, I believe analysis of this sort, carried out with care and with the aim of supporting other forms of inquiry, is necessary and cannot be done without. My objection is that the head-count approach by itself obscures more than it reveals, gives rise to gross simplifications, and is an insufficient tool for understanding the dynamics of rural poverty, and for preparing policy alternatives to deal with it.

    Thirdly, and more significantly for our purposes, the existing literature views the rural poor as passive and at times lifeless agents, silently waiting to be rescued from their fate by the benevolence of the state or philanthropic organizations. The poor are the object of investigation, analysis, argumentation and policy prescription. They are talked about and examined as if they have no life of their own. They are the target of welfare or other policies which are often based on what the policy makers and their external advisors consider to be good for them. Such policies are often packaged as poverty-alleviation programmes, or programmes aimed at ensuring basic needs, both involving a redistribution of resources and services (health, education, housing, etc.) deemed essential not by the poor themselves but by state bureaucrats, their advisors and financial donors3. With a few exceptions, the poor are not considered as active agents, and such questions as what do the poor do for themselves? how do they cope with poverty on an everyday basis? are not frequently raised.

    The conventional definition of the poor refers to all those persons who subsist below a given level of income. The poverty line is often taken to mean (and the standard is frequently set by government policy) access to purchasing power sufficient (at least) to cover the cost of a nutritionally adequate diet. A variation of this view has it that poverty should be measured solely on the basis of a nutritional norm : the undernourished are poor regardless of whether their lack of access to their nutritional requirements is a consequence of low income, low consumption or other factors (Lipton 1988, 1983). In India, for example, the official nutritional norm is set at 2400 calories per person per day, and a person is assumed to be undernourished and hence poor if he/she is unable to have access to the required energy intake on a regular basis. But this view has been criticized because the assumptions implicit in the estimation of energy requirements are considered to be questionable. A person’s caloric requirements - i.e. energy necessary for normal work and health needs - vary among individuals and over time, as well as among regions or populations due to factors having to do with environmental and genetic adaptation (Srinivasan and Bardhan : Ch. 11). In brief, the distinction between the poor and the non-poor based on income/nutrition is debatable, first because what constitutes the poverty line as well as the criteria defining income distribution are often contested, and second because nutritional norms are imprecise and thus improper tools of measurement. Moreover, both the poverty-line and nutritional approaches hide differential levels of vulnerability within the household, since both tacitly assume that the pooling of income and consumption goods within the household ensures that the burden of hardship is equally shared; an assumption which is now being challenged (Kabeer 1991).

    The poor have also been identified as those with low assets (insufficient land, livestock and possessions), and low earned income due to limited employment opportunities (El-Ghonemy, Griffith 1977, ILO, Lipton, Sender and Smith 1990). The usefulness of these indicators is however limited, because we do not as yet have an accurate and valid standard of measurement, and because in each particular case environmental factors, and factors having to do with agricultural experience and human initiative tend to be left out of account.

    Let us take the question of assets as a case in point : what is meant by insufficient assets? In land rich societies, i.e. societies where land is relatively not a scarce resource as in parts of western and southern Africa, low production and hence destitution may arise due to lack of access to labour, and not to land, whereas in land poor societies the opposite may be true. In the latter case, the key asset is labour, which for many households can only be available through high birth rates or complicated arrangements with kinfolk or the extended family. Further, both land and labour may be available in sufficient quantities but not of the kind eagerly sought. As Polly Hill has shown, landlessness per se was not a problem in rural Hausaland, but rather the poor were those who lacked access to manured land (Hill 1972 : Ch. X). Similarly, agricultural labour may be in great demand even when general labour is not in short supply. It should be remembered that in much of rural Africa women are the main cultivators, and the shortage of agricultural labour is a far more serious handicap than the shortage of land (Moock 1986). In Wollaita, on the other hand, the critical constraint is the shortage of farm oxen and land (in that order) rather than that of labour. As we shall see later, however, due to the specific agro-ecology of the area, and the specific cropping strategies employed by the peasantry, a plot of land here provides more food security to the family than it does in other parts of the country.

    Moreover, the significance of land assets to production will be dependent on a variety of factors of which the class and political are quite critical. A given piece of land may provide a higher or lower harvest depending on, among other things, its quality and location, the form of tenure in which it is held (i.e. the class relations in force and the rate of surplus extraction), and agricultural policies having to do with pricing, marketing, etc.

    Lipton (1988) has made a distinction between the poor, and what he calls the « ultra poor », describing the latter as those who spend 80 % or more of their income on food and yet fulfilling less than 80 % of their caloric requirements. The « ultras », he says, are both hungry and malnourished, while the poor are unlikely to be malnourished but may be hungry occasionally. For practical purposes - and this was the main object of Upton’s work - the task of measuring the line dividing the one from the other is a difficult one, and so the usefulness of this line of thinking is highly questionable. Illife (1987), on the other hand, distinguishes between what he calls the structurally poor, meaning those who suffer from long term poverty due to their personal and social circumstances, and the conjuncturally poor, i.e. those made destitute by crises such as famine, pandemics, natural disaster, and so forth. The latter have the chance to reverse their fortunes while the former do not. I have attempted what I consider to be a more practical method of making distinctions among the poor in Essay 1.

    One may add here that a distinction could also be made between the long-term or chronically poor, and the short-term or temporary poor. The advantage here is identifying poverty over a period of time radier than at a given moment in time. This then raises a number of questions : who are the poorest in this instance? Are the chronically poor also the « ultra » poor? How temporary are the conditions of the temporary poor? Persistent poverty, specially if it is also « ultra » poverty, may present far more difficulties than transient poverty for welfare and related policy initiatives.

    Of late, students of rural society have pointed to the significance of seasonal changes to the dynamics of rural poverty (Chambers et al., IDS Bulletin 1986, Gill 1990). The seasonal approach opens up new lines of inquiry by suggesting new dimensions to the problem of vulnerability. But seasonality is perceived primarily in climatic terms, and the burden of seasonal changes is believed to fall only or mainly on the poor. This is a partial view, for seasonality affects, In varying degrees of severity of course, many sectors of rural society, and impinges upon class relations, determining at the moment at hand the range of social, non-economic opportunities available to the poor, the nature of the social nexus binding the community together changes as a result of seasonal factors.

    Rural poverty, particularly in the context of land scarcity and high population density, which is typical of Wollaita, is said to promote abusive landuse practices, giving rise to environmental degradation. The poor are seen to be caught in a vicious trap, often largely of their own making : population pressure means more micro-holdings, which leads to mis-use of the land and other resources, which in turn leads to natural degradation and impoverishment This view or some version of it was popularized in the 1980s by journalists, academics and others whose knowledge of rural Africa, and in particular peasant farming expertise was superficial (Berg and Whitaker 1980, Timberlake 1985). In Ethiopia itself, a series of FAO sponsored studies highlighted the nature and magnitude of the degradation of resources in the country, and warned of the catastrophic dangers lying in wait in the near future (MoA/FAO 1984-87; see also Campbell 1991). While there is an element of alarmism in the reports, there is no denying the severity of the problems and impending consequences involved. Nevertheless, the studies ignore the appreciable efforts made by peasants on their own to conserve resources and to control their own micro-environments. Indeed, the studies suggest, at least by omission, that improper traditional agricultural practices are as much to blame as government neglect for the problems in question.

    I hope to show more fully in subsequent studies that intensive cultivation and micro-holdings do not by themselves - not necessarily anyway - promote natural degradation and environmental instability. Intensive cultivation is compatible with environmentally responsible resource use and agricultural practices. Indeed, one of the distinctive features of peasant agronomy in the ensete ecology, in contrast to the cereal complex of northern or western Ethiopia, is its greater sensitivity to the environment and its more refined approach to natural resource use. Wollaita is not the best illustrative proof of this, although what peasants here lack by way of sophistication in soil control they more than make up by their skilled cropping practices. Some of the peasants in the southern parts of the ensete zone have long practiced sophisticated irrigation and water conservation techniques, skillful terracing and effective natural yield improvement methods; these, together with their broad botanical knowledge have enabled them to exploit their environment to its full extent without exhausting its potential. Some have in fact argued that scarcity of land and high population pressure in the Gamo highlands, the site of their study, was a stimulus to the development of greater environmental sensitivity and higher conservation skills among the peasantry (Hallpike 1970, Jackson 1970, Jackson et al. 1969). Experiences in other parts of Africa show too that scarcity of resources and unfavourable environmental conditions stimulate peasant adaptive capabilities (Johnson and Anderson 1988).

    Robert Chambers (1983) has forcefully pointed out that the rural poor are invisible, but I find some of his arguments not quite convincing. The question to ask is : invisible to whom? to their fellow peasants? to rural researchers? to visiting agents of donor organizations? or to functionaries of the state? It is true that the poor may not be visible, not all of them at least, to over-night tourists or slick city boys. It may also be true that state bureaucrats or donor agents, who are not keen to find out what the real conditions in the country side are in the first place, will certainly not see the poor. But to say this is to say the obvious. To the keen observer, poverty is conspicuous. To begin with, the absolutely destitute, those on the perilous margins of subsistence, make it their business to be visible : beggars, the homeless, and those who live by charity and alms forcefully present themselves to any visitor because this is their mode of earning a living. Secondly, a brief visit to a rural village is enough to reveal wealth differences at a glance : there are those who live in fine houses (fine by the standard of the community) and those who live in hovels. A little closer examination of the everyday life conditions of the same village will show that poverty is there for all to see. In Wollaita for example, as in many other rural communities, to own and maintain a horse is prestigious, and horses are frequently decked out and displayed on festive, ritual or ceremonial occasions (see Essay 2). A horse owner here is much like the owner of an expensive car in the West, and a display of horses on these or other occasions in front of a person's home will tell a lot about the status of that person. These examples could be multiplied, but the point in brief is this : poverty is hidden only from those who do not wish to see it.

    There is a sense in which Chambers' point is valid, however. The poor are not often organized, least of all around issues central to their needs. They are far less equipped to articulate their grievances and their interests, and for that reason development initiatives may often make their condition worse than it was before. In a survey of formal rural organizations in sixteen countries in Africa, Asia and the Middle East, FAO found that the rural poor are the least involved in farmers’ unions, cooperatives and community development organizations (FAO 1979). My own findings and those of others on the other hand show that the poor are active in informal grass-roots structures such as mutual support networks, welfare associations and savings and loan clubs (March and Taqqu 1986). These, however, are the least likely to attract support programmes from government or donor agencies. But these are picayune matters, the real issue in the final analysis is not really visibility or invisibility but rather class interest and class bias which inform development planning and reform management, and which relegate the needs of the poor to a marginal status (see Kohli 1987 for the Indian experience on this).

    I propose to argue - partially in this study, more fully later - that the rural poor are both resilient and vulnerable. The vulnerability of the poor is obvious, and some of the factors which exacerbate this condition are discussed in the essays in this study. The resilience of the poor stems from three sources : their greater self-exploitation through a more active engagement in economic and income generating activities; their greater exploitation of social relationships (both inter- and intra-class), and of the ethic of communal cooperation; and, their greater investment in custom and tradition. I shall view poverty in an active setting (and the poor as active agents), and coping with it not just as an economic struggle but as a social and cultural one as well.

    Let me briefly sketch some of the concepts and problems I hope to examine more fully in my later work. I shall begin with the nature of economic relations in Wollaita and my conceptualization of these relations.

    There has been considerable debate among students of Third World peasantries about the nature and logic of peasant production, and the underlying relationships among groups or individuals in rural communities. The major controversy has centered around the question of whether peasants operate within a market economy, political economy or moral economy. The market economy school argues that economic relations in rural communities today are based on impersonal market forces, on individual decision-making and risk-taking, and on the logic of maximizing material gains and benefits. Peasants in other words are said to operate within a capitalist framework and are subject to the same laws as those governing capitalist enterprises. A variant of this approach views peasants as commodity producers engaged primarily in commodity economy and subordinated to the forces of international capital that operate in the wider world. Peasants are petty capitalists who exploit others as well as themselves (Bernstein 1979).

    The political economy school accepts the capitalist nature of peasant economy but goes on further to examine agrarian class relations and state/peasant interactions. Popkin (1979), a strong advocate of this school, has insisted that peasants are rational decision-makers, in the capitalist sense of the term, and are far more likely to be guided by « precise and well-defined » contractual relationships in all their economic activities. Each peasant is primarily engaged in the task of raising and improving his/her standard of well-being, and peasant villages, he contends, are « best viewed as (capitalist) corporations, not communes » (Popkin, 1979 : 4).

    Popkin has been quite critical of the moral economy approach associated, for example, with the early works of James C. Scott (1976). The moral economists stress that social and economic relationships among peasants do not often follow the capitalist logic and are instead informed by a strong sense of reciprocity, mutual support and cooperation. While they accept social differentiation within peasant communities they contend that class relations are frequently mediated by socially-accepted norms and moral values which stress common welfare and the minimization of risk and hardship to community members. Communities also have mechanisms - some effective and some not - for the redistribution of wealth which operate through traditional systems of labour exchange, pooling of capital and support to the poor and the needy.

    I contend that in the context of Wollaita, the concept of « village as corporation » or « capitalist peasant » is hard to sustain. Peasants in fact are not tied exclusively to the logic of one form of economy or another, in practice they are more flexible and more opportunistic, making use of market or non-market opportunities depending on their needs and the benefits involved at each particular occasion. At the same time, however, and in contrast to the proponents of market economy, I consider peasant villages more like communes, and the economic interests of individuals, far from being independent, are intertwined with the social, cultural and moral. Economic decisions, I shall argue, are frequently informed by socio-cultural values. Peasants operate within a broadly conceived dual economy without this duality being dichotomous or mutually exclusive.

    I shall view rural poverty in Wollaita in the framework of what I wish to call cultural economy, as well as market economy, the latter significantly modified by the former. Cultural economy is similar in several respects to the concept of moral economy - it recognizes reciprocal relations and interactions as important elements - but contends that it is not morality alone but also mutual self-interest which is the binding force in economic relations. Cultural economy refers to those norms (some moral and some not) which create inter-dependency among peasants and which are embedded in the tradition, communal ethic and social institutions of peasant society. These norms inform economic interaction and provide the poor opportunities for survival and viability. Cultural economy recognizes social differentiation but views relations among the groups involved both as a relation of « exploitation » (in the narrow sense of the word) and of mutual benefit.

    In rural Wollaita reciprocal relations based on mutual self interest often bind the rich and the poor, creating a form of symbiosis allowing for shared benefits. In Bolosso, prosperity is gained not only through access to more land but frequently through the acquisition of more livestock. Someone is considered wealthy if he (rarely she) has a large herd of cattle, and such a person is expected to hold public rites when the size of his herd reaches such magical numbers as one hundred or one thousand. Nowadays a person with a hundred head of cattle is considered exceptional, and I met only one peasant in Bolosso who had recently reached this figure and who had held a ceremonial to mark the occasion. Given the shortage of land and pasture in the district, an owner with more than six to ten head of cattle has no choice but to redistribute his animals among peasants (often poor peasants) who agree to their upkeep for certain benefits. The benefits may include manure (an important asset), and a share of the milk, daily products or off-spring from the cattle under their care, depending on the original agreement Such « contract » arrangements are eagerly sought by the poor since they stand to gain and to make up critical deficiencies. More examples of such reciprocal interactions, including among women, the poorest sector of rural society here, are given in Essay 1.

    I noted earlier that in Wollaita poverty may be identified in part by insufficiency of assets, especially traction power and land. I now wish to suggest that endowment may be a better measure of poverty. By endowment I include not just physical assets but also labour, and such intangibles as skill, initiative and industriousness. The profile of a household will often indicate at a glance how well or badly it is endowed. A household headed by a woman, or one consisting solely of the elderly, will often be seriously constrained even if it has access to sufficient land. As discussed below, there are a variety of cooperative arrangements for acquiring access to farm oxen and land in Bolosso, and while the poor in general may not always be the most to benefit by it, the industrious poor have greater opportunities here than their less active colleagues. One may thus say that a condition for escaping chronic poverty in Wollaita is favourable endowments in intangible assets.

    One of the questions we discussed with peasants in several parts of Bolosso was their attitude to the rich and the poor, and what came out of the discussions was significant because it revealed peasants’ own valuations of personal endowment. The lucky few who were thought to be prosperous were viewed with respect tinged with envy; they were admired for having attained material security which was ranked high above everything else, but also feared and resented for the power they were believed to have acquired along with personal wealth. Power here meant more influence over others, more of whom were drawn to them for a variety of economic reasons. The poor, on the other hand, elicited peasants’ sympathies for their hardship but not their respect Indeed, they were frequently looked down upon, and considered unworthy because of their condition. A poor man is blamed for having brought hardship on his children and his family, and is scorned for being chronically dependent on others, and for being engaged in activities of low esteem. Many peasants were quick to point out disapprovingly that a poor peasant is one who sends his wife out to work. The often unexpressed sentiment was that the poor were failures because they lacked not so much material assets, although this was not considered unimportant, as human/moral virtues such as initiative, frugality, steadfastness, and shrewd manipulation of available opportunities.

    In a poor household every one works (everyone, that is, capable of working) to support the family, whereas in more prosperous homes women (and on occasions children because they are sent to school) are relieved of all but domestic labour. The most frequent sources of cash income for the poor come from petty trade, gathering and selling firewood and grass, and such items of home industry as craft products, and food and beverages. Poor women are active in all these activities. In recent years, Food for Work (FFW) has provided employment opportunities for the needy in many parts of Wollaita. In Bolosso, about half the daily labourers employed on FFW schemes were at one time women. FFW has been well received by women who often argue that more of them and fewer men should be employed in the schemes. In short, poor women are active in all areas of income generation, and provide an independent source of income for the family and for themselves. In consequence, they are more assertive and have a greater say in the home than their more prosperous counter-parts. It may seem paradoxical, but poverty in this setting appears to promote some degree of women’s independence and of gender equality. While the evidence is not quite complete, there is reason to believe that men’s disapproval of working wives stems from what they regard as the danger of women assuming a stronger position in the household.

    On the other hand, a poor male peasant is more likely to seek another woman for a second (or sometimes a third) wife, and if this woman is a widow owning land in her own right, the new marriage will augment the family income. While not always the case, polygyny in circumstances such as this may serve as a mechanism for coping with poverty, and may be considered an element of cultural economy (but see Essay 2 for a different interpretation).

    Does coping with destitution give rise to loss of self-esteem on the part of the poor, as is sometimes claimed in the literature? This is a question that should be considered carefully, because the subjective and emotive nature of the issue leaves a good deal of room for misconceptions and misunderstandings. There is of course nothing ennobling or uplifting about destitution, and the poor are more conscious of this than others. Moreover, survival strategies may lead the poor to engage in income earning activities which may be viewed with low esteem by their fellow peasants, but that does not necessarily translate into loss of self-respect on the part of the lowly. In fact, the poor frequently make up for their poverty in their imagination by means of positive and occasionally highly flattering self-valuations (see Dessalegn 1990). One should therefore make a distinction between loss of self-esteem and loss of social esteem, the latter occasioned by the response of one's neighbours to one’s acts of survival. It is in the latter sense that the question is significant to this study. In Wollaita, poverty brings with it the threat of loss of social esteem, and the poor seek to reassert their worth through greater cultural integration (Essay 2).
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    1  The first essay is a revised version of a consultancy report prepared in 1990 for Redd Barna-Ethiopia (Addis Ababa), the Norwegian Save the Children Foundation which has been engaged in relief and rehabilitation activities in Bolosso since 1984.

    	I would like to thank Redd Barna, Oslo, for providing me funds for a research visit to the U.S. in the summer of 1991.

    	Here and in Essay 1 Ethiopian authors are listed by first name.

    2  Until it was abolished in 1986, the administrative division of the country was three-tiered. The lowest administrative unit was the woreda, which I have rendered here as district; several woredas made up an awraja (sub-province), and several awrajas in turn made up a kifle-hagger or province. Thus Bolosso was a woreda in Wollaita awraja which was a part of Sidamo province. In this study I shall keep to the old administrative boundaries for convenience and to avoid confusing the reader.

    3  The basic needs approach to poverty, which was a fad for a short while in the 1980s, now seems to have run out of steam. It was to begin with an unworkable model because it lacked, among many other things, precision and consistency (see Wisner 1989 for the literature).
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